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IntroductIon 
Words matter 

Within the local-to-global context of citizen action, many activists and scholars agree 
that we face a “crisis of discourse”. Words that once imparted radical visions of social 
change have been co-opted by more powerful groups, rendering them devoid of 
their original meaning or politics. For example, when the World bank uses terms like 
“empowerment” or “civil society participation,” they mean something quite different, 
or at least far less transformative, than what activists originally envisioned. since 
feminist activists and movement-builders depend on the political meaning of words, 
we at Jass decided to generate and claim our own definitions. 

the evolution of the Jass’ feminist movement Builder’s dictionary

the idea for this dictionary originated with Jass mesoamerica, where feminists and 
women activists from different social movements found themselves creating alternative 
terms to describe their context and strategies since old ones had lost their meaning. 
alda Facio, a costa rican feminist writer, activist, and lawyer with Jass wrote the first 
version, diccionario Feminista, in spanish. Her goal was to “free words from the box or 
mindset of the patriarchal paradigm”. as Jass’ work deepened in southeast asia and 
southern africa, we quickly realized that we had all been searching for and “inventing” 
new words to more accurately describe the contexts and dynamics of power within 
which we’re operating, and the myriad ways in which women experience and resist 
oppression.

We began building the english version of the Feminist dictionary to develop a common 
language, history, and sense of purpose within the Jass community. as more people 
contributed, we quickly realized the dictionary’s potential as a vehicle for the political 
act of defining our world based on a distinct feminist political perspective – one that 
is constantly shifting and recognizes how distortions in social, economic, and political 
power and privilege form the basis of inequality and injustice. 

the production of knoWledge

as with all knowledge, the content of this dictionary is a reflection of the various 
vantage points, intersecting identities, values, and experiences of its writers and 
contributors. the words and their definitions reflect and are embedded in Jass’ 
approach to feminist movement building and our analysis of how power can operate in 
both positive and negative ways.

as such, this dictionary is neither comprehensive nor complete, as no single volume 
can capture the full range and diversity of women’s voices and women’s knowledge. 
likewise, it is not a static reference, as words and meanings shift over time and place. 
instead, we hope this dictionary will nurture fresh and imaginative political thinking, 
debate and action, and serve as a starting point for women from all walks of life to 
understand and negotiate our differences and find common ground. 

share your knoWledge!

to that end, we invite you to contribute to the development of this dictionary. We 
welcome and actively seek your new words and clearer definitions. let us know which 
interpretations you agree with and which you disagree with. We rely on all readers to 
identify and fill in gaps – in terms, context, meanings – recognizing that the very act of 
identifying and correcting what we’ve left out will deepen our collective understanding 
of women’s experiences and women’s lives.
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aBout the second edition

the first english-language edition of Jass’ Feminist dictionary was developed by alda 
Facio, lisa veneKlasen, valerie miller, srilatha batliwala, annie Holmes, molly reilly, alia 
Khan, maggie mapondera, natalia escruceria, and anna davies-van es. this version 
builds on and incorporates the feedback of a number of reviewers, including Patricia 
ardon, marivic raquiza, dudzi nhengu, rosanna “osang” langara, shereen essof, 
and laura carlsen. both editions are built on the collective expertise and experience 
of Jass’ community of feminist popular educators, scholars, and activists from 27 
countries in mesoamerica, southeast asia, and southern africa. 

hoW this dictionary is organized

the dictionary is organized into six sections intended to provide a conceptual and 
practical foundation for feminist movement building.

1. feminism(s) – social and political theories and concepts

2. identity and difference – the building blocks of who we are 

3. power and knowledge – power analysis and feminist knowledge production

4. the state – the institutions and practice of citizenship, democracy, and governance

5. the economy – deconstructing the current economic world order

6. feminist movement building – organizing and leadership for a more just and equal 
world

hoW to contriBute

send your comments by e-mail to jass.dictionary@gmail.com, or visit us on the 
web at www.justassociates.org or www.facebook.com/Jass4justice
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a
ableism 8
activist (for justice) 11
advocacy 11
ageism 8
agency 12
androcentrism 4

B
biological sex 8

c
capitalism 17
care economy 17
citizen and citizenship 12
civil society 15
class 8
classism 8
coalitions12
commons 18
community organizing 12
constituency building 12
consumerism 18
critical consciousness 12
culture 8

d
democracy 12
deregulation 18
development 15
dichotomy 8
disability 8
discourse 4
diversity 8
domestic work 18
domestic worker 18

e
economic democracy 19
empowerment 13
engendered citizenship 13
equality 4
equity 4
ethnicity 9
extractive industries 19

f
family 15
femicide 4
feminism 5
feminist epistemology 10
feminist leadership 13
feminist movement-building 14
feminist movements 14
feminist popular education 13
feminist transgression 13
free-market or market economies 19
free trade 19
fundamentalisms 15

g
gender-based violence (gBv) 5
gender identity 9
gender 5
geographic location 9
globalization 19
governance 16

h
hegemony 10
heterosexism 9
human rights 16
human security 16

i
identity politics 9
ideology 11
informal economy 19
informal labor 20
intention/intentionality 13
international financial
institutions (ifis) 20
intersectionality 9

l
livelihood 20

m
market 20
militarism 16
misogyny 7
mobilize13
movement-building 14
movement 13

n
neo-liberalism 16
ngo-ization 14
ngo non-governmental
organization 14

o
oppression 11
organizing 14
othering 9
outreach (for organizing) 14

p
paradigm 11
participation 14
patriarchy 7
political 7
politics 11
post-colonialism 7
post-modernism 7
power 11
privatization 20
privilege 9

Q
queer 9

r
race 10
racism 10
reproductive tax 20
resistance 14
resonance 15
rights 17

s
safe space (for feminist  
organizing) 15
security 17
sexism 7
sexuality 7
sexual orientation 10
social exclusion 10
social protection 20
socio-economic status 10
solidarity economy 20
state 17

t
transgender person10
transsexual 10

W
wellbeing 15
women’s human rights 17

IndEX oF EntrIES
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FEMInISM(S)

androcentrism a characteristic of sexism (that presents 
the male as the prototype or model for humanity and 
the masculine perspective as the default human point 
of view or as objective reality. in this form of sexism, 
men’s lives and the masculine are privileged and 
taken as the embodiment of all human experience 
throughout history, whereas women’s lives and the 
feminine are understood as “other.” 

discourse a basic definition is the language of a 
given field or area of study, for example, medical 
discourse or legal discourse. michel Foucault, a 
French philosopher concerned with the origins 
and dissemination of “knowledge,” developed the 
idea that knowledge is produced, i.e., that what 
we know about and see in the world is not simply 
the “natural order” of things, but is shaped by the 
dynamics of power and dominant ideologies that 
are at play in any given society. Feminists such 
as chris Wheedon and Judith butler have built 
upon this theory to describe how knowledge, for 
example regarding “women’s work” or women’s 
roles in history, is not value-neutral but instead is the 
product and reflection of dominant attitudes and 
beliefs about race, class, gender, ethnicity, etc.While 
“conventional” knowledge is produced in the service 
of male-dominated societies, feminist activists can 
and do produce knowledge, for example through 
lived experience, that is more conscious of power 
imbalances in society, and in doing so, alter discourse 
in favor of women’s equality. 

equality enshrined in law, this refers to measurable, 
equal political representation, status, rights and 
opportunities. Gender equality does not imply that 
women and men are the same, but that they have 
equal value in society and should be afforded rights 
and treatment as equals. 

equity Justice or fairness. social and political change 
efforts often seek to ensure equality of opportunity 
without consideration of the huge power differentials 
and the use of privilege and discrimination in 
societies that put some people in a better position 
than others to take advantage of an opportunity. 
Women have stressed gender equity in development 
and elsewhere because equity takes into account the 
differences between people and the uneven playing 
field, focusing instead on the outcome or impact of 
any action. 

femicide the systematic killing of women because they 
are women. While this term was originally used to 
describe any murder of a woman, it has evolved over 

eQuality vs. eQuity 

Within the global women’s movement, there has 
been a long-running debate about whether we 
should use the term “equality,” “equity,” or both. 

From a human rights perspective, the term “equality” 
is essential as this is the language of all international 
human rights treaties, including the convention 
on the elimination of all forms of discrimination 
against Women (cedaW). Furthermore, “equality” 
is a measurable objective that states have a legal 
obligation to ensure to all citizens. most importantly, 
equality obligates states to eliminate all forms of 
discrimination, as any form of discrimination would 
result in some individuals being denied equal 
enjoyment of their rights. 

in human rights terms, equality is characterized by 
“equality of results,” so, for example, since states 
have the obligation to achieve the full and equal 
participation of women in politics, not only must they 
remove all barriers to participation, they may also 
have to undertake “temporary special measures,” 
such as quotas or preferential treatment, to eliminate 
established patterns of inequality that privilege male 
participation while discriminating against women. 

this understanding of equality, referred to as 
substantive equality, has not yet been implemented 
by states, but this does not mean that they are 
not legally obligated to do so. in fact, to achieve 
substantive equality, states usually have to enact 
different laws and policies related to men and 
women or to different groups of women in order to 
level the playing field and ensure that both men and 
all women enjoy their human rights on an equal basis. 
For example, 

for most women to have equal right to work they 
may actually need different policies and laws from 
those that other women or men need. They need 
maternity leave and extra safety conditions when 
pregnant and as long as they remain principally 
responsible for reproductive labour, most women 
need workplace nurseries and assistance to free them 
from household labour to enter the labour market 
equally. Furthermore, in human rights terms, states 
are obligated to take into consideration that not all 
women are equal either. Women of different age, 
class, caste, ethnicity, race, ability or other conditions 
have different social position and power, and 
therefore different needs. (Mukhopadhyay 2004)

because “equality” in the western liberal tradition 
has been interpreted by states to mean formal 
equality, i.e. that men and women must be treated 
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time, specifically through the work of feminist writer 
diane russell, to mean the killing of women because 
they are women. it is a crime in which the motive for 
killing is the gender of the victim.

feminism a range of theories and political agendas 
that aim to eliminate all forms of discrimination 
against women due to sex and gender as well as 
class, race, ethnicity, ability, sexual orientation, 
geographic location, nationality, or other forms of 
social exclusion. Feminism as a political agenda has 
evolved over centuries, shaped by the politics of 
each historical moment. For example, many early 
feminists (in the 1700s and 1800s) were involved 
in abolitionist movements and made the linkages 
between women’s bondage and slavery. since the 
turn of the 20th century, the different historical 
surges of feminist political organizing have been 
referred to as “waves,” defined primarily by feminists 
in the americas. the first wave of feminism focused 
on legal rights, such as the suffragettes struggle for 
the right to vote in the early 1900s; second-wave 
feminism focused on a broader range of forms of 
subordination in the private realm, including violence 
against women, reproductive rights, women’s roles 
in the family. third-wave feminism, more heavily 
influenced by feminist movements around the world 
and post-structuralist thinking, recognizes that there 
are multiple feminisms operating and emphasizes 
diversity in theory and practice, demanding greater 
space and recognition of the feminisms shaped by 
different generations, ethnic and sexual groups, and 
different classes, among many other elements.

gender relates to the characteristics – ranging from 
gender roles to physical appearance – that 
societies attribute to the notions of “masculine” 
and “feminine.” We learn gender roles through 
socialization which begins very early and is reinforced 
constantly throughout our lives through education, 
the media, families, religion, public policy and other 
social institutions. Gender roles are different in 
different cultures and can change over time. rigid 
enforcement of “traditional” gender roles has led to 
backlash and targeted discrimination and violence 
against men, women, gays, lesbians, transgendered 
and others who challenge narrow, static conceptions 
of masculinity, femininity, and sexuality. 

gender-based violence (gBv) violence that is directed 
at an individual based on his or her biological sex, 
gender identity, or his or her perceived adherence to 
socially defined norms of masculinity and femininity. 
it includes physical, sexual, and psychological abuse; 
threats; coercion; arbitrary deprivation of liberty; 
and economic deprivation, whether occurring in 
public or private life. Gbv takes on many forms 
and can occur throughout the lifecycle, from the 

in identical manner in the eyes of the laws, some 
feminists use the term “equity” to emphasize 
the notion of substantive equality and equality 
of impact or equality of results and to emphasize 
that “equality” has too often been translated into 
“equality of opportunity”, which is only sufficient 
if everyone is starting from a level playing field. 
For these feminists, “equity” implies that men and 
women may need different laws and policies in order 
to exercise their rights on an equal basis.

the critique of “gender equity” stems in part from 
how the term has been used in political negotiations 
to undermine women’s rights, and because it 
does not require the elimination of discrimination. 
during negotiation of the beijing Platform for 
action, ultra-conservative governments sought to 
replace “equality” with “equity” throughout the 
document. by doing so, they would be able to 
justify discriminatory treatment of women based on 
a government’s subjective determination of what is 
fair or just (i.e. equitable). For example, it may be 
considered “equitable” to prohibit women from 
inheriting property because local customs or norms 
require men to provide for the family.

in addition, within human rights law, “equality” is 
clearly defined and has the power of enforcement, 
whereas “equity” does not provide any legal 
requirements for states to eliminate discrimination 
and achieve substantive equality between men and 
women. because language is political, there is a risk 
that using “equity” and “equality” interchangeably 
can slowly unravel longstanding legal protections 
enshrined in numerous human rights treaties and 
agreements. (Facio and morgan)

prenatal phase through childhood and adolescence, 
the reproductive years, and old age (moreno 2005). 
types of Gbv include female infanticide; harmful 
traditional practices such as early and forced 
marriage, “honor” killings, and female genital 
cutting; child sexual abuse and slavery; trafficking 
in persons; sexual coercion and abuse; neglect; 
domestic violence; and elder abuse. Women and 
girls are the most at risk and most affected by Gbv. 
consequently, the terms “violence against women” 
and “gender-based violence” are often used 
interchangeably. However, boys and men can also 
experience Gbv, as can sexual and gender minorities 
such as men who have sex with men and transgender 
persons. regardless of the target, Gbv is rooted in 
structural inequalities between men and women and 
is characterized by the use and abuse of physical, 
emotional, or financial power and control.  
(Khan 2011)
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feminism

in her introduction to Changing Their World: Concepts 
and practices of women’s movements (association 
of Women’s rights in development (aWid), 2008), 
srilatha batliwala describes feminism as:

“… both an ideology and an analytical framework 
that is both broader and sharper than it was in the 
60s and 70s. the past three decades of activism, 
advocacy and research, and changing global geo-
political context, have generated powerful insights 
and experience about our gains, setbacks, and the 
challenges of the future. these have also enabled us to 
re-frame our philosophy and approach, and generate 
a broader vision for ourselves and the world we want 
to create. We now stand not only for gender equality, 
but for the transformation of all social relations 
of power that oppress, exploit, or marginalize 
any set of people, women and men, on the basis 
of their gender, age, sexual orientation, ability, 
race, religion, nationality, location, class, caste, or 
ethnicity. We do not seek simplistic parity with men 
that would give us the damaging privileges and power 
that men have enjoyed, and end in losing many of 
the so-called “feminine” strengths and capacities that 
women have been socialized to embody. but we seek 
a transformation that would create gender equality 
within an entirely new social order – one in which both 
men and women can individually and collectively live as 
human beings in societies built on social and economic 
equality, enjoy the full range of rights, live in harmony 
with the natural world, and are liberated from violence, 
conflict and militarization.” 

●● in the current global crisis of rising food prices, 
exorbitant energy costs, and the nightmare of 
climate change, feminism stands for economic 
policies based upon food sovereignty, clean 
renewable energy, and ecological soundness, 
in order to ensure a sustainable future for the 
planet, all its species and its natural resources.

●● Given the experience of the gendered and 
inequitable impacts of neo-liberalism and 
globalization, we also stand for economic 
transformation that creates greater social equity 
and human development, rather than mere 
economic growth.

●● We stand for political transformation that 
guarantees full citizenship rights, the full body of 
human rights, and for secular, plural, democratic 
regimes that are transparent, accountable and 
responsive to all their citizens, women and men.

●● escalating levels of war and civil conflict, the 
conflict-related displacement and subjugation of 
both women and men, and increasing use of sexual 
violence against women as a political tool, have 
led feminists to oppose violence of any kind and 
to stand against wars and conflicts that displace, 
violate, subjugate, and impoverish both women 
and men. conversely, we stand for peace and non-
violence – and for peaceful resolution of disputes 
achieved through inclusive and participatory 
processes.

●● We stand for responsible co-dependence rather 
than individualism, but believe in the right to 
freedom of choice of individuals with respect to 
their private lives. 

●● We oppose the rampant promotion of consumerism 
that continues to objectify both men and women, 
and which promotes the wasteful use of the 
planet’s natural resources and devastates the 
environment.

●● feminism stands for power to, not power over – 
we struggle to change the practice of power both 
within our own structures and movements as well as 
in the social, economic and political institutions we 
engage. 

●● We support the renewal of our own organizations 
and movements through empowering new 
generations of actors and leaders, and creating 
respectful spaces and roles for the beginners, the 
experienced, and the wise.

●● Finally, we stand against all ideologies and 
all forms of fundamentalisms that advocate 
against women’s equal rights, or against the 
human rights of any people, be it on the basis of 
economic, social, racial, ethnic, religious, political or 
sexual identity. (batliwala 2008)
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misogyny the hatred of women. it is a psychological 
manifestation of sexism that is expressed socially 
in discrimination, denigration and humiliation 
of women, violence against women and sexual 
objectification of women. 

patriarchy literally means “rule of the father.” Historically, 
patriarchy refers to systemic and institutionalized 
male domination embedded in and perpetuated 
by cultural, political, economic and social structures 
and ideologies. these systems explicitly make 
women inferior and subordinate and confer control 
and decision making on males while making values 
associated with masculinity the norm or ideal. 
Patriarchy has many particular forms in different 
stages of history and in different cultures. the 
concept, as it has been developed within feminist 
writings (because it has existed in anthropology far 
longer), is not a single or simple concept but has a 
variety of different meanings.

political this refers to relationships of power that exist 
within and among all organizations, institutions and 
people. “Politics” tends to refer to governments 
and the organizations competing for and using 
state power, and are often characterized by unequal 
power relationships conferred by wealth, social 
status, gender, education, etc. the feminist phrase 
“the personal is political,” reflects the belief that 
families and relationships have their politics as well 
because power dynamics are operating everywhere. 
While many people have a negative view of all 
things political, in Jass we use the phrase “political 
with a small p” to motivate women to think and act 
politically. in this way, the word political refers to 
the process of resisting and challenging different 
kinds of control and oppression while negotiating 
differences – different interests, different opinions, 
different needs and priorities – between and among 
individuals and groups of individuals to be able to 
work together for change. 

post–colonialism in a narrow sense, post-colonial thought 
analyzes the relationships and power dynamics 
between and among former colonies and their rulers. 
Post-colonial feminists analyze women’s inequality 
in the public, private and intimate spheres within 
the context of colonial dominance and oppression. 
Post-colonial feminist analysis rejects the narrowly 
conceived “Western” categories of analysis as the 
reference point for all notions of ration and logic. it is 
important to note that the term does not imply that 
colonialism, as a system of political and territorial 
domination and as an internalized system of social 
control, is over. the ideological tools of colonialism, 
such as racism, religious intolerance, control over 
women’s reproductive capacity, slavery, sexism and 

militarism, continue to be hard-wired into modern 
societies and cultures.

post–modernism a set of theories that argues that there 
is no absolute truth, and that one’s view of reality 
is relative and subjective, dependent on interests 
and perspective. it emphasizes the role of language, 
power relations, and motivations in the formation of 
ideas and beliefs. in particular, it challenges the use 
of sharp categories of analysis such as male versus 
female, straight versus gay, white versus black, and 
imperial versus colonial. this is in contrast to the 
masculinized dichotomic (binary or black and white –  
you’re either with us or against us) way of thinking 
and analyzing. Writers and philosophers associated 
with the development of post-modern thought 
include martin Heidegger and michel Foucault as 
well as feminists Judith butler, Hélène cixous, and 
luce irigaray. 

sexuality Human sexuality is how people experience 
and express themselves as sexual beings. 
biologically, sexuality can encompass sexual 
intercourse and sexual contact in all its forms, as 
well as medical concerns about the physiological 
or even psychological aspects of sexual behavior. 
our behavior and views about sex and sexuality is 
determined by cultural, social, political and legal 
systems. although sexuality is the most basic and 
normal part of being human, in most societies, 
sex and sexuality is taboo and the subject of great 
moral, ethical and religious debate. the control of 
women’s sexuality is a critical feature of patriarchy 
in all societies, and this includes how women 
see themselves, definitions of rape, access to 
contraception and abortion. 

 michel Foucault, a famous philosopher who wrote 
in The History of Sexuality, that “sexual meanings” 
– what different people think is erotic – are social 
and cultural constructs. He and many other writers 
highlight that sex is political. in other words, those 
in power define what is normal and not normal 
through institutions, such as education, religion, 
media, medicine, etc. to escape this type of control 
of “sexuality” Foucault recommended focusing on 
“bodies and pleasures.”

sexism the belief that the males (or members of the male 
sex) are inherently superior to females simply by 
virtue of their biological sexual traits. sexism is the 
fundamental basis for the domination and oppression 
of women and is manifested through many social and 
political structures, including patriarchy (see above). 
this belief is not always explicit but is embedded 
through socialization and reinforced by beliefs, 
customs, values and attitudes. it is perpetuated 
through language, media, stereotypes, religious 
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beliefs, education and the like. Women experience 
sexism differently depending on their social position, 
race or ethnicity, nationality, sexual orientation, age, 
ability, religion and other attributes, which makes 
sexism very difficult to eradicate. 

IdEntItY And 
dIFFErEncE

ableism a pervasive system of discrimination and 
exclusion that oppresses people who have mental, 
emotional, and physical disabilities. deeply rooted 
beliefs about health, productivity, beauty, and 
the value of human life combine to create an 
environment that is often hostile to those whose 
physical, emotional, cognitive, or sensory abilities 
fall outside the scope of what is currently defined as 
socially acceptable. also see disability. (rauscher and 
mcclintock 1997)

ageism Prejudice against a person or people because 
of her age; any idea, attitude, action or mental 
or institutional structure that subordinates or 
discriminates against a group or person because of 
age. building multi-generational movements that 
build on the knowledge and experience of people 
of all ages is a major challenge for feminists. young 
women’s voices go unheard, while older feminists 
sometimes feel that their hard-won knowledge 
is dismissed by the younger generation as no 
longer relevant. Feminists point out that consumer 
capitalism influences perceptions of women and age, 
subverting traditional customs and values that honor 
older women while reinforcing negative stereotypes 
of older women, all in the service of creating a fear of 
aging that sells skin cream and other products.  
(Facio 2011)

biological sex refers to physiological and anatomical 
female or male characteristics with which a person is 
born. (Goodman and schapiro 1997) 

class definitions vary; a working definition is that class is 
“a relative social ranking based on income, wealth, 
family lineage, education, status and/or power. 
(yeskel and leondar-Wright 1997) 

classism the institutional, cultural, and individual set of 
practices and beliefs that assign differential value 
to people according to their socio-economic class; 
and an economic system which creates excessive 
inequality and causes basic human needs to go 
unmet. (yeskel and leondar-Wright 1997)

culture refers to aspects of a social environment that 
are used to communicate values such as language, 
dress, food, traditions, and rituals. in political terms, 
culture can be a binding quality that strengthens the 
solidarity of communities, for example, by reclaiming 
traditional cultures, resisting dominant cultures and 
building “cultures of resistance.” at the same time, 
“respect for culture” is an oft-used argument to resist 
social changes toward equality and justice. culture 
is ever-changing, influenced by dominant economic, 
political and social dynamics, and varies from one 
context to another, for example, standards of beauty 
or notions of what constitutes a family. it is not a 
single body of beliefs immune to external influences 
or changes over time. 

dichotomy literally a “cutting in two.” it refers to a 
division of a unity or system into two mutually 
exclusive, opposing categories. dichotomy is a way 
of thinking that sees everything in purely “either-
or” terms, for example male/female, good/back, 
obscuring complexity in analyses of difference. 
Feminists speak of sexual dichotomy, meaning the 
division of humanity into two sexes, the female and 
the male, which are defined by exclusion and that 
require that every human being belong to one or 
the other sex. sexual dichotomy is a manifestation of 
sexism in that it denies the possibility that biological 
females can have masculine characteristics and 
biological males, feminine characteristics. 

disability disability is defined within specific contexts 
and depends on historical and cultural issues. a 
person with a disability is defined as someone who 
experiences a physical or mental condition that 
limits the ability to perform a major life activity such 
as walking, breathing, seeing, hearing, thinking 
or working. major types of disabilities include: 
perceptual, illness-related, physical, developmental, 
mental/emotional, chronic/acute, and environmental. 
(rauscher and mcclintock 1997)

diversity the key physical and social differences among 
people as shaped by class, gender, ethnicity, 
sexuality, etc. diversity as a political principle for 
feminist organizing is about the inclusion of different 
types of people in a group, an organization or 
agenda. it refers to the complex, enriching, and 
natural and socially-defined variations among women 
and within each individual woman and group of 
women, understood within the context of the shared 
experience of all women living in a world defined by 
patriarchy. While diversity is an important aspiration 
of many feminist movements, it is also a source of 
conflict due to variations of power and privilege. 
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ethnicity a social construct that groups people based 
on a common language, history, religion, culture or 
background. it is melded with the concept of race, 
which refers solely to physical characteristics. For 
example, within the “asian” racial category, ethnic 
groups include Japanese, thai, cambodian, and 
Pacific islander. see race and racism. 

gender identity one’s psychological sense of self as a 
male, female, transgender, intersex, or otherwise. 
also see gender in the section on Feminism.

geographic location When referred to as a factor of 
discrimination or difference, the meaning has to 
do with the location where one lives, which often 
determines choices, opportunities, and access to 
resources. For example, rural residents are usually 
discriminated against in comparison to urban 
residents because they have less access to resources, 
services, and decision makers. For many decades, 
another important geographic cleavage has existed 
between the “global north” and the “global south,” 
referring to the north’s access, exploitation and 
control of resources over decades of colonialism and 
imperialism. While the “global north/global south’ 
discourse remains relevant, an overly-simplistic, 
dichotomic (to use a popular feminist concept) 
interpretation has been critiqued, given that there is 
also a ‘south’ (i.e. poor and socially-excluded groups) 
in the global north as well as privileged actors in the 
south. 

heterosexism the individual, institutional, and societal/
cultural beliefs and practices based on the belief that 
heterosexuality is the only normal and acceptable 
sexual orientation. (Griffin and Harro 1997)

homophobia the fear, hatred, or intolerance of lesbians 
and gay men or any behavior that falls outside of 
traditional gender roles. (Griffin and Harro 1997)

identity politics in many societies, sexual and racial or 
ethnic minorities are systematically excluded. vibrant 
social movements such as the dalit movement in 
south asia, the us civil rights movement, and the 
global movement for lesbian, gay and transgender 
rights focus on bringing people together to build 
pride, reclaim dignity and identify common interests 
based on a collective identity, and to make political 
demands and fight discrimination. these movements 
have built solidarity and active citizenship among 
many formerly socially and politically excluded 
groups. the risk of identity politics is that the 
complexity of human identity is reduced to labels 
that exclude or marginalize people, such as “Hiv-
positive” or “migrant worker,” even as every 
individual has multiple identities defined by race, 

gender, class, religion, sexual orientation, ethnicity, 
age, and the like. identity politics can also lead to 
discriminatory forms of politics that focus narrowly 
on the self-interest of a particular group, rather 
than building alliances with others around common 
interests to advance rights and build inclusive 
societies. 

intersectionality an analytical tool that helps to 
understand and respond to the ways in which 
multiple aspects of each person’s social identity 
and status intersect to create unique experiences 
of oppression and privilege. the concept evolved 
in part as a response to a critiques that “women” 
as a political category over-generalized women’s 
experiences, privileging white, middle class women, 
while making invisible the ways that race, class, 
colonialism, and other factors of discrimination 
contribute to the experience of oppression. 
intersectionality aims to move beyond overly 
simplified conceptions of identity – such as “working 
class” or “indigenous” – to examine complexities 
of multiple sources of privilege and subordination. 
(miller et al 2006)

othering the process by which social exclusion occurs, 
where a dominant group claims normative status, 
and everyone outside of that group is defined in 
relation to the dominant group. “othering” is also 
described as what happens when a person, group 
or category is treated as an object by another 
group. this objectification allows dominant actors to 
rationalize or justify the subordination of individuals 
and groups of people based on arbitrarily defined 
characteristics. (Gsdrc) also see social exclusion.

privilege an unearned resource or state of being that 
is only readily available to some people because of 
their social status, such as being male, white, certain 
nationalities, heterosexual, or wealthy. Privilege 
confers benefits with respect to access to resources, 
social rewards, and the power to shape the norms 
and values of society. People with privilege become 
the norm against which others are defined, hence, 
those with privilege are considered “individuals,” 
while those without are defined by their socially 
constructed categories such as race, nationality, or 
gender. (Wijeyesinghe, Griffin and love 1997)

queer originally a derogatory label used to refer to 
lesbian and gay people or to intimidate and offend 
heterosexuals. more recently this term has been 
reclaimed by some lesbians, gay men, bisexual 
people, and transgender people as an inclusive 
and positive way to identify all people targeted by 
heterosexism and homophobia. (Griffin and Harro 
1997)



10

race refers to the physical characteristics of people, 
but has been used as a social construct that goes 
beyond a biological or genetic characteristic in many 
countries. racial categories typically exist in relation 
to a dominant group and are based on relatively 
small external physical differences such as skin color. 
For example, in the united states, Western europe, 
and south africa, “black,” “colored,” “non-white,” 
and “asian,” are understood in contrast to “white” 
people of anglo/european/north american descent. 
similarly, ‘whiteness’ or ‘western-ness’ is constructed 
in contrast to stereotypes of black or “third world” 
women. racial categories are typically created by the 
socially dominant group to reinforce their own power 
or supremacy and to justify differential treatment 
for other groups of people. at the same time, 
racial categories have been used in more neutral 
or positive ways to establish group identity and 
solidarity.

racism Prejudice or discrimination is rooted in the idea 
that race or skin color is a determinant of human 
traits or capacities, and that differences in skin color 
confer or reflect inherent inferiority and superiority. 
racism and racial discrimination can be overt, for 
example, in the form of discriminatory laws and 
policies. more often, racism is deeply embedded in 
social and political institutions and in belief systems 
in ways that are unexamined or disguised. 

sexual orientation refers to a person’s preference for a 
sexual partner. Whether an individual is heterosexual, 
homosexual, or bisexual is usually highly politicized. 
there are for example, different views as to whether 
sexual orientation is a matter of socialization or 
innate behavior and whether homosexuality is 
immoral. many societies are extremely oppressive 
toward people who do not follow social norms 
regarding sexuality.

social exclusion a framework that has been used and 
expanded upon by feminists and disability and queer 
rights activists to deepen analyses of poverty and 
inequality to address the multiple ways that people 
are excluded from full participation in society, based 
not only on material deprivation, but also on non-
economic factors such as mental health, gender, 
physical ability, caste, sexual orientation, and age. 
the concept moves beyond notions of material 
disadvantage or “poverty” to address inequalities 
in terms of other forms of social power required 
to live a free and dignified life, such as respect, 
understanding, citizenship, education, and rights. 
(batliwala, 2011b)

socio-economic status Generally refers to a person’s 
position in society as determined by a combination 
of factors, such as education and economic means. 
socio-economic status is one of the most important 
sources of disadvantage or privilege, but differs 
from class in that it is assessed with less attention to 
family lineage and other structural factors that shape 
economic opportunity and status.

transsexual a person whose biological sex does not 
match their gender identity and who, through gender 
reassignment surgery and hormone treatments, 
seeks to change their physical body to match their 
gender identity. transsexuals’ sexual orientation can 
be heterosexual, homosexual, or bisexual. (Griffin 
and Harro 1997)

transgender person a person whose self-identification 
challenges traditional notions of gender and 
sexuality. transgender people include transsexuals 
and others who do not conform to traditional 
understandings of labels like male and female or 
heterosexual and homosexual. (Griffin and Harro 
1997)

PoWEr And KnoWLEdGE

feminist epistemology the study or theory of how 
gender influences the production of knowledge. 
epistemology is concerned with what constitutes 
knowledge, and who decides it to be so. a core 
assumption of feminist epistemology is that 
knowledge is produced. Who creates the knowledge 
(the “knower” or the “subject position”), and the 
multitude of social, economic, cultural, political, 
and personal factors at play in any given time and 
place have a distinct and profound influence on the 
knowledge that is produced. therefore, knowledge 
is situated, i.e., it always reflects the assumptions, 
biases, values, and context of the person(s) who 
created it. as such, knowledge is political, and the 
power to create knowledge is a function of social 
relationships. (Jass 2008)

hegemony the process through which the world view of 
dominant groups come to be accepted as “common 
sense” or the “natural” order of things. italian activist 
and theorist antonio Gramsci developed the concept 
of cultural hegemony to explain how a dominant 
group generates ideas and consensus about those 
ideas to maintain popular support and legitimacy. 
Hegemony can be expressed through language, 
culture, patriarchy, political and economic systems, 
etc…and is designed to maintain the status quo in 
the interest of those in power. 
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ideology a system of ideas or beliefs or ways of 
perceiving and analyzing social reality. ideologies can 
justify, support, or challenge the power and interests 
of the dominant group. ideologies are disseminated 
and enforced through social, economic, political, 
and religious institutions and structures such as the 
family, education system, media, economy, or legal 
system. these institutions and structures are set up 
and mediated by the state and tend to reinforce the 
dominant ideology and the power of the dominant 
groups within it. alternative ideologies, such as 
feminism, are created in a continuous process of 
resistance by the less powerful and marginalized 
sections of society, resulting in various degrees of 
change in power dynamics, including transformation.

oppression a systemic social phenomenon based on the 
perceived and real differences among social groups 
that involves ideological domination, institutional 
control, and the promulgation of the oppressor’s 
ideology, logic system, and culture to the oppressed 
group. the result is the exploitation of one social 
group by another for the benefit of the oppressor 
group. (Goodman and schapiro 1997) see power. 

paradigm a pattern of thought that gives people a 
way of understanding and valuing their world; 
a worldview providing a basis for customs, 
explanations, perceptions, institutions and behavior. 
the “dominant paradigm” refers to the attitudes, 
values, ideologies and systems of thought in a 
particular society at a given moment in time. 
currently, the dominant paradigm is patriarchy in a 
phase of globalized capitalism.

politics the process of negotiating difference – different 
interests, different opinions, different needs and 
priorities – between and among individuals and 
groups of individuals. at its core, politics is about 
power – it’s about whose interests and voices count 
and prevail in decision-making. Politics is often 
associated exclusively with formal decision-making 
bodies, such as legislatures and national assemblies, 
but politics occurs across all social relationships, from 
the home to the corridors of government institutions. 
(veneKlasen and miller 2002) 

power the degree of control over material, human, 
intellectual, and financial natural resources exercised 
by different sections of society or individuals. the 
control of these resources becomes a source of 
individual and social power. Power is dynamic 
and relational, rather than absolute. it is exercised 
in the social, economic and political relations 
between individuals and groups. it is also unequally 
distributed; some individuals and groups have 
greater control over the sources of power, while 
others have little or none. different degrees of 

power are sustained and perpetuated through social 
divisions such as gender, age, caste, class, ethnicity, 
race, and location; and through institutions such 
as the family, religion, education, media, the law, 
government, etc. Power and the institutions through 
which it is wielded and mediated are varied and 
changing. through a continuous process of challenge 
and resistance, less powerful sections of society can 
effect changes in the structure of power. 

 theorists and philosophers distinguish among 
multiple sources and expressions of power. Power 
over is the most common understanding referring to 
the control, dominance, exclusion. this is a zero-
sum view of power. alternative, inclusive forms of 
power include: power with (collective power), power 
to (agency), and power within (empowerment). 
drawing on different theorists and from our own 
work, Jass looks at power over as it operates in 
visible (through formal decision making), hidden 
(forces operating under the table that control forms 
of all decision making) and invisible (socialization) 
forms that interact. Within the context of feminist 
movement building, making underlying power 
differentials visible and understanding the sources 
and expressions of power is a strategy for unpacking 
and challenging oppression and developing 
different, more collaborative ways to express power. 
(veneKlasen and miller 2002, see Jass publication, 
Making Change Happen 3: Revisioning Power, 2006.)

LEAdErSHIP And 
orGAnIZInG

activist (for justice) someone who cares deeply about 
injustice, inequality and/or the wellbeing of others 
and the planet, and who takes or organizes political 
action with others and is driven by a belief in an 
alternative, and the hope and conviction that a better 
world is possible. 

advocacy an organized, concerted effort by people and 
organizations to effect change in both the formal 
political and policy arena as well as social attitudes. 
there are many understandings, definitions, 
strategies, and applications for advocacy, including 
public interest advocacy, policy advocacy, social 
justice advocacy, citizen-centered and participatory 
advocacy. Feminist advocacy refers to strategies, 
skills, and tools used to influence decision making 
processes in the public and social arenas in order 
to eliminate inequalities between women and men. 
it often challenges other forms of oppression and 
exclusion. Feminist advocacy seeks to achieve 
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respect for diversity and difference, and to contribute 
to cultural, social, and political change for women’s 
full and active citizenship. (aGende 2001)

advocacy efforts concerned with empowerment, 
citizenship, and participation appear different than 
those that focus solely on policy reform …. [this] 
advocacy is not just about getting to the table with a 
new set of interests, it’s about changing the size and 
configuration of the table to accommodate a whole 
new set of actors. effective advocacy challenges 
imbalances of power and changes thinking. 
(veneKlasen and miller 2002) 

 
agency the capacity to take action or to wield power. 

conventional social change efforts often involve top-
down, expert-, and/or externally-driven approaches 
that treat primary beneficiaries as targets, rather than 
agents, of change. in contrast, movement-building 
and other empowerment approaches explicitly seek 
to engage and support primary beneficiaries in 
defining and driving the change that they themselves 
wish to see.

citizen and citizenship a citizen is most commonly 
understood as an inhabitant of a specific country 
who owes allegiance to its government and is 
entitled to protection and rights it provides. From 
this legal definition, citizenship is viewed as the 
exercise of rights and responsibilities. even as 
governments exert legal control on who is and 
isn’t a citizen, definitions of citizenship vary with 
different understandings of democracy and the 
role of the state. the prevalent narrow view is that 
a government decides who legitimately belongs 
(excluding immigrants); citizens’ rights are limited to 
voting and using public services and infrastructure. 
alternatively, a social justice notion of citizenship 
and being a citizen is dynamic – makers and shapers 
– as opposed to the above “users and choosers” 
definition (Gaventa, 1997). From a feminist point 
of view, citizenship involves claiming voice and 
accountability in all areas of life – public, private, 
and intimate – to challenge power hierarchies and 
exercise rights. (veneKlasen and miller, 2002)

coalitions, alliances and networks While these terms 
are used differently in different context, they are 
often used interchangeably. some distinctions are 
helpful in order to envision and tailor relationships 
to best suit their purpose and the needs of diverse 
members. coalitions generally have a more 
formalized structure, for example employing staff 
or having standing committees, and usually involve 
long-term relationships among the members. 
alliances generally involve shorter-term relationships 

that come together around specific objectives and/
or at distinct moments. networks tend to be loose, 
flexible associations of people and groups brought 
together by a common concern or interest to share 
information and ideas. (veneKlasen and miller 2002) 

community organizing community organizing is a 
process by which a group of people come together 
around a shared concern or problem and work 
together to find a solution that includes taking 
measures to influence the policies or culture 
surrounding them. community organizing often 
starts by addressing a concrete, unmet practical 
need and evolves to address the structural causes 
of the problem, thereby transforming power. a 
critical element of organizing is the development of 
community leaders, using the organizing process to 
better understand political dynamics, change and 
organizing. (veneKlasen and miller, 2002)

critical consciousness an ever evolving questioning 
awareness about the world and how power operates. 
a strategy and objective of feminist movement 
building, consciousness-raising includes developing 
an understanding of how personal experiences 
are linked to and influenced by political and 
economic systems; history and awareness of current 
events; and the dynamics of power. it engages an 
understanding of self, including the simultaneity of 
privileges and oppressions (e.g., race, class, gender). 
For women, developing a critical understanding 
of our situation helps us to overcome self-doubt 
fostered by subordination and sexism enabling us to 
recognize and tap into our own power and link with 
others to address common issues. (veneKlasen, 2006)

constituency building activities aimed at strengthening 
the involvement of those most affected by an issue 
in the design and leadership of advocacy. effective 
constituency building enhances the organization 
and political voice of people and lends legitimacy 
and leverage to change efforts. However, by 
focusing on constituencies solely for the purpose 
of legitimizing and bolstering policy claims without 
concern for the longer term questions of power and 
citizenship, some of these efforts have been criticized 
as “instrumentalist,” and worse, have alienated 
communities otherwise interested in supporting 
change. (veneKlasen and miller 2002)

democracy system of decision making in which power is 
exercised by the people. democracy depends not 
only on the structures that allow decision-making 
by the people but also on whether those people 
are free, informed, and safe to have input into and 
control over decisions that impact their lives. For 
feminists, questions of democratic participation in 
the household, sexual realm, media, knowledge 
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creation, and the economic sphere are as important 
as the quality of participation in the public arena. 

empowerment a process involving a range of 
activities from individual self-assertion to collective 
mobilization and resistance aimed at upending 
systemic forces and power dynamics that work to 
marginalize women and other disadvantaged groups. 
empowerment begins when individuals recognize the 
systemic forces of inequality that influence their lives 
and consciously act with others to change existing 
power relationships. (batliwala, 1994)

engendered citizenship concept in which rights and 
responsibilities of individuals in the formal political 
arena are applied across all social relationships 
and institutions, specifically, the family which is 
conventionally understood as the “private” sphere 
and therefore not subject to the formal laws and 
policies of the public sphere. (molyneaux 1997) 

feminist leadership an evolving way of thinking about 
leadership in which power and positions of authority 
– among individuals, in organizations and within 
movements – in the state and elsewhere – are 
used to create inclusive processes and structures 
that privilege people who have been traditionally 
excluded, foster democratic participation, and 
operate on the basis of authenticity, legitimacy 
and accountability to constituents or stakeholders. 
(batliwala, 2011a)

feminist popular education a political, collective learning 
process aimed at “consciousness-raising”, based on 
facilitated dialogue that places the learners’ voices 
and lived experiences at the heart of the learning 
and enables an analysis of power and patriarchy. 
brazilian scholar-activist Paulo Freire originally 
developed popular education about 50 years ago. 
Freire’s methods have been widely critiqued and 
adapted over the years, spawning many participatory 
and interactive learning processes. Feminist popular 
education incorporates a gender and a class analysis 
of oppression and starts with the personal dimension 
as a site for consciousness-raising and change. in 
this way, it seeks to develop understanding and 
capacities to influence how power operates within 
the private realm: families, sexual partnerships, and 
marriage. Feminist popular education acknowledges 
how socialization impacts a woman’s sense of herself, 
her self-confidence, health, body image, psychology, 
and ability to seek fulfillment and pleasure in all areas 
of life. (Freire 1970 and veneKlasen 2006)

feminist transgression individual or collective forms of 
resistance that challenge or subvert the norms and 
customs imposed on women by capitalist patriarchy 
and has as its goal the permanent eradication of 

all forms of oppression. recognizing and acting in 
solidarity with women who resist and push back 
against increasing oppression, fundamentalisms, 
and violence is an essential element of feminist 
movement building.

intention/intentionality in essence, refers to a clarity 
and determination of purpose. it was applied as a 
planning term by maria suarez to describe the aim 
of social or political change efforts among feminists 
in mesoamerica. the term was conceived as an 
alternative to linear goal- and outcome-oriented 
planning and evaluation frameworks that have 
contributed to the depoliticization of social change 
efforts. the prevalent technical approach to planning 
emphasizes qualitative and cause-and-effect thinking 
that does not accurately capture the dynamic 
patterns of feminist organizing and often does not 
account for the underlying structural drivers (i.e. 
power) of inequality. the term seeks to recover the 
dynamism and uncertainty in political work and to 
ensure flexibility while simultaneously communicating 
clear political meaning, particularly with existing and 
potential financial donors. also see NGO-ization.

mobilize to engage people as political activists through 
actions that build and use the strength of organized 
numbers and other resources to make demands 
known, influence those in power, and ultimately bring 
about a particular political objective. all too often, 
people find themselves “mobilized or “turned out” 
in the service of an agenda that they had no voice in 
shaping. this can weaken linkages and leave people 
feeling hostile and alienated. in contrast, movement-
building approaches to mobilization engage people 
as political protagonists, educating and building new 
leadership in addition to activating their support. 
also see constituency building. (veneKlasen and 
miller 2002)

movement characteristics include: a) an organized set of 
constituents pursuing a common political agenda of 
change through collective action; b) a membership 
or constituency base – the individuals or communities 
most vested in the change; c) some degree of 
formal or informal organization – networks, member 
collectives, etc. – are part of the organized core of 
a movement; d) a clear political agenda – common 
analysis, goals, targets for change; e) leadership from 
the constituency at multiple levels – i.e. not entirely 
dependent on external leadership; f) collective or 
joint actions in pursuit of common goals – movements 
are not based on providing services alone (though 
they may do so, for their members) but on acting for 
change; g) Some continuity over time (movements are 
not a “campaign,” though they may use campaigns 
as a strategy, nor are they a one-time struggle over 
a specific issue); and h) strategies that combine 
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contestation (e.g. marches, protests) and critical 
cooperation (advocacy and lobbying) forms – i.e. the 
strategies manifest visible political struggle.

feminist movements movements with a) gendered 
political goals, privileging women’s interests and 
seeking to transform both gender and social power 
relations; b) gendered strategies – that build on 
women’s own strategies and capacities, and involve 
women members at every stage of the process; and 
c) an agenda built from a gendered feminist analysis 
of the problem or situation they are seeking to 
change.

movement-building a process of organizing and 
mobilizing communities and/or constituencies to 
respond to common problems and concerns; the 
organizing process involves developing a shared 
analysis of why the problem exists, a common 
vision and agenda for change, and short and long-
term strategies; movement-building also requires 
that those involved define shared principles 
and mechanisms for communication, roles, 
responsibilities and all of the internal governance of 
the movement itself. 

feminist movement-building Political organizing that is 
characterized by inclusive and egalitarian processes 
designed to foster both individual agency and a 
common agenda that can serve as the basis for 
collective political action. Feminist movement 
building is not limited to or solely defined by 
any single issue(s) (e.g. “women’s issues” such as 
reproductive rights or equal pay), and can focus on 
bringing women from different social movements 
and agendas together. Feminist movement-building 
brings a feminist analysis and principles, and 
specifically, the equal role and voice of women, 
into other agendas and movements, including the 
environmental, human rights, peace and labor 
movements. this is different than building feminist 
movements which are a process of mobilizing women 
and women’s organizations for struggles whose goals 
are specific to gender equality outcomes, such as 
sexual and reproductive rights or violence against 
women. (srilatha batliwala, 2008 and Jass 2009) 

ngo non-governmental organization

ngo-ization a phrase to critique the dominance of 
nGos within social justice organizing efforts. it also 
refers to a trend toward the professionalization 
and institutionalization of civil society, and a shift in 
accountability from communities and constituencies 
to financial donors. although nGos take on many 
forms and are not inherently problematic, the 
critique holds that nGo-ization often weakens social 
justice efforts by de-politicizing them, replacing 

grassroots organization that challenges power with 
technocratic institutions that soak up donor funds 
even as they become increasingly removed from 
the needs, experiences, and priorities of grassroots 

constituencies. 

“the debate about nGoization was, to put it mildly, 
particularly heated and often acerbic. in fact, in the 
eyes of their staunchest critics, nGos were traitors 
to feminist ethical principles. [nGos] depoliticized 
feminist agendas and collaborated with neoliberal 
ones. but those kinds of blanket assessments 
of feminist nGos as handmaidens of a global 
neoliberal patriarchy, in fact, failed to capture the 
ambiguities and variations in and among nGos in 
particular countries, and regions, and even the same 
neighbourhoods. the good nGos/bad nGos binary 
simply doesn’t do justice to the dual or hybrid identity 
of feminist nGos: technical organizations that are, at 
the same time, some of them, intricate parts of what 
we call “the movement.” (alvarez 2008)

organizing deliberate action intended to bring people 
together to develop leadership strategies and the 
collective capacity needed to confront a common 
issue or push an alternative justice agenda. For 
justice organizing, the people involved are often 
those who are disadvantaged by the system or 
excluded from decision-making venues and their 
allies. ideally, people gradually take on greater 
leadership in addressing problems and build 
organizations and movements bound by mutual 
respect, trust and common purpose. also see 
constituency building.

outreach (for organizing) a wide variety of strategies 
– participatory planning and organizing, media, 
education, mobilization, and direct recruitment –  
that aim to gain the support and direct involvement 
of constituencies and to build their capacity as active 
citizens.

participation an active and informed process through 
which people expand consciousness and citizenship, 
learn to navigate power, come up with solutions,  
and actively influence decision-making that impacts 
their lives. 

resistance the act of challenging the dominant power 
structure. there are every day acts of resistance, 
for example, challenging rigid gender roles within 
the family or calling out discrimination within the 
workplace. alternately, organized, collective forms of 
resistance range from subtle, symbolic gestures, such 
as silent protests, to highly visible demonstrations 
such as marches, strikes, or boycotts. at its core, 
resistance is a dynamic, revolutionary or radical 
action used in some instances after engagement with 
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the established channels and formal institutions of 
power fail. 

resonance the ability of people to see their own lives 
and experiences reflected in the lives, feelings, and 
struggles of others, built on empathy and solidarity, 
it can serve as a transformative political process that 
helps people analyze discrimination and inspires 
deeper relationships, visions of justice and action. 
(suarez and miller)

safe space (for feminist organizing) a closed 
environment built on the basis of trust where women 
can be open and honest in discussing their fears, 
risks and, if needed, recover from the physical and 
psychological effects of burnout and violence, and 
identify resources and pursue solutions. a safe 
space acknowledges differences among women and 
consciously works to avoid reproducing oppressive 
social hierarchies that both privilege and silence 
individual and groups of women. in some situations, 
physical, emotional, and psychological violence is 
used as a weapon to undermine women’s political 
participation or to silence women. sustainable 
feminist organizing requires spaces to deal with 
the conflict or violence that women’s resistance can 
generate and develop strategies for risk assessment 
and safety. 

wellbeing the state of being healthy, fulfilled and 
thriving. activism, particularly in risky environments, 
can put our wellbeing at risk, and many of us carry 
out our work at huge personal costs. the personal 
risks that women face in their homes, communities 
and organizations for being empowered and 
speaking out can be formidable, causing them to 
withdraw from political roles and involvement so they 
can avoid stigmatization and loss of connection to 
families and other loved ones. Wellbeing becomes 
an even more critical political issue as economic 
instability and poverty among women focuses their 
energies on their families’ survival. in order to be 
sustainable over the long term, feminist organizing 
and social and political change efforts need to 
acknowledge the importance of the impact of 
the current moment in which we live on women’s 
bodies and health, and incorporate self-care and 
other opportunities refresh energies, imagination 
and hope. in a broader development context, many 
feminists and activists argue that the well-being 
of a population, in terms of access to the various 
dimensions of quality of life indicators (which 
includes sustainability), should be the main goal of 
development rather than economic growth. this 
perspective serves as one of the basis for calling for 
an alternative paradigm of development.

tHE StAtE

civil society the arena of social interaction between 
the family, market, and the state where the level of 
community cooperation, voluntary association, and 
networks of public communication determine its 
potential. civil society includes non-profit institutions, 
nGos, and grassroots groups that sometimes 
provide services or represent citizen interests (e.g., 
human rights organizations, labor unions, community 
development groups, private universities). in a strong 
civil society there are many different types of groups, 
communication is open, and there is a high level of 
public involvement. repressive states control social 
relationships and organizations and often break down 
the values that enable people to work together. 
(veneKlasen and miller 2002)

development a multi-dimensional process involving 
major changes in social structures, popular attitudes, 
and national institutions as well as the acceleration 
of economic growth, the reduction of inequality and 
the eradication of widespread poverty. (Gabriela’s 
Women’s Party, Philippines)

family the family is defined by a set of relationships 
created by birth, adoption, lineage, marriage, 
common law partnership, or other social 
commitments. these relationships usually extend 
beyond a single household to other households and 
groups. the family promotes social attitudes and 
values that influence the nature of the state, civil 
society, and the market. in the neoliberal paradigm, 
the family is considered a private realm; however, 
there are usually laws to regulate some aspects of 
family relationships. (veneKlasen and miller 2002)

fundamentalisms a global phenomenon based on strict 
adherence to a specific ideology—religious, political, 
economic, or otherwise—that is acted out through 
concerted efforts to impose this ideology on all 
social, political, and economic arrangements and 
structures. Fundamentalist tendencies are present 
within all religions, including buddhism, catholicism, 
christianity, Hinduism, Judaism, islam, and localized 
religious traditions such as the ethno-religious 
Kenyan mungiki movement, mexican indigenous 
tepehuan, and nepali shamanism. Fundamentalisms 
are largely associated with religion, but should 
not be conflated with it. there are also economic 
fundamentalisms (e.g. market fundamentalism refers 
to the rejection of state intervention in economic 
activities whatsoever) and political fundamentalisms 
(e.g. extreme stances that reject all other points 
of view such as libertarian fundamentalism). 
Fundamentalisms vary in form and content but share 
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common features including intolerance for all other 
points of view and suppression of dissent. Within 
fundamentalist discourses, women are viewed as the 
reproducers and symbols of a community’s collective 
identity. this translates into an obsession with the 
control of women’s bodies and autonomy, and the 
prescription of strictly defined gender roles. 

 although fundamentalist movements in different 
regions and religions may emphasize one or another 
issue more strongly, in all contexts, these campaigns 
seek to exercise strict control over women’s bodies 
and autonomy, and actively deny the rights of 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer and 
intersex (lGtbQi) persons and communities. because 
their messages become strongly internalized as part 
of people’s identities, religious fundamentalisms are 
able to restrict the space for dissent much more than 
other patriarchal systems. they limit questioning 
and freedom of choice, erode people’s sense of self 
and autonomy, and attack tolerance and pluralism. 
Fundamentalisms exert control in societies through 
ascendance to state power, overt or covert alliances 
with state power, control of mass media and/or 
cultural/ideological campaigns that influence civil 
society. Fundamentalist movements in all regions 
and religions specifically target youth – appealing to 
their needs and subjectivities, and penetrating the 
education system to mold future generations.  
(aWid, 2009)

governance Governance is the capacity and the quality 
of governing. in its broadest terms, governance 
refers to the relationships between people and 
different institutions; it is the mechanism that 
allows for information flows, decision-making and 
accountability. this might be between a government 
and its citizens, between an nGo and the people 
with whom they work, or it could be the internal 
management structure of any organization and 
applies to international organizations, such as the 
World trade organization, national government or 
grassroots organizations. each level has relevance 
in the fight for justice and equity for poor and 
marginalized people. moreover, different people 
will conceptualize and experience governance 
differently due to their power and position in 
society. over the last few years governance has 
become a buzz word in development, referred 
to frequently by organizations such as the World 
bank and international and national nGos. “Good 
governance” is heralded as a prerequisite for positive 
change by strengthening government accountability, 
decreasing corruption and abuse of power, and 
increasing citizens’ voices in decision-making. a 
major critique of the “good governance” discourse 
is that it is focused on making power more efficient, 
not redistributing it. (newman 2004) 

human rights see rights and women’s human rights.

human security a people-centered approach to security 
that responds to authentic causes of vulnerability 
by expanding human rights, basic economic justice, 
access to food and healthcare, protection from the 
ravages of environmental disasters and degradation, 
personal freedom from violence, including domestic 
abuse, and protection from ethnic and sectarian 
violence. also see security

militarism a broad analytical framework for describing 
the collective impacts of the use of military force 
and violence on everyday life and on the social, 
economic, and political institutions that shape it. this 
analysis identifies a military logic in the organization 
of society, beginning with the violent oppression 
of colonialism and its legacies, vis-à-vis militaristic 
post-colonial regimes; proxy wars during the cold 
War that propped up authoritarian dictators and 
led to arms proliferation; and current-day military 
rule and violent civil and political conflicts. it also 
encompasses the role and effects of us military bases 
on communities and the impact of the us-led “wars” 
on terror and drugs that have led to massive flows of 
resources to law enforcement and defense sectors in 
the name of “national security.” (mama and okazawa 
ray 2008)

neo-liberalism a set of economic and political theories 
that posit the centrality of a “free-market” system 
under which market forces, rather than governments, 
determine key aspects of the economy, with 
governments acting to support globalized markets, 
market-oriented processes and the interests of 
capital neo-liberal economic reforms over the past 
three decades have expanded and deepened the 
influence of capitalism, especially consumerism and 
the use of credit, on social and political institutions 
and on culture. this agenda includes free trade, 
privatization, reduced government spending on 
social programs, huge increases in spending on 
subsidies to business and security, deregulation of 
businesses, no curbs on foreign investors, low taxes 
on the wealthy and corporations, minimal labor and 
environmental protections, no subsidies or supports 
for poor people and sectors, etc. 

 neo-liberalism has accelerated the accumulation of 
capital and the taking of huge profits by the “big 
capitalists.” as a result, the crisis of overproduction 
and over accumulation by a few has persisted 
at a rapid and worse rate. these big capitalists 
have resorted to tricks of finance capitalism and 
have spawned a financial oligarchy in an attempt 
to override the recurrent crisis of overproduction 
and the tendency of the profit rate to fall. these 
big capitalists have repeatedly expanded the 
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money supply and credit, generated derivatives in 
astronomical amounts and made one financial bubble 
after another in order to raise their profits and 
overvalue their assets.

rights something to which a person has a just claim. 
rights may be enshrined in law, defined by custom, 
and/or established as a social norm. rights confer a 
certain degree of power and for this reason, what is 
recognized and protected as a right is a perpetual 
work in progress. the concept and international 
consecration of rights is a potent tool for reframing 
people’s hopes and needs as legitimate political 
claims for which the state and/or other actors have 
responsibility and can be held accountable. that 
said, for this conceptual approach to have practical 
meaning, definitions of citizenship (i.e. who has 
rights), the state’s jurisdiction with respect to the 
public and private spheres, and the indivisibility of 
social, economic, civil, and political rights must be 
addressed. see also women’s human rights.

security the traditional understanding of security revolves 
around the security of states from external attacks, 
provided by governments through military means. 
the realities of the current historical moment, 
however, argue for a broader understanding of 
security that takes into account the dangers people 
confront from environmental degradation, violent 
conflict, human rights violations, the inability of 
states to deliver on basic human needs and similar 
challenges. also see human security.

state consists of the people, procedures, and institutions 
of government bound by a particular territorial 
borders. the state’s authority and duties, and 
people’s access to public decision-making, resources 
and opportunities are defined and regulated through 
laws and policies. Policies and laws are enforced 
and implemented through government ministries, 
the police, courts, schools, local government and 
ministries, and other institutions. different states 
exert various levels of control on civil society and on 
the market, and regulate relationships in the family 
through family law. (veneKlasen and miller 2002) 

women’s human rights the universal declaration of 
Human rights adopted by the united nations 
General assembly in 1948 outlines what is considered 
in this century to be the fundamental consensus on 
the human rights of all people in relation to matters 
such as security of person, slavery, torture, protection 
of the law, freedom of movement and speech, 
religion, and assembly, and rights to social security, 
work, health, education, culture, and citizenship. 
the human rights delineated by the universal 
declaration are to be understood as applying 
to women. However, tradition, prejudice, social, 

economic and political interests have combined 
to exclude women from prevailing definitions of 
“general” human rights in practice and to relegate 
women to secondary and/or “special interest” 
status within human rights considerations. during 
the united nations decade for Women (1976-1985), 
women from many geographical, racial, religious, 
cultural, and class backgrounds took up organizing 
to improve the status of women. the united nations-
sponsored women’s conferences, which took place 
in mexico city in 1975, copenhagen in 1980, and 
nairobi in 1985, convened and took up the first steps 
to evaluate the status of women and to formulate 
strategies for women’s advancement. 

 in 1979, the un General assembly adopted the 
convention on the elimination of all Forms of 
discrimination against Women (cedaW), which is 
often described as an international bill of rights for 
women. consisting of a preamble and 30 articles, 
it defines what constitutes discrimination against 
women and sets up an agenda for national action 
to end such discrimination. Following this historic 
breakthrough, women in many diverse countries 
worked to get cedaW ratified by their countries 
and began developing analytic, political and legal 
tools for enforcement. the vienna conference on 
Human rights in 1993, finally recognized women’s 
rights as integral and indivisible from all human 
rights, and launched a process for developing legal 
alternatives for enforcement, including the optional 
Protocol for the cedaW, which enables women 
to take their country to court for failure to enforce 
cedaW. today, women’s movements continue to 
use the human rights system and frameworks to 
push their governments to recognize and enforce 
their basic rights. 

tHE EconoMY

capitalism an economic system in which products are 
produced and distributed for profit using privately 
owned capital goods and wage labor. many feminists 
assert that a critique of capitalism is essential for 
understanding the full nature of inequality, as global 
economic restructuring based on capitalism reflects 
a particular ideology that celebrates individual 
wealth and accumulation at the lowest cost to the 
investor, with little regard for the societal costs and 
exploitation 

care economy an unpaid economy sometimes called 
the “domestic” or “reproductive” sector or “social 
reproduction” in which women do most of the work 
of maintaining the labor force and keeping the 
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social framework in good order – both vital services 
for government and the commercial economy. the 
care economy produces and reproduces family and 
provides community-oriented goods and services 
such as healthcare, childcare, education and the 
like as a part of the process of caring for people 
and often outside the money economy. the care 
economy overwhelmingly depends on women’s 
labor. the value of the care economy is usually 
excluded from official economic statistics, making 
it hard to assess the gender impact of budget and 
policy decisions that touch on this sector. Work in 
the care economy is often not paid, though it may 
be supported by payments from the government. 
conversely, government cutbacks on social programs 
or funding inadequacies in the provision of basic 
social services and essential utilities in infrastructure 
and other areas of basic needs can add substantially 
to women’s burden of unpaid work in the care 
economy. also see domestic work.

commons concept from the 18th century pre-capitalism 
period referring to resources that the public shares. 
commons include tangible and intangible resources 
like parks, air and space, clean water, traditional 
knowledge, biodiversity, and the internet—areas 
of common interest and necessity to which all 
members of a society have or should have access. 
commons embody the efforts of multiple individuals 
and inputs; i.e. no single individual or entity can 
claim private ownership of common resources (e.g., 
government funded scientific research, intellectual 
property) the current stage of capitalism includes a 
major offensive against the public commons, through 
privatization of land and resources as seen in the 
expansion of extractive industries like mining, oil and 
timber production onto public and indigenous lands, 
for example. today, activists are “reinventing” and 
“reclaiming” the commons to democratize access 
to these vital resources and ensure that we protect 
them for current and future generations. but most of 
all what they are doing is defending the few spaces 
of commons left from encroachment.

consumerism the practice of purchasing the goods 
and services one needs or perceives as needed 
to sustain life and wellbeing (as opposed to 
building or creating things yourself or sharing them 
cooperatively within a community, for example). 
consumerism represents a way of life, a way of 
projecting a social identity based on the things you 
buy. the neo-liberal free market economy relies 
on consumerism to drive economic growth. Public 
and economic policies promote consumption, for 
example, by making it cheap to borrow money or 
by allowing employers to eliminate costly labor 
standards, thereby making their products cheaper 

for the consumer while media is used to induce new 
needs and desires. 

deregulation the removal or watering-down of 
government rules and regulations, including 
consumer, labor and environmental protections, that 
constrain or increase the cost of the operation of 
corporations and other economic actors, often to 
protect the public good. also see neo-liberalism.

domestic work domestic work covers work in the home 
(one’s own or another’s), including many different 
activities, situations and relationships and specific 
tasks such as cleaning, laundry and ironing; shopping, 
cooking and fetching water; caring for the sick, 
elderly and children; looking after pets; sweeping 
and garden-tidying. domestic work fundamentally 
involves power relationships and is usually under-
valued, unpaid, largely invisible, and seen almost 
exclusively as “women’s work” as a result of the 
sexual division of labor. in all societies, domestic work 
is assigned to women based on gender criteria; while 
men may occasionally share in these tasks, nowhere 
do men do an equal work in the home. When women 
work outside the home in the labor market, other 
women (or children) are brought in to do domestic 
work, when finances permit, or women work double 
workdays, rather than men of the household doing 
more of the caring work. (idWn)

domestic worker domestic workers perform a range 
of tasks (see above) for and in other peoples’ 
households. they may cook, clean and wash the 
laundry, and look after children, the elderly or 
persons with disability. they may work as gardeners, 
guardians or family chauffeurs. most of them are 
women. they are often excluded, de jure or de facto, 
from labor laws and social protection. (ilo). domestic 
workers are involved in many types of employment 
relationships that almost always involve elements 
of race, ethnicity, age, poverty, and class: most 
domestic workers are and obliged by economic need 
to leave their own homes to work in those of usually 
wealthier people. the vast majority of domestic 
work is done through private arrangements between 
individuals, someone hired in or a family member, 
sometimes with a written contract but usually 
with none. this makes domestic work a frequently 
unregulated and unsupervised sector, where women 
domestic workers face discrimination, labor law 
violations and sexual harassment and abuse with little 
legal or social recourse. in some countries, domestic 
workers have organized in innovative and influential 
organizations to collectively transform this situation. 
(international domestic Workers network)
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economic democracy a vision in which access to and 
control over the world’s resources – material, 
financial, human, and natural – are shaped by 
democratic, transparent, and accountable systems 
and institutions. Governments, international financial 
institutions, civil society actors, private companies, 
and others are all influential in determining whose 
economic and social interests are advanced and how, 
yet they lack effective mechanisms for democratic 
participation. most people don’t know how to 
engage with these entities or hold them accountable 
for economic injustices, and the entities block efforts 
to do so. Policies are based on economic theories 
and beliefs such as free market economies and 
consumer-driven capitalism, rather than resulting 
from an open debate on serving the public good. in 
the absence of economic democracy, these policies 
enable the consolidation of wealth and further 
marginalize and exploit women, serving as the basis 
for shredding social safety nets, human rights, and 
environmental protections. 

extractive industries industries that mine natural 
resources, such as petroleum, coal, gas, and 
minerals that are sold for profit and/or used for 
the production of other saleable goods, such as 
oil, jewelry or computer chips. these industries 
are usually run by private foreign or national 
companies that accumulate huge amounts of wealth, 
rarely returning or re-investing their profits in the 
communities from which the natural resources came. 
extractive industries are notorious for displacing 
indigenous populations, wreaking environmental 
havoc, and exploiting local labor, often enabled by 
local and national governments eager for private and 
foreign investment.

free-market or market economies economies in which 
goods and services are reduced to saleable units 
(commodities) and bought and sold on a market 
“free” of state regulation or interference. Prices are 
theoretically determined by supply and demand, 
in a competitive system that enhances efficiency. 
in reality, speculation, monopoly control and state 
subsidies to large industry in the form of cash 
payments or assumption of many of the real costs 
of production (environmental and social costs) exert 
major influence over prices. Proponents of the free 
market claim that by exchanging everything on 
the market, ranging from consumer electronics to 
real estate to education and health care, the law of 
supply and demand will regulate prices in a way that 
everyone will be able to have access to everything 
they need to survive. the theory also argues that 
the market will create competition among sellers 
to offer the best product at the best price, thereby 
benefitting all consumers. in reality, there is no 
such thing as a “free” market; global economic 

policies, trade agreements, and politics apply rules 
that overwhelmingly favor sellers, for example, by 
removing “barriers” such as environmental and 
labor standards that would otherwise drive up the 
financial cost of production. a market economy also 
assumes that everyone has the similar potential and 
opportunity (if they just work hard enough). but 
things like wage discrimination, racism, and unequal 
access to quality education mean that that just isn’t 
true. also see solidarity economy.

free trade refers to trading agreements and relationships 
between states and sub-state actors based on 
neoliberal, free-market principles. Free trade 
agreements, particularly those promoted by the us 
government, typically require the state to remove 
“barriers” to trade, such as labor standards, tariffs on 
incoming goods and supports to strategic sectors, 
under the assumption that the global flow of goods 
and services will be more efficient, for example, 
things like food will ultimately be produced in the 
cheapest place possible, thereby making it affordable 
for everyone involved. other social values such as 
employment generation, social equity, sustainability 
and sovereignty do not enter into this model.

globalization a highly contested term. as a technical 
process, globalization can be understood as 
the increasing ease and speed at which people, 
commerce, culture, media, and ideologies move 
across political and geographic borders, thanks to 
increasing access to various technologies, not the 
least, internet communications technologies. as 
a political process, globalization refers to the way 
in which states and multinational actors (such as 
corporations) have used these new technologies to 
restructure political and economic arrangements 
based on neoliberal principles, eliminating trade 
barriers in order to expand their influence and reach. 
critics see globalization as the current model of 
world development that seeks to reorganize the 
distribution and use of natural resources in favor 
of companies and profit generation in which the 
global north plays a dominant role in coordination 
with elites in the Global south. the globalization of 
production has forced free trade agreements and 
have led countries to try to compete for investment 
by offering ever- cheaper labor, state benefits and 
access to natural resources to increase the profit 
margins of transnational corporations, dismantling 
labor and environmental regulations in the process. 
(Kerr and sweetman, 2003)

informal economy not one but many economies or 
parts of the economy in which goods and services 
are bought and sold outside of the formal market, 
without state regulation or taxation, and in some 
cases, based on non-monetary exchanges. informal 
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economies and the people in them are often invisible 
within “official” data on economic growth and 
labor. the informal sector creates opportunities for 
people to earn income, for example by selling food, 
caring for children, or providing labor, when jobs 
aren’t available in the formal sector. because the 
informal sector operates with little or no government 
oversight or regulation, workers do not receive 
benefits or protections in labor law. Participants can 
establish and enforce their own rules of exchange 
to protect themselves. alternatively, informal 
economies can be highly exploitative and violent, 
particular where the goods and services exchanged 
are highly restricted or illegal, like weapons or illicit 
drugs. due to discrimination that presents barriers 
to women’s participation in the formal labor market, 
women’s labor is concentrated in the informal 
economy in many countries; as a result of neo-liberal 
policies to avoid labor rights, the informal economy 
is the fastest-growing economic sector in many 
developing countries. in many developing countries 
around the world, women are disproportionately 
represented in the informal sector.

informal labor informal labor refers to income producing 
work that happens part or partially outside the 
formal employment system that is regulated and 
taxed by the state. 

international financial institutions (iFis) these 
institutions provide loans to cash-strapped 
countries to cover funding shortfalls or to finance 
development projects, for example, to build roads, 
improve sanitation, or fund education and health 
care services. although they are “multinational” 
institutions, their lending policies are driven and 
determined by wealthy Western countries and 
private enterprised that have a long history of 
promoting large loans to low-income countries 
accompanied by conditions that require economic 
reforms to support neo-liberalism. iFis have issued 
massive loans, particularly in the 1970’s, to prop 
up dictators, buy small arms, repay other loans, 
or cover the artificially high cost of oil. today, low-
income countries still carry huge amounts of this 
“illegitimate debt,” along with other loans that force 
poor countries to adopt neo-liberal “conditionalities” 
imposed by the iFis that service these loans. (Jubilee 
usa network)

livelihood a person’s or community’s livelihood is 
productive activity that sustains life and , supports 
themselves and their families.

market arena where the exchange of goods and services 
occurs and where business, industry, trade, and 
consumption happen.

privatization When the state or other collective 
entity sells off goods or services to private sector. 
shorthand term for a complex web of policies, 
processes, and a core component of neoliberal 
ideology in which responsibility for distributing public 
resources and essential services is shifted from the 
government to the private sector (for-profit and 
non-profit entities). Privatization is based on the 
market model and is often proposed as a response 
to dysfunctional or under-performing government 
programs. it assumes that market forces will 
promote consumer choice and healthy competition, 
thereby creating an incentive to improve services. 
Privatization emphasizes individualistic and 
competitive values and focuses on economic returns. 
this is in contrast to concepts such as mutual 
responsibility or community solidarity and downplays 
the notion of public services as a right or public 
good. (reilly and marphatia 2006)

reproductive tax Feminist economist diane elson coined 
this term to acknowledge the penalties that women 
male bias in the economy; wages participation in the 
labor market does not account for women’s unpaid 
work – housework, child care… penalties women face 
in the workforce/labor market; motherhood penalty.

social protection a group of policy initiatives that 
ensure the provision of basic needs to vulnerable 
or precarious sectors usually in the form of social 
assistance programs and social safety nets, social 
insurance and active labor market activities. they 
protect vulnerable people against livelihood risks, 
and seek to enhance the social status and rights of 
the marginalized. Transformative social protection 
does all this and works to ensure that all people 
realize their rights to the resources needed to 
maintain and sustain a decent living and security.  
(ids 2009)

solidarity economy is an alternative or complement 
to the market economy consisting of economic 
enterprises undertaken not for profit but for 
collective benefit. in many instances, women have 
banded together to produce needed items or 
coordinate small enterprises such as shops, gardens, 
neighborhood kitchens, and childcare or financial 
cooperatives. the solidarity economy promotes 
organization and a culture of shared decision-making, 
and can help women access basic economic and 
social rights such as food, credit and education. it can 
also help reduce women’s burden of unpaid labor in 
the care economy.
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