
 Note no. 6

The international movement of indigenous peoples has since the 1970’s articulated indigenous peoples’ aspirations 
in human rights terms. Indigenous women and men have struggled together at national, regional and international 
fora to define and promote the human rights of indigenous peoples. 

Article 2 of the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples adopted by the 
General Assembly in September 2007 states that “[i]ndigenous peoples and individuals are free and equal to all 
other peoples and individuals and have the right to be free from any kind of discrimination, in the exercise of their 
rights, in particular that based on their indigenous origin or identity.”

This note focuses on indigenous women’s human rights within the broader context of internationally recognized 
human rights, including the human rights of indigenous peoples.

In recent years, indigenous women have made important strides in advancing their rights as women and as 
indigenous peoples through the use of a human rights framework. Positing indigenous rights and women’s rights 
as inextricably linked, indigenous women work to secure these inter-related rights using international human rights 
instruments such as the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW).1 

While indigenous women conceive of women’s human rights and collective rights as two parts of a coherent 
whole, conventional interpretations and applications of human rights often compartmentalize sets of rights, 
sometimes even setting them in opposition to one another. For this reason, the ways in which indigenous women 
claim and use human rights at times departs from the conventional human rights framework. However, rather 
than causing discord, that difference can provide a point of vibrant engagement, strengthening an intercultural, 
gendered understanding and application of human rights that both promotes the rights of indigenous women and 
enhances the human rights framework itself. 

Indigenous women seek to protect and advance the fundamental principles of human rights, including the 
indivisibility and the universality of human rights, inflecting each with a unique indigenous women’s perspective. 
Indigenous women draw on instruments including the Charter of the United Nations2, the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights3, the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, the International Covenant of 
Civil and Political Rights4, and the International Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Racial Discrimination5 
to promote their rights as women and the collective rights of indigenous peoples, taking gender and the principle 
of non-discrimination into account..

Why are gender issues important?

How Indigenous Women Define Indigenous Women’s Human Rights 

Indigenous women hold that the indivisibility of rights means that indigenous women do not enjoy the full 
range of human rights when the collective rights of their peoples are violated.  Indigenous women’s capacity to 
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exercise the fundamental social, economic, cultural, and political rights guaranteed in international instruments 
is inextricably tied to their right to self-determination in their territories. These ancestral lands are the basis of 
indigenous cultures, traditions, spiritual practices, economies, and political systems. 

Indigenous women’s claim for a conception of women’s human rights predicated on collective rights challenges 
both the conventional human rights paradigm and mainstream conceptions of women’s human rights, which 
both posit the individual as the only subject of rights.  Since the World Conference on Human Rights in Vienna 
in 1993, the global women’s movement has succeeded in shifting the traditional rights framework by displacing 
the dichotomy between the private and public spheres and insisting on states’ responsibility for rights violations 
committed by non-state actors.  But indigenous women’s claims represent more than an extension of the existing 
human rights framework: they require an overhaul of underlying assumptions starting with the notion that 
collective rights threaten, rather than complement, individual rights. 

How does applying a gender perspective make a difference?

The Universality of Rights: How Indigenous Women Negotiate Tensions between Culture and Human Rights

Indigenous women understand universality to mean that every woman in the world is entitled to exercise the full 
range of her rights without exceptions based on culture, tradition, or religion.  Since the advent of the human 
rights framework, conceptions of culture have been placed in opposition to principles of universal human rights.  
Most commonly, the concept of “cultural relativity” has been used to justify violations of women’s human rights 
by designating abuses as “cultural” and therefore beyond the legitimate reach of human rights.  Indigenous 
women articulate positions outside of the relativist/universality dichotomy, rejecting the underlying premise of 
both sides, namely, that women are the victims of culture6.  

While culture can be used as an excuse to violate human rights, it can also be used to promote rights, for example, 
by emphasizing cultural values of fairness, egalitarianism, and the sanctity of human life that underpin both the 
human rights framework and many of the world’s cultures.  This approach positions human rights in dialogue with—
not in opposition to, local cultures.  Thus, indigenous women see the prohibition of rights violations (as enshrined, 
for example in Articles 2(f) and 5(a) the Convention for the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, 
which require states to abolish customs and practices that violate women’s human rights) as a crucial, but partial, 
step in securing human rights.  Building on CEDAW, indigenous women seek to find points of alignment between 
international human rights instruments and local values and practices that uphold women’s rights, thus promoting 
both gender equality and cultural identity as two crucial bases for the full enjoyment of human rights.

What are the key issues to be considered? 

Indigenous Women and Indigenous Peoples’ Rights

Indigenous women work to promote the rights of their peoples at every level of indigenous life.  Their primary 
involvement is at the community level, where women play leadership roles in producing indigenous culture and 
identity and developing strategies to address the social problems that affect indigenous communities.  Women’s 
leadership in this realm is based on their traditional responsibility for conservation and maintenance of natural 
resources and for preserving, developing and transmitting indigenous knowledge and culture.  In many instances, 
indigenous women are the primary producers of food in their communities and share custodianship of biodiversity 
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Indigenous Women and the Global Movement for Women’s Human Rights 
Indigenous women have been active in the global women’s movement since its inception and have played 
leadership roles in processes that yielded, for example, the Convention for the Elimination of All forms of 
Discrimination Against Women, the Inter-American Convention on the Prevention, Punishment and Eradication of 
Violence against Women (known as the Belem do Para Declaration), and the 1995 Beijing Platform for Action.  Yet, 
indigenous women have often been marginalized within the broader movement for women’s human rights, which 
tends to stress the universality of women’s oppression at the expense of recognizing differences in the forms and 
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