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Summary/Résumé/Resumen

Summary

This paper critically examines the role that transnational women’s NGOs
played in the 1990s in the creation and implementation of international
agreements related to reproductive and sexual rights. Its focus throughout is
twofold. First, it explores the multiple ways in which reproductive and sexual
rights intersect with, and are embraced within, a wide range of health, human
rights, social and gender justice and human development issues. Second, it uses
this inquiry to rethink the complex political dynamics in which transnational
women’s NGOs find themselves, as they manoeuvre within a globalizing yet
deeply divided and grossly inequitable world. These dynamics encompass a
double and precarious positioning. On the one hand, feminist groups have had
a major impact at both international and national levels in shifting dominant
discourses about reproduction, population and sexuality in a direction that puts
the ends of women’s health and empowerment above that of reducing
population growth. This is a major historical achievement and a mark of the
power of transnational women’s NGOs. On the other hand, the translation of
this discursive shift into effective policies and programmes has been seriously
limited by global economic processes and religious and cultural forces whose
institutional power is far greater than any that feminist groups could possibly
attain at this juncture. It has also been limited, however, by internal divisions
and strategic short-sightedness among the women’s groups themselves.

The paper assesses recent successes and limitations of women’s movements as
agents of change in the international arena by focusing particularly on the work
of organizations and coalitions active in the field of reproductive and sexual
health and rights. Building on previous research, it analyses the “fault lines”
between reproductive and sexual health/rights and their necessaty economic,
social and cultural enabling conditions. Groups seeking to implement
reproductive and sexual rights for women and young people have long had to
confront macroeconomic, fundamentalist and neo-Malthusian agendas that
perpetuate gender, race and class inequalities and thus impede concrete
implementation of those rights for the vast majority. Recently, however, the
project of transforming these conditions has been complicated by several
additional trends. These include: (1) ongoing economic crises that
simultaneously call into question and provide an occasion for reforming
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