
This fact sheet aims to provide context and information about 
human rights work with communities, particularly refugee and 
migrant women. It defines key terms, including human rights, 
advocacy, civic participation and gender, and outlines the context 
for the project Our Community, Our Rights.  

Human rights: 
definitions, barriers & 
opportunities
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Our Community, Our Rights is a project by Women’s Health West that 
engages refugee and migrant women in human rights based advocacy 
training and project work and promotes participation in Australian society.  

Find out more:  whwest.org.au/rights

http://whwest.org.au/rights


This is part of a series of fact sheets, with five related fact sheets for community 
organisations and three for community members, that articulate how Women’s 
Health West explored human rights, advocacy and participation with community 
women, changes that occurred for women and their communities, and transferrable 
principles for practitioners. We suggest you read the fact sheets together to make 
them most useful for your work. 

Human rights are basic entitlements that belong to 
everyone. They recognise the fundamental worth of each 
person based on the values of freedom, equality, respect  
and dignity4. They are the principles that enable us to live 
a dignified and rewarding life in which our freedoms are 
respected, protected and fulfilled. 

The United Nations General Assembly adopted the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights (1948) after World War II. 
The rights in this document are now protected in many 
declarations and covenants, including the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 1966 (ICCPR) and the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights 1966 (ICESCR). Australia is signatory to these and 
many other treaties, and is obligated to:

•	 respect human rights, by not violating human rights in 
laws, policies, programs or practices

•	protect human rights, by preventing and redressing 
violations

•	 and fulfil them, by taking measures to move towards 
the realisation of rights and creating an environment that 
supports human rights5.

Civil and political rights concern the participation of 
individuals in civic life and include the right to:  

•	Life; a fair trial; vote; be safe and free from violence 

•	Freedom: of religion and beliefs; from discrimination; 
to express your own views and have them taken into 
account; of speech, expression, and thought

•	Protection of privacy

•	Participation in public life

Economic, social and cultural rights are those rights 
necessary to meet basic human needs, and include the right 
to:

•	Health

•	An adequate standard of living

•	Housing

•	Social security 

•	Education 

•	Take part in cultural life

•	Employment rights and prohibition on forced work

Advocacy is the active participation of people in decision-
making processes that affect their lives. It involves action 
directed at changing the policies, positions or programs of 
any type of organisation, system or institution6. Change is 
often required for people to realise their rights: change in 
laws, change in access, and change in interactions between 
people. Therefore advocacy can take place at interpersonal, 
community, organisational and societal levels. 

Participation means being included in viable and genuine 
decision-making to influence outcomes that affect one’s 
own life and community. While women are experts in their 
own lives, many women are left out of these decisions and 
experience multiple barriers in their ability to become 
involved and influence change7. 

Participating in society, or civic participation, is a civil and 
political right, like the right to vote or to freedom of speech.  
Participation is also influenced by economic, social and 
cultural rights. For example, it is difficult for someone to 
participate in society if their living situation is precarious or if 
they have poor access to education. 

Gender is a broad term used to describe the socially 
constructed norms, roles, responsibilities and expectations 
that shape our understanding of what it means to 
be a woman or a man within a given society8. Rigid 
understandings of gender and gender roles reinforce power 
differences between women and men that undermine 
women’s health, safety, wellbeing and status in society. 
People who challenge these ideas about sex, gender 
and sexuality more frequently experience discrimination, 
harassment and violence9.

Health is a state of complete physical, mental and 
social wellbeing: it is not just the absence of sickness10. 
Determinants of health – the things that strongly influence 
people’s health, but are ‘outside’ the health sector, things like 
employment, housing, safety, social exclusion and gender – 
overlap with human rights11. Vulnerability to ill health and the 
effect of ill health can be reduced by respecting, protecting 
and fulfilling human rights12.

•	Participation in society is ‘vital to the material, 
psychosocial and political empowerment that underpins 
social wellbeing and equitable health’13

•	Violations or lack of attention to human rights can have 
serious health consequences

•	Health policies and programs can promote or violate 
human rights in the ways they are designed or 
implemented

What barriers to participation do 
women from migrant and refugee 
backgrounds experience?

I’m living in this situation where I’m new to the environment and 
I feel like I couldn’t fit in... I’m struggling at the moment. I don’t 
really understand the new situation about where I’m living. I’m 
not really sure whether I have a right to do something. I’m not 
confident to stand up, even for myself. So I want to help others, 
you know, to stand up for themselves too.

Wasana, from Burma

Barriers to participating in civic, economic and community 
life for refugee and migrant women in Victoria include: 
gender norms that prevent women’s participation, language, 
access to formal education, lack of visible role models, 
discrimination and racism, migration and settlement issues, 
employment and financial issues, family violence and access 
to and knowledge of systems and institutions1. 

Why develop human rights programs 
with refugee and migrant women? 

Participating in Our Community, Our Rights made a very 
significant change in my approach and my attitude towards 
unfair situations that take place in my daily life.  As a newly 
arrived Indian woman I used to feel afraid going out alone.  Now 
I am confident and feel more protected, knowing more about 
different rights and agencies I can approach for guidance or 
help. 

Dhara, from India

Women do not always have the opportunity and ability 
to access and achieve their rights on the same basis as 
men because of social structures that allocate resources 
and power inequitably, traditions, gender stereotypes and 
attitudes about women and their role in society2. Refugee 
and migrant women often come to Australia from conflict 
zones, with experiences of human rights violations and 
discrimination and limited protection of human rights in their 
countries of origin3.  

Women’s Health West (WHW) is the women’s 
health service for the western metropolitan region of 
Melbourne. WHW is committed to improving equity 
and justice for women in Melbourne’s western region. 
We deliver family violence services and develop and 
implement health promotion programs.

Our Community, Our Rights is a project by WHW 
that engages migrant and refugee women in human 
rights based advocacy training and project work, 
and promotes participation in Australian society. Our 
Community, Our Rights has worked with women from 
South Sudan, Burma and India over three iterations. 
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•	Human rights:  
www.humanrights.gov.au/education/human-rights-explained-index

•	The Victorian Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities 2006: 
www.humanrightscommission.vic.gov.au
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