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ORIGINS OF THE INTERNATIONAL DAY 
FOR THE ELIMINATION OF VIOLENCE 

AGAINST WOMEN: 
THE CARIBBEAN CONTRIBUTION

Nancy P. Robinson

ABSTRACT

The paper traces the development of the international human 
framework for women’s rights and explores the origins of the 
International Day for the Elimination of Violence against 
Women in the Latin American context, through the life stories 
of the Mirabal sisters in the Dominican Republic.

Keywords: women, Dominican Republic, Rafael Trujillo, Mira-
bal sisters, June 14 Movement, political participation

RESUMEN

El trabajo traza el desarrollo de la normativa internacional 
de los derechos humanos de las mujeres en el marco de las
Naciones Unidas y las raíces históricas del Día Internacional 
para la Eliminación de la Violencia contra la mujer en América 
Latina, a través de la historia de las hermanas Mirabal en la 
República Dominicana.

Palabras clave: mujeres, República Dominicana, Rafael Trujillo, 
hermanas Mirabal, Movimiento 14 de junio, participación 
política

RÉSUMÉ

Cet article présente les démarches internationales par rapport 
aux droits des femmes, tout particulièrement en ce qui concerne 
l’Amerique latine, dans le cadre de la proclamation de la Jour-
née internationale pour l’elimination de la Violence à l’égard 
des femmes, sous l’égide des Nations unies, le tout à travers 
l’historie des soeurs Mirabal à la République dominicaine.
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On December 17, 1999, the General Assembly of the 
United Nations adopted Resolution 54/134 desig-
nating November 25th as the International Day for 

the Elimination of Violence against Women. The Resolution 
recognized that violence against women constituted an obstacle 
to the achievement of equality, development and peace and that 
its persistence infringed upon the human rights and fundamen-
tal freedoms of women. The Resolution also defined “violence 
against women” as meaning “any act of gender-based violence 
that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or psycho-
logical harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, 
coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in 
public or in private life” (UN Resolution 54/134:2000). This was 
a symbolic landmark for women in the continuing struggle for 
human rights.

“Violence against women is perhaps the most shameful human 
rights violation,” declared UN Secretary General Kofi Annan in 
1999. “It knows no boundaries of geography, culture or wealth. As 
long as it continues, we cannot claim to be making real progress 
towards equality, development and peace” (UNIFEM:1999). 

The purpose of this paper is twofold: first, to examine the 
development of international law related to women’s rights and 
gender-based violence within the United Nations system; and sec-
ondly, to trace the historical roots of the day in the Latin American 
continent through the life histories of three Dominican women. 
Despite the fact that November 25th is now widely commemorated 
throughout the world, the reason for designating this particular 
day as the International Day for the Elimination of Violence 
against Women remains largely unknown.
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Women’s Rights within the United Nations: A Time Line 

Equality and non-discrimination are founding principles of 
the United Nations. The Preamble to the Charter of the United 
Nations, signed on June 26, 1945 in San Francisco, states that 
one of the organization’s central goals is the reaffirmation of 
“faith in fundamental human rights, the dignity and worth of the 
human person, in the equal rights of men and women” (UN Char-
ter:1945). By 1948, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
had set out a comprehensive set of fundamental rights to which 
all persons were entitled, “without distinction of any kind based 
on race, sex, language, religion, color, political or other opinion, 
national or social origin, birth or other status.” The inclusion of 
the term sex in Article 2 was the product of months of hard work 
by the women delegates to the United Nations, including Minerva 
Bernardino of the Dominican Republic. She was among those 
who also insisted that the term “human rights” be substituted for 
“men” so that the proposed “Universal Declaration of the Rights 
of Man” became the “Universal Declaration of Human Rights,” 
and a gender-neutral language be used throughout.1 

The Commission on the Status of Women continued work 
over the following decades in formalizing women’s rights. Two UN 
specialized agencies for women were also established, the United 
Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM) in 1976 and 
the International Institute for Training and Research on Women 
(INSTRAW) in 1979, headquartered in the Dominican Republic 
since 1983. 

During the United Nations Decade for Women (1975-1985), 
the First International Tribunal for Crimes against Women was 
also organized by women’s organizations. Inspired by the Russell 
Vietnam War Tribunal, the First International Tribunal on Crimes 
against Women was held in March 1976 in Brussels with 2000 women 
representing 40 countries in attendance. Focusing on victims’ per-
sonal testimony, the Tribunal brought international attention to 
crimes against women such as rapes, domestic abuse, forced steril-
ization, feminicide, pornography and female genital mutilation.2
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The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women: the Women’s Human 
Rights Treaty

In 1979, UN General Assembly approved the Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW), also known as the international bill of rights for 
women. It became the primary instrument to address violations 
of women’s rights and discrimination against women (Mehrotra 
1998; Fraser 2002)

In 1992, the UN Committee on CEDAW adopted General 
Recommendation 19. This recommendation declared that vio-
lence against women was “a form of discrimination that seriously 
inhibits women’s ability to enjoy rights and freedoms on a basis 
of equality with men” and requested States to take effective steps 
to eliminate all forms of gender-based violence in every sphere, 
whether by private or public actors, in the family, the workplace 
and the community (Dauer 2002; Merry 2002).

The 1993 Vienna Conference on Human Rights

In 1993, a historic international human rights conference 
took place in Vienna. Adopting the slogan of women’s activists, it 
affirmed that “women’s rights are human rights” and highlighted 
the need to address women’s rights systematically through all 
international human rights treaties. Women’s organizations gath-
ered almost half a million signatures from 128 countries demand-
ing that violence against women be recognized as a violation of 
women’s human rights and organized an international tribunal in 
which they presented direct testimony of different cases of vio-
lence against women from all parts of the world (A/61/122/Add.1 
2006: para 29). 

The 1993 World Conference on Human Rights stated that 
violence against girls and women constituted a severe violation 
of human rights, whether perpetrated in the private (within the 
home) or public sphere.  Delegates recognized that:
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The human rights of women and girls are an inalienable, inte-
gral and indivisible part of universal human rights. The full and 
equal participation of women in political, civil, economic, social 
and cultural life, at the national, regional and international 
levels, and the eradication of all forms of discrimination on the 
grounds of sex are priority objectives of the international com-
munity. (Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action 1993: 
Part I, para. 18)

Governments declared that member states should work 
towards the elimination of violence against women; of all forms 
of sexual harassment, exploitation and trafficking of women; of 
gender bias in the administration of justice; and of any conflicts 
between women’s fundamental rights and harmful traditional 
practices or religious extremism.

The document also declared that “violations of the human 
rights of women in situations of armed conflict are violations of 
the fundamental principles of international human rights and 
humanitarian law” and that all violations of this kind, including 
murder, systematic rape, sexual slavery and forced pregnancy, 
required a particularly effective response from governments.

The core statement of the Vienna Declaration and Programme 
of Action—that women’s rights are human rights—constituted a 
major shift in paradigm, since it transformed women’s demands 
from being “insignificant” to becoming an intrinsic part of inter-
national human rights law. Felice Gaer has noted that until that 
point women’s human rights was “truly an invisible subject for the 
UN human rights program” (Gaer 2002:100).

The UN General Assembly followed up by adopting the Dec-
laration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women in 1993. 
Article 4 stressed that “States should exercise due diligence to 
prevent, investigate and, in accordance to national legislation, 
punish acts of violence against women, whether those acts are 
perpetrated by the State or by private persons” (UN General 
Assembly Resolution 48/104:1993).

Classification of violence against women as a violation of 
human rights by the UN was a revolutionary step forward. This 
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recognition clarified legally binding norms that imposed upon 
States the obligation of preventing, eradicating and punishing 
these acts of violence and holding them in the event they did not 
comply with these obligations. Violence against women thus left 
the realm of discretionality and became a legally protected right 
(A/61/122/Add.1 2006: para 21). Torture committed by State 
agents could be compared with the situation of women abused 
inside their own homes by non-State agents such as husbands or 
fathers. Parallels could be drawn between the arbitrary detention 
and privation of liberty by police or security forces and the curtail-
ment of women’s fundamental freedoms, as decreed by paternal 
or religious authorities in certain societies (Mehotra 1998).

UN Women’s Conferences and Studies on Violence against 
Women

UN-sponsored World Conferences on Women continued to 
make progress on women’s rights. The 1994 International Confer-
ence on Population and Development held in Cairo recognized 
that reproductive rights were human rights and that gender vio-
lence constituted an obstacle to women’s reproductive and sexual 
rights, education and participation in development. 

The Fourth World Conference on Women held in Beijing in 
1995 devoted an entire section to violence against women in its 
Platform for Action as one of its twelve priority areas. Chapter 
IV, D, paragraph 112 stated that:

Violence against women is an obstacle to the achievement of the 
objectives of equality, development and peace. Violence against 
women both violates and nullifies the enjoyment by women of 
their human rights and fundamental freedoms. The long-stand-
ing failure to protect and promote those rights and freedoms in 
the case of violence against women is a matter of concern to all 
States and should be addressed. (A/Conf.177.20:1995)

The emergence of State responsibility for violence in society reit-
erated in the Beijing Platform for Action obliged governments to 
condemn and adopt policies to eliminate violence against women. 
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Responsibilities for State vigilance thus extended into the previ-
ously off-limits “private sphere” where most violence against 
women was practiced, with obligations to prosecute individuals 
involved in its perpetuation.

In 2000, the UN Security Council passed the landmark Reso-
lution 1325 on Women, Peace and Security, which reaffirmed the 
responsibility of parties in conflict to fully respect international 
law applicable to the rights and protection of women and girls in 
armed conflict. This was the first resolution ever passed by the 
Security Council that specifically addressed the impact of war 
on women, and women’s contributions to conflict resolution and 
sustainable peace (UN Security Council Resolution 1325:2000).

Finally, in Resolution 58/185 of 2003 the General Assembly 
commissioned a major study on all forms and manifestations of 
violence against women, signaling the importance assigned by 
member states to confronting violence against women in whatever 
context it occurred. The In-depth Study on All Forms of Violence 
against Women: Report of the Secretary General, published on 6 July 
2006, analyzed the multifaceted nature of violence against women, 
including the role of culture as a causal factor and the impact of 
globalization (A/61/122/Add.1 2006). It concluded that impunity 
was a major cause, because it encouraged more abuse, but also 
sent a message that male violence was acceptable and normal. 
It also underlined the gap between international standards and 
political commitment on the part of governments.

The Right to a Life Free of Violence 

“A life free of violence: it’s our right” was adopted in 1997 as 
the slogan of the United Nations Campaign for Women’s Human 
Rights, an inter-agency campaign to eradicate violence against 
women. Contrary to what might be expected, the relevance of 
this issue is increasing in recent times. The systematic rapes and 
forced impregnation of Bosnian women by Serb armies during the 
Balkans conflict in the 1990’s immediately comes to mind, used as 
an instrument of war to terrorize entire communities. 
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“There is a deplorable trend towards the organized humilia-
tion of women, including the crime of mass rape,” United Nations 
Secretary General Boutros Boutros Ghali asserted at the time. 
“We will press for international legal action against those who 
perpetrate organized violence against women in time of conflict” 
(United Nations DPI/1772/HR:1996).

The use of girls and young women as sex slaves in armed 
conflicts in Africa is well-known. Rape as an instrument of armed 
conflict has been documented by the Truth Commission in Gua-
temala and is widely practiced in conflicts such as the Dafur area 
of Sudan. 

In Latin America, the rising number of women murdered 
during the past decade in Mexico, Guatemala and El Salvador 
has made headlines in these countries and has become a matter of 
great social concern. This phenomenon has led to the widespread 
use of the term “feminicide” to denote the alarming increase in 
murders of women. Between 2000-2005, Guatemalan women’s 
organizations documented 2,170 assassinations of women in that 
country alone (Grupo Guatemalteco de Mujeres 2005, cited in 
www.cladem.org).

Human trafficking, especially for sexual exploitation and 
forced prostitution, is moving into center stage as the new chal-
lenge facing women and girls in the context of globalization. The 
United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized 
Crime of 2000 and the UN Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and 
Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children, 
entered into force in 2003, and represent the first international 
instruments against transnational organized crime and trafficking 
in persons. Sex tourism, child pornography and illegal migration 
leave girls and women from the poorer countries of the world in 
situations of extreme vulnerability. Major tourist destinations such 
as the Caribbean and Mexico, are particularly at risk.

The UN Special Rapporteur for Violence Against Women

Until 1993, when the United Nations General Assembly 
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unanimously adopted the Declaration on the Elimination of 
Violence Against Women, many governments tended to regard 
gender-based violence primarily as a private matter within the 
family, and not as an endemic human rights issue (United Nations 
Department of Public Information: 1996).

The Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against 
Women provided the framework for the UN Special Rapporteur 
on Violence against Women, established in 1994, to address the 
situation of violence against women from a global perspective. 
The first Special Rapporteur, Radhika Coomaraswamy, identified 
three areas where women were particularly vulnerable: 

• in the family (including domestic violence, traditional prac-
tices such as female genital mutilation, son preference, dowry-
related violence and early marriage)

• in the community (including rape, sexual assault, sexual 
harassment, prostitution, trafficking in women, pornography 
and violence against female migrant workers)

 • by the State (including violence against women in situations 
of armed conflict and against refugee women). 

Special Rapporteur Yakin Ertürk, appointed in 2003, made impu-
nity for crimes perpetrated against women a key issue; stressed 
the linkages between violence against women to the spread of 
HIV/AIDS: and further clarified the concept of due diligence 
on the part of the State in the protection of women’s rights (E/
CN.4/2006/61).

Historical Roots of November 25th as the International 
Day for the Elimination of Violence against Women:
The Latin American Context

Regional bodies have paralleled UN efforts to develop mea-
sures to eliminate violence against women. In Latin America, 
the pioneering Inter-American Convention on the Prevention, 
Punishment and Eradication of Violence against Women of 1994 
(also known as the Convention of Belém do Pará) recognized 
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all gender-based violence as an abuse of human rights. This 
Convention provided an individual right of petition and a right 
of non-governmental organizations to lodge complaints with the 
Inter-American Commission of Human Rights in Washington 
(A/61/122/Add.1 2006: para. 248).

November 25th had for some time been observed in Latin 
America as the “Day for Non-Violence Against Women” or “Día 
de la No Violencia contra la Mujer” as it is known in Spanish. In 
July 1981, at the first Feminist Encounter of Latin America and 
the Caribbean held in Bogotá, Colombia, the date was chosen to 
commemorate the lives of the Mirabal sisters who were assas-
sinated by the dictator Trujillo in 1960. Women delegates at 
the conference denounced domestic violence, rape and sexual 
harassment as well as violence against women perpetrated by the 
State, including torture and disappearances of women political 
prisoners. 

It is important to underline that in the decades of the 1970s 
and 1980s, Latin America was a continent dominated by dicta-
torship and military rule. In the southern cone, countries such 
as Chile, Argentina, Uruguay and Brazil had all fallen under the 
thumb of the military. Throughout Central America, in El Sal-
vador, Guatemala and Nicaragua, guerrilla movements fought 
to overthrow decades of military regimes and entrenched family 
dynasties. As a result, high rates of violence against women were 
prevalent not only in the family and community, but also by state 
security forces.

Political violence forced many prominent women activists to 
go into exile to Europe, the United States and diverse countries 
of Latin America. One well known example was the writer Isabel 
Allende, niece of Salvador Allende, the first socialist president to 
be elected in Chile, who was overthrown in 1973 with the help of 
the CIA. Some women political prisoners who gave birth in jail 
had their babies taken away from them and were subsequently 
“disappeared”. This was the theme of The Official Story, a 1999 
film based on Argentina’s Dirty War in which the truth behind a 
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little girl’s adoption by a military family, whose mother died in 
prison, slowly unfolds. 

The murder of four American nuns in El Salvador by the 
military during the 1980s constituted another example of women’s 
particular vulnerability to violence during times of armed conflict. 
In Guatemala, Mayan women were the particular target of torture 
and rape used by the army to humiliate and terrorize Indian com-
munities. The Guatemalan Truth Commission reported “acts of 
unspeakable cruelty” committed by the Army, including slashing 
unborn fetuses from the mother’s body before killing them (Gua-
temala: Memory of Silence 1999: para. 87).

Democracy gradually returned to most of the region by the 
late 1980s. Nevertheless, politically motivated violence against 
women has been increasingly replaced by the generalized social 
violence of criminal gangs known as “maras”, often linked to drug 
trafficking. This is particularly true in Central America, a region 
still emerging from a period of protracted armed conflict. 

The History of the Mirabal Sisters

As seen earlier, November 25th was chosen in Latin America 
to commemorate the lives of the Mirabal sisters, yet until recently 
that story was only vaguely known outside the Dominican Repub-
lic. Julia Alvarez’s 1994 novel, In the Time of the Butterflies has 
made that history more accessible to a wider audience in a fiction-
alized version of their lives. The novel was brought to the screen 
in 2000 in a film starring Salma Hayek, universalizing knowledge 
of their political struggle against one of the Caribbean’s cruelest 
tyrants, Rafael Leonidas Trujillo Molina. 

The Mirabal sisters were from a rural middle class family pos-
sessing some agricultural land and a small grocery store. Ojo de 
Agua, their birthplace, was in the heart of the rich agricultural valley 
of the Cibao near Salcedo, where coffee, tobacco and plantains were 
grown. But as with many Dominican families, the Mirabals were 
ruthlessly persecuted and reduced to financial ruin by the dictator 
(Aquino García 1995, 1996; Diederich 1978; Vega 1986c).
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The Mirabal sisters were known throughout the Dominican 
Republic by their code name, “las mariposas,” the butterflies. 
Born Patria, Minerva and María Teresa Mirabal, they were mar-
ried to men identified with the opposition to Trujillo and were 
political activists in their own right. On November 25, 1960, in 
returning from seeing their husbands in jail in Puerto Plata, they 
were overtaken by Trujillo secret agents on a lonely mountain road 
and strangled. Their car was then thrown off a cliff in an attempt 
to feign an accident. Only one sister, “Dédé”, who had not gone 
on the trip, survived (Arias 1992; Ferrera, 1978; Galván 1982). 

Historical research has failed to gauge the importance of this 
single event in galvanizing national sentiment against Trujillo. This 
might be attributed to the fact that they were seen as women who 
may not have measured up in importance to other events, such 
as the OAS embargo, in determining Trujillo’s downfall. Nor has 
their legacy been seriously examined until recently, despite the 
fact that they left a very deep imprint on Dominican conscious-
ness: innumerable Dominican towns today have some commemo-
rative marker, school or street bearing their names. 

The fate of these women has taken on special significance 
for feminists. On March 8, 1997, International Women’s Day, 
a prominent obelisk Trujillo had built to honor himself was 
transformed into an homage to the Mirabal sisters. The Obelisk 
eulogizes “the struggle of many women and men for Dominican 
liberty” and was painted by muralist Elsa Nuñez with the faces of 
these three young women who now grace the main boulevard on 
the seafront of Santo Domingo.

The Trujillo Dictatorship (1930-1961)

A staunch anti-communist and U.S. ally, Trujillo rose through 
the ranks of the Dominican National Guard during the U.S. occu-
pation of the island (1917-1924). He was despised by democratic 
leaders in Latin America and was behind the June 1960 attempt 
to kill President Rómulo Betancourt of Venezuela. The Mirabal 
sisters were no strangers to Trujillo’s notorious jails and were 
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 imprisoned on more than one occasion for their political beliefs. 
Despite Trujillo’s relentless persecution, the Mirabal sisters 
and their husbands continued to be active in the underground 
resistance, establishing the 14 of June Movement to overthrow 
the regime (Aquino García 1995, 1996; Diederich 1978; Vega 
1986a).

Like Somoza in Nicaragua, Trujillo ran the Dominican Repub-
lic as a family business and owned much of the country. He 
controlled every aspect of Dominican life—radio, the mail, the 
press, airport arrivals and departures, who got passports and who 
didn’t— and even changed the capital’s name to Ciudad Trujillo. 
Every Dominican family had a victim of Trujillo in its closet, 
with exile communities flourishing in New York and elsewhere 
( Diederich 1978; Vega 1986a, 1986b, 1986d).

1959 marked a watershed in Caribbean politics. The triumph 
of the Cuban Revolution had a cathartic effect on the Dominican 
resistance movement. After years of believing that Trujillo could 
never be overthrown, Dominican middle class youth and profes-
sionals were now convinced that that possibility was within grasp 
and joined in the resistance. A plot was devised to assassinate 
Trujillo at an agricultural fair, which unraveled one day before it 
was scheduled to take place. Massive arrests took place, prompt-
ing increasing repudiation of Trujillo by large sectors of Domini-
can society, including the Catholic Church (Aquino García 1996; 
Diederich 1978; Vega 1986a).

Disconcerted by the magnitude of the pro-Castro 14th of June 
Movement, Trujillo came to the conclusion that the only way to 
stop the movement against him was to eliminate its root cause. 
On November 2, 1960, on a tour of the country, Trujillo pub-
licly observed that he had only two problems left: the Catholic 
Church and the Mirabal sisters. This was interpreted by those who 
knew him as a death sentence for the Mirabal sisters; and it was
(Diederich 1978).
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Minerva Mirabal and Trujillo

The head of Trujillo’s feared Servicio de Inteligencia Militar 
(SIM), Johnny Abbes once commented that, “ Minerva Mirabal 
was the one who had taken the seed of sedition to her family and 
(her husband Manuel) Tavarez Justo…(she was) sick with radi-
cal Leftism, which, spreading during that time, drove her to her 
death and took her family to tragedy” (Abbes García: n.d.).  The 
dictator likewise never doubted that Minerva Mirabal, rather than 
her husband Manolo, was the real leader behind the 14th June 
Movement. For her strident opposition to his regime, Trujillo 
held a special rancor towards Minerva Mirabal for her outspoken 
opposition to his rule and tried by all means that were available 
to him, to break her will.

Latin American novelists such as Gabriel García Márquez 
and Mario Vargas Llosa (in his novel, The Feast of the Goat about 
Trujillo) have captured this dimension of the caudillo or Latin 
American dictator in relation to women: machismo as the neces-
sary underpinning for the cult of the leader. Trujillo was no excep-
tion. Minerva’s refusal to succumb to Trujillo’s sexual advances 
resulted in a relentless need to humiliate. A psychological war 
of fear, humiliation, abuse and sexual harassment became an 
instrument used by Trujillo against women such as Minerva and 
their families. It constituted a manifestation of absolute power. 
Gender-based violence thus permeated the political realm.

 The Assassination of the Mirabal Sisters

The brutal murders of the Mirabal sisters in November 1960 
represented the beginning of the end of the Trujillo dictatorship, 
because public outrage against him was so great. Six months later, 
Trujillo was himself assassinated as he drove out on the road to 
San Cristóbal to see his newest mistress.

After the fall of Trujillo, the Mirabal sisters’ assassins were 
arrested and brought to justice. The American ambassador, 
John Bartlow Martin, captured the significance of the trial for 



155ORIGINS OF THE INTERNATIONAL DAY...

Vol. 34, No. 2 (July - December 2006), 141-161 Caribbean Studies

Dominicans in his book, Overtaken by Events: the Dominican 
Crisis from the Fall of Trujillo to the Civil War. “On Wednesday, 
June 27, 1962,” he reported, “the long-awaited trial began of 
the men charged with murdering the Mirabal sisters, and for 
days Dominicans listened to radio and television sets” (Martin 
1966:165). No less than thirty-five televised reports were aired of 
the trial of the seven SIM agents later sentenced to 20-30 years 
hard labor (Galván 1982:286). However, during the Dominican 
Crisis of 1965, Trujillo’s henchmen escaped from jail and never 
served out their sentences. 

The Mirabal Legacy 

Today in the Dominican Republic, the Mirabal sisters have 
become national icons. The last house they lived in has been con-
verted into a museum with memorabilia of their lives, photographs 
and clothing of the era. School children regularly visit the house 
and its surrounding gardens, in which commemorative busts of 
the three Mirabal sisters have been placed. The only surviving 
sister, Dédé, set up the Mirabal Sisters Foundation to preserve 
their memory.

On November 25, 2000, forty years after their death, the 
remains of Patria, Minerva and Maria Teresa, and those of Miner-
va’s husband Manolo, were moved to the museum grounds in a 
ceremony attended by important personages of Dominican life, 
including President Leonel Fernández. By presidential decree, 
the Museum was officially declared an extension of the National 
Pantheon of Heroes located in Santo Domingo, where the found-
ing fathers of the countries are buried.

Within the past two decades, the Mirabal sisters have been 
fully vindicated for their political actions and have become impor-
tant role models. Dominican textbooks are no doubt making the 
necessary changes for teaching history to young students to incor-
porate this new vision of historical events. While many articles 
and books have now been written about their lives, still to be ana-
lyzed and brought to light are the letters, diaries, notes and other 
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communications the Mirabal sisters certainly must have written, 
which would permit a better understanding of the development of 
their political philosophy and course of action. Though clearly an
inspiration for Latin American feminists, it is doubtful that they 
could have had much access to this knowledge, since feminist ide-
ology was not widely disseminated. Strict censorship kept much of 
this information from reaching the island (Vega 1986a, 1986b).

Dominican women participated for the first time in consider-
able numbers in the 14th June Movement, inspired by the possibili-
ties of change that the Cuban Revolution had awakened. Many, 
like Minerva (a lawyer) and María Teresa (an agronomist) were 
young professionals: doctors, engineers, etc., such as Sina Cabral 
and Miriam Morales of Puerto Plata; Dulce Tejada and Asela 
Morel of Santiago; and Fe Ortega of Salcedo, all of whom were 
imprisoned alongside the Mirabal sisters. Yet the relationship 
between Dominican social movements such as the 14th of June 
Movement and local feminist movements needs to be more closely 
examined (Hernández Medina 1995; Mota 1975; Tanker 1973). 

It might be argued that the Mirabal sisters’ lives eloquently 
portray the experience of a first generation of young, univer-
sity-trained Latin American women who took part in the social 
movements of the 1950s and 1960s and were deeply committed to 
political change. Patria was 36 at the time of her death; Minerva, 
33 and Maria Teresa, only 25. Foreshadowing the activism of 
Latin American women who would later oppose military regimes 
throughout the region in 1970s and 1980s, they came to embody 
one of the most important of women’s human rights: the right to 
a life free of violence. 

Evaluating Progress from a Human Rights Perspective

Making the link between national history and international 
law has been a major objective of this paper, in this case demon-
strating how the life histories of three Dominican women political 
activists have become as an international symbol against gender-
based violence. It is important in this final section, to evaluate 
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what real progress has taken place in the international system 
since 1999, when the decision was made to commemorate the day 
by the UN General Assembly. 

Over the past two decades, there has been an important shift 
in awareness of violence against women, no longer seen as a 
matter confined to the home or limited to criminal justice. It is 
now understood in the context of women’s social and economic 
inequality linked to a gender order established by society and the 
relations of power between the sexes. 

The UN Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against 
Women unequivocally states: “Violence against women is a 
manifestation of historically unequal relations between men 
and women, which have led to domination over and discrimina-
tion against women by men and to the prevention of the full 
advancement of women…” It further states that “Violence 
against women is one of the crucial social mechanisms by which 
women are forced into subordinate positions, compared to men” 
(A/Res/48/104:1994).

 New standards have been incorporated into international 
human rights law, which prevent States from disclaiming respon-
sibility for acts of individuals carried out in the private sphere as 
occurred earlier. From the human rights perspective, there is a 
continuum of violence that women face, with mass rape, torture 
and sexual slavery in war zones being but an extension of the vio-
lence women face in daily life at the hands of abusive partners, 
rapists or traffickers. It is now recognized that “Men use violence, 
particularly sexual violence, to assert their power, control women’s 
behavior, exploit their labor, and deny them access to public life. 
Violence against women is thus linked to continuing forms of 
discrimination against women which perpetuate their unequal 
status” (UNIFEM, Not One More Minute, n.d).

As Sergio Vieira de Mello, UN High Commissioner for 
Human Rights stated in April 2003, shortly before his death as 
Special Representative of the UN Mission in Iraq:

There must be no impunity for gender-based violence. Let me 
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be clear. What we are talking about is not a side issue. It is not 
a special interest group of concern to only a few. What we are 
talking about are not only women’s rights but also human rights 
of over one half of the global population. Violence against 
women concerns not only women, but above all the rest of us. 
(UNIFEM: Not One More Minute, n.d.)

Conclusion

It is a particular distinction that the Caribbean has contrib-
uted in such a way to the International Day for the Elimination 
of Violence against Women and a fitting tribute to the lives of 
the Mirabal sisters. However, while international human rights 
standards have advanced, the challenge is still to achieve their 
full implementation and to bridge the gap between theory and the 
harsh realities women continue to face in their daily lives, where 
their rights are systematically violated.

The United Nations has played a decisive leadership role in 
the international struggle to eliminate violence against women. 
Nevertheless, despite increasing attention to international stan-
dards in relation to violence against women, scant progress has 
been realized in its reduction. The problem has not received the 
priority attention nor the necessary resources it deserves.

This paper has sought to analyze the means by which local 
processes can affect or influence the framework of international 
human rights law, in this case through the lives of the Mirabal 
sisters in a particular historical context. The use of women as 
national icons has sometimes been seen as continuing to displace 
women or objectifying them. However, there is no doubt that such 
symbols can become potent catalysts for sweeping social change 
and can play a critical role at specific historical junctures. 
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Notes

 1 UN General Assembly Resolution 217 A (III), Article 2, 10 Decem-
ber 1048. See Mehrotra 1998; Dauer 2002; Merry 2002; Fraser 2002 
and Gaer 2002 for the development of women´s human rights instru-
ments in the United Nations and the role played by the UN World 
Conferences on women.

 2 These tribunals continued to be held. In 2000, a Women´s Inter-
national Tribunal was convened on the issue of Japanese military 
slaves, the so-called Korean “comfort women” and how to end 
impunity for Japan´s wartime sexual crimes. In this regard, it is 
important to recognize the critical role played by women’s advocacy 
groups. The Global Campaign for Women’s Rights, a coalition of 
NGOs, spearheaded the movement to place women’s human rights 
squarely on the agenda of the Vienna Second World Conference on 
Human Rights. 


