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This review of the CONVENTION ON THE ELIMINATION OF ALL FORMS OF 

DISCRIMINATION AGAINST WOMEN (CEDAW) is the fourth in a year-long series of reviews of 

United Nations human rights conventions and treaties. All of the reviews are written by a team 

of League members from across the country who are inspired by the League’s history of human 

rights advocacy and motivated to start a fresh dialogue about the impact these historical UN 

conventions have today on the League’s principle of Empowering Voters- Defending 

Democracy.  Democratic principles respecting human rights are enshrined in United Nations 

conventions. 

This review is an introduction to the provisions of CEDAW.  It is intended to motivate discussion 

among our members. Some of our readers have implemented this particular treaty’s provisions 

in their home communities.  We encourage you to use this treaty review as a springboard for 

sharing your experiences and insights.  Even better, please share best practices.  

Background:  The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 

was adopted in 1979 by the United Nations General Assembly. It serves as an international bill 

of rights for women.  It consists of a preamble and 30 articles, defines discrimination against 

women, and sets up an agenda for national action to end such discrimination.  It leaves no 

doubt that the UN considers discrimination against women to be a continuing violation of its core 

principles of equality and respect for human dignity. 

www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/cedaw.aspx  

 

CEDAW defines discrimination against women as "...any distinction, exclusion or restriction 

made on the basis of sex which has the effect or purpose of impairing or nullifying the 

recognition, enjoyment or exercise by women, irrespective of their marital status, on a basis of 

equality of men and women, of human rights and fundamental freedoms in the political, 

economic, social, cultural, civil or any other field." 

CEDAW Commitments:  By ratifying CEDAW, UN Member States commit to undertake a 

series of measures to end discrimination against women in all forms, including: 

 to incorporate the principle of equality of men and women in their legal system, abolish 

all discriminatory laws and adopt appropriate ones prohibiting discrimination against 

women; and 

 to establish tribunals and other public institutions to ensure the effective protection of 

women against discrimination; and 

http://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/cedaw.aspx


 to ensure elimination of all acts of discrimination against women by persons, 

organizations or enterprises. 

CEDAW provides the basis for creating equality between men and women by ensuring women's 

equal access to, and equal opportunities in, political and public life -- including the right to vote 

and to stand for election (article 7).  Ratifying States Parties agree to take all appropriate 

measures, including legislation and temporary special measures, so that women can enjoy all 

their human rights and fundamental freedoms. States parties also agree to take appropriate 

measures against all forms of traffic in women and exploitation of women.  

CEDAW is the only human rights treaty that affirms the reproductive rights of women and 

recognizes that regional and local culture and traditions are the forces shaping gender roles and 

family relations.  Noting the relationship between traditional customs and women’s human 

rights, the preamble to CEDAW states “that a change in the traditional role of men as well as the 

role of women in society and in the family is needed to achieve full equality of men and women”.  

CEDAW affirms women's rights to acquire, change or retain their nationality and the nationality 

of their children.   

CEDAW Committee: Countries that have ratified CEDAW commit to submitting national 

reports, at least every four years, on measures they have taken to comply with their treaty 

obligations.  

The Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women monitors the efforts of 

signatory Member States to comply with CEDAW.  The Committee is comprised of 23 

independent experts on women’s rights. The Committee reviews the reports of the State parties 

and issues general recommendations and Concluding Observations.  

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/CEDAW/Pages/Introduction.aspx   

The scope of the Committee is broad. For example, it encompasses the growing consensus 

among human rights experts that climate change has a significant impact on the enjoyment of 

human rights.  The Committee recently pointed out that Guyana undermines its CEDAW 

obligation with its plan to begin offshore oil and gas extraction. Once burned, the increased gas 

emissions will likely lead to increased natural disasters that will disproportionately impact 

women who are the majority of those people currently living below sea-level. 

Sustainable Development Goal #5:  The United Nations seeks to expedite achievement of 

gender equality and empowerment of all women and girls and has specifically targeted the 

elimination of all forms of discrimination against all women and girls everywhere by 2030. 

https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/in-focus/women-and-the-sdgs/sdg-5-gender-equality  

LWVUS IMPACT ON ISSUES:  In 2002, the LWVUS submitted testimony to the U.S. Senate 

Foreign Relations Committee in support of U.S. Senate ratification of CEDAW. (Impact on 

Issues 2018-2020 at page 41) “In 2011, as the move to ratify CEDAW continued, LWVUS 

submitted testimony to the Senate Judiciary Committee on Civil and Constitutional Rights.” 

(Impact on Issues 2018-2020 at page 42) 

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/CEDAW/Pages/Introduction.aspx
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/in-focus/women-and-the-sdgs/sdg-5-gender-equality


USA has not ratified CEDAW: Almost all UN Member States have signed on and or ratified 

this convention.  The United States is among a small minority of countries that have not ratified 

CEDAW, such as Iran and Sudan. The United States has the dubious distinction of being the 

only country in the Western Hemisphere and the only industrialized democracy that has not 

ratified this treaty. Ratification of the Treaty requires the support of 2/3 of the US Senate, or 67 

votes.  

Cities for CEDAW:  Many cities and counties in the USA developed creative work-arounds in 

the wake of the US Senate’s failure to ratify CEDAW.  Cities funded CEDAW-like Commissions, 

and some passed Ordinances or Resolutions, so that now League members can look to dozens 

of cities, coast to coast, for inspiration on implementing the human rights provisions of the UN 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women.  

 

 

 

 


