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Natalia Estemirova 
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In loving celebration of your lives
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Everyone has the right to stand up,  
to speak out and to defend human 
rights. 

Everyone has the right to defend  
human rights safely, without fear of 
retribution, such as physical violence, 
slander or attacks on their families. 

Equally, everyone has the right to 
defend human rights and enjoy a full 
life, without sacrificing livelihoods, 
health or happiness.

  

W e dedicate this manual to all of the human rights defenders who 
joined us in its creation, and in particular to three women:   

natasha estemirova, Biljana Kovačević-Vučo and nirmala thapa.

each one spoke to us about different aspects of security – both  
private and public – echoing the stories of so many others.

Biljana Kovačević-Vučo highlighted the price of speaking out 
against injustice in Serbia. her uncompromising stand met with 
vicious  personal slander in the media, and death threats behind closed 
doors. She publicly challenged each attack with dignity and integrity.

natasha estemirova told us about another aspect of facing 
insecurity as a woman human rights defender: the toll it took on her 
personal life. She described how she coped with the stress of constant 
security threats as well as with the sadness of working with families of 
the disappeared in chechnya.

nirmala thapa talked about how she tried to balance life as a 
woman human rights activist in nepal with taking care of her family, 
and what it meant to be a ‘good wife’ in her culture. She explained how 
she managed to step out of that role to empower other women, despite 
the pressure to conform.

tragically, their lives were cut too short.

But their voices, their strength, and their stories will remain a 
source of inspiration. they are a reminder, to all of us, to continue to  
do the work we love with passion, and with hope. 

they remind us, too, to take the time to cherish and protect our  
own bodies, hearts and families with exactly the same passion that  
we give to others. 

defending human rights around the world, in our communities, is 
so important. 

And the life of every human rights defender is equally important to this work. 

Dedication
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Over the past few decades, human 
rights organisations across the world 
have successfully raised the profile of 
human rights defenders and their 
vital role in protecting the rights of 
ordinary citizens. As a result of these 
efforts, human rights defenders began 
to enjoy increasing international 
recognition and respect. 
Paradoxically, as awareness of their work blossomed 
internationally, they were being subjected to escalating 
violations of their own rights within their own 
countries – at the hands of their government, armed 
groups and even their own communities. 

In response to these mounting threats, a number 
of human rights organisations started to work towards 
developing international legal mechanisms to enshrine 
the rights of human rights defenders to allow them to 
do their work, and to do it safely.

these efforts culminated, in 1998, in the adoption by 
the united nations general assembly of the declaration 
on human rights defenders.1 this was followed in 2000 
by the appointment of ms. hina Jilani as the Special 
representative of the Secretary general on human 
rights defenders, with a clear mandate to work with 
human rights defenders around the world to document 
violations committed against them and to recommend 
specific strategies for their protection.2 

the adoption of the declaration and the 
appointment of the Special representative helped 
enormously in establishing a framework for ensuring 
the rights and protection of human rights defenders. 
But this was only the beginning.

In the years following, human rights organisations 
have continued to consolidate these gains by working 
to increase awareness of the security constraints faced 
by human rights defenders, while simultaneously 
developing an array of practical resources for their 
protection. these include deeper analysis of the 
general security situation of human rights defenders, 
documented by Front line: International Foundation 
for human rights defenders3 and many other human 
rights organisations, such as amnesty International, the 
World Organisation against torture (Omct), the Women 
human rights defenders International coalition, and 
the urgent action Fund for Women’s human rights 
(uaF). Several of these organisations also match their 
documentation and advocacy commitments with 
specific grants to support human rights defenders 
at risk, and for some, grant-making is their primary 
focus. Others, increasingly within the academic world, 
are offering ‘protective’ fellowships to provide human 
rights defenders safety and respite.

In 2005, Front line went a step further in developing 
the very practical Protection Manual for Human Rights 
Defenders and has since conducted training workshops 
based on this publication for human rights defenders 
globally.4 

While these developments have had a marked 
impact on increasing the awareness of security risks 
to human rights defenders generally, human rights 

organisations have more recently recognised the need 
for documentation of and tools to address the security 
risks, vulnerabilities and strategies that are specific to 
women human rights defenders.

Several human rights groups began working, 
individually and collectively, on efforts to understand 
better the particular situation of women human rights 
defenders and how best to offer them tools for protection. 
these included the collaboration of Front line, the 
Kvinna till Kvinna Foundation and the uaF through the 
defending the defenders Project. during the first phase of 
this project, beginning in 2005, the partners documented 
the particular security experiences and protection 
strategies of women human rights defenders, with to 
the objective of developing future practical protection 
guidelines and resources. this collaboration resulted in 
Insiste, Persiste, Resiste, Existe: Women Human Rights Defenders 
Security Strategies (Resiste).5

Subsequently, the Kvinna till Kvinna Foundation 
and the uaF implemented the second phase of the 
defending the defenders Project: translating the 
research for resiste into practical tools to support 
women human rights defenders in developing and 
deepening strategies to stay safe and well. 

during this phase, Integrated Security: The Manual 
was designed and tested through a series of around 
30 integrated security workshops for more than 300 
women human rights defenders from over 50 countries 
worldwide.

Foreword
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What is 
Integrated 
Security?
Defending human rights is intensely 
rewarding work. 

It is also difficult and is often dangerous. 

These aspects of work are hard to talk about. 
Rarely, if ever, do women human rights 
defenders have the time, or the safe spaces, to 
reflect on their security and well-being in a 
meaningful way.

But over the years, we have started talking. 
We have created those spaces, through 
individual conversations and workshops 
with more than 300 women human rights 
defenders from all over the world. 
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What is 
Integrated Security?
Spaces where we can share challenges 
and worries, events of immense 
sadness, and extraordinary 
triumphs. Spaces where we can form 
a community, and develop practical 
ways to strategise, together, on how 
to keep going. How to stay safe, and 
sane, and still do the work we love. 
We discovered, through these conversations, how much 
we all have in common as activists.

It doesn’t matter where you are active – in which 
country or context. Or how you choose to defend human 
rights – working directly with violence survivors in 
shelters or refugee camps. documenting human rights 
abuses in conflicts. changing legal or political systems. 
as community organisers, journalists, researchers, 
teachers, lawyers, advocates, social workers.

It doesn’t matter who you work for. It does not 
matter for how long. Whether you stand up and act for 
five minutes, five years or for a lifetime. Whether you 
dip in and out of it.

For every single woman human rights defender, the 
very public work is intensely personal. and the personal 
is integral to your security. It is personal because of 
what motivates you.

your personal experience of different forms of 
violence – as survivors, as witnesses, or both. your 
experience of repression, discrimination, hatred, 
sexism. your sense of injustice. your passion to do 
something about the violence, to make change.

It is personal because of your support system. the 
people who support you are your friends, family, lovers, 
your created families, your communities. When they 
support you, it is amazing. and when they deny, or 
betray you, it is devastating.

It’s personal because of the tools you use – because 
what you bring to this work is your own body, your 
sharp mind, your sense of humour, your heart, and 
your instincts.

the people who want to stop you know that human 
rights work is personal.

that is why their threats are personal – why they 
deliberately attack your family: your children, your 
partner, your parents, your relatives. they attack your 
reputation, your credibility, calling you a spy, a traitor, 
a prostitute. they attack your body, and your sanity.

they know it is personal.

So we asked ourselves, why are we not talking about 
the personal? When clearly it is so important to our 
safety, to sustaining ourselves and our work?

the reason? Because it is personal. It’s private. We 
are not supposed to talk about it.

Our conversations about security and well-being 

are always difficult at first. While activists can talk for 
hours about the work, it is different when it comes to 
talking about themselves, particularly about how they 
feel about the stresses and strains of the work, the 
impact of the work on their lives, their safety.

during a group interview in Sri lanka, one of the 
activists stopped in mid-conversation and said: ‘look, I 
don’t get it. What’s your point? What does security have 
to do with this? Why are you asking about when we take 
holidays or rest? What does this have to do with our work?’

and that was the point, it turned out. Or one of 
them. that women human rights defenders did not see 
that how they felt within themselves – how exhaustion, 
or sadness, or worry about making ends meet – how 
they keep themselves safe – had anything to do with 
their ‘real’ work. For them, it was completely separate. 

most activists had never considered these issues 
as relevant to their work – they were private. you just 
don’t talk about them.
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The Issues 

It took time to get those conversations 
going. And finally, the worries, and 
common themes, emerged: 

Money: one of the things that activists opened up with 
– and were comfortable talking about – was money. the 
endless cycle, and stress of, fundraising. trying to raise 
money with dignity. and how the very bare basics for the 
work – decent salaries and safety, not to mention health 
insurance, pensions and training – are seen as extras.

Overwork: then we moved on to overwork, how 
activists work on a 24/7 schedule, without rest or a 
break (some activists had worked for 20 years without 
a vacation); the lack of boundaries – how work seeps 
into every aspect of your life. On top of that, there is 
the work of living – taking care of your home, elderly 
parents, children... managing it all.

Grief and loss: we talked about something we so rarely 
speak of publicly: our grief. about two kinds of grief: 
that which comes when loved ones fall ill and from 
losing them – friends, brothers, sisters, mothers, lovers, 
children; and that which comes from the sadness of 
the work – the stories, the loss, the violence that you 
experience every day. how activists suffer these losses 
in private... and so rarely take (or are offered) the time 
truly to feel them.

Money (again): the fact that activism doesn’t pay the 
rent, and that there is no safety net if you fall ill, or for 
when (one day) you retire. So often, activists are trying 

to balance supporting themselves and other family 
members, lovers, friends – trying to make enough 
money to survive – and still do the work they love...

Guilt: internalised guilt – self-denial, self-flagellation – 
the feeling that it is just never enough – often compared 
to others (how do I have the right to feel anything, when 
others are suffering so much around me?). then there is 
externalised guilt – how we judge others (or are judged) 
for not doing enough...

Relationships with each other: on the one hand, 
activists are each other’s greatest support system, each 
other’s family. But these relationships are complicated, 
and replete with power dynamics that we are reluctant 
to talk about. Because another side of being so important 
to each other is this: a betrayal in the activist world is one 
that cuts the deepest.

What next? Leadership transition, generational  
differences: we talked about the things that all activists 
have in common, across generations. We realised that 
wherever we are in our careers as activists, whether we 
are just starting out, or whether we are in a phase of 
transition, or retirement, it doesn’t matter. We all want 
respect. and we all want to know what comes next.

Pleasure: we asked the following question: where has 
pleasure gone in our lives? Where is the fun? When did 
we last feel our bodies, laugh until it hurt, dance until 
we dropped? touch our lovers with ease, with joy?

Spirituality: and what do we do with the big questions 
that arise daily in our activism – the ones that haunt us 
– why is this happening? Why the violence? Why can’t 
I stop it? Where can I go to ask these questions when so 

often the very places and people we were taught should 
offer us answers – and sanctuary – are the ones that 
reject and challenge us?

Safety and fear: finally, we talked about safety – and 
about fear. how we cope with fear, and how it is 
connected to our concept of safety and security.

many activists told us they handled fear by:

 –  denying it;

 –  becoming paranoid;

 –  staying hyper-vigilant/always alert;

 –  laughing at it;

 –  belittling themselves for feeling it;

 –  belittling others for feeling it; and/or

 –   recognising it, but then minimising it, saying,  
in comparison to others, it’s not that bad...

So often, you suppress it, and banish it to the same 
place where you have put all your experiences of fear, 
and violence – as survivors and constant witnesses. 

Consequences 

ultimately, though, it has to show up somewhere. as 
Jelena djordjevic put it, no matter what we do, it gets 
written down into our bodies. It affects every aspect of 
our lives. and frequently it manifests itself as illness. 
heartache. trauma. Irritability, anger, fights with 
our lovers, friends and family. We end up destroying 
relationships and are increasingly alone and isolated. 

What is Integrated Security?
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What is Integrated Security?

Full circle 

We need to make sure that we are recognising the huge 
emotional, spiritual, physical costs of this work. the 
lack of recognition. the lack of freedom. the stress of 
coping with hatred and violence on a daily basis.

We need to come full circle and recognise how all of 
this influences your security, your ability to stay safe. 

Because it is all connected. 

every aspect of your activist life affects how you think 
about security – and whether you think about it at all. 

and our security affects all aspects of our lives.

your security is about your health, happiness, well-
being, stress levels. nutrition. Whether you can keep your 
job. your identity and who you love. how you feel when 
you get up in the morning. It is about everything.

how you feel about yourself – your sense of worth and 
self-respect. It all affects the degree to which you believe 
you are worth protecting – worth the effort. If, deep down 
inside, you feel that it is not worth taking the time to 
care for yourself. If you believe your life is expendable, 
particularly in comparison to others. Or if you are 
just too busy, or too exhausted, to prioritise security. 
and conversely, how we feel about a security threat 
directly impacts on our ability to sleep, our health, our 
relationship with our lovers and families.

this all influences very directly our decision-making 
on protecting ourselves. Our ability to strategise.

Recognising strategies

Once we recognised how deeply interconnected all of 
these issues are to our security, we began to explore 

strategies to stay safe and well from a new perspective.

We realised that, despite all of these challenges, 
you just keep going, and going strong. you all have 
capacities. you are all resilient. and you all have your 
private strategies that you use every day.

these strategies are so often instinctual – they come 
from the gut, and they are second nature. that is one 
of the many reasons they are also not recognised as 
security strategies. 

So they are rarely understood and articulated as 
‘real’ security strategies – either by women human 
rights defenders themselves, or by their supporters. 
and that is why they are so rarely shared, documented 
and acknowledged.6

But when we started talking about the way 
women human rights defenders around the world 
naturally protect themselves, their organisations and 
programmes, we identified a range of creative, clever 
and flexible responses to security threats. For example:

Working with visibility: sometimes, women human 
rights defenders will go underground and remain low 
profile until a threat has passed. Other times, their 
work is always ‘hidden’ in some way. For instance, 
many women’s shelters and centres have no names on 
their door. Women’s rights groups may not register as 
formal organisations, or they may publish their work 
anonymously. Other times, they may choose to respond 
to a threat very publicly, by challenging an opponent 
through national or international court systems. 
alternately, they may scale up their activities and 
increase their public profile to attract attention to –  
and support for – their cause. 

Bluffing: there are times when women human rights 
defenders decide that the best response is simply to 
stand their ground – and tell a little lie. When one 
women human rights defender in asia was challenged 
at a checkpoint in a war zone, she bluffed her way 
through it by saying she was on her way to visit 
someone important in the next town. In one african 
country, women human rights defenders stopped 
soldiers attempting to rape them by saying that they 
were menstruating and wore pads to prove it.

Building allies: many women’s rights groups form 
strategic relationships with individual allies in the 
media, government ministries or the police force. 
In addition they forge alliances with other human 
rights groups in their country, in the region and 
internationally. When they have been threatened, they 
have triggered these support networks for protection.

Symbolic Resistance: sometimes, women human rights 
defenders use symbolism to speak out when any other 
form of expression would be silenced. they may simply 
wear specific colours: black, white or red. they have 
protested in silence. Others have used music or dance to 
defuse aggression.

Strategic spirituality: the ways in which women 
human rights defenders protect their health and their 
hearts from the challenges of the work are equally 
creative and powerful strategies. One woman activist 
from colombia summed up her strategies to cope with 
the stress and the insecurity of the work when she 
said: first, I use music, then I love dancing. these are 
two ways of saying to the merchants of death that the 
essence of dignity is happiness.



Integr ated SecurIt y: the manual     12

© Kvinna till Kvinna 2011

Creating a Framework  
for Integrated Security Workshops 
Discussing these challenges and  
strategies helped us to create, together, 
a framework for empowering women 
human rights defenders to talk safely 
about their security in a way that fits 
their priorities and realities.
the first and most important component of this 
framework is this: 

Women human rights defenders should define security for 
themselves. 

Women human rights defenders described 
consistently a concept of security that incorporates 
a range of inter-related priorities, many that are 
not typically considered as security concerns in a 
‘traditional’ sense. these include the right to:

 –  conduct their work freely, without restrictions;

 –   work in safe spaces, in their own spaces, without 
the constant, grinding need to justify the work, or 
themselves;

 –   travel without fear;

 –   stay healthy and happy;

 –   be able to do the work, and still to take care of the 
basics for one’s self, and one’s family;

 –   justice and recognition; and

 –   rest, recover and renew.

this concept of integrated security recognises 
that women’s security is about many different, yet 
interconnected, issues. that justice and reparation are 
as important as gaining the right to communal land, 
as the freedom to speak, travel and to work without 
any obstacles, and as access to spiritual leaders. It is 
about not having to explain your work. Or that you are 
human. It is all connected.

the concept breaks down artificial boundaries 
between the ‘public’ and the ‘private’ sides of security. 
and it links them.

It is also a framework that offers, for the first time, 
a gendered perspective on human rights defenders’ 
security – recognising that, while women, men and 
transgender defenders face common challenges, there 
are many obstacles and response strategies that are 
specific to their gender identity.

It reaffirms and strengthens women human rights 
defenders’ own capacity to uncover and assess the range 
of challenges they face, and to share and develop the 
strategies they need to be safe and well – and continue 
their work.
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Core Workshop Elements

The aim of an integrated security 
workshop is to create a safe, 
respectful and structured space for 
women human rights defenders 
to share and explore their security 
challenges and to discuss current 
and potential strategies for staying 
safe and well. 
It is grounded in the premise that women human 
rights defenders understand their security challenges 
best, and use creative strategies regularly to protect 
themselves, their organisations and their families. 
however, they rarely, if ever, have an opportunity to 
reflect on their security situation and to share and 
develop appropriate response strategies.

an integrated security workshop is designed, 
therefore, around four core elements that are key to 
supporting women human rights defenders develop 
sustainable security strategies: 

Safe spaces – spaces that are truly safe, physically and 
psychologically. that are filled with trust, support 
and respect. 

Time – time to reflect, discuss and assess all aspects 
of their lives, work, safety and well-being. time to 
regain energy, strength and perspective, to rest and 
recharge. time ‘away’ from daily work, which must 
be respected, valued and supported. It is during this 

time of reflection that so many instinctive security 
strategies can be uncovered, recognised and developed.

Each other – solidarity, in the most honest sense: 
support that is without judgement, agendas or strings. 
Support that is flexible, adaptable and responsive to 
how women see, and define, their own security.

A deeply held belief in our own value – self-worth 
and a commitment to caring for, and protecting, our 
own bodies and hearts. this is one of the greatest 
challenges to establishing a culture of safety and 
self-care – instilling and sustaining the idea that it is 
worth taking the time and effort to care for ourselves; 
devoting equal effort, love and patience to ourselves 
as we do to others. and a recognition that this is an 
integral part of human rights defence – that human 
rights defenders have the right to live and work 
securely, in the broadest sense of the word.

To enable this type of space, the workshop design and 
approach is extremely flexible and sensitive to culture and 
context. 

Both the workshop style and focal themes are 
specifically adapted to participants’ priorities and 
their specific context. 7 

the workshop’s flexibility and adaptability make 
it more challenging to design. 

However, it is this fact, and the recognition that 
insecurity is experienced and managed differently 
by different genders, in different contexts, and at 
different times, that make this approach so specific, 
targeted and effective.

Tracing the Origins of Integrated Security 
 –  from Belgrade to Bogotá8

Integrated security is grounded in the realities and 
insights of women human rights defenders from 
all over the world. during an interview for Resiste, 
Stasa Zajovic of Women in Black-Belgrade described 
the organisation’s vision of a collective approach to 
redefining security and peace: 

“Women, especially Women in Black network 
activists, are interested in developing a completely 
different concept of security from a feminist and anti-
militarist standpoint. this approach translates into a 
definition of security that encompasses:

 freedom from constant threats – the absence 
of war, living without fear and violence, freedom 
of movement, stability, security, smiling children, 
homes, going for a walk at night unimpeded, etc.;

 economic security – employment, food, social 
justice, the absence of oppression, etc.;

 political security – democracy, freedom of thought, 
freedom of choice, legitimacy, the rule of law, 
solidarity, the united nations, etc.;

 environmental security – eco-friendliness, 
environmentalism, unpolluted air and water, etc.;

 health security – health protection, accessible 
medical treatment, etc.“

across the world in colombia, women working 
with Organización Femenina Popular echoed these 
words, and offered a name for this concept: ‘integrated 
security’. they explained that: “For us, security has 
to be integrated, which means employment, social 
well-being, development and national sovereignty in 
terms of natural resources. Security is not only for the 
individual, but also for the community.”
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Who Should Read and Use 
this Manual?
Experienced, Participatory 
Facilitators
this manual is primarily designed as a tool to be used and 
adapted by experienced facilitators who are trained in 
working with participatory facilitation methods and are 
familiar with human rights defence in various contexts.

Human Rights Defenders
this manual has been created with women human 
rights defenders who are defending women’s human 
rights around the world, and has been designed to address 
security and well-being challenges that are specific to 
their contexts and methods of working. human rights 
defenders of all genders, working on all forms of human 
rights protection, are encouraged to use this manual to 
gain a deeper sense of the methods available to explore 
security in their organisations and movements.

International Human  
Rights Organisations and  
Supporting Donors 
any international or regional organisation interested 
in supporting the security and well-being of women 
human rights defenders should review the manual to 
assess ways to engage with their partners on their  
security and well-being.

Organisations Working  
in Emergency and  
Development Contexts
any organisation that interacts with human rights 
defenders in the course of their work, such as aid and 
development agencies, would benefit from reading this 
manual and many of the companion resources on the 
work of human rights defenders listed below. national 
non-governmental organisations (ngOs) working in 
these contexts are often perceived by aid and develop-
ment agencies as ‘humanitarian’ actors, yet in reality, 
they are engaged in human rights work. Particularly as 
agencies adopt increasingly a rights-based framework, 
it is important to recognise the risks that national 
ngOs and individuals face – as well as the risks faced by 
national staff of international agencies.
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Companion Materials
Facilitators and others should  
consider reading this manual in  
conjunction with several other  
key documents:

Political and thematic context:

Insiste, Persiste, Resiste, Existe: Women Human Rights Defend-
ers Security Strategies9;

What’s the Point of Revolution if We Can’t Dance?10;

Claiming Rights, Claiming Justice: A Guidebook on Women 
Human Rights Defenders – this offers an excellent analysis 
of the threats and challenges faced by women human 
rights defenders worldwide.11

Security background and for developing further  
exercises and additional training: 

Front Line’s Protection Manual for Human Rights Defenders12;

Self-Care and Self-Defense Manual for Feminist  Activists13;

While not specific to human rights defenders,   
Operational Security Management in Violent Environments  
is a comprehensive manual for organisations working in 
conflicts and crises, with many detailed checklists and 
balanced guidance on developing protection strategies.14

Additional, relevant manuals include: 

new tactics in human rights: a resource for   
Practitioners15;

leading to choices: a leadership training handbook 
for Women16;

living in Wellness – trauma healing. a capacitar 
manual of Body mind Spirit Practices for Stress, trauma 
and compassion Fatigue.17
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3.5

Additional
Sessions
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3.5 Additional Sessions
The following optional sessions can be 
used, in whole or in part, to explore 
specific themes more deeply within the 
workshop. Facilitators are encouraged 
to design additional sessions that are 
particular to their groups. Examples 
include:

Power

Family

Our Bodies
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SeSSIOn OBJectIveS:

•  to support participants to explore a challenging, and 
often taboo, issue within the activist world -- how we 
think about power and how power dynamics affect 
our lives, including our safety and well-being. 

Key exPlanatIOn POIntS:

•  the power session can be used with participants who 
are struggling with internal challenges within their 
own organisations and within their movements. It can 
also be used with participants who feel particularly 
‘powerless’ – for example, working under extremely 
repressive regimes. 

•  the session must be employed with care and sensitiv-
ity, as these exercises will (and should) bring up very 
challenging and real issues among participants – and 
it will challenge the group as a whole. utilised well, it 
can help to strengthen organisations and movements 
and aid them in recognising that true solidarity and 
integrated security require an honest assessment of 
power dynamics, and often, a shift in the way we hold 
power. 

•  It is best used on day two in the morning or possibly 
in the afternoon.

actIvItIeS: 

•  power session handout 
and discussion

•  Exercise on power 
relationships

requIred materIalS:  handOut On POWer, POWer exercISetIme: 120 mIn

additional session:

Power
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exercISe:

requIred materIalS: handOut On POWer, In aPPrOPrIate language

Key exPlanatIOn POIntS:

•  divide participants into groups of 4 or 5 people.

•  ask them to read through the handout, and discuss for 
30 minutes. 

•  the small groups should return to the larger group and 
share their observations on the exercise and conclusions 
from their group for 30 minutes.

FacIlItatIOn nOteS:

•  the discussion portion in small groups is deliberately 
unstructured, as the handout is enough to provoke a 
lively conversation without guiding questions.

•  however, if groups require some additional guidance, 
you can ask them to consider: ‘do they agree or disagree 
with the points presented in the handout?’, ‘can 
they share stories in their lives of challenges they’ve 
experienced different forms of power?’, ‘do they 
think that power dynamics affect solidarity in their 
movement?’ 

Summary:

This is an exercise that gives 
participants an opportunity 
to explore the concept of power 
in a group, using the handout 
as a discussion piece.

FOrmat:

grOuP 
exercISe

tIme: 60 mIn

Power Session
Page 1/2
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handOut FOrmat:

grOuP 
exercISe

‘For feminists, the issue of power is mostly perceived in a 
negative way. It’s a taboo word. It is acceptable to speak of 
resisting power, renouncing power – but not of having power, 
or using it correctly, or sharing it.’

alejandra Sardá-chandiramani
Senior programme Officer, 

Women’s Funds, Mama Cash

Power is central to our activism. Our work is grounded 
in resisting and challenging the abuse of power, in 
all its manifestations – discrimination, violence, 
homophobia, poverty, patriarchy, machismo, 
capitalism, racism . . . the list is endless. 

that is one aspect of power – what some people 
would call ‘power-over’. 

essentially, this is using power to get someone 
else to do what you want them to do. this is power as 
domination: it is about unjust or oppressive power 
relations, controlling or coercing others to submit 
to your will. many feminists would argue that this 
form of power is grounded in an aggressive worldview 
that sees life as a win–lose situation – where you are 
either on top and powerful (wielding ‘power over’) or 
oppressed (‘power under’).

Sometimes, we talk also about shared power – 
‘power with’ – which is about reciprocal, balanced, 

equal relationships. really, that is our goal as activists 
– creating a world where we celebrate our common 
bonds and our differences – and where we truly, 
honestly share. Where we recognise and equally value 
what we bring to each other, without judgement.

that is the gold standard – the aspiration.

But the reality is that we are all human beings – 
and we all struggle with our relationship with power. 
how we feel about our own power. how we use power 
in relation to the people and the communities we say 
we represent. Or the people who support us in our 
activism – who may help us to care for our offices, our 
children, our homes. 

and understanding how we use power with 
each other, among activists. Sometimes, to support, 
encourage and heal. Sometimes to remain silent, 
ignore or exclude. Sometimes to wound, betray and 
isolate. 

how power dynamics flow through all of the 
layers we believe define us – the colour of our skin, 
the years in our bodies, who we love, how we move in 
this world, how we make a living – and stand as silent 
barriers between us as individual activists, between 
our organisations, in our movements.

all of these aspects of power are painful and 
complicated. they are grounded in messages we 

absorbed into our bodies from day one, how we have 
been treated, how we learned to treat others, who and 
what we learned to fear and to value. the ways we have 
swallowed – and sometimes spit out – oppression, 
discrimination and violence.

Power is. We all have it. We all use it. all the time. 
used with deliberate intent to harm or carelessly, 
it is a destructive force. employed consciously with 
honesty, compassion and passion, it is a tremendous, 
transformative resource. 

So, here is the big question: how do we get to a 
place where we, as activists, see ourselves as powerful 
in a good way? Where we share and celebrate that 
power with each other, with the people who support 
us, with the people we support? 

We start by asking ourselves the hard questions about 
power in our relationships – with ourselves, and with 
each other. 

 

Power Session
Page 2/2
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WrItten exercISe:

requIred materIalS: WrItten exercISe On POWer relatIOnShIPS, In aPPrOPrIate language

Key exPlanatIOn POIntS:

•  ask participants to fill out the written exercise 
individually for 20 minutes.

•  Once participants have completed the exercise, have 
them move into pairs or triads to discuss for 20 minutes.

•  Finally, all participants can return to the group to 
discuss their reactions and reflections from the exercise 
for 20 minutes.

FacIlItatIOn nOteS:

•  this exercise should be used as a follow-on from the 
‘power handout exercise’, which provides a framework 
for thinking about different forms of power.

•  Keep in mind that it is always challenging to talk about 
power with activists, particularly the power that we 
have to affect others and our own life.

•  the exercise also tries to help participants think about 
how power is consciously or unconsciously used.

Summary:

This is an exercise that 
supports participants to 
explore different forms of 
power relationships they 
experience in their life, and 
how they, as activists, use 
power.

FOrmat:

IndIvIdual 
exercISe 
and grOuP 
dIScuSSIOn

tIme: 60 mIn

Power Relationships
Page 1/2
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WrItten exercISe: FOrmat:

IndIvIdual 
exercISe 
and grOuP 
dIScuSSIOn

1. people who support me

a)  Who has the power to support me in my activist life? 
(list three key people in the first column, ‘People in 
my life’).

b)  For each person, describe two instances where each 
individual used their power in ways that affected 
you, one instance in column ‘Positive use’ and one 
instance in column ‘negative use’:

c)  What do you think was the intent behind these 
actions (that is, were they deliberate and thought 
through or were they unconscious/accidental)?

d)  how did I react to these various instances and why 
(that is, how did I acknowledge them, speak about 
them, challenge them, stay silent about them)?

2. people I support

a)  Who do I have the power to support in my activist 
life? (list three key people in the first column).

b)  describe three instances where you used your power 
in different ways that affected them:

c)  What do you think was the intent behind your 
actions (that is, were they deliberate and thought 
through or were they unconscious/accidental)?

d)  how did these people react to my use of power 
in these instances and why (that is, how did they 
acknowledge them, speak about them, challenge 
them, stay silent about them)?

Power Relationships 

people in my life positive use of power (shared power, 
support)

negative use of power 
(power over)

Page 2/2
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SeSSIOn OBJectIveS:

•  to allow participants to explore challenges they face 
in protecting their families, and to develop strategies 
for addressing these challenges

•  to support participants to explore challenges they face 
in protecting themselves from their families, and to 
develop strategies for addressing these challenges

Key exPlanatIOn POIntS:

•  the family session can be used with participants 
to explore challenges that human rights defenders 
often consider as ‘private’, specifically threats to their 
family – and threats by members of their family. 

•  While both types of challenges frequently are difficult 
to discuss, violence against women human rights 
defenders and lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 
intersex and queer (lgBtIq) defenders within their 

family (such as partners, in-laws, siblings and parents) 
is particularly sensitive and should be facilitated with 
care.

•  this module is best used on day two in the morning. 

FacIlItatIOn nOteS:

the first two exercises in the session are excellent for all 
participants. the third exercise, on violence in couples, 
should be used for groups that require a process to go 
deeper in exploring and identifying violence within 
their relationships.

 

actIvItIeS: 

•  Family session handout

•  Exercise: family challenges 
and strategies

•  Exercise on violence in 
couples

requIred materIalS:  FamIly SeSSIOn handOut, exercISe: FamIly challengeS and 

Str ategIeS, exercISe On vIOlence In cOuPleS
tIme: 180 mIn

additional session:

Family
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requIred materIalS: FamIly SeSSIOn handOut, In aPPrOPrIate language

Key exPlanatIOn POIntS:

•  ask participants to fill out the written exercise 
individually for 20 minutes, answering the three 
questions at the end of the handout:

•  how can we help our families to stay safe, sane and well?

•  how can our families help us to stay safe and well?

•  When family members (including our colleagues and 
friends) threaten our well-being and safety, how can we 
protect ourselves from them? 

•  Once participants have completed the exercise, have 
them move into pairs or triads to discuss for 20 minutes.

•  Finally, all participants can return to the group to 
discuss their reactions and reflections from the exercise 
for 20 minutes.

FacIlItatIOn nOteS:

•  as with all exercises in the family module, facilitators 
must be particularly sensitive to participants’ reactions 
to exploring these issues -- this will likely be the first 
time they have had an opportunity to discuss such 
‘private’ issues in ‘public.’

•  as individuals and pairs/triads are working, make sure 
to circulate and actively support the discussions. In 
some cases, the pairs and triads should be deliberately 
chosen to ensure maximum support to participants 
who may struggle with these issues.

Summary:

This is an exercise that 
introduces participants to 
the concept of ‘family’ as 
an integral element of their 
security and helps them to 
strategise ways to protect 
family members, to receive 
support from family members 
and to protect themselves 
when it is family members 
who threaten them.

FOrmat:

IndIvIdual 
exercISe, 
grOuP 
dIScuSSIOn

tIme: 60 mIn

Family Session
Page 1/2
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handOut FOrmat:

IndIvIdual 
exercISe, 
grOuP 
dIScuSSIOn

For women activists, our families 
mean everything.  And when we say 
family, we mean it in the broadest 
and best sense. The family we are 
born into – our parents, siblings, 
cousins. The family we create –  
our partners, children, in-laws.  
And the family that we choose –  
each other. Our colleagues, our friends 
– our sisters and brothers in the 
activist world. 

Of course, our family relationships are complicated. 

But we need them. We push them away, but we let 
them in again. 

Sometimes we deny them. Sometimes they deny us. 
For who we are – going against the grain, speaking out 
at the risk of . . . well, everything. For who we choose to 
love. how we opt to live.

that denial also can take the form of extraordinary 

threats or attacks. Ones that are particularly painful 
and effective, because they come from the people who 
are – or once were – closest to our hearts. 

Sometimes those threats by family members are 
subtle – cutting comments, pressure to prioritise 
domestic responsibilities over work, or just silence 
and a cold shoulder when you most need reassurance. 
Other times they are extreme, ranging from complete 
denial and excommunication to beatings, rape and 
murder.

Some family members are our rock. they are 
loving, proud, and often long-suffering. they 
are a source of strength and solace. they offer 
unconditional support – in times of crisis, and every 
day. For many women activists, our family provides 
an intimate, and priceless, safety network – one that 
offers compassion, strength and very practical forms 
of protection. 

many families fall somewhere in between, driving 
us crazy and then reminding us in an instant of that 
precious, tenuous connection of the heart. the one 
that we cannot do without.

and because our families are so precious to us, they 
are also our achilles’ heel. So often, worries about our 
family keep us up at night. about how to support our 
parents as they age. how to give our children enough 
time and love, food and shelter. how to explain to our 

partners that we really do love them but that we just 
do not have enough time for them right now.

then there are the worries about how to keep our 
families safe. Our opponents know that our families 
are so important, and so vulnerable, and so often they 
try to get to us through our children, sisters, partners 
or parents. and for many activists, they are right – a 
threat against, or an attack on, a family member often 
is the final straw. 

even if you do not prioritise your own safety, an 
attack on a loved one frequently is sufficient to shock 
you into action to protect them. 

So, as activists, when we think about our strategies 
towards our families, we need to ask the following big 
questions:

•  how can we help them to stay safe, sane and well?

•  how can they help us to stay safe and well?

•  When family members (including our colleagues 
and friends) threaten our well-being and safety, 
how can we protect ourselves from them? 

 

Family Session
Page 2/2
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WrItten exercISe:

requIred materIalS: FamIly handOut exercISe, FamIly challengeS and Str ategIeS exercISe

Key exPlanatIOn POIntS:

•  ask participants to read through the family handout 
(see above) before engaging in this exercise to explore 
their relationships with their family members, the 
challenges and risks to their family as a result of 
participants’ activism, and the challenges and risks 
participants face from their family members. then 
they can develop strategies to strengthen protection 
mechanisms for their family members and for 
themselves. 

•  Participants can work individually on this exercise for 
20 minutes, and then work in pairs or triads to develop 
strategies further for 20 minutes. 

•  In a follow-on plenary session (20 minutes), it is not 
necessary to present details of the exercise. Instead, 
participants can reflect on how they felt about the 
exercise, what may have surprised them, and some of 
the strategies that emerged.

 

Summary:

This exercise evaluates the 
participants’ larger ‘family 
network’ to assess risks, 
threats, support systems and 
protection strategies in a 
family context. It is a follow-
on from the ‘family handout’ 
exercise.

FOrmat:

IndIvIdual 
exercISe, 
grOuP 
dIScuSSIOn

tIme: 60 mIn

Family Challenges and 
Strategies

Page 1/3
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WrItten exercISe: FOrmat:

IndIvIdual 
exercISe, 
grOuP 
dIScuSSIOn

a) Immediate family: parents, siblings

• What strategies do you use to keep them safe?

•  What strategies do you use to address the challenges 
they pose to you? 

b) Created families: partners and children

• What strategies do you use to keep them safe?

•  What strategies do you use to address the challenges 
they pose to you? 

Family Challenges and 
Strategies

Who how are they involved in 
your activism?

In what ways do they challenge your 
well-being and safety?

In what ways do they strengthen your 
well-being and safety?

grandparents

Parents

Siblings

extended family 
(cousins, others)

Other:

Who how are they involved in 
your activism?

In what ways do they challenge your 
well-being and safety?

In what ways do they strengthen your 
well-being and safety?

Partner(s)

children

In-laws

Other:

Page 2/3
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WrItten exercISe: FOrmat:

IndIvIdual 
exercISe, 
grOuP 
dIScuSSIOn

c) Chosen families: friends and colleagues 

• What strategies do you use to keep them safe?

•  What strategies do you use to address the challenges 
they pose to you? 

Family Challenges and 
Strategies

Who how are they involved in 
your activism?

In what ways do they challenge your 
well-being and safety?

In what ways do they strengthen your 
well-being and safety?

Friends (not 
directly activists)

Friends and co-
workers (activists)

Other:
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WrItten exercISe:

requIred materIalS: vIOlence In cOuPleS: WrItten exercISe In aPPrOPrIate language

Key exPlanatIOn POIntS:

•  ask participants to work individually on the written 
exercise for 20 minutes.

•  after the individual work, facilitators ask participants 
to work in pairs, and simply listen to each other as they 
reflect on whatever aspect of the exercise they wish. 
When someone is listening to their partner, they should 
not offer advice or opinions – the listener’s role is to 
listen, and as required, gently reflect and offer support. 
this process allows participants some time to assess the 
exercise safely and also to practise deep listening.

•  a follow-on plenary should simply ask participants 
to reflect on the experience of having the undivided 
attention and support of another participant, and 
remind us that this is a protection strategy.

FacIlItatIOn nOteS:

•  this exercise is primarily, although not exclusively, of 
value to those participants in relationship(s). think 
carefully before doing this exercise, because at times 
activists’ relationships and partnerships are fluid, so 
some participants may be able to speak about a current 
relationship whereas others may not, and because this 
exercise could unveil some hard realities.

•  note that, in some cases, even if you are not in a 
relationship(s), there may be someone (such as an in-law, 
child or parent) who relates to you in a similar way as a 
partner.

•  Facilitators should recognise that many of the questions 
in this exercise are tough ones, and that they may 
make some participants feel sad, angry or anxious. tell 
participants to take their time, and only answer the 
questions they feel that they can. also encourage them 
to take time to speak to someone they trust afterwards, 
if they would like to talk.

 

Summary:

This exercise explores violence 
against human rights 
defenders who are in intimate 
relationships. This relates 
primarily, although not 
exclusively, to partnerships, 
but it can be applied as well to 
intimate relationships with a 
parent, in-law or close friends. 

FOrmat:

IndIvIdual 
and grOuP 
exercISe

tIme: 60 mIn

Violence in Couples 45 
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WrItten exercISe: FOrmat:

IndIvIdual 
and grOuP 
exercISe

OvervIeW

violence in couples is a problem shared by non-activist 
women, but among activists it assumes different 
shades. this type of violence may be justified or 
tolerated for very different reasons, such as economic, 
emotional and affective dependence, low self-esteem 
and a feeling of inadequacy, and, in some cases, 
religious principles that urge one to maintain a 
relationship at all costs, or for fear of being discredited 
or socially rejected in the event of separation.

When children are involved, they can become 
the ‘primary reason’ for remaining in a destructive 
relationship.

likewise, in the case of yet others, the social 
obligation to settle down and be in a relationship, or 
being unable to imagine yourself alone or the fear 
of solitude, are two other reasons for remaining in a 
violent or destructive relationship.

For activists, other aspects are sometimes involves, 
including: guilt due to not being able to fulfil 
‘correctly’ one’s role as a spouse or mother according 
to expectations; and the difficulty of mixing personal 
spaces and spaces for participation. to some extent, 
furthermore, ending a relationship also involves 
giving up the space for political participation and 
the ties on which it has been built, besides the fear of 
being criticised or judged by common friends.

queStIOnS

For the first section (a), take your time to read through 
and answer each question, using a rating of 0–4, 
where: 

0 = never

1 = very occasionally

2 = sometimes

3 = frequently

and 4 = always. 

In section (b) write down your thoughts on the open 
questions.

Violence in Couples  
Page 1/5
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WrItten exercISe: FOrmat:

IndIvIdual 
and grOuP 
exercISeViolence in Couples 

Type of violence Frequency in your relationship with 
your partner? (0 = never to 4 = always) 

Isolation and intrusion:

hides your things, listens to your conversations, reads your correspondence, e-mails or personal documents

controls your activities, who you see, who you speak to and where you go

Prevents you from seeing or visiting your friends and family members, or them from visiting you

Interferes in your friendships, calls your friends behind your back, asks them questions about you

Other:

Emotional abuse:

makes you feel clumsy, stupid or crazy

Blames you for everything

ridicules, makes jokes about you or your family in front of your family members, friends or strangers

uses your personal information to manipulate or humiliate you

does not respect your decisions, does not take your needs into account and pressurises or manipulates you so that you do 
what they want you to

Blackmails or threatens you

does not address you, ridicules you or speaks to you in an aggressive manner

Other:

Economic abuse:

does not let you work outside the home, puts pressure on you or creates obstacles so you are not able to.

makes you ask him/her for money, or in the event you have shared expenses, denies you money for these common ex-
penses

a) Types of violence in your relationships

try to note below whether any aspect of the following forms of 
violence is exercised by your partner or by yourself:
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WrItten exercISe: FOrmat:

IndIvIdual 
and grOuP 
exercISeViolence in Couples 

Type of violence Frequency in your relationship with 
your partner? (0 = never to 4 = always) 

Economic abuse:

questions how you use your money, unilaterally establishes the priorities for spending

checks your account(s) or ‘manages’ your money

Other:

Sexual abuse:

Physically or emotionally obliges you to engage in sexual practices against your will

does not take your wishes or needs into account even when you express them

hurts you physically (without your consent) or emotionally during sexual intercourse

Ignores you sexually, tells you that you are no longer desirable, that you do not excite him/her or and that he/she has 
sexual relations with you as a ‘favour to you’

Other:

physical violence:

Pushes you, pulls your hair, pinches you or slaps you ‘in jest’ or ‘by accident’

Slaps you in the face, twists your arm, kicks you ‘to get a reaction, make you listen or see reason’

throws things at you to hurt you

causes you injury using weapons (knives, firearms or any other), either intentionally or ‘by accident’

Openly hits you.

Other:

Intimidation and threats:

terrorises you with looks, gestures, acts or by shouting

Breaks things and destroys or hides your things

Prevents you from entering or leaving the house

threatens to hurt you, hurt others or to commit suicide
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WrItten exercISe: FOrmat:

IndIvIdual 
and grOuP 
exercISeViolence in Couples 

Type of violence Frequency in your relationship with 
your partner? (0 = never to 4 = always) 

Intimidation and threats:

Other:

domestic servitude:

holds you solely responsible for managing the house and keeping it clean (paying bills, managing services, cleaning, 
maintenance), or for some reason, when distributing ‘shared’ activities it is always your turn

does not participate in domestic chores (or in looking after the children if there are any) or only ‘helps’ you and makes 
you feel that he/she is ‘doing you a favour’ or that ‘you should be grateful’

demands that you serve him/her or blackmails you into doing so

Other:

b) Think about . . .

the reason or reasons that are making you remain in a relationship that is 
governed by these characteristics?

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

how you contribute to your relationship continuing as is, with no changes to the 
way it functions and with no renegotiation of agreements?

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________
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WrItten exercISe: FOrmat:

IndIvIdual 
and grOuP 
exercISeViolence in Couples 

What advantages do you accrue from the conditions that have prevailed thus far?

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________

What should be your role in a relationship to make it work? 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________

What would happen if you decided to move from the place where you have been 
stuck in your relationship? What would happen to your partner? What would 
happen to your relationship? What would happen to you?

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_ _______________________________________________________________________

_ _______________________________________________________________________

_ _______________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

_ _______________________________________________________________________

_ _______________________________________________________________________

_ _______________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

_ _______________________________________________________________________

_ _______________________________________________________________________

_ _______________________________________________________________________
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SeSSIOn OBJectIveS:

•  to encourage participants to explore and strategise 
around three specific well-being issues: our physical 
body and health, our experience of pleasure and 
physical and psychological rest

Key exPlanatIOn POIntS:

•  this session is useful for exploring further well-being 
issues. It can serve as a supplement to the integrated 
wellness session. each of the three exercises included 
in this session can also be ‘stand-alone’ exercises 
to inspire deeper discussion of specific aspects of 
participants well-being. 

•  the session is composed of three exercises that explore 
our relationship to: our physical body and health 
(‘our bodies’ exercise); our experience of pleasure 
(‘taking time for pleasure’ exercise); and physical and 
psychological rest (‘right to rest’ exercise).

•  this session is best used on day two and early on day 
three.

FacIlItatIOn nOteS:

•  the session should commence with the first exercise, 
‘Our bodies exercise’ and be followed with either one 
of the following exercises exploring pleasure and rest, 
depending on the group’s priorities. 

•  If the facilitator wishes to use both exercises, one of 
the exercises should be used at a different point in the 
day or on a different day. 

actIvItIeS: 

•  Our bodies exercise.

•  Exercise: taking time for 
pleasure.

•  Exercise on the right to 
rest.

requIred materIalS:  exercISe: taKIng tIme FOr PleaSure, In aPPrOPrIate language, 

exercISe On the rIght tO reSt, In aPPrOPrIate language
tIme: 120 mIn FOr 2 OF 3 
exercISeS, see facilitation notes

additional session:

Our Bodies
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requIred materIalS: nOne

Key exPlanatIOn POIntS:

•  location is best in a very comfortable and secluded area, 
if weather permits, it is good to do this outside.

•  explain to participants that we will try to get in touch 
with our bodies by doing the following exercise.

•  First, participants should lie down on a flat, comfortable 
surface – or sit comfortably and relax. the temperature 
should be comfortable.

•  ask participants to close their eyes and breathe deeply.

•  concentrate on the sound of your breathing; think 
of the air entering and leaving your body and of your 
muscles expanding and contracting.

•  now focus on your muscles and identify the ones that 
are tense.

•  try to make these muscles relax, following the soft 
rhythm of your breathing. concentrate on your body 
again and observe which of your internal organs is 
under stress... relax these organs.

•  now, in your mind, slowly go over your body from head 
to toe.

•  ask yourself these questions: does anything hurt at the 
moment? how long has it been hurting? If this pain had 
a voice or a sound, what noise would it make?

•  now, let it express itself (using a sound, a word, a 
movement or a signal, for example). What does this pain 
tell you about your state of mind, your physical health, 
your diet, the demands you make routinely on yourself?

•  this pain could well be a call for attention by your body. 
give it time to express itself.

•  after the exercise, the participants should return to a 
sitting position and reflect on the experience. then, 
they can go into pairs and together, list three practical, 
achievable steps they can take to care for their bodies 
better.

FacIlItatIOn nOteS:

Prior to the exercise, the facilitator should talk about how 
activists relate to their bodies. an example text is below, 
this can be adapted as facilitators wish.

•  most of us appear to relate to our body in a slightly 
aseptic manner, treating it merely as a collection of 
organs that need to be kept functioning as well as 
possible, so that we can continue to conduct our routine 
activities and fight our battles. the problem with 
relating to our body in this fashion is that we lose track 
of what the body feels, enjoys, learns, and what makes 
it feel alive and express itself in all manner of ways. In 

Summary:

This is a gentle and powerful 
exercise to help participants 
connect to their bodies and feel 
physical or emotional pain 
that has been suppressed.

FOrmat:

grOuP 
exercISe

tIme: 60 mIn

Our Bodies 46
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exercISe FOrmat:

grOuP 
exercISe

addition, this also blurs the political dimension of 
our relationship with our body.

•  The illnesses that we as women activists normally 
suffer are associated with the chronic neglect 
of physical and emotion problems, overworking 
or bad eating habits, stress and the utilisation 
of time. In times of crisis all this translates into 
frequent infections of the respiratory tract, various 
gastrointestinal disorders (such as colitis, gastritis 
and constipation), muscular ailments, as well as 
headaches and migraines. It is also common for the 
immunological system to be affected, increasing 
vulnerability to opportunistic illnesses.

•  Frequently we have access to important information 
on prevention, as we work with issues relating 
to sexual and reproductive rights, human rights 
and women’s health. nonetheless, often we are a 
complete contradiction when it comes to our own 
health, only treating occasional illnesses (if time 
and money permit). 

•  Paradoxically, many a time, we do not have the basic 
information on our own body and health, such as 
blood type, allergies, and hereditary illnesses. this 
is fundamental knowledge that we must have of our 
bodies and our medical history.

•  We usually do not undergo periodical preventive 
check-ups, although we are aware that these are 

necessary. Only a few of us get a pap smear test 
or a breast examination regularly, nor do we use 
contraceptive methods. Only in a very few cases 
do we use consistently barrier methods during 
intercourse to prevent sexually transmitted diseases. 
We tend to underplay or ignore the discomfort 
caused by menstruation or menopause, or we delay 
treatment until it becomes unavoidable – as the 
ailment begins to interfere drastically with our 
performance.

•  We accept discomfort as something normal. We 
are accustomed to feeling some type of pain. many 
of us live with chronic back pain, headaches and 
stomach aches, for instance, and our body has in 
some way numbed itself to this pain. It could be said 
that our threshold of pain is ‘upset’ so our bodies 
get used to functioning with a ‘moderate’ degree 
of discomfort. In general, we react only if the pain 
is too intense, but the solution tends to be merely 
palliative.

 

Our Bodies 
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WrItten exercISe:

requIred materIalS: TAkInG TIME FOR pLEASuRE ExERCISE ,  In aPPrOPrIate language

Key exPlanatIOn POIntS:

•  ask participants to sit alone and fill out the ‘taking time 
for pleasure’ questionnaire.

•  after they have filled out the questionnaire, ask them 
to come together as a group to discuss their reactions 
to the exercise, and as appropriate, to share some of 
the steps that they will take to reconnect to pleasurable 
activities in their life.

FacIlItatIOn nOteS:

•  making time for pleasure and sexuality requires a 
determined effort on your part to overcome inertia and 
to combat the obstacles that stand in your way. It also 
means changing your perception of your self, which also 
could be preventing you from enjoying your sexuality. 
never forget that pleasure is a key strength.

•  try to identify things or activities that give you pleasure and 
are not linked to your work or your activism. as activists, 
often we declare that our activism is a source of ‘great 
pleasure‘ for us, and this is very good. 

•  In this exercise, though, we want you to pinpoint other 
things that give you pleasure, adding variety to it and 
making it more sustainable. 

 

Summary:

This is a written exercise that 
participants can do alone 
to explore how they relate 
to activities that give them 
pleasure -- identifying which 
activities they enjoy, and to 
what extent they regularly 
experience these activities 
in their daily life. It is often 
a surprising exercise for 
participants, as they often 
realise through the process 
that they have stopped 
engaging in most pleasurable 
activities in favour of work.

FOrmat:

IndIvIdual 
WrItten 
exercISe, 
grOuP 
dIScuSSIOn

tIme: 60 mIn

Taking Time for Pleasure 47
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WrItten exercISe: FOrmat:

IndIvIdual 
WrItten 
exercISe, 
grOuP 
dIScuSSIOn

Below, list 10 different activities that you particularly enjoy, that give you pleasure:

try and remember when was the last time you did or enjoyed something that gave 
you pleasure and how often do you do so?

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________

Identify the personal, environmental or social obstacles that have prevented you 
from enjoying these pleasures more often.

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________

at times, it could be that our way of organising our priorities and distributing our 
time is governed by the logic of ’work before pleasure‘. But probably your ‘to do’ list 
is interminable and thus time for pleasure never really arises.

It could also be that in your social or organisational context, the activity or 
practice that you consider pleasurable is socially sanctioned, particularly because 
it is not considered to be ‘in keeping’ with the life of an activist.

list three practical, achievable changes you can make to increase pleasure in 
your life:

1.

2.

3.

Taking Time for Pleasure

1 2

3 4

5 6

7 8

9 10
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WrItten exercISe:

requIred materIalS: RIGhT TO REST ExERCISE, In aPPrOPrIate language

Key exPlanatIOn POIntS:

•  ask participants to sit alone and fill out the ‘right to 
rest’ questionnaire.

•  after they have filled out the questionnaire, ask them 
to come together as a group to discuss their reactions 
to the exercise, and as appropriate, to share some of the 
steps that they will take to improve their pattern of rest.

FacIlItatIOn nOteS:

•  rest is essential if your body is to function properly, 
and it even helps you develop a different perspective of 
yourself and of the world.

•  however, in the majority of cases, activists have an 
accumulated deficit of hours of sleep and rest. rather, 
time is spent preparing projects, closing reports, 
completing things at the last moment, helping people 
in an emergency, and trying to devise solutions to 
‘important’ problems when in bed trying to fall asleep.

•  When we think of the way in which we distribute our 
time and the time that we dedicate to rest, often we feel 
a certain dissatisfaction not only in terms of the time 
that we get for sleep, but also in relation to other aspects 
of our lives, such as time for leisure, recreation and 
rest. time available for friends and rest is increasingly 

limited to ‘obligatory or festive occasions’, increasing 
the trend of reducing vacation time in favour of 
work, spending weekends finishing tasks that were 
impossible to complete during the week, or engaging 
in professional activities that are only possible on a 
weekend (such as workshops or lectures). Subsequently 
there is no attempt to compensate for the time spent 
on such activities, in favour of much-needed rest. thus, 
month after month, we find it impossible to spend 
valuable and necessary time with friends, just having 
fun or conducting any other activity that is recreational 
or even plain restful.

•  this routine leaves us exhausted, stressed and even 
depressed. We are not able to recuperate the energy we 
need for our daily chores and activities.

Summary:

This is a written exercise 
for individuals to assess the 
quality and quantity of rest 
they are experiencing in their 
daily lives.

FOrmat:

IndIvIdual 
WrItten 
exercISe, 
grOuP 
dIScuSSIOn

tIme: 60 mIn

Right to Rest 48
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WrItten exercISe: FOrmat:

IndIvIdual 
WrItten 
exercISe, 
grOuP 
dIScuSSIOn

•  answer the following questions and try to reflect on your pattern of rest and 
sleep:

– do you sleep long enough for your body to recuperate energy?

– do you need or take any type of medication to help you sleep?

–  do you think you could make changes, such as to your routine or habits, that 
would help you feel more relaxed when you go to bed and help you to fall 
asleep more easily and thus be better rested?

– do you rest sufficiently when you feel tired, exhausted or sick?

•  When you are resting, do you just rest or do you use the time to do things that 
you are not able to do during your working day? (For example, do you check your 
e-mail, correct a document, plan an activity for the following day, or call for a 
meeting?)

•  how frequently do you work on the weekend? do you compensate for it during 
the week?

•  When was your last vacation?

•  are your holidays spent resting or do you use them to catch up on pending work?

•  do you ask for or take time off when you need it or only when it is given to you?

•  Identify and write down three changes that you promise to make to improve your 
pattern of rest:

a)

b)

c)

Right to Rest 
Page 2/2
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Endnotes
1   the declaration on the right and responsibility of Individuals, groups and Organs of Society to Promote 

and Protect universally recognized human rights and Fundamental Freedoms. Work on elaborating the 
declaration began in 1984 and the declaration was adopted in 1998.

2   ms hina Jilani, a noted human rights attorney from Pakistan, was appointed as the first Special 
representative. When the mandate was renewed in 2008, the title was changed in that of Special 
rapporteur and ms margaret Sekaggya was appointed as mandate holder. the change in title has no 
implications on the activities and functions of the mandate. http://www.ishr.ch/protection-mechanisms/
united-nations

3   hereafter referred to as ‘Front line’.

4   Front line: International Foundation for the Protection of human rights defenders and e. eguren (2005) 
Protection Manual for Human Rights Defenders, Front line, Blackrock, county dublin, and Peace Brigades 
International—european Office, Brussels. http://www.frontlinedefenders.org/manuals/protection

5   Barry, J. with V. nainar (2008) Insiste, Persiste, Resiste, Existe: Women Human Rights Defenders Security Strategies, 
Front line International Foundation for the Protection of human rights defenders, the Kvinna till 
Kvinna Foundation and the urgent action Fund for Women’s human rights, Boulder, cO. http://www.
frontlinedefenders.org/files/en/Insiste%20resiste%20Persiste%20existe.pdf (available in arabic, Bosnian, 
english, French, russian and Spanish).

6   In addition, many security strategies can never be documented, because public documentation would 
expose women human rights defenders to more risk.

7   For more details on the preparation phase of the workshop, see Part One: the Integrated Security 
Facilitation method.

8  adapted from Barry, J. with nainar, V (2008) Insiste, Persiste, resiste, existe: Women human rights 
defenders Security Strategies, Front line International Foundation for the Protection of human rights 
defenders, Kvinna till Kvinna Foundation and the urgent action Fund for Women’s human rights, 
Boulder, cO, pp. 87–88.

9   adapted from Barry, J. with nainar, V (2008) Insiste, Persiste, resiste, existe: Women human rights 
defenders Security Strategies, Front line International Foundation for the Protection of human rights 
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book3neoWithcover.pdf also see: http://www.humanrights-defenders.org/about/ 
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40   Suggested by Jelena djordjevic.
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44   Suggested by eva Zillén.
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