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 Foreword

The Global Campus of Human Rights is committed to bolster the 

promotion of human rights and democracy and contribute 

strengthening democratic resilience by offering education on 

cutting-edge issues of contemporary concern and relevance, 

including the shrinking space for civil society, weakening of rule of 

law and increasing threats to democratic processes.

As global freedom and democracy have declined for the 18th 

consecutive year, it is our foremost responsibility to intensify 

efforts to protect and strengthen democracy and human rights by 

also exploring topics that have been relatively neglected in 

academia and educational programmes.  

This MOOC on Women at the Forefront of Democratic Change is 

part of this endeavour. 
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Democracy and gender equality are closely interconnected and mutually reinforcing, 

as there can't be full democracy when half of the population can't enjoy equal rights 

and have their interests fairly represented. As such, gender equality is a an important 

definitional element of what democracy is. In light of this inextricable link between 

democracy and gender equality, it is no surprise that women’s place in society, their 

rights and their bodies have often taken the centre stage in the transitions to and 

from democracy and constitute some of the fields where the battle against 

democracy, the rule of law and human rights is being fought. 

In this scenario where women's rights are contested and feminist claims often 

manipulated to promote conservative, even illiberal, agendas, one could be tempted 

to see women as mostly victims of attacks on their rights and democracy. This is 

especially so because in the history of revolutions and pro-democracy and 

decolonisation movements there has typically been an overemphasis on the role of 

male leaders, thinkers and strategists compared to women’s. However, looking more 

carefully at history and global politics, we can find plenty of examples where women 

have been at the forefront of movements aimed to topple authoritarian regimes or 

resist to attempts to roll back democratic institutions. 

Despite this, there has never been a systematic overview of the impact of women in 

pro-democracy movements. The MOOC on Women at the Forefront of Democratic 

Change aimed to fill this knowledge gap and shed light on women’s crucial role in the 

fight to build and protect democracy and bring about social change.

This report presents data and analysis on demographics, courseware, impact, 

highlights and recommendations.

Introduction

1



The MOOC in a nutshell

Key information

Discussions, 
quizzes, peer 

exercises

4 Nov-02 Dec 
2024

5+ h/week

Teaser and 
promotion 

Open edX

Website

2

https://youtu.be/tumMSovWKJg
https://youtu.be/tumMSovWKJg
https://elearning.gchumanrights.org/courses/course-v1:gchumanrights+wodem+2024/about
https://gchumanrights.org/education/e-learning/moocs/women-at-the-forefront-of-democratic-change/about.html


A snapshot

Kalliope Agapiou-Josephides, University of 

Cyprus, GC Europe 

•

Anja Mihr, OSCE Academy    Bishkek, GC 

Central Asia 

•

Aida Ghajar, IranWire•

Mansoureh  Shojaee, women's right activist 

and writer

•

Pär Zetterberg, Uppsala University, GC 

Europe 

•

Mozn Hassan, Nazra for Feminist Studies  •

Course contributors

Natallia Satsunkevich, Viasna - Right Livelihood Laureate 2020 •

Roberta Caminero Baggio, Universidade Federal do Rio Grande do Sul, GC Latin 

America  

•

Zahara Gómez Lucini, Artivist •
Bonolo Makgale, Centre for Human Rights - University of Pretoria, GC Africa•

Lectures and webinars
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Interactive engagement

The course included interactive exercises, which were aimed to set the stage for 

further discussion on important topics as well as foster student engagement, 

collaborative learning and classroom community. To access the full screen mode of 

the 'our shared knowledge exercise' click on the pop-up box on the bottom right. 
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Highlights

Eye-opener, exposing participants to 

concepts and situations they have rarely 
thought about 

•

Insightful and comprehensive, including 

diverse women's voices and a good mix of 

academic and practitioners' perspectives

•

Inspiring case studies from all over the 
world

•

Well organised and easy to follow, with a 
variety of learning materials that cater to 

different learning needs and preferences 

•

Free of charge, making high quality 

education available for anybody 

•

I found this course to be very informative and eye-opening, especially on 
topics regarding women's rights, gender equality, and the challenges 
faced by women in various political and social contexts. The course 
materials were comprehensive, and the discussions provided a great 
opportunity to reflect and interact with other participants from different 
backgrounds. I appreciate the balance of theoretical knowledge and 
practical insights shared by the instructors.
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Almost half of the participants was made up of 

students (34%) and researchers (8%) 

Students, researchers & 

education professionals

Another big group was constituted by NGO 

professionals (23%) and women's rights 

activists (5%) 

NGO Professionals & women's 

rights defenders 

Professional profiles

28%

10%

Staff of governmental 

institutions

The course also caught the attention of staff 

of governmental (5%) and inter-governmental 

institutions (5%)

43%
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Women experiencing the negative impacts of 
male-dominated societies  

Audience

Expectations

As a woman myself who is working in a male-dominated field, I am faced with unequal 
treatment every day and people that would disagree with me on topics such as 
feminism. I am hoping to learn more about the relevance of women in society and how 

to claim their (/my) rights, not only because I am interested in this topic and it 
personally concerns me, but also to be able to communicate my stance effectively in 
discussions and day to day life. 

The course audience saw this MOOC as an opportunity to learn about topics of their 

interest (39%), and to complement their knowledge and skills (38%).  Also, data from 

the welcome survey show that many participants, 85% of whom were women, found 

the course topic very much relevant to their lived experiences in male-dominated 

societies, and therefore worth to be studied in order to become more prepared to 

assert their own rights, develop a more systematised understanding of gender 

equality and women's political participation, and help empower other women.   

 As a young woman, I am regularly confronted with unequal treatment. This affects 
many daily encounters and leaves me feeling hopeless at times. I hope this course 
provides me with knowledge to use in such encounters and to generally inspire me to 

keep on having hard conversations to ultimately fight off any form of discrimination. 
Besides, at a time where it feels like we are moving backwards in a political sense, it is 
more important than ever to understand the importance gender equality brings and the 
enrichment women in a democratic society provide.
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For other participants, mainly professionals from various backgrounds (e.g. media 

professionals, social workers, NGOs staff), the course was an opportunity to  gain 

new insights to better perform their work and include a gender perspective in their 

activities.

Professionals willing to expand their horizons  

Expectations

I work for a Syrian organization who focuses on the democratic transition in Syria and 
has dedicated projects to empower Syrian women specially the survivors from 
detainees to know how they should document and advocate for their rights. Thus, I 
believe this course will enhance my knowledge in this regard and will make me more 
useful to support women in my community.

I work for a small charity operating in the violence against women and girls 
prevention space. I am not academically qualified to work in the 3rd sector and my 
original role in the charity was very operationally-driven. Working in a very small 

organization, however, requires me to often wear many different "hats" and courses 
like this assist me to a more thorough understanding of intersecting disciplines and 
offer valuable background research and knowledge. 

The course will give me the insights l need to amplify gender-inclusive reporting and 
advocacy within our organisation. It will really enhance how l tackle stories that 
intersect gender issues with democratic rights, making sure that l cover these stories 

with the depth they deserve. I will also have the confidence to engage with my 
network of women journalists to share what l have learnt
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For practitioners working in various capacities in the field of women's and human 

rights, the course was seen a chance to update their knowledge and enhance their 

ability to support women's rights and women's political participation.  For 

participants in early stages of their career or who wish to make career changes, 

participation in the MOOC was an opportunity to expand their understanding of 

cutting-edge issues of international concern, and add value to their career 

development.   

Practictioners seeking to upskill and upgrade

Expectations

I am a human rights defender and I work in a NGO with victims of states crime among 
whom there are women social leaders. This course will reinforce my knowledge to 
continue to provide legal and psychosocial accompaniment to people including 

women social leaders and improved women's rights, victims' rights, generating a 
massive and active participation of women in different social, legal and political 
processes.

I work on the promotion and realisation of 
gender equality at European level. The context 
of backlash against women’s rights and 

democratic backsliding weights heavily on our 
activities. I hope to use the knowledge 
acquired in this course in my daily work. 

As I am looking for a job right now after graduation, I want to take every opportunity to 
learn something new. Originally from Hungary, I have been witnessing democratic 
backsliding and attacks on women and LGBTQIA+ rights for many years, so I am really 

glad to expand on my knowledge in this area and bring this new understanding into 
whatever role I will be taking in the future. 
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The course exposed participants to new concepts at the 

intersection of gender, politics and democracy, helping them make 

connections about disciplines that are often taught separately in 

traditional university courses. By presenting illustrative case 

studies from all over the world, the course also gave the 

opportunity to gain a global perspective on issues related to 

gender equality, the backlash on women's rights, and democracy, 

and get inspired from others' experiences. 

 

Given the high number of students and researchers in the course 

audience, it is no surprise that many found the course useful to:

Inspire further research in the topic◦

Steer their career paths in new directions◦

Support their teaching activities◦

Impact

I now feel that I have a stronger understanding of women's rights, their role in 
democratic transition and the relation between gender norms, women's rights and 
democracy as a regime. This will be very helpful for my research and work, as it will 

allow me to adopt a perspective that takes into account all the elements I have 
learned. I feel very inspired!

I conduct trainings on various topics and among them on gender equality. This 
course strongly helped me prepare materials for my trainings and get deeper and 
comprehensive knowledge to be able to deliver courses and answer to the questions 

of the learners. 

Before starting this course I was unsure about the path that I wanted to follow for my 
professional life. I took this course because I wanted to understand if I my future 
would be in human rights, and now I strongly believe so.
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The synthesis of high quality information was excellent. I've created a better structure 
in my mind about the history and trajectory of the feminist movement and its role in 
democratic consolidation. I can't say enough about how much I appreciate this 

course! I feel much more confident and clear on the bigger picture which will allow me 
to speak more eloquently and knowledgeably on this topic and make informed 
decisions.

For other participants the course was also a way to give substance and add depth to 

their thoughts and beliefs about gender equality and women's role in political 

processes, transforming personal beliefs into academic knowledge. This, in turn, 

helped them be better equipped to engage in informed conversations about women's 

rights and democracy and strengthened their ability and motivation to advocate for 

inclusive democratic change. 

As a feminist and interested in politics, I had some facts that I wanted to validated its 
truth (such as the correlation between democracy and gender equality) and a lot of 
curiosities of the contribution of female movements to the democratic movement.    As 

someone that wants to work in gender equality, I've realised the relationship with 
political system is more complex that I thought and I'm more aware of it if I need to 
work in this field.

As an gender activist, this course has equipped me to be more advance to advocate 
for women's equal participation in political leadership my country -Sierra Leone which 
is more male dominated  

The course provided great insights into the challenges and strategies for advancing 
women’s rights in various contexts, enhancing my understanding of gender equality 
policies and political participation. It deepened my knowledge of combating backlash 

against women's rights and navigating systemic barriers, equipping me with tools to 
advocate effectively in diverse settings. Personally, it inspired new approaches to 
coalition-building and resistance against repression, while professionally, it 
strengthened my ability to promote inclusive solutions in my activism. This learning 
directly supports my commitment to empowering women and fostering social 

change.     
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Some participants pointed out that they 

would have liked to have more time to 

complete the course. Lack of time was 

indeed the main obstacle students 

experienced in completing the course.

As in other GC MOOCs, participants 

expressed great appreciation for 

any    opportunity to interact with each 

other and with experts, and found case 

studies and testimonies from activists 

particularly inspiring. Some of them 

would have liked to have more 

occasions to interact with experts 

(through e.g. more webinars) and be 

exposed to even more case studies.

Recommendations 

from participants

Additionally, some remarks flagged the importance to receive clearer guidance on how to 

approach quizzes. Also with regard to course activities, a comment that deserves some 

reflection pertained the need to make discussion fora easier to navigate and engage 

with.  

12



Evaluation

97% of participants would 

recommend the course to a 

friend. 

•

After the course, the general 

knowledge on the topic 

increased from the initial 3% 

(excellent) and 16% (very 

good) to 19% (excellent) and 

53% (very good). 

•

Other data 
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The course had a particularly high participation rate from Europe (48%), 

followed by Sub-Saharan Africa (18%) and Asia/Pacific (10%). 

Participation from Latin America (7%), MENA (5%), Central Asia (4%) and 

Southeast Europe (1%) was in line with previous courses.

Course completion rate (17%) exceeded by far our target of 10%. The 

country with the highest number of certificates issued was Italy (37), 

followed by Afghanistan (10), a country usually under-represented in our 

MOOCs but where women are severely affected by discrimination. 

1009 Participants 17% Certificates

Certificates

Our certificates, awarded to those who completed all course requirements, reached 

176 participants in 60 countries around the world.
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www.gchumanrights.org

I've observed for decades that one can 
tell the health of a revolution by 
noticing women.

I have been working in civil society organizations serving 
children and youth in Palestine for 23 years. I do believe 
that women equality and democracy are the topics that 

we must focus more in our work. Struggle for 
decolonization will be more effective if women are more 
engaged. 

mailto:e-learning@gchumanrights.org

