
 

The girl child experiences a series of human rights violations which are unique to 

her or which predominantly affect her. Since many international treaties protect her 

human rights and fundamental freedoms, one can raise the question as to why she is 

still vulnerable to these violations. Is something missing in the international legal 

framework? This presentation argues that one of the problematic features of the 

international legal apparatus is the terminology employed to define the girl child and 

phrase her rights. Indeed, terminology plays a central role in shaping the substance 

of human rights in the international legal realm. It operates both legally, as it 

determines the scope of rights and corresponding duties of States parties, and 

symbolically, as it constitutes an apparatus of signs through which the very existence 

of rights becomes universally acknowledged. This presentation contends that the 

provisions protecting the girl child as formulated in international treaties fail to take 

into consideration the obstacles she faces in exercising her rights as a result of 

sexism, childism, and intersectional discrimination. As a female and a child, the girl 

child encounters multiple, compound and interactive discrimination that place her in 

a triple subordinate position. This presentation examines the terminology presently 

used to define the girl child and investigates whether the boundary separating 

girlhood and womanhood is clearly identified. It explores the problems associated 

with establishing a universal definition of the girl child that accounts for the 

numerous conceptions of girlhood globally. Lastly, it suggests a definition that would 

both protect and empower the girl child under international law. 
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