
t h e 
WORKING for the REVOLUTION ALONE will not assure women of their 
PLACE in the new society. WOMEN must work to specifically ENSURE 
THEIR RIGHTS. 

by Hayat Imam 

I t is in Princess' nature to be an activist. As a student, she 
had already been involved in issues that set the directions of 
the political and social climate in the Philippines. In the late 
'50s, she became a representative of the University of the Phi l ippines ' Student Coun­
ci l . There, she met fellow counci l member Dodong (Francisco) Nemenzo, who later 
became her husband. She credits Dodong for her political awakening. 

At that time, the McCarthy period and the "red scare" were at their height and 
very few people admitted openly to being socialists. But even as a university student, 
Dodong espoused socialist views and promoted readings, d iscuss ions and sharing of 
information about the socialist analysis. Despite some init ial resistance, Princess felt 
challenged and provoked by these thoughts. 

Social ism offered a vision of a society that would minimize the inequalities in the 
access to and control of resources. It embodied a spirit of collective shar ing and mu­
tual aid that would reduce the alienation and dehumanizat ion in society. 

Despite the recent "failure" of the socialist experience in many countries and all 
the mistakes committed in the name of socialism. Princess feels that this vision is 
sti l l inspir ing. 

In the '60s, women activists thought they were on equal footing with their 
male comrades when it came to involvement in issues. It took some time 
before they realized the crux of the problem: That women did not identify or choose 

the issues to which they were applying themselves. The issues which concerned 
women and moved them deeply were not being addressed or taken seriously. 

Even among progressive couples, when it came to family relationships, old 
stereotypes slipped in . Women were expected to put primary emphasis on looking after 
the family and the household. 

Theoretically, the socialists did deal with the question of women. But , in reality, 
the socialists ' systems became subsumed to patriarchy. Princess believes that social 
movements are progressive only while the struggle is going on. But once established, 
states become conservative and family relationships are looked at in the same old way. 

According to 
Princess, the 

women's 
struggle is 
indeed the 

"longest 
revolution." 
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Pr incess 
Nemenzo 

government 
persecution 

forced tier 
underground and 

separated her 
from her children 

T h e cyc l e w i l l c o n t i n u e to repeat i t se l f 
u n l e s s w o m e n t h e m s e l v e s de f ine a n d m a k e 
s u r e of the i r o w n ro l es w i t h i n the s y s t e m . 
'rh(> w o m e n ' s s t rugg l e , P r i n c e s s agrees , i s 
i n d e e d " the longest r e v o l u t i o n . " 

To s u s t a i n herse l f . P r i n c e s s gets 
s t r eng th a n d i n s p i r a t i o n f r om h e r m o t h e r 
w h o w a s a great i n f i u e n c e o n her . P r i n c e s s ' 
m o t h e r w a s a p r o f e s s i o n a l , a n a c a d e m i c w h o 
e a r n e d a doc t o ra t e degree a n d o r gan i z ed 
w o m e n d u r i n g h e r t i m e a s p r e s i d en t of 
v a r i o u s w o m e n ' s g r o u p s . In the 1930s , she 
w o r k e d for w o m e n ' s r i gh t to vote. 

The Personal Side 
P r i n c e s s f o u n d o u t ea r l y e n o u g h t h a t a 

w o m a n w h o w a n t s to a p p o r t i o n h e r t ime 
be tween h e r famil>- a n d a p r o f e s s i on by 
w h i c h s h e c a n c o n t r i b u t e to the l a r ge r 
soc ie ty w i l l a l w a y s find he r s e l f i n a d i ­
l e m m a . W h a t e v e r d e c i s i o n a w o m a n m a k e s , 
she h a s to g rapp l e w i t h fee l ings of gu i l t . 

P r i n c e s s a n d D o d o n g were m a r r i e d 
w h e n she w a s 2 0 a n d h a d j u s t g r a d u a t e d 
f r o m col lege. B o t h of t h e m t h e n w e n t to the 
U n i v e r s i t y of M a n c h e s t e r i n E n g l a n d to 
s t u d y . S o o n after , P r i n c e s s h a d h e r first 
c h i l d . S h e m a n a g e d to l ook after the b ab y , 

breas t f eed for s i x m o n t h s a n d wr i te her 
t h e s i s a l l at the s a m e tune . D o d o n g hel]5ed 
ca r e for the c h i l d a n d s u p p o r t e d her a c a ­
d e m i c w o r k a s we l l . B u t w h e n she became 
p r e g n a n t a g a i n , P r i n c e s s , together w i t h her 
e ldes t c h i l d , c a m e h o m e to the Ph i l i pp ines 
to have h e r b ab \  Af ter e ight m o n t h s , she 
left the c h i l d r e n w i t h he r p a r e n t s a n d went 
b a c k to E n g l a n d . 

T h r e e y e a r s la te r , w h e n P r i n c e s s a n d 
D o d o n g r e t u r n e d to the P h i l i p p i n e s , P r incess 
w a s s h o c k e d to find that h e r two bo> s d i d 
not k n o w h e r at a l l . P a i n e d , she vowed that 
s h e w o u l d w i n t h e m b a c k . S h e e ven tua lK 
d i d b u t so man\ \ea r s la ter , he r s e cond son 
w o u l d s t i l l r e m i n d he r that " she left h i m . " 

W h e n they c a m e b a c k . P r i n c e s s a n d 
D o d o n g t r i ed to l ive n o r m a l l ives e\en as 
they c o n t i n u e d th e i r po l i t i c a l wo rk . P r i n c e s s 
s t a r t ed t e a c h i n g at the P h i l i p p i n e Sc i ence 
H i g h S c h o o l w h e n h e r t h i r d a n d last c h i l d 
w a s a b o u t a y e a r o l d . 

B u t life w a s neve r n o r m a l . People were 
a l w a y s c o m i n g i n P r i n c e s s a n d Dodong ' s 
h o m e tha t it w a s a ve r i tab l e "headc juar-
t e r s . " T h e i r ch ik l r c -n grc>w up in th i s en\ i -
r o n m e n t . 

W' h e n m a r t i a l l a w w a s dec la red in 
1972 , P r i n c e s a n d [3odong's only 
c h o i c e w a s to leave the i r c h i l d r e n 

w i t h t h e i r f am i l y a g a i n a n d go u n d e r g r o u n d . 
D u r i n g t h i s pe r i od of h i d i n g , t l ie\d on ly 
see t h e i r c h i l d r e n in f r e c iuen th a n d , u s u a l K , 
o n l y one at a t ime . Af ter three m o n t h s , the 
m i l i t a r y c a u g h t u p w i t h P r i n c e s s a n d D o d o n g 
a n d the\ were b o t h j a i l ed . P r i n c e s s for s i x 
m o n t h s a n d FJodong for over a \ear. 

In p r i s o n a n d even a m o n g t o r tu r e r s , 
povertN a n d c l a s s a l s o m a d e a di f ference. 
S t u d e n t s , w o r k e r s a n d p e a s a n t s were the 
m o s t b r u t a l h t o r t u r e d . A s a n a c a d e m i c , 
D o d o n g w a s t rea ted w i t h some ciefeience. 
S t i l l , he w a s bea t en , t h r e a t e n e d , gr i l l ed a n d 
p u t i n solitar\ c o n f i n e m e n t for l ong per iods . 

T h e w o m e n ' s d e t e n t i o n cen te r w a s 
l oca ted in the b a c h e l o r o f f icers ' q u a r t e r s . As 
a r e su l t , F^rincess a n d the o the r w o m e n 
de ta inees were sub j e c t ed to c o n s t a n t s exua l 
h a r a s s m e n t . O n e off icer i n ch a r g e of opera ­
t i ons c a m e u p f r e q u e n t h ' w i t h p h o n \­
s o n s to b r i n g P r i n c e s s to h i s office tor so 
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c a l l e d i n t e r r o g a t i o n s . W h e n he b e g a n to 
s u m m o n h e r at n i g h t , P r i n c e s s p u t he r foot 
d o w n a n d ca t ego r i ca l l y r e fused to go. P r i n ­
c e s s w a s r e l eased ea r l i e r t h a n D o d o n g so 
she m a d e it a p o i n t to v i s i t h i m every S u n ­
d a y w i t h h e r c h i l d r e n . 

It w a s a m o s t s t r e n u o u s t ime , espe­
c i a l l y for the c h i l d r e n for w h o m it w a s i m p o s ­
s ib l e to be l i k e n o r m a l c h i l d r e n . I n s t ead of 
h a v i n g f u n or s o c i a l i z i n g , the c h i l d r e n sjaent 
t h e i r w e e k e n d s v i s i t i n g t h e i r f a ther i n j a i l . 
B u t w h e n they h e a r d t h a t t h e i r p a r e n t s h a d 
been a r r e s t e d , the c h i l d r e n were ga ld . "A t 
l eas t we k n o w w h e r e to find y o u n o w . " 

In the m e a n t i m e , P r i n c e s s w a s s t r u g ­
g l i n g to m a k e e n d s meet . S h e took a j o b a s 
ed i t o r w i t h the I n s t i tu t e of P h i l i p p i n e C u l ­
t u r e (IPC) a t the A t e n e o U n i v e r s i t y of M a n i l a 
w h e r e she l a t e r b e c a m e a r e s ea r che r . A t 
the IPC , P r i n c e s s s t a r t ed w o r k i n g o n l a n d 
r e f o r m i s s u e s a n d p o p u l a t i o n po l i c i es . 

M e a n w h i l e , D o d o n g h a d been t r y i n g for 
a l o n g t i m e to get a v i s a for a r e s e a r c h pos t 
at the A u s t r a l i a n N a t i o n a l U n i v e r s i t y i n 
C a n b e r r a . T h e n , i n 1982 , D o d o n g w a s finally 
a l l owed to go a n d P r i n c e s s felt n o h e s i t a t i o n 
i n p a c k i n g h e r w h o l e f am i l y off to A u s t r a l i a . 
T h e m o v e t u r n e d ou t to be a very pos i t i ve 
e xpe r i enc e for the w h o l e f ami l y . F i n a l l y , 
they f o u n d the t i m e for en j oy ing the s i m p l e 
p l e a s u r e s o f p i c n i c s , t r a v e l l i n g a n d b e i n g 
c l ose to o n e a n o t h e r . 

B e c a u s e P r i n c e s s ' s c h i l d r e n grew i n a n 
a c t i v i s t f am i l y , i t i s no t s u r p r i s i n g to see 
t h a t they a r e a l l po l i t i c i z ed i n v a r y i n g 
degrees . T h e y b e c a m e so e ven w h e n 
P r i n c e s s a n d D o d o n g r e f r a ined f r om p u t t i n g 
any p r e s s u r e o n t h e m to j o i n a c t i v i s t g r o u p s . 
Af ter o n l y a y e a r i n C a n b e r r a , P r i n c e s s ' s two 
s o n s r e t u r n e d to the P h i l i p p i n e s a n d b e c a m e 
i n c r e a s i n g l y i n v o l v e d i n p o l i t i c a l w o r k a n d 
p o l i t i c a l d e m o n s t r a t i o n s . 

A t one o f the k ey p o l i t i c a l r a l l i e s 
a g a i n s t M a r c o s i n 1984 , po l i ce s h o t 
P r i n c e s s ' s o ldes t s o n i n the b a c k . T h e bu l l e t 
p u n c t u r e d h i s l u n g , the l i ver a n d the 
d i a p h r a g m a n d m i s s e d h i s s p i n e by o n l y a n 
i n c h . P r i n c e s s r u s h e d h o m e a n d f o u n d h e r 
s o n l y i n g i n a h o s p i t a l ' s In t ens i ve C a r e U n i t . 
D o c t o r s s a i d t h a t the boy w a s s a v e d by the 
fact t h a t , b e i n g a r u n n e r a n d a n a th le te , h i s 

l u n g s we re i n great shape . P r i n c e s s s t i l l 
r e m e m b e r s the o u t p o u r i n g of s u p p o r t fro 
b o t h f r i ends a n d s t r a n g e r s f rom A u s t r a l i 
a n d the P h i l i p p i n e s . People c rea ted a fur 
a n d sen t i n c o n t r i b u t i o n s large a n d s m a 

Role in the Women's Movement 
W h i l e it w a s d i f f i cu l t to find wo rk i n 

A u s t r a l i a , P r i n c e s s w a s neve r the l e ss ex­
t r eme l y ac t i ve . S h e w a s pa r t of so l idar i t y 
g r o u p s a g a i n s t o p p r e s s i o n a n d t y r a n n y i n 
the P h i l i p p i n e s a n d A s i a . S h e a l so workec 
c lose ly w i t h the peace m o v e m e n t a n d the 
W o m e n a n d D e v e l o p m e n t N e t w o r k s of 
A u s t r a l i a . S h e c o l l a b o r a t e d w i t h f emin is t ; 
a n d deve l oped h e r i n t e r n a t i o n a l ne tworks 
P r i n c e s s a l s o c o n t r i b u t e d to the d i s c u s ­
s i o n s o n the i m p a c t of d e v e l o p m e n t o n 
T h i r d W o r l d w o m e n a n d e x p a n d e d h e r o w r 
f e m i n i s t a w a r e n e s s . 

B y t h i s t ime , the Katipunan ng 
Kababaihan para sa Kalayaan (League of 
W o m e n for F reedom) or K A L A Y A A N w a s 
b e i n g set u p i n the P h i l i p p i n e s . E v e n 
t h o u g h she w a s no t i n the P h i l i p p i n e s at t 
t ime of i t s o r g a n i z a t i o n . P r i n c e s s w a s ver; 
m u c h a p a r t of K A L A Y A A N a n d c o n t r i b u t e d 
f r om a far by f u n d r a i s i n g for the g r o u p i n 
A u s t r a l i a . U p o n h e r r e t u r n to the P h i l i p ­
p in e s i n 1 9 8 5 , P r i n c e s s f o r m a l l y j o i n e d 
K A L A Y A A N . 

P r e v i ous to P r i n c e s s ' s r e t u r n , i n 1983 
three m o n t h s a f ter t h e a s s a s s i n a t i o n of 
F i l i p i n o p o l i t i c a l l e ade r B e n i g n o A q u i n o , 
F i l i p i n o w o m e n o r g a n i z e d h u g e a n t i - d i c t a ­
t o r s h i p d e m o n s t r a t i o n s . W o m e n went o n to 
create a w h o l e r a n g e o f w o m e n ' s g r oups , 
a l l o r gan i z ed a r o u n d t h e a n t i - M a r c o s s t r u g 
gle. O n the o c c a s i o n o f the I n t e rna t i ona l 
W o m e n ' s D a y i n 1984 , F i l i p i n o w o m e n hel 
a n a t i o n a l c on f e r ence a n d d e c i d e d to form 
G A B R I E L A , a c o a l i t i o n n a m e d after a 
F i l i p i n a r e v o l u t i o n a r y w h o f ought aga ins t 
the c o u n t r y ' s S p a n i s h c o l o n i z e r s . T h e 
i n d i v i d u a l l e t te rs a l s o s t a n d for G e n e r a l 
A s s e m b l y B i n d i n g W o m e n for R e f o r m , Integ­
r i ty , L e a d e r s h i p a n d A c t i o n . A s a coa l i t i on , 
G A B R I E L A se rved a s a n u m b r e l l a for or­
gan i z a t i ons of v a r i o u s p o l i t i c a l p e r s u a s i o n s . 

T h e 1986 p r e s i d e n t i a l e l e c t i ons 
c h a n g e d the n a t u r e o f G A B R I E L A . The r e wa : 
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internal dissension between groups who 
wanted to support Corazon Aquino in the 
elections and those who wanted to boycott. 
The latter prevailed in the internal 
G A B R I E L A debates, caus ing a number of 
organizations to resign. Those who re-
mamed formed a smaller coalition that was 
more clearly identified wi th the national 
democratic movement. Princess was elected 
Secretary General of GABRIELA ' s Mani la 
chapter. She later became its chairperson. 

The Fight for Reproductive Rights 
Coming back to the Phil ippines, Pr in­

cess found women organizing around impor­
tant issues like prost i tut ion, trafficking, 
equal pay for equal work and violence 
against women. Bu t glaringly absent were 
discussions on reproductive rights and 
abortion. The issue of reproductive health 
was coming u p among some health care 
groups but the issue did not figure in the 
field of h u m a n rights. 

In 1985, for the first time, a KALAYAAN 
forum on International H u m a n Rights Day 
declared women's rights as h u m a n rights. A 
speaker added reproductive rights as a new 
dimension to the women's struggle. Many 
h u m a n rights activists, inc lud ing prominent 
people, had difficulty wi th this concept 
because, unt i l that time, h u m a n rights had 
only been discussed in the context of politi­
cal and mil itary repression. 

For a long time, the concept of repro­
ductive rights remained theoretical. It 
became real only in the context of the 
writ ing of the new Const i tut ion of the 
Phi l ippines in 1986. 

The d iscuss ions on the Const i tut ion 
moved Princess into action. She began to 
organize around the issue of reproductive 
rights and, wi th other women, developed a 
counter-strategy to the "pro life" groups that 
were organizing heavily to have the rights 
of the fetus included in the Const i tut ion. 
Women's groups sent a petition with h u n ­
dreds of signatures to the Constitutionad 
Commiss ion ask ing it to deny the "pro life" 
demands because they would seriously l imit 
women's lives. 

Women in Action 

As a concession to their lobbying 
efforts, the Const i tut ional Commission 
reformulated the provision in question to 
provide "equal protection to the mother." 
But it also clearly included "equal protection 
to the unborn . " This process, though disap­
pointing, deepened the consciousness of 
many women. Princess was convinced that 
it was now imperative to continue organiz­
ing on the issues of reproductive health and 
women's rights to control their own bodies. 
By this time too, Princess had already 
committed herself to women's reproductive 
rights and self-determination as well as to 
democratizing the rura l f inancial system 
through people's and women's participation. 

B u t an organization was needed in 
order for init ial efforts to continue. So, in 
1987, Princess and her colleagues set up 
Woman Health, whose mission is to pro­
mote, defend and advance women's repro­
ductive rights and self-determination. 
Today, Woman Health's work is conducted 
wi th an awareness of and attention to the 
particulEir period and cu l tura l setting of the 
Phi l ippines. 

The organization deals with the issues 
of reproductive rights wi th in the context of 
a comprehensive women's health program 
and wi th in the framework of a third world 
country affected by international economic 
forces. Princess says it is important to 
understand how al l these forces affect our 
health and our lives and also how they affect 
our ability to defend these rights for our­
selves. 

W hile Princess's primary involve­
ment may be in the specific field of 
reproductive rights, her feminist 

analysis of society is so m u c h more compre­
hensive. Princess's vision goes beyond 
greater women's involvement in the system. 
She is not satisfied that there are more 
places for women in the system; she wants 
the entire system changed. Only in this 
way. Princess says, wi l l women truly 
participate in shaping the world. "We don't 
just want a piece of the pie. We want to 
change the recipe."^ 

Hayat Imam is the marketing director 
for In Touch Foundation. 
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