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She SPURNED a career in diplomacy to give HERSELF to the 
WOMEN'S MOVEMENT and her country's struggle for FREEDOM. 

But fate put her BACK ON TRACK. 

by Hayat Imam 

or four years, Aurora 
Javate De Dios, or 
Oyie to friends, studied 
to be a d ip lomat . B u t after 
college, she j u s t c ou ld not see 
herse l f j o i n i n g the Marcos 
d ic ta torsh ip . So she gave u p a l l 
though t s of a d ip lomat ic career 
a n d , ins tead , became part of the 
po l i t i ca l m a s s movement. In 
1972, w h e n Marcos dec lared 
mar t i a l law, s h u t down Congress-
a n d s h a c k l e d the media , Oyie 
went u n d e r g r o u n d . There, she 
wrote a n d d i s t r i bu ted ant i -
M a r c o s newslet ters . After a 
wh i l e , she went back to the 
academe a n d obta ined a 
master ' s degree i n A s i a n 
s t u d i e s . T h e n she began 
t each ing . 

B u t i n 1977, the Marcos 
regime caught u p w i t h her and 
she was t h r o w n i n p r i s on for 
" i l l ega l a n d subvers ive activit ies." Oyie Javate De Dios: mainstreaming feminist theories 
Oyie cons ide rs i t fortunate that — 
her arrest h a p p e n e d i n the late 7 0 s , when h u m a n r ights a b u s e s were no t as bad 
as they were d u r i n g mar t i a l law's early years. 

B y 1977, Amnes t y Internat ional was already active a n d M a r c o s was u n d e r 
in t e rna t i ona l p ressure to observe some basic h u m a n r ights . B u t i n a c t u a l fact, 
Oyie says the on ly i nsurance against torture was i f there were w i tnesses to the 
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arrest and if enough publ ic i ty a n d support 
was generated for the pol i t ica l pr isoner. 
Oyie used her network to let people know 
of her arrest. Oyie was also lucky that she 
was " sma l l fry" to the mi l i tary because by 
the t ime Oyie was arrested, many of the 
underground 's leaders have already been 
captured. 

Oyie spent three mon ths i n j a i l and , 
to th is day, she's glad that she was not 
made to sp i l l any in format ion that cou ld 
endanger family or fr iends. 

Oyie recal ls that be ing on the r u n , 
lay ing low and being together i n pr i son 
were experiences that, i n strange ways, 
brought act iv ists close to each other. Th i s 
is exactly what happened to Oyie and her 
h u s b a n d Lito. Oyie t h inks that after 
endur ing a l l these terrible experiences as 
a couple, who began their marr i ed life at 
the onset of mar t i a l law, there is no th ing 
that she and Lito cou ld not face together. 
"Overcoming the worst reinforced our 
posit ive t h i n k i n g . " 

Feminism's Early Days 
D u r i n g the 1960's, a strong move

ment grew against the U .S . war i n Viet
n a m , par t i cu lar l y since F i l ip ino soldiers 
were be ing drafted. Th i s ant i -war move
ment went h a n d in h a n d w i th act iv ist 
demands to shu t down U.S . bases i n the 
Phi l ipp ines . Soc ia l i sm was a major in f lu 
ence . 

Oyie a n d other F i l i p i na women activ
ists then thought they were work ing i n 
equal par tnersh ip w i th their male com
rades u n t i l , i n the early 7 0 s , many of the 
women real ized that often, they were 
actual ly j u s t m a k i n g coffee. 

The women reacted by l a u n c h i n g 
their own organizat ion i n 1971. They 
named it M A K I B A K A , a F i l ip ino word urg ing 
one to struggle. As a n ac ronym, 
M A K I B A K A stood for Malayang Kilusan ng 
Bagong Kababaihan (or the Free Movement 
of New Women). M A K I B A K A is largely the 
result of the efforts of one woman , Lorena 
Barros , who was perhaps the first F i l i p ina 
feminist who publ i c ly chal lenged male 

dominance a n d promoted feminist d iscus
s ions i n the Phi l ipp ines . 

M A K I B A K A remained a wing of the 
male -dominated nat iona l i s t movement. 
B u t even as s u c h , men reacted to it 
strongly by either t r iv ia l i z ing the women's 
efforts, by cr i t i c i z ing the new group for 
d iss ipa t ing the movement 's energies and 
by a c cus ing the women of d iv id ing the 
movement because of their "ant i -men" 
posi t ions. 

The chance for M A K I B A K A ' s members 
to confront these react ions never came 
because very soon after M A K I B A K A was 
l aunched , mar t i a l law came down and 
Lorena chose to j o in the New People's 
A rmy , the undergound 's mi l i tary arm. 
Lorena wou ld later d i f ighting. Meanwhi le , 
M A K I B A K A was declared il legal and many 
of its women members were ja i led. 

Reaching Out to the Mainstream 
Oyie has always sought ways to inst i 

tut ional ize the ideas that are important to 
women. It is easy to organize women of 
l ike m inds . B u t at some point, it is impor
tant to reach out beyond women who were 
already pol i t ical ly involved or motivated. 
Oyie believes that " feminist theories need 
to be incorporated into ma ins t ream inst i 
tut ions i n order for these to have a last ing 
impact on women's l ives." 

Between 1987 and 1994, Oyie helped 
organize the Women's Studies Associa
t ion of the Phi l ipp ines (WSAP), whose most 
c r i t i ca l success has been to legitimize and 
incorporate women's studies into the 
c lassroom as a new form of pedagogy. 

W S A P had to convince teachers and 
admin is t ra tors , who were often very resist
ant , of the value of in t roduc ing a gender 
perspective into every subject. Admin is 
trators also had to be convinced that this 
new trend i n teaching and learning would 
be beneficial to the school , enr i ch ing to the 
students and to the c u r r i c u l u m . Between 
1990 a n d 1991, consu l ta t i ons were held 
w i th teachers to get their views. School 
admin is t ra to rs were invi ted to meetings 
that a imed to educate them on the ben-
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efits that their c u r r i c u l a can receive from 
hav ing a gender perspective. 

W S A P had to take the whole organiz
ing process step by step, i n a logical and 
rat ional manne r that was acceptable even 
to those who were fearful of challenges to 
family re la t ionships and the social order in 
genera l . 

Oyie organized, developed and con
ducted regional t ra in ing . Spann ing four 
days, the t ra in ing covered both theory and 
practice: the history of the women's move
ment; gender sensit iv i ty t ra in ing ; demon
strat ion teaching in l i terature and history 
u s i n g feminist methods; and reworking the 
teachers ' own sy l lab i . Teachers appreci
ated the teachers ' t ra in ing on women's 
studies since it broadened their perspec
tive of the social construct ion of knowledge 
and sharpened their teaching ski l ls . 

W S A P is now in the next stage of the 
process. Experts from different regions are 
wr i t ing t raming modules for teachers that 
now inc lude env ironmenta l studies and 
economics. These modules wi l l be pre
sented nat ional ly , refined and used in test 
r u n s before they are disseminated. Plans 
inc lude future changes in the cur r i cu la of 
Law, Medic ine and Educat ion . 

Oyie notes w i th interest that teachers 
themselves are the source of the greatest 
support . They become quickly convinced of 
the value of the approach. Students who 
are also involved in the process get to
gether once a year w i th teachers to part ic i 
pate i n the process. At the Wor ld Confer
ence on Women i n Beij ing, a workshop 
was conducted to share these experiences. 

Now that W S A P has become an ins t i 
tut ion and now that Oyie is confident of its 
capabi l i ty to carry on its work and grow 
even more, she is disengaging from 
active involvement to move on to other 
issues where she feels she can also make 
a difference. One s u c h issue is the traf
f i ck ing of women. 

As board member of the New York-
based Coa l i t i on Aga inst Traf f icking in 
Women (CATW), a n umbre l l a that coordi
nates in ternat iona l act ions w i th local and 
regional organizat ions worldwide, Oyie 

began cha l l eng ing commerc ia l sexual 
exploitat ion and abuse of women. . 

Whi le wo rk ing wi th CATW, Oyie also 
became increas ing ly aware of the ten
dency to universal ize the "white, Western 
bias" of f emin ism. Oyie feels it is impor
tant to reject th is approach because there 
are, in fact, "many feminisms. " While 
women share a core of issues, women's 
vary ing c u l tu ra l , re l ig ious and pol it ical 
contexts necessitate differences in ap
proaches and prior i t ies. 

Whi le "equal pay for equal work" is a 
high priority in the U.S.A. , the issues in 
the Phi l ipp ines are g r ind ing poverty and 
the Genera l Agreements on Tarrif f and 
Trade (GATT). "Th is affects our views of 
certain issues. For example, prost i tut ion is 
seen by many Western and some As ian 
feminists as a choice, as legitimate work. 
But in the Ph i l ipp ines , where poverty is the 
major problem, there really is no choice. 
A study of women's cond i t ions must take 
into account the diversi ty of each social 
mi l i eu. We mus t be more layered in our 
ana l yses . " 

Back to Diplomacy 
In 1993, Oyie was nominated to jo in 

the Nat ional C o m m i s s i o n on Women. For a 
long time, the C o m m i s s i o n was tainted in 
the eyes of act iv ists because it was a plat
form for Imelda Marcos . Cory Aqu ino , dur
ing her term as Ph i l ipp ine president re
vamped it but feminist c i rc les st i l l d id not 
associate themselves w i th it. 

So when Oyie was nominated , she 
sought advice from a group of feminists who 
a l l told her to make a go for it. They feel it 
is now time for women to try and influence 
policy. In her new pos i t ion , Oyie hopes to 
be able to get government to create 
favorable policies for women. 

At present, the Commiss i on ' s ma in 
objective is to put gender i n development 
p lann ing by sens i t i z ing the key officials of 
line agencies to gender i ssues . Towards 
this end, Oyie has conducted gender sensi
tivity t ra in ings w i th in the Depar tment of 
Foreign Affairs and w i th the t r a in ing inst i 
tutes of other government departments . 
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The C o m m i s s i o n also plays a cr i t i ca l 
role i n the legislative process. When pro-
women laws are be ing debated, members 
of the C o m m i s s i o n actively try to inf luence 
key legislators. Among the Commiss i on ' s 
notable achievements are the pass ing of 
the An t i -Sexua l Harassment B i l l and the 
B i l l to Codify Legal Ent i t l ements for 
Women. The C o m m i s s i o n fought h a r d for 
the Ant i -Rape B i l l but it st i l l failed to pass. 

In 1995, Oyie was again nominated by 
the government to be the Phi l ipp ine 
representative to the New York-based 
committee that moni tors the Convent ion 
on the E l i m i n a t i o n of D i s c r im ina t i on 
Against Women (CEDAW). As a member of 
the committee, Oyie wants to be regarded 
not as a government representative but as 
an independent expert. 

Oyie says work ing w i th C E D A W has 
been a meaning fu l experience for her. 
Once a year, Oyie attends the Committee 
meetings w i th 23 other representatives, 
most of w h o m are feminists , to review the 
progress made by the 139 government 
signatories to the Convent ion . As fate 
wou ld have it, Oyie st i l l ended u p do ing 
d ip lomat ic work. 

B u t Oyie is grateful for the opportu
nity. She feels that it br ings to fruit ion al l 
her years of experience and act iv ism, a l l 
the ins ights that she obtained from h u n 
dreds of women w i th w h o m she mainta ins 
close connect ions through the network of 
NGOs . Oyie actively seeks these women's 
advice and cr i t i c i sm. "Go ahead. Throw 
tomatoes at me if 1 do any th ing outra
geously wrong, " she says. 

Grassroots Connections 
Oyie has indeed gone a long way. Bu t 

she refuses to lose her grassroots connec
t ions a n d is st i l l closely associated wi th 
K A L A Y A A N . Oyie feels that being at 
K A L A Y A A N is l ike being home. 

B u t what really keeps Oyie con
nected is her family. She says her strong 
mother and grandmothers and her nur
tu r ing and non-sexist father were the 
inf luences that shaped her. To them, she 
says: "I have a m i n d of my own—and 1 owe 
it from you ! " 

Her c h i l d r e n — a young m a n and two 
g ir ls—are her insp i ra t ions and 
nur tu rance . F r om them she learns hon
esty and f rankness , f 

DOUBLE-EDGED SWORDS 

Good things can be sour and bad things have an upside. Complexities and 
contradictions underlie trends that have emerged in the last years of this century, 
says: 

Oyie 

We face a backlash from forces that 
are threatened, creating a climate of 
hostility for women. But the issues 
are now starkly defined. 

Science and technology, including 
genetic engineering and reproductive 
technology, are benefiting us. But 
there are serious ethical, moral and 
environmental issues about how the 
products of science are going to be 
utilized, particularly against women 

Easy travel leads to mind expansion. 
But it also facilitates sex tours. 

There is a common women's international 
movement. But while international 
connections are important, the real 
movement must occur within each 
culture. 

The fields of media and cybernetics are 
full of potential for networking and 
building solidarity. But it is also a means 
for exploitation and pornography on a 
massive scale. 

Migration can be liberating. But it can 
mean low paying, low value jobs and 
abuses specific to women. 
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