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A respected feminist looks closely at lesbian activism 
and the women's movement in the Philippines. 

L e sb i an a c t i v i sm i n 
the Ph i l ipp ines grew 
out of the women's 
movement . In the 
1980s , w h e n femi
n i s m was not yet a 
b u z z w o r d a m o n g 
w o m e n a c t i v i s t s , 

there were a hand fu l of w o m e n who 
began the j o u r n e y of d i s cove r ing 
themselves and their sexua l feelings 
towards other women. The atmo
sphere was not very conducive for 
coming out. Init ial react ions faced 
by lesbiEins i n the women's move
ment ranged from avers ion to i n 
tense curiosity, from m i l d shock to 
voyeurist ic interest. Some organi
zations, cognizant that l e sb i an i sm 
was an issue that went beyond the 
persona l , c onduc t ed i n t e rna l d is 
cuss ions and sheunngs. In genereJ, 
the re were no e x i s t i n g s u p p o r t 
mechan isms. Lesb ian i sm was not 
cons idered a w o m a n ' s i s su e , no r 
w a s it r e f l e c t ed i n the o v e r - a l l 
women's agenda. 

BRIEF HISTORY 
Init ial at tempts to organize les

b ians began at the onset of the de
cade of the "905. Encouraged per
haps by events happen ing globeilly 
and locally, women activists started 

gett ing exposed to lesbicin i s sues 
and to the phys i ca l presence of les
b ian feminists. These events served 
as precursors to the b lossoming of 
l esb ian act iv ism. 

One s u c h event was the Sister
hood is G l o b a l Dieilogues he ld i n 
1988. The d ia logues on sexua l i t y 
was one of the first women-only dis-
c u s s i o n s a n d t h i s i n i t i a t i v e 
p r o m p t e d one of the o rgan i ze r ' s 
funders, a b ig Man i la -based for
eign funding agency, to w i thho ld an 
approved grcint and demand an ex-
plcination to compleiints that the 
o r g a n i z e r s w e r e p r o m o t i n g 
" exc lus i v i sm and l e sb ian ism. " 

In 1 9 9 0 , the I n t e r n a t i o n a l 
W o m e n and Heal th Meeting (IWHM), 
one of the biggest gatherings of i n -
temationed women's heedth activists, 
was he ld i n Mani la . The workshop 
on lesbicinism in the meeting wais one 
of the most well-attended workshops 
in the conference. M a n y F i l i p ino 
workshop pEuticipants said that it 
was their first time to see and hear 
out "ac tua l " lesbians. 

These in te rnat iona l events were 
i m p o r t a n t for s e v e r a l r e a s o n s . 
One , they prov ided avenues for les
b i a n i s m to be d i scussed as a po-
liticed i ssue , devoid of the hys te r ia 
and uproa r that usua l l y accompa

n i ed it i n mair istreeim d i s cuss i ons . 
L e s b i a n i s m t h u s g a i n e d a l eg i t i 
mate s ta tus—at least du r ing those 
c o n f e r e n c e s — e q u a l w i t h o t h e r 
women ' s i s sues . Two, the atmo
sphere of openness i n these confer
ences encouraged some Fi l ip ino les
bians to speak about their existence 
and experience of homophob ia and 
discr iminat ion. Three, the confer
ences underscored the need to be
gin the process of addressing lesbicin 
i ssues i n the women's movement . 
A n d four, the opportunit ies for net
working and col laborating wi th les
b ians from other parts of the wor ld 
were opened by these gatherings. 

D e s p i t e t h e s e , t h e a c t u a l 
b i r th ing of orgginized lesbiein activ
i s m d id not happen overnight. 

The format ion of a l e sb ian ac
tivist core group happened only af
ter the 1991 Second Nat iona l C o n 
ference on Hea l th . The organizers 
of the con fe rence gave the core 
group seed fund ing to enable t h em 
to convene a n d beg in the process 
of orgEinizing. The format ion of the 
core group was not w i thou t diffi
cul t ies . The group members , who 
came f rom diverse b a c k g r o u n d s , 
had to deal w i th conf l ic t ing needs 
cind goals. The format ion d i d not 
last very long, and no fo l low-up ac-
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t i v i t i e s w e r e c o n d u c t e d ei fter t h e 

first s e r i e s o f m e e t i n g s . 

P e r h a p s t h e i d e a o f a n o r g a n i z e d 

l e s b i a n g r o u p w a s s t i l l a h e a d o f i t s 

t i m e . T h e r e w e r e o n g o i n g i n i t i a 

t i v e s a n d . a c t i v i t i e s t h a t c e n t e r e d o n 

l e sb i e tn i s s u e s , b u t t h i s d i d n o t c r e 

a t e eno -ugh s t i r r i n g s fo r l e s b i a n s to 

f o r ge t o g e t h e r a n d u n i t e u n d e r a 

c o m m o n c a u s e . 

I n A u g u s t 1 9 9 2 , K A L A Y A A N c o n 

d u c t e d a r a p s e s s i o n o n l e s b i a n i s m 

i n B a g u i o C i t y . T h e B a g u i o - b a s e d 

p a r t i c i p a i n t s c o n t i n u e d h a v i n g m e e t 

i n g s a f te r t h e r a p s e s s i o n , l e a d i n g to 

t h e e v e n t u a l f o r m a t i o n of L e s B o n d . 

L e s B o n d i d e n t i f i e s i t s e l f a s a l e s b i a n 

f e m i n i s t o r g a n i z a t i o n " e n v i s i o n i n g a 

free, g e n d e r - f a i r , j u s t a n d h u m a n ( e ) 

s o c i e t y w h e r e l e s b i a n s a re free f r o m 

a n y f o r m of d i s c r i m i n a t i o n a n d o p 

p r e s s i o n . " L e s B o n d i s t h e f i r s t r e 

g i o n a l f o r m a t i o n to i d e n t i f y i t s e l f a s 

l e s b i a n - f e m i n i s t . 

F e b r u a r y 1 9 9 3 w i t n e s s e d t h e for

m a t i o n o f T h e L e s b i a n C o l l e c t i v e 

(TLC) i n M a n i l a . . A s e l f - p r o p e l l e d i n i 

t i a t i v e o f y o u n g l e s b i a n f e m i n i s t s , 

T L C c a p p e d i t s l a u n c h i n g b y s e n d 

i n g a c o n t i n g e n t to t h e 1 9 9 3 M a r c h 

8 W o m e n ' s D a y M a r c h w h o w a l k e d 

u n d e r a c o l l e c t i v e l y d e s i g n e d l e s b i a n 

b a n n e r . A s t a t e m e n t w a s r e a d d u r 

i n g t h e r a l l y , d e s p i t e t h e i n i t i a l r e 

l u c t a n c e o f t h e m e i r c h ' s o r g a n i z e r s 

to a c c o m m o d a t e f u r t h e r c h a n g e s i n 

the p r o g r a m of a c t i v i t i e s . 

T L C ' s f o r m a t i o n h a d a l o t o f i m 

p a c t . F o r t h e first t i m e , v i s i b l e l e s -

biEins e n g a g e d i n a p r o - a c t i v e c a m 

p a i g n EigEiinst h o m o p h o b i a i n t h e 

w o m e n ' s m o v e m e n t . T L C r e c e i v e d 

i n v i t a t i o n s f r o m w o m e n ' s g r o u p s , 

e n a b l i n g i t to p r e s e n t i t s p o s i t i o n s 

o n v e i r i o u s i s s u e s . 

H o w e v e r , T L C w a s n o t s p a r e d 

f r o m i n t e r n a l c o n f l i c t s a n d 

f a c t i o n a l i z a t i o n , s i t u a t e d a s i t w a s 

i n t h e m i d s t o f a c o n f l i c t - r i d d e n 

w o m e n ' s m o v e m e n t . B y t h e e n d o f 

1 9 9 4 , m o s t o f i t s m e m b e r s b e c a m e 

i n a c t i v e , w h i c h w a s s a d c o n s i d e r 

i n g t h e g r o u p ' s p r o m i s e . Y e t , d e 

s p i t e i t s c u r r e n t m o r i b u n d s t a t u s , 

T L C ' s c o n t r i b u t i o n 

to t h e g r o w t h o f l e s 

b i a n o r g a n i z i n g r e 

m a i n s i m p o r t a n t . 

U n f a z e d b y t h e 

d i f f i c u l t i e s o f l e s 

b i a n o r g a n i z i n g , 

o t h e r g r o u p s 

s t a r t e d s u r f a c i n g i n 

1 9 9 4 . T h e c a s e of 

E l i z a b e t h L i m a n d 

E v a n g e l i n e 

C a s t r o n u e v o , t h e 

l e s b i a n c o u p l e d i s 

m i s s e d b y B a l a y 

R e h a b i l i t a t i o n C e n t e r , a h u m a n 

rights o r g a n i z a t i o n , s e r v e d a s t h e 

i m p e t u s f o r l e s b i a n o r g a n i z a t i o n s 

a n d w o m e n ' s g r o u p s to ge t t o g e t h e r 

to f o r m a n a d v o c a c y E ind c a u n p a i g n 

n e t w o r k s p e c i f i c a l l y a d d r e s s i n g a 

l e s b i a n i s s u e . C a n ' t L i v e i n t h e 

C l o s e t ( C L I C ) , a l e s b i a n g r o u p c o m 

m i t t e d to m e d i a a d v o c a c y , w a s e s 

t a b l i s h e d i n A p r i l 1 9 9 4 . C L I C w a s 

i n s t r u m e n t e d i n d r u m m i n g u p i n 

t e r n a t i o n a l p u b l i c i t y a n d s u p p o r t 

f o r t h e c a s e o f B e t h a n d V a n g i e . 

A L E R T o r t h e A d v o c a t e s for L e s -

bicin R i g h t s i s a n o t h e r g r o u p t h a t 

g o t s t a r t e d b e c a u s e o f B e t h and 
Va ing i e ' s c a s e . A L E R T s t a r t e d w i t h 

13 o r g e i n i z a t i o n s b u t t h e n u m b e r 

l a t e r d w i n d l e d to five. T h e d i f f i c u l t y 

i n m o b i l i z i n g l o c a l s u p p o r t f o r t h e 

c a s e r e f l e c t s t h e c u r r e n t s t a t e o f 

a c t i v i s m i n t h e w o m e n ' s m o v e m e n t . 

T h r o u g h t h e y e a r s , t h e d i v e r s i t y 

o f t h e i s s u e s a n d t h e g r o w t h a n d 

e x p a i n s i o n o f t h e w o m e n ' s m o v e 

m e n t h a v e r e s u l t e d to s p e c i a l i z a t i o n 

a m o n g w o m e n ' s o r g a n i z a t i o n s . T h e 

fact t h a t c a m p a i g n s and a d v o c a c y 

i n i t i a t i v e s f o c u s e d o n l y o n s p e c i f i c 

c o n c e r n s m a k e i t d i f f i c u l t f o r 

w o m e n ' s o r g a n i z a t i o n s to r a l l y b e 

h i n d i s s u e s t h a t a r e o u t s i d e t h e i r 

p r i o r i t y . L e s b i a n i s s u e s c l e a r l y r e 

m a i n i n t h e p e r i p h e r y o f p r i o r i t i e s 

o f m o s t w o m e n ' s o r g a n i z a t i o n s . 

I n t h e s a m e y e a r . T h e W o m e n 

S u p p o r t i n g W o m e n C o m m i t t e e 

( W S W C ) w a s o r g a n i z e d . A n e x i s t 

i n g p r o j e c t o f W o m e n ' s E d u c a t i o n , 

The Lesbian Collective (TLC), the first lesbian group 
to come out in public did so on International 
Women's Day in March 1993 

D e v e l o p m e n t , P r o d u c t i v i t y a n d R e 

s e a r c h O r g a n i z a t i o n [ W E D P R O ] , 

W S W C w a s f o r m e d a s a r e s p o n s e 

to t h e p u b l i c r e a c t i o n t o a m a g a 

z i n e i n t e r v i e w o f l e s b i e i n f e m i n i s t 

a n d W E D P R O e x e c u t i v e d i r e c t o r 

A i d a S a n t o s . W S W C o p e r a t e s t h e 

f i r s t l e s b i a n h o t l i n e i n t h e c o u n t r y . 

SOFTENING THE GROUND 
T h e e x i s t e n c e o f l e s b i a n g r o u p s 

a n d l e s b i a n - r e l a t e d a c t i v i t i e s a n d 

i n i t i a t i v e s d o e s n o t a u t o m a t i c a l l y 

t r a n s l a t e i n t o a l e s b i a n m o v e m e n t . 

" T h e r e i s l e s b i a n o r g a n i z i n g b u t I 

c a n ' t s a y t h a t t h e r e i s a l e s b i c i n 

m o v e m e n t . . . I a l w a y s c o n n e c t a 

m o v e m e n t w i t h a m a s s b a s e a n d 

t h a t ' s w h a t w e d o n ' t h a v e , " r e m a r k s 

T e s a de V e l a , o n e of t h e f o u n d i n g 

m e m b e r s o f T L C . 

L e s b i a n e f f o r t s a r e s e e n a s s ca t 

t e r e d a n d s p o r a d i c , n o t y e t r e p r e 

s e n t i n g a s i n g u l a r fo rce . N o n e t h e 

l e s s , t h e y a r e n e c e s s a r y g i v e n t h e 

p r e s e n t c o n d i t i o n s . O r g a n i z e d l e s 

b i a n a c t i v i s m i s a n e w e n d e a v o r 

and i t h a s y e t t o d e t e r m i n e t h e 

p u l s e o f t h e w o m e n ' s m o v e m e n t 

v i s - a - v i s i t s o w n e x i s t e n c e . L i k e 

w i s e , n o t a l l l e s b i a n s i n t h e 

w o m e n ' s m o v e m e n t a r e i n v o l v e d i n 

a d v o c a c y f o r l e s b i a n - s p e c i f i c i s 

s u e s , t h o u g h t h e r e a re l e s b i a n i n -

d i v i d u e d s w o r k i n g o n l e s b i a n - o r i 

e n t e d i s s u e s w h o d o n o t b e l o n g to 

a n y o f t h e e x i s t i n g g r o u p s . 

T h e r e i s a s t r o n g p e r c e p t i o n t h a t 

t h e w o m e n ' s m o v e m e n t h a s s l o w l y 
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Announcement of the Lesbian and Gay Pride 1996 

become receptive to and support 
ive of lesbians today. Yet, the en
thus i a sm and openness remaiins to 
be reflected i n actua l pol ic ies and 
programs of most women's organi
zations. One member of the W S W C 
c o m m e n t s t h a t the g r o u p ' s 
unreadiness to address lesb ian is
sues became apparent when it or
ganized a forum on l e sb ian i sm and 
the women's agenda. "We invited six 
b ig women 's organizat ions . O n l y 
three came. The rest sent word at 
the last minute that they were not 
ready to d i scuss the issue. A n d 
dur ing the fo rum itself, some of 
those who attended to represent the 
g r oups we inv i t ed also a d m i t t e d 
their unreadiness . 

Ex is t ing l esb ian formations 
va ry i n t h e i r p r o g r a m s 
a n d pro jec ts d e p e n d i n g 
on the ir analys is and per 
cept ion of the needs and 

problems of the lesb ian communi ty . 
The groups ' approaches cind strat
egies are as different as their p r i 
mary target audiences . 

B u t there £u-e also s imi lar i t i es , 
the most basic of wh i ch is the goal 
to address the needs of l e sb i ans 
w i t h i n a n d ou t s ide the women ' s 
movement. 

DEFINITION OF ISSUES 
Like women's i ssues , there is no 

singulai- encompass ing def init ion of 
" lesbian issues . " The framework 
of l esb ian act iv ism is hmged on the 
belief that l esb ian r ights are h u 

m a n r i g h t s , a n d 
t h a t a s t r u g g l e 
m u s t be w a g e d 
aga ins t h o m o p h o 
b ia and d i sc r im ina
t i o n b a s e d o n 
sexued or ientat ion. 

B u t more than 
look ing at l esb ian
i s m as a h u m a n 
rights issue, lesbicin 
feminists also rec
ognize l e s b i a n i s m 

as a basic feminist issue. Lesb ian
i s m is seen as a rebutta l against a 
society that upho lds and rewards 
heterosexual relat ions but does not 
protect he te rosexua l women who 
aie abused by men. Instead, it puts 
women i n a b ind : If women relate 
w i th women, they face the reper
cuss ions of that defiance; if they re
late wi th men , they expose them
selves to the hazards of day to day 
re lat ionships w i th men , a state of 
involvement and interaction fraught 
w i th potential conflicts. 

Th is is not to say that there is 
no room for tenderness or car ing in 
heterosexual re lat ionships. B u t the 
inherent inequal i ty that stems from 
the present system msikes it easier 
for m e n to w ie ld dom inance and 
control over women. Fur thermore , 
and m u c h to the chagr in of femi
n i s t s and proponents of women 's 
r i ghts , men ' s p r edominance over 
w o m e n is often r a t i ona l i z ed a n d 
defended in society, even by some 
women. 

Lesb ian feminists battle a sys
tem that ensures men access to and 
control of women's l ives—economi
cally, emotionally, sexually, psycho
logically. Be ing or becoming a les
b ian is s tak ing a terr i tor ial clsiim 
to one's body eind emotions. It is a 
space where men are not al lowed 
to tread. Of course, this dec is ion is 
not i n consequen t i cd . L e s b i a n s 
brave great personed r i sks by s tand
ing up for their sexual choices. In 
the Phi l ipp ines , as i n most parts of 
As ia , lesbians f ind that their family 

is most often the i r f irst batt le
g round . 

Most l e s b i a n - f e m i 
n is ts live personal 
l i ves tha t reflect 
t h e i r p o l i t i c a l 
v i e w s . F o r i n 

stance, there are consc ious efforts 
to redefine re lat ionships to free it of 
heterosexist e lements such as role-
p lay ing or d o m i n a n c e - s u b o r d i n a 
t i on . L e s b i a n r e l a t i o n s h i p s that 
o c cu r i n the women ' s movement 
somehow acquire new def in i t ions 
and perspectives. 

A n d b e cause of the women ' s 
movemen t a n d because of femi
n i s m , there are women who have 
become more open to lesb ian ism. 
B u t there are women who look at 
l esb ian ism as a pol i t ica l ajternative 
and a response to the many prob
lems that beset heterosexual rela
t ionships. Th is reso lut ion is s im
p l i s t i c , especia l ly w h e n accompa
n i ed by u n r e a l i s t i c — a n d un f a i r— 
e x p e c t a t i o n s a n d a s s u m p t i o n s 
about lesb ian re lat ionships. Thus , 
when l esb ian ism ceases to be the 
ideal that it is purported to be, these 
women end up frustrated and dis
appointed w i th the entire idea and 
concept of l esb ian ism. 

B u t for those who have long re
garded themselves as lesbiems even 
before t h e i r i n v o l v e m e n t i n the 
women ' s movement , the feminist 
ansdysis of heterosex ism has been 
very useful i n crystgJlizing their feel
ings. It gave them terms w i th wh i ch 
to descr ibe the i r exper iences . It 
provided them wi th the framework 
w i th wh i ch to view their existence 
more pos i t i ve ly . These l e sb i ans 
have chosen to be w i th women , not 
necessari ly because they had an in i 
t ial grasp or theoretical unders tand
ing of he terosex ism, bu t because 
they have been or iented towards 
women even at an early age. 

The l i n k s between l e s b i a n i s m 
and femin ism enable lesbian-femi
n is ts to get involved in i ssues that 
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conce rn a l l women . D u r i n g the fu
ror that accompan ied Catho l ic con
servative Ph i l i pp ine Senator F r a n 
cisco Tatad 's "e lec t ion" as cha i r of 
the Senate Commit t ee on Women , 
l e s b i a n - f e m i n i s t g r o u p s j o i n e d 
women ' s g roups i n the protest ac
t ions. The i r act ions , however, were 
not a lways apprec iated. 

W h e n C L l C ' s letter denounc ing 
Tatad 's e lect ion was pub l i shed i n a 
n a t i o n a l da i l y , one reader wrote 
C L I C to "p l ease e x p l a i n how the 
rights of i ts membe r s got m ixed up 
w i t h those of women . . . " The 
letter fur ther sa id that, " i t is 
quite unnecessa ry for C L I C to 
u s u r p the ro le of l eg i t imate 
women 's groups. . . Lesb ians i n 
p a r t i c u l a r have no b u s i n e s s 
t r u m p e t i n g w o m e n ' s r i gh t s , 
s i n c e a l l t h e y do i s e xp l o i t 
w o m e n . " 

S u c h r e a c t i o n is not the 
least su rp r i s i ng , g iven the pre
va i l ing m indse t that l esb ians 
are n o t w o m e n b u t " m e n 
t rapped i n women ' s bodies" or 
have "hear ts of m e n and bodies of 
women . " In fact, there are lesbians 
who do subscr ibe to th i s viewpoint. 
M e d i a pe rpe tua t es these stereo
types, a n d somet imes goes to the 
extent of exaggerat ing or peirodying 
s u c h images. 

T h e c o n c e p t of l e s b i a n s a s 
women i n b o t h persona l and pol i t i -
Ccil spheres r ema ins to be grasped 
and unde r s t ood by many. Lesb ian 
feminists have to work overtime i n 
sens i t i z ing people to the ir i s sues 
as we l l as i n m o b i l i z i n g suppo r t 
f rom the women ' s movement , i n 
light of s u c h react ions. 

CRITICISMS 
Lesbianism as Western 

L e s b i a n i s m , m u c h l i k e f em i 
n i s m , is incessant ly besieged by the 
c r i t i c i sm that i ts or ig ins are west-
e m . Th i s asser t ion obviously m a n i 
fests societad res is tance to the real
ity of ind igenous l esb ian existence. 
Unfor tunate ly , even some w o m e n 

activists toe the l ine. What is con
venient ly forgotten is that a l l social 
m o v e m e n t s i n t h i s c o u n t r y owe 
m u c h of the ir po l i t ica l theories E ind 

concepts f rom outside sources. 
Lesb ian activists are wel l acware 

of th is c r i t i c i sm, and have started 
tak ing steps to cu l l da ta from loca l 
sources an d redefine concepts and 
s t r a t e g i e s so t h e s e m a y be 
grounded on local realit ies. The ef
forts to give the etnalysis a loceJ con
text are evident i n the emphas i s on 
the cu l tu ra l aspect of homophob ia . 

For instEuice, the pressures faced 
by F i l ip ino lesbictns come pr imar i l y 
from the family. There is recogni
t ion of the interplay of cultured ap
para tuses : r e l i g i on , m e d i a , va lue 
systems an d tradi t ion. The analy
s is examines , bu t does not dwel l 
heavi ly , on po l i t i ca l appara tuses , 
given the absence of da ta on state 
violence or persecut ion of lesbians 
and gays. 

Too, the issue of coming out is 
weighed careful ly, t ak in g into ac
count the specificities of Fi l ipino cu l 
ture. Despite the need for visibil ity, 
for l esb ianism to have a face and a 
name, "coming out" occurs at vaiy-
ing levels and does not automatical ly 
mean m e d i a exposure or appear
ances. There are levels to wh i ch 
l esb ians pe rmi t themse lves to be 
exposed, aweire as they are that they 
are risking their lives and identities. 
To come out is not adways to be em
powered, for it can also mean expos
ing one's vulnerabil i t ies. 

Projection 
Lesbian- feminists are also cr i t i 

c ized for act ing and "speeiking the 
language of a sma l l group, or a sub
cu l ture . " They endlessly engage i n 
concep tua l d i s cuss i ons and come 
across as too theoret ica l , even to 
their fellow activists. This cr i t ic ism 
is part ly a resul t of the increasing 
v is ib i l i ty £ind exposure of lesbiains, 
especial ly i n ma ins t r eam media. 

It i s the pol i t ica l nature of les-
biain-feminism that causes the ten
dency to be issue-or iented and to 

focus on the task of rede
f i n i n g c oncep t s . T h i s is 
typical of any group that is 
i n the process of ascertain
ing its space and directions 
i n t h e p o l i t i c a l a r e n a . 
There is also the pr imary 
ob ject ive of p o p u l a r i z i n g 
one's perspectives on an is
sue tha t ha rd l y gets d is 
cussed or addressed intel
l igently i n mEunstream so
ciety. 

H o w e v e r , l e s b i a n s 
m u s t also reeJize that a hardse l l ap
proach is hard ly ever effective, given 
the cul tured m i l i e u that they are 
s i tuated in . The need to educate 
people about l esb ian issues can go 
h a n d i n h a n d w i t h theor iz ing but 
there mus t be an appraisal of the 
target aud i ence ' s level of unde r 
s tand ing and consciousness. 

E v e n t u a l l y , lesbis in- feminists 
w i l l have to crit ical ly assess them
selves and the ir project ion of the 
issues . There are ways to carry on 
an advocacy without resorting to too 
m u c h jargon. Lesbians wi l l have to 
lecim to speadc i n a lainguage that 
is comprehensib le to non- lesbians 
and non- feminis ts . There shou ld 
always be the awareness that there 
are l imi ts to what can be said. The 
med ia is an independent and u n -
constreiined entity and it operates 
on i ts own ru les and procedures. 
Lesbiems w i l l have to be clear of 
their objectives and wi l l have to rec
ognize the l imi ts i n us ing the me-

I Being or becoming 
a lesbian is staking 
a territorial claim 
to one's body and 

emotions. 
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d i a for educa t i on and c onsc i ous 
ness - ra i s ing . 

Projects-driven 
The current efforts of l e sb i an -

activists are also be ing sc rut in i zed 
for concentrat ing on projects rather 
than on mobi l i za t ion and organiz
ing. Lesb ian groups for instance are 
more involved i n speci f ic projects 
that directly address the needs of 
the lesbiein communi t y , rather them 
i n d i rec t orge iniz ing of a l e s b i a n 
mass base. 

It m u s t be noted however, that 
the current efforts of l esb ian groups 
are based on the ir assessment of 
exist ing realit ies. Whi l e it is t rue 
that actua l g roundwork ing and or
ganiz ing has yet to begin, the speci 
ficity of l esb ian condi t ions and re
al it ies mus t be careful ly gauged. 
The outsider or outcast status of les
b ians i n mai instream society is not 
at a l l a k i n to s i tua t i ons faced by 
o ther opp r essed or m a r g i n a l i z e d 
sectors. 

One of the biggest prob lems les
b ians face i s secur i ty a n d safety. 
Thus , l esb ian act iv ism w i l l have to 
take an alternate route to achieve a 
paral le l status to that of the other 
social movements. Unless there are 
systems i n place that w i l l assure 
lesbians of protect ion, it w i l l r ema in 
difficult to orgeinize lesbians as a po
l i t i c a l force. W h a t the e x i s t i n g 
groups is do ing is sowing the seeds 
for the eventual sprout ing of a v is
ible l esb ian movement. 

B E M I N G A N D B E Y O N D 
Be i j ing a n d H u a i r o u p rov i ded 

fertile g rounds for lesbiein act iv ism. 
A n internat ioneJ group of l e sb i an 
activists were i n Bei j ing for the Of
ficial Conference and i n H u a i r o u for 
the parallel N G O Fo rum. Expectedly, 
more lesbians from western nat ions 
took part i n the lobbying efforts and 
i n organizing activities i n the N G O 
forum. Th i s p r edominance i s not 
new, not only for lesbian issues but 
for other women's issues £is wel l . 

The conference attested to the 
d ivers i ty of contexts an d cultur£il 
m i l i e u s faced by l e sb i an s every
where. Some came from countr ies 
where it i s illegzd to d i sc r im ina te 
a g a i n s t l e s b i a n s . O t h e r s c a m e 
from nat ions that al low lesb ians to 
legally marry and establ ish families. 
However, i n the globsJ map of les
b i an existence, these countr ies re
m a i n a minor i ty as the rest of the 
wor ld w o u l d rather persecute les
b ians or render them invis ible . 

Eve ryday , di f ferent ac t i v i t i es 
were organized by lesbians from dif-

lesbian 
rights 

are 
human 
rights 

ferent reg ions. The lesbietn tent 
drew i n hundreds of lesbieins an d 
straight women daily. Regional cau
cuses were orgeuiized and A s i a n 
lesb ians met every other day for the 
dura t i on of the conference. 

Un fo r tuna te l y not a l l l e sb ians 
cou ld pairtake of the relatively open 
and "safe" atmosphere of the tent. 
Some women , especiaJly those f rom 
the Sou th , felt that the name " les
b i a n " had exc luded them from the 
onset. These were women who, for 
r e a s o n s of s e c u r i t y a n d sa fe ty , 
cou ld not r i sk expos ing themselves 
by be ing vis ible i n the tent. Too, 
there were women who felt ostra
c ized because they d i d not identify 

themselves eis lesbiains bu t cons id
ered themselves as bisexueds. 

Bei j ing h a d opened avenues for 
lesb ianisrr j t a be d i s c u s s e d as a 
crit ical, i )^ue. In fact, it emerged as 
one of the most controvers ia l and 
con t en t i ous i s s u e s i n the of f ic ial 
conference. The del iberat ions u n 
covered the officiej pos i t ions of the 
member nat ions , an d al lowed les
b i an act iv ists to identify their en
emies an d potentiail edlies. 

Despite the fai lure to make the 
l esb ian agenda v is ible , the experi
ence i n Bei j ing was not a lost cause. 
As G iney V i l l a r of W S W C s u m s it, 
' A lot of people were very d i sap 
po inted about it. B u t come to th ink 
of it, at least it gave people— those 
w h o are a ga ins t l e sb ia in i sm a n d 
those who are for i t — a n oppor tu
n i ty to d i scuss issues . It also pre
pares u s better for what we have to 
dead w i th i n the next few days Eind 
the next few years . " 

H u a i r o u a n d Be i j ing h a d pro
v ided the wor ld w i th another oppor
tun i t y to acknowledge lesbiem ex
istence. It bore wi tness to a h is -
toricEil unfo ld ing of a globaJ l esb ian 
movement , a foretoken that it w i l l 
not be long before the tasks that re-
madn undone w i l l be done by a v is
ible and tangible force. Despi te the 
absence of d i scuss ions on i ssues of 
exc lus ion an d dominance based on 
race, ethnic i ty , re l ig ion, cu l ture and 
c lass, l esb ian activists who were i n 
HuE i i r ou a n d B e i j i n g h a d es tab 
l i shed the possib i l i t ies for future co
ope ra t i on a n d co l l abo ra t i on . The 
impact of the F o r u m an d the C o n 
ference w i l l define a n d shape the 
future of l e sb ian act iv ism. For F i l i 
p ino lesb ians, th is treinslates into a 
renewed act i v i sm a n d active l i nk 
age w i th the ir A s i a n s isters , "in and 
outside Asia. There is no step to take 
bu t forward. , 
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