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n 1987, a 17-year-old Filipina

was shot five times at close

range by her 41-year-old Aus-

tralian husband. The man was
charged with murder but indicted
only of manslaughter on the basis
of diminished responsibility. The
Australian court ruled that at the
time of the murder, the husband
was “suffering from an abnormal-
ity of the mind that substantially
impaired his mental responsibility
for causing his wife’s death.” On 3
February 1988, he was sentenced to
10 years’ imprisonment, the maxi-
mum sentence for such a charge,
with a non-parole period of six
years. If he had not yet been re-
leased, he would be set free on 3
February this year.

Thata convicted murderer of a
Filipino woman could be let off
with a light sentence and possibly
claim yet another victim is the very
reason why the publication of the
book Gender ‘Race’ and International
Relations: Violence against Filipino
Women in Australia is of utmost rel-
evance. Its significance increases by
several folds at this time when mur-
ders and disappearances of Filipino
women migrants in Australia as
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well as in many parts of the world
have reached alarming numbers.
Chris Cunneen and Julie Stubbs, au-
thors of the book, examined 27 cases
of deaths and disappearances of
Filipino women and children in
Australia from 1980 to 1995. Their
conclusions validate the public out-
cry of the Filipino community
against the uncommonly high level
of violence against Filipinas in Aus-
tralia.

The book represents the final
report of a research commissioned
by the Human Rights and Equal
Opportunity Commission
(HREOC), an Australian govern-
ment body, that showed Filipino
women were six times more likely
to be victims of spousal homicide
than Australian women in general.
This research was in response to
representations made by the Centre
for Philippine Concerns-Australia
(CPCA) in 1994. CPCA is an orga-
nization of Filipino migrants that
started documenting the incidence
of murders of Filipino women in
1989 after another Filipina, Gene
Bongcodin, was strangled to death
by her ex-husband. The man
pleaded guilty to manslaughter and
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was sentenced to eight years’ im-
prisonment with a minimum of
five-and-a-half years.

I distinctly remember the shock
of the Filipino community in Aus-
tralia when news of the sentence
broke out. I was then living in
Sydney and was an active member
of CPCA, which vigorously cam-
paigned for a murder conviction.
The incident pushed us to look
more closely into the conditions of
Filipinas who were married to Aus-
tralian men. The information we
unearthed about the violence in
these marriages was devastating.
First, we found that domestic vio-
lence was a common occurrence in
many of these relationships. Sec-
ond, we discovered a disturbing
pattern of more and more deaths
and disappearances. Third, we re-
alized that the violence extended to
Filipino women in general and
manifested in a number of ways
that included such as sex tourism,
prostitution and trafficking. Fourth,
we began to see that all these had
created a racialized and sexualized
construction of Filipino women, an
image shaped and even popular-
ized by international media.



Stubbs and Cunneen bring all
these realities together and draw
from many other studies under-
taken over the years to produce an
insightful analysis of violence
against Filipino migrant women in
Australia. Melba de Guzman-
Marginson, staunch advocate for
Filipino women in Australia and
national coordinator of CPCA,

Australia is substantially lower
than that of Australian men. Stubbs
and Cunneen concluded that the
empirical evidence available shows
that “homicide is a specific issue for
Filipino women in Australia” and
clearly indicates that concern over
thelevel of violence against Filipino
women is well founded.

the perpetrators were non-Filipinos
coming from culturally diverse
backgrounds and many of them
met their Filipino partners in the
Philippines. On the average, the
men were 13 years older than the
women. In most cases, domestic
violence occurred before the homi-
cides.

While many of these

believes that the book’s contri-
bution 1is its analytical
framework thatso clearly illus-
trates how racism, sexism and
First and Third World relations
have significantly interplayed
and impacted on the violence
experienced by Filipino women
living in Australia. It was
Marginson who presented the
tales of murders to the Austra-
lian government and who
challenged the HREOC to look
into spousal homicides among
Filipino women.

In the beginning of the
book, the authors define the “in-
tersectional approach” they
adopted in analyzing the find-
ings of the research. Central to
this approach is the examina-
tion of the “manner in which
Filipino women are constituted
with respect to race/ethnicity,
class and gender and with re-
spect to other axes of social
location such as age.”

Cunneen and Stubbs effectively
apply this approach in their exami-
nation of the case studies and in
their interpretation of the findings.

The research revealed that Fili-
pino women are over-represented
in cases of homicides. More accu-
rately, the findings showed that
Filipino-born women aged between 20
and 39 were found to have a homicide
victimisation rate, which is 5.6 times
that of Australian women in the same
age group. On the other hand, the
homicide rate of Filipino men in

Violence against
Filipino women in
Australia
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Through a closer examination
of the 27 deaths and disappearances
of women and children used as case
studies, the authors unveiled the
nature of violence at the personal
level. According to them, the criti-
cal features of the homicides were
their gendered and domestic na-
ture. The homicides were highly
patterned by particular social rela-
tionships and were not random
killings. In almost all the cases, the
killers were male partners or ex-
partners and the killings were
domestic in nature. In all of them,

Women in Action No. 1, 1998

“findings” have previously
been cited in many other stud-
ies and reports about violence
against Filipino women in
Australia, Cunneen and
Stubbs bring the analysis one
notch higher. They go beyond
presenting the facts by tracing
the trends and discovering the
racial and gender patterns in
the cases they studied. Particu-
larly enlightening is the
discussion on the role of mas-
culinity and violence in
constructing a male fantasy of
Filipino women. The authors
cite previous studies on mas-
culinity and murder that
identify homicide as a mascu-
line offence with masculine
power and control being cen-
tral features in spousal
homicides. The following ex-
planation demonstrates the
depth of understanding
Cunneen and Stubbs have of
the issues:

“The racialised and sexualised
construction of Filipino women is
fundamental to understanding
their position in male fantasy. The
male fantasy about Asian women
incorporates exotic sex, the prom-
ise of a relationship with complete
security and compliance and a fan-
tasy about love which transcends
age difference. The final aspect of
this fantasy is that the relationship
can be bought cheaply through an
agency or arranged simply through
the use of informal networks. In
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Deaths and Disappearances of Fili

ino Women and Children,

Australia- 1980-1995

NO YEAR NAME
1 1980 TA
2 1987 RS
3 1987 . NW
4 1987 cG
5 1987 AP
, 6 1987 HJP
i 7 1987 NE
| 8 1987 BS
9 1987 SN
10 1988 BE
n 1989 H
12 1989 GB
13 1989 NV
14 1989 MD
15 1991 ER
16 1991 TG
17 1991 NG
18 1991 RK
19 1991 PN
20 1992 MO
21 1993 MW
29 1993 EH
1 23 1993 YR
\ 24 1993 RD
| 25 1993 RDJ
; 26 1994 EY
‘ 27 1995 PS

AGE CAUSE STATE
21 Homicide QLD
i]74 Homicide NSW
33 Homicide QLD
1 Homicide NSW
33 Homicide NSW
3 Homicide NSW
33 Open Finding  VIC
u/k Disappeared ~ VIC
u/k Disappeared  TAS
28 Homicide WA
37 Homicide NSW
34 Homicide vIC
34 Open Finding  VIC
39 Homicide VIC
44 Homicide NSW
34 Suicide NSW
36 Suicide NSW
34 Homicide NSW
38 u/k NSW
31 Homicide VIC
36 Homicide QLD
5 Homicide NSW
12 Homicide NSW
29 Accidental NSW
4 Accidental NSW
42 Homicide QLD
40 Homicide NT

\ Note: QLD - Queensland, NSW - New South Wales, VIC - Victoria, WA - Western Australia,

| NT - Northern Territory

other words, it is a completely
commodified fantasy that requires
nothing more than money or a
credit card number. This fantasy is
particularly powerful and damag-
ing since it can be mobilised to
justify and authorise First World
men’s access to and power over
women on the basis of mythical
“natural” characteristics.”

“What happens when men at-
tempt to live out these fantasised
relationships and the women in-
volved refuse to comply, refuse to
be treated as commodities?” In an-
swering this question, the authors
point out this male fantasy becomes
lethal for Filipino women when it
is integrated back into the relation-
ships that resulted in their deaths
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and disappearances. The killings

are a heightened or extreme in-
stance of domination, which has
been mediated by representations
of “Asian’ women in general, and
Filipino women in particular, as
both passive and sexual beings, as
the embodiments of male desire.

Cunneen and Stubbs reveal
that two interwoven processes be-
come apparent in some of the case
studies. First, violence emerges as
a resolution to conflict for the male
when he attempts to assert absolute
dominance and authority and the
women resist.

Second, the Filipino women be-
come re-invented as manipulative
and self-seeking people who sim-
ply marry western men to leave the

Women in Action No. 1, 1998

Philippines. In other words,
women’s actions are re-interpreted
through the lens of a stereotype of
Filipino women as sexually promis-
cuous gold diggers seeking foreign
nationalities so they can bail them-
selves out of the pit of poverty. They
are seen at best as complicity in the
violence against them, or at worst,
deserving of their violent fates. The
men, on the other hand, are con-
structed as victims who merely
gave their spouses and partners the
punishment they deserved.

The strength of this book lies,
as | see it, in three things. First, its
insightful analysis of the many is-
sues around violence against
Filipino women in Australia. Sec-
ond, its careful consideration of
earlier research and work on the is-
sue. Third, its rigorous scholarship
that manages to avoid the pitfall of
reducing the gruesome murders
into emotionless statistical data or
treating the subject matter in heavy
academic terms.

In the end, however, this book
serves a useful purpose not just in
terms of allowing us to understand
the phenomenon of murders of Fili-
pino women in Australia in the
hands of their male partners, but
also to convince policymakers and
law enforcement authorities that
action is needed now. The findings
and analysis presented in the book
have affirmed what many have
been saying for years. What is re-
quired from the Australian
government at this point is the po-
litical will to conduct an official
inquiry and take decisive steps to
arrest the intensifying violence di-
rected at Filipino women.

Concepcion Garcia-Ramilo is Hie Resource Cen-
ter and Information Program Manager of Isis
International-Manila.



