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home in the Philippines, I was able to watch the tail end of

the election to the successor of the first female Governor
of this Caribbean island. Sila Maria Calderon. The first female to
lead Puerto Rico, Calderon ended her term (2001-2004) amid
accusations against her of corruption and of her party winning
the election by, it is said, massive cheating. When I left the
Philippines in November 2004, Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo had
become the country’s second elected female president, alongside
accusations against her of corruption and massive cheating in
the elections. Arroyo had earlier become president when she took
over from being vice president to finish the term of ousted
President Joseph Estrada, who has since been on trial for plunder.
Two countries far away from each other, with different realities,
each with a female head of state, both of them facing similar
perceptions from their fellow citizens that they have behaved in
the traditional, political male way of corruption and shady deals.
As this issue goes to print, Condoleezza Rice was named by re-
electionist President George Bush as U.S. Secretary of State. It
seems that the leadership and power of these women have not
changed patriarchal attitudes nor government behaviour in
addressing the needs of those who are disempowered and
marginalised, or women. In short, we have not seen—where these
women had been able to reinterpret or change on how power is
used. More and more we see that simply having women in
positions of power does not necessarily change things in society.
This is not to say that women should not continue struggling for
power at all levels. But it does make a case about the need to
analyse and re-define notions of power.
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While we have seen that women themselves do not
automatically change the notions of power simply by being women,
we also have seen that just because women come into positions of
power, they do not escape the patriarchal notions of their society.
It is shameful how the personal lives of public women are held to
different standards than their male counterparts. In the
Philippines, journalists hounded Arroyo on her sex life. Calderon
in Puerto Rico was labeled an immoral woman for divorcing her
second husband and marrying again while in office. Male
journalists often mention the shape of Rice’s legs. Sexist jokes
and expectations make sure that women know that just because
they may have entered a male-dominated sphere, this does not
make them one of the men. They are still women in a patriarchal
world.

For decades women within and outside the women’s
movement have believed that by having women in positions of
power, women in general would fare better as women are more
sensitive to women’s issues; that by having women in positions
of power and decision-making, women would open the door to
other women; that by having women in male dominated areas of
life, they would break the molds of patriarchy. While there is
truth to this and there are examples of where women have made
adifference by breaking into patriarchal spheres, the other reality
is that women just by being of the female gender does not
automatically mean that they will care more about women or
alter the patriarchal norms of power. What we are seeing is that
the notions of power are complex. Power is embedded in tradition,
power of the ruling families, corporations, patriarchal notions
and the interest of a small group over a larger community. There
is a need to deconstruct the notions of power and to identify ways
in which power can be redefined and shifted to benefit women
and the marginalised.

Isis International delves in this issue of Women in Action
(WIA) on ways in which women in the region are Reinterpreting
Notions of Power. Views on women’s power and empowerment is
presented from different perspectives. Activists and writers share
examples and strategies on how women are refocusing this
concept. What is furthermore interesting in this edition of WIA
is seeing the diverse ways in which power shifts can occur. In
Japan, for instance, economic power has allowed some women to
make decisions that was not an option for women of previous
generations. In other countries where women outnumber men
due to male migratory patterns or armed conflict, women are
breaking long-held societal taboos by stepping in and leading
rituals that had been male prerogatives. This shows that in some
situations, the realities of the environment are conducive for
women to take the opportunity to reinterpret how to use their
power. In other situations, there is the need to be analytical and
strategic in deciding how power will be defined and acted upon.

Ava Vivian Gonzales, in “Resurrecting the Goddess:
Exploring Powerful (Re) presentations of Women'’s Bodies,” makes
a compelling point that once bodies are removed from the concept
of objectification, women will be able to shift power in society.
Girlie Villariba looks at Hollywood’s recent phase of producing
movies that glorify vengeance done by beautiful women who kill.
In her article “Why We Shouldn’t Become Assassins to Defend
Our Honour and Get Justice by Killing Bill,” Villariba argues
that women can achieve positive power through peace, spiritual
strength, and physical control. Meanwhile, “Women’s Movement
and Media in India: Reshaping Notions of Power” by Kiran Prasad
and “Reproductive Health Empowerment: A Struggle Against
Conservatism” by Tess Raposas look at the media as an
instrument that could re-define power but which itself requires
lots of work to reshape its own notions of power and women. Prasad
looks at the media in the context of the women’s movement in
India. Raposas gives the reader a glimpse of media as a force that
often serves as an ally of conservative forces in the Philippines.
In “Women do F/LOSS: Isis Migrates to Open Source on Desktop,”
Aileen Familara of Isis International-Manila lets the reader
understand how using open-source technology can strengthen an
organisation’s independence from multinational software
corporations, thus putting information and the use and power of
technology back into the hands and control of the users rather
than of the makers. Lina Sagaral Reyes contributes two
interesting articles on the situation of Palestinian women and
girls. In “Disempowered Palestinian Girls’ Uncommon Death
Wishes—Research Sheds Light” disempowered Palestinian Girls
have Uncommon Death Wishes,” Reyes informs the reader of a
recent study on young women in Palestine who see volunteering
to be suicide bombers as a way to take justice into their hands. In
“Occupied Palestine Territories: “Olive Tree Campaign” Gives
Purposeful Hope,” Reyes talks about a creative peace campaign
that is up against a solid, winding dividing wall.

The notion of power, especially if it concerns women, needs
to be discussed, reviewed and reinterpreted. We hope that this
issue of WIA will allow further discussions about power, looking
at its different types and where, as part of the women’s movement,
we are able to come up with strategies to help one another in our
respective realities. We also hope that where changes are taking
place, we can document them and share the stories and lessons
with one another. We invite you our readers to send in your ideas,
and to document how women in your societies are changing and
reinterpreting notions of power.



