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INTRODUCTION

The idea of the present publication has matured
around the sentence “We, lesbians, are everywhere”.

It is definitely true! Lesbians have always been pres-
ent in various civil society movements, with gay
men’s organizations, in feminist groups, as well as in
the artistic sphere and in the fight for decolonization
and independence of their country. In recent decades
lesbians were present in the fight for equal rights for
women of colour, aborigen women, andmore broadly
with feminist movements. However, most of these
groups paid little attention to lesbians’ rights. When
it was time to return the solidarity, many lesbians did
not have any choice but to create separate (and sep-
aratist) movements: they had to work and fight alone
for their own rights. Though even today lesbian is-
sues are regularly over-shadowed, as demonstrated
by the invisibility of lesbian involvement in most
mainstream movements, some achievements could
still be gained especially with their traditional allies,
the feminist and the gay movements.

The present publication is a collection of experiences
from individuals worldwide involved in lesbianmove-
ments, civil society and human rights organizations.
In order to simplify reading the term “lesbian” refers
to any person who identifies herself as a lesbian, bi-
sexual, butch, femme, androgyn, dyke, trans, queer
or does not wish to be identified at all with any of the
existing terms. Credit was given to those “lesbians”
in many parts of the world who have led the way and
those who are actively involved in fighting for the
wellbeing and recognition of their rights. Some texts

were written by academics, while others are inter-
views, excerpts or extracts from presentations. This
publication portrays a few lesbians and women who
serve as influential examples of empowerment and
leadership, be they painters, writers, poets, or
philosophers of past centuries and the present time.
Though lesbians in ILGA have had their share of in-
visibility and fight for the recognition of their specific
concerns, today we can be proud of the achieve-
ments, as evidenced by some of the outstanding re-
sults they have obtained. It was natural then to
collect their experience.

While wanting to transmit the outstanding accounts
collected from across the world, I realized howmuch
there is still to learn in order to understand some of
the experiences and movements in which lesbians
are involved. This publication will leave a lot of ques-
tions open such as: “What is feminism?”, “Why are
lesbians invisible in mainstream movements and
even in LGBT mixed groups?”, “How come the rela-
tionship between lesbian and trans groups is still dif-
ficult?”, “Are lesbian concerns more closely related
to women issues or to gay issues?”. Here and there
you will find an answer thatmay be contradicted a few
pages later by an opposite experience. This is proba-
bly the indication of the diversity and complexity of
lesbians’ movements. Those questions will hopefully
raise your curiosity to learn more about these differ-
ent but closely relatedmovements. “We, lesbians are
everywhere” and we can be very proud of it.

Patricia Curzi
Women’s Project Coordinator

ILGA
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FrOm IGA tO ILGA,
whY “L” MattERs

In many circumstances, lesbians had to lobby
from inside LGBT organizations to get their
share of space and within international bodies
to have their issues visible and recognised.
Lesbians in ILGA are no exception to the rule,
as they have been fighting both battles. This
brief historical overview illustrates some suc-
cessful results underlying the role of lesbians
within ILGA. The anecdotes collected from les-

bians involved in ILGA give a personal point of
view on how they lived some experiences. We
found an article from an ILGA Bulletin pub-
lished in 1991 in which active lesbians mem-
bers of ILGA gave useful advice on how to work
successfully in a mixed organization. Most of
the advice given is still valid today, about
twenty years later.
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ILGA HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

The International Lesbian and Gay Association is a
worldwide federation of national and local groups
dedicated to achieving equal rights for lesbian, gay,
bisexual, trans and intersex people. Founded in 1978
in the United Kingdom by several gay organizations
under the name of IGA, International Gay Associa-
tion, it consists, in 2009, of 670 member organiza-
tions from 110 countries worldwide.

When mentioning the creation of ILGA, we usually
refer to the meeting of the founding “gay member
organizations”. We tend to omit thatmost of those gay
groups weremixed, and lesbians were involved in the
work of those organizations. At the IGA conference in
1979, one year after its creation, a statement was
made recognizing the under-representation of
women, not their absence. We would be naïve to be-
lieve that this statement and the consequent decision
to adopt gender parity in its later constitution was a
gay decision in favour of lesbians. The L was part of
the development of IGA towards what was going to
become ILGA in 1986. After years of discussions, at
the XIII World Conference in 1986 in Copenhagen, the
members decided to increase the recognition of
lesbians by changing the name of the organization
from IGA to ILGA. They also created two Secretaries
General positions, to be held by a female and a male
representative, and formally established a Women’s
Secretariat, which was already informally active since
IGA’s II World Conference in 1980. The creation of the
Women’s Secretariat in 1986 was the formal recogni-
tion of lesbians’ involvement and work within ILGA
and the acceptance that lesbians, as aminority within
a minority, have specific issues that need to be con-
sidered separately. Since the first World Conference
till now lesbians have always occupied a non-mixed

space, by organising a pre-conference or workshops
where lesbian-related issues are discussed.

In 1992, the World Conference in Paris adopted the
principle that ILGA should begin a process of region-
alization, working towards the creation of regional
structures and Boards in each of ILGA’s regions. This
principle was enshrined in the ILGA constitution in
1997 at the Cologne World Conference – which re-
mains enforced, with later modifications, to this day.
One female and onemale representative of ILGA’s six
regions (Africa, Asia, Australia/New Zealand/Pacific

08

ILGAWOMEN’S SECRETARIAT

The World Conference shall elect a Women’s
Secretariat. It is the responsibility of the Women’s
Secretariat to:

a) Collect and coordinate information/visibility
worldwide on lesbians and bisexual women, in
close cooperation with the Executive Board;
b) Initiate articles worldwide onwomen’s issues for
ILGA publications;
c) Attend relevant conferences within and outside
ILGA and make policy inputs to international
organizations and agencies;
d) Cooperate with other international women’s
organizations;
e) Coordinate and arrange women’s caucuses and
workshops in cooperation with the group planning
for a World Conference;
f) Carry out tasks allocated to it by ILGA World
Conferences.

From ILGA’s Constitution as of November 2008



JACKIE LEWIS

Former ILGA and ILGA-Europe Board Member and
current substitute for ILGA Board, working and
active in UNISON, one of the major British Trade
Unions organizations

In June 1995, I was one of three UNISON delegates
to the XVII ILGA World Conference in Rio de
Janeiro, Brazil. This was the first time the World
Conference had been held in the Global South; and
we were left in no doubt of its significance for the
groups and activists in Brazil, which had been a
democracy only since 1988, and where a violent
murder directly related to sexual orientation
occurred on average every four days. ILGA’s Con-
ference marked the beginning of a real push for
change. Themedia coverage was outstanding, with
two national newspapers covering the conference
daily. The first-ever Pride march in Rio was held at
the end of the Conference and was attended by
about 2000 people, by far the biggest seen in
Brazil. A national opinion poll not long after the
Conference showed 60% in favour of recognising
same-sex domestic partnerships.

The Conference was a fascinating and productive
gathering of delegates from nearly sixty countries,
which demonstrated the increasing diversity of
ILGA and the growing strength of the movements
in regions outside Europe and North America.
During the conference, I was very involved in the
major discussions about the future direction of
ILGA, including progress in the regionalisation
process (…).

Anecdote collected for ILGA’s 30th Anniversary in 2008

Islands, Europe, Latin America/Caribbean and North
America) sit on the world Board of ILGA, together
with both Co-Secretaries General, and the Women
and the Trans Secretariats’ representatives. They are
all elected and unpaid positions.

The Trans Secretariat was formally established at the
XXIII World Conference in Geneva in 2006, after years
of fight to have discrimination based on gender iden-
tity recognised even among LGBT activists. Political
actions similar to the ones of lesbians were taken by
the trans groups, both in terms of occupying space
with pre-conferences and workshops and inclusion
of the term “trans” in the fully spelled name of ILGA,
renamed “International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual,
Trans and Intersex Association” at the XXIV World
Conference in Vienna in 2008.

By rewriting its constitution to reflect its policy of en-
couraging the visibility and leadership of women and
promoting the interests of all genders, ILGA was one
of the first world organizations to actively pursue
gender parity. ILGA is committed to continuing this
process.

Thanks to the financial support granted by the Dutch
foundation Hivos since the mid-nineties, ILGA was
able to develop and establish a fully-operational of-
fice. In 2004 OxfamNovib, also from the Netherlands,
agreed to fund a three-year project to increase and
strengthen women’s involvement in ILGA, extended
until end 2010. In line with the project financed by
Oxfam Novib in January 2005, ILGA hired a Women’s
Project Officer. Her role is to facilitate visibility, com-
munication and coalition building, and the participa-
tion of women in political actions within and outside
of ILGA’s network. In 2009 ILGA has four full-time
employees and works with a team of trainees and
volunteers.
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RESULTS ACHIEVED

Many of ILGA's international campaigns have helped
obtain major victories.
• Our lobbying activities contributed to the depenali-
sation of homosexuality in New Zealand and Ireland,
for example. In many countries, notably throughout
Eastern Europe, ILGA has supported the emergence
of the first autonomous lesbian, gay and trans groups.
• ILGA was instrumental in the deletion of "homo-
sexuality" from the World Health Organization's In-
ternational Classification of Diseases in May 1990.

• After years of campaigning, ILGA and other organ-
izations convinced Amnesty International in 1991 to
accept lesbians and gay men imprisoned for their
sexuality as “prisoners of conscience”.

ILGA represents LGBT interests in the work of inter-
national bodies such as the United Nations.
• Many lesbian activists, members of ILGA, attended
the Beijing Fourth United Nations World Conference
onWomen in 1995, where they requested to have les-
bian issues included in the official agenda; a lesbian
“tent” was set up and occupied throughout the con-
ference.
• Since 2005 ILGA has organized campaigns with
LGBT associations from Africa, Europe, Latin Amer-
ica and North America to apply for consultative sta-
tus at the United Nations. See The ECOSOC Status
on page 11.
• In 2003, Brazil presented the Brazilian resolution
on sexual orientation to the United Nations Commis-
sion on Human Rights. ILGA supported the initiative
by organizing an international campaign which cul-
minated in 2004 with the handing of a petition of
45,000 signatures to the President of the Commis-
sion. The resolution was, however, dropped in 2006.

• Thanks to the collaboration with an international
coalition of NGOs, ILGA has been able to organise a
gathering of lesbian, trans and gay activists from all
parts of the world at the UN Commission on Human
Rights since 2005.
• In 2006, ILGA, together with a coalition of NGOs,
participated in preliminary work which led to the or-
ganization of a meeting of international human rights
experts in Yogyakarta, Indonesia. This gave birth to
the publication of the Yogyakarta Principles on sexual
orientation, gender identity and international human
rights law in March 2007. It is a universal guide to
human rights which sets international legal stan-
dards with which all States must comply. Those prin-
ciples have been widely disseminated to be used for
lobbying activities towards international bodies, in-
cluding the United Nations.
• In 2006, ILGA issued a publication on Lesbian and
Bisexual Women’s Health which included an inter-
view from the former UN Special Rapporteur on
Health, Paul Hunt. The publication was so successful
that ILGA translated and published it in Spanish and
French, with the support of volunteer translators,
various member organizations and the Women’s
Secretariat, RFSL.
• The work carried out for decades at the United Na-
tions is bearing its fruits. In August 2007, Gloria
Careaga, who was at that time the female represen-
tative for ILGA in Latin America and the Caribbean,
was officially invited by the United Nations Economic
Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean as
ILGA’s representative and as an expert on Women’s
issues.

ILGA continues to cooperate with local groups and
with other international partners to make sure that
discrimination on the grounds of sexual orienta-
tion and gender identity are recognized in the UN
texts.
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THE ECOSOC STATUS

The first way by which non-governmental organiza-
tions played a role in formal UN deliberations was
through the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC).
Forty-oneNGOswere granted consultative status by
the Council in 1946. Today about 3,187 organizations
have obtained the status. This accreditation allows
NGOs to enter the UnitedNations and speak in their
own name, enabling them to make oral interven-
tions in the plenary sessions as well as organize
panels on various subjects.

Consultative status is granted by ECOSOC upon
recommendation of the ECOSOC Committee on
NGOs, which is made of nineteen Member States.

For more information, see
http://esa.un.org/coordination/ngo/new/index.
asp?page=intro

A short overview of ILGA involvement in ECOSOC
1993: ILGA obtains the ECOSOC status
1994: ILGA loses the ECOSOC status
2002: New request by ILGA to obtain the status and
rejection
2005: ILGA organizes a campaign for LGBT organ-
izations to apply for ECOSOC.
2006: ECOSOC rejects ILGA application. It grants the
consultative status to ILGA-Europe; LSVD, theLesbian
andGay federation inGermany; andLBL, theNational
Organization for Gay Men and Lesbians of Denmark.
2006: Applications from GALZ, Gays and Lesbians
of Zimbabwe and ABGLT, the Brazilian Federation
of Gays and Lesbians of Brazil, are postponed.
2007: ECOSOCstatus is granted toRFSL, theSwedish
Federation for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgen-
der Rights; CGLQ, Lesbian and Gay Coalition of Que-
bec; FELGTB, the Spanish Federation for Lesbian,

VIBEKE NISSEN AND INGE-LISE PAULSEN

Members of the ILGAWomen’s Secretariat, hosted
by LBL Denmark from 1990 to 1993, and authors of
“Lesbian Visibility” Study”*

Once we visited a big women’s organization in
Athens, Greece, where a lady showed us around and
told us in nice English about the work of the organ-
ization. We came as representatives of ILGA, so we
thought she knew who and what we were. But she
must havemisunderstood something, for at the end,
whenwe asked her about lesbian issues, she looked
at us, surprised, and answered: “But this is a
women’s organization.” We quickly left and found a
café, where we ordered two very strong coffees.

* The study “Lesbian Visibility” was an ILGA project, carried
out by the Danish LBL and with the financial contribution of
the Commission of the European Communities, Equal Op-
portunities Unit. The study was based on more than 100
taped interviews with lesbians from EU Member States. Its
aim was to point out a number of key aspects of lesbian re-
alitywithin the EU,make suggestions for further studies and
tomake recommendations to the EU and itsMember States.
It was published in 1994.

Anecdote collected for ILGA’s 30th Anniversary in 2008

Gay, Bisexual and Transgender people; and COC,
Centre for Culture and Leisure, The Netherlands.
2008 and 2009: Applications fromLestime and Los,
two Swiss lesbian organizations, are postponed as
well as the one of IGLHRC, the International Gay,
Lesbian and Human Rights Commission.



GRADA SCHADEE

Representative of the Dutch organization Groep
7152, ILGAWomen’s Secretariat from 1986 to 1989

I joined IGA when it was the International Gay As-
sociation in 1986, at the World Conference held in
Copenhagen. I remember the active involvement of
some Danish and Swedish lesbians, as well as the
support from some gay men, to have the name
changed from IGA to ILGA, following the request of
lesbians to have their work and involvement recog-
nised within “ILGA”. It was at that conference that
theWomen’s Secretariat was officially created; and
my organization, Groep 7152, was elected to run
the secretariat.

The years that followed were horrible for us as
LGBT activists, due to the rampant and not yet un-
derstood HIV/AIDS disease. At every ILGA World
Conference we mourned friends we had lost be-
cause of this terrible disease. Thinking back, I am
proud of all the actions and efforts we took to raise
awareness about this plague. (…)

Sometimespeople askmewhether I get tiredof fight-
ing for LGBT rights. Yes, I do, sometimes. I do kick a
stone and mutter, "When will they ever learn? When
will they accept us as the human beings we are?"
Then I remindmyself that people can change - anddo
- be it ever so slowly. But you need to prod them! (…)

Anecdote collected for ILGA’s 30th Anniversary in 2008

OVERVIEW OF ELECTED CO-SECRETARIES GENERAL,
WOMEN AND TRANS SECRETARIATS

YEARCONFERENCE FEMALE SECRETARY MALE SECRETARY WOMEN'S TRANS
GENERAL GENERAL SECRETARIAT SECRETARIAT

1986 Copenhagen Miriam Saphira (NZ) Jean-Claude Letist (BE) Groep 7152 (NL)
1987 Cologne Lisa Power (UK) Jean-Claude Letist (BE) Groep 7152 (NL)
1989 Vienna Lisa Power (UK) Jean-Claude Letist (BE) Groep 7152 (NL)
1990 Stockholm Lisa Power (UK) John Clark (US, AT) LBL (DK)
1992 Paris Rebeca Sevilla (PE) John Clark (US, AT) LBL (DK)
1993 Barcelona Rebeca Sevilla (PE) Hans Hjerpekjøn (NO) El Closet de Sor Juana (MX)
1995 Rio de Janeiro Inge Wallaert (BE) Jordi Petit (ES) El Closet de Sor Juana (MX)
1997 Cologne Jennifer Wilson (AU) Jordi Petit (ES) Um Outro Olhar (BR)
1999 Johannesburg Phumzie Mtetwa (SA) Kürsad Kahramanoglu (UK, TK) El Closet de Sor Juana (MX)
2000 Rome Phumzie Mtetwa (SA) Kürsad Kahramanoglu (UK, TK) El Closet de Sor Juana (MX)
2001 Oakland Anna Leah Sarabia (PH) Kürsad Kahramanoglu (UK, TK) El Closet de Sor Juana (MX)
2003 Manila Rosanna Flamer-Caldera (LK) Kürsad Kahramanoglu (UK, TK) Women's Media Circle (PH)
2006 Geneva Rosanna Flamer-Caldera (LK) Philipp Braun (DE) RFSL (SW) Instituto Runa (PE)
2008 Vienna Gloria Careaga (MX) Renado Sabbadini (IT, BE) RFSL (SW) Instituto Runa (PE)

12





HOW TO CREATE MIXED
ORGANIZATIONSWITH EQUAL
OPPORTUNITIES FOR LESBIANS

In February 1991, ILGA published its Bulletin maga-
zine exclusively dedicated to Lesbian issues. We
found an article by Mia Hilscher, HOSI Homosexuelle
Initiative Wien, Austria. It was a compilation of
thoughts after a workshop at the European Regional
Conference. Its content is still of interest today!
Times, however, have somewhat changed; and we
challenge you to find two outdated elements! See our
picks on p. 15.

Some of the advice can, of course, be used when
dealing with any other organization! Help yourself!

“This paper does not deal with the common com-
plaints of gay men and lesbians about the difficulties
when working together. Of course, there are always
lesbians who are reluctant about cooperation with
men; and there is always a certain percentage of sex-
ism, ignorance and male dominance. If an all-gay
male group opens up to lesbians, they should know
very clearly WHY they want cooperation, and HOW
they, on their part, are trying to integrate the women
(changing the constitution, etc.).

The lesbians wishing equality in a former male-only
group should know that more power generally
means more responsibility, and also more work.
Nevertheless, usually the effort is well worth mak-
ing. It is also the gay men’s duty to make the desired
cooperation attractive to the lesbians. The men
should think in terms of what they as an organization
can offer to the lesbians, and not what they can pos-
sibly gain from lesbian participation in the group!

Good advice to lesbian newcomers in a male domi-
nated organization, or: HOW TO GET IT DONE

1. Do not adopt male standards and methods uncrit-
ically. BE YOURSELF, TAKE YOUR TIME; INSIST ON
YOUR OWN STYLE. Use your female creativity and
cunning!

2. DO WELL whatever you intend to do in this organ-
ization; prepare and present it in a way that the men
get the point; be committed to your work, and AP-
PEAR SECURE EVEN IF YOU ARE NOT! They are
bluffing a lot, too.

3. Do not allow your time to be stolen, your energies

14

ROSANNA FLAMER-CALDERA

ILGA Co-Secretary General from 2003 to 2008 and
Director of the Sri Lanka organization Equal
Ground

As a rookie to the ILGA family, I was “volunteered”
into many things at the ILGA World Conference in
2001, including the chairing pool and the position
of ILGA Asia representative. It was the beginning of
a long and fruitful journey for me as a person and
as an activist. Two years later, I was elected the
female Co-Secretary General and have served in
this position for more than four years! Along the
way I have been mentored by many amazing peo-
ple, and I thank them all. Jackie Lewis, Claudine
Ouellet, Anna Leah Sarabia and Tom Hoemig
spring to mind as people who have had the most
influence in my ILGA life.(…)

Anecdote collected for ILGA’s 30th Anniversary in 2008



drained, your issue ridiculed, or your efforts belittled.
PRESERVE YOUR DIGNITY.

4. Do not attribute positive or negative characteris-
tics to gay men at first impression. Sometimes it is
just wrong wording, or sheer ignorance, and not evil
intentions. AVOID RUMOURS AND SUSPICIONS;
make sure you understand in depth and not only su-
perficially.

5. Do not limit yourself to reacting to their initiatives.
BE ACTIVE; confront themen with your points of view
UNASKED, and do not compromise on important
subjects.

6. Do not be afraid of lively discussions or even emo-
tional arguments and clashes. As long as everybody
knows what they are quarrelling about, there is a
chance of productiveness. TAKE A FIRM STAND, and
challenge their positions if you see a reason to do so.

7. If men get nasty, keep your cool as long as possi-
ble; and challenge their self confidence (arrogance).
Point out that nastiness is not a mature way of relat-
ing to another adult. Ask for the prejudices, emo-
tional problems, and presumed reasons behind this
nastiness. Be sure to exclude misunderstandings,
and help with clarifications. Help them find the way
back to the common cause, but REFUSE FIRMLY TO
DO ALL THE WORK FOR THEM!

8. Refuse always to be a second class member of the
organization! Do not limit yourself to typing their
stuff, to listening, to asking politely for their goodwill,
etc. Do not serve them food or drinks, unless they are
willing to do the same for you, or they pay well!! Do
not be a gay’s mummy or nanny, or a therapist. These
jobs are done for ‘love’ by the stereotypical hetero
women, and you doing them would strengthen the

prejudices about femininity and ‘female’ nature. Get
themen to take care of themselves in these respects,
which is a proof of their maturity.

9. Resist the temptation to participate in male games
like one-upmanship, ‘divide et impera’ (divide and
rule), or rhetorical duels. You do not hate to be a ‘Bet-
ter Man’. Teach them (by example, preferably) a lov-
ing attitude and promote true democracy within the
organization (because ‘unmanly’ men are underpriv-
ileged in the same way as women).”

Our Picks
* Point 1 “female cunning”: a false concept that im-
plies that lesbians and women are cunning by nature!
** Point 7 The advice given encourages lesbians to
do the educational and emotional work that women
have been taught to do… once more!

15

CHRISTINE DE PIZAN
(1363-C.1434)

She gained celebrity as Europe’s first professional
woman writer. She strongly challenged misogyny
and stereotypes against women that were preva-
lent in the male-dominated realm of arts in the
medieval era. Her book “The City of Ladies” cre-
ates a symbolic city in which women are appreci-
ated and defended. Her analysis of the
contemporary society was thatmen treated women
in such a way that women could never be happy in
a gender-mixed society. Women should, therefore,
withdraw into a place of their own.
France, XVth century!





BEiNG MPOWeRED
BY FEMiNiSM

Lesbians have always fought as individuals and
as a group for their own dignity. But feminism
as a movement and as a way of analyzing soci-
ety definitely gave them a considerable boost.
Though it is generally accepted that feminism
is based on social, political and economical
equality between women and men, there are
many feminist theories, sometimes diverging
one from another. It would therefore be impos-
sible to give one single version of feminism.
Being feminist can also have a different mean-
ing for people coming from different cultures
and diverse personal experiences.

This chapter starts with “a” definition of fem-
inism followed by texts and interviews that will
give an overview of how some of us perceive
and experience feminism: be it institutional or

autonomous, be it local, regional or world-
wide. The link between all these expressions
of feminism is the constant presence of les-
bians in these different or even diverging
movements. Some were created by lesbians
themselves while other lesbians prefer to fight
within the existing mainstream movements,
even if sometimes those hide or underesti-
mate lesbians’ presence.

Do not expect to receive a clear answer to the
usual dilemma as to whether lesbians should
fight for their rights within their own au-
tonomous organization or be involved in
broader movements: we could not find the
magic formula! However, what youmay find is
a broad perspective that would open the hori-
zon to a very diverse world.
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WHEN FEMINISTS GET
TOGETHER…

PATRICIA CURZI

The 11th Feminist Forum of the Association for
Women’s Rights in Development, AWID, was held
from 14 till 17 November 2008 in Cape Town, South
Africa. The Forum gathered about 2,000 women
from 144 countries around the world. The main
theme of the Forum was how to strengthen feminist

movements, how to overcome their fragmentation
and how to expand strategic alliances with other
movements.

ILGA offered grants to three representatives from
Africa, Asia and Latin America to attend the Forum.
My presence at this event was in line with ILGA’s po-
litical willingness to work more closely with feminist
organizations. I was really impressed to see somany
women in the same place, discussing, networking,
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chal structure of society. It addressed a wide range
of issues, such as official legal inequalities, sexu-
alities, family, the workplace, reproductive rights,
etc. For some, it coexists with the third-wave fem-
inism.

The third-wave feminism began in the early 1990s
and goes on to this day. Though there is no una-
nimity on the definition, for many European and
Latin American feminists this wave tends to ren-
der feminismmore institutional and involved in the
administrative and political fields and in the aca-
demic world. The Fourth UN World Conference on
Women held in Beijing in 1995, would have rein-
forced this trend. Formany feminists, especially in
North America, the third wave would be rather the
influence from dissident feminist trends, such as
Black feminism, Lesbian feminism, the indigenous
movement of Chicanas in Latin America and the
Caribbean and eco-feminism, together with the
lesbian and gay movements, the antiracist, anti-
capitalist and migrant movements, as well as the
queer movement.

THE THREEWAVES OF FEMINISM

There are many "feminists" and many different
theories, and it is not possible to give unique and
unanimously accepted definitions. However, femi-
nism can be broadly broken up into three waves:
first-wave, which spans from the nineteenth cen-
tury to the early twentieth century; second-wave,
which spans from the early 1960s through the late
1980s; and the third-wave, which started in the
early 1990s and is continuing today.

The first-wave feminism began in the United King-
dom and the United States around themiddle of the
nineteenth century and saw the mobilization of
many women in North and Latin America, Europe
and Australia until the early twentieth century,
roughly around the end of the First World War. The
main focus of the movement at this time was the
fight for civil and political rights, including univer-
sal suffrage for both women and men.
The second-wave feminism refers to a period that
started in the early 1960s and lasted until the late
1980s. Its movement dealt with cultural and polit-
ical inequalities that reflected the sexist patriar-



organizing and running from one workshop to an-
other, while trying to keep some energy for the book
presentations, theatre plays, a protest march, par-
ties, and all the side activities organized during those
four intense days.

Each day opened with a discussion theme in the ple-
nary, followed by a wide selection of workshops. At
the first plenary, the outstanding keynote speech on
lesbian and feminist movements from the represen-
tative from MEEM, the Lebanese LBT organization,
impressed all the audience.

More than twenty LGBT organizations were present at
the Forum. The aim for ILGA was not only to take part
in the sessions, but also to ask specifically whether or
not LBT women are included in various women's
movements/networks and, if not, to remind the differ-
ent groups to do so. ILGA was visible at workshops:
raising questions, networking and taking part in work-
shops organized by other LBT groups. The numerous
workshops proposed touched upon subjects such as
disability, sex workers, feminist youth, sports and
women, sexual and reproductive rights, women and
HIV/AIDS, speaking out against homophobia, towards
building a Queer and LGBTQI womenmovement in the
Arab world, queers in South East Asia, etc.

The march of 15 November aimed at drawing atten-
tion to the murder, rape and violation of women
human rights defenders around the world and the
failure of the criminal justice systems and govern-
ments globally to provide themwith redress and jus-
tice. The AWID participants marched through Cape
Town with their banners and submitted a petition to
the mayor of the city.

The AWID Forum ended with a session of panelists
who gave a general summary of the past sessions

and recommendations for all the delegates for future
strategies. One of the recommendations was the
need to include lesbians, bisexuals, transgender and
intersex women in all aspects of the feminist work
and to end our prejudices.

At the Forum I realized howmuch the difference from
the norm scares and brings about discrimination,
even within feminist movements. There are many
points in common between lesbians and other
women who are part of a minority group, be it ethnic,
cultural, religious, economical or any other. There
are different ways to be feminist, depending on where
you are coming from, your age and your own experi-
ence. I came back from the Forumwith a lot of ideas,
plenty of new contacts and enthusiastic of havingmet
or re-discovered some well known activists. Being
surrounded by somany dedicated and strong women
for about one week was a very empowering tool. Var-
ious feminist organizations congratulated ILGA to be,
at last, present at the event. ILGA’s participation to
the AWID feminist Forum was a first step to be more
involved in feminist movements.

AWID, the Association for Women’s Rights
in Development
It is an international, multi-generational, feminist,
creative, future-orientated, membership organi-
zation committed to achieving gender equality,
sustainable development and women’s human
rights. Their staffs work out of their Toronto, Cape
Town and Mexico City offices. Their board mem-
bers are policy makers, academics, researchers,
activists, funders and business people, mostly
from the global South.

www.awid.org
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BRINGING VAGINAS TO THE
ARAB FEMINIST DIALOGUE

NADZ

The powerful title of Nadz’ speech at the feminist con-
ference in Morocco in April 2008 is self-explanatory. If
you are looking for an empowered young, lesbian and
brilliant activist please read the whole text below.

Nadz, a pseudonymous used to preserve her safety,
is a lesbian feminist activist in hermiddle 20s. She is
currently finishing her studies in Political Science.
Initially involved in the Lebanese LGBT organization
Helem, she then created the LBTQ association
MEEM together with other activists. She just issued
the book “BareedMista3jil,” a collection of forty-one
stories from the experiences and lives of queer
women and transgender people in Lebanon.

“I was invited by the Global Fund for Women to attend
a conference in Morocco organized by the Association
for Women’s Rights in Development (AWID) in April
2008. The topic of the conference was resourcemobi-
lization for women’s rights organizations in theMiddle
East andNorth Africa. Over 100 organizationswere in-
vited in addition to some twenty international funders
working on women’s rights issues. I registered to at-
tend on the condition that I remain totally anonymous,
because I figured thewomen’s rights groups of the re-
gion were not yet ready to meet an Arab lesbian ac-
tivist from Meem.

So I got there the first night at around 1 am and found
my apartment, which I shared with three other young
women. The first one I met was an activist from Alge-
ria, working with an organization that advocates the
need for a civil law to protect the rights of women. We
talked for a good half hour and then she askedmewhat

I did. I hesitated for a second and then told her I worked
on lesbian issues in Lebanon. She looked surprised and
told me it was the first time she had heard of such is-
sues being addressed in the Arab world. She was also
extremely supportive and impressed. I went to sleep
that night feeling empowered by that conversation; and
I thought tomyself: ok, one down, 149 participants to go.

Next morning, AWID had organized a pre-conference
meeting for young feminists only, bringing together
thirty women from all over the Middle East and North
Africa. Their goal was to provide a space for these
young women, who are usually marginalized and un-
derestimated by the older activists, to meet and dis-
cuss issues specific to their age group. During the
introductions, I hesitated for another second and then
introduced myself as a lesbian feminist activist. No-
body flinched. Some people didn’t understand what I
said, but still, nobody flinched. Over the course of the
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MEEM

Meem is a community of and for LBTQ women in
Lebanon. LBTQ is defined as women who self-iden-
tify as lesbian, bisexual, transgender (including
male-to-female and female-to-male), queer, in ad-
dition towomenquestioning their sexual orientation.
Meem is based on values of equality, support, confi-
dentiality and respect. The groupwas created on the
idea that women should be encouraged to empower
themselves and each other throughmutual support.
Meem decided to be a closed, private group, not out
of fear, but because they work hard on guarding the
safety and security of their members. They believe
in empowerment through self-organizing.

www.meemgroup.org



day-longworkshop, I engaged freely in discussions on
young feminism, on grant-seeking, on community
building; and by the end of the day, I was friends with
everyone. Young women from Saudi Arabia, Yemen
and Egypt approachedme to askmore about lesbians
in the Arab world.

The next day, themain conference began. To get a feel
of the gathering, picture the biggest names in
women’s rights movements in the Middle East and
North Africa. Strong, intelligent women in their 40s
and 50s, presidents and directors of organizations,
who have worked for decades on political representa-
tion, legal reform, economic empowerment, violence
against women, but never on sexuality, because sex-
uality was never important.

The first day of the conference was shoot-yourself-
in-the-head boring. I sat there through hours of the
same old discussions, same old nagging, same old
problems being raised. The proposed solution to
everything was ‘we must form a network’. Other big
words like ‘capacity-building’ and ‘coalitions’ were
being thrown about ad nauseam. On the second day,
the same discourse continued, without any workable
plans or new ideas. For some reason, the organizers
took a liking to me and decided to put me on a panel
the next day. ‘Talk about anything you want’, they said.
So I figured I would just chip in on the conversation
started by the other panelists and try to say some-
thing of worth, something different. By then, I had
made more friends, talked to more people, and built
up a good deal of confidence and support for Meem.

The next morning, I was up on the panel at 9 am; and
I can’t even remember what the panel conversation
was: something about peace and networks and
democracy. My turn came up and I literally thought to
myself ‘Fuck it. How many chances will I get to ad-

dress all these women all at once?’ So I told everyone
that I didn’t think that feminismwas addressed in this
conference at all – or that we truly address it in our
organizations. I explained what feminism meant to
me: an all-or-nothing cause. I said that the war
against women’s rights is a war against our bodies
and it is with our bodies that wemust fight. I said that
Arab women’s rights activists should talk about vagi-
nas. To my surprise, the attendees broke into a loud
applause and gave me a boost to keep going. I talked
about feminism not being feminism without the in-
clusion of all issues related to sexuality. I talked about
deconstructing virginity, legalizing abortion, fighting
rape, incest and sexual harassment, and celebrating
female sexuality. I said that the women’s movement
can no longer ostracize lesbians and treat them as
lesser women. Then I got really carried away and
talked about an Arab feminist revolution. The more I
talked, themore people applauded, and the entire di-
alogue of the conference shifted towards a braver,
more honest conversation. The discussions that fol-
lowed focused on new strategies for a more inclusive
feminism, a more radical feminism. A few harsh ob-
jections were raised tomy speech calling it perverted
and shameful. But I didn’t have to say anything to that.
The surprisingly overwhelming support of themajor-
ity of women there was sufficient to argue back.

For the remainder of the conference, I conversed with
most of the participants, explaining more about
Meem’s work and strategy, asking them to open their
organizations to lesbians in their Arab cities. Lebanese
women’s organizations were particularly keen on
invitingMeemmembers to their workshops and train-
ings. I was extremely touched and pleasantly sur-
prised by the overall response to the inclusion of
lesbian issues in Arab feminism. It was a historic day
for the Arab lesbianmovement and another solid step
taken towards true and complete equality.”
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THEWORLD MARCH OFWOMEN:
ARE LESBIAN ISSUES VISIBLE
ENOUGH?

INTERVIEW OF DIANE MATTE
BY PATRICIA CURZI

Diane Matte has been a feminist activist for a long
time. After training to become a teacher, she
worked for ten years in a center against sexual as-
sault in Ottawa, Canada. In 1995, she coordinated
the 40,000 people-strong Women March against
Poverty, “Bread and roses”, in Quebec. Shewas one
of the founders of the World March of Women and
coordinated the secretariat of this anti-globaliza-
tion movement. She is now working with the Union
of Struggles Against Sexual Exploitation.

You coordinated theWorldMarch ofWomen in 2000.
What were the objectives of the March, and what
difficulties did you encounter to achieve them?

The World March of Women is an international move-
ment of feminist activists that gathers grassroots
groups and organizations working to eradicate the
causes for poverty and violence against women. Its val-
ues and actions aim at a social, political and economic
change. It deals withmany, varied topics: globalization
of solidarity, equality between men and women, re-
spect and recognition of the diversity of women, high-
lighting women leadership and the strength of women
alliances, as well as alliances with other forward-
thinking socialmovements. Since 2006, theMarch has
become a fully-fledged movement and is no longer a
one-off event.
Its strength consists in its ability to unite thousands of
women groups for which the women struggle lies at
the heart of social change. In some countries, the
March has built bridges betweenwomen and groups of

women that did not know of one another or were not
used to working hand in hand. For some lesbian
groups, especially in Portugal, Brazil, India and Peru,
theMarch served as an opportunity to put those groups
on themap and to advance the lesbian cause as part of
the larger women agenda. In other countries, the les-
bian issue has caused quite a stir and even led some
movements to distance themselves from theMarch.We
have never ceased to talk about lesbian rights or about
the lesbian feminist analysis, though. We believe that
change will result from amore thorough knowledge of
the realities of lesbianism and a better understanding
of the role played by “imposed” heterosexuality in
maintaining women under the domination of men.

What was the effective part played by lesbians in
the creation, organization, development and partic-
ipation of this project?

Within the coordination team in Montreal, we
amounted to a third of the staff. That clearly mirrors
the composition of womenmovements inmany coun-
tries. During the first international meeting, that took
place in Montreal in 1998 and gathered women from
sixty-five countries or territories, lesbian demands
caused a heated debate. Some groups felt they would
not be able to mobilize partners in their countries if
such demands were enshrined in the platform. Oth-
ers were taken aback when faced with the fact that
lesbians were not recognized by women groups in all
countries. We, therefore, accepted that lesbian de-
mands should be submitted to a distinct adoption
process. We, indeed, deemed it more important to
launch the networking exercise and implement the
action against poverty and violence against women
that were scheduled to take place in 2000. We agreed
to educate ourmembers and to set up aworking com-
mittee that would be in charge of drafting an explana-
tory document that was then to be sent to all
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participating groups. Some 3,500women groups scat-
tered around eighty countries received the document.

In reaching this compromise, we wanted to give the
opportunity to countries in which that issue had not
been raised before, or seemed very detached from
the day-to-day reality, to learn about and be in con-
tact with lesbians. All through the March, that option
created some tensions: some countries refused to
deal with the topic at home, while others seized the
opportunity to disseminate information about the re-
alities of lesbians and do away with themyth that les-
bianism is only a Western phenomenon.

I feel that in order to bring about change, we need
lesbian-specific movements voicing distinct de-
mands and fighting against discrimination. Never-
theless, we also need to educate all women's groups;
and we can do so only in a dialogue process. Year
after year, the women who took part in the interna-
tional meetings were exposed to analytical debates,
such as that on sexual rights. Occasionally, we had
to answer very elementary questions on what les-
bianism is. I know that, during the latest interna-
tional meeting in Galicia in October 2008, the
question of lesbian rights did not, for the first time,
wreak havoc. Women have accepted that this reality
is here to stay and that the March will continue its ef-

process with women and lesbian groups in sixty
countries. It was initially decided to include dis-
crimination based on sexual orientation. It was,
however, subsequently removed from the final ver-
sion in order to have the Charter accepted by the
most conservative governments.

ILGA deplores that lesbians, in spite of the fact that
they are the most vulnerable minority, are hardly
ever mentioned. However, we are pleased that the
final version of the Charter mentions homophobia
as a source of discrimination and clearly states that
all women are free to choose their sexuality.

The Beijing + 10 event and all the related activities
are the chance for all of us to keep the world’s at-
tention focused on women’s and lesbian issues in
the general struggle for gender equality.

ILGA Press Release, 23 February 2005

Lesbians have been present in the fight against laws
that discriminate against women since Beijing in
1995, and even before. Yet neither the Beijing Dec-
laration nor the Platform for Action contains provi-
sions that explicitly recognize lesbians as having the
same rights as other women. The question of equal
rights for lesbians has never gone beyond the level
of discussion at UN governmental conferences on
the situation of women. To be fair, it should be noted
that during the preparations for Beijing in 1995 sev-
eral NGOs defended a proposal to include prohibit-
ing discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation
in the Beijing Platform for Action. But, as only a few
governments supported the proposal, it was not in-
corporated into the final text. The rights of lesbians
were once again diluted in a more general demand
on women's sexual autonomy.

The same goes with the Women’s Global Charter
for Humanity in 2005, the fruit of a consultation

MOMENTUM FOR EQUALITY - BEIJING + 10 REVIEW
ANDWOMEN’S GLOBAL CHARTER FOR HUMANITY
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forts towards the advancement of women’s rights, all
women’s rights. This is a victory to me.

What is your opinion about the work and the visibil-
ity of lesbian feminists within the feminist move-
ment? From amore personal perspective, what are
your thoughts and feelings about this?

I think we must make ourselves visible as lesbians. I
know it is not always possible for each and every one
of us; but the more we will be to try, the more space
there will be for others to come out. I was visible as
a lesbian frommy first meeting on. It made some feel
ill at ease, but none turned their backs on me.

I also consider that our analysis of the situation, from
a feminist lesbian standpoint must be more thorough.
On the one hand, few fora offer a stage to talk about
lesbianism froma feminist point of view. Often enough,
young lesbians are facedwith an LGBTmovement with
no feminist, anti-imperialist and anti-racist thinking.
They also feel very isolated if they are feminists. On the
other hand, the feminist movement has repeatedly
misintegrated lesbian demands and the analysis re-
garding forced heterosexuality. At best, lesbian de-
mands have been considered as amatter of recognition
of their rights. For me, this just is not enough.

In 2005, the final Women’s Global Charter for
Humanity, a direct result of theWorldMarch, did not
include “discrimination based on sexual orienta-
tion”, although it had been included in the draft text.
Could you clarify the reasons why this reference
never got added to the final document?

In the press release published by ILGA in 2005, onemust
underline that governments did notmakeus change the
drafting of the Charter. Groups that attended our
international meeting in Rwanda in 2004 did.

We had chosen the following path: wewere looking for
consensus and wanted the Charter to represent as
much as possible the women taking part in theMarch.
Some of our African participants threatened us with
withdrawing if we were to maintain some parts of the
text. At the end of the debate, we agreed on the cur-
rent version of the Charter. Most importantly, I think it
is interesting to study this issue based on the follow-
ing premise: every woman, every human being should
be able to choose their sexualities and the person they
wish to spend their life with. This is such a general ap-
proach that it enables us to work on sexual orienta-
tion, the right to have a sexuality of one’s choosing,
marry or not, have children or not and decide on one’s
life partner. For many groups within the March, this
equates with the statement “discrimination based on
sexual orientation is forbidden”. TheMarch recognizes
the existence of homophobia and denounces it.

What would be your recommendations to lesbians
regarding plans and actions that need to be imple-
mented for the next March in 2010?

A very large number of lesbian groups that identify as
feminist must join the World March of Women. They
must deepen the analysis, maintain their demands
and continue educating people. Wemust also agree to
discuss our vision of lesbianism and feminism among
ourselves and publicize those debates. I feel that we
need to distance ourselves from the mere notion of
discrimination against lesbians and the LGBT com-
munity and go back to basics: what kind of world are
we building? TheWomen’s Global Charter is a very in-
teresting tool in that respect. It enables us to extend
our analysis of the topic and to generate debate with
both the LGBT and the feminist movements.

www.marchemondialedesfemmes.org
In English, French and Spanish
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THE SECONDWAVE
OF FEMINISM

INTERVIEW OF
FRANÇOISE COLLIN BY IRÈNE KAUFER

We thought it would be relevant to quote some ex-
tracts from “Parcours féministe”, in which a feminist
gives her point of view on today’s issues. The femi-
nist Irène Kaufer interviews the feminist Françoise
Collin, and the interview becomes a reflection on
what it means to be a feminist and a lesbian.

Françoise Collin is a French feminist philosopher
and writer. She created the “Cahiers du Grif”, a
well-known feminist review, in 1973 in Brussels,
Belgium. She published many articles, among
others on feminism.

Irène Kaufer is a feminist activist and trade-union-
ist living in Brussels. She is also a journalist, a
novelist and a song-writer.

(…) One can notice that lesbians have rapidly taken
a certain independence from the gay movement.
They have, however, encountered as many prob-
lemswith the feminists. Lesbians should have built
a bridge between the two movements, but instead
ended up being torn between them. They have al-
ways been under the impression that they were
fighting for causes that were not their priorities: be
it the right to abortion on one side or AIDS on the
other… When they were fighting their own specific
struggles, they would not receive much support
from either side. The solidarity that lesbians would
show to their allies was not reciprocated.

It is true that the feminist movement created a ho-
mosexuality – a homosociality - that embodied the

verbal exchange between women. It, however, gave
lesbianism its own space solely under very excep-
tional circumstances. Although the “Cahiers du Grif”
soon dedicated one of their issues to “Femmes entre
elles” (women amongst women), the subject matter
was dealt with as an external issue, while some of us
were experiencing it from the inside. I even remem-
ber that the sheer idea of such a special issue made
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ETHEL SMYTH
(1855 - 1944)

Dame Ethel Mary Smyth was an English composer
and a leader of the women's suffrage movement.
She was born in London and studied music in
Leipzig. Her works included chamber pieces, sym-
phonies, choral works and operas. In 1910 Smyth
joined the Women's Social and Political Union
(WSPU), a militant suffrage organization, giving up
music for two years to devote herself to the cause.
Her "March of the Women" became the anthem of
the women's suffrage movement, though suffra-
gists most often shouted the words, by Cicely
Hamilton, rather than actually singing Smyth's
tune. When the WSPU's leader, Emmeline
Pankhurst, called on members to break the win-
dows of anti-suffrage politicians as a protest,
Smyth - along with 108 others – did so. She served
two months in Holloway Prison. When her impre-
sario Thomas Beecham went to visit her there, he
found suffragettesmarching in the quadrangle and
singing, as Smyth leaned out a window conducting
the song with a toothbrush. Smyth was prone to
grand romantic passions, most of them with
women. At the age of seventy-one she fell in love
with Virginia Woolf, who, both alarmed and
amused, said it was "like being caught by a giant
crab", but the two became friends.



some snigger. One of the articles that had been sent
to us and that we published was entitled “How I
Became Straight”. It conveyed themessage that both
the majority and the minority could equally question
the development and the motivations of their sexual
orientation. (…)

If the lesbian cause has not been mainstreamed in
the gaymovement, do you think the feminist move-
ment has integrated it?

The feminist movement has certainly longmisappre-
hended the lesbian cause. Although I would not want
to condone the situation, I would, however, like to re-
call that it is very different from what happened with
the gay movement. Indeed, the gay movement and
the lesbian movement fight for the recognition of
sexualities, while feminism – and I am probably pro-
moting my own beliefs here - sets other priorities.
Feminism struggles for the recognition of women as
social and political subjects. It is based on the dis-
tinction between men and women. One may say,
along the lines of Monique Wittig, that “a lesbian is
not a woman”. However, she is socially identified as
one and must bear the consequences thereof, when
she applies for a job for instance, or when it comes to
maternity (whether she claims or rejects it).

The feminist movement eluded rather than con-
fronted the issue of desire and its orientation, mostly
because it does not result from a political decision. It
does not belong to “those things that depend on us”.
It imposes itself on a woman in a way that she can
only abide by. She then manages it and has it recog-
nized. Misunderstanding between feminists and les-
bians was around the corner, since there was a
difference in the object of desire. If straight women
were both curious of and puzzled by homosexual de-
sire (one that they happened to experiment with spo-

radically), lesbians wondered how straight women
could, at the end of a heated feminist debate, fall
asleep in the arms of a lieu-tenant (literally some-
one in the place of – as Heidegger put it) of the “great
enemy”. The subtle difference between patriarchy
and men nevertheless left that door open. While les-
bians were consistent, straight women were dialec-
tically contradictory.

Disagreements were also commonplace within the
feminist movement. While pondering aboutmaking
external alliances, didn’t lesbians and feminists
have to learn to work together?

The encounter and the recognition of the ones by the
others helped lesbians and feminists to voice their
concerns and create a common platform. Once the
euphoria dwindled, it soon appeared that whatever
common ground there was, it was not immune to dif-
ferences, discrepancies or even conflicts. Firstly, be-
cause opposing a given situation can give rise both
to analyses and especially projects for change as well
as various or even different strategic choices. Sec-
ondly, because dominated people, united by a com-
mon condition and struggle, are as much prey to
individual passions as the rest of humanity.

The oppressed is not born “naturally good” to quote
Rousseau. The phenomenonmay have been particu-
larly obvious in the women's movement given that it
rose on an all-encompassing ground of euphoria
which, within some groups, culminated with an ide-
alization of women: “woman is the future of man”…

(…) When it matured, the women's movement learnt
to negotiate differences in solidarity, to find a realis-
tic approach between fusion and exclusion. Those dif-
ferences challenge feminists without undermining
what unites them. Personal rivalries are yet another
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story. They go hand in hand with gaining positions of
power, albeit veryminor ones. Feminist solidarity has
expanded internationally thanks to informalmeetings
or events organized betweenwomenwho are activists
in their respective countries, be they Western or not.
Feminists have learnt to build alliances and to make
their voices heard in a space that is both one and plu-
ral. Somemore spectacular marches bear witness to
this reality, such as the World March for Women in
2005 that mainly focused on Africa or, for the more
intellectual ones, the fourth International Colloquium
of Francophone Feminist Studies held in Ottawa.
From every corner of the world ideas and actions
cross-paths and cross-germinate.

From “Parcours féministe”, Françoise Collin, Irène Kaufer,
Trace, éditions Labor, Belgique, 2005, pp.177-181.

THE LESBIAN FEMINIST
MOVEMENT NEEDS TO BECOME
RADICAL AGAIN

OCHY CURIEL

Ochy Curiel is an Afro-Dominican singer and author.
She belongs to several movements which intend to
use art as a political instrument of transformation.
She is connected to grassroots movements operat-
ing in working-class neighborhoods, in Santo
Domingo. During the Nineties, she became amem-
ber then the leader of the House for the Identity of
Afro Women (Identity), a feminist organization
working on racist and sexist related issues. Her ar-
ticles have been published inmagazines like “Nou-
velles Questions Feministes” in Paris, “ALAI” of
Ecuador, the magazine of the University of Rio de
Janeiro's Latin-American Faculty of Social Sci-
ences, and on several feminist webpages of the an-
tiracist movement.

“I am a lesbian-feminist activist, because feminism
gives me the political view of my lesbianism. My
lesbianism is politically feminist, because it is not
just sexual but, as Adrienne Rich says, it is a lesbian
continuum: a continual political act which aims to
create a women’s world, among women. Feminism
givesme the tools for my political action as a lesbian.
From this positioning as a lesbian feminist, I inter-
vene in the lesbian movement and in the movements
of Afrolatinamerican and Afrocaribbean women. (…)
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MONIQUEWITTIG
(1935-2003)

She was one of the first theoreticians and activists
of the French second-wave feminist movement.
She indeed took part in its founding event in 1970
when a group of women put flowers under the Arc
de Triomphe in Paris to honor the wife of the
Unknown Soldier. She also joined the “Gouines
rouges” (Red Dykes), the first feminist lesbian
group in Paris after May 1968. She stigmatized the
myth of “the woman”: “Lesbians are not women”,
and questioned the heterosexual dogma also
performed in language. She called herself a “rad-
ical lesbian”. She became famous when her first
book “L’Opoponax” (1964) won the prestigious Prix
Medicis. But it was her second work, “Les Guéril-
lères” (1969), that reached the widest audience.
Internationally recognized as a talented experi-
mentalist, Wittig's goal was to “pulverize the old
forms and formal conventions.” In “The Lesbian
Body”, 1973, she “lesbianizes” familiar figures,
such as Ulyssea or Christa. In 1976 she left France
for the United States with her lover and taught
women’s studies and French at various universities
until her sudden death in 2003.



Heterosexuality – as a patriarchal norm supported
by the legal, religious and economic framework – has
brought as a consequence the exploitation and sub-
ordination of women. The different feminist schools
of thought have demonstrated this fact.

Being a lesbian has meant, and it means today, to re-
ject this norm, both in our sexual and in our political
practice. It actively advocates women’s independence
inmany dimensions; it questions legitimized sexuality
(heterosexual sexuality); it rejects economic depend-
ence on men within nuclear families and heterosex-
ual marriages, freeing ourselves from their schemes.

Being a lesbian is a subversive act in itself, but it is
not enough. Lesbianism or radical feminism such as
we knew has been brought under control by govern-
ments; this has become a serious problem today.
Policies of equality, to which many feminists (both
heterosexual and lesbian) did adhere, have estab-
lished the discourse ofmore women in power. But the
sociopolitical logic behind this attitude has not been
changed; on the contrary, they got on that train, some
of them are even driving the train, but the train keeps
riding on the same tracks as always, in the same sex-
ist, racist and class-determined direction. (…)

Now it's the turn of gender policies, equality of rights
between men and women; and there are huge funds
available for that, plus lots of prestige and privileges
for those who have chosen to embrace and to apply
these policies. But this has neither changed the sit-
uation of women, nor made the lesbian-feminist
movement any stronger (…)
I think that meetings are important, because they
allow us to keep in touch with how feminist and les-
bian-feminist thoughts have developed and are still
evolving. The experience of meeting and seeing each
other, exchanging energies, can be enriching. But

this fact acquires a political dimension insofar as
space allows strategic debate, reflection and defini-
tions; that is the importance of a meeting where so
much energy and resources are involved (…).

I hope that themeeting will have the political maturity
which is necessary to bring depth to our movement,
designing collective strategies with which we can
identify (…). It worries me that a hegemonic, lesbian-
feminist vision is being constructed, a vision which
supports proposals such as to step into the lesbian,
gay, bisexual and transgendermovement (LGBT), thus
consolidating the weakening of lesbian independent
spaces, advancing the essentialist position that waves
the lesbian pride flag deprived of the complexity that
it implies, even extracting it out of its cultural reality.

It worries me that this space could be again flooded
by the discourses and demands legitimized by the
system, such asmarriage or lesbianmaternity, with-
out questioning the instruments of patriarchal op-
pression, without analyzing the cultural mechanisms
that the system uses for self-justification, and with-
out reflecting about what they mean historically for
women, and especially for lesbian women. (…)

It becomes urgent to analyze in depth what would be,
within this neo-liberal patriarchal context, our role
and our political perspective as feminist lesbians. It
becomes urgent to visualize a lesbian feminism
which is not related only to the demand of some
rights, and not just to the situation of lesbians. On the
contrary, our lesbian feminismmust go beyond these
limitations, must enhance our responsibility, will and
creativity, so that feminism becomes an effort for a
real transformation of the world.

It becomes urgent to adopt a more radical stance and
to generate new political practices born from it. We
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must not stay centered just on sexual diversity, on
visibility, identity and lesbian pride, since these
strategies are the poorest ones when deep changes
are required, changes which are an effort towards
transforming the world.

If our proposal remains restricted to identity issues, we
shall not have influence on the racist, heterosexual
system. As amovement, wemust aim towards the de-
struction of that system and the mechanisms through
which it exerts violence on the surrounding world.
Identity policies are a necessary evil which allow you
to recognize yourself, in order to approach other
women who are similar – but who are not convention-
ally the same. Obviously, a blackwoman has elements
which coincide with mine, just as I have elements
which coincide with hers, since racism affects both of
us in a similar way. This pushes us to organize in the
same way with lesbians, but knowing that this is a
strategy related to this very political moment, not an
end in itself. I can be proud to be a lesbian, or proud to
be a black, but this pride is not necessarily questioning
heterosexuality as a normor a structural racism. (…)”.

Text prepared for the 2004 VI Latin American Lesbian Femi-
nist Meeting (EFLAC) in Mexico. The whole text is available
on the website of Rebelión.

http://www.rebelion.org/noticia.php?id=5920

Rebelión is an alternative informationmediumwhich
publishes news that is not regarded as important by
the traditional communications media. It also tries
to give to the news a different treatment and a femi-
nist perspective.

THE COALITION OF AFRICAN LESBIANS

Credit should be given to this outstanding Coali-
tion who managed the challenging task of gather-
ing thirteen different LGBTI and women’s
organizations from eleven West, Eastern and
Southern African countries, as different as Ghana,
Nigeria, Kenya, Namibia or South Africa. It was
created in 2003 as an independent, non-profit
organization to support the struggle of lesbian
women for equality. It was the first NGO to promote
equality for lesbians at continental level in Africa.
Not all member organizations can define them-
selves as lesbian groups though, as in countries
such as Nigeria being a lesbian is punished by
death penalty. A positive note is that in other coun-
tries, such as Kenya, we see an offspring of various
organizations with very young and enthusiastic
activists.

The thirteen members decide on the Coalition’s
programme. The Coalition defines itself as African
radical feminist. And its six main objectives are in
line with the definition:
– To advocate and lobby for the political, sexual,
cultural and economic rights of African lesbians by
engaging strategically with African and interna-
tional structures and allies;
– To eradicate stigma and discrimination against
lesbians in Africa;
– To build and strengthen the voices and visibility of
lesbian women through research, media and liter-
ature and through participation in local and inter-
national fora;
– To build the capacity of African lesbians and our
organizations to use radical feminist analysis in all
spheres of life;
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IS ISLAM FEMINIST?
TONI KASIM

At the ILGA XXIII World Conference in Geneva, in
March 2006, Toni Kasim explained her views on how
to be lesbian and feminist in a country dominated by
Islam.

ZaitunMohamedKasimwas aMalaysian human and
women’s rights activist. She was involved in many
activities: films, TV, drama, human rights advocacy,
women’s rights, Islam, fight against HIV/AIDS. Her
field of knowledge and twenty years of expertise
extended from poverty alleviation to environmen-
tal issues and disastermanagement through health
issues. As a member of the Malaysian group “Sis-
ters of Islam”, Toni Kasim was committed to eradi-
cate discrimination as a whole. She was the first
independent woman ever running in the general
elections in 1999. She passed away on 4 June 2008
after having fought against cancer for months.

“(…) When thinking about ways forward, there are
three main strategies.

One is where we engage with the religious frame-
work. It is insufficient to say 'Why work with religion
when it’s inherently unjust. What is the point? Just
drop it.' That argument often comes up between
faith-based and secular-based women groups.
Nevertheless, you could argue that it does matter to
many people. In the UK context for example, women
have total access to civil courts but will still refuse to
go. Something is still standing between them and
accessing those courts. Therefore, it is insufficient to
say 'The courts are there, go and use them' when
those women are thinking, 'God has said that I should
not' or 'God has said that it is a Muslimman’s right to
beat'. I think that is why engaging with the frame-
work is important. In doing so, you deprive them from
the monopoly of interpretation.

Our strategy at Sisters of Islam is to take away this
power of saying 'Islam says'. It is often branded about
that 'Islam says this' and 'Islam says that'. Islam
does not say anything though. There is human inter-
vention at every point. You have to ask people: 'Who
is Islam?', 'Whose interpretation?', 'Whose vested in-
terests are being guarded by these interpretations?'.
Each interpretation is the result of three factors: so-
cial historicity, context of interpretation andmultiple
approaches to interpretation. THIS is the challenge
we are facing. A great number of our detractors
blame us: 'You don’t have the right to bring in multi-
ple interpretations. There is no such thing'.

We in Sisters of Islam are working on this topic as
well. We do a lot of research, advocacy, publications,
public talks essentially to expand that body of schol-
arship, that body of discussion. It is important that it
is divorced neither from the human rights discourse
nor from the democratization discourse. It cannot be
divorced from the feminist movement, and we no-
ticed it was a very crucial source of strength and
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– To build a strong and sustainable lesbian coali-
tion supporting the development of national or-
ganizations working on lesbian issues in every
country in Africa;
– To support the work of these national organiza-
tions in all the foregoing areas, including the facil-
itation of the personal growth of African lesbians
and the building of capacity within their organiza-
tions.

www.cal.org.za



power for ourselves. That discourse is not isolated
from global politics either.

Besides, we need to look at how we work with cross-
movements as well. It is not sufficient to talk about
LGBTIQ movements. It is more useful to have a
broader platform onto which more people can come.
For instance, faith-based groups, secular-based
groups, LGBTIQ groups, feminist groups, overall
human rights groups interface through this. Of course,
grasping the local and cross-border contexts as well
and looking at how we can mutually support each
other is paramount. In Malaysia, for example, there
was immediate persecution of LGBTIQ in 2003 after
an essentially voyeuristic programme that followed
groups of people was aired on TV. Some of themwere
attacked. In response, some of us arranged a strategy
to meet with the Human Rights Commission, worked
together with the human rights groups.

Thirdly, there is the moral policing. This is what I call
'crotch-watching': they are so obsessed by what you
are doing with your crotch, who you are doing it with,
how you are doing it. (…) Let me recount you a story.
The religion police carried out a raid in a club in
Malaysia. They parted the crowd, all Muslims to one
side, all non-Muslims to the other. If you were non-
Muslim, you could continue to have fun, if you were
Muslim you went on the truck. So, there was already
a divide between Muslim and non-Muslim. Then, you
would end up at the holding center, and another sep-
aration wasmade: all boys to one side, all girls to the
other. The boys were tested for alcohol and the girls
made to parade in their clothes. All this was justified
by religious belief. Some of you may have heard that
there has been a particular targeting of gay pubs and
nightspots in Malaysia. The pretext was that the po-
lice was checking for licenses. We, however, all know
very well what it is. Persecution of religious minori-

ties is also really blatant and obvious. Knowing how
it is constructed, how it is contested and how it im-
pacts has framed our response. To move forward the
way we feel we need, we had to have a strategic com-
bination of strategic approaches. This would sound
very hollow if we did not tell you what we actually
mean by that. We need to define and advance sexual
diversity. However, using LGBTIQ language in
Malaysia corresponds to suicide. It simply does not
make sense at this point in history to talk about LGB-
TIQ in Islam. Not using the LGBTIQ language does
not suggest that we do not talk about it at all. Other-
wise, there would not have had any work done in
Malaysia; and, obviously, there has been a lot of work
done. We would usually frame it within gender-sex-
uality-human rights and Islam. That is actually a
safer way of doing it. In fact, given the specific vul-
nerabilities and the risk that some of us take, it is
usually stronger for us to talk about it from a human
right, gender, sexuality perspective and not alienat-
ing the religious framework. The Bible is not the
enemy, the texts themselves are. As a rabbi said 'the
problem is not religion, it is the devout'. (…)”

INSIGHT OF A YOUNG
AND SPORTY LESBIAN
FEMINIST

INTERVIEW OF KAMILIA MANAF
BY PATRICIA CURZI

Kamilia Manaf is a young lesbian activist, in her late
20s, with a degree in Public Relations. Shewas a radio
journalist at Women Journal Foundation Indonesia for
two years. She founded Institut Pelangi Perempuan
(Indonesian Youth Lesbian Center) in 2006 and is
currently the Executive Director of the organization. In
January 2008, she was elected as a Board Member of
ILGA Asia to represent youth LGBTIQ of Asia. Her writ-

31



ings of short stories and poetry concerning lesbian
sexuality issues have been published in the book
“Pelangi Perempuan” (collection of Short Stories and
Poetries of Indonesian Youth Lesbian) and in the
Indonesian Women Journal.

You are from themost populated Muslim country in
the world, Indonesia; and yet when we think about
Islamic fundamentalism, we often refer to the Arab
world and to Iran. Does that mean that Islam in In-
donesia is more progressive than in other regions
of the world?

Indonesia is a secular country which separates state
and religion. It is a huge country and has a population
of more than 250 million people, most of whom are
Muslim. Since the reformation in 1998 following the
riots that year that were triggered by economic prob-
lems, the fundamentalist movement has been
increasing. As I don’t knowenough about the conditions
in other Islamic countries, I can’t make a comparison
between Indonesia and other Islamic countries. There
are some fundamentalist groups which are very ag-
gressive toward LGBTIQ and women’s rights. Some-
times they attack people, using violence in the name of
Islam and morality. But we have to be very clear to
identify what is really Islam. The fundamentalist groups
use Islamas tools for their political needs. I usually say
“fundamentalist groups” rather than “Islamic funda-
mentalist groups”, because what they do is not about
Islam at all. It’s about politics and power.

I have been in several feminist or LGBTIQ fora where
some people say that Islam is the main block to the
progress of feminist and LGBTIQ rights. This state-
ment is disappointing and sounds Islamophobic.
Other religions are also against the LGBTIQ and fem-
inist issues. I think this is not about religion; it is
about fundamentalism which uses religion for polit-

ical strategies to get power. The tragedy of Septem-
ber 11 has changed the world. It has brought Islam
into public view. I would like to emphasize that Islam
“preaches peace and tolerance”.

In Malaysia the feminist organization Sisters of
Islam is interpreting the Koran in a progressive and
feminist way. How much is this kind of interpreta-
tion of the Koran open towards lesbian, bisexual
and trans women? And how much does it influence
LGBTIQ organizations in your country?

There is also a Muslim feminist organization in In-
donesia named Rahima. TheMuslim feminist scholar
Musdah Mulia often talks about Islam and homosex-
uality in a very progressive way and supports the ex-
istence of LGBTIQ rights. An Islamic university in
central Java published a book about Islam and ho-
mosexuality which examines the story about Sodom
and Gomora in a non-homophobic way.

This progressive perspective is very helpful for LGB-
TIQ people in Indonesia, especially to support indi-
viduals, as it gives psychological support and raises
confidence. Most Muslim LGBTIQ people in Indonesia
are not out and have even decided to have hetero-
sexual marriage, because of social and religious
pressure. The number of Muslim people who are ac-
tive in LGBTIQ movements is increasing nowadays,
as they feel more confident to fight for their rights.

At the AWID Feminist Forum in November 2008 you
attended the workshop on homophobia organized
by the Coalition of African Lesbians. There, three
Muslim fundamentalist women were very aggres-
sive towards the LBT audience, claiming that ho-
mosexuality is a sin, a disease, an insult towards
the Koran. What would you like to say to these
women who practice the same religion as you?
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My answer is that the essence of Islam teaching is to
humanize the human being, to respect and deeply
honor the human being without regard to race, skin
color, social status, gender identity or sexual orien-
tation. As long as sexual orientation and gender iden-
tity are used for sharing love and not for violence,
that is the main purpose of Islam teaching. On the
other hand, it was a discussion session where every-
one has the right to ask and discuss everything. It
should be understood that sometimes heterosexual
people just don’t understand LBT women’s issues. In
reality, there are a lot of LBT people who don’t un-
derstand their sexual orientation and gender identity
and are homophobic.

I have been a resource person in several fora talking
about lesbian issues. I have received the same ques-
tions so many times, especially about lesbians and
the Islam perspective. All I need to do is tell the par-
ticipants to ask any kind of questions without feeling
afraid of hurting me. And I try to make it fun. I think
LBT women need to do the “politics of fun”. We all
know that Ellen DeGeneres is an out lesbian artist;
and she is America’s Sweetheart because of her
jokes and because she knows how to make fun. She
has a very good way to communicate to heterosexual
people about being a lesbian.

On a more personal experience, I was participating at
the Indonesian and East Timor Youth Feminist Forum.
Some of the participants were Muslim and wore the
veil. After I introduced myself as a lesbian, some par-
ticipants started gossiping about me. The facilitators
decided to have an open discussion about lesbianism
and they askedme to be the resource person. I tried to
make the discussion forum full of fun. Amazingly, the
discussion ran almost four hours. And it was fun! After
that forum everyone was much friendlier to me, and I
am still in touch with some of them.

Together with your organization, Institut Pelangi
Perempuan, you are part of a feminist organization
promoting sports among women. What does femi-
nism have to do with sports?

Sport is very helpful for physical andmental health. It
can reduce stress, anger and depression. A lot of ac-
tivists get burnout and leave activism, because they
work so hard and give insufficient attention to their
physical andmental health. Activists need to do sport
as one of the strategies for maintaining their health
and having fun to sustain their commitment to ac-
tivism. Sport is also one of the tools which are effec-
tive in mobilizing and organizing women. Feminists
should be flexible in creating strategies for organiz-
ing. The movement is not only about seminar, work-
shop, conference, training and discussion groups.
Sport can be very successful in empowering women.
The badminton club of Institut Pelangi Perempuan
has become the main activity of our organization for
creating safe space, outreach and organizing, build-
ing sisterhood and honing talents and self confi-
dence. During the break time, people can discuss,
share their experiences and support each other. It is
a strategy for sisterhood building.

Sport is also an effective media for dealing with
anger in a positive way. The Boxing project of Shape
Your Life in Toronto, Canada, is one of the examples
for some women and transpeople survivors of vio-
lence who are very angry for being threatened with
gender-based violence. Physical exercise is helpful
for the healing of body and mind from the impact of
violence and abuse. The boxing project is not about
hurting people, but it has channeled anger into gain-
ing confidence and strength.

In Kenya the Biti Project uses soccer to bring in
young women from the informal gatherings. Through
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soccer they introduce issues such as health and
sexuality.

The conclusion is that sport can create safe space,
does not cost too much and is a very important way
for mobilizing.

Some statistics show that LBT women lead a less
healthy life than their heterosexual counterparts.
They do less physical activity, smoke and drink
more and do not follow proper dietary require-
ments. Do you think that sports could be the magic
formula for the physical and mental wellbeing of
LBT women?

Sports are very helpful to reduce smoking and alco-
hol consumption. I doubt the statistics, because I
know a lot of heterosexual women friends who do
less physical activity, smoke and drink a lot and do
not follow proper dietary requirements. On the other
hand, I know a lot of LBT women who are very good
athletes and healthy. I’m afraid the statistics are just
another stereotype for LBT women.

On a more personal note, who is your sports idol
and why?

My sports idol is Martina Navratilova. She is one ex-
ample on how lesbians could be successful just like
heterosexual people. It eliminates stereotypes and
gives a positive image of lesbians. In 2000 she was
appointed by the Tennis Hall of Fame the best world
tennis player of all time. When she decided to come
out as a lesbian, she knew it could be a disadvantage
for her career as an international tennis player. That
didn’t affect her skill on the court. She still holds the
record for single and doubles player, with a total of
345 wins. As a retired tennis player, she is active in
supporting LGBTIQ rights and uses her influence to

lead a campaign on equal rights for homosexual em-
ployees. As an individual, Martina teaches that every-
one has the equal right to speak and live freely,
regardless of sexual orientation. Yes, Martina
Navratilova is my lesbian sports idol!

THE IMPORTANCE OFWRITING
LESBIAN HER-STORY!

HELEN IBRY

ArciLesbica is a national Italian lesbian association
composed of and directed by women, including
transgender women, founded in 1996. Uniting
twenty local groups from various regions of Italy, it
is a political and cultural antiracist, feminist asso-
ciation that promotes the social inclusion of lesbian
women. It works for equal rights and the legal
recognition of civil unions; it fights lesbophobia and
gender discrimination at all levels through political
action and good practices in the fields of work,
health and education. It acts in collaboration both
with LGBT and feminist movements. Arcilesbica is
a member of the European Women’s Lobby.

www.arcilesbica.it

“In 2006, ArciLesbica undertook a research and an
information campaign about the history of the les-
bian movement in Italy. This resulted in the confer-
ence ‘La storia che non c’era. Il movimento delle
lesbiche in Italia’ (The History That Wasn't There –
The Lesbian Movement in Italy) and the publication,
the following year, of the relevant proceedings.

We started by acknowledging the absence of histor-
ical analysis covering the thirty years of the lesbian
movement in our country. Our goal was to gather and
disseminate the collective experience of at least

34



three generations of activists, so that contemporary
lesbian identity is not deprived of its own landmark
events and history. Every woman is weaker when all
testimony of female power is consigned to oblivion.

This project, financed by the ArciLesbica association
with the contribution of BolognaPride2008, was
made possible by the joint effort of many women
scholars with different cultural and political back-
grounds. Professional historians or women in charge
of cultural activities within associations were
allocated specific areas of analysis. The goal of
knowledge transmission was achieved by using a
professional research approach to all the examined
experiences and thanks to the multiple skills of the
scholars. They used a language that could be under-
stood by everybody and not only by experts and old-
timer activists. Some methodological observations
on historical research dealt with the definition of
“lesbian movement” and the determination of col-
lective research criteria. This enabled the compari-
son between all the different realities considered and
the assessment of the developments which have oc-
curred over thirty years of political history.

It can be said that the lesbianmovement in Italy orig-
inated in the 70s, partly within the feminist move-
ment and partly within the homosexual movement.
The connection with both movements continued
throughout the following decades, while lesbians en-
gaged in the creation of their own independent or-
ganizations. The analysis of these historical
backgrounds highlighted the challenge to question
clichés or taboos concerning love between women,
the development of free and innovative ways of being
and the fight for civil rights.

These twenty essays sketch out the history of many
groups, their relation to other movements, mass

media, political parties and institutions, their goals
and key words, their conflicts, their utopias, identity
self-definitions, organizational procedures, the tech-
nologies they used, their degree of visibility, practical
and theorized sexuality, as well as theoretical refer-
ences. The authors examined the movement’s pub-
lishing houses, its media (publications, websites,
mailing lists), its several cultural productions (cin-
ema, theatre, literature), and its imported and locally
produced theories.

Historical knowledge is essential to encourage
younger lesbians to provide politically committed
women with food for thought and to prevent the min-
imizing of the lesbian experience.”

“Il movimento delle lesbiche in Italia” (The Lesbian Move-
ment In Italy), edited by Monia Dragone, Cristina Gramolini,
Paola Guazzo, Helen Ibry, Eva Mamini, Ostilia Mulas,
published by Il Dito e La Luna, 2008.

The European Women’s Lobby (EWL)
It is the largest umbrella organization of women’s
associations in the European Union. It aims at pro-
moting women’s rights and equality between
women andmen in the European Union. EWL is ac-
tive in different areas, such as women’s economic
and social position, women in decision-making,
violence against women, women’s diversity. The
Secretariat is based in Brussels, Belgium.

www.womenlobby.org
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ALLIANc S
& MOVEMeNTS

It is now acknowledged that lesbians have
been fighting with feminist and/or with gay
movements. However, lesbians were and con-
tinue to be involved in many other movements
as well. This proves that their awareness of
equal rights and discrimination is broader
than just sexual orientation. Some have fought
against apartheid and are denouncing racism
even among the LGBT movement; others are
working toward building peace in their re-
gions; some others are joining different dis-
criminated and vulnerable groups. All of this
work serves to advance the wellbeing of les-
bians and women in general. We also wanted
to give space to those movements that
emerged from what, at the time, were consid-
ered revolutionary theories such as the Radi-
cal lesbians and the Queer movement which

have had a great impact on the definition of
gender and gender identity. Another theme
that we have highlighted is the difficult rela-
tionship that exists between the lesbian and
the trans movements while still giving credit
to those trans-feminists groups who have
taken over the feminist perspective. We in-
cluded the trans-feminist statement issued at
the XI Latin American and Caribbean Feminist
Encounter (EFLAC) held in Mexico in March
2009, hoping that it will inspire other trans
groups from different regions of the world.
Each of the above subjects would have de-
served a chapter on its own. We are confident
that these texts will raise your curiosity to read
further and help understand the complexity of
those movements.
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MAINSTREAMING LESBIANS’
RIGHTS

GLORIA CAREAGA

During the XXIV ILGAWorld Conference in Vienna in
November 2008, Gloria Careaga was one of the
speakers at the Women's Pre-conference on the
panel session “Lobbying: integration of the lesbian
movement within the Human Rights perspective”.
She described the involvement of lesbians in
Human Rights movements, such as the Conference
on Racism in 2001, and outlined some of the chal-
lenges that we yet must face.

“ (…) It is important for me to emphasize the role
played in the debate at the Conference on Racism
(Durban 2001). The inclusion of discrimination re-
lated to racism and also to the sexual orientation
issue was very important – although the discussion
went through many different paths, because some-
times it was forgotten that discrimination had to be
related to other issues.

(…) I want to highlight something very important
about this event: very wide alliances have been built.
When we speak about forming alliances and with
whom, I believe that we need first to ask ourselves
who we are. For example, I identify myself as a left-
wing lesbian feminist. This does not mean that the
left-wingmovement is feminist, or homophobia-free;
or that feminism is homophobia-free, classism-free
or conservatism-free; this does not mean either that
we lesbians are perfect. I believe that, if we stand for
diversity and if we stand against discrimination, we
must also acknowledge the diversity existing within
each one of our movements and within the spaces
where we are working. We must do so. The alliance

built during the Durban process was very important.
Based on my experience in Latin America, it was re-
ally impressive for me that, for the first time ever, the
indigenous movement supported the lesbian-ori-
ented initiative. It was very important that for the first
time ever the Afro-descendants movement sup-
ported all inclusions dealing with sexual orientation.
I believe that we need to build alliances gradually ac-
cording to the conditions we are facing, while ac-
knowledging that factors of discrimination do exist in
the world: sexism, racism, or homophobia, just like
we know that homophobia exists among us. Then the
task that we have to tackle in order to build alliances
depends very much on who are the people ready to
support and to walk together with us. In that sense,
no matter what the field is, there are possibilities to
build alliances. (…)

What are the challenges still lying in front of us? On
the one hand, to strengthen the links among the dif-
ferent movements of the alliances-building process,
which are not definitive alliances, but that are related
with the continuous building of links according to the
subjects which are being treated. On the other hand,
to become more and more professional, to continue
developing abilities and to keep a more active pres-
ence in the different spaces. Traditionally, much of
our fight has been conducted starting from our iden-
tity, but I believe that we also have to walk forward,
defining ourselves as women andmen citizens of the
world, where we have labour rights, education rights,
housing rights. That is to say, to act not only in de-
fending our identity, but also in the different spaces
of our daily life. This approach implies that we have
to build a stronger agenda for ourselves, an agenda
that will allow us to keep a greater presence in the
different spaces.”
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MULTIPLE IDENTITIES
AND MULTIPLE
DISCRIMINATIONS

INTERVIEW OF PHUMI MTETWA
BY PATRICIA CURZI

Phumi Mtetwa is a black, South African activist, well
aware of the realities of apartheid in South Africa
(SA). Shewasactive in the struggle in the late 80s and
90s and decided to focus her energies on linking
LGBTI struggles with others of social and political
justice. She was ILGA Co-Secretary General from
1999 to 2001. Shemoved to Ecuador, where she was
active in social movements’ processes, including the
World Social Forum, the LGBT South-South Dialogue
and the Global Network of Social Movements, for
seven years. She returned to South Africa in July
2007, where she assumed the Directorship of the
Lesbian andGayEquality Project. She is also involved
in various social movement initiatives, such as the
AmandlaCollective [www.amandla.org.za] andother
progressive activists’ initiatives in post-apartheid SA.

In only twenty years you experienced the fight
against apartheid, the joy to get rid of that racist so-
cial system and the enthusiasm of living in a re-
cently-born democracy as well as, maybe, the
disappointment related to over-expectation after
those difficult times. How is it to live through such
a heavy history as a woman and as a lesbian?

Apartheid was a hard reality, a crime against human-
ity, where the exclusion and suffering of black people
also saw many lives lost, destroyed and a legacy that
is so present in today’s South Africa. Coming from
struggling against racist oppression has allowed me
to understand discrimination and exclusion based on

multiple identities. Inmy later high school years, being
part of a broader struggle as a lesbian was extremely
challenging. Those experiences inform verymuch how
today I continue to raise sexual diversity issues in
broader struggles for justice and equality.

The African National Congress (ANC), Nelson Man-
dela’s party, was considered as one of themost rev-
olutionary movements in the world. However,
lesbian and gay rights were not part of the pro-
gramme at the beginning of the movement. What
made the ANC movement change their attitude to-
wards lesbian and gay rights? And how did lesbians
and gays contribute to the fight against apartheid?

Undoubtedly, the active involvement of lesbians and
gays within the anti-apartheid movement, especially
the ANC, helped very much challenge the ANC inter-
nally on taking a stance on sexual orientation. There
were a number of known lesbians and gays in the
anti-apartheid struggle, but few of them found the
courage to make visible the linkages between racial
and sexual oppression. Hence, the ANC took a prin-
cipled stance that no one could be excluded and dis-
criminated against on the grounds that the apartheid
regime oppressed people. Remember that in South
Africa people were persecuted and imprisoned as
well for being homosexuals.

You took part in various internationalmeetings as a
black, lesbian activist, including the Review and ap-
praisal of the implementation of the Beijing Plat-
form for Action in 2000, and the Durban Conference
Against Racism in 2001. Looking back, what do you
think those two international mainstream events
brought to the lesbian and the LGBTI movements?

There is no doubt that Beijing in 1995 and its review
process in 2000 positioned much better than before
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the human rights of all women; and lesbian rights
were so prominent, led by the newly elected Presi-
dent of South Africa, Nkosazana Dlamini-Zuma, and
a broad base of feminist activists from across the
globe. It is ironic how our government has turned
against the principles of defending the rights of
LGBTI people in today’s international spaces, notably
the United Nations.

The Conference Against Racism means so much to
me, especially in terms of what I learnt, the gaps in
activism work, particularly our failure to make link-
ages on the multiple forms of discrimination and
exclusion. One positive outcome achieved by LGBTI
who participated in this process was to locate an in-
ternational movement for freedom, equality and dig-
nity of a significant number of people in society,
integrating LGBTI people within that framework. We
opened eyes, raised consciousness and allowed us
to build alliances that we would have otherwise not
forged, for example with indigenous peoples, espe-
cially of the Americas, Afro-descendants, Roma
people, and so on. The challenges now are how we
keep the momentum and strengthen a truly interna-
tional movement across color, racial, sexual and
class differences.

The South African constitution bans discrimination
on the grounds of sexual orientation, which makes
it one of the most progressive in the world. At the
same time, it has one of the highest percentages of
rapes of women and lesbians in the world. How can
this discrepancy be explained?

These are some of the indicators of a country going
through an extreme social and economic crisis. In
the past five years in particular, the poor and the
working class are perpetually in a cycle of rot, mar-
ginalisation, thin social capital, vulnerability. Out of

these conditions various ideologies get reproduced,
and responses to the crisis also develop. Ideologies
such as evangelical religion; retreat to tradition, eth-
nicity and tribalism; conservative forms of morality;
etc., get multiple responses: solidarity groups, social
capital, on the one side, and crime, domestic vio-
lence, poverty, disease and ignorance, in essence, on
the other side.

Rape against lesbians in SA targets “butch,” mascu-
line “performing” lesbians, those who transgress
traditional gender roles. And this can be partly ex-
plained through what I said above. Our justice sys-
tem has been unable to address crime issues
properly, indicating that our transformation has not
truly happened. The LGBTI community, together with
women and human rights organizations, supported
by a broad base of progressive social structures, are
campaigning against this. Targets of the campaign
include the justice system, but also communities
where these rapes and murders occur; and they in-
volve some consciousness raising activities ear-
marked to building communities that respect all
diversities. A long and hard struggle.

You lived in Ecuador for a few years and have come
back to South Africa recently. In whichways are les-
bian, bisexual and trans women similar or different
on the two continents you know best, Latin America
and Africa?

There are similarities that can be attributed to a cer-
tain quality of life that does not exist in the South
(Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean). The
South is marked by high levels of poverty, unemploy-
ment and so on. Therefore, LGBTI people are a part
of that reality; and often the struggles for equality in-
clude the improvement of social and economic sta-
tus. Additionally, there are challenges that link the
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struggles with the role of religion, culture and tradi-
tion as a way to “exclude” LGBTI people.

The positive aspects include vibrant and creative
movements that, especially in Latin America and the
Caribbean (LAC), have been able to locate issues of
sexual diversity within the broader struggles of sov-
ereignty, social justice, and alternatives to neo-lib-
eral globalization sort. This capitalistic system that
turns LGBTI people into commodities, for example,
has found rejection from a broad collective of social
movement activists. It is an innovation.

In Africa we face major challenges to what LAC has
been achieving the past decade. We are building
movements, and some of us are challenged by mak-
ing these inter-linkages visible and clear even from
within the LGBTI organizations. In SA, LGBTI people
and organizations are not active in progressive social
movements, except for the women’s and anti-vio-
lence movements. We are seeing some gains, but it
will be a long struggle before a true social force of
LGBTI organization is present.

If you could go back in time, and based on your pres-
ent experience and knowledge, whatmistakewould
you not make again in your life as an activist?

The mistakes I have made in my life have all been
worthy, as they taught me so many values and prin-
ciples about activism. I do wish, however, that the
drive, vision held and shared could move from a
single “carrier” of the course to the diversification
of actors. In that way, we could be able to forge a
certain “wellbeing” of activists that can be sustained
throughout our struggles, whilst also seeing posi-
tive results from the common goals set. We have a
huge challenge in SA, such as the transmission of
experiences to a younger generation, especially the

one not involved in the anti-apartheid initiative;
developing new and innovative skills and ideas for
struggle; and building a true intergenerational
movement, conscience of the multiple layers / real-
ities to challenge. 41

AUDRE LORDE
(1934-1992)

Carribbean-American black, lesbian, mother, war-
rior, poet, essayist, novelist, teacher. She was po-
litically active in civil rights, anti-war and feminist
movements. She co-founded Kitchen Table:
Women of Color Press, the first US publisher for
women of color, in the 1980s. She campaigned for
a feminist movement conscious of both race and
class: she identified issues of race, age, gender
and even health (she battled against breast cancer
for many years) as being fundamental to the fe-
male experience. She claimed that racism, sexism
and homophobia were linked, all coming from the
inability to tolerate difference.

This criticism helped feminism to expand from the
realm of white feminist academia, where it was
constrained, and create “black feminism”. Her
poetry was autobiographical, life being essential
to text. She focused not only on differences
between groups of women but also within the
individual. She described herself both as a part of
a “continuum of women” and a “concert of voices”
within herself.



FROM SOCIALIZING
TO NATIONAL AND
INTERNATIONAL ACTIVISM

INTERVIEW OF
AKINYI MARGARETA OCHOLLA

BY PATRICIA CURZI

Minority Women in Action (MWA), a lesbian, bisexual,
transgender and intersex women’s organization, was
created in 2006 by a group of young Kenyan activists,
just a few months before the World Social Forum in
January 2007.

Akinyi Margareta Ocholla joined MWA just after its
creation. She is leading a project on Safer sex guide
forwomenwhohave sexwithwomenand is co-orga-
nizing amonthly filmclub for LBTwomen. In addition,
she acts as communications, financial and creativity
coordinator in outreach and advocacy projects.

How did you start your activism in Minority Women
in Action?

Initially, I was not looking to become an activist. In
2006, I was invited to a GALCKmeeting, Gay and Les-
bian Coalition of Kenya, and suddenly found myself
not just with lesbians, but gay and transgender indi-
viduals as well. It was amazing! After that meeting, I
was asked to become a trustee of the newly formed
Kenya Gay and Lesbian Trust (KEGALE). JoiningMWA
was initially for socializing purposes – to watch films
and chat with the LBTI community - but MWA was
growing quickly. It already had a draft constitution.
What it needed next was a steering committee, which
was formed in 2007. I was elected finance officer and
also volunteered to be communications and creativity
coordinator, since I realized that I was well placed to

do this job: I am co-organizing amonthly film club for
LBT women. From then on there was no looking back.
Activism sort of crept up on me while I was busy en-
joying this unusual and unexpected role in MWA.

I had had my share of coming out experiences with
family and friends, and I knew that many other les-
bians must have had an even tougher time than I did.
I, therefore, realized early on that the general Kenyan
population is extremely prejudiced against homosex-
uals, particularly because they understand so little
about them and because of their own religious beliefs.
Within just one year I have had the privilege not only to
work to increase the capacity within MWA, but also to
talk openly about homosexuality to members of the
public at theWorld Social Forum, at HIVmeetingswith
theNational AIDS Control Council, at the Hatua TV talk
show and at the AWID Forum in Cape Town.

You were very active at the World Social Forum in
Kenya in January 2007 as a member of GALCK.
What impact did this worldwide event have on the
development of Minority Women in Action?

Those women who were involved in discussing issues
concerning homosexuality at the World Social Forum
learned how to handle different questions from the
public. They also got the opportunity to listen to other
activists from the East African region and interna-
tionally, which dispelled their sense of isolation and
fear. MWAmembers also learned that, when you are
unprepared to handle the questions from journalists
and media in general, what you say and do often
comes back to haunt you. You often experience direct
or indirect consequences. So, this is something MWA
has to look into in its future advocacy work. However,
MWA members also found out that they were ex-
tremely resilient – that they could pick themselves
up even after things did not go as planned. But the
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general feeling for many was that it was a milestone
in terms of discussing this topic that is usually con-
sidered taboo in society.

What prompted the creation of an organization tar-
geted only at LBTI women, when there are already
various LGBTI organizations in Kenya, that are part
of the GALCK network?

The founders of MWA had initially been happy to join
their gay brother organizations, but with time they
felt that gay men and LBTI women have peculiar is-
sues that need separate and specific intervention.
That was why a separate organization was formed.
Also, LBTI women do require some private space to
talk amongst themselves and feel comfortable.

Your organization is working with HIV/AIDS, femi-
nist, human rights and LGBTI groups. Are you not
afraid to lose focus when working with so many
partners and allies?

All these issues aremutually inclusive - no one issue
precludes the others. However, owing to the limited
capacity of MWA, we cannot spend an equal amount
of energy and time on all issues. To begin with, we
focus on building up ourselves and our understand-
ing of human rights and homosexuality. Thereafter,
or as a consequence of this work, we have a deeper
understanding and appreciation of feminism. Based
on this, MWAmembers can work on HIV/AIDS and all
the concerns surrounding the disease. So, we effec-
tively work from inside ourselves, outwards. Many
LGBTI groups focus on different aspects; and MWA
can learn different things from each of them, as well
as share our own experiences.

You attended the AWID Feminist Forum in Novem-
ber 2008. How did you feel as a young lesbian fem-

inist surrounded by feminist giants from all over the
world?

I loved it! It's exciting to be surrounded by so many
women – be they giants or dwarfs! Obviously, I have
a lot to learn; but then again I also have a lot to share.
In the workshop organized by the Coalition of African
Lesbians at the AWID Forum, I spoke about the situ-
ation of LBTI people in my country. The thing about
LBTI activism in Kenya is learning that not many LBTI
women want to talk openly about it with you, even
though they are directly affected by prejudice and dis-
crimination. So, you have to learn to talk not just for
yourself, but on behalf of everyone else. Sometimes
it's a burdensome task, but it alsomakes you grow as
a person.

You grew up with two cultures: one from the North,
Swedish from yourmother, and one from the South,
Kenyan from your father. Also, you consider your-
self as a young, black, lesbian feminist. How do you
manage to accommodate so many identities?

I have from an early age learned to accept and har-
monize both my heritages. They don't clash. Rather,
they complement each other. I am as much at home
in Sweden as I am in Kenya. Even my language and
thoughts are a mixture of English, Swedish and
Kswahili – with a smattering of French on occasion.
I do not consider myself exclusively as a black les-
bian feminist – but rather as a young lesbian femi-
nist with a biracial background, which means I am
easy on myself in terms of my own acceptance of my
sexual orientation and what others think of me. Many
people will not understand where I am “coming
from” and will try to categorize me; but it's just not
that simple. These identities are not so easy to sep-
arate, as they are integral and interlinked parts of
what makes me Akinyi Margareta.
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BUILDING THE GROUNDS
FOR A GLOBAL INVOLVEMENT
IN THE PEACE PROCESS

INTERVIEW OF ASWAT
BY MARIE-PAULE LOLO

Aswat, Palestinian Gay Women, was granted the first
GO Visible Award for the outstanding work they are
doing in their region. Organized for the first time in con-
junctionwith the XXIV ILGAWorld Conference in Vienna
inNovember 2008, the Awardwas initiated and donated
by Ulrike Lunacek, Member of Parliament in Austria
and Co-Spokeswoman for the European Green Party.

Marie-Paule Lolo is a French, lesbian, feminist
activist. She is the co-representative of the French
LGBT Commission of the Green Party. She is a psy-
chanalyst and is working in conflict prevention for
a Belgian organization. She interviewed amember
of Aswat in December 2008. The latter requested
to remain anonymous to preserve her safety.

Your organization won the first prize of “GO Visible
Award”.What kind of project did you present for the
Award?

The award aims at acknowledging the work of organ-
izations that have taken a big step forward in LGBTQI
work, who have steady and regular activities and pro-
grammes, in addition to the impact they have had on
the local and global LGBTQI community. The Go Visible
Award acknowledges and encourages Aswat's work in
general and not a specific project, and will certainly
contribute to Aswat's visibility and createmore oppor-
tunities to gain access and recognition, locally and
globally. Thanks to this recognition, Aswat is truly on
its way to go visible asmore andmore women are be-

PRAISE SONG FOR AFRICAN LESBIANS
By Elizabeth Ikhaxas

Hella… hella
Our daughter has come home
Hella… hella
The one who has been cast away is home
Let us dance and rejoice today
Shame on those who do not acknowledge
my daughter’s homecoming
The African!
Shame on those who treated my daughter
as the stepchild of this continent
Lesbian, gay, transgender, transsexual, bisexual,
heterosexual…
The image of the goddess, all of them…
Sons and daughters of Africa
Gods and goddesses!
Much beloved, know that nothing will separate you
from the love which is you
No homophobic dictators
No rejecting parents and siblings
No religion
No sodomy law
What took you so long to find your way home,
daughter?
We have prepared a feast for you
Let all the world behold
Our daughter has arrived
The lesbian
The African lesbian
Sela… sela…
Africa
rejoice!

From “Between Yesterday and Tomorrow”Writings
by Namibiam Women, Compiled and edited by
Elizabeth Ikhansas, Windhoek, Namibia, 2005
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coming visible in LGBT conferences and events, though
mostly on an international level, rather than local. We
are, however, certainly more visible today.

Aswat wishes to thank warmly Ms. Ulrike Lunacek
for her vote of confidence and hopes that she will
lead a way for others to follow in acknowledging and
promoting LGBT groups around the world.

Can you explain how it is to live with a double dis-
criminated identity as a Palestinian and as an LBT
woman in such a difficult political, economical and
social context?

As Palestinian gay women, we are triply oppressed as
Palestinian citizens of Israel - a national indigenous
minority, and as women in a rather patriarchal and
conservative Arab-Palestinian community, and finally,
as gay women in an extremely homophobic society.
Nonetheless, Aswat meets these challenges with
courage and perseverance. As one of thewomen noted
once: "Before Aswat, I was hiding in my dark closet,
feeling shame and guilt for my ‘deviation', but today, I
feel proud, and have a safe place to be, to share, to
learn and contribute to myself and other women".
Aswat has helpedmany women grow and has actively
encouraged and created women’s leadership; em-
powering gay women and giving the general public an
authentic view of Palestinian gay women’s lives.

The political challenges that Palestinians face in Is-
rael and the systematic discrimination against us as
a national minority has certainly created a huge
socio-economic gap, one that we try to address
through our activism as feminists, as gays and as
human beings. Discriminations in all facets of life, in
budget allocations, in education and housing, re-
sulted in creating a disadvantaged, marginalized,
alienated and somehow neglected minority. There-

fore, Aswat sees the national struggle as part of our
struggle for equality, as human beings, as women
and as gays as being interrelated.

Your organization is working with a feminist Israeli
organization. Do you think that women aremore ca-
pable to work towards building peace in your region
and more broadly in the world?

Absolutely! Aswat works closely with Palestinian and
Jewish feminist organizations and has recently taken
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ASWAT

Aswat, which means voices in Arabic, is a dynamic
group of Palestinian gay women who joined forces
to create a safe space for Palestinian gay women in
the Palestinian communities of Israel, the Gaza
Strip and theWest Bank. Established in 2003, Aswat
provides a framework that allows Palestinian gay
women opportunities to voice their feelings and
opinions, share experiences and articulate their
needs into action. It also provides innovative serv-
ices, training and empowerment courses, advocacy
and media outreach to Palestinian gay women and
the general public. In doing so, Aswat attempts to
generate an in-depth understanding, placing
women’s diversity at the centre of the analysis. It is
inclusive, participatory, collaborative and illumi-
nates the experiences of thosewho live on themar-
gins of society. Aswat’s programmes and activities
respond to social injustices through advocating col-
lective action and social change, because it believes
in justice, equality and in creating opportunities for
women to enable them to lead fulfilling lives.

www.aswatgroup.org



an active part in planning the 16th Feminist Confer-
ence in Israel, which, for the first time, took place in
Nazareth, one of the biggest Arab localities in the
country. Aswat was visible and received lavish praise
from participating organizations, both Arab and Jew-
ish. Cooperating with Jewish feminist organizations
is a strategy we believe in - and not merely a goal.
Perhaps at time, we feel that our “bubble” of coop-
eration does not spread behind the borders of our ac-
tivism, but, evidently, it does. Women are creating a
change and advocate equality and justice for all; and
I strongly believe that women are actually, though
slowly, building the grounds for a genuine global in-
volvement in the peace process. Women are turning
every stone, maximizing their involvement and seiz-
ing opportunities to take action, not only to advocate
but to create a real change.

If you wanted one of your wishes to come true,
which one would it be?

Equality for all, no less. We want more and more gay
women to feel safe. We want to empower them to
deal with their own fears, and then with homophobia
in their societies. We want them to live their lives to
the fullest, seize their full potential. We want Arab
women to be able to survive the conservative, male
dominant society that oppresses any expression of
self, of sexuality. We want to raise our voice, so other
women would know we exist, that we are there to
support them. And raise our voice to the general
public, society at large, to educate them about LGBT
issues and rights. We want equal access and recog-
nition for all gay women. Aswat's programmes and
activities come to fulfill this vision of justice and
equality, and together, we can make a change.

The interview is available in French at
http://www.comm.lgbt.lesverts.fr/

QUEER AS A CRITIQUE
OF IDENTITY

INTERVIEW OF JUDITH BUTLER
BY AURORE

Bang Bang is a queer radio programme broadcast
from Brussels, Belgium. In May 2007, Aurore from
Bang Bang interviewed Judith Butler during her stay
in Brussels.

Born in 1956, Judith Butler is an American post-
structuralist philosopherwho has contributed to the
fields of feminism, queer theory, political philoso-
phy, and ethics. She is professor in the Department
of Rhetoric and Comparative Literature at the Uni-
versity of California, Berkeley. Her most famous
work “Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subver-
sion of Identity” (1990) had a great success interna-
tionally and was translated into various languages.

At the time you published “Gender Trouble”, the
book had a great success and was considered revo-
lutionary. Years have passed; do you think the ideas
of “Gender Trouble” are still revolutionary or slowly
being accepted?

(…) “Gender Trouble” includes a critique of the idea
that there are two ideal bodily forms, two ideal mor-
phologies: the masculine and the feminine. I want to
suggest that today the intersex movement is very en-
gaged with criticizing that idea. Not all bodies are
born in male or female. There is a continuum of bod-
ies and it seems to me that trying to persuade med-
ical and psychiatrist establishments to deal with the
intersex involves critique of the binary gender sys-
tem. Similarly there continues to be extreme, some-
times very extreme violence against transgender
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people. And it seems to me that “Gender Trouble”
will always be important to try and open up our ideas
of what gender is. (…)

(…) Dealing with questions about gender with a dif-
ferent approach, can a new vocabulary be experi-
mented and developed scientifically?

(…) I do think it is important that we experiment with
new vocabularies. That new words help us concep-
tualize our social existence in a different way. But I
think it is maybe important to know the traditional
concepts we have for thinking about how our bodies
are feminine or masculine or how sexuality is,
straight or gay. These categories very often fail to
describe the complexity of who we are. (…) It is
rather a new vocabulary that lets us see that our
lives have always been more complex than tradi-
tional categories allow. When somebody says “I’m
gay, I’m straight, I’m bisexual”, are they saying I am
these things for all time? It seems to me that the
word “queer” allows you to have a life in which there
are changes. In which, yes, you have this straight
thing, and that gay thing, and you might be bi or you
might not. But you are an evolving and transforming
person, right? And how do we capture that dynamics
of sexuality in that complex sense? There may be
times when someone feels oneself more overly
masculine or maybe more feminine, or where the
terms themselves become confused, where passiv-
ity and activity also don’t maintain their usual mean-
ing. But if we think about sexual life for a gender life,
it seems to me that we have to allow for certain
kinds of changes or certain kinds of ways of recon-
ceptualizing ourselves. So, for instance, my hope
was that the word “queer” would allow people to
have a less fixed and normative idea of what their
identity is and permit them a greater vocabulary for
gender infrasexuality.

Do you think the word “queer” is too easily and
often used? Any festivities can be gay and lesbian,
but they are suddenly “queer”...

(…) I worry when “queer” becomes an identity. It was
never an identity. It was always a critique of identity.
I think if it ceases to be a critique of identity, it has
lost its critical edge.

You are saying, we are constituted from anteriority
and exteriority; there is no defined norm when we
are born; one should take distance from the norm
in order to begin building oneself and make a
choice.(…) How to start thinking what type of man
or woman one is? How much masculinity or femi-
ninity one has? What can an individual do?

(…) I think we can take distance from norm, but I
think we are also mired in norm.(…) And I think the
choices we can make are only in a certain struggle

47

THE QUEER THEORY

The Queer theory is a set of ideas that emerged in
the early 1990s around the idea that identities are
not fixed and do not determine who we are forever.
It came out of the fields of feminist and lesbian/gay
studies. It builds both upon feminist challenges to
the idea that gender is part of the essential self and
upon gay/lesbian studies’ close examination of the
socially constructed nature of sexual acts and
identities. The Queer theory expands its focus to
encompass any kind of sexual activity or identity
that falls into normative and deviant categories. It
is based partly on the work of Eve Sedgewick,
Diana Fuss and Judith Butler, all three influenced
by Michel Foucault.



with the norms out of which we are constituted. So,
when I was young, there were lesbians who said “Oh,
I will free myself of all norms of masculinity, all
norms of heterosexuality”. And then, they ended up
in very complex relationships that were maybe full of
heterosexual power dynamics or full of lesbian forms
of masculinity and they became very confused. It
wasn’t possible just to rid oneself, simply, of the
norms through which one is constituted. One strug-
gles always with these norms. So one doesn’t con-
struct oneself freely without respect to norm, but one
works with one’s historical situation and sees where
there might be some play, where there might be
some freedom to move.

You are also saying, it is dangerous. One is intelligi-
ble, when living in the norms and so “unintelligible”
living outside the norms and taking risks. Then,
how to begin with the least distress?

I think it is important to live with a certain danger and
a certain risk. I think we need politics that allow us to
risk what is intelligible. To bemaybe slightly unintel-
ligible, to be slightly illisible. To take the risk of sug-
gesting that the human form might take another
form. That it doesn’t comply with genders that make
us visibles. We have to ask how we can stretch and
how sometimes we can break the norms that deter-
mine what’s intelligible and readable and what is not.
The real question is how do you survive at the same
time you pose those risks? Because you need to sur-
vive. And it seems to me that you survive in commu-
nity or in solidarity, with others who are taking the
risk with you. So, there might be a kind of collective
effort that allows for those risks to be taken, pose a
certain danger but not a suicidal one. (…)

And my last question is about the “hate speech”;
there is in Europe amovement about penalizing the

homophobic speech, and in the same way it is
against the freedom of expression. What is your
view?

(…) It is important that if one opposes discriminatory
speech, one opposes all kinds. That is, that one de-
cides on a principle that it will include all minorities.
But if the protection of one minority against another
minority is what is happening, then I worry about
that. You could protect a religious minority against
gays and lesbians. Or you could protect gays and les-
bians against a religious minority. And then, it seems
to me something political is happening. Because
we’re not really looking at the kind of speech that is
injurious. We are trying to divide groups or decide
that some of them are truly victims and some of
them are truly aggressors. (…) I do think we need to
allow for there to be room for subversive and ironic
speech. We need to be able to put out plays in which
we make fun of ourselves or in which we interrogate
the words that injure us. And maybe give them an-
other meaning. Maybe re-signify them in some ways
that rob them of their power to injure. So, for instance
in rap music, you very often hear words that would
seem very racist, or very misogynous or very homo-
phobic; but in some of those instances, the words are
being taken back or redefined so that they lose their
injurious quality. So, we need to be, I think, equally
sensitive to the injurious power of certain kinds of
speech acts but also to the subversive and possibly
liberatory effects of certain kinds of play. (…)

Note: The words in italics were pronounced in French during
the interview

The full interview is available in French and in
English at http://www.ilga.org/news_results.asp?
LanguageID=1&FileCategoryID=6&FileID=1097&Zo
neID=7
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DISABLED, QUEER: QUEERING
EMBODIMENT

JANET PRICE

Janet Price: I am a disabled lesbian and queer ac-
tivist who lives in Liverpool, UK. My life’s trajectory
has taken me frommedical training at university in
England towomen’s development and feminist work
in North India, then through a period of serious ill-
ness to my current life that merges many of the
things most important to me. I write (and talk and
act!) about feminism, disability and bodies; I work
with colleagues and friends, largely in the UK and
India, around disability and sexuality, arts, educa-
tion and feminist/queer politics; and I spend pre-
cious time working in my garden, with my partner.

Challenging Disability
I want to start this by talking about why disability is a
political issue and why it raises specifically feminist
concerns. I am a disabled woman. To many, disabil-
ity is seen as a purely physical phenomenon, an ab-
normal body whose form is determined by our
biological limits and constraints. Unlike gender, race
or sexuality, all of which have undergone a transfor-
mation in political understanding, emerging from bi-
ological determination to take on a politics of identity
constructed through text, talk and action, disability
remains a heavily essentialised or naturalised idea.

In this it has echoes of the many battles we have
fought through feminism, first and foremost to be
more than our biology as women, not simply repro-
ductivemachines, but rather a challenge to the notion
that “biology is destiny”. As disabledwomen, there are
those who would dismiss us because of disability,
denying us the possibility of intellectual exploration,

of dangerous sports, ofmotherhood, even of sexuality,
because our broken bodies are held to determine that
we can no longer fulfill these roles appropriately. So,
you will understand when I say to you, “Our lives are
not determined by biology, by our perceived physical
or intellectual limitations. And, as a disabled woman,
I will continue to fight my battles and to live my life in
asmessy and sexy and joyous and fucked upway as all
the rest of the women I know”.

In saying biology is not our destiny as disabled peo-
ple, I emphatically do not want to reject the body. But
disability conjures up the image of a “broken body”,
of a subject whose embodiment has gone awry,
whose corporeality has been twisted from its straight
path of biological normality, of a threat to be dis-
missed, and silenced. The sight of any disability or
abnormality disrupts people’s assumptions of nor-
mality and induces a sense of vulnerability, a lack of
certainty about the stability of their own supposedly
normal and normative body. Just as the concept of
compulsory heterosexuality, I want to argue that we
live in a world ruled by the idea of compulsory able-
bodiedness and organised around the construction
of the normal body. The feminist disability theorist,
Rosemary Garland-Thomson, writes of the idea of
the “normate” – a figure who represents the con-
glomeration of all the ideal views we hold of the em-
phatically non-deviant, embodied person – the white,
male, heterosexual, well-educated, young, non-dis-
abled individual (1997:8).

Yet in the sameways as the feministmovement is built
around the struggle against the idea that the male
provides the standard, the norm against which all is
measured, as lesbians and parts of the LGBTI move-
ments fight against compulsory heterosexuality, so as
disabled people, disabled women, we face a struggle
against the compulsory able-bodiedness signified by
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the normate and against the difficulties and dangers
of the ideal and perfect body. Disability is not a sepa-
rate form of embodiment; it is not this distinct and
clearly definable “other” to the non-disabled – it is
something that touches us all. Whether we ultimately
become disabled through the encroaching deafness of
age, the aftereffects of treatment for cancer or
HIV/AIDS, or lose bodily functions because of an acci-
dent, we all face the uncertainty of bodily disruption.
We are far from being the stable, controllable, un-
changing machines that many dream of – and aim for
through attempts to hold back the process of aging or
through the drive to stay fit - those endless hours on
the gymmachines, the money spent on our hair or on
skin creams or on complementarymedical therapies.

Yet disability serves as an ongoing challenge to the
western enlightenment views of the mind-body split,
to notions of a transcendent mind in a controllable
body. No efforts, however extreme and on-going, can
achieve permanent perfection. Rather, our bodies
are in a constant state of impending disorganisation,
are inherently unstable and uncertain. We are all
what has been termed “temporarily ablebodied”.
What disabled people have and are is not an excep-
tional state that affects the unlucky few, but the in-
evitability, a paradigm of all our lives – and in this,
how we deal with disability is a measure of our self-
hood, of how we deal with the embodiment of every-
one. Further, in reading the disabled body as one that
is inflected by gender, sexuality, ethnicity, in under-
standing the deviant figure of disability as one that is
feminised in its otherness to the normate, feminism
stands alongside the disabled figure as a necessary
tool in our politics of analysis and action.

Queering Embodiment
Now, if we recognise disability as a figure that is cen-
tral to our analysis of gender and sexuality, we can

see that it sits alongside queer in the range of ways
in which it can disrupt understanding of the natural
and normal. Such deviant figures are central to our
analyses of power and to our consideration of the
ways in which culturally marginalised groups serve
to destabilise supposedly fixed identities. Further
complicated by axes of class, of community, of eth-
nicity, of age, the fluidity of identities offers us new
forms of political coalition, fresh directions for ac-
tion. So what happens if we queer things and stir
them up a little differently? Queer activism offers a
challenge to mainstream LBGTI initiatives that move
within the comfort of neo-liberal Western society,
disrupting the renaturalisation of gay identities, e.g
by those who strive to prove their biological origins.
The radical acts of those identifying as queer works
against the solidifying of such gay identities; but in
doing so, it places them outside societies’ folds.

Being “queer” and “out of place” can be traced to
earlier roots than 1990s activism. In 1981, Gloria An-
zaldua and Cherrie Moraga, in their wonderful col-
lection of writings about women of colour facing
oppressions, wrote, “We are the queer groups, the
people that don’t belong anywhere, not in the domi-
nant world nor completely within our own respective
cultures… we do not fit and because we do not fit, we
are a threat”.(1981:209)

So, queering is also about whether you blend in or not
– about how disruptive your presence is. It is clear that
disabled people continue to arouse fear and discom-
fort in many of those around them. We live within
political cultures that aim to create cultural homo-
geneity, that welcome “otherness” only as long as it is
tightly controlled and non-threatening. And our social
acceptance depends on our complicity in shaping our-
selves to fit. In contrast, queer speaks to fluidity, to
shifting and transforming identities, to tracing power,
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not as it splits into two-way battles of power over
others, that we recognise from so many of our con-
frontations. Rather it traces how power flows sideways
through crannies and nooks, joining together unex-
pected allies. A queer politics is not about denying that
oppressions are there and to be faced and struggled
against – but rather that struggle takes many forms.
Queer develops a closely argued rejection of neolib-
eral, Western intellectual ideals, ideas of autonomy
and transcendence, and appeals not to the universal
but to local agency, the contextual, the specific. To
queer is to disrupt the stable identity positions, to
resist the hegemony of the naturalised, binary division
of power and authority, to argue that, just as gender,
sexuality, ethnicity are far more complex than binary
divides, so disability is more than the oppositional ab-
solute of the perfectly formed, well-operating
mind/body against those who are physically, sensorily
or intellectually disabled.

The oppositional model offers us straightforward
channels for resistance – but queer excavates the
spaces for hybridism, mimicry and “sly civility”, all
ways in which Homi Bhabha, the postcolonial theo-
rist, argues our ambivalence towards dominant dis-
courses and cultures are expressed (2001:82). At
DaDaFest Liverpool in September 2008, disabled
people performed sexy striptease and burlesque;
Kevin Connolly, an artist with no legs, took sideways
photos of the world looking at him sideways, after he
passed by on his skateboard; and a punk band, Heavy
Load, had a lead singer with Tourette syndrome,
which produces an inventive stream of un/intentional
profanities (2008). Such hybridism is not just some-
thing that exists in art and theatre. It emerges in the
very toughest parts of disabled women’s lives. In dis-
cussion a couple of years back, Meena Seshu from
Sangram, a voluntary organisation working with sex
workers in India (2008), spoke of how some of the

highest earners amongst the sex workers were dis-
abled women. They had a loyal clientele who chal-
lenged all notions of what men want from paid-for
sex. In disrupting norms of compulsory ablebodied-
ness, as these sex workers do in their ongoing ap-
peal for specific men, they are in effect “crippling"
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FRIDA KAHLO
(1907-1954)

The Mexican artist, daughter of a Mexican painter
and a German photographer, was born in 1907 in
Mexico. She soon demonstrated artistic talent as
well as political commitment. Within the
“Cachuchas”, she fought for the emancipation of
women. Married twice to theMexican painter Diego
Rivera, she had several relationships with women
as well. Struck by poliomyelitis and then victim of
a serious tram accident, Frida Kahlo remained
either bedridden or hampered in her movements
for years. This is very much reflected in her work,
mainly consisting of self-portraits drawing to real-
ism, symbolism and surrealism. She died of pneu-
monia in 1954, at the age of 47.

Frida

La línea al medio se aprieta al pecho.
La marca de hierro
interminabile y borrosa del pincel ciego.

Frida.
Flores altas y jardines levantan el cuerpo
y lo pierden entre los árboles.

From “El Jardin de las Delicias” written and edited
by Violeta Barrientos Silva, Lima, Peru, 2006.
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culture, challenging you to open up accessible
spaces at every level and in every conceivable way.
Crips, like queers, offer something other than the di-
rect oppositional challenge to power – and can un-
dermine through humour andmockery, through slow
incorporation, through disturbing notions of who is
with us, who against. The challenge for the future will
be of finding ways in which these fluid identities can
work against our ongoing marginalisation and for
coalitions that establish us as the subjects of an
evolving queer feminist disability politics.

So where do you place yourself in this?

This paper was developed from a presentation given in the
workshop Woman, Disabled, Queer, supported by CREA, at
The Power of Movements meeting coordinated by AWID in
Cape Town, South Africa, in November 2008.

CREA
It is a women’s human rights organization. It em-
powers women to articulate, demand and access
their human rights by enhancing women’s leader-
ship and focuses on issues of sexuality, sexual and
reproductive rights, violence against women,
human rights and social justice.

http://web.creaworld.org/home.asp
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FEMINIST MOVEMENT AND
RADICAL LESBIANS: THE
PAINFUL RUPTURE

DANI FRANK

Lesbians have always been very active in the femi-
nist movements, but in some countries there was a
sometimes painful rupture. In the US the breaking
up happened very early, in 1970: some lesbian ac-
tivists played out a protest action against homopho-
bia within NOW, the National Organization of Women,
calling themselves the “Lavender Menace” at the
second Congress to Unite Women in New York. The
consequence of which was a resolution stating that
lesbianism “was a legitimate concern of feminism”.
The Radical-Lesbian groups were born. In France it
happened later. In 1980 MoniqueWittig published two
articles in the feminist publication Questions fémin-
istes: “La pensée straight” (The Straight Mind) and
“On ne naît pas femme” (One is Not Born a Woman)
in which she argues that lesbians are beyond the so-
cially produced categories of men and women that
constitute the basis of heterosexual politics. These
writings triggered the Radical Feminist Lesbians of
the University of Jussieu, Paris, to gather and accuse
heterosexual feminists of collaborating with the
enemy: the dominant male society. This caused the
split between feminist and lesbians, and the latter
were excluded from that publication.

According to Isabel Dargent* that moment was cru-
cial, because lesbianism had at last made its coming



out from the feminist closet. She also stated that
hetero-feminism was unable to solve the funda-
mental contradictions, such as the division between
the private and the public spheres of women’s op-
pression. Lesbians from different countries had had
enough with the assigned role of “playing woman”
which makes heterosexuality work. The word “radi-
cal” in “radical lesbians” refers to the uprooting of
the deep-grounded basis of women’s oppression:
heterosexuality/heterosociality which the class of
men organizes and rules in order to dominate

women and to make them work for their system.
Radical lesbianism is not an innocent sexual choice,
but a way of life, a political choice, a way of resisting
this male hierarchy in private as well as in the public
field.

Radical lesbians very early dealt with themes that
have only now become widely spoken of, such as vi-
olence inflicted upon women, rape as a political
crime, heterosexual propaganda through advertis-
ing, women’s health, self-defense strategies. As a
logical step they refused to mix with men, and they
created an autonomous movement with separate
spaces and their own press.

* Isabel Dargent is a Brussels-based radical lesbian activist
of Portuguese origin, who has been highly involved in the Eu-
ropean lesbian radical movement. She is the founder of Les
Lesbianaires (Lesbian archives).

FEMINISM AS A TOOL
FOR TRANS-FORMATION

LOHANA BERKINS

A panel on “Feminism and Sexual Diversity” was
organised during the IV ILGA LAC Regional Confer-
ence held in Lima, Peru, in September 2007. In her
speech, Lohana Berkins reaffirmed her involvement
in the feminist movement as a trans feminist person.

Lohana Berkins is a trans feminist from Argentina.
She was the founder of ALITT (Asociación Lucha
por la Identidad Travesti y Transexual) in 1994 and
the Argentine Transvestite Association in 1995.
She has organised prisoners, prostitutes, trans-
vestites, feminists, gay men, lesbians and low-in-
come youth to fight against abuses and repression.
Lohana, who is a member of the Communist Party
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LESBIAN AVENGERS

The Lesbian Avengers are lesbian activist groups
open to all LBT people with local sections around
the world. They were formed in 1992 in New York
City, an off-shoot of the group Act Up, and seem to
have stopped their actions for the time being.

The purpose of these groups is to identify and pro-
mote lesbian issues and perspectives while em-
powering lesbians to become experienced
organizers who can participate in political rebel-
lion. Emphasis is placed highly on turning energy
into radical action,”Be the bomb you throw”, and
using that energy constructively against hetero-
sexist, homophobic, hetero-normative, classist,
racist, sexist, and generally oppressive forces and
institutions in society and their own community.
They also work in collaboration on major events,
such as the annual Dyke March. The Lesbian
Avengers are known for their campy direct action
and street theater tactics. One of their signature
events is “to eat fire” while chanting: “The fire will
not consume us - we take it and make it our own!”



of Argentina, has collaborated with many move-
ments. She was awarded the 2003 Felipa de Souza
Award for LGBT civil rights activism given by
IGLHRC, the International Gay and Lesbian Human
Rights Commission.

“(…) Feminism has given us the possibility of thinking
of ourselves as feminine subjects of reflection. It also
provides a vision of the world. Before feminism – ex-
actly as it happened to women once – our only des-
tiny was silence, doing and being, but without
reflecting about ourselves and our surroundings. (…)

direct their energies towards other women rather
thanmen, and portrays lesbianism as an extension
of feminism. She challenges the notion of women's
dependence on men as social and economic sup-
ports, as well as for adult sexuality and psycholog-
ical completion. She calls for what she describes as
a greater understanding of lesbian experience, and
believes that once such an understanding is
obtained, these boundaries will be widened and
women will be able to experience the "erotic" in
female terms. She claims that womenmay not have
a preference toward heterosexuality, butmay find it
imposed, managed, organized, propagandized, and
maintained by society. She argues that part of the
lesbian experience is an act of resistance: specifi-
cally, a rejection of the patriarchy and the male
right to women. Richwrites that lesbians have been
denied a continuity of their personal and political
history, and that when included in history, they have
been simply the female versions of male homosex-
uals, with no distinctiveness. At certain points in
history, homosexualmen and lesbians have shared
a social existence, and acknowledged a common
fight against society; to treat the lesbian experience
as a version of male homosexuality is to discard it,
denying the female experience and the realities it
brings, falsifying lesbian history.

ADRIENNE RICH
(1929-)

American poet and theorist. She is one of the most
eloquent, provocative voices on the politics of sexu-
ality, race, language, power andwomen’s culture in
the English-speaking world. She has been leading
a life of activism and visibility. She became active in
the women’smovement at the beginning of the 70s.
“Diving into the Wreck” received the National book
Award for Poetry: she refused the award individu-
ally and accepted it with two other female poets
(Alice Walker and Audre Lorde) on behalf of all
silenced women. Her essay “Compulsory Hetero-
sexuality and Lesbian Existence” is the lesbian
equivalent to the Communist Manifesto. She self-
declared herself a lesbian in 1976. Since then she
has lived with the writer and editor Michelle Cliff. In
1978 “Dream of a Common Language” marks the
first direct treatment of lesbian desire and sexuality
in her work. In her urging women to "revision" and
to be "disloyal," she has engaged ever-wider expe-
riences of women across cultures, history, and
ethnicity, addressing themes of verbal privilege,
male violence, and lesbian identity.

In her essay “Compulsory Heterosexuality and Les-
bian Existence” she argues that heterosexuality is a
violent political institution. She urges women to
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When we started to work and to reflect, we became
aware that we had an image of women as a com-
mercial object in a world governed by men: divine,
beautiful and slender. Even when we were organis-
ing workshops among ourselves, nobody recognised
that women do have smell, tastes, colours and pains.
We also started to reflect about the issue of class; up
to that moment, we believed that an entrepreneur
would arrive to change our life, since this was the
fantasy which had been impressed upon us.

Feminism gave us a new tool. Although we don’t hes-
itate to claim civil and political rights, we are reluctant
to claim economical rights, because we transvestites
are the little pauper sisters of the movement; and we
are not recognised as subjects endowed with rights. I
am a feminist. Not just in my discourses, but also in
my actions. Feminism is a transformative tool. We
fight for a real change; we fight in order to achieve that
depenalisation of abortion becomes a priority of our
society; we fight in order to change the conditions of
power. We are a real working force; we are not here
just for the sake of producing shows, stories, knowl-
edge. We are revendicating our own identity; we
respect the different ideas, transvestism, transgen-
derism, transexuality and whatever else they call it
within their own cultures (…)”

LGBT: DOINGWITH OR
WITHOUT THE T?

DEBORAH LAMBILLOTTE

Deborah Lambillotte is a lesbian intersexed gender
activist. After years of involvement within the
Italian Arcigay, Arcilesbica and ArciTrans organiza-
tions, she returned to Belgium in 2002. She is now
amember of the executive board of Holebifederatie
- the Flemish LGBT umbrella organization - where

she is responsible for transnational projects. She
also coordinates the local section of Vieux Rose, a
lesbian group for women 50 years old and up. She is
also board member and secretary of ILGA-Europe,
and former Co-Chair of the ILGA-Europe executive
Board.

“My first activist contact with the LGB community
happened when I was still in the process of becom-
ing Deborah. It was clear to me that I was a woman
who loves women: I was a lesbian. In the beginning,
my transsexual past made it difficult for me to be ac-
cepted as a lesbian or even as a woman by other les-
bians, and some still don’t. (…)

(…) Most gay men superficially accept transgender
individuals (male to female) or at least they tolerate
them; this without thinking about it. They see the
transgender community – not understanding the fun-
damental difference between a drag queen, a trans-
sexual or a transgender person – as a weak group
that has to be protected in the logic of their pater-
nalistic way of thinking. Gay men are men, and most
of them do not even make the effort to understand
what is behind a variation of gender identity or gen-
der expression.

At the beginning, most lesbian women are reluctant
or hostile to transgender people. In male-to-female
transgender individuals they see the paternalistic in-
terference in a female community, people who have
not socialised as women, people who are counterfeit
and never were or will be women because they
weren’t born women. On the other hand, female-to-
male transgender people are considered as traitors
because they leave the female community behind.
The lesbian community kicks them and their part-
ners out. My experience tells me that it has a lot to do
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with prejudice and fear of the unknown. But the les-
bian community genuinely wants to understand and
generate understanding of transgender issues, on
gender identity and gender expression, and now
more often offers space for debate, workshops, and
dialogues. (…)”

Extract from the article: “Doing with or without the T?” ILGA
Campaigning Issue 119, October 2005 Forum p. 28-31

PASSINGWOMEN: FEMALE
MASCULINITIES

GEERTJE MAK

The following excerpt was used to introduce the
presentation of Geertje Mak at the International Fe-
male Masculinities Symposium, convened by Prof. Dr
Saskia E. Wieringa, University of Amsterdam, on 5
and 6 September 2008.

Geertje Mak is currently lecturer in gender history
at the Radboud University in Nijmegen, The Nether-
lands. She is the author of various articles on mas-
culine women, as well as the Dutch publication
“MasculineWomen: Crossing sex boundaries in the
19th Century”, a chapter of which has been re-
worked for the Journal ofWomen's History in 2004.
She was granted the Cropton–Noll Award of the
Lesbian and Gay caucus of the Modern Language
Association in 2005 for her article on the "self" of
hermaphrodites in medical discourse around 1900
in the Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies.

“Do we need an innermale gender identity in order to
legitimate a male outer appearance? In early years
of the twentieth century, a handful of passing women
in Berlin tried to get their first names officially

changed in male first names. In their requests to the
Berlin police, Magnus Hirschfeld, a sex historian
researcher, played the role of the expert witness.
Hirschfeld (unfruitfully) tried to legitimize the
women's passing by pointing to their inborn inner
identity, whereas the women inclined to stress the
success of their performance as male persons. The
latter argument, in particular the women’s claim that
they did not cause public stir in men’s clothes, forced
the police to admit that there was no law prohibiting
the women’s passing. In his scientific and theorical
work, Hirschfeld kept looking for “real” female trans-
vestites who were, similar to male transvestites,
mainly defined by their transvestite desires. How-
ever, in order to help the female transvestites in
practice, Hirschfeld kept to the success of the outer
performance as well.

Although the police did not grant these women their
first name’s change officially, Hirschfeld took care
they got the so-called transvestite identity cards with
a picture of the women in male clothes and a written
remark that the police did not prohibit these women
to wear male clothes. These stories suggest, in my
view, the possibilities of strategies for masculine
women which do not lean necessarily on the notion of
an inborn masculine ‘gender identity’.”
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We are lesbians, straight, transvestis, transexuals,
bisexuals, transgender, intersex. We are the ones
confronting patriarchy every day, in our acts.

We are Black, Indigenous, Jewish and Palestinian
women. We are tarts, we are poor, peasants, young,
old – we are Feminists of all the colours in existence.

We reject the criminalization of our identities
through repressive laws, contraventional codes,
misdemeanor codes or any other law based on the
so-called moral and good customs.

We reject all fundamentalisms, including our own,
those invoking biology as destiny and we invite you
all to allow themargins of bodies, subjectivities and
desires to fade away.

We demand that our history and our activism
against all oppressions be recognized, not only by
those who are oppressing us but also by our com-
rades in the struggle. We also demand secular
states because we understand that without religion
many oppressions will cease to exist.

We demand our right to education, health, and hous-
ing, as inalienable human rights, because to defend
the human rights of transvestis, transexuals, les-
bians, vestidas, colitas and other women is to defend
human rights.

We celebrate the presence of the artists, and in par-
ticular of the cabaret performers in this gathering,
because we believe that humour and irreverence
are deeply feminist features.

We thank themore than 300 hundred endorsements
to this declaration.”

The Trans Feminists of Latin America and the
Caribbean

TRANS FEMINIST STATEMENT
The declaration was read at the XI Latin American
and Caribbean Feminist Encounter (EFLAC) held in
México in March 2009

“Dear colleagues,
Transvestis, transgenders, transexuals and women
who have the pleasure of sharing this space with you
all celebrate this event and above all we celebrate the
presence of all Feminisms and all feminists.

We are not, nor do we consider ourselves to be, new
subjects for Feminism. We are a diverse group:
transvestis, transexuals, transgenders, muxes,
women, vestidas, parecidas, colitas and the thousand
different names that our identities take. We are here
because, like all present, we are feminists, each one
in her own way and after her own fashion.

We have inner strenght, resistance, we are individu-
als. We are feminist bodies and passions confronting
the patriarchal system that oppresses us sometimes
exactly in the sameway and other times in a different
way that it oppresses every single person, female
subject ormale subject, who does not fit into its nor-
mative parameters of privilege.

We raise the flags of all our struggles: for decrimi-
nalization of abortion; for the right to decide over
our bodies, our pleasures, our sexualities, our his-
tories, our identities.

We condemn trafficking and exploitation of children.
We are people who have been placed by patriarchy
in situations of prostitution but we do not accept
prostitution as our fate. We demand to be recog-
nized as valid members of the workforce.

We are Feminists of difference and also of equality,
autonomous feminists. Autonomous, with the power
to decide over our own bodies, to transform, to
transvestite them.
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LOBBYiNG, WHeRE ARe
tHE LEsBiANS?

In spite of the fact that lesbians have been
present in the United Nations for more than
thirty years, we still are not fully aware of what
has been achieved. In the mid and late 1990s,
two lesbian organizations had already ob-
tained ECOSOC Status which allowed them to
be present at international UN women events.
However, it seems that the international LGBT
network was not aware of their accreditation
until very recently, when various LGBT organ-

izations applied for ECOSOC status as well.
Does thismean that lesbians do not know their
own history? Does it also mean that when
lesbians achieve results within a women’s
context, the LGBTmovement does not seem to
be concerned? There are no clear answers to
those questions, but lesbians have won some
“visibility battles”; and this shouldmake them
more comfortable in lobbying the UN to claim
their rights.
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UNITED NATIONS:
WEWERE AND ARE STILL
THERE

A SHORT HISTORY OF LESBIANS
IN THE UNITED NATIONS

Mexico 1975
The World Conference of the International Women’s
Year fuels the lesbianmovement. The lesbian caucus
raises the question of the exclusion of lesbian issues
from the agenda of the conference. The press pub-
lishes information on the “Lesbian Workshop,” an
event held in parallel to the World Conference.

Copenhagen 1980
The organizing committee of the Forum for the World
Decade for Women approves five proposals for work-
shops on lesbian issues. Lesbians throughout the
world dedicate themselves to the task, working in
networks.

Nairobi 1985
The International Lesbian Information Service organ-
izes seven workshops on education, employment,
health, networking, etc. The lesbian caucus comes to
the conferencewith specific demands. To protect them
from the local authorities, the head of the Forum has
the lesbianworkshop tent taken down, an act that puts
lesbian issues in the spotlight. During the conference,
the official delegate of the Netherlands talks openly
for the first time about lesbian issues.

Cairo 1994
For the first time, the term “sexual rights” is placed
in an official intergovernmental document for the
Conference on Population and Development. Even
though the term is withdrawn, the debate on sexual-
ity was vigorous.

Beijing 1995
An international campaign manages to have lesbian
issues included in the official agenda, and a lesbian
“tent” is set up throughout the conference. A march
of over 600 lesbians that will eventually circle the
globe starts in China. The official Conference Com-
mittee discusses the term “sexual orientation” for
more than a week; the discussion and arguments at-
tract the attention of the press. A South African les-
bian testifies in front of the conference in the name of
the lesbian caucus.

Canada 1998
Vienna+5 and the anniversary of the Declaration of
Human Rights. 150 NGOs come together in the
Global Forum for Human Rights and produce a doc-
ument specifically dealing with sexual orientation
and including in its final report recommendations
from LGBT groups.

New York 2000 – Beijing + 5
Session of the General Assembly of the United Na-
tions on the follow up to the Beijing Platform for Ac-
tion. At the Millennium Summit of the UN, the eight
Millennium Development Goals are established. The
aim is to combat poverty, hunger, disease, illiteracy,
environmental degradation and discrimination
against women.

New York 2005 – Beijing +10
UN Commission on the Status of Women conducts
the ten-year review and appraisal of the Beijing Plat-
form for Action. Lobbying by right-wing and conser-
vative movements led by the USA resulted in a
political climate that was hostile to sexual and re-
productive rights issues. Nonetheless, paragraph 96
of the Beijing Platform for Action can be reaffirmed,
protecting women’s autonomy in decision-making
about sexuality.
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THE LESBIAN MOVEMENTS
WITHIN THE HUMAN RIGHTS
PERSPECTIVE

GLORIA CAREAGA

In her speech at the XXIV ILGAWorld Conference in
Vienna in November 2008, Gloria Careaga testified
on the lesbians constant involvement in the United
Nations events, both within and outside ILGA.

“(…) The work developed from ILGA within the United
Nations has been a long process.

(…) International conferences are one of the spaces
where we have been participating for a long time. The
1993 Vienna Conference on Human Rights and the
Conference on AIDS; the Conference on Population
and Development held in Cairo in 1994; the World
Conference on Women in Beijing, 1995; and the
Conference Against Racism and Discrimination in
Durban, 2001. In all these conferences there was a
constant presence of lesbians and gays; and ILGA has
been feeding itself from these processes, forming its
own views. During all this time throughout the 90s
and this new century, there have been people invari-
ably accepting the responsibility to present them-
selves as lesbians, initially during the Vienna
Conference on AIDS and in the World Conference on
Women. They have asserted their presence and faced
governments with declarations on the invisibility
imposed on lesbians and gays.

Rebeca Sevilla, Peruvian, who was our ILGA Secre-
tary General, participated as a lesbian in the Court of
Human Rights at Vienna, in 1993. Her participation
in that Court, together with other lesbians, generated
a very important climate; and it helped to achieve at

the Vienna conference the recognition of women's
rights which were not considered by the United Na-
tions. That first-time presence of a lesbian speaking
publicly from her experience, telling about the main
obstacles which we were encountering, was very
moving (…)

Patria Jiménez, Mexico, spoke for the first time in
the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), another
very important space. And the interesting thing is
that two lesbians appearing publicly as such in these
spaces are Latin American, which breaks totally with
the image that being lesbian or gay is something
from the North, something which can be related only
to European or North American countries. I believe
that they played a very important role; they were
pioneers in stimulating these new views on the
condition of lesbians and gays, and each time we are
more and more women and men present in these
spaces.

Something else I consider significant to emphasize
is that it was during the Conference on Women in
1995 where we finally brought a strong debate about
sexual orientation. At the 1994 Cairo Conference on
Population there was already an important attempt
to include sexual orientation and sexual rights, but
the opposition was so strong that nothing on these
issues could be introduced. Despite this opposition,
the acknowledgment of young people's sexuality –
including outside of marriage - was achieved, some-
thing that seemed impossible even to contemplate.
This acknowledgment and the introduction of the
word 'gender' in the international policies were very
important achievements; even though they were
negotiated and traded off against 'sexual orientation
and sexual rights', they opened a very important door
for the debate at the Conference on Women.
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In the Conference on Women a general feminist
alliance was formed among all the lesbian, bisexual
and heterosexual women in order to push in a very sig-
nificant way sexual rights and sexual orientation, those
two elements that were left pending in Cairo in 1994
and which were taken asmain flags to Beijing in 1995.

I was very impressed to hear how the delegates of
my country, Mexico, at the end of the 1995 Confer-
encementioned that they had never learned somuch
on sexual rights and sexual orientation as they had at
the Conference on Women (…). What I want to high-
light is the intensity that these debates acquired at
this Conference and that our presence in this space
was really very important. (…)”

BEIJING: A HISTORICAL SPEECH
PALESA BEVERLEY DITSIE

In Beijing on 13 September 1995 a lesbian caucus
member, Palesa Beverley Ditsie, from South Africa,
addressed the UN Plenary of the FourthWorld Con-
ference onWomen about lesbian issues. This was an
important event for lesbian visibility and rights.
Before Beijing, responding to the urges of NGO’s
fromall continents, governments at the Preparatory
Committee in New York agreed to the inclusion of
lesbian issues in the Draft Platform for Action. The
struggle in Beijing was about ensuring that human
rights of lesbians would be explicitly protected in
the final document, but conservative forceswere too
strong. Even though lesbianswere not explicitly pro-
tected in the final document, speeches like Ditisie’s
were proof of a strong lesbian presence at the
conference and a milestone in terms of official
recognition of lesbians at world fora.

From ILGA Bulletin 3/95, page 11.

“Madam Chair,
It is a great honor to have the opportunity to address
this distinguished body on behalf of the International
Gay and Lesbian Human Rights Commission, the
International Lesbian Information Service, the Inter-
national Lesbian and Gay Association, and over fifty
other organizations. My name is Palesa Beverley
Ditsie; and I am from Soweto, South Africa, where I
have lived all my life and experienced both tremen-
dous joy and pain within my community. I come from
a country that has recently had an opportunity to
start afresh, an opportunity to strive for a true
democracy where the people govern and where
emphasis is placed on the human rights of all people.
The Constitution of South Africa prohibits discrimi-
nation on the basis of race, gender, ethnic or social
origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, re-
ligion, conscience, belief, culture, or language. In his
opening parliamentary speech in Cape Town on the
9th of April 1994, His Excellency Nelson Rolihlahla
Mandela, State President of South Africa, received
resounding applause when he declared that never
again would anyone be discriminated against on the
basis of sexual orientation.

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights recog-
nizes the 'inherent dignity and… the equal and
inalienable rights of all members of the human fam-
ily,' and guarantees the protection of the fundamen-
tal rights and freedoms of all people 'without
distinction of any kind, such as race, color, sex,
language . . . or other status' (art. 2). Yet every day, in
countries around the world, lesbians suffer violence,
harassment and discrimination because of their sex-
ual orientation. Their basic human rights – such as
the right to life, to bodily integrity, to freedom of
association and expression – are violated. Women
who love women are fired from their jobs; forced into
marriages; beaten andmurdered in their homes and
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on the streets; and have their children taken away by
hostile courts. Some commit suicide due to the
isolation and stigma that they experience within their
families, religious institutions and their broader
community. These and other abuses are documented
in a recently released report by the International Gay
and Lesbian Human Rights Commission on sexual
orientation and women's human rights, as well as in
reports by Amnesty International. Yet the majority of
these abuses have been difficult to document, be-
cause, although lesbians exist everywhere in the
world (including Africa), we have been marginalized
and silenced and remain invisible in most of the
world. In 1994, the United Nations Human Rights
Committee declared that discrimination based on
sexual orientation violates the right to non-discrim-
ination and the right to privacy guaranteed in the
International Covenant of Civil and Political Rights.
Several countries have passed legislation prohibiting
discrimination based on sexual orientation. If the
World Conference on Women is to address the con-
cerns of all women, it must similarly recognize that
discrimination based on sexual orientation is a viola-
tion of basic human rights. Paragraphs 48 and 226 of
the Platform for Action recognize that women face
particular barriers in their lives because of many
factors, including sexual orientation. However, the
term 'sexual orientation' is currently in brackets. If
these words are omitted from the relevant para-
graphs, the Platform for Action will stand as one
more symbol of the discrimination that lesbians face,
and of the lack of recognition of our very existence.

No woman can determine the direction of her own
life without the ability to determine her sexuality.
Sexuality is an integral, deeply ingrained part of every
human being's life and should not be subject to
debate or coercion. Anyone who is truly committed
to women's human rights must recognize that every

ANNA LEAH SARABIA

ILGA female Co-Secretary General from 2000 to
2003, Women’s Secretariat representative from
2003 to 2006 and currently head of the Filippino or-
ganization Women’s Media Circle.

I was asked by some of the women in ILGA to join a
delegation of about twenty women from different
countries to meet with the New York secretariat of
the 1995 Beijing NGO conference. The conference
secretariat was headed by a Filipino woman, whom
I had met several times in previous conferences.
After almost an hour of talking about how lesbians
were being discriminated against by the Beijing
conference organizers, we finally demanded our
own space, to give us visibility. However, the sec-
retariat said that there were no more rooms or
slots for our own booths. So when Tang Suvar-
nananda, from the Filippino organization Anjaree,
told them that we didn't really need a fancy place,
I told the secretariat that we would be happy if we
were given even just a tent, as long as it was our
own lesbian tent. Since we didn't demand much
more than that, they had no choice but to agree to
give us a tent. At the very least, we were able to get
something very concrete from them. It was an im-
portant lesson for me on negotiating at the inter-
national level. When we all got together again a
year later in Beijing, those of us who were at the
meeting in New York couldn't believe that we were
actually given what we demanded, a large tent of
our own. Maybe we should do a repeat of this: get
lesbians from different parts of the world to meet
with the UN Human Rights Council secretariat or
the ECOSOC secretariat and demand something so
basic that it would be stupid for them to refuse us.

Anecdote collected for ILGA’s 30th Anniversary
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woman has the right to determine her sexuality free
of discrimination and oppression. I urge you to make
this a conference for all women, regardless of their
sexual orientation, and to recognize in the Platform
for Action that lesbian rights are women's rights and

that women's rights are universal, inalienable, and
indivisible human rights. I urge you to remove the
brackets from sexual orientation.
Thank you.”

PHUMI MTETWA

ILGA female Co-Secretary General from 1999 to
2001 and the current Director of the Lesbian and
Gay Equality Project in South Africa

One memorable occasion was participating at the
UN Beijing+5 review in New York, its Preparatory
Committee in March and the Assembly dedicated
to this in June 2000 - as ILGA Co-Secretary Gen-
eral. Together with other activists, we managed to
position the issue of sexual orientation high in the
UN agenda. It was one of the times when the US in
particular was trying to block any discussion on
sexual and reproductive rights. It was encouraging
to see how actively progressive lesbians and femi-
nists were in this process and had rallied in sup-
port of ILGA’s statement, as well as my role and
participation as its representative. I remember
preparing the statement in the name of ILGA and
working together, mostly with Cynthia Rothschild
of Amnesty International, until late in the night to
have it ready for the next day. I relied heavily on the
strategic political guidance and personal support
of Irene León throughout my ILGA years, who also
helped shape the statement I presented.

There were feminists and lesbians from many
countries. Among ILGA members I remember
Irene León (FEDAEPS, Ecuador); Gloria Careaga (El
Closet de Sor Juana, Mexico); Dorothy Aken’ova
(INCRESE, Nigeria). Others closely working with us
were Susana Fried and Charlotte Bunch (Global
Centre for Women’s Leadership, US) and IGLHRC
staff. Among close allies were activists from the
World March of Women, the Catholics for Free
Choice and the Latin American Youth Sexual Rights
Network, which was led by the now AWID Director,
Lydia Alpízar Durán.

I think that the work to advance on what had hap-
pened in Beijing five years earlier was more diffi-
cult, especially as many sessions had to be held
behind closed doors - to avoid civil society pressure
from the political right to advance a conservative
plan of action on sexual and reproductive rights.
For us, it was fighting for recognition and defend-
ing the rights of ALL women.

Anecdote collected for ILGA’s 30th Anniversary
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THE COALITION OF ACTIVIST
LESBIANS AT THE UN SINCE
1994

INTERVIEW OF JACK DRAPER
BY PATRICIA CURZI
BY PATRICIA CURZI

The Coalition of Activist Lesbians (COAL) was
formed in Australia in 1994 to work towards the end
of discrimination against lesbians. COAL lobbies the
Australian Commonwealth and State Governments
to remove discrimination against lesbians. The
organization produces research papers about les-
bian health, violence against lesbians, lesbophobia
and lesbian domestic violence. It has participated at
various national and international gatherings on
women related issues.

Why did you decide to apply for UN consultative
status a few years ago?

The Coalition of Activist Lesbians in Australia first
gained UN accreditation to CEDAW (the women’s con-
vention) in about 1994 for the FourthWorld Conference
onWomen held in Beijing in 1995. The Beijing govern-
ment had claimed it would not provide visas for
lesbians. Many of our Australian women’s organiza-
tions were run by lesbians working for the human
rights of other women, e.g., refugees and young
women; and we realized we needed a specific lesbian
feminist voice. Most mixed LGBT organizations were
dominated by men’s issues, and lesbian rights rarely
rated an agenda item. COAL consulted across
Australia, received government funding, provided
training, spoke at conferences, such as during the
Sydney Gay Games, participated in SydneyMardi Gras
andwrote several position papers. Our ECOSOC status
was granted as a part of the Beijing process.

When you received the UN consultative status a few
years ago, was it as difficult as it has been for the
three new LGBT organizations which obtained it in
2006?

Our status had been granted earlier, but COAL had
to provide evidence that we were not a group includ-
ing paedophiles and that we represented Australian
lesbians. It was not a difficult process.

Why is it only in December 2006 that most LGBT
organizations got to know that you had received
the ECOSOC status? Do we have to consider that is
again linked to the invisibility and invisibilisation
of lesbian issues, even within the LGBT move-
ments?

Despite COAL providing reports to CEDAW regularly,
including the Beijing +5 Review and the 10 Year
Review and our having representatives at those
meetings, we have not been widely acknowledged for
our work. I guess that reflects the feminist base of
our organization and our concentration on working
with the CEDAW Convention alongside our sister
organizations. It also highlights the invisibility of
lesbian feminist work within mixed LGBT organiza-
tions. We have not received any funding since the
Liberal Coalition Government came to power in 1997
in Australia and have continued to exist using volun-
teer energy.

The interview is available in Spanish and French at
http://www.ilga.org/news_results_b.asp?FileID=1
040
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INTERNATIONALWAGES
DUE LESBIANS AT THE UN
SINCE 1998

INTERVIEW BY PATRICIA CURZI

The International Wages due Lesbians (IWDL),
which started in 1975, campaigns for the economic,
legal and human rights of lesbian/bi women. They
are women who live in cities, towns and villages,
from different backgrounds, ages, single mothers,
sex workers, agricultural workers, immigrant
women, with disabilities, housewives, students...
They are part of an international multi-racial
network pressing for recognition and wages for all
unwaged work, so that women everywhere will
finally have the money and resources needed to
make choices, including sexual choices.

Why did you decide to apply for UN Consultative
Status a few years ago?

Together with other groups in the Wages for House-
work Campaign, we participated in the UN process
from the beginning of the UN Decade for Women
(1975-85). By the 1980 Mid-Decade conference in
Copenhagen we were lobbying for official recognition
of unwaged work, and in the final 1985 decade
(Nairobi, Kenya) we helped win governments’ com-
mitment to count unwaged work in every country’s
gross national product. For the next ten years IWDL
was part of the growing International Women Count
Network, lobbying governments to implement their
Nairobi commitment. Finally, at the 1995 Conference
in Beijing, we celebrated when governments finally
agreed our proposal to measure and value unwaged
work in economic statistics. Unfortunately, our
lobbying for recognition of the discrimination women

face on the grounds of sexual orientation was not so
successful.

On the basis of this work for over twenty years, we
applied for ECOSOC status in 1998. Some delegates
considering our application accused us of influencing
children to become lesbian or gay, or encouraging
adults to have sexual relationships with children. We
asked if they found acceptable the existing situation:
young LGBT people were committing suicide in dis-
proportionate numbers because there was a taboo
on even discussing homosexuality. Their homopho-
bic objections faded away!

When you received the UN Consultative Status was
it as difficult as it has been for the three new LGBT
organizations which received it in 2006?

Our application was considered much more quickly
than ILGA’s; but the accusations of possible support
for paedophilia were the same as thosemade against
us.

Why was it only in December 2006 that most LGBT
organizations got to know that you had received
the ECOSOC status? Do we have to consider that is
again linked to the invisibility and invisibilisation
of lesbian issues, even within the LGBT move-
ments?

Yes, invisibility is a crucial part of the discrimination
lesbians face. While more than 50% of families in the
world are headed by women – no one knows how
many are lesbian, or how many of the women living
with men are lesbian. And even though it is women
who, often with the support of other women, give
birth to and care for children, families and commu-
nities everywhere, those of us in sexual relationships
with other women have to hide them; so our contri-
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butions are more easily denied or ignored. The ma-
jority of lesbian women in the world can’t afford to
live openly; so we are forced to live double lives or
face violence, imprisonment, torture or death.

Lesbian/bi women without children often do work for
the family or the organizations and movements we
belong to, which other women are not in a position to
do because they are caring for children and male
partners. Yet grassroots women, gay or straight, are
often invisible; and/or we face sexism, racism and
other forms of censorship from those with more
social power. (…).

What are the present activities of IWDL?

Now in the UK we are campaigning for the right to
asylum for those fleeing homophobic persecution
and torture; and we are mobilizing support for
women in our network from Cameroon, Eritrea and
Uganda. Yet it has been very hard to get support for
them from prominent gay individuals or groups.
Many individuals who have become visible in govern-
ment, business and media refuse to remember that
they got there only after years of activism by grass-
roots LGBT people. We challenge them publicly to go
beyond their lifestyle politics to fight for the same
standard of “equality” for everyone, regardless of
whether we have the right passport, skin colour,
accent... We have also opposed the de-politicization
and commercialization of major lesbian and gay
events like Pride.

In Spain WDL has been pressing for welfare benefits
for caregivers who look after their relatives, includ-
ing those who are lesbian. San Francisco WDL has
campaigned for justice for lesbian/bi women victims
of police violence and for an end to the criminaliza-
tion of sex workers, many of whom are lesbian and

use the income from prostitution to be financially
independent of men.

By 2000 when we took part in the Beijing +5 Confer-
ence in New York, the domination of the UN by the
US government and multinationals was obvious and
reflected in the corporatization of UN agencies. The
subsequent refusal to take action against the US/UK
invasion of Iraq was deadly proof of that, as are
reports of UN “peace-keepers” raping children in
exchange for food in the Congo, massacring people in
Haiti and failing to bring any effective pressure to
bear for the Palestinians who, because they are
“stateless”, have status only as a “non-member
entity”. We have, therefore, investedmuch less of our
effort in UN activities.

How did the ECOSOC statusmake yourwork easier?

We have used our ECOSOC status to make a way for
the voice of grassroots women to be heard in the
halls of power and as a lever to press for change in
our own countries, while of course remaining inde-
pendent of UN structures and always accountable to
grassroots LGBT people, beginning with those in the
Global South. We hope other lesbian and gay organ-
izations with status, including ILGA, will do the same.

It’s clear that, while repression and discrimination
continue to rage, the LGBT movements have trans-
formed the world we live in. In a growing number of
countries, the visibility and power of our movements
are making it possible for more people, especially
young people, to have same-sex relationships and
call themselves bisexual, or to refuse any label.
Movements for social change which previously would
have denied that there were lesbians, gays, sex work-
ers or any other “undesirables” in their midst are
now stronger by making visible every sector. In revo-
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lutionary Venezuela, President Chavez has declared:
“Homosexuals have their rights too!”; and the Les-
bian and Gay Revolutionary Movement of Venezuela
is organizing to turn this commitment into reality, an
inspiration to all of us.

The interview is available in Spanish and French at
http://www.ilga.org/news_results.asp?Lan-
guageID=1&FileID=1039&FileCategory=1&ZoneID=4

GAINING THE RIGHT TO SPEAK
WITH OUR OWN VOICE
AT THE UN

INTERVIEW OF MARIA SJÖDIN
BY PATRICIA CURZI

In 2006, the Swedish Federation for Lesbian, Gay,
Bisexual and Transgender Rights (RFSL), applied for
ECOSOC status at the UN, which was granted in July
2007. Both in January andMay of 2007, the Executive
Director, Maria Sjödin, together with the President,
Sören Juvas, went to New York to defend RFSL’s
candidacy. RFSL was also appointed Women’s Sec-
retariat at the ILGAWorld Conference inMarch 2006
and theirmandate was renewed for twomore years
at the World Conference in November 2008.

What was the strategy behind RFSL applying for
ECOSOC status?

The decision was actually made already in 2002 when
ILGA was denied accreditation to the Durban confer-
ence on racism and related intolerance. However, it
wasn’t until 2005 that we had the opportunity to get
all the paperwork and translations ready for the ac-
tual application. For us, the decision came on the one
hand from the frustration over the UN’s treatment of

LGBT people in denying ILGA a voice at the UN, and
on the other hand from a growing interest in inter-
national LGBT issues at RFSL over the last decade.

Why did you feel it was important to be physically
present in New York to defend RFSL’s application
and why did you need to send two people?

At first we didn’t think we would go there at all; but
after discussing it and getting some advice from,
among others, the Swedish Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, we decided that wewould take the opportunity
to improve the odds by being present. We had already
received several questions that we responded to in
writing, and it was obvious that the opponents of our
(LGBT people’s) rights were going tomake it tough for
us. We decided we could do a better job as a team,
rather than sending just one representative; and, of
course, it was then important for us to send repre-
sentatives of different genders as well.

How did you feel in front of this rather hostile audi-
ence and what was the question you received that
most surprised you?

We sat in the room of the NGO committee the entire
week andwere not questioned until after several days.
So, we had a good chance to observe and also lobby
with delegates before we had to get up on the podium
to answer questions.Wewanted to show them that we
are a very serious organization and that we would not
be intimidated by being at this committee.

They asked us some questions regarding very
obscure events that have never even been publicized
in Swedish national newspapers, let alone on the
web. Obviously, our opponents in Sweden, Egypt and
other places cooperate and share information quite
efficiently. The question was on themisappropriation
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from a local branch that took place some years ago.
We had no problems responding that, of course, we
as an organization can never accept mismanagement
of money; but there is no way to completely protect
an organization from individuals – except to report to
the police as soon as it becomes known. We also got
a question on our position on the United Nations
Convention against Corruption. They asked a few
questions related to our activities in schools – Egypt
claimed that, since research shows that young boys’
psychological development can be damaged by hear-
ing about these issues (as in hearing about sexual
orientation other than heterosexual) – how did we
justify our activities in schools. They also wanted to
know that we don’t carry out activities in countries
where homosexuality is illegal. Some of the ques-
tions gave the impression that they were more inter-
ested in our activities with boys – it may actually have
been an advantage that there were two of us present,
one of whom is a woman.

What will be the impact of the ECOSOC status on the
Women’s Secretariat of ILGA?

Due to our ECOSOC status, RFSL has had the chance
to accredit participants to one of the UN’s largest
events – the Commission on Status of Women (CSW).
In 2008 two members of RFSL took part in the event;
but we also accredited Gloria Careaga, current Co-
Secretary General of ILGA, on our status, allowing to
network and increase lesbians' issues visibility. In
2009, we again participated and organized the only
side-event that explicitly named lesbian and bisexual
women: “The rights of invisible women – the human
rights of lesbian and bisexual women”. The purpose
was to carry out a constructive discussion on the
challenges and opportunities of raising lesbian and
bisexual women's concerns and issues within the UN
and the global human rights discourse. The event

was successful: so, we are now aiming to get the
Swedish government to sponsor a side-event for
2010 on violence directed towards women due to
their sexual orientation, gender expression or gen-
der identity, actual or perceived. Even though we reg-
istered the event in due time, at first we were not
included nor given a time slot for the event. Only after
contacting the organizers did we get it, and then we
were not in the schedule accessible from the UNweb
site. Maybe it was a genuine mistake or someone
thought the title was controversial – but it was great
to have so many people show up in the audience who
had managed to get ahold of our flyers or see us in
the day programme. It certainly goes to show that
there is a demand for events naming and addressing
lesbian and bisexual women’s issues!

What did you learn from this whole process that
might be valuable for other LGBT organizations?

We certainly learned that our opponents are very well
organized and really collaborate among each other.
The level of detailed knowledge and translated ma-
terial that they had was quite surprising. In a way this
is empowering – knowing that the opponents of
human rights for LGBT people are so afraid of us that
they will take great measures to keep us out makes
me feel that they know that when we (as in the entire
LGBT movement) are present, we can and will
change the ways of the world.

For us it was important to be present and to engage
with the Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs so that
they could advocate on our behalf. The whole
ECOSOC process and our presence and involvement
at the CSW are also very positive – we can claim our
voice and organize presence.

www.rfsl.se
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LBL - The Danish LGBT Organisation
www.lbl.dk
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CLOSING REMARKS

Historical and new allies

We believe that lesbian groups will be stronger if they
fight together with their historical allies, the feminist
and the gay groups, as well as human rights, ethnic
and cultural communities. For their part, these
groups will benefit from the reflectionmade by some
lesbians on gender, on roles imposed by society and
on mainstreaming all rights.

To be owner of its own history

We desire to give some perspective to the new gen-
eration of lesbians who will be the feminists of
tomorrow. In many cases younger lesbians are un-
aware of their own history even within ILGA. It seems
that the older generation often has difficulty trans-
mitting their experiences andmaking roomwithin the
movement for the new generation. Knowing one’s
own history can have an empowering effect, as many
lesbians do not realize the impact their predecessors
have had in the arts, politics and civil society.

Empowerment and raising awareness

Some of the positive examples included in this pub-
lication illustrate that “history can be changed” and
that some lesbian groups have managed to main-
stream their concerns with those of other move-
ments. Sharing experiences and knowledge is a way
to develop skills and being aware of those achieve-
ments is the first step towards empowerment and
pride. The report has a positive imprint and is aimed
at strengthening the future of the lesbian movement
rather than lingering on victimization.

What the report is going to change

Wewish to change the negative perception and cliché
that lesbians are only able to work with lesbians and
are unwilling to embrace other causes. The various
texts, anecdotes and interviews demonstrate that on
the contrary, lesbians have shown more solidarity
than other groups and that recognition of this fact
must follow. Lesbians apply a revolutionary way of
thinking that can be beneficial to all actors within our
society fighting for equal rights and justice.



ILGA, the International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Intersex Association, is a
worldwide network of lesbian, gay, bisexual and trans and intersex organizations work-
ing for human rights and against sexual orientation and gender identity discrimination.




