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PREFACE 1

PREFACE

WRITTEN OUT: HOW SEXUALITY IS USED TO ATTACK WOMEN’S ORGANIZING
was originally published in 2000 and was launched at a public event in New
York on the final night of Beijing +5, the United Nations’ five-year review of the
Fourth World Conference on Women (Beijing, 1995). Since its publication, this
report has been used by women throughout the world in both community and
academic settings as a tool for understanding and discussing a seemingly univer-
sal dynamic for most women who dare to assert their leadership and perspectives
as public advocates: the disparagement and silencing of their identities and polit-
ical visions through sexuality-based attacks. In this time, women’s advocacy
efforts have grown stronger and regional and global networks dedicated to
women’s human rights, social justice and gender equality have proliferated. Yet,
in 2003, the global political climate presents as many challenges as it does oppor-
tunities for women’s organizing.

Among the barriers to women’s ability to exercise and enjoy their human
rights is the phenomenon of “lesbian-baiting” and “sexuality-baiting.” Such
baiting is a tool used to discredit not only individual women and the groups with
which they work, but also their political visions and goals. Women’s human
rights defenders, as well as others, are at particular risk of being targeted, in
many instances, not just because of the work they do, but also because of who
they are or are imagined to be.

The unabated prevalence of this experience compelled us to revise and republish
Written Out. The Beijing +10 session (the 10th anniversary review of the Beijing
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Declaration and Platform for Action by the UN Commission on the Status of
Women), provided the International Gay and Lesbian Human Rights Commission
and the Center for Women’s Global Leadership with a significant opportunity to
update this research in order to further the conversation started in the Beijing +5
forum five years ago. We again highlight stories of various forms of sexuality-bait-
ing, with an added emphasis on telling the stories of women whose political organ-
izing takes shape beyond advocacy on sexuality itself. We note that sexuality-bait-
ing is used as a means to stifle political and personal expression whenever women’s
agendas or identities are positioned by those who brand them as “too threatening”
to a state, an ideology or a tradition.

Much of the original remains as it was published in 2000. Where possible, we
have revised relevant parts, and we have added short updates to the country case
studies of Costa Rica, India, Poland and Namibia. We have added three new
chapters: the first addresses the current political climate as it affects and elicits
sexuality-baiting, and features new case material that speaks to the experiences
of women human rights defenders who, at least in part, focus on sexuality in
their work. This chapter explores, among other things, the current wars on ter-
ror, threats to funding and self-censorship for fear of baiting. The second section
looks at baiting experiences of women in positions of public leadership—
whether in some form of political office or as advocates in non-governmental set-
tings—where their areas of focus are not explicitly related to sexuality. It is in this
section where we argue that sexuality-baiting is a tactic used to discredit women
who organize in relation to myriad issues and not only on women’s issues or sex-
uality, per se. The third new section explores sexuality-baiting within UN fora
during and since Beijing +5, and depicts a range of perpetrators and targets of
discrediting.

Our commitment in this report is to share women’s narratives of lesbian-
baiting and sexuality-baiting in an effort to show the breadth of disruptive or
oppositional tactics and the similarities across regions, cultures and movements.
We believe these accounts must still be conveyed and that the methods used to
devalue women’s political advocacy must be exposed. We tell these stories to
highlight women’s experience and to honor the courageous resistance to baiting
that takes place around the world.
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INTRODUCTION

THE ORIGINAL VERSION OF THIS REPORT WAS INTRODUCED DURING THE
proceedings for Beijing +5, the UN’s five-year review of the Fourth World
Conference on Women, held in Beijing in 1995. The launch of Written Out:
How Sexuality is Used to Attack Women’s Organizing took place in a room
crowded with women who were frustrated and exhausted from the previous two
weeks of long meetings, difficult lobbying, contentious debates and stalled nego-
tiations. For the duration of Beijing +5 proceedings, sexual and reproductive
rights issues, as in Beijing, had proven to be lightning rods of controversy, spark-
ing the ire of conservative government delegations and representatives of extrem-
ist non-governmental organizations alike.

While feminists and sexual rights advocates attended the UN session in large
numbers, so too did their opponents. Women’s human rights advocates vocally
addressed and fought for women’s rights to equal inheritance, freedom from gen-
der-based violence, access to quality and affordable health care, services and sup-
port related to HIV/AIDS, and the adoption of laws banning unequal treatment
of women. Sexual and reproductive health and rights groups lobbied for sexual-
ity education and health care services anchored in women’s experiences of their
bodies and their sexualities. Although there was (and is) no one definition of sex-
ual rights upon which all advocates agreed, related advocacy rested on a number
of shared principles that included: the right of each human being to experience
her/his sexuality freely, fully, and consensually, and an understanding of sexual-
ity as a realm of experience encompassing sexual orientation, gender identity,
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sexual and gender expression, desire, pleasure and sexual practices (see Chapter
1 for a more detailed discussion of sexuality and rights).

While the right to bodily autonomy and the right to control one’s own sexu-
ality were foundational to sexual rights agendas at Beijing +3, they served as well
as a rallying cry for conservative opposition, bent on defending institutions of
traditional male authority.

Anti-sexual rights positions were vociferously represented in inter-governmental
deliberations as well as in non-governmental “side event” programming, where
representatives included religious figures bussed in at the last minute from vari-
ous places in North America expressly to attend sessions in which sexuality
would be examined. To many sexual rights advocates, it seemed as if every time
either sexual orientation or abortion was mentioned, there was a crack of elec-
tricity in the negotiating conference rooms, as women’s sexual and reproductive
rights, and in certain circumstances, women’s human rights generally, came
under attack, just as they had five years earlier when the Beijing Declaration and
Platform for Action (PFA) were being drafted and agreed upon.

The women and men who attended the launch arrived having spent nearly
two weeks listening to ugly assertions about their lives—not in the streets, not in
newspapers—but in UN meetings, articulated by government officials or their
trusted advisors, and by the imported friars and priests who read Bibles while
surrounding the perimeter of the UN rooms in which sexuality programming
was taking place. Yet at Written Out’s introduction, feminists from around the
globe carved out a space to talk about their experiences of being antagonized
because of their sexuality-related political organizing or identities. Some were
moved to tears by the testimonies they heard, many told by people who had been
contributors to the publication. Participants were reminded, yet again, that sex-
uality-baiting and lesbian-baiting know no national boundaries. Moreover, from
region to region, the tactics used against women activists have an eerie familiar-
ity: All too frequently they are anchored in allegations about women’s relation-
ships to gender, family, reproductive status and sexuality.

The attendees realized, also, that the constellation of narratives documented
in Written Out was not only effective in capturing what women felt when they
were home, doing their work, but also—and more immediately—that the stories
were resonating so deeply because they mirrored what many had been experi-
encing for the previous two weeks within the confines of the United Nations.
Many attendees of the session had themselves been baited, maligned, had their
political skills and convictions called into question, and had been named as
immoral, unnatural, insensitive and uncaring about the plight of other women all
around the world.
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And yet, even with the acknowledgment of struggle, the predominant feeling
in the room was far from one of defeat. Rather, the mood of many present was
one of fatigued exhilaration. During Beijing +5, women had defended Beijing’s
Platform for Action and had staved off a concerted right-wing organizing effort
to limit and roll back previous commitments by governments to advancing
women’s human rights to sexuality and reproductive choices. And, as is often the
case when women come together to talk about experiences related to sexuality,
the energy in the room sparkled with shared experiences, new knowledge and
information and the capturing of strategic nuggets of wisdom from the tales of
success and challenge.

In the process, the non-governmental lesbian caucus, with allies in a number
of movements, had unleashed more official programming on sexuality and
human rights, with greater attendance by governmental delegations than had
ever taken place at a UN women’s meeting. For some, the visibility, even if dan-
gerous, was thrilling. Although none could foresee the future and the cata-
strophic political shifts to come in the following year, sexual rights once again
had been “written into” UN feminist history.

As was the case in 2000, sexuality-baiting and lesbian-baiting remain effective
and widely-used tactics to discredit and undermine women’s activist work. The
2001 report of the UN Secretary General’s Special Representative on human
rights defenders noted that women’s human rights groups and those who are
active on issues of sexuality, especially in relation to sexual orientation and
reproductive rights, are at specific risk for targeting. “These groups are often
very vulnerable to prejudice, to marginalization and to public repudiation, not
only by State forces but other social actors.”!

In response, we must ask: Where is the threat? And what is the potential?
These two questions about sexual rights advocacy animate Written Out. As in
2000 with its initial publication, these questions remain pertinent and timely.
The notion of threat in relation to sexuality-baiting is not a rhetorical one, as sex-
ual rights and feminist communities are reminded in brutal and graphic ways. In
late September of 2004, Fannyann Eddy, the founder and director of the Sierra
Leone Lesbian and Gay Association, the first group of its kind in that country,
was brutally murdered in her office, the target of at least one man who ultimately
strangled her to death.

While the motives for her murder might not ever be known, at least two facts
remain true: Fannyann was a courageous lesbian activist with a public profile,

1. Report of the Special Representative of the UN Secretary General on human rights defenders,
Commission on Human Rights, January 2001, E/CN.4/2001/94, Paragraph 89(g).
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and she had experienced public lesbian-baiting as a result of her work. Not long
before her death, she told the following story, apparently with great pride and
humor, of baiting episodes she had experienced while engaging in the mundane
business of banking, a process that usually brings little scrutiny or threat:

When we had registered and I went to open a bank account for the
organisation, the whole staff of the bank came out to have a look at me
and I had to call the manager to make sure that I was actually served.
Later, when I went to carry out a transaction at the bank and used just
the account number as a reference, the teller told me in a very loud voice
so that all the other customers were alerted that I had to say the name
of the account. I did not give in but insisted on making the transaction
using the account number as a reference.”?

Most threats against human rights defenders are manifested more subtly, but
they are still woven into the fabric of daily life, where the simplest of activities
can become fraught with risks of exposure and sources of potential humiliation.
Sexuality-baiting, while often intended to intimidate, can publicly identify indi-
viduals in ways that intentionally or accidentally elicit increased risk to their
physical security. Here we are faced with an unfortunate irony: women face
baiting and opposition to their political activism partly because of the backlash
unleashed due to their successes. Ten years after the Beijing Conference, women’s
human rights and sexual rights advocacy have elicited demonstrative gains in all
regions, and also a level of unprecedented antagonism against both gender-sensi-
tive reforms and the individuals working for them.

Just after Beijing +5 ended, two significant political events took place, both of
which have had a dramatic impact on the climate leading to Beijing +10. First,
the result of the 2000 US presidential election revealed a new level of political
power for the Religious Right in the US and with major global implications.
Second, the attacks of September 11, 2001, effected a heightened level of fear as
well as scrutiny. It is hard to delineate exactly how the geopolitical terrain has
shifted since these events transpired, yet fluid lines of demarcation between cul-
tures, regions and ideologies are seemingly drawn at whim in an ever-evolving
dance of state alliances and differences. What often goes unnamed, though, is the
fact that sexuality and women’s experience persistently have been overt focal
points as well as subtexts and undercurrents.

2. Fannyann Eddy, as told to a meeting of African LGBT advocates in 2004, and recounted in a
public obituary written and circulated by Gays and Lesbians of Zimbabwe in October 2004.
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Indeed, women’s own interests too often are used against them. Abuses
toward women have been positioned as the justification for war through the use
of manipulative and selective descriptions of women’s human rights. Fears of
women becoming “Westernized” have prompted violent reaction to legal
reforms (although no similar outcry erupts over men wearing Western suits).
Donor and aid recipient states exert pressure on one another as they claim that
women are “better off” under certain policies or with reduction or elimination of
foreign debt.3

Since Beijing +5 and the attacks of 2001, a series of gains has been achieved,
while new obstacles have been presented in the landscape of sexual rights organ-
izing, and, more simply, in the daily lives of women in all regions:
= Many women in Afghanistan, reportedly “freed” from the shrouds of burkas

during the Taliban regime, are reportedly still unwilling to uncover for fear of

violence and derision. Some young women who have tried to escape forced
marriages have ended up imprisoned.*

= As Turkey negotiates accession to the European Union, feminists have organ-
ized to decriminalize adultery and eliminate sodomy laws in the revision of
the Turkish penal code. While they were successful in the first case (adultery
no longer brings a criminal penalty), they failed in the latter—the sodomy
law still stands, even as provisions used against sexual minorities have been
weakened.’

= Some countries, including Spain and Uruguay, have relaxed or have made sig-
nificant efforts to liberalize their abortion restrictions, while others (such as

Poland, as we describe in an update to our original case study) have developed

more stringent guidelines.®
= Lesbians and gay men are now allowed to marry their same-sex partners in

certain countries, including Canada, the Netherlands, and Belgium, just as
anti-gay marriage initiatives have become subjects of popular legislation (as in

W

. States receiving funds have sometimes claimed that staggering debt precludes their putting into
effect adequate gender reform policies.

4. Haseena Sulaiman and Lailuma Saded, “Forced Marriage Ban Possible,” http://www.
peacewomen.org/ news/Afghanistan/Dec03/ban.html. See also Amnesty International ““No one
listens to us and no one treats us as human beings’: Justice denied to women,” October 2003,
http://www.web.amnesty.org/ library/index/engasa110232003.

. Women’s Human Rights in the New Turkish Penal Code, Women for Women’s Human
Rights—New Ways; http://www.wwhr.org/id_911.

. Although in 2004, the Uruguayan Senate narrowly defeated a bill that would have legalized

“

N

abortion, a new norm requiring pre- and post-abortion counseling was approved; the govern-
ment of Spain is also expected to make efforts to liberalize abortion restrictions in 2005; and the
Brazilian government is expected to address decriminalization of abortion in 2005.
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a range of states in the United States). Even the UN has begun to provide
same-sex partner benefits under certain limited conditions.”

= African women have succeeded in securing the adoption of a women’s rights-
focused Optional Protocol to the African Charter on Human and People’s
Rights, with sexual and reproductive health references included in the text. Yet
this coexists with a number of criminal prosecutions of unmarried and preg-
nant women in Nigeria on the charge of adultery. In some cases, these women
have been sentenced by conservative Shari’a courts to death by stoning.8

In other political spheres:

= In 2003, the Vatican published a glossary of terms related to gender, many of
which are seen to spin the clock back to a previous age.?

= In 2003, Brazil boldly introduced a resolution supporting sexual orientation
to the UN Commission on Human Rights, only to back down from continued
discussion in 2004 when the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC)
threatened to cancel a conference of Arab and Latin American leaders and
otherwise jeopardize trade relations with the sponsor.10

7. In November 2004, South Africa’s Supreme Court of Appeal found that country’s Marriage Act
to be discriminatory because it interprets marriage to be “between a man and a woman” and fur-
ther recommended a change in definition of marriage to represent a union “between two persons.”
“South African Court Legalises Gay Marriage”; AFROL News; December 1, 2004; http://
www. afrol.com/articles/14900. In January of 2004, the United Nations agreed to recognize gay
marriages and civil unions of its staff in accordance with laws of the countries of their nationali-
ties when those laws permit marriage and civil unions. “Domestic Partnership and Same
Sex Marriage,” UNSpecial #627, March 2004, http://www.unspecial.org/UNS627/
UNS627_T06.html.

8. The sentence of stoning to death has not been carried out in any of these cases. See, for example,
“Nigeria: Amina Lawal—Summary of an Appeal,” Women Living Under Muslim Laws, September
13, 2002, http://www.wluml.org/english/newsfulltxt.shtml?cmd % 5B157 % 5D=x-157-3150.

9. In 2003, the Vatican published its “Lexicon on Ambiguous and Colloquial Terms About Family
Life and Ethical Questions,” a 900 page glossary of more than 70 terms related to gender, repro-
duction and the family. According to one reviewer, its more compelling interpretations, all artic-

»

ulated in order to “reduce potential confusion,” include the notions that homosexuality is

rooted in “unresolved psychological conflict” and that “countries that allow gay marriages are
inhabited by people with ‘profoundly disordered minds’.” The document was designed to be
used with governments as well as with “the faithful.” See http://www.theage.com.au/articles/
2003/04/01/ 1048962756031.html?oneclick=true and http://www.geocities.com/ scfl_2000/
enews2003/ 20030425 .htm. See page 98 for a discussion about the Vatican, gender-related ter-
minology and the International Criminal Court.

10. “Anatomy of a Backlash: In the International Sphere: Human Rights Watch,” January 20035,
http://www.hrw.org/wr2k5/anatomy/3.htm; Adrian Brune, “Brazil Human Rights Resolution on
LGBT Community Withdrawn,” Washington Blade, April 15, 2004, http:/www.sfcenter.org/
news1.php?id_article=82.
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= In one of the more ironic twists toward revisionist history, we were informed
that “W” stands for “Women” in George W. Bush’s 2004 election trail rhetoric—
an unusual classification, as US administration policies have sought to curtail
women’s reproductive rights and access to health-related information and
services around the globe.!1

= Stories abound of the sexual abuse of boys by male church officials that has
risen to epidemic proportions, and churches throughout the US and a number
of other countries have lost funds, support and followers.12

= And the HIV pandemic continues to rage, eliciting excessive morbidity and
mortality rates in Asia and the Caribbean as well as through the African con-
tinent, just as vibrant advocacy exists in support of rights related to health,
including access to treatment and services.!3

In the last five years, analytical developments in the fields of sexual and repro-
ductive rights have affected both language and practice of advocacy. One notable
shift in the discourse of women’s sexual rights has been the growing movement
among sexual rights advocates to modify their orientation away from a strictly
anti-violence model toward a focus on claims to “positive” sexual rights, such as
the right to pursue pleasure and to exhibit expressions of fluid gender identities.

Some activists have decided that rights to freedom from violence, coercion
and discrimination in relation to sexuality are not enough, and a number of proj-
ects have begun to develop advocacy focused on more liberatory claims or positive
demands of the state to provide enabling conditions for enjoyment of all rights
related to sexuality. Among these are the Latin American Committee for the
Defense of Women’s Rights’ (CLADEM) sexual rights initiative, Women for
Women’s Human Rights sexuality training programs in Turkey and the Middle
East/North Africa, Collecting Resources for Empowerment In Action (CREA)
sexuality and human rights institutes in India, Gender/Sexuality Rights
Association of Taiwan’s anti-censorship efforts, and the girls’ empowerment
programs of the International Centre for Sexual Rights and Reproductive Health
in Nigeria.

Other developments have included the increased focus on responsibility and
accountability of non-state actors in committing human rights abuses related to

11. “Bush’s Other War: the Assault on Women’s Sexual and Reproductive Rights” fact sheet,
International Women’s Health Coalition, www.bushsotherwar.org.

12. “Abuse in the Catholic Church,” Boston Globe, www.boston.com/globe/spotlight/abuse.

13. For recent statistics on the HIV/AIDS pandemic, see reports of UNAIDS at www.unaids.org; See
also the journal “Health and Human Rights: An International Journal,” published by Harvard
University and the Francois Xavier Bagnoud Center for Health and Human Rights.
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sexuality.14 In many instances, it is members of communities or families and not
state agents who perpetrate abuses that may be brutal and violent. Far too many
of these attacks go uninvestigated or unpunished. It is the responsibility of any
state to provide an enabling environment for women, and all people, to enjoy
rights. A “rights positive” climate would prevent and punish discrimination,
ensure that perpetrators of abuse are dealt with swiftly and firmly, and also
ensure they are brought to justice with fair sentences. Without these enabling
conditions in place, sexuality-baiting is more likely to continue with impunity.

Political Landscape Since 2000

Few geo-political factors have affected the landscape of sexuality organizing and
sexuality-baiting since 2000 as much as the combined effects of the wars against
terrorism, the growth and intensification of fundamentalist movements in the
global north and south, and the downturn in the global economy and restrictions
on funding grassroots and non-governmental organizing and advocacy. Further,
a synergistic relationship has formed between the burgeoning of military
responses to perception of threat and the growth of fundamentalist movements
in both the global north and south.!s

Baiting has become increasingly sophisticated, as non-governmental organiza-
tions and individual advocates are targeted by state and non-state actors through
public baiting campaigns. In addition, these efforts also sometimes take aim at an
organization’s jugular vein by stifling the flow of resources that keep activist
efforts alive and organizations secure. Just as these socio-economic realities work
in tandem with one another, so, too, do the realities of ways women alter their
advocacy or veil their vision for fear and expectation of baiting.

Around the world, advocates and defenders of women’s human rights face the
reality of shrinking funds during what for many is an economic downturn.
Sophisticated surveillance, whether through overt policing or infiltration into
groups, has elicited both paranoia and well-founded fears of any agents of the state.
Groups whose agendas are labeled by authorities as threats to the state, public order,
the community or the family face economic and political coercion and control by

14. See Amnesty International’s “Respect, Protect, Fulfil: Women’s Human Rights, State Responsi-
bility for Abuses by Non-State Actors”; the term “non-state actors” is generally taken to mean
actors who are unaffiliated with government or state agencies of any kind. Non-state actors can
include, for instance, family and community members, corporations, health care workers and
representatives of the media. Distinctions between state and non-state actors can be blurred,
however, such as when health workers are part of state health facilities, or when media is gov-
ernment-controlled.

15. Some activists argue that since 2000, conservative extremist movements have developed and
have become more entrenched, possibly nowhere with such fervor and power as in the US.
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states through a variety of mechanisms, including withholding of funds, freezing of
bank accounts, and denial of legal registration status. Co-existing with the fear of
financial ruin are the possibilities of being named in the ever-widening web of what
groups or individuals are labeled terrorists or terrorist sympathizers. Baiting need-
n’t be public, as newly imposed regulations and policies related to anti-terrorism
efforts can almost immediately defund groups, put their members at risk of expo-
sure, and threaten leadership with fines or imprisonment.

Feminist organizers in many countries now face draconian responses to the
portrayal of their work as a threat—to country, community or family.
Governments argue that strict and punitive measures are necessary in order to
combat the ubiquitous “war on terror.” Yet, many advocates argue that some
policies imposed have little to do with the war against terrorism, and, in fact, are
emblematic of conservative agendas that many countries had been seeking to
advance even before the events of September, 2001.

The World Organization Against Torture (OMCT) has documented the phe-
nomenon of NGO-baiting in its 2003 annual report, in which it notes that non-gov-
ernmental organizations and individual human rights defenders are at risk of being
labeled terrorists or terrorist sympathizers even when their work has nothing to do
with issues related to terror.16 The Special Representative for human rights defend-
ers dedicated half of her 2003 report to the General Assembly to threats to human
rights defenders under security legislation.1” She reports that “[ilnformation on
HIV/AIDS, reports of alleged human rights abuses by members of a governing polit-
ical party or statements critical of the human rights impact of government security
policies have all been claimed by States to be information whose publication is a
threat to national security.”!8 In a scenario ripe for baiting, even providing informa-
tion about correct condom use can be labeled as an act threatening to political order.

Even as the last five years have revealed myriad complexities and nuances of
geo-political realities, one truth remains in relation to women’s experience:
women’s political advocacy in the area of gender equality is still perceived by
state and non-state actors as threatening in ways that require regulation—of

16. “Human Rights Defenders in a Security First Environment,” OMCT/International Federation
for Human Rights, p. 158.

17. Human rights defenders are people who, based on principles of universality and indivisibility of
human rights, defend the civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights of all people. See
International Service for Human Rights, http://www.ishr.ch/about%20ISHR/HRDO/
HRDO%20Secretariat/AboutHRDO.htm; and the UN Declaration on the Rights and
Responsibility of Individuals, Groups and Organs of Society to Promote and Protect Universally
Recognized Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, A/RES/53/144.

18. Report of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General on human rights defenders
September 2003, A/58/380, Paragraph 18.
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bodies, clothing, speech, partners, choices about how to form families, whether
and how to parent, and, of course, political expression.

Legal and Financial Challenges

Among the more pernicious aspects of baiting campaigns, as noted above, are the
mechanisms that are invoked to challenge the legal identity of an organization
and hamper its financial operations. When the political climate stifles political
participation and expression, women’s rights are often among the first to be
more vigorously regulated or to have their activities suppressed.

Women’s groups in Uzbekistan have a post-Soviet era legacy of engaging in
vibrant criticism of their government. But in early 2004, this legacy was circum-
scribed under the guise of anti-terror activities, as the Uzbek government, a sup-
porter of the US/UK-led war in Iraq, issued Decree #56, On Measures for
Effective Calculation of Funding for Technical and Humanitarian Aid and
Grants Received from International and Foreign Governments. Under this
decree, widely seen as President Islam Karimov’s effort to control voices critical
of his government, international grants to non-governmental organizations must
be channeled through the central government Uzbekistan National Bank, or
Asaka Bank, and can be released only with the permission of committees at the
central bank or the Cabinet of Ministries.

These committees, whose representatives are comprised of members of govern-
ment (especially from the justice system), are charged with determining whether an
organization’s project differs from or duplicates governmental efforts on the same
issues. In essence, the assets and grants of non-governmental groups can be frozen
unless they can make an argument to the government about the usefulness of a par-
ticular project. Funds are unlikely to be released to groups known to be critical of
the government, which puts women’s organizations at particular risk.

In May of 2004, another decree was issued which greatly expanded the reach
of the official Women’s Committee of the Republic of Uzbekistan. All women’s
groups are now required to re-register with the government, and can only do so
with the recommendation of the Women’s Committee. The Women’s Committee
can influence or determine an organization’s choice of director, and can refuse to
re-register the group if its members object to the person chosen. Members of
women’s organizations have expressed concern that more vocal opponents of the
government and its policies on women’s rights might simply be denied the right
to re-register and be forced to close down as a result.1?

19. Women’s World: Organization for Rights, Literature and Development, http://www.wworld.org/
programs/newltem.asp?eventID=53 July 26, 2004.
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Not all clampdowns on non-governmental activity are related to the war on
terror, of course; many governments have persistently sought to limit the activi-
ties of groups whose agendas are deemed inappropriate or illegal by those in
positions of authority. Whether through anti-terror legislation and policy, or
directing or hampering economic resources, governments have the ability to
engage in baiting by threatening the legal and financial status of groups. One
result of such campaigns is the draining of human and financial resources as
groups seek to defend themselves from attack. Organizations often find them-
selves at particular risk when they are operating at the intersection of politically
conservative climates and bad economic times.

Often negative political and financial consequences are intertwined, as is the
case for non-governmental organizations in Zimbabwe. The struggle to enjoy the
rights to freedom of assembly and association are not new to NGOs in
Zimbabwe. Gays and Lesbians of Zimbabwe (GALZ) has been the target of
police and governmental harassment since its inception in 1990.20 In recent
years, the threats to GALZ had receded, as President Robert Mugabe began to
target his anti-NGO platforms to the growing domestic opposition movement
seeking his ouster from office. After waves of arrests of NGO activists, the freez-
ing of bank accounts, controversies about land closures and a still-failing econ-
omy, Mugabe has again turned his strategic wrath toward GALZ, which now
struggles to figure out how to balance its critical organizing and education efforts
against the need to be mindful of the intensity of the attacks and risks of height-
ened visibility to individual safety and financial security. In order to thwart hostile
government efforts intended to intimidate and potentially force GALZ’s closure,
at different moments, the organization has decided to try to work with a lower
profile so as to attract less attention. In effect, GALZ’s capacity to function, and
to function legally, has been hampered by a climate fueled by state baiting.

In other circumstances, government agencies have tried to influence the mes-
sages and advocacy of sexual and reproductive rights and health service provision
organizations. Whether by creating policies that favor anti-sexual rights positions,
or through more overt antagonism by government machineries, groups have been
targeted and punished when they are seen as spreading “immoral” sex-positive
messages, or information. In the United States, the Internal Revenue Service, the
governmental agency responsible for collecting individual and corporate taxes,
has been instructed by the Bush administration to audit the financial records of
a number of non-governmental organizations whose work focuses on sexual
and reproductive health. Other government agencies have undertaken audits of

20. See page 43 for more detail about GALZ .
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“suspect” organizations. US-based Advocates for Youth, an organization that
focuses on sexual and reproductive health and rights of young people and which
has been critical of the US administration’s promulgation of scientifically
unproven abstinence-only-until-marriage programs, was targeted for three finan-
cial audits in one year alone by the Department of Heath and Human Services.
They also had their funding cut after criticizing the Bush administration’s
HIV/AIDS policies.2! The Centers for Disease Control investigated the San
Francisco STOP AIDS Project for three consecutive years at the request of conser-
vative members of Congress after the organization was linked to a protest of the
former US Secretary of Health and Human Services at the 2002 International
AIDS Conference, where he, too, touted the advantages of abstinence-only.22
STOP AIDS had been audited by the IRS during the previous year.

International agencies, too, have not been immune to intervention, as some
have been targeted by politically conservative and right-wing-driven agendas.
Most notably, the current US administration has chosen since 2002 to defy
Congressional appropriations and withhold approximately $34 million in fund-
ing of the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) because of spurious allega-
tions about its alleged support of coerced abortion in China. The fact that a US
State Department study commissioned by the Administration found no evidence
to support this assertion and actually recommended releasing the funds had little
impact in the face of the Administration’s increasingly vehement anti-abortion
agenda. The US administration also denied funding to the Reproductive Health
for Refugees Consortium, a collaborative effort that provides HIV and repro-
ductive and sexual health services for women in refugee and conflict situations—
because of the abortion-related activities of one—and the only European—mem-
ber organization, the UK-based Marie Stopes International.23

In both instances, domestic and international outrage about the US govern-
ment’s efforts to restrict the work of some of the most creditable organizations
focusing on women’s health sparked worldwide resistance. A feminist campaign
to procure grassroots funding for UNFPA was born from the Bush administra-
tion’s denial of funds: the grassroots “34 Million Friends of UNFPA” campaign

21. “Continuing Attacks on Nonprofit Speech: Death by a Thousand Cuts II,” OMB Waich, Office
of Management and Budget [USA], 2004, http://www.ombwatch.org/article/articleview/2490.

22. Helga Glen, “Centers for Disease Control and Prevention Defunds STOP AIDS Project,”
http://www.castroonline.com/spectrum/0604/StopAIDS.html, September 2004.

23. Other members of the Consortium include the American Refugee Committee, CARE,
Columbia University—Heilbrunn Center for Population and Family Health, International
Rescue Committee (IRC) JSI Research and Training Institute, and the Women’s Commission for
Refugee Women and Children.
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seeks to garner individual donations, sometimes of one dollar each, to compen-
sate for the funding gap created by US withdrawal of funding and to publicize
issues related to the campaign. To date, the campaign has raised over $2.2 mil-
lion from small contributions.24 In an act of international solidarity and resist-
ance, the Reproductive Health for Refugees Consortium decided that it would
simply decline further funding from the US Agency for International
Development rather than distance itself from the policies and programs of Marie
Stopes International.

Both UNFPA and the Reproductive Health for Refugees Consortium provide
potentially life-saving information and services, and both were forced to absorb
significant budget cuts as a result of the US’ state-driven anti-abortion sentiment.
Equally compelling, though, is the fact that each organization has had to dedicate
resources to countering the myths underpinning the financial withholding, or to
publicizing the controversial decision and garnering international support.

Fundamentalisms

During the last two decades, a variety of religious, ethnic and political extremist
movements have been able to claim heightened political legitimacy through
strengthened numbers and greater funding. The relative increase in “fundamen-
talisms” around the world has had direct and obvious impact on women’s sexu-
ality-related advocacy, and has contributed in many arenas to the efforts at dis-
crediting individuals and organizations alike. In the global North, a renewed
rightist movement with allies in governments of Australia, Denmark and the US
has ensured that defenders of sexual and reproductive rights are put in increas-
ingly defensive positions, a condition that results in organizations finding them-
selves in the absurd position of spending the bulk of their time defending the
most basic of their agendas and unable to pay attention to articulating and
expanding liberatory agendas of their own.

Although some feminists have noted that when one carries a longer-term
vision of global politics and social conditions, the renewed power of the
Christian fundamentalist movement is “the last breath of a dying dinosaur,” others
have had to focus more on the very immediate threats posed by these well-
resourced and strategically effective groups.2S In Latin America, the Christian
right has received a boost through the political participation of extremist reli-
gious sects such as Opus Dei. In Nigeria and Brazil, among other states, Christian

24. See www.34millionfriends.org for additional information.
25. North American right-wing extremist organizations continue to engage in determined advocacy
and to raise significant funds through their successful publishing industries.
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and Pentecostal evangelical movements are increasingly popular. In addition, the
Holy See recently reinvigorated its permanent observer status at the UN, where
it remains the only religious entity to function as a state, and can and does wield
considerable influence in intergovernmental negotiations, especially on matters
related to sexuality and reproduction.

The rise of the extreme right in Europe, as well as in other regions, is of spe-
cific concern, as women’s rights to political and physical expression, to assem-
bly and to access to public spheres are under attack through a range of means,
including through the use of politically manipulated arguments about “cultural
sensitivity.”26 Women’s rights and women themselves become fodder for these
arguments, many of which might be articulated in the context of dress codes or
veiling, but are often connected to broader political relationships between
states. Conservative Muslim movements and authorities call for Western respect
for tradition, as if there is a monolithic truth to that tradition, while European
states seek simultaneously to negotiate the legislation of secularism and cultural
tolerance.

The covering of women’s heads, or veiling, is of particular interest here.
Marieme Helie-Lucas, one of the founders of the Women Living Under Muslim
Laws (WLUML) international solidarity network, notes that women’s decision-
making and individual choices are wedged between the two poles, and their
rights are often compressed as a result.2” Helie-Lucas’ WLUML colleague
Cassandra Balchin agrees that “There is compulsion on either side, and the result
is that women are denied choice.”28 Helie-Lucas further asserts that even femi-
nists and human rights organizations are becoming divided in the debates about
cultural sensitivity and women’s “right to veil,” and describes the dominant
understanding of the tension between cultural sensitivity and the “defense of tra-
dition” as fundamentally flawed. Helie-Lucas asserts that “Even the language
used to describe these debates flattens the political context and reduces detail to
the most superficial analyses. The political rhetoric is flawed—we are experienc-
ing a clash between fascism and anti-fascism, not a clash of cultures.” The effects
of this tension can be demanding. As the rhetoric of this debate plays out, “[I]t
becomes much harder to create space for secular organizing.”2°

The compressed space for secular advocacy within fundamentalist Islamic con-

26. IGLHRC interview with Marieme Helie-Lucas, August 2004; for more on the rise of funda-
mentalist and right wing movements in Europe, see BBC News, “Right Wing Takes Centre
Stage,” http:/news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/europe/1974700.stm.

27. IGLHRC interview with Marieme Helie-Lucas, August 2004.

28. IGLHRC interview with Cassandra Balchin, August 2004.

29. IGLHRC interview with Marieme Helie-Lucas, August 2004.
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texts contributes to an environment in which women’s human rights advocates
still struggle against political manipulations of a mostly imagined “tradition” and
become targets of baiting as a result. Anissa Helie from WLUML speaks to the
double-edged challenges members of the network face, as they are criticized as
either “atheist” or “too religious.” Women who seek greater political expression
and who advocate for a broad range of rights for all women often face baiting
specifically about their identities, as they face persistent allegations designed to
undermine their reputations or political effectiveness. Women who don’t have
protection of husbands, families or a certain socio-economic status are exposed
for criticism.30 They are told they are not good Muslims, or they are not good
women. They are called foreign agents of the West or maligned as having taking
foreign money.3! Balchin maintains that these ideas “come as a package” and that
they are not always discernable from one another. Helie-Lucas asserts

[The work of WLUML] is seen by critics as betraying religion, the nation
and the revolution. As individuals, we are seen as anti-revolutionary or
blasphemous. Because women who are “Westernized” are not seen as
“real” women, those who are most stigmatized are women who “hunger
for men,” which, of course, poses particular risks for women organizing
on issues that overtly or subtly are related to sexuality. 32

Self-reflection and Self-censorship
The discrediting effect of baiting stretches beyond the individuals who are tar-
geted, though, and can have demonstrative impact on the advocacy itself.
Balchin further asserts that the baiting allegations—and, in fact, the expectations
of them—function to silence and stifle advocacy and education on matters
related to sexuality and gender: “There are countless occasions where activists
have taken a conscious decision not to mention sexuality precisely in recognition
of the dangers of the attack that it brings.”33

Self-censorship is not an uncommon result. The fear of retribution affects how
organizations choose projects and set priorities, as well as how they measure
goals and vision against political realities and risk. Yet, even in tense and politi-
cal or social climates, groups are negotiating to raise sexual rights as a more cen-
tral framework of their advocacy. Asia Pacific Forum on Women, Law and

30. IGLHRC interview with Anissa Helie, August 2004.

31. IGLHRC interviews with Marieme Helie-Lucas, Anissa Helie, Cassandra Balchin, August
2004; IGLHRC interview with Zainah Anwar, Sisters In Islam, October 2004.

32. IGLHRC interview with Marieme Helie-Lucas; August 2004.

33. Cassandra Balchin, email to IGLHRC, September 6, 2004.
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Development (APWLD), a women’s human rights NGO based in Thailand,
recently decided to engage its network members in an active conversation about
strengthening sexual rights advocacy. Members are currently discussing the issue
in strategic and not always formal conversations about the potential impact of
taking on sexual rights work—and naming it as such.3*

Mary Jane Real, the former coordinator of APWLD, names some of the con-
cerns raised by members about using a sexual rights framework:

Sexual rights advocacy is thought by many to be only about sexual ori-
entation, and they fear that sexual rights will overtake the “other
issues” the group works on. There’s a fear of deprioritization of our
other concerns, which obscures the fact that sexuality is central to the
work already. Sexual rights work is seen as divisive, which leads some
to say, “Let’s put the sexual rights analysis on the back burner...”35

The realities of baiting play a role in the concern about taking on a sexual
rights framework, as well, since group members “already have the expectation of
backlash from the right wing, nationalist movements, and even women’s human
rights groups, among others. So we’re already engaged in discussion of what to
do about it.”

Although many of the issues APWLD currently addresses already touch on sex-
ual rights, including the struggle for recognition for and compensation to the “com-
fort women,” sex work and trafficking, the public perception of their work is that
it is not about sexuality, but “instead” about violence. The anti-violence lens is seen
to lend more credibility to their education and advocacy initiatives. In these
instances, as well as in many others in women’s organizations around the globe,
“violence against women”—a critical issue in its own right—may also incorporate
as well as cloak sexuality-related initiatives. While this may create space for certain
kinds of work, it also serves to mask actual sexuality aspects of these issues.

Desire and politics often split at a fork in the road. Bernadette Muthien, a South
African activist claims, “It’s disappointing that people struggle internally with their
own [same-sex] desires, but it is true that their lives would be at risk if they were to
be more open. It’s hard to disentangle the same-sex desire some women express,
feel—but sublimate, and then they express homophobic responses because of the
pressure of the political climate.”36 In South Africa, where sexual orientation is

34. IGLHRC interview with Mary Jane Real, August 2004.
35. Ibid.
36. IGLHRC interview with Bernadette Metheun, August 2004.
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protected in the federal constitution, women who experience same-sex desire who
are engaged in sexual rights organizing “won’t or can’t ‘wear sex on their sleeves’
in the way their heterosexual sisters can.”

Baiting, as Muthien describes, has an insidious internal impact. Charlotte
Bunch, the founder and director of the US-based Center for Women’s Global
Leadership, makes a similar point:

These fears can be so ingrained that even when the political climate is more
favorable for sexual rights work, there still exists an internalized and hard-
to-purge sense that you will be judged, your organization will be hurt, or
you personally will be baited. These internalized fears can lead one to take
fewer risks and not speak as strongly on your convictions in the name of
‘making strategic decisions’. Often one feels the need to hide the detail of
work on sexual rights because you feel on some very deep level that it can
be a liability to the rest of your work or your organization.3”

Of course, in many instances, advocates have good reason to be cautious in
their public presentation, and self-censorship becomes a logical response to the
fear or reality of baiting. Cassandra Balchin of WLUML argues that it is crucial
to acknowledge the magnitude of the silences, to understand the nuances of how
decisions to foreclose discussion on particular topic are made, and to tease out
the role legitimate fears play in sometimes painful strategic decision-making
about the potential risk to future work or to the people involved.38 She cites a
recent story of self-imposed silencing in order to avoid sexuality-baiting in a sit-
uation involving the construction of the agenda of a training. In this example,
gender-sensitive activists, some of whom were actually sexual rights activists,
chose to make a sexual rights angle in their project less visible than they could
have, again, for fear of potential negative long-term consequences and personal
or institutional risk.

Balchin designed a recent high-profile training on human rights in Muslim
contexts that was sponsored by the Netherlands-based Institute for the Study of
Islam. The sessions gathered participants from radical, progressive and conser-
vative political orientations. Attendees, who were primarily from Muslim coun-
tries (including Tanzania, Yemen, Indonesia, the Philippines, Thailand and
Malaysia) were encouraged to explore ways to use progressive interpretations of
human rights to challenge current social conditions in their countries. Balchin

37. IGLHRC interview with Charlotte Bunch, December 2004.
38. IGLHRC interview with Cassandra Balchin, August 2004.
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notes that in the discussion, women’s responses tended to be more personal, as
they identified aspects of baiting they had experienced or expected, including the
fear and reality of sexual harassment. They also noted their concern about peo-
ple questioning their legitimacy or making judgments about their not “being
good women.” Men’s responses were less likely to be immediately personal, but
ultimately they spoke to their concerns about being seen as not good Muslims,
not good men, or not good representatives of their countries. Balchin claims that
questions about identity, masculinity and gayness were implicit in some of the
responses, even if they were not specifically identified.

It became clear to facilitators that they could have explored more personal
aspects of the discussion, and specifically those related to sexuality, yet they
chose not to enter into this dynamic. In fact, the organizers had decided before
the event not to officially address homosexuality, but to speak about the topic
more informally in more personal interactions with the participants. “We all
knew it’s an important topic, but we were concerned the issue would over-
shadow everything else the training was designed to address, and after the train-
ing, homosexuality would end up being seen as its focal point. If that were to
happen, and if we couldn’t be sure that all attendees would respect confidential-
ity of participants, we couldn’t guarantee their safety.”3°

The effects of baiting can and often do have long-term personal ramifications.
Vahida Nainar, of the Women’s Initiatives for Gender Justice, speaks to the effects
of a baiting experience she endured during the mid-1990s in India, when she was
involved in an effort to reform marriage contract norms to allow for women to
have the right to divorce. She was one of six women activists who sought to work
with the Muslim Personal Law Board (MPLB) to alter the common marriage
contract in Mumbai. One woman in the community sent a letter to the MPLB
that questioned the right of the six activists to engage in the reform effort and
called their credibility into question by delineating personal details about the
women’s lives. The author of the letter was known to at least a few of the six
women, which lent a personal element to the attack. The allegations in the letter
to the Law Board detailed that the activists were sleeping with Hindu men, or
were not married and therefore not fulfilling their duty as Muslim women.

Nainar comments that being subject of an investigation and subsequent accu-
sations had lasting personal effects: “We were devastated that this could happen,
and to see what this could do to our work. We started to censor ourselves, and
we felt violated at some level. I still carry some sense that I don’t have credibility
to work on this issue. My life has taken many turns in other directions, but this

39. IGLHRC interview with Cassandra Balchin, September, 2004.
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has affected how I think about my advocacy. The use of sexuality is a potent
weapon against one’s sense of credibility and one’s activism.”40

Documentation
Even supportive advocates and researchers struggle with questions about how to
talk and write sensitively about demonization related to sexuality. As people
become more familiar with the experiences of lesbian-baiting and sexuality-baiting,
they are better able to identify the phenomenon. Yet survivors of baiting and
researchers alike have not and do not consistently address the ways sexuality plays
a role in the discrediting or undermining of women’s political agendas. Human
rights groups and various UN officials have begun to document efforts to malign
human rights defenders, yet few can cull and actually document information about
the sexuality parts of the experiences. Some actively note that research processes—
inside and outside the UN—need to be strengthened to elicit this information.

Since the beginning of her mandate, the UN Special Representative on human
rights defenders has reported on threats and violence toward those engaging in
sexuality-related human rights advocacy. She has also addressed the ways repu-
tations and skills of defenders have been called into question by authorities seek-
ing to undermine activists’ credibility. In her 2003 Annual Report to the General
Assembly, she claimed that of the 235 communications sent to governments by
her office about general concerns related to human rights defenders, 103 had
received responses.4! Of these, approximately a third questioned the credibility
of the reported victim. She further notes that some responses “seek to undermine
[defenders’] credibility by alleging that they are involved in criminal activities or
violent or politically motivated acts.”42

So while patterns of baiting and discrediting are overtly acknowledged, they
remain hard to expose, both because of content, and because of processes of
research and data collection. Ben Majekodunmi, the Assistant to the Special
Representative, comments that it is hard to get to the nuances in the government
responses as well as in the content of the complaints by the defenders. “The
processes by which complaints reach UN ‘special procedures’, or in this case,

40. IGLHRC interview with Vahida Nainar, February 2005.

41. Special mechanisms of the UN, such as Special Rapporteurs or Special Representatives, are
independent experts who are mandated to investigate human rights conditions on particular
themes or in particular countries. In the course of their research, these experts often seek writ-
ten responses from governments to questions they pose about complaints, conditions or partic-
ular cases.

42. E/CN.4/2004/94 Report of the Special Rapporteur on human rights defenders, January 15,
2004, Paragraph 91.
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independent experts, don’t capture enough of the detail that would be useful in
identifying trends in the practice of baiting, or baiting related to sexuality.” In
fact, very few of the cases noted by Special Procedures who investigate specific
cases are of women. A review of the database of 2003’s cases revealed that of the
individual cases addressed, only 11% could be clearly identified as cases of
women.*3 Data collection, in this case, can obscure relevant aspects of identities
of victims and survivors, as well as patterns in their experiences.

Even as baiting and discrediting are increasingly recognized tactics used to sti-
fle the work and voices of activists and advocates, few organizations engaging in
documentation and reporting of human rights issues actually track and report on
the phenomenon of sexuality-baiting or lesbian-baiting. As a result, the some-
what universal experience is rendered invisible to many engaging in human rights
dialogue. Noeline Blackwell, of the Ireland-based Frontline, a group that focuses
on human rights defenders, speaks to the critical question of whether women
themselves actually report the taunting or baiting that they experience.

Because they expect it on such a deep level, when it happens they don’t
note it as something out of the ordinary. It doesn’t register as a signifi-
cant problem because being antagonized for sexuality is so deeply
ingrained, so old, and seems so normal.” It’s really such a clever way
and effective means of harassing people, so that they won’t—or feel they
can’t—report it, because they may be embarrassed or they may even
worry that reporting the defamation might make the allegations stick
and become part of the official record of the case. 4+

Kerrie Howard of Amnesty International confirms how complicated it is
both to cull information about and report on sexuality-baiting. She suggests
that even when a human rights defender simply says the term “lesbian” or
“dyke,” she may fear that she is giving the accusation legitimacy. The power in
the allegation inherent in lesbian-baiting suppresses the naming of the experi-
ence by those who are targeted for it precisely because many do not want to
acknowledge that they have been labeled as lesbians. But the power in the term
also rests on the fact that:

43. IGLHRC interview with Ben Majekodunmi, Assistant to the Special Representative of the
Secretary General on human rights defenders, October 2004. Forty-three percent of the cases in
the database could be identified as having male subjects. Gender of the victim was not identifi-
able in the other cases.

44. IGLHRC interview with Noeline Blackwell, Frontline, August, 2004.
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Even the people who are documenting and reporting on these abuses with
the aim of protecting or seeking redress for the survivors won’t name it
because they worry about perpetuating the effort to discredit with its use.
If a defender is called a lesbian and lets us know, a sympathetic researcher
might not report that because she or he might feel that someone could
read the allegation in whatever documentation we produce, and say ‘well,
maybe she is—and the subtle discrediting then continues, and the person
could be susceptible to more overt repercussions. The fear is that even rep-
etition of the accusation will continue to damage the target.*S

Researchers and those who document abuses might genuinely aim to protect
someone who has experienced baiting by choosing not to repeat the terms used
or the fact of the sexuality-baiting as having taken place, but there is a clear
double-edged sword connected to this decision. First, the lack of detail ultimately
serves to cover up the fact of and the trends related to sexuality-baiting and
women’s experience. Second, one’s interest in not giving credibility to the accu-
sation through the act of not repeating it also imbues it with a power that must
be challenged. In shrouding rather than surfacing the experience, defenders and
those who document abuses limit the space to say “this experience happened to
me,” or “this is a phenomenon that reaches across cultures and regions.” They
also limit the future capacity of people who are baited to say, “I was called a
lesbian, and even though the accuser intended that as an insult, it didn’t matter.”

As attacks on organizations engaging in sexuality-related advocacy continue
and proliferate, it is imperative that human rights organizations and human rights
defenders take up the challenge of promoting and protecting the rights of those
individuals and organizations whose sexuality and gender transgress social and cul-
tural norms of appropriate femininity, masculinity and heterosexuality. Human
rights organizations and UN bodies that collect information about experiences of
people targeted for violence or discrimination must juggle salient questions about
their data collection and reporting of sexuality-baiting: How can they elicit relevant
information and report on the detail, all the while making the respondents feel safe,
and safe enough to tell the whole story? How can they present stories of sexuality-
baiting in ways that do not run the risk of replicating or reinforcing the discredit-
ing? Collectively, advocates, researchers and defenders need to sort out the ways
and means to name the fact and breadth of the lesbian and sexuality-baiting, and
to strengthen the analysis of the role sexuality often plays in such attacks.

45. IGLHRC interview with Kerrie Howard, Amnesty International—International Secretariat,
August 2004.
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“HOW CAN THERE BE
I NAMES FOR WHAT
DOES NOT EXIST?”

We need to understand what it means to be heterosexual as well as homo-
sexual, and that our sexualities affect whether we live or die.46

It’s useful to figure out the responses we have to lesbian-baiting. We
have to understand lesbian-baiting as a “standard weapon” used against
women. We have to articulate why this should matter to everyone in the
women’s movement, why we can’t just say, “OK: let’s cut our losses. ™7

The Target: Women’s Organizing, Women'’s Bodies
First, three stories.

In Kenya in 1995, women’s rights activists returned from the Fourth UN
World Conference on Women, in Beijing, with new strategies and a new spirit of
solidarity. Kenya has a history of vibrant feminist organizing, and a strong con-
tingent of women attended the conference as NGO representatives and govern-
ment delegates. Many had been addressing issues of sexuality—including not
only reproductive rights but bodily integrity and alternative relationships—in

46. IGLHRC interview with Bisi Adeleye-Fayemi, Director, Akina Mama wa Afrika, February
2000.

47. IGLHRC interview with Lynn Freedman, Director, Center for Law and Policy, Columbia
School of Public Health, New York, January 2000.
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their local work for years. To see these issues taken up on an international scale
was exhilarating to some; to others, it created “an external sense of pressure,”
proposing a language perhaps not wholly applicable to local conditions.48 On
their return, however, all found that stereotypes about what had gone on in
Beijing were already starting to enshroud their work.

Sexual rights and sexual orientation had been high on the list of controversial
issues tackled in Beijing. Their prominence drew sensationalizing attention. Even
during the conference, Kenyan media coverage focused on lesbians among the atten-
dees, particularly publicizing a lesbian rights march held near the conference site.
Articles also singled out and identified Kenyans who were present in Beijing, sug-
gesting they were lesbian, in what some saw as a barely concealed threat. (The threat
was not idle. Article 162 of the Kenyan penal code, a provision which survives from
law imposed during the period of British colonialism, punishes “carnal knowl-
edge. . . against the order of nature” with five to fourteen years’ imprisonment.)

Such provocations continued. The conference was hardly over when Kenyan
President Daniel arap Moi asked, in effect, what Kenyan attendees had been
doing at a gigantic gathering for lesbians. A newspaper article headlined “Moi
says no to ‘unAfrican’ sins” recounted that “The Government rejects the
immoral culture of homosexuality and lesbianism raised during the Beijing
women’s conference.” “We Kenyans have rejected resolutions made in Beijing,”
Moi was quoted as declaring. “Words like lesbianism and homosexuality do not
exist in African languages.”#?

After thus naming the unnameable—writing lesbians tentatively into the script,
only to write them summarily out again—Moi let the issue lie for some time. In
1997, however, a new controversy about lesbianism consumed the Kenyan press.
In what was billed as a “lesbian syndicate,” three women were publicly accused
of running a “lesbian sex ring” in Kenyan secondary schools. The three women
were employees of the United Nations Environment Program; one of the three
was Kenyan, and was named as the ex-wife of a cabinet minister. The other two
were labeled as “European” in press articles. The link between perversion and the
lesbian-infested UN was stressed. According to an article titled “UN Link in
Lesbian Sex Ring,” the three were accused of “supplying free hard drugs to
[female] secondary school children before luring them into the syndicate.”50

A storm of sensational headlines filled newspapers. “Arrest This Sex Pest!” one
demanded, noting that a Ministry of Education official called for “action on top les-

48. IGLHRC interview with anonymous Kenyan activist, March 2000.
49. “Moi says no to ‘unAfrican sins’,” The Nation [Kenya], September 24, 1995, p. 28.
50. “UN Link in Lesbian Sex Ring,” East African Standard [Kenya], March 20, 1997.
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bian syndicate ‘godmother.”” Others read: “Ex-minister’s former wife supplies stu-
dents for ‘love’ with elderly women: Schoolgirls in Lesbian Sex Trap,”S! “Jane, 16,
tells of drugs, orgies,” and “Act on this sex scandal.” The articles referred to
“shocked Kenyans” and “bizarre homosexual escapades,” as well as the “fact” that
a District Officer had “confirmed the practice [of lesbianism] indeed is taking root
in many schools at an alarming rate.”52

The director of Kenya’s Criminal Investigation Department ultimately
claimed in a press release that “anonymous letters were being circulated within
UNO offices” accusing one of the three employees of “involvement in lesbian-
ism, drug abuse, and other immoralities...her life was threatened through
anonymous telephone calls.”$3 The press release also stated that the police had
found no substance to the allegations, and that the young girl said to have made
the initial charges about the syndicate now denied the story.

The campaign may have been an attempt to discredit a party rival of Moi; it
also offered a convenient opportunity to attack the United Nations and its pro-
grams. (Press reports indicate that several UN employees were forced to leave the
country.) It set a pattern for further campaigns: later that year churches launched
demonstrations against a proposal for sex education in public schools, with one
bishop warning that the curriculum “would be a prelude to legalizing abortion,
homosexuality, and lesbianism.”54 One result was certain, however. Although a
debate began over lesbian sexualities, this took place from the beginning in terms
of sensation, crime, and lurid rumor. Lesbians were stigmatized as tools of for-
eigners and as threats to children. The immediate effect of the baiting was to
“shut down all space for lesbian organizing.”s3

In Tunisia, in early 1998, the government-controlled press began a sustained
attack on an independent women’s organization. On February 25, a series of
articles and caricatures appeared in Al Hadath newspaper maligning the
Association Tunisienne Des Femmes Democrates (Tunisian Association of
Democratic Women, or ATFD) and its members.5¢ Photographs of six prominent

51. The article quoted the students (who, according to the Criminal Investigation Department, later
denied having made the accusation) as saying, “We girls were made to perform sex among our-
selves as some old European and African women watched. It was ugly!” “UN Link in Lesbian
Sex Ring,” East African Standard, March 16, 1997.

52. “Act on this sex scandal,” East African Standard, March 17, 1997.

53. Press Release, Director, Criminal Investigation Department, March 20, 1997.

54. Rt. Rev. John Njue, head of the Kenya Episcopal Conference, quoted in “Victory for Sex
Education Opponents,” All Africa Press Service, October 6, 1997.

55. IGLHRC interview with anonymous Kenyan activist, March 2000.

56. ATFD has approximately 200 members in Tunisia. Interview by Kamal Fizazi, IGLHRC, with
Nadia Hakimi, Administrative Director, ATFD, March 23, 2000.
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Tunisian feminists were reprinted; “Why aren’t these women married?” one
author asked of ATFD members. Cartoons depicted two men in conversation
about two Tunisian women—*“old democratic women”—whom they linked
with American lesbians: “Supposedly, women in America marry one another,
and now there is an association in our country that supports this idea.”57

ATFD immediately recognized the articles as an attack by the government,
aimed at associating the organization with values and identities much of the pub-
lic might find intolerable. The Tunisian government has a history of accusing
prominent women of lesbianism or prostitution.s$ Reportedly these accusations
have extended to doctoring photographs of women to show them in sexual situ-
ations; police have shown such photographs to women’s children, or the press.59
The effects involve not just reputations, but, potentially, the law. Tunisia’s penal
code which criminalizes same-sex intimacy applies to women as well.60

In response, the board of ATFD drew up a declaration which was sent not
only to Al Hadath, but also to all the organization’s members. ATFD hoped that
drawing attention to the attacks would create sympathy and build alliances
among women, other endangered civil-society groups, and the Tunisian public.

The declaration asserted that, as a network of Arab feminists in non-
governmental organizations, ATFD sought a democratic society based on sepa-
ration of religion from the state, and that this separation was a condition for real-
izing equality between women and men. It challenged the media to engage in
responsible reporting. It defended the inalienable right to free association and the
right to form international, national and regional alliances. It opposed reac-
tionary and patriarchal discourses used to exclude women from public space. It
affirmed that women must be able to express themselves freely in order to enjoy
equality and effective citizenship in a democratic society.

The declaration did not directly address the accusation of lesbianism. But it
affirmed that the rights of women must rest on respect for women’s expression,
difference, plurality and personal integrity, in order for women to be able to par-
ticipate in autonomous activities and associations within society.6! It was within

57. Al Hadath, February 25, 1998; translations by Kamal Fizazi.

58. Interview by Kamal Fizazi, IGLHRC, with Nadia Hakimi, Administrative Director, ATFD,
March 23, 2000.

59. Interview by Kamal Fizazi, IGLHRC, with Beth Lampron, Human Rights Officer, US Embassy,
Tunis, March 22, 2000.

60. While the French text of the code implies that only male homosexuality is criminalized, the
Arabic text—the only one legally in force—explicitly names both female and male homosexu-
ality. Interview by Kamal Fizazi, IGLHRC, with Bouchra Belhadj Hammida, President, ATFD,
March 23, 2000.

61. Declaration of the ATFD, March 4, 1998.
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these notions of difference and plurality that ATFD could allude to sexuality,
even if only covertly.

ATFD’s declaration was not presented in the Tunisian press, even after the
board of the organization filed an official complaint with the paper. In fact, the
primary response the declaration elicited was additional attacks.62 Al Hadath’s
“campaign of insults” continued: on March 11, in an article entitled “The
Intellectual Opportunism in the Thoughts of These Libertine Women,” women
from ATFD were accused of hating men, wanting to create a society of women
and for women “and all that this entails regarding relations,” and undermining
religion, culture and social values in the Tunisian state. Insulting cartoons accom-
panied this article, one alluding to women’s right to divorce: “My daughter mar-
ried five times in order to find a husband who can understand her!”63 On March
18, 1998, another article maligning ATFD appeared.

Media attention moved hand in glove with official observation. ATFD has
asserted that police harassment and surveillance of their office, as well as of indi-
vidual members, have increased during and after the media attacks. ATFD’s inde-
pendence from the government—its refusal to commit itself to Tunisia’s program
of “state feminism”—leaves its tenuous organizing activities vulnerable to the
accusation of deviance, and to the ever-present threat of a police crackdown.64

Finally, in the United States in March 2000, the 44th session of the UN
Commission on the Status of Women was held in New York. It was attended by
hundreds of women, including a small caucus of open lesbians, as well as numer-
ous representatives of conservative and anti-feminist organizations, both women
and men. On March 10 at about five in the evening, in the conference venue, six
or seven young men encircled Lisa Clarke, a women’s human rights advocate
from an NGO in the US. According to Clarke, “They said they ‘wanted to pray
for the dignity of my soul.”” She asked why. Their response was that “I was there
to promote the killing of babies.” “I said, ‘Actually, no, P'm here to protect life.””
Clarke recalls that the exchange continued, as the men remained in a circle

62. “Lettre d’Information,” ATFD, date unknown.

63. Al Hadath, March 11, 1998; ATFD has interpreted this accusation as specifically related to
fears of lesbian sexuality.

64. Women affiliated with ATFD have continued to experience threats and harassment within
Tunisia’s current climate of hostility toward human rights defenders. Human Rights First, a US-
based human rights organization, noted in February of 2004 that ATFD’s email connections,
along with that of the Tunisian League for Human Rights, had been severed (www.human-
rightsfirst.org/middle_east/tunisia/Tunisia_NGSE_21604.pdf). In March of 2001, Amnesty
International reported attacks against ATFD’s Khadija Chérif by security forces allegedly engag-
ing in a governmental campaign of repression and intimidation of civil society actors in human
rights and women’s rights (Al Index MDE 30/008/2001, 16 March, 2001).
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around her. “They said they were there to protect the dignity of human beings.”
Clarke affirmed that she was there for the same purpose, and cited the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights—“to support the idea that human beings are born
free and equal in dignity and rights. ’'m here for that reason, for women’s
rights. ... They again said, “We’re here to prevent babies being killed.”” Clarke
offered one additional suggestion before finally breaking out of the circle that
had surrounded her: “I’d suggest you look at these documents before you lobby
delegates; ignorance isn’t going to get you very far. ... ”65

Clarke believes she was targeted for this attempt at intimidation, oddly cou-
pled with salvation, because of her association with the human rights caucus,
and with caucus members known to support sexual rights and lesbian rights as
part of a human rights agenda. “I think the fact that I was younger and because
I was on my own definitely made them think they had a chance either to scare
me, or to change my mind.” She says of the experience:

At the time it made me ill. 1 got sick immediately after. It did distract
from my work for a couple of days. At the time I took it as an issue of
defeat. I felt “out-organized”—it was a combination of the whole envi-
ronment, the work on the document, coupled with what was going on
with the Right, and then this personal attack. But in retrospect I see it
as a reflection of women’s strength. The fact that the Right has had to
come in and do this to try to regain ground they've lost is a testament
to the advancement of women. I see it more that way now—it’s not a
tool of paralysis, it’s not about our defeat. It’s about our success.

These are three stories. They come from three regions of the world. They
involve radically different levels of danger. Two cases entail direct and only thinly
veiled threats to women’s political freedoms, one including a criminal investiga-
tion; the third describes a slightly surreal confrontation, the kind many women
activists might testify to having undergone. Yet they point to the same theme. In
each case, women have been stigmatized, threatened, and intimidated—have lost
their power to move about, either literally in a room or in the wider sociopoliti-
cal sphere—because they are seen as speaking out about sexuality. More than
name-calling has taken place. The effect has been a challenge to freedom,
whether momentary or lasting, a deprivation of the basic rights to organize and
to express oneself. And even the names that have been used have weight—not

65. IGLHRC interview with Lisa Clarke, Program Assistant, Center for Women’s Global
Leadership, April 2000.
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least because (as in Kenya and Tunisia) they often ominously echo terms used in
the criminal code.

These stories testify to the opposition roused when women claim rights, and
control, over their own sexualities.

When women do so, they come face to face with the state. States have a vested
interest in asserting, and exerting, power over women’s sexuality. The means by
which they do so are various, and human rights defenders have documented a
range of them. In Turkey, the state subjects women to forced medical examina-
tions of their virginity—an intrusive interrogation of their “virtue.”66 In the
United States, women sex workers are often harassed or assaulted by police.6” In
Iran, women have been sentenced to execution and hanged for having suppos-
edly committed “acts incompatible with chastity.”68 These are only examples
from the arsenal of means by which governments declare women’s bodies a legit-
imate object of power.

Women’s sexuality is regulated in societies and cultures all over the world. Yet
the state is only one social actor which engages in such regulation. In many soci-
eties, it is a relative latecomer to the field. Claims to control over women’s bodies
can come—in any given society—from a range of places and institutions.
Religions may enforce precepts which disproportionately limit women’s free-
doms. The media may employ its power to dictate both desired and stigmatized
images, and behaviors, for women. (In many countries, the media profits by sell-
ing representations of sexuality: it has a distinct interest in enforcing the pre-
ferred representations.) Finally, families, kinship networks, and relationships in
the so-called “private” sphere have pride of place in delineating women’s roles
and determining where freedom ends and compulsion begins. And all these
actors may in fact work in partnership with, or as part of, state power in main-
taining systems of control.

The result is a wide range of rules and punishments. In some cultures, women
can be stoned to death, as a legal penalty, for having sex outside marriage; in
many cultures, men are rewarded for the same behavior. States can demand

66. IGLHRC interview with Dr. Nalan Sahin Hodoglugil, Medical Faculty, Hacettepe University,
Turkey, March 2000. See also Human Rights Watch, “A Matter of Power: State Control of
Women’s Virginity in Turkey,” June 1994.

67. Jeremy Hay, “Police Abuse of Prostitutes in San Francisco,” Gauntlet, vol. 1, no. 7, 1994; Carol
Leigh, “In Defense of Prostitution: Prostitutes Debate Their ‘Choices’ of Profession,” Gauntlet,
vol. 1, no. 7, 1994.

68. Amnesty International and other organizations have documented the August 2004 public hanging
of Atefeh Rajabi under these charges; they also note the concern that Rajabi was sixteen and men-
tally ill both at the time of her crime and during her trial proceedings. See http://web.amnesty.org/
wire/October2004/Iran.
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involuntary medical examinations for women in a range of conditions; husbands
and boyfriends can demand “dry sex” from women with whom they have sex—
whether that sex is consensual or not.6? Women often are the targets of systemic
rape and forced pregnancy in times of war; they are also the targets of the same
practices within communities and families, in times of “peace.” Women have
been made to undergo psychiatric institutionalization and medical treatment
when their sexual desire is deemed “deviant” or “immoral” by state, medical or
religious authorities, or when they show “too much” or “not enough” interest in
sex. Women'’s bodies have been cut, pierced, sewn and otherwise mutilated in the
name of culture; their bodies have been altered, their natural states seen as not
natural enough, to facilitate male desire and cultural validation.

In many communities, women have too little power to say “no” to unwanted
sex or to say “yes” to sex that is wanted. In many communities, women have too
little power to determine when, with whom and how often to have sexual rela-
tionships. They may be abused if they suggest that male sexual partners use
condoms in order to prevent pregnancy or HIV transmission. And they are often
vulnerable to violent attacks if they choose to have sex—or fall in love—with
other women.

That women are made vulnerable by their sexualities, and that women living
non-heterosexual lives are particularly vulnerable, is an obvious fact. Yet to artic-
ulate it still takes courage. The former UN Special Rapporteur on violence
against women, Radhika Coomaraswamy, observes that communities

... “police” the behaviour of their female members. A woman who is
perceived to be acting in a manner deemed to be sexually inappropriate
by communal standards is liable to be punished. . .. In most communi-
ties, the option available to women for sexual activity is confined to
marriage with a man from the same community. Women who choose
options which are disapproved of by the community, whether to have a
sexual relationship with a man in a non-marital relationship, to have
such a relationship outside of ethnic, religious or class communities, or
to live out their sexuality in ways other than heterosexuality, are often
subjected to violence and degrading treatment. . .. Women, “unprotected”

69. In “dry sex” women dry out their vaginas—with substances including detergents, salt, cotton,
shredded paper, or soil mixed with baboon urine—to increase friction for male partners during
intercourse. According to the Southern Africa AIDS Dissemination Service’s Media Information
Pack on HIV/AIDS No. 2, “dry sex can irritate or lacerate the walls of the vagina, which
increases risk of various infections or of HIV transmission.” See also Mark Schoofs, “AIDS: the
Agony of Africa,” part 5, Village Voice [USA], December 1-7, 1999.
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by a marriage union with a man, are vulnerable members of the com-
munity, often marginalized in community social practices and the vic-
tims of social ostracism and abuse.”0

Such assaults and abuses must surely be seen as human rights violations. And
yet the struggle to name them as such has been a long one, and not easy. Not least
of the problems has been the slippery and complex relationship identified
above—Dbetween the state and the manifold other players in the game of control-
ling women’s bodies. “Human rights” is a powerful instrument which has tradi-
tionally been used primarily to restrain states from abuses. But in addressing vio-
lations of women’s rights, responsibility often proves difficult to pin down: the
direct role of the state in enforcing inequality or codifying maltreatment must be
weighed against the powerful but less quantifiable influence of religion, culture,
or ideology, the pervasive impact of the press, and the ubiquity of so-called “pri-
vate” violence, among other factors.

Women, therefore, have joined with others (including advocates for economic
rights, and activists combating “death squads” or “social cleansing”) in challenging
human rights frameworks to expand how they understand states’ obligations.
Governments must not simply refrain from engaging in abuses. They must strive
actively to create societies in which equality and diversity have real meaning, by
eliminating all barriers—whether “public” or “private”—which prevent people
from fully enjoying their freedoms.

Within the last decade, women’s human rights advocates have laid a strong
foundation for challenging practices targeted at women’s bodies and women’s
sexuality. UN human rights instruments such as the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (UDHR), the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
(ICCPR), the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights
(ICESCR), the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
Against Women (CEDAW), the Inter-American Convention on the Prevention,
Punishment and Eradication of Violence against Women, and the African
Charter on Human and People’s Rights, particularly through the development of
the African Protocol on Women’s Rights have become important tools for defin-
ing baseline obligations of governments to promote the human rights of women.
This foundation, has, at its roots, feminist advocacy across regions and topics:
women throughout the world have affirmed that they possess basic social,
economic, cultural, civil and political rights, in order to combat violence, and to

70. Report of the Special Rapporteur on violence against women, its causes and consequences,
Commission on Human Rights, E/CN.4/1997/47, 12 February 1997.
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promote peace, development, equality, equity, and political participation. At the
core of this work, clearly, has been the knowledge that the human rights of
women, and of all people, are universal, indivisible and interdependent.

At the core of this work, too, has been the knowledge that rights imply—
require—bodies. Essential to all the freedoms that human beings enjoy is the
right to bodily integrity: a freedom to inhabit and to control one’s body, to claim
an experience of it immune to the instructions of the state or other institutions.
Without some such concept at their center, human rights become the property of
ghosts, no longer a tangible condition for the existence of living beings.

Human rights principles provide a global standard for the treatment of each
and every human being. Among the most basic elements are freedom from dis-
crimination, the rights to dignity and equality, including freedom from violence
and repression, dignity of autonomy over one’s life, and equal treatment under
the laws and practices of the state. These principles presume that people have a
legitimate interest in their bodies. Addressing and understanding the human
rights of women, therefore, has involved saying that women have a legitimate
interest in their own bodies—prior to and superior to the interest that state, reli-
gion, or family may take in those bodies. This statement is simple, squarely
within the framework of human rights, and yet immensely controversial. It is
necessarily a universal claim: if it means anything, it must be valid for all people.
Yet its application to women evokes outrage and anger. Partly this is because to
inhabit one’s body securely is also to claim the right to enjoy it. The concept of
sexual autonomy grows naturally from that of bodily integrity; it involves assert-
ing the freedom to seek consensual pleasure, imagination, and desire. And
because women’s sexuality is an object of particularly acute anxiety (personal,
moral, and political) and control, the notion of “sexual rights” has become par-
ticularly charged.

This report shows how, for many activists and organizations, advocating for
“sexual rights” has become a dangerous proposition. It illustrates how the com-
bined forces which conspire, in society after society, to regulate women’s sexual-
ity, lash out at any attempt to challenge or question that control. It shows a
prevalent tactic by which such challenges are turned back against the organizing
efforts of those who make them: women are stigmatized, and sexualized, as
“deviant” whenever they organize as women. They are accused of perversion
whenever they bring women’s issues into the public sphere. They can be called
immoral whenever they foreground sexuality in their work and organizing. And
this report shows some of the ways in which feminist activists have responded.

First, though, it is necessary to consider the issues that elicit such anxiety and
stimulate such anger. What are “sexual rights”: a “special” body of rights, or a

“HOW CAN THERE BE NAMES FOR WHAT DOES NOT EXIST?” ‘ 35

consistent outgrowth of—indeed, a foundation for—existing and recognized
rights protections?7!

Sexual Rights

In many countries and communities, still, to speak openly of women’s
right to pursue varied sexual pleasures is to invite the closing down of
your organization, ostracization of its members, verbal and physical
attack, and even death. The spiral of resistance is still, as always, con-
strained by power; and these power dynamics are reproduced in the
souls of all of us, however radical our vision. In this political context,
to begin to speak of sexual rights, even tentatively, is a big step.”?

[Clontrol over reproduction and sexuality is an essential element of
human dignity. It therefore has intrinsic—and not merely instrumen-
tal—value. Although control over reproduction and sexuality is cer-
tainly an essential precondition for women’s ability to exercise other
rights and to fulfill other basic needs, it is also a worthy and valuable
end in its own right, and not merely a means to reach other ends.”3

If the attainment of the highest quality of life is a fundamental right, then
no woman or girl should be compelled to compromise ber sexual rights
so0 that she can exercise her other rights as a member of a community or
a citizen of a state. Women’s human rights advocates internationally
need to make a powerful argument for sexual rights on the basis of exist-
ing buman rights instruments. If this struggle is to merit legitimacy equal
to other initiatives for. . . rights for women, then it requires the explicit

71. Since the publishing of Writtenn Out in 2000, advocacy in and analysis of sexual rights has grown
within both within civil society and UN sectors. A growing range of organizations and networks
have taken on sexual rights advocacy as central to their mandates, and various UN bodies, includ-
ing certain Special Rapporteurs, have increasingly embraced and used the term “sexual rights” in
their reporting. For additional resources, see “Annotated Bibliography: Sexuality and Human
Rights” S. Fried/International Women’s Health Coalition, 2002, www.iwhc.org/ resources/
sexrtsbiblio.cfm), as well as its updated version and other entries, including “Not Your Average Sex
Story: Critical Issues in Recent Reporting on Human Rights and Sexuality,” C. Rothschild, in
Health and Human Rights: An International Journal, Vol. 7, #2, 2004.

72. Rosalind P. Petchesky, “Sexual Rights: Inventing a Concept, Mapping an International
Practice,” in Richard Parker, Regina Maria Barbosa and Peter Aggleton, eds., Framing the
Sexual Subject: The Politics of Gender, Sexuality, and Power (Berkeley, 2000), p. 98.

73. Lynn Freedman, “Censorship and Manipulation of Public Health Information: An Issue of
Human Rights and Women’s Health,” in The Right to Know: Human Rights and Access to
Reproductive Health Information (University of Pennsylvania, 1995).
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articulation of sexual rights without masking these rights with other lan-
guage or subordinating them to other conditionalities.7*

The human rights of women include their right to have control over and
decide freely and responsibly on matters related to their sexuality,
including sexual and reproductive health, free of coercion, discrimina-
tion and violence. Equal relationships between women and men in mat-
ters of sexual relations and reproduction, including full respect for the
integrity of the person, require mutual respect, consent and shared
responsibility for sexual behaviour and its consequences.”

The concept of sexual rights has always been part of the struggle for women’s
rights, though voiced in different terms and contexts. Ways of thinking about
women’s sexuality have grown out of decades of women sharing experiences
around the world. “Sexual rights” as a discourse and a basis for political advo-
cacy is rooted, therefore, in a wide diversity of local conditions and local needs.
Activists in almost every country have put issues of sexuality—whether of repro-
ductive freedom, rights within and outside of marriage, or lesbian sexuality and
lesbian rights—on the political agenda.”6

However, sexual rights discourse as we now know it has gained significant vis-
ibility and support at the international level in the last decade. Two United
Nations world conferences—the Cairo International Conference on Population
and Development in 1994, and the Beijing Fourth World Conference on Women
in 1995 (and their respective five year reviews in 1999 and 2000)—were partic-
ularly important to this developing conversation. In part, this was because of the
publicity the gatherings generated: positions espoused there had resonances, and
results, worldwide. The sheer conviviality and intellectual interchange generated
by the face-to-face presence of thousands of activists also stimulated both com-
monality and debate.

The conferences themselves, though, built on several decades of international
women’s organizing, as well as on previous World Conferences on Women,

74. Yasmin Tambiah, “Sexuality and Human Rights,” in Margaret A. Schuler, ed., From Basic
Needs to Basic Rights: Women’s Claim to Human Rights (Women, Law, and Development
International, 1995), p. 387.

75. UN Fourth World Conference on Women, Beijing Platform for Action, Paragraph 96.

76. See, among other sources, Rachel Rosenbloom, ed., Unspoken Rules: Sexual Orientation and
Women’s Human Rights (IGLHRC, 1995); and Sunila Abeyesekera, “Activism for Sexual and
Reproductive Rights: Progress and Challenges,” in Health and Human Rights: An International
Quarterly Journal, vol. 2, no. 3, 1997.

“HOW CAN THERE BE NAMES FOR WHAT DOES NOT EXIST?” ‘ 37

notably in Mexico City in 1975, Copenhagen in 1980, and Nairobi in 1985.
Lesbians, moreover, have been an important part of these discussions from the
beginning. As Charlotte Bunch, from the Center for Women’s Global Leadership,
and Claudia Hinojosa, a Mexican lesbian activist, have observed, international
meetings—and international feminist organizing—“provided a focus on women
worldwide and expanded the public space in which feminist groups could work,
as well as sponsored events where women developed international contacts and
political savvy. ... [W]omen’s movements in almost every region have been fearful
of lesbianism, yet feminism has provided both the ideological and organizational
context for lesbians to become more visible and to challenge homophobia.”77

For all the constituencies which have contributed to it, though, the common
impetus for speaking of “sexual rights” has been a need to speak out against the
way that sexuality—particularly women’s sexuality—is controlled by states and
by other actors.”8

Although nuances differ in definitions of sexuality and sexual rights, the latter
term takes its meaning and its relevance in large part from recent rights advocacy
on “gender.” Women’s struggles for human rights can be directly linked to their
struggles for rights related to their sexuality; indeed, some argue that without a
foundation of women’s autonomy in decision-making regarding their bodies and
their sexuality, women’s human rights cannot be fully realized.”

Reproduction has been a particular focus of advocacy on the human rights of
women, given the frequency with which women are forced into reproductive
roles and denied control over reproduction. The concept of sexual rights, how-
ever, serves in part as a way of recognizing that issues of sexuality cannot be con-
fined only to issues of reproductive freedom. Control of reproduction (and com-
pulsory reproduction) has long served as a way to control sexuality. But free
enjoyment of sexuality means, among other things, understanding that not all
sexuality falls under the umbrella of reproductive behavior.

Sexual rights, then, invite a recognition of the various ways that societies con-
trol bodies and their behaviors—both accepted and so-called “deviant” behav-
iors. Some examples of the regulation of sexualities have been given above. They
are not exhaustive. “Sodomy laws” which incriminate consensual homosexual
behaviors—usually though not uniformly directed at men—constitute another;

77. Charlotte Bunch and Claudia Hinojosa, “Lesbians Travel the Roads of Feminism Globally,”
forthcoming in John D’Emilio, William B. Turner and Urvashi Vaid, eds., Creating Change:
Public Policy, Civil Rights and Sexuality (New York, 2000).

78. See Susana T. Fried and Ilana Landsberg-Lewis, “Sexual Rights: From Concept to Strategy,”
forthcoming in Women and International Human Rights Law, Vol. 3.

79. IGLHRC interview with Charlotte Bunch, Center for Women’s Global Leadership, April 2000.
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so do forced medical and psychiatric “treatment” for lesbians and gay men, bride
burning, denial of access to contraception and abortion, forced sterilization, and
policies which provide social security and other benefits as a reward for increased
or decreased fertility. Sexual rights offer a way of seeing these as conceptually
linked strategies of bodily control.

Sexual rights are often interpreted as “negative” rights, limitations on state
power, connected to the rights of people to be free from violence, coercion, and
discrimination. Yet some advocates articulate a framework of sexual rights that
allows for positive claims, including a right to broader sexual freedom or a right
to sexual expression and pleasure.80

Indeed, to advocate effectively against such interlinked strategies of control
would appear to require a positive assertion as well as a negative one—a “right
to,” not simply a “right against,” a substantive freedom to be embraced rather
than a mere privacy to be protected. Sexual rights principles can be grounded,
therefore, in postulating that each human being has a right to experience her sex-
uality freely, fully, and consensually, in herself and with other adults—with a def-
inition of “sexuality” not as a static identity but as a realm of experience poten-
tially encompassing sexual orientation, gender identity and sexual identity,
desire, pleasure, and sexual practices.

Together, all of these components make up a basic part of a person’s self. They
are basic, one might say, in the way that conscience and belief are recognized by
all rights advocates as a deep and inviolable category of selfhood: potentially
malleable indeed under the pressure of persuasion or force, they still represent a
central aspect of the person, a valued core of identity and personality which no
one should be compelled to change or to conceal.8!

Health, Empowerment, Rights and Accountability (HERA), an international
group of women’s health advocates, argues that “Gender equality. . .cannot be

80. See Alice M. Miller, “Sexual but not Reproductive: Exploring the Junction and Disjunction of
Sexual and Reproductive Rights,” Health and Human Rights: An International Quarterly
Journal, vol. 4, no. 2, 2000. According to Miller, “The struggle to find positive as well as negative
obligations is similar to the struggle in other human rights work; but it is particularly important
for women in terms of sexuality, precisely because women’s sexuality has historically been defined
in terms of ‘lack.”” IGLHRC interview with Alice Miller, May 2000. See also Rhonda Copelon
and Rosalind Petchesky, “Toward an Independent Approach to Reproductive and Sexual Rights
as Human Rights: Reflections on the ICPD and Beyond,” in Margaret A. Schuler, ed., From Basic
Needs to Basic Rights: Women’s Claim to Human Rights (Women, Law, and Development
International, 1995).

81. See Sonia Correa and Rosalind Petchesky, “Reproductive and Sexual Rights: A Feminist

—_

Perspective,” in Gita Sen, Adrienne Germain, and Lincoln Chen, eds., Population Policies
Reconsidered: Health, Empowerment and Rights (Harvard Series on Population and
International Health, 1994); Ayesha Imam, “The Muslim Religious Right (Fundamentalists)
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achieved without sexual rights, and vice versa. Respect for sexual rights as human

rights provides the basis for the elimination of violence against women, which vio-

lates, impairs or nullifies girls’ and women’s fundamental freedoms, leaving them at

risk of genital mutilation, sexual harassment and abuse, rape, prostitution, domes-

tic battering and sexual slavery.”82 HERA further contends, though, that sexual

rights entail more than gender equality. In HERA’s definition, “Sexual rights are a

fundamental element of human rights. Sexual rights include the right to liberty and

autonomy in the responsible exercise of sexuality. They encompass the right to expe-

rience a pleasurable sexuality, which is essential in and of itself and, at the same time,

is a fundamental vehicle of communication and love between people.”83
The HERA group suggests that sexual rights include:

= The right to happiness, dreams and fantasies

= The right to explore one’s sexuality free from fear, shame, guilt, false beliefs
and other impediments to the free expression of one’s desires

= The right to live one’s sexuality free from violence, discrimination and coer-
cion, within a framework of relationships based on equality, respect and justice

= The right to choose one’s sexual partners without discrimination

= The right to full respect for the integrity of the body

= The right to choose to be sexually active or not, including the right to have sex
that is consensual and to enter into marriage with the full and free consent of
both people

= The right to be free and autonomous in expressing one’s sexual orientation

= The right to express sexuality independent of reproduction

= The right to sexual health, which requires access to the full range of sexuality
and sexual health information, education and confidential services of the
highest possible quality

= The right to insist on and practice safe sex for the prevention of unwanted
pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases, including HIV/AIDS

In 2002, the World Health Organization (WHO) developed a number of work-
ing definitions related to sexuality and sexual health. Among these definitions was

and Sexuality,” Women Living Under Muslim Laws, Dossier 17, September 1997; Cindy
Patton, Sex and Germs (Boston, 1985); Jacqueline Pitanguy, “From Mexico to Beijing: A New
Paradigm,” Health and Human Rights: An International Quarterly Journal, vol. 1, no. 4, 1995;
Carole Vance, Pleasure and Danger: Exploring Female Sexuality (London, 1984); and Jeffrey
Weeks, Sexuality (London, 1986).

82. Health, Empowerment, Rights and Accountability (HERA), “Sexual Rights,” in Women’s
Sexual and Reproductive Rights and Health: Action Sheets (New York: HERA, 1999).

83. Ibid.
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the following, on sexual rights: Sexual rights embrace human rights that are

already recognized in national laws, international human rights documents and

other consensus documents. These include the right of all persons, free of coer-

cion, discrimination and violence, to:

= The highest attainable standard of health in relation to sexuality, including
access to sexual and reproductive health care services

= Seek, receive and impart information in relation to sexuality

= Sexuality education

= Respect for bodily integrity

= Choice of partner;

= Decide to be sexually active or not

= Consensual sexual relations

= Consensual marriage

= Decide whether or not, and when to have children; and

= Pursue a satisfying, safe and pleasurable sexual life

WHO notes that “the responsible exercise of human rights requires that all
persons respect the rights of others.”84

These lists are only two attempts to articulate the potential richness of “sex-
ual rights.” All the points above can be derived from the provisions of the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the basic document underlying the
modern system of rights protections.

Article 25 of the UDHR—guaranteeing “the right to a standard of living ade-
quate for. . . health and well-being”—can be interpreted to entail the right to sexual
health; the right to education “directed at the full development of the human per-
sonality,” protected in Article 26, includes the right to information on sexuality, on
safe sex, and on sexual health. The “right to freedom of opinion and expression,”
including “freedom to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive, and
impart information through any media and regardless of frontiers,” stipulated in
Article 18, protects the rights to express sexuality and sexual orientation. Article
16—protecting “the right to marry and found a family,” and emphasizing “free
and full consent” in family life as well as the protection due families by “society and
the State”—can and should be read to stand against all forms of coercion in family
life, including coerced pregnancy, marriage and compulsory heterosexuality.8’

84. See World Health Organization, http://www.who.int/reproductive-health/gender/sexual_
health.html#4.

85. See Leslie Minot, Conceiving Parenthood: Parenting and the Rights of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual,
and Transgender People and Their Children (IGLHRC, 2000).
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Protections against discrimination are at the core of human rights; the right to
choice of partners without resultant discrimination, and the right to equality,
respect and justice, are affirmed by Article 7 of the UDHR, which states that “All
are equal before the law. .. .All are entitled to equal protection in violation of this
Declaration and against any incitement to such discrimination.”

Protections against torture, and affirmations of the right to “life, liberty and
security of person” (Articles 3 and 4) encompass the right to respect for bodily
integrity. And the rights to happiness, to desire, and to the exploration of sexu-
ality free from shame and fear are constituents of the promise in Article 28, that
“Everyone is entitled to a social and international order in which the rights and
freedoms set forth in this Declaration may be fully realized.” They may be taken,
too, as natural elements of the essential idea of dignity: not only consequent upon
but contained within the initial proclamation of the Declaration, that “All
human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights.”

The language of sexual rights may sometimes be novel. Its conceptual foun-
dations are not. They grow out of the understood and shared framework of
human rights which are universal and indivisible. They try, however, to apply
that framework to the body, its often muted or neglected needs and concerns. In
so doing, they strive to make those protections still more universally meaningful,
grounded in the physical lives that are the condition of our being human.

Basics of Baiting: Internationalizing Intolerance

Women’s rights advocates have begun an effort to write sexuality and the body
into the human rights agenda: to interpret covenants and expand protections so
as to recognize and accommodate these issues. The response has been an ever
more forceful effort on their opponents’ parts to write sexuality out, to white out
the offending words and silence the dissenting voices.

The paradox is that sexuality itself is used as a tool to close down discussions
of sexuality. Women who raise issues of sexuality are attacked and stigmatized
for their sexuality. The effect is to render sexuality both a persistently forbidden
subject, and a sensational and omnipresent threat.

By one common rhetorical tactic, any discussion of “gender,” feminism, or “sex-
ual rights” is taken to refer to “deviant” sexualities, or assumed to be “promoting
homosexuality.” This has long been a staple of anti-feminist attacks. It has gained
force by exploiting fears in recent years, as lesbian and gay organizing grows more
visible around the globe. The effects are double: such attacks reduce the definition
of “gender,” and the scope of sexualities, to a single issue within the spectrum; and
they exploit, and give added strength to, the stigma attached to homosexuality.

Sexuality thus becomes a tool and a weapon used by a range of actors to con-
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trol women’s bodily integrity, as well as to hamper women’s political participa-
tion, mobility, and freedoms of association and expression—all of which are pro-
tected as human rights by international law.

“Sexuality-baiting” and “lesbian-baiting,” as the terms are used within this
report, are the practices of strategically using ideas, or prejudices, about women’s
sexuality to intimidate, humiliate, embarrass or stifle the expression of women.
This report will show how they are used specifically to discourage women from
organizing around, or addressing, issues of sexuality—including accepted as well
as marginal or vulnerable sexualities—and often to discourage women’s assertion
of control or independence in other areas as well.

These tactics confront women with an uncomfortable dilemma. Feminist
activists must shed or respond to the “negative” image with which they are being
imbued, but must also reject the negativity of the label itself. They are faced with
the task not so much of answering the accusation, as of taking its power away.
How can individual women or women’s organizations defend themselves, not by
denying a name, and thereby potentially validating the insult associated with it,
but by challenging the purpose of the labeling? If heterosexually-identified
women working for a reproductive-rights organization, for instance, are labeled
“radical lesbian militants,” how can they be strong enough in a hostile social cli-
mate to say in response, “What difference does it make if we are?”

The modes and effects of baiting vary widely. A few general themes can be
observed, however.

States may directly criminalize lesbian and gay sexuality, or even the exercise
of basic freedoms of expression and association. In certain circumstances, states
that criminalize sexuality or organizing related to homosexuality have repealed
discriminatory laws after targeted advocacy by lesbian and gay or human rights
organizations. Such was the case in Romania, where the federal penal code was
amended by the government in 2002 to strike provisions that called for impris-
onment for same sex sexual behavior. Whether the repeal was truly motivated by
anti-discrimination sentiment or state interest in ultimately acceding to the
European Union cannot be determined.86

86. For information about Romania and its history of criminalization of homosexuality, see Human
Rights Watch and IGLHRC, Public Scandals: Sexual Orientation and Criminal Law in
Romania, 1998. In terms of state efforts to regulate sexuality, fears of homosexuality may also
affect how rights to expression and association are respected within judicial systems. In 1994,
the highest court of Hungary refused to allow legal registration of a lesbian and gay political
advocacy organization, the “Szivarvany Tarsulas a Melegek Jogaiert” (Rainbow Association for
Gay Rights), citing a danger to “public morals” constituted, among other offenses, by the asso-
ciation’s refusal to restrict membership to persons above the age of 18.
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States may find it increasingly convenient to invoke, and condemn, the specter
of homosexuality in a political context: to stir fear, to solidify support, or to
detract from economic crisis or political controversy. In using sexuality-baiting as
a “cover,” they can deflect or preclude criticism from civil society; they can also
position themselves as representing the “voice of the people” in projecting a
national (heterosexual) identity. A Kenyan activist suggests that President Moi’s
lesbian- and gay-baiting has taken place against a backdrop of challenges to the
Kenyan political system and economy. At the time of his 1995 post-Beijing anti-
lesbian comments, Moi was under pressure from debtors and aid donors to cre-
ate a multiparty system. Kenyan citizens were uniting across issues in a constitu-
tional reform process, and Moi faced mounting opposition to the state’s role in
promoting tribal violence.87

Under such circumstances, demonizing an enemy not only serves to assign
specious blame for the symptoms of a social implosion: it also creates solidity
among disparate groups, who may unite behind the government’s banner in
opposition to a morally execrated enemy. The recent history of Zimbabwe shows
ample evidence of this. President Robert Mugabe has launched a number of ver-
bal assaults against lesbians and gay men. His 1995 comments that gay people
are “lower than dogs and pigs” and “have no rights at all” have been widely
reported, and have been amplified regularly by similar outbursts.

In February of 2005, two months before parliamentary elections are due to be
held in Zimbabwe, NGOs are again finding themselves under threat of both
harassment and closure by the federal government. Passage by the Zimbabwe
parliament of a new Non-Governmental Organizations Act marks a new crack-
down on civil society organizations and, when implemented, will potentially tar-
get various human rights groups for closure. Gays and Lesbians of Zimbabwe
(GALZ, a local advocacy group) notes that the law will make monitoring of
human rights violations, including those related to sexuality, much more diffi-
cult, and will circumscribe their own ability and that of other groups to receive
often vital funding from outside Zimbabwe. This is only the most recent effort by
the Mugabe administration to curtail a growing opposition movement seeking to
promote a culture of democracy and reform.88

In March 2000, for example, Mugabe identified sexual diversity with national
decline. Faced with a collapsing currency, charges of corruption, a major defeat in
a constitutional revision process, tensions and violence surrounding land reform,

87. IGLHRC interview with anonymous Kenyan activist, March 2000.
88. “Zimbabwe approves NGO Act despite protests,” Africa Online, December 10, 2004,
http://www.afrol.com/articles/14967, and http://allafrica.com/stories/200408230530.html.
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and the pressures of an upcoming election, the president scapegoated gays and les-
bians, calling them tools of foreign enemies.8 Mugabe responded to British con-
cern over rights protections in Zimbabwe by commenting, “The British govern-
ment is seeking to promote homosexuality.” And he went on to call on the nation
to defend itself and its gendered identity: “We as chiefs should fight against such
Western practices and respect our culture,” he said: “British homosexuals are
worse than dogs and pigs because [they] do not differentiate between males and
females.”?0 Opponents of the regime thus faced a double stigma: as sexual
deviants, and as agents of the corrupting former-colonial power.

Mugabe’s comments have rarely targeted women specifically: yet they foment
a climate of distrust and fear toward lesbians and other women who engage in
political advocacy on sexuality issues. According to a member of GALZ, lesbian
organizing has been made more difficult as a result of the homophobic climate
bolstered by the president’s attacks. Until recently, few women’s organizations
have been willing to work publicly with GALZ and its lesbian program.o!

Bisi Adeleye-Fayemi, of the African Women’s Development Fund, suggests
that state leaders may feel a recurrent need to guard against threats from their
right flanks. “Loose cannon politicians” on the margins may end up driving
national agendas, by taking vocal homophobic and anti-feminist stances which
intimidate established officials into following their lead. “They’re perceived as
powerful and important. Elected officials pander to a [conservative] special inter-
est constituency and say what they think they want to hear.” Politicians use
democracy as an excuse to surrender to intolerance, Adeleye-Fayemi observes:
“They may say ‘this isn’t my opinion, but that’s what people want’.”92

Some of the tensions democratization can bring in relation to rights protections
will be explored later in this report. The core responsibilities of states, however,
should not be in doubt. The UDHR affirms in its Preamble that “every individual
and every organ of society. .. shall strive by teaching and education to promote
respect for these rights and freedoms and by progressive measures, national and
international, to secure their universal and effective recognition and observance.”

89. Tsitsi Tiripano, member of Gays and Lesbians of Zimbabwe, presentation in New York, March
2000 see also Tee Ngugi, “The Fall and Fall of Robert Mugabe,” The Namibian, March 2, 2000.

90. R. W. Johnson and Tom Walker, “Mugabe Makes New ‘Gay Britain’ Attack,” London Sunday
Times, March 19, 2000.

91. Reportedly, however, lesbians in GALZ have recently been able to build alliances with a num-
ber of women’s organizations in Zimbabwe: Tsitsi Tiripano, member of Gays and Lesbians of
Zimbabwe, presentation in Washington, D.C., March 2000.

92. IGLHRC interview with Bisi Adeleye-Fayemi, former Director, Akina Mama wa Afrika,
February 2000.
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It also holds that “Everyone is entitled to a social and international order in which
the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration can be fully realized” (Article
28). Rights are inscribed in covenants, and subscribed to by states, in order that
popular sentiment can never completely trump these commitments.

However, the very postulation of an international order, in which universal
and binding promises assume precedence over particularity and sovereignty,
potentially affronts the forces of nationalism. Beyond the immediate political
interests of states and their leaders, the powerful ideology of nationalism drives
and is driven by sexuality-baiting: “deviant” sexualities appear not just as inter-
nal threats but as invasions from the vast threatening outside.

Such rhetoric can assume multiple guises. Anxieties about declining birth
rates, for instance, can lead to condemnations of homosexuality as a “threat to
the nation,” in the name of a pro-natalist compulsion. In Latvia—where fears of
slow national disappearance have been invoked to restrict reproductive free-
doms—an NGO called “For Latvian Society Without Homosexuality” organ-
ized a conference in late 1999 on “The sexual health of Latvian society on the
threshold of the third millennium.” The conference invitation noted concern
about “the shameless involvement of children in such antisocial activities and
sexual deviations. ... This promotes the development of such problems as the
spread of AIDS, a decrease in the birth rate. .. etc.”?3 Prominent Latvian politi-
cians engage in what one local activist calls “rampages against homosexuality,”%4
threatening that it will further shrink the population.

In Romania, one member of Parliament told IGLHRC that “if we legalize
homosexuality, we will make it so attractive that Romanians simply will no
longer reproduce.” In that country, the Ceausescu dictatorship’s pro-natalist bent
led to a quarter-century-long absolute ban on abortion and contraception, con-
tributing immensely to the unpopularity of the Communist regime. Forces such
as the Romanian Orthodox Church, which tacitly oppose women’s reproductive
and sexual freedoms, still shy away from direct attacks on abortion; they criticize
homosexuality instead.?s

93. “Anti-Homosexual Organization Founded in Latvia,” statement by Juris Lavrikovs, President
of the Homosexuality Information Center, Latvia, December 14, 1999.

94. IGLHRC interview with anonymous Latvian women’s rights advocate, March 2000.

95. Interview by Scott Long, IGLHRC, with Emil Teodor Popescu, President of the Judiciary
Committee of the Chamber of Deputies, Parliament of Romania, June 1997. Such paranoia rests,
of course, in part on the assumption that lesbians and gay men do not have or wish to have chil-
dren, or are unfit parents. See also Antonia Creteanu and Adrian Coman, “Homosexuality in the

Written Media in Romania,” in Minorities in the Media, Center for Independent Journalism,

Romania, 1998; and, for the position of the Orthodox Church, Human Rights Watch and

IGLHRC, Public Scandals: Sexual Orientation and Criminal Law in Romania, 1998, pp. 33-34.
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But alternative sexualities are also made to appear intrinsically foreign, always
the product of some other culture, never one’s own. As such they threaten national
independence as well as national identity. At the Beijing conference, flyers distrib-
uted by right-wing groups urged delegates from the developing world not to
“Surrender Your Sovereignty” to forces with a “narrow ideological agenda
including abortion on demand and the undermining of parental rights.” Another
flyer (from a group based in Virginia in the US) offered the same delegates
“irrefutable evidence that the policies promoted by the northern countries are
destructive.” This evidence included erroneous information about divorce rates
and STD transmission; the flyer demanded, “Why would any country want to
replace its culture with an alien culture with this record of failure?”%

Such concern for local practice and indigenous culture may legitimately elicit
skepticism when espoused by North-based organizations aggressively supporting
a culturally specific Christian agenda. It resonates, however, with many nation-
alist themes. The fact that advocacy for sexual rights is associated, in many
minds, with a few international conferences has contributed to the notion that
such advocacy is “internationalist,” part of a conspiratorial global design. The
President of Kenya’s statement that “We Kenyans have rejected resolutions made
in Beijing, we will not leave what God has given us,” shows one side of this iden-
tification. Its practical effect is illustrated by the words of a Kenyan immigration
officer, on expelling an Australian citizen accused of homosexuality: “We shall
not allow these people to come and teach our people bad manners.”97

Nationalism defends the ideal identity of a state. Yet its most powerful
enforcers are often not directly connected to government or politics. The media
can play a major role in dividing sexual behaviors into the nationally approved
on the one hand, and the collectively abhorrent on the other.

Former Yugoslavia offers examples of this interplay. In June 1998, Milan
Ivkosic, a Croatian author and right-wing pundit, devoted an editorial in the
national newspaper Vecernji List to feminist organizations, highlighting two
women who worked for feminist NGOs, and whom he named as individuals.?8
Ivkosic had participated in a televised panel the previous evening with Rada
Boric and Vesna Kesic, from the Center for War Victims (CWV) and Be Active Be
Emancipated (B.a.B.e.), respectively.

In the editorial, Ivkosic claimed that Boric’s comments on the show had
“openly defended the position of the Great Serbian Fascist Aggressor” in claiming

96. The flyer allegedly originated from the “American Life League, Inc.,” based in Stafford,
Virginia, USA.

97. “Kenya says it expels Australian homosexual,” Reuters, November 2, 1994.

98. IGLHRC interview with Vesna Kesic, Be Active Be Emancipated, January 2000.
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that “the violence of the battlefield has been brought into the home, in the form
of violence against women.”?? Ivkosic also asserted that “more than 80% of the
activists from women’s and other marginal organizations are Serbs, and the rest
are more or less Croats with political or family backgrounds in the Yugoslav
Secret Service, the Yugoslav Police or Yugoslav army officers.”

The political dubiousness of these women, however, was also personal—their
unstable allegiances connected to their sexual lives, their unreliability rooted in a
refusal to reproduce. They clung to a cosmopolitan “Yugo”-ideology instead of
recognizing their duty to the ethnic state:

These women, who speak the loudest in defending women’s rights in the
family, present in their personal lives a model that directly opposes the ideal
and desirable Croatian family (that is they are married without children, old
but unmarried, etc.). Although they are fighting for women’s right to repro-
ductive choice, or childbearing in general, some of them are not even in rela-
tionships with men at all because they are lesbians (against which I have no
objection as long as their lesbianism does not become a militant ideology).

Although they oppose the laws of nature, they would like to impose
laws in Parliament. Without the support they receive from abroad (in the
form of. .. money and awards from international organizations), they are
quite insignificant. . . And although they are ostensibly women’s organi-
zations, they are, in fact, first and foremost Yugo-political organizations.

Vesna Kesic, from B.a.B.e., contends that Ivkosic’s attack was motivated by a
fear of women’s free sexuality which transcends national and cultural borders:
but its particular form was inflected by the anti-Western and anti-free-market
obsessions of the Croatian right wing.100

One human rights activist suggests that the blending of sexism, homophobia
and nationalism in Ivkosic’s assault represents “an aggressive way of undermin-
ing women because of the cultural context. This meant something particular
here, especially with regard to population policies.”101

99. Milan Ivkosic, “Rodoljubna Zanovijetanja,” Vecernji List, June 14, 1998.

100. IGLHRC interview with Vesna Kesic, January 2000.

101. IGLHRC interview with Madeleine Rees, Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights in
Bosnia, February 2000. In an attempt to marginalize single women, the Croatian government has
attempted unsuccessfully to enforce polices giving gradations of economic benefits to “families”
based on how many children they have. Under this plan, families with multiple children would
receive extensive state support. Similar policies distinguished the pro-natalist Ceausescu dictator-
ship in Romanaia: see Gail Kligman, The Politics of Duplicity: Controlling Reproduction in
Ceausescu’s Romania (Berkeley, 1999).
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B.a.B.e. and the Center for Women War Victims have brought two legal suits
against Ivkosic, both still pending. The first is a private, civil suit claiming “emo-
tional damage.” The second seeks prosecution, and charges discrimination
against women, based on Ivkosic’s use of hate speech against both the organiza-
tions involved and the individuals named.

The latter suit, Kesic notes, is particularly complicated, in that the women
bringing the charges do not wish (by calling the allegations slanders) further to
demonize lesbians; older, unmarried, or childless women; or Serbs. They hope to
use the prosecution to accuse Ivkosic of inciting hate; they do not want unwit-
tingly to endorse his principle of denigration.102, 103

In other countries, however, activists may lack even these legal recourses.
When, in the summer of 1998, a 24-year-old man in Zambia confessed his
homosexuality to a national newspaper, a storm of media attention followed.
Columnist after columnist, particularly in the pro-government press, saw a
Western threat to Zambian identity in the individual revelation. One writer drew
a direct connection to feminist advocacy:

Reproductive rights activists tell us that no one can dictate what you
can or cannot do with your body or sex life or even the unborn child
inside you. But is sex between two consenting adults really no one else’s
business? Is sex between two or more willing adults still a private mat-
ter these days?...People must now wake up to the fact that most of what
we do in the privacy of our bedroom these days affects many, many oth-
ers. The worst part of the whole problem is that it affects national cof-
fers. The acceptance of the gay culture in this country will unnecessari-
ly raise the AIDS, malnutrition and malaria laden cost of bealth care.104

The fact that a local human rights organization proposed to use funding from
the Norwegian government for a gay and lesbian project stimulated particular
outrage—from the Zambian foreign ministry as well as from the press. “Is it
some 30 pieces of silver from donors for which they are selling Zambia’s cultural
values to, is it, Scandinavians?” one columnist asked.!%5 (In one of the unin-

102. IGLHRC interview with Vesna Kesic, January 2000.

103. No decision ultimately was made in these lawsuits, due, at least in part, to hearings being post-
poned and Ivkosic not appearing in court at specified times. Sanja Sarnavka, BaBe, email com-
munication to IGLHRC, January 8, 2005, addressing her correspondence with Rada Boric.

104. Joe Chilaizya, “The High Cost of Homosexuality,” Times of Zambia, Tuesday, October 20, 1998.

105. Gilbert Manda, “Gay Movement Sheer Nonsense,” Times of Zambia, Thursday, September 17,
1998.
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tended ironies of cultural interchange, the same newspaper so vigorously defend-
ing authentic local values had two weeks earlier carried a long article entirely
taken from the writings of the US-based “ex-gay” movement.106) The author of
a women’s column expanded on these themes:

The practice of this abnormal sexual practice is certainly not peculiar to
Zambia. It is very widespread, particularly in Europe and many other
parts of the world.

In advanced societies, where people have attained so much that they
have nothing much to do in life, they tend to turn to such unnatural
practices as a pastime.

In the first world, people have achieved so much in life. They have
three meals a day, all the fruits and drinks and any imaginable luxury
at their disposal. Since some of them may not have much work to do
any more, they search for hobbies and some, unfortunately, end up in
homosexuality.

But in third world countries, particularly in Sub Saharan Africa, we
have so much work to do, we cannot even afford to think of homosex-
uality. The odds against us are too many. The energies being channeled
towards unproductive ventures like forming gay associations could be
used for more meaningful projects like poverty alleviation.107, 108

The issues raised by such attacks—about the relationship between develop-
ment and local control, wealth and cultural privilege, national agendas and inter-
national claims—are significant ones. What is telling here, however, is the way
that sexuality becomes the preferred field on which to play them out, through
which to understand them. It is not simply that sexual rights are pitted against
the right to development—as though the (minimal) resources spent defending the
former can realistically be said to detract from the latter. It is, rather, that issues
of sexuality are first articulated and understood through the lens of nation and

106. Vanessa Furlong, “Homosexuality: Christian Counseling is the Answer,” Times of Zambia,
Thursday, September 3, 1998.

107. Pauline Banda, “Gender Focus: Homosexuality Not New But Can Be Stopped Here,” Zambia
Daily Mail, September 17, 1998.

108. In November of 2004, the First Secretary and Legal Advisor at the Netherlands Embassy in
Kampala, Uganda challenged that state’s Human Rights Commission to have open conversa-
tion about sexuality and sexual orientation; in response, he was ridiculed by members of the
government who called the appeal for dialogue “indecent,” and who argued that Ugandans
“have more pressing issues to propose debate about.” http://www.iglhrc.org/php/section.php?
id=5&detail=540
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region and their needs. The appearance of nonconforming sexuality triggers a
succession of other concerns and anxieties; and sexuality quickly turns into an
arena in which to contest those issues. In the process, it ceases to be an ordinary
human experience, and instead is seen as a corrupting luxury. And crucial ques-
tions of politics, economics, and geography lose their coherence when com-
pressed into the sphere of one person’s sexual choices.

The effect on basic freedoms can be devastating. A fledgling organization of
gays and lesbians in Zambia was formally denied the right to register. Politicians
threatened members of the organization with imprisonment. One lesbian
activist, dismissed from her job and thrown out of her home by her parents after
the press publicized her sexuality, found herself living in a makeshift shelter for
street children.10?

Finally, religions, powerful and often supranational institutions lend their
endorsement to local prejudice in the name of transcendent moral values. And
they often do so in alliance with the state. The effects can be manifold, and many
will be discussed elsewhere in this report. Particularly noteworthy, however, is
the ambiguous status of many religious bodies: functioning on one level within
civil society in a way comparable to non-governmental organizations, they
nonetheless use their vast mobilizing power (and, often, their official or semi-
official status with the state) to amass an influence no other NGO can claim. The
peculiar status of the Holy See—which (unique among religious bodies) claims a
special observer status within the United Nations, enabling it to move as a virtual
partner to member states—is one instance of this ambiguity projected onto an
international scale.110, 111

On the local level, examples abound. Religious bodies have, for instance, cam-
paigned against the presence of other “rival” NGOs, including feminist organi-
zations. One activist notes that, since governments often “do not want to get into

109. In many countries, legal registration or recognition by the government is necessary for NGOs to
operate. For a critique of how such requirements can inhibit and hamper civil society, see The
Neglected Right: Freedom of Association in International Human Rights Law, Lawyers
Committee for Human Rights, December 1997. Information on Zambia from interview by Scott
Long, IGLHRC, with Herbert Nyendwa, Registrar of Societies, Lusaka, Zambia, November
1998; interview by Long with anonymous Zambian lesbian activist, November 1998.

110. Catholics for a Free Choice, an organization of Catholics supporting reproductive and women’s
rights, has recently called for a UN review of the status of the Holy See.

111. In July of 2004, the UN General Assembly adopted without a vote a resolution enhancing the
Holy See’s observer status through extending “the same rights and privileges as other
Observers, in order to enable the Holy See to participate in a more constructive way in the
Assembly’s activities, without intermediary.” See UN Press Release from July 1, 2004
www.un.org/news/press/docs/2004/ga10245.doc.htm on resolution A/58/L.64.
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trouble with the Church,” they may seek to limit the participation of particular
women or particular organizations in delegations, meetings, or discussion.!12
Strong Church connections with the state government of Costa Rica, for
instance, may have resulted in limitations on participation by women’s organiza-
tions—and by lesbians—in government UN delegations.113

Similarly, in Colombia, where the Catholic Church has significant ties to the gov-
ernment, one reproductive and sexual rights activist holds that the Church has influ-
enced the granting or denial of state contracts to organizations promoting health-
related programs throughout the country. She suggests that adolescent health and
women’s reproductive health are two areas which, because of their connection to
issues of sexuality, are particularly scrutinized in allotting contract awards.114

Conservative Catholicism is not just well-resourced: it is well-networked. It
has built alliances with conservative Islamic states, among others, to oppose
women’s rights at many international venues. And it is assisted by a web of like-
minded and wealthy right-wing NGOs. Two examples of the latter will give an
idea of their strength.

Exodus International is a US-based NGO which promotes pseudoscientific
methods of turning lesbians and gay men into heterosexuals; its work rests on the
(debunked) assumption that homosexuality can be “treated” and overcome.
Exodus has gone global with its missionary message. According to its November
1996 Update, Exodus leaders led a mission to South America that year “to
encourage fledgling ex-gay ministries in that world region and teach the church
how to better address the homosexual issue.”115 In December of the same year,
Exodus members led a speaking tour in Hong Kong where they “presented the
message of hope and change for the homosexual.”116 In South Africa, one
Exodus missionary claims that “Ministry opportunities. . . skyrocketed” after a
visit to the country.!17

112. IGLHRC interview with Lydia Alpizar, youth and women’s rights activist, March 2000.

113. IGLHRC interviews with Alda Facio, Costa Rican women’s rights activist, and Lydia Alpizar,
March 2000. Alpizar cites an article entitled “Delegacion tica sin ONGs” (Costa Rican delega-
tion without NGOs) in the Costa Rican newspaper La Prensa Libre, August 25, 1995.

114. IGLHRC interview with anonymous Colombian reproductive and women’s rights advocate,
March 2000.

115. “Exodus Team Takes Good News to South America,” Exodus International Update,
November, 1996, p. 3.

116. “Exodus Team Invades Hong Kong: Message of homosexual redemption presented to media and
top Christian leaders during eight-day tour,” Exodus International Update, February, 1997, p. 1.

117. “Ex-gay Ministry Soars in South Africa,” Exodus International Update, November, 1996, p. 3.
For further information on the US right wing and its resources, see Jean Hardisty, Mobilizing
Resentment: Conservative Resurgence from the Jobn Birch Society to the Promise Keepers
(Boston, 1999).
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As noted above, by 1998 Zambian newspapers were recycling Exodus propa-
ganda in showing how homosexuals could be “healed.” In 2005, Exodus’ web-
site claims that the organization “seeks to establish at least one ex-gay ministry
in each Spanish-speaking country of Latin America,” and lists 2004 accomplish-
ments as including well-attended regional conferences in Mexico and Brazil, and
a new ministry in Nigeria called GAYAID.

Focus on the Family (FOF) is a US-based Christian-right NGO, militantly
anti-gay, with strong political links to the Republican Party. In 2001 and 2002,
FOF served as an official NGO advisor to the US State Department’s UN delega-
tion to the General Assembly Special Session on Children. In 2003, FOF and
FOF-Canada were awarded ECOSOC status at the UN, which allows access to
and participation in various UN gatherings. FOF in the US reported $128 million
in revenue in its 2003 financial reporting.!18

According to its website, its reach “now extends to over 90 countries”; it seeks
to “cultivate long term relationships with our international ministry partners and
assist however we can.” In Costa Rica, “Enfoque a la Familia” reaches its audi-
ence through 43 radio stations; a Spanish-language FOF video teaches students
in over 4500 public schools. This project, the site claims, comes at the request of
the “nation’s First Lady.” FOF reports that as of October, 2004, leader James
Dobson’s 90-second commentaries and half-hour daily radio programs are heard
on 5,009 stations in 164 countries and in 25 languages. They estimate that the
global audience reached is 220 million in over 150 countries. The Focus website
notes that they broadcast through 4000 facilities and now have 18 associate FOF
offices. Focus on the Family Commentary airs in supermarkets in Malaysia, FOF
books are distributed to bookstores in the Philippines, and FOF’s curriculum-
based program has been “designed to train 500 Australian facilitators who will
equip 15,000 parents in the next three years.” 119

These networks illustrate an alarming trend over the last ten years: the inter-
nationalization of intolerance. Right-wing Christian organizations in the global
North have learned to disguise moral imperialism as a helping hand. They
couch their missionary antagonism toward difference as a sympathetic under-
standing of threatened cultures. They sell themselves as assisting developing
countries to preserve their sovereignty against the twin dangers of “sodomy”

118. See Guidestar for information on FOF’s financial status: www.guidestar.org/controller/searchre-
sults.gs?action_gsreport=1&npold=564955.

119. “Worldwide Focus,” Family.Org: A Website of Focus on the Family, http://www. family.org. In
2000, when Written Out was first published, FOF claimed Dobson’s show was heard in over 50
countries.
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and human rights. Their language conceals the consistency of their colonial
ambitions, as they promote narrow and specific agendas rooted in their own
religious traditions. They represent the user-friendly, and frighteningly well-
financed, face of hate.

The Effects: Internalizing Fear

As these examples indicate, the effects of such baiting on women’s capacity to
organize, associate, and express their opinions can be severe. In some cases,
organizations identified with sexuality, or accused of harboring lesbians, can be
denied the right to exist, or harassed so severely that they collapse.

Hostility has sometimes forced lesbian organizations to relocate, or literally to
go underground, in order to protect members’ secrecy or physical safety. In
Mexico, for instance, the lesbian group El Closet de Sor Juana was forced to
move its office and meeting space because of incidents of local harassment, as
women’s cars were damaged or stolen while they attended meetings.!20 In Costa
Rica, the lesbian group Las Entendidas was compelled to hold meetings in pri-
vate homes instead of more accessible public settings while under public attack
for planning a lesbian gathering in 1990.

In Pakistan in May 1999, the provincial government of Punjab revoked the
registration of 1,941 NGOs, closing almost a third of the organizations in the
province. According to Human Rights Watch (HRW), officials “denounced
women’s rights organizations as purveyors of immorality.”12! Women Living
Under Muslim Laws has stated that “While the justification for a review has
been to de-register ‘bogus’ NGOs, the attack has specifically targeted very active
ones, especially those working for either women’s rights specifically or human
rights in general.”122

Punjab’s Minister for Social Welfare announced that the government would
“give exemplary punishment to those involved in anti-State and illegal activi-
ties.” The government, he said, “would not allow NGOs to do politics.” He par-
ticularly singled out Shirkat Gah, a women’s NGO, and the Human Rights
Commission of Pakistan. Of the former, he asked, “Is it a safeguard of human
rights to give a chance to a girl [to have] a night with her paramour?”123 He
accused the latter of “pitting daughters against parents” and creating “a culture

120. IGLHRC interview with Gloria Careaga Perez, El Closet de Sor Juana, March 2000.

121. Human Rights Watch World Report, 1999, p. 210 and p. 438.

122. Women Living Under Muslim Laws (WLUML), “Government Attack on Human
Rights/Women’s Rights NGOs,” June 6, 1999.

123. “NGOs guilty of promoting immorality, claims Binyamin,” The News [Pakistan], May 15,
1999.
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of adultery.” The minister declared, “Believe you me, these people are responsi-
ble for the moral degeneration of our society.” 124

Subtler barriers may generate equally draconian exclusions. One activist
recalls that Nigeria’s recent military regime enforced a stringent gender policing
that virtually made it impossible for nonconforming women to access state offi-
cials, much less engage in advocacy. Under the Abacha regime, women could not
enter the offices of state officials if they were not “properly dressed.” While not
an actual law, this was a de facto policy, and one which was honored: “If the rea-
son to get into the government offices was to save lives, you’d make compro-
mises in your appearance in order to pursue your political agenda.” 125 According
to Bisi-Adeleye Fayemi, from the African Women’s Development Fund, such
policies codified heterosexuality and traditional gender norms.126

In other cases, crucial funding sources for civil society can be affected. In
1997, San Antonio, Texas, in the United States, cut all city arts funding for the
Esperanza Peace and Justice Center, a community center working closely with
lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people, but which also does other social
justice advocacy work. The mayor acknowledged that the Esperanza Center was
singled out because “That group flaunts what it does—it is an in-your-face
organization.”127

In Australia, lesbian activist Barbara Palmer reports that a 1996 election,
which saw the victory of a conservative government running on a “family val-
ues” platform, also saw “all funding dr[y] up for eighteen months for all
women’s organizations,” with the exception of larger, mainstream state-affiliated
groups such as the National Council of Women.!28 The new government funded
only mainstream organizations because “they could cover all the interests of

)

minority groups,” including lesbians, migrant women and disabled women.129
Those labeled “single-issue” groups were expected to fold themselves into these
larger groups.

The Coalition of Activist Lesbians (COAL), a lesbian group formed in 1993,

lost federal funding because, as a small “single-issue” organization, its interests

124. WLUML, “Government Attack on Human Rights/Women’s Rights NGOs,” June 6, 1999, cit-
ing article in The Nation [Pakistan], May 25, 1999.

125. IGLHRC interview with Dorothy Aken’Ova, formerly of Women’s Health Organization of
Nigeria, March 2000.

126. IGLHRC interview with Bisi Adeleye-Fayemi, formerly of Akina Mama wa Afrika, March
2000.

127. “San Antonio Reduces Aid to the Arts by 15 Percent,” The New York Times, September 13,
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128. IGLHRC interview with Barbara Palmer, Coalition of Activist Lesbians, March 2000.

129. IGLHRC interview with Eileen Pittaway, Coalition of Activist Lesbians, March 2000.
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were expected to be subsumed under someone else’s umbrella. Eileen Pittaway, a
COAL member, suggests that groups which did not represent “proper women”
were specifically targeted by these cuts.

In other cases, baiting discourages groups dominated by gay men or other
progressive organizations from dealing with issues of women’s sexuality. Those
groups may distance themselves from lesbian organizing, seeing risk in the
alliance with endangered identities, rather than strength. Baiting can divide the
women’s movement from other progressive movements. It can also divide the
women’s movement against itself.

In the Esperanza case, harassment of the center began with the Religious Right,
including anti-abortion groups—but some gay men eagerly joined in. “This is a
victory that the Almighty had to have given us, “ one fundamentalist stated after
the center lost its funding: “I love homosexuals,” he added, “what I absolutely
hate is the evil, wicked, child-seducing lifestyle, characteristic behavior.”
However, a group of conservative gay men paradoxically sided with their one-
time enemies in opposing the center, partly because it had sponsored art works
centered on women’s sexuality. Religious extremism was preferable to rampant
feminism. A gay newspaper criticized the center’s “in-your-face activism”; one
gay leader said, “They go over the line.”130

COALs Pittaway asserts that “some of the biggest problems we’ve encoun-
tered have been baiting from the larger mainstream women’s organizations.”
This was particularly evident in preparation for the Beijing conference. “We had
heard that some women in these larger organizations had wanted our funding to
be cut. We took it to mean that they wanted to represent Australian women.
Because, as lesbians, you’re not seen to be normal, you aren’t seen as being able
to represent interests of, or advocate on behalf of, the experiences of other
women.” Barbara Palmer says: “Lesbians aren’t acknowledged as part of the
human race.”

Relationships between feminists and lesbians, as well as between women’s
movements and lesbian movements, are not an easy subject for generalization.
They rest on histories specific to cultures or regions. Women with diverse back-
grounds build and set limits to political alliances depending upon historical
moments and political climates. They may come together to combat related
forms of repression, or they may split apart in organizing based on nationalist or
other lines. But the coming together and the dividing are always connected to
broader social climates. Alliance-building or alliance-breaking cannot take place
in a vacuum; women develop strategic responses to, as well as fears about, the

130. Dianne Monroe, “The Art of Defunding,” San Antonio Current, November 6-12, 1997.
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myriad means by which state and private actors deploy ideas about sexuality and
gender.

Some women’s organizations have found both overt and subtle ways to dis-
tance themselves from lesbians, or from women who advocate sexual rights
agendas. “We have become an embarrassment to the women’s movement by

2]

declaring ourselves lesbians,” one Indian lesbian writes. “Just as in the earlier
days women’s issues were secondary to the agenda of the class struggle, today
feminists tell us that lesbian issues have to be secondary to the other concerns of
the women’s movement.”131

In Romania, women’s rights advocates sometimes blend fear of lesbianism
with nationalist resentment: assuming Western feminists to be lesbians, they
thereby position these outsiders as alien to a Romanian space and norm. Mona
Nicoara suggests that some women’s groups try to edge away from potential
Western allies because of this shadowy connection to lesbians. “They are afraid
of being associated with Western feminists because of the association with les-
bianism; it’s part of why they’ve rejected the name ‘feminist.”” In organizing con-
ferences, Nicoara reports, women’s rights advocates “think twice before inviting,
and justifying the presence of, Western feminists in the role of “foreign experts’
because of this association with lesbianism.”132

In Mexico, there has been historical tension between lesbian and feminist
movements, yet the visibility of lesbians and the existence of the lesbian move-
ment partly rest on feminism’s challenge to “the arbitrary gender role system”
within the Mexican state.!33 Claudia Hinojosa, a Mexican rights activist, sug-
gests that this challenge to gender roles also enabled lesbian activists to question
“the fear of heterosexual feminists of approaching the discussion of lesbianism.”
She maintains that “the lesbian contribution consisted of engaging [heterosex-
ual] feminists in discussing the [compulsory] heterosexualization of society as the
ultimate control mechanism over the lives and bodies of women.”

The emergence of lesbian feminism prompted various interesting reactions
from the feminist groups who have aimed at gaining hegemonic social posi-
tion[s]. These included both the initial effort to create some distance from the
lesbian organizations to avoid being stigmatized, and more sophisticated
approaches that framed lesbian feminism as the site where erotic passion is con-

131. Naseem, “Reflections of an Indian Lesbian,” in Ashwini Sukthankar, ed., Facing the Mirror:
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structed, and, hence, where irrationality dominates. Therefore lesbian feminists
were often treated as “illegal aliens” in the feminist territories who offered avail-
able labor to create a feminist movement that would welcome them as long as
they didn’t expect to move “their” issues to the forefront. Many feminists felt the
need to reassure the world that they were not lesbians.

Lesbians responded in part by looking elsewhere for alliances. Hinojosa
explains that in the late 1970s and early 1980s, the lesbian movement had
embraced some of the social justice goals promoted by Mexico’s “new left.” In
addition, some lesbians developed alliances with gay male activists and organi-
zations, as these were, at least at times, open to lesbians’ quest to challenge gen-
der norms. While these relationships were not without conflict, they did provide
refuge when the feminist movement was less than welcoming.134

Gloria Careaga Perez, a Mexican feminist who has worked with both feminist
and lesbian groups, cites some of the same uneasy relations between the two modes
of organizing. She asserts that lesbians within feminist organizations are sometimes
told that working on lesbian issues is “too risky” for the mainstream. Careaga sees
this expectation of risk as a subtle sign of homophobia. Women’s NGOs are
“loosely supportive” of lesbian work, she says, yet because these tensions remain
unacknowledged and unspoken, “it’s hard to interpret their position.”135

In response, lesbian political agendas may be diluted in the name of making
them palatable to a “wider” audience. In order to win support of other groups
within feminist movements, lesbians or sexual rights advocates may negotiate
compromise positions which render sexuality less and less visible. A feminist
who has worked in both Mexico and Costa Rica notes that, in the process of
negotiation, “you lose part of your own feminist agenda, you lose some of your
goals. It’s important to get that perspective back.”136

This vanishing act—the withdrawal of personal needs and political demands
beneath a shadow of self-sacrificing invisibility—exacts a profound personal as
well as political toll. A Latvian women’s rights advocate who is a board member
of a reproductive and sexual health NGO tells of her frustration within her
organization.!37 She asserts that though the organization’s mandate—and even
its name—suggest work on sexual health, many women on staff wish to exclude
work with lesbians, or on sexual orientation issues. Concerns about addressing
lesbian health issues are seldom overtly expressed, this informant maintains, but

134. Ibid.
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there are subtle indications of discomfort. Sometimes, however, reluctance
becomes evident.

In a meeting with representatives from her own organization as well as others,
to discuss a proposed Latvian law on reproductive rights and abortion, this
activist drew attention to how the draft bill omitted some issues of sexual rights.
After recommending inclusion of model texts on sexuality from the International
Planned Parenthood Federation’s charter, she was told by other organizations’
members that she shouldn’t be “advocating lesbian rights.” She was accused of

»

“trying to destroy the family.” “I was made to look like a radical, and as if I were
speaking on my own behalf.”

She claims that the worst aspect of this attack was the disheartening diffidence
of her organization. The president of her organization “gave no support” and
tried to distance herself from the activist’s comments. The informant also claims
that even in strategic planning sessions, lesbian issues have been dismissed with
the warning that “this is not the best time to talk about this.” The organization,
she is steadily reminded, must “be very careful” about its future tactics and strat-
egy. “They use lots of tactics to keep lesbians out of the debate.” She feels she
does not have allies in the organization.

This activist contemplates leaving the group because of her frustration, but
chooses to stay for the sake of the credibility of her work; she would rather con-
tinue to operate through the organization than start a new one. She notes that she
is no longer invited to core meetings of this group, and assumes she was deemed
“too controversial.”

Such frustration is more than organizational. It is one manifestation of a force
which compels lesbian women to remain closeted and self-concealed. The wounds
of invisibility are deep. A tragic result of some women’s internalization of shame and
fear is suicide. While lesbian suicides cannot necessarily be directly linked to specific
incidents of vilification or invective, they do take place within social climates of hos-
tility and hatred towards women’s sexuality. Patterns of lesbian suicides have been
reported in India and China, among other countries. Sometimes these suicides are
enacted as pacts between lovers who agree to take their own lives because of the fear
of separation, or because of the pressure they face to conform to heterosexual
norms. Two lesbians in China were reported to have attempted suicide in the mid-
1990s by injecting disinfectant into their veins. A Chinese newspaper reporting the
case described the women as “suffering from homosexuality.” “They did not want
to marry and could no longer face the immense pressure they felt from society.”138

138. Quoted in “Facing Strong Societal Pressure, Few Chinese Gays Come Out,” Deutsche Presse-
Agentur, February 21, 1995.
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SAKHI, an Indian women’s organization, has reported pact suicides by
“women couples.” SAKHI notes that these deaths are usually not reported as
lesbian suicides, and that aversion therapy and large doses of mood-altering
medications are sometimes used to counteract and treat “the depression inherent
in the experience of isolation that lesbian women often experience.”13?

In a 1999 survey conducted by the Costa Rican lesbian rights group CIPAC,
11% of lesbians interviewed in San Jose stated they had attempted suicide at least
once. Of those, 60% had attempted suicide multiple times. In a larger sampling
of lesbians and gay men, 42% knew of someone who had attempted suicide.
30% stated that they saw suicide as an act of bravery.140

Responses to invisibility differ—as do degrees of susceptibility to pressure,
shame, and fear. These concerns can be class-bound: women in higher socio-eco-
nomic positions may have status beyond their sexual identities in ways that some
women do not. One Costa Rican lesbian suggests that “in a higher class, they
forgive you” 14! there may be less risk for wealthier women in identifying as les-
bians, or in responding to attacks.

The same woman asserts that the invisibility of women’s sexuality, along
with the internalized oppression many lesbians feel, reinscribes the notion that
“sexuality is a private matter, that it’s just about who you sleep with.” These
silencing forces often mean that “you can’t be your whole self in your political
work or