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For ewor d

Charl otte Bunch

nternational VWnen's Year, MEXICO A TY, JUNE-JUY,

1975 —“What are the | eshians doi ng here? What can

they ask for? Do they want nowto inscribe their patho-
logicirregularity inthe Charter of Hunan R ghts? Are they
claimng the pathetic ‘right’ to boast about their sexual
aberration? This unawareness of their illness just proves
how severe these clinical cases are....They have discredited
this Gonference and distorted the true purposes of wonan' s
enanci pation.” Thus, Pedro Gingoire in Excelsior (Juy 1,
1975), the largest circulation newspaper in Mexico,
denounced those dermandi ng that | esbi ani smbe included on
the agenda at the first Lhited Nations Veérld Gonference on
Women.

Leshi ans have been asserting our fundanental hunan
rights as part of the wonen's rights agenda in the context
of the United Nations Varld Conferences on \Wnen since
their inceptionin Mxico Gty in 1975 wen the first Interna-
tional Vénen's Year nference led to the declaration of a
UN Decade for Vénen (1976-1985). The WN Decade and its
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worl d conferences did not create either femnismor |eshian
activism and nany of their officia proponents have been
hostile to both. Neverthel ess, they have provided a world-
wi de public focus on wonmen which |egitinzed wonen’s
activities and sponsored events where wonen have
expanded their international networking and devel oped
greater political savvy. Likew se, wonen' s novenents in
every region have been both fearful and hesitant about |es-
bianism Yet, at the sane tine, they have provided the the-
oretical and organizational context for |eshians to becone
nore visible and to chal | enge honophobi a and conpul sory
heterosexual ity as antithetical tothe goas of femnism

Qaudia Hnojosa, one of the early |eshian feninist
activists in Mxico Gty, has observed that the energence of
| eshi anismat the 1975 conference took everyone by sur -
prise. Yet, she says, it becane the frane for the first signifi-
cant exchange between Mexi can | esbi ans and organi zed | es-
bian femnists fromother countries. Further while the LN
Conf erence and the N3O (non-governnental organi zat i on)
parall el event made no official pronouncenents on the issue,
the scandal that the press nade over |eshianismgave it high
visibility both in Mxico and anong del egates at the confer -
ence. Wthin the N3 Tribune, inpronptu | eshian workshops
were schedul ed whi ch received a | arge response and al so
becane the only space for discussion by wonen of their
own sexual ity of any kind.

At the 1980 m d-decade Wrld Gonference on Vénen in
Copenhagen | eshian groups primarily fromVeéstern coun-
tries proposed six workshops for the parall el N3O Forum
whi ch were regul arly schedul ed and wel | attended. Sone
wonen fromThird Vérld countries who did not identify as
| esbi ans al so asked for infornation sessions on the topic,
and several |ively dialogues were added. But the controver -
sies at this conference focused on the Mddl e East and on
North-South divisions and not on | eshi anism Thus, |eshians
noved fromoutrageous scandal in Mexico to | owkey net -
wor ki ng and di al ogue i n Copenhagen. Wil e productive,
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these sessions were perhaps too quiet as nany never knew
| eshi ani smwas di scussed at the Forumand the gover nnen-
tal conference was not even pushed to consider this as part
of its agenda

In 1985 as 15,000 wonen prepared to attend the end of
the Decade VWrld Gonference on Vnen in Nairobi, runors
vere rife that |eshians would not be given visas or allowed
to speak at the Forum Neverthel ess | esbians fromall
regions cane and on the first day, the Forum’85 newspaper
confirmed “reports appearing in two Kenyan daily papers of
the presence of |eshians at the NGO Forum” In spite of
sone initial msunderstandi ngs, a nunber of schedul ed
wor kshops on | eshi ani smwere successfully held. Further, in
response to the visibility given to the issue by the nedia, an
infornal |eshian conversation spot on the [awn at the Lhi -
versity of Nairobi’s Geat Qourt renai ned crowded nost of
the tine, particularly with African wonen who cane to ask
quest i ons.

The highlight was a Leshian Press Qonference held at the
Forumwhere wonen fromall regions spoke. A Third Verld
| eshian statenment sought to counter the idea that this was
awvhite western issue declaring: “If it seens that |eshiani sm
is confined to white western wonen, it is often because
Third Verl d leshians and | eshians of col or cone up agai nst
nore obstacles to our visibility....Bit this silence has to be
seen as one nore aspect of wonen's sexual repression and
not as a conclusion that |eshianism doesn't concern
us....The struggle for lesbian rights is indispensable to any
struggl e for basic human rights. It’'s part of the struggle of
all wonen for control over our own lives.”

A the inter-governnental conference in Nairobi, a Dutch
del egate delivered a speech that included a call for defend-
ing leshian rights, thus narking the first governnental nen-
tion of leshians in the LUhited Nations. Wiile the conference
took no action on the issue in 1985 this paved the way for
declarations on | eshian rights presented at several of the
regional preparatory conferences for the Fourth Wrld Gon-
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ference on Vénen.

1995: LESBI AN RI GHTS ARE WOMEN' S RI GHTS ARE
HUMAN RI GHTS

Snce the end of the UN Decade for VWnen in 1985, nany
wonen have organi zed to bring our perspectives into other
WN activities and world conferences that are not wonan
specific. ne of these has been the @ obal Canpaign for
Vnen's Himan R ghts devel oped around the concept that
“wonen’ s rights are hunman rights.” This canpai gn suc-
ceeded in putting wonen onto the agenda of the Wrld
(onference on Huiman Rghts in Menna in 1993 and gai ned
recognition of violence agai nst wonen, whether it occurs in
public or private, as a hunan rights violation. Wiile sone
N3 activities in this canpai gn have included | eshian rights
as wonen’ s/ hunman rights, at the governmental |evel this
was not accepted in Menna. Avyear later, an effort to get
respect for sexual rights on the Programme of Action from
the International Conference on Popul ation and Devel op-
nent inGiroasofaled

The grow ng acceptance of wonen’'s rights as hunan
rights, however, should |ead to progress on gaining an
under standi ng of leshian rights as hunan rights. A a nini -
mum if the wonen's human rights agenda is going to be
i nclusive of all wonen and not repeat the excl usionary
approaches it has chal I enged i n mal e- doni nated hunan
rights practice, this and nany other “mnority” wonen's
rights issues nust be vigorously pursued.

Vénen's rights and lesbian rights are linked in substan-
tive ways. Both issues chal | enge how human rights distinc-
tions between the private and public and rel uctance to
address fenal e sexual ity have perpetuated viol ations of
wonen and kept theminvisible. Further, the defense of |es-
bianrigts isintegral to the defense of all wonen's right to
deternmine their own sexuality, to work at the jobs they pre-
fer, and to live as they choose wth wonen, nen, children,
or al one. Honophobia and fear of |eshianismis used to keep
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wonen in |ine—accepting their society' s assigned gender
roles and linitations. Wen any wonan curtails her freedom
or fails to take an action or say what she believes out of
fear of being |abeled a | eshian, then honophobia has deni ed
her i ndependence and sapped her strength.

It isinthis context of over two decades of |eshian and
femnist struggle internationally that | wel cone the publish-
ing of this ground-breaking report. This book is both coura-
geous and heart breaki ng. Readi ng about how nuch i sol ati on,
violence, humliation, and fear nost |eshians still suffer
throughout the world is painful. And after two decades of
regional and world conferences where the abuses of |eshian
hunan rights have been presented, it is shaneful that so
nany wonen as Well as nen are still unwlling to defend the
right of wonen to | ove ot her wonen.

Every person who uphol ds the right of woren to hunman
dignity and bodily integrity nust ask why is this issue so dif -
ficul't to support? Wy after so many years does such pro-
found prejudice, ignorance, and discrinination agai nst
vonen sol el y on the grounds of their sexual orientation con-
tinue to flourish? Wien there is nuch tal k about support of
the girl-child and positive self-esteemfor wonen, how can
the physical viol ence, psychol ogi cal abuse, forced hetero-
sexual ity, and conpul sory narriages inflicted on wonen of
all ages who | ove other woren continue to be condoned
through the silence of the world community?

| have asked nysel f these questions repeatedly over the
years. | had the relative privilege of “conming out” as a white
mddl e-cl ass, educated wonan in the context of the femnist
novenent in the Lhited Sates in 1971, M major fears were
that | mght lose ny job or no |onger be able to get visas
and travel to other countries. | recall realizing the depth of
the isolation that haunts the |ives of nmany |eshians |ater
that year when | was in Tokyo for a neeting of an interna-
tional student organization and | slipped anay to go to a bar
for “deviants” (leshians, gays, and heterosexual couples
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having extra-narital affairs). As | earnestly struggled
through a gay nale interpreter to explain the ideas of our
newy forned | esbian-femnist collective in Véshington DC
to a bar hostess dressed in an inpeccable pin striped suit,
she kept asking over and over if there really are wonen in
ny country who “love only wonen.” Her astonishnent that
there were wonen |ike her el sewhere was so great that she
could not get past that question, conpelling ne to see the
isolationthat she felt eveninthat ber.

Thi s book reminds ne once again that while a few of us
have found a niche in this honophobi ¢ and m sogyni st
vorld, the lives of nost |eshians renain isolated, invisible,
and precarious. Yet, the very existence of this book is a so
testanent to the courage, strength, and vision of grow ng
nunbers of |eshians who dare to wite such essays and to
organize groups in spite of the repression they face. Wile
each of us faces different constraints and fears, accepting
our identity as |eshians and “coming out” in at |east sone
ways is an enpowering experience. The “coning out”
process is gradual and ongoi ng because the world assunes
heterosexual ity at every turn. No natter how nany tines
one discloses one's sexual orientation, there are a ways new
pl aces and peopl e and tines when one nust deci de again
howfar “out” to be.

The sense of integration and freedomfrom hiding that
cones Wth affirmng who one is and sharing that wth oth-
ers—het her fanily, friends, or colleagues at work—s al so
an energizing force. As the authors of the South Africa
report in this book note, nmany |eshians wo are “infl uenced
by their own experiences of oppression are in the vanguard
of novenents for progressive societal change in nunbers
far outweighing their proportion of the popul ation.” Such
| eshian and gay nal e energy in the human rights coalition
agai nst apartheid in South Africa resulted in that country
being the first to offer protection against discrinnation on
the basis of sexual orientationinits newconstitution.

Leshians, bothinand out of the “closet,” are vita partici -
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