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bia. Aleshian group called Las Brujas (The Wtches)

sought to establish a presence in the femnist nove-
nent inthe city of Mdellin in the nd-1980s. Hwever, the
group is no longer active, and while infornal |eshian social
groups exist invarious cities in Glonbia, they are in no way
pdic or pditicdly active. Thisinvisibility is evidence of the
first and nost undeniabl e formof discrimnation: |eshians
are not able to establish a public, visible coomunity. The
invisibility of leshians is evident inthe law in the wonen's
novenent, and in nany spheres of (ol onbi an soci ety.

There are currently no | eshian organi zations in Gl om

THE LAW

Athough the Gonstitution of Gl ontia does not explicitly
recogni ze sexual choice as a fundanental right, Article 16
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states that all citizens of Gl onia have the right to “per-
sonal and famly intinacy,” and the right to devel op their
own personal ity.

The legal status of donestic partnerships was recogni zed
in 1990, giving long-termunnarried coupl es the sane con-
jugal and inheritance rights as narried coupl es. ' However,
this |aw defines such coupl es as consisting of a nan and a
wonan, and thus excl udes sane-sex coupl es, echoing Arti -
cle 42 of the constitution, which defines “famly” ina simlar
way. This distinction has far-reaching effects. For instance,
if aleshian dies, her fenale partner has no right to receive
the benefits that the | aw provides for surviving heterosexual
partners.

Arecent case illustrates the difficuties that |eshians face
inthe Glonbian [egal system In Gl onbi an prisons, hetero-
sexual inmates (whether married or not) are allowed inti -
nmate visits wth their partners. In Septenber 1994, Martha
Lucia Alvares, an innate in La Badea prison in Pereira,
request ed permssion to receive such a visit fromher fenal e
lover. Her lover received initia clearance fromthe Prosecu-
tor’s office, but prison admnistrators refused to conply,
and the case vent before a judge. The judge expressed the
opinion that the denial of conjugal visits vidated her rights
under the Gl onbi an Gonstitution, but would not rule on the
case because there was no witten evidence that prison
admnistrators had violated her rights.? The case was
appeal ed to Superior Gurt, which declined to hear it, andin
June 1995, the Gonstitutional Gourt al so declined, thus
exhausting all possibilities for appeal wthin Gl onbia.
Avarez, who forned a human rights group wthin the prison,
was harassed by prison authorities and denied visitors of
any sort; many of the wonen who were active in the group
have been noved to other facilities.

SEXI SM W THI N THE GAY COMMUNI TY
In Gl onbia, the term“honosexual” has a fundanental |y

o



| GLHRC Book Col ombia 7/23/03 10: 00@4 Page 51

COLOMBI A 51

mascul i ne frane of reference. (ol onbi an soci ety deni es
wonen the exercise of sexuality for pleasure. BEven in gay
publications, both the text and the illustrations are pro-
found y sexist. Leshianismis generaly invisible in the nain-
streampress and in the gay press as vell.

Wth few | eshian and gay organizations and w despread
prej udice within Gl onti an soci ety, bars are the only public
spaces in which eshians and gay nen are able to socialize.
In Bogota there are over 50 bar that gay nen patroni ze.
Few however, have significant nunbers of wonen patrons.
Sveral of the gay bars actual |y exclude | eshians; gay nenin
such establ i shnents often openly express their disdain for
wonen. In general, if any problens arise between nen and
wonen in gay bars, it is the wonen who are forced to | eave.
Thus, leshians are denied access to the only public place in
whi ch they can gather. This forces wonen to retreat to
nore private venues, further dininishing their possibilities
for estadlishing a conmunity or organizing politicaly.

The Gol onbi an Associ ation of Leshians and Honosexual s
vas founded in July 1994. Athough the Association's policy

| nsi de the wonen’ s novenent, |eshian
exi stence is no longer denied, but nel -
ther isit fully acknow edged.

stresses the equal participation of nen and wonen, the
organi zation is predonminantly nale, and the needs of |es-
bi ans have on the whol e been narginal i zed. Sone of the | es-
bi ans who have been invol ved are currently hol ding neet -
ings wth a viewtoward establishing a | eshian organi zati on.
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DI SCRI M NATI ON

O scrimnation agai nst lesbians in Glonbia is part and
parcel of the general discrinmnation against wonen in a
nal e-domnat ed soci ety. Uhfortunately, this bias against |es-
bi ans can be found even anong wonen who think of them
sel ves as the defenders of wonen’s rights and opportuni -
ties. Inside the wonen's novenent, |eshian existence is no
longer denied, but neither is it fully acknow edged. A though
there is currently a great deal of discussion regarding sexua
rights, enphasis is for the nost part on reproductive rights
and | eshian issues renain on the nargins.

Interviews conducted with a nunber of |eshians reveal ed
a range of responses that wonen have encountered when
they acknow edge their |eshianismto others. Sone wonen
reported that friends, particularly those who have been
invol ved with the wonen’s novenent, responded with sup-
port, respect, and acceptance. However, many of the
wonen i ntervi ewed reported physical and psychol ogi cal
aggression fromnal e famly nenbers, constant interroga-
tion, and acceptance only on the condition that their sexual
orientation was never nentioned or reveal ed to other nem
bers of the famly. Sone wonen report having been thrown
out of the house by their famly.

Qi of fear of such reactions, the najority of |eshians
lead a doudle life and avoid the few places that |eshians are
known to congregate. They remain isolated, invisible to soci -
ety and to each other. This invisibility neans that the con-
cerns of |eshians—their heal th, education, economc situa-
tion, and so forth-are ignored in public life. Lhder these
conditions, it isvery difficut for |eshians even to formorga-
ni zati ons which would al l ow themto support and hel p one
anot her.

NOTES
1 Law 54 of 1990.



