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HONQ

Anson Mak, Ken Hui, Joanne Poon, and Mary Ann King

between Hong Kong and the Vst |eads to a very dif-

ferent reality for leshian and bisexual wonen. Sexual -
ity, inawestern sense, has not been highlighted in Chinese
“his”tory. There is not nuch enphasis on the concept of
sexual identities, but rather on sexual behavior. This nakes
it hard to nobilize |esbian and bi sexual wonen for a socio-
political novenment or even to organize around issues of
hunan rights and wonen's sexual ity.

By looking at sone aspects of the early stages of the | es-
bian and gay novenent in Hong Kong, we can see sone of
the dynamics of the situation of |esbian and bi sexual wonen
and their current issues.

The cultural, historical and socio-politica differences

DECRI M NALI ZATI ON

Honosexual acts in private places, between consenting
nal e adults age 21 and above, were successful |y decrinnal -
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ized in Hong Kong in 1990-91. Buggery, gross indecency,
and charges of nui sance and injustice have since then been
abolished. In nany respects, this legal reformis inadeguate.
Love notel s are not considered private places, and the age
of consent for sex between gay nen (21) is higher than
that for heterosexuals (18). Further, these changes decrin -
nal i zed honosexual ity, but did nothing to protect agai nst
discrinination based on sexual orientation. Fnaly, through-
out the entire process, |eshianismwas narginalized and
treated as if it were nonexistent. Yet the significance of the
legal reformshoul d not be di minished, according to Julian
(han, the activist behind the | obbyi ng process.

(han recal | s the period of the ’70s-’80s as a tine when
honosexual ity was a social taboo and gay neeting pl aces
vere often raided by the police. Socia bias |inked honosex-
uality wth decadence, perversion, inmorality, deviance, and
caucasi an dom nance. |ncidents such as the suicide of an
expatriate British gay officer, the homicide of aloca gay
busi nessnen, and the discovery of a substantia gay popul a-
tioninthe civil service nade decrininaization a pudlic issue.
It took until 1988 to get decrininalization on the legislative
agenda, and public opinion was divided on the issue. The
Ti anannen Sguare nassacre in Beijing in June 1989
increased turnoil in the public mnd and diverted attention
fromthe issue, but by 1990-91 the decrininalization bill
vas final |y passed due to the strength of hunan rights argu-
nent s.

Acknowt edgi ng hurman rights and privacy as aspects of
honosexual ity is one step toward gradual social acceptance.
In the wake of decrimnalization the |eshian, bisexua, and
gay community has been nore expressive. Apart fromthe
soci al scene-gay pubs, saunas, discos and karaoke—the
activist arena has seen the gronth of |eshian and gay advo-
cacy and social clubs, such as the Hng Kong 10%d ub and
Hori zons.

Lesbhi ans have been enpowered by the fornation of |es-
bi an sub-groups w thin these groups. Gitics have argued
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fromthe beginning that the battle for decrimnalization has
tota ly neg ected | eshians. To be sure, the British legal sys-
tem(Hong Kong remains a British territory until 1997) is
patriarchal inits historica construction, and decrimnaliza-
tionis nerely a renedy to nitigate injustice inlaws con-
cerning buggery and gross indecency; | eshi ani smhas never
been forbi dden because it has been understood to be
“nonexi stent” as a legal problem Yet even so, the spill-over
effect of decrimnaization can still provide the basis for |es-
bian organi zing to take off.

QUEER ORGANI ZATI ONS

There were no groups specifically for |eshians or bi sexual
wonen in Hong Kong until 1994. This nay give sone i ndi ca-
tion of the mal e donminance in the “gay” liberation nove-
ment. The Hong Kong 10% d ub, Horizons, and the Sat -
sanga are the only three mxed | eshian and gay groups in
Hong Kong. Horizons has a | eshian subgroup, but it does not
anount to much since very few wonen attended their func-
tions. The other two groups want to have equal participa-
tion of leshians and gay nen, and therefore have not insti -
tuted specia |eshian subgroups. However, there was a | ack
of awareness anong the group’s nenbers of the special
needs of wonen wthin this patriarchal society, and there-
fore leshian activities organi zed by these groups have not
real |y been successful .

Then cane the XX Gathering (started in md 1994), pri -
nmarily nade up of dissatisfied wonen nenbers of the Hong
Kong 10%Q ub and Horizons. It began as a nonpolitical all-
woren' s gathering hel d each nonth, and soon turned into a
specifica ly I esbian and bi sexual gathering, were |eshian and
bi sexual wonen’s issues were di scussed. This new group
was greeted warmy by woren in the comunity and now
has an attendance of 30 to 90 peopl e every nonth.

Queer Ssters was established inearly 1995. It is the very
first group in Hong Kong to directly address queer wonen' s
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sexual ity and politics (that is, issues that concern not only
| esbians but all wonen who chal | enge heterosexi sm incl ud-
ing bi sexual wonen, transgendered wonen, and wonmen who
are single by choice). This newgroup plans to deal wth
socia and political issues, providing referra services for
legal, nedical, and other needs. These activities wll hope-
fully lead to canpai gns to educate the public about queer
vonen' s issues. The group’s first task, however, is to con-
duct a queer wonen's survey, the first ever in Hng Kong,
and the results of this survey wil be presented at the Uhited
Nations Fourth Wrld Gonference on Wnen and the Third
Asian Leshian Network conference, which will take place in
Tai wan in August 1995.

“There are mutual benefits for the soli -

ity o bath gous.”

—Rose Wi, Hong Kong Wnen' s Chri s-
tian Gunci |

WOMEN' S/ FEMI NI ST GROUPS

Hong Kong' s woren’ s groups and feninist groups are
het erosexual and famly-oriented. Leshi ani smand wonen' s
sexual ity nore general |y have not been part of their agenda
According to Rose Wi, the founder of the Hong Kong
Vonen's Christian Gouncil, the only aspects of sexuality
that wonen’s groups deal with are sexual violence and the
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representation of wonen in the nedia Sexuality and sexual
orientation are not issues considered at their neetings.
Their nmain focus has been on women's equal ity and such
issues as child care, sexual abuse, and naternity |eave, and
they have not really been anare of the fact that |eshian and
bi sexual wonen constitute a mnority wthin a mnority.

A though the nost radical femnist group in Hing Kong—
the Hong Kong Association for the Advancerment of Fem -
ni smhel d a coupl e of “nmeet the | eshians” workshops wth
the Hong Kong 10%Q ub in 1991-92, nearly al | cooperation
cane to a halt later. The Hong Kong Wnen's Christian
Gounci | (HKWDO) is, at the present tine, the only group
that views wonen's sexual ity positively and cooperates wth
| esbi an, gay, and queer groups. During the consultation
period for the Basic Law (which wll govern Hng Kong after
1997), the HKWOC took the Iead in suggesting “sexual ori -
entation” inthe lawfor wonen's rights, and alliance wth
| eshian and gay groups becane the council’s policy there-
after. HAMIC has co-presented religious and femnist work-
shops with the Hong Kong 10% Q ub since 1994, and the
organi zation started to work in cooperation wth the newy
established Queer Ssters beginning in 1995. “There are
mut ual benefits for the solidarity of both groups,” says Rose
W. “The experiences were new and inportant for us as we
can re-read and re-think the B ble and our religious beliefs
wth them To side wth narginalized people is Gristianity.”

MEDI A

There are no nagazi nes or newspapers by or for |eshian
and bi sexual wonen, and no nai nstream nedi a that creates
a strong positive attitude toward | eshian, bisexual, and gay
issues. Only a few TV prograns and radi o prograns of fer
positive vievs of |eshian, bisexual, and gay issues or visibility
for leshian and bi sexual wonen. Radi o Tel evi sion Hng Kong
had one radi o production focusing on these issues, but it
lasted only four nonths. The first positive radio program
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dealing with | eshians and gays to appear on Conmer ci al
Radio Il began in 1992, but it too lasted only a few nonths.

There are no nai nstreamnovi es deal ing positively wth
| eshi ans. Leshi ani smer, nore accurately, sex between
wonen—+ai nly appears in pornographic filns such as The
Wife's Lover. Leshians in other filns such as He and She and
He's a Wnan, She’s a Man al tunstraignt inthe end In
the nai nstream press, nagazi nes such as East Vdek, Next
Magazi ne, Easy FHnder, Qiental Sunday—all of which have
very wde circul ati on-sonetines contain feature articles on
| eshi ans vihi ch appear to be done by
reporters who take a voyeuristic point of viewand don't
rea |y d scuss | eshian i ssues.

As aresult, people concerned with | eshian and bi sexual
wonen' s issues have tried a nunber of different strategies.
Sone have gotten into the nass nedia thensel ves by wit -
ing articles, taking the power of interpretation back into
their own hands instead of bei ng nani pul ated by the hetero-
sexi smof the wel | -known vehicles of the press. They usual |y
wite in nore liberal and open newspapers (Hong Kong Eco-
nomc Tinmes, Hong Kong Econom ¢ Journal , axd M ng Pao)
and nagazines (Mrie Gaire, Qossover Qultural Mgazine,
Ble). Qhers have turned to alternative nedia and create
i ndependent space for the voi ces of |eshian and bi sexual
wonen-witing, for exanple, for the newsletters of |eshian
and gay groups (Hong Kong 10% O ub and Horizons) or
femnist groups (Hong Kong V@nen's Christian CGouncil).
There are al so two independent nagazi nes; one ( Tung Chi
Hau Long) is a nonthly press cutting sunmary of |eshian
and gay issues, and the other (Nufengliu) is a binonthly
nagazi ne about wonen's i ssues.

The Hong Kong Arts Centre has organi zed the Hong Kong
Leshian and Gy H | miM deo Festival for five years. This year
it has over 80 filns and videos, including |ocal productions.
Categories such as Wen a Wnan Loves a V¥nan, Bi-the-
way, Labels Kings and Queens, and Bg Grls Don't Gy are
designed to explore different issues. This is a big event
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every year because peopl e can see prograns not purely for
entertainnent but al so to get infornation about |eshian and
bi sexual wonen and their issues in other parts of the world.

Recently, books on | eshian bisexual and gay issues have
begun to appear. The Coming Qut of Queers in Hong Kong,
edited by Anson Mak, Danial Kwong and Chou Vh Shan,
was published in February 1995.* It contains separate chap-
ters for leshians and bisexua's, and it is the first book about
| ocal people “coming out” to be published in Chinese. Two
ot her books published in 1995 are Queer Theories and
Queers’ Theol ogy, both witten by Chou Vdh Shan. They are
the first books in Chinese about western gueer theories.

The resources and pover of the alternative nedia are still
limted, as the distribution network is snall and the circul a-
tion ranges froma few hundred to sonewhat under 3,000
copies in Hong Kong's popul ation of six million. Vénen's
issues are still overshadowed not only by heterosexual soci -
ety, but by the patriarchal val ues which al |l owgay nen to be
perceived as the entire queer popul ation and | eave wonen
out of the spotlight, particularly in the nass nedia

THE EQUAL OPPORTUNI TI ES BI LL

In 1994, Legislative Gouncil nenber Anna Wi proposed
the Equal Qoportunities BIl, which would address nine types
of discrinmmnation and set up an independent Hinan R ghts
Conmission as a statutory body to foster arbitration and
settle disputes wth tribuna pover.

Lhder the proposed | egislation, discrinination, harass-
nent, and vilification on the basis of sexual orientation
woul d be unl awful in enploynent, education, access to
pl aces and vehicle, provision of goods and services and facil -
ities, accormodation, |and registered clubs, and govern-
nment prograns.

Soci etal Reaction to the Bill
The bill has stirred up heated controversies. My organi -
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zations support the bill inits entirety, including femnist

groups, a support group called Mvenent Agai nst DO scrimi -
nation, |eshian and gay groups, such as Hong Kong 10%
Qub and Horizons, and activist trade unions. Sone religious
groups claimno objections per se tothe bill, but neverthe-
| ess have reservations. (onservative and religious groups
approve “the protection of basic human rights” but have
expressed concern about the inclusion of an “influential

mnority culture.” They have expressed reservations in par -
ticular onissues of honesexual ity and bisexua ity.

Hong Kong Monitor, a political concern group, holds the
viewthat the society is not yet prepared for a conprehen-
sive equal opportunities law and that issues |ike sane-sex
narriage and tax al |l onances for queer couples sinilar to
those afforded to married coupl es, should be subject to fur-
ther public debate.

However, the nost negative view has been expressed by
a pro-China newspaper, Vén i Po, which stated in an edi -
toria that the “Egual (oportunities BII is an attenpt to pre-
serve the inmoral and sick tradition of the expatriates, in
particular the British.” It clained that honosexual ity was
“shanel ess perverted behavior” of the British and that it
was ridicul ous to al | ow honosexual s to seek danages if they
were discrimnated agai nst by “nornal people.”?

The Legislative QGouncil nenbers, after two internal hear -
ings of the bill, held the viewthat they coul d support pro-
tection agai nst discrimnation only on the grounds that are
nost commonl y recogni zed, such as gender and disability.
This viewis generally supported by the business sector rep-
resentatives and the Liberal Party (a mddle of the road
political party). Furthernore, the Gwvernor has rejected the
proposal for setting up an independent Himan R ghts Com
nnssi on.

AQitique of the Bl

Inspite of the “great |eap” of equal opportunities aware-
ness in Hoing Kong fostered by the proposal of the bill, the
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bill itself is not free fromflavws. Because of its failure to set
up a Hinan Rghts Gormassi on, the effectiveness of the bill
remains doubtful. The possibility of independent grievance
procedures in settling disputes on issues of discrinnationis,
inthe near future at least, effectively destroyed.

Moreover, |eshian and bi sexual wonen's participation in
di scussi ons of sexual ity has been absent fromthe debate on
the bill. Femnist groups have dealt only with gender issues
and not wth sexuality. A the sane tine, the notes, state-
nents, and exanpl es quoted by the Egual (pportunities Bl
proposal and the Hong Kong 10%d ub cover only gay nal e
cases. In so doing, they once again render leshians invisihble.
Further, the situation of bisexuals is notedinthe bill, but has
not been highlighted in the canpai gns by | esbian and gay
groups to raise public awareness of equal opportunity for
vonen of different sexual orientations.

The proposed protection of sexuality is not conprehen-
sive. Inthe bill, “Sexuality neans heterosexual ity, honosex-
uality (including Iesbianism or bisexuality” only. Qher
voi ces, such as those of transsexual s, are erased, rendered
invisibleinthe pditicad cotext.

FHnally, the anended version of the bill happens to group
sexual ity together with age and famly responsibilities.
Because it does not deal separately and specifically wth
i ssues |ike sane-sex narriage; donor insenination of |es-
bi ans; adoption of children by | eshian, bisexual, and gay par-
ents; and the tax and housing al | owances that narried het -
erosexual s receive, the bill does not encourage new policies
that woul d generate positive and accurate attitudes toward
| eshi an and bi sexual wonen.

The third hearing of the bill in the Legislative Quncil vas
schedul ed to take place in Jul'y 1995

CONCLUSI ON
Inspite of the conmunity' s variety and vigor, |eshian and
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bi sexual wonen in Hong Kong have never been the subject
of discourse. Decrimnalization, which had its roots in English
notions of “buggery,” did not directly address | eshian sexu-
ality or well-being. The | eshian subgroups affiliated wth a
gay- domi nat ed honosexual group (and subordinated to gay
patriarchy) did not flourish. Mre recent independent
wonen' s/ queer groups are either social groups that are “in
the closet” or they are too snall to be pditicaly influential.
Mass nedi a has al ways been preoccupied wth vul gar
stereotyping and the issues of |eshian and bi sexual wonen
have often been the subject of ridicule rather than positive
di scussi ons about | eshianismas a sexual identity. BEven the
Egual Qoportunities BII, a though undoubted y progressive in
its inclusion of sexual orientation, neverthel ess treats |es-
bi ani smas a subcat egory of honosexual ity, rather than as a
separate identity like bisexudity. Qne positive piece of news
isthat at |east one acadenic institution, the Lhiversity of
Hong Kong (a state university), is in the process of putting
forward its own code of sexual ethics that woul d protect
anyone on the canpus agai nst discrinmnation on the basis of
sexual identity. This suggests the possibility that guidelines
on harassnent can be inplenented in a variety of institu-
tiors.

NOTES

1 Anson Mak, Danial Kwong and Chou Véh Shan, eds., The Conming
Quit of Queers in Hong Kong , (Hong Kong: Hong Kong Queer Qul -
ture, 1995).

2 \n Wi Po, 28 Qctober 1994.
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