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—+n an apartnent in India two wonen conmt suicide
rather than allowtheir relationship wth one another to be
broken up by their famlies.

—+n a house in Z nbabwe, a wonan is raped repeated y
wth the know edge and consent of her famly so that she
w | becone pregnant, get narried, and cease to have rel a-
ti onshi ps wth wonen.

—+n a psychiatric institutioninthe hited Sates, a
teenage girl is subjected to coercive “treatnent” to “cure’
her of her |eshianism

—+n a courtroomin Gernany, a wonman | oses custody of
her child because the court finds that her |eshiani smdis-
qualifies her as a parent.

—+n a prisonin Wuguay, a wonan is isolated in a cell
because her captors knowthat she is a | eshian.

—n an office in the Philippines, two wonen are fired
fromtheir jobs at a hunan rights organi zati on because t hey
areinareationshipwth one ancther.
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arassnent, and di scrinination because they reject

oci al |y inposed gender roles and because they have
intinate relationships wth other wonen. The above exam
ples, which are docunented in the reports that follow are
drawn fromdifferent places and w dely varying contexts.
Hwever, they all illustrate the coercion-enotional, physi -
cal, lega, and financial —that famlies, conmunities, religious
institutions, and governments enploy in violation of interna-
tional human rights norns to enforce wonen' s adherence to
heterosexual ity. In addition, they are all hunan rights vio a-
tions that are strikingly absent fromthe international hunan
rights agenda

For two years, wonen around the world worked to ensure
that these incidents and other violations of |eshians’ hunan
rights woul d be addressed when the Menber States of the
Lhited Nations gathered in Beijing, Chinain Septenber 1995
for the Fourth Vorld Gonference on Vénen. Activists pre-
sented declarations at regional preparatory neetings in Asia
and the Pacific, Latin Arerica and the Caribbean, and
Europe and North America. ' Petitions calling on govern-
ments to “Put Sexuality on the Agenda at the Viorld Gonfer -
ence on V@nen” were signed by thousands of wonen from
over 60 countries, and by nearly 200 organi zations around
the vorld. > Many of the docunents prepared for the confer-
ence by non-governnental organi zations (N33) incl uded
leshian rights in their reconmendations and denands. *

At the conference itself, a leshian caucus made up of
activists fromevery region of the world | obbi ed gover nnent
del egates to include | anguage in the conference’s Hatform
for Action recognizing the existence of discrinnation based
on sexual orientation. The final hours of the conference wt -
nessed a historic debate in which over thirty countries
spoke in support of this I'anguage, including South Africa,
Janai ca, Barbados, Ganada, the Lhited Sates, Quba, Bazil,
Sovenia, Latvia, Bilivia, Chile, the ok Islands, Gl onbia,

Eery day, all over the world, wonen face viol ence,
h
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Australia, New Zealand, Swtzerland, Norway, Israel and the
menbers of the European Union. Their support was not
great enough to overcone opposition froma conservative
group of predomnant!y Mislimand Githolic countries, but it
denonstrated that recognition of discrinination based on
sexual orientation is growng around the world. A nunier of
countries entered “interpretive statenents” declaring that
they understood particul ar sections of the docunent to
apply to discrimnation based on sexual orientation. Initself
the debate served to rai se awareness regardi ng the excl u-
sion of leshians fromexisting hunan rights guarantees, and
ladthe groundwork for future action at the local, nationa, and
inerretiod levd.

(ne question which | eshian activists encountered repeat -
edy inthe preparations for Beijing was the followng: “This
is aconference for all wonen. Wiy is there a need to speak
specifical |y about |esbians?” As many wthin the wonen's
human rights novenent have argued, wonen suffer hunman
rignts violations not sinply on the basis of their gender but
alsoonthebasis of their race, nationality, political status,
religion ability, language, sexua orientation, age, and nany
other factors; no understanding of wonen' s hunan rights
can be conpl ete w thout consideration of the multiple
sources of wonen' s oppression. These reports, conpiled as
part of the effort to raise anareness in Beijing, give nuner -
ous exanpl es of the particuar ways in which |eshians suffer
hunan rights viol ations because of their sexual orientation.
Further, these reports touch on issues that are relevant to
wonen of all sexual orientations, such as the right of every
wonan to control her own body and to deternmine her own
sexud i ty.

SEXUAL ORI ENTATI ON AND HUMAN RI GHTS

This project builds on the inportant work that has been
carried out wthin both the international |eshian and gay
movenment and the women’s human rights movenent in
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recent years. By integrating questions of gender and sexual
orientation into international human rights law these two
novenents have laid the groundwork for addressing hurman
rights vioations agai nst |eshians.

The International Leshian and Gy Associ ation, the Inter-
nati onal Leshian Information Service, the International Giy
and Lesbi an Human R ghts Conmission, * and | eshian and gay
groups in nany countries around the world have denmanded
inrecent years that hunman rights nonitoring agencies begin
to address the gross hunman rights abuses perpetrated
agai nst | eshians, gay nen, bisexuas, transsexua s, transves-
tites, and other sexual minorities. Gases that have garnered
international attention include the nurder of transvestites in
Mexi co, the inprisonnent of gay nen under sodony |aws in
Fonani a, and the execution of |eshians and gay nen in Iran. ®

Activists have used letter-witing canpai gns, |egal chal -
| enges, and peaceful denonstrations to exert local and
international pressure on of fending governnents and insti -
tutions and have won significant victories in nany spheres.
Anti-sodony |aws have been repeal ed in sone jurisdictions,
and nmen who have been inprisoned under such | aws have
been rel eased. A groundbreaki ng 1994 deci sion by the
Lhited Nations Himan R ghts Cormittee found that a Tas-
nani an | aw prohi biting sodony violated the right to equal
protection and the right to privacy enconpassed in the
International Gwvenant of Gvil and Political Rghts (ICR.°
Legislation prohibiting discrimnation on the basis of sexual
orientation has been passed in New Zeal and, Israel, and sev-
eral European countries as well as parts of the Uhited
Sates, Ginada, Australia, and Brazil. In 1994, South Africa
becane the first country to prohibit such discrimnationin
its constitution, and Poland is now considering a sinilar con-
stitutional provision. A nuniber of countries have begun to
grant refugee status to those who fear persecution on the
besis of their sexud orientationintheir country of origin ’

Wi | e hunan rights organi zations have been slowto rec-
ogni ze hunan rights violations based on sexual orientation
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as part of their mssion, several significant changes have
recently taken place. In 1991, after 17 years of pressure
fromleshian and gay activists, Amesty |nternational
expanded its nandate to adopt as prisoners of consci ence
i ndi vi dual s who have been i nprisoned sol el y because of their
honosexual i ty. ® Nati onal hunan rights organizations in vari -
ous countries, such as the Fonanian Hel sinki Gormittee and
the Z nbabwe Himan R ghts Associ ation, have spoken out
on hunan rights viol ations based on sexual orientation and
col | aborated wth local |eshian and gay activists.

SEXUAL ORI ENTATI ON
AND WOMEN' S HUMAN RI GHTS

The recognition that persecution on the basis of sexual
oientationis avidation of basic hunan rights is an essentia
first step to addressing hunan rights violations against |es-
bans. Hvever, it isnat initsdf sufficien.

The wonen’s human rights novenent has denonstrated
a nunber of different ways in which the doninant hunan
rights discourse fails to address violations of wonen’s
hunan rights. Frst, the distinction between public and pri -
vate and the al nost excl usi ve focus on “the public” wthin
nai nstream hunan rights di scourse have served to obscure
many of the abuses perpetrated agai nst wonen, particularly
those that take place in the “private” sphere of hone and
famly. Further, conventional notions of state accountability
overl ook the fact that nost governnents exhibit consistent
patterns of failure to intervene in hunan rights abuses
agai nst wonen—-or instance, in donestic violence; this sys-
tenati c neglect by the state, coupled wth the invocation of
the sanctity of the famly and the private sphere, serves to
legitinate the abuse. Fnally, hunan rights bodies can nean-
ingfully address violations of wonen's hunan rights only if
econoniic, social, and cultural rights are placed on par wth
cvil adpditicd rigts.®

Li ke the broader hunan rights di scourse wthin which it

o



| GLHRC Book Introduction.4 7/21/03 i%%:sg AM Page xivVv

K UNSPOKEN RULES

energed, the novenent for the human rights of sexual
minorities has enphasi zed civil and political rights rather
than economc, social, and cultural rights. Likewse, the
movenent has focused prinarily on acts conmitted by the
state agai nst individuals. Were the state has directly
infringed upon the rights of |eshians, these viadl ations have
received international attention. *° However, the international
communi ty has renained silent when | eshi ans’ econonc,
social, and cultura rights —such as the right to health care,
housi ng, and education —are at stake, and when abuses are
perpetrated by private individual's, particularly wthin the
famly. The hunan rights of |eshians cannot be neani ngful ly
addressed until these violations are taken into considera-
tin

Laws directly prohibiting | eshianismdo exist. For exanpl e,
in the Bahanas, the Sexual Gfences and Donestic M ol ence
Act of 1989 states that “Any fenal e who has sexual inter-
course wth another fenale, whether with or wthout the
consent of that fenale, is guilty of the offence of |eshiani sm
andis liable to inprisonment for twenty years.” Hwever, of
the over 50 countries in the world that currently prohibit
sane-sex sexual relations, few have enforced such | ans
agai nst wonen. Wether in word or in practice, the ngjority
of such laws have specifical |y targeted sex between nen. ™

The relative absence of |egal prohibitions against |eshian-
ismhas | ed sone to believe that |eshians face | ess severe
persecution than gay nen. Wile such |egislative silence
may lead to a neasure of safety, however, it isinitself an
indication of other, nore hidden, hunman rights violations.
(e of the prinary reasons that |eshians have not been sub-
ject to state persecutionis tha they are socialy invisible In
many places, leshians are not able to establish communities
or participate inpublic life, and the denial of |eshian exis-
tence by governnents and society is one of the nost pro-
found harns that |eshians endure. As the reports that fol | ow
illustrate, these conditions alowsociety to take no responsi -
bility for the lives of leshians, and can serve to nake politi -
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ca actionvirtudly inpossibe.

The insights of the women’s hunman rights novenent
take on particul ar significance in considering human rights
violations agai nst |eshians. Not only do nost violations of
| eshi ans’ hunan rights (like violations of wonen's rights
nore general ly) take place wthin the “private” sphere, but
the silence that surrounds | eshiani smadds an additional
layer of difficulty in docunenting such violations. For exam
ple, the barriers that keep wonen fromreporting donestic
viol ence or rape-shane, fear, lack of appropriate services—
are well known. Those barriers are even higher when report -
ing an incident requires that a wonan admt to the police or
other authorities that she is a |l eshian. Wether or not
explicit prohibitions against |eshianismexist inthelaw
wonen put thensel ves at great risk—eopardizing famly
rel ati onshi ps, friendships, physical safety, enploynent,
housi ng—f they publicly acknow edge that they are |es-
bians. In addition to the consequences that they nay face,
| esbi ans nust al so contend wth the sel f-doubt and shane
that w despread prejudi ce engenders. The rules nay be
unwritten—er even unspoken—but they are very real, and
the officia silence surrounding | eshiani smdoes not nake the
prohibition of it any less poverful; it only nakes it harder to
docunent, respond to, or resist the abuses that |esbhians
experi ence.

LESBI AN RI GHTS, HUMAN RI GHTS

Gven the difficulty of addressing hunan rights violations
agai nst wonen usi ng conventional human rights frame-
works, and the particular barriers that |eshians face in
attenpting to speak publicly about abuses they have suf -
fered, it is not surprising that a central thene of nany of
the reports thet fdlowis lestaninvisibility: invisibility wthin
the law wthin society, wthin the work of hunman rights
organi zati ons and wonen’ s organi zati ons. These reports
denonstrate the ways that this invisibility is produced and
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mai nt ai ned by neans of economc and social inequality,
physi cal viol ence, religious condemmation, psychol ogical
coercion, and other neans. Many of the reports argue that
thisinvisibilityisinitself ahunan rights vioation, that ve
must stop seeing silence as signifying an absence, but
rather see it as signifying the presence of a multitude of
barriers.

Taken toget her, these reports suggest ways in which our
under standi ng of the follow ng basic hunan rights nust be
transforned if we are to begin to address wonen's right to
control their own bodies and deternine their own sexuality:

Life liberty, and security of person. '* Several reports con-
tain docunentation of |eshians who have been nurdered or
physi cal |y harassed, such as Rta da Slva and her girlfriend
Mrly, two Brazilian | eshians wo were beaten and killed by
Mrly's relatives in 1983. The Britain report notes a study
that found that 31%of the |eshians questioned had experi -
enced honophobi ¢ viol ence at |east once in the last five
years, nostly by unknown attackers in public places. Those
who inflict violence on | eshians often do so wth inpunity;
few governnents specifically track hate crines agai nst sex-
ual ninorities, and the silence and shane surrounding | es-
bi ani smprevent |eshians fromseeking hel p or speaking out
agai nst the vidl ence they experience.

Wi I e much of the violence docunented here is inflicted
by others, self-injurious behavior affects |eshians in great
nunbers. Many of the reports included here nention the
high suicide rates that exi st anong | eshi ans—n particul ar,
young | eshians. Sone of these are doubl e suicides commit -
ted by | eshian coupl es who cannot face the separation that
their famlies inpose upon them like Gta Darji and Kishori
Shah, two wonen in their md-twenties whose deaths are
docunented in the India report. The Thailand report dis-
cusses the suicide of a young wonan whose famly woul d
not accept her relationship wth another wonman; the reac-
tion of the villagers to her death-that she “deserved to
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di e”—denonstrates how such sui cides can continue to
occur. A 1989 Lhited Sates governnent report found that
| eshian and gay teenagers are two to three tines nore likely
to coomt suicide than their heterosexual peers, aresult of
the isolation and rejection that they encounter within a
honophobi ¢ soci ety. ** Qui ci des such as these are nore than
individual acts; they are the result of socia attitudes and
actions that can be altered through education and inforna-
tion. Thisloss of lifeis, inather vords, preventad e. Redefin-
ing such acts as human rights violations requires that we
rethink notions of accountability and ook at the conplicity
of governnents in the conditions that |ead to such deaths.

Freedomfrom Torture.** Athough the standard | egal defi -
nition of torture requires that the role of the state be clearly
identifiable, the wonen's human rights noverment has
shown that donestic violence is a formof torture—usually
perpetrated by non-state agents but sanctioned by the
state’s unw | lingness to intervene—and nust be treated as
such by human rights nonitoring agencies. Many of the
country reports that fol low discuss the particular forns of
abuse to wvhich leshians are subjected wthin their famlies.
The extrenmes to which this abuse can be taken can be seen
in the personal testinony of T.M from Z nbabwe,
who describes the process by which her famly sought to
keep her fromliving her life as a | eshian

Wen they found out that | was a leshian, they tried to
force ne to find a boyfriend but | could not fit inwth
what they wanted. ...\ parents decided to ook for a
husband on ny behal f so they brought several boys
hone to neet ne but | was not interested so in the end
they forced an ol d nan on ne. They | ocked ne in a room
and brought hi meveryday to rape ne so | would fall

pregnant and be forced to narry him They did this to
ne until | was pregnant after which they told ne | was
free to do whatever | vanted but that | nust go and stay
wth this nan or else they would throw ne out of the
house... Now | amalways on the run. As soon as | know
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ny parents have found out where | amstaying, | nove
on to another place. They are still after ne. |1 have not
seen ny fanily in about seven nonths. | amscared this
tine they wil put chains on ne so | amin hiding.

Another formof torture to which young | eshians are sub-
jected is psychiatric incarceration, which can invol ve shock
therapy and nedication wth nind-altering drugs. A though
honosexual ity has been renoved fromthe diagnostic nan-
ual approved by the Wrld Heal th O gani zation and from
simlar docunents in several countries, nany nanual s and
nedi cal textbooks continue to |ist honosexuality as a dis-
ease or abnornality. Julie Dorf and Goria Careaga Pérez
have suggested that in some countries, punitive psychiatry
is used to persecute |eshians in the sane way that inprison-
nment is used to persecute gay nen. ™ The Russia report doc-
unents several cases of young | eshians who have been
cormtted to psychiatric institutions and treated wth nmnd-
altering drugs. VWnen who have undergone such “treat -
nent” are forced to register wthloca authorities after their
release; their status as nental patients bars themfromany
vocation that would put themin contact wth people. In the
Lhited Sates, young | eshians can be conmitted to institu-
tions under a variety of diagnoses, including “gender iden-
tity disorder.” Governnents becone conplicit in these acts
vhen they al | ow doctors and institutions to confine |eshians
and subj ect themto shock treatnent and nedi cation.

Freedom of expression and information. *®* There are
nunerous exanpl es docunented here and el sewhere of
governnents violating | eshians’ right to free expression
through traditional neans of state censorship. In Austria,
Aticle 220 of the Gimna Gde, which bans the pronotion
of honosexual ity, has resulted in the seizure of |eshian and
gay publications; in Znbabwe, the Penguin Book of Leshian
Short Sories has been banned by the censors.

Wat nany of these reports bring out are the less direct
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but equal Iy powerful ways in which | eshians are denied the
ability to express thensel ves and denied vital and sone-
times lifesaving information. As the report fromJordan
states, “[We live our lives deprived of healthy and free
chances, deprived of a forumin which we can express our -
sel ves or shape any sort of understanding of ourselves as
I eshians.” School's, youth groups, and other institutions
deprive girls of infornation regarding sexuality in general,
and alternatives to heterosexuality in particular. Aleshian
quoted in the Romania report says that as a teenager she
had no i dea that other |eshians even existed. As the reports
fromindia, South Africa, and many other countries nake
clear, the isolation that cones fromthis socially i nposed
silence can lead to drug and al cohol abuse, depression, and
suicide. Thus the denial of the right to free expression often
takes place long before the point of direct governnent
repressi on. Through school curricula, social policies, and
ot her means, gover nnent s
foster conditions in which expressions of |eshian existence
are dangerous or inpossi bl e.

Freedomof association. ' Ohe way in which governnents
directly violate leshians’ rignt to freedomof associationis
by carrying out raids on | eshian bars, which are often the
onl'y spaces in which | esbians can gather. Ina 1987 raid on a
| eshian bar in Lina, Peru, police arrested approxi nately 70
wonen. The rai d was staged in cooperation wth a local tele-
vision station, which caught the wonen on canera as they
left the bar one by one and aired the footage on the
national news. As a result, nany wonen lost their jobs, and
sone were reported to have been beaten by their fanilies.
The wonen were forced to | eave the police station after
curfewand at |east two were raped on their way hone. *®
The Argentina report contained here docunents a nore
recent policeraid of aleshian bar in Buenos Ares.

As in the case of freedomof expression, we nust | ook
beyond these clear-cut exanples of direct state action to
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consi der the w der soci oeconomc and cul tural forces that
deny leshians the right to freedomof association. Leshian
bars exist in many places, but report after report docu-
ments the ways in which | eshians | ack access to public
space. Several reports nention that while gay nen gather in
bars, parks, and other kinds of commercial and public
spaces, |eshians remain isolated, and nost |esbian socializ-
ing takes place in snmall groups in private hones. Like other
wonen, |eshians |ack the financial neans and the freedom
of movenent to sustain connercial establishnents. Many
live wth their famlies, and as unnarried wonen they are
subj ect to the control of parents and other famly nenbers.
As the report fromJapan notes, a large nunber of |eshians
are in heterosexual narriages, and are unable to naintain
any contact wth other |eshians. The restrictions i nposed on
wonen' s freedom conbined wth w despread honmophobi a,
greatly inpedes the ability of |eshians to associate wth one
anot her, whether for social purposes or to organize to
denand their rignts.

Equal protection and nondi scrinmnation. '° Despite the
recent N Hinan R ghts Gormittee decision, |aws crimnal -
i zing sane-sex sexual relations continue to exist in countries
around the world. The reports fromRomania, N caragua,
India, and el sewhere discuss the effects these | ans can have
on leshians. Bven in places wthout explicitly discrininatory
legislation, broadly worded | aws prohibiting acts agai nst
“public decency” or “public norality” are selectively
enforced agai nst sexual minorities. For instance, the Mxico
report describes the case of two wormen who were cited
under such a regul ation for kissing one another in a car.
Such | aws have al so been used to censor |eshian and gay
publications and to prevent |eshian and gay nmarches and
events.

Constitutional guarantees of equal protection and
nondi scrimnation are rarely interpreted to apply to sexual
mnorities, and | eshians who face discrinination in housing,
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health care, or enpl oynent have no | egal recourse outside
of the handful of countries that have specifically outlaned
discrimnation on the basis of sexual orientation. The Lhited
Sates report notes the frequent failure of police to investi-
gate cases of anti-leshian violence, and the rel uctance of
j udges to inpose harsh sentences on the perpetrators of
such crines. As the N caragua report points out, “Those
who are defined by lawas crininals have little reason to
believe that the justice systemw || protect them” The
Wuguay and Col onbi a reports describe the discrininatory
treatnent that |eshians receive within prisons.

A though anti-discrimnation | ans represent promsing
new devel opnents, nmany obstacl es stand between such
laws and their enforcenent. The Brazil report notes that not
asingle legal challenge has been brought under Brazilian
anti-discrinination | aws, because few people are wlling to
publicly reveal their honosexuality. The Philippines report
docurent s the case of Hizabeth Limand Evangel i ne Cas-
tronuevo, two |eshians who were dismssed fromtheir jobs
at a hunan rights organization in the Philippines and are cur -
rently mounting the first |esbian legal challenge in Asia
Wiat is unprecedented about their case is not that they
vere fired fromtheir jobs because of their sexual orientation
but that they dared to speak out about it. \Mile our atten-
tion rightly focuses on inportant |egal challenges such as
this one, we nust al so consider the nyriad other cases that
never cone to light and the economic, social, and cul tural
forces whi ch keep wonen fromchal | engi ng such di scri mna-
tin

The right to famly.?® Conpul sory marriage is a thene
brought out nost strongly in the India report, but echoed in
nany others. As the Brazil report notes, wthout the ability
to support thensel ves financially, nany wonen are unabl e
to determne their nost basic |ife choices. Gonbined wth
the strong enphasis pl aced on heterosexual narriage in
most soci eties, financial dependence neans that few
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wonen can choose to remain unnarried. Wile the right to
famly protects the right not to forma famly, the Serbia
report and others denmonstrate that single wonen are sub-
ject to discrimination in nany spheres of life and that the
social pressure to narry renmains extreng in nany countries.

A the sane tine, |eshian partnerships are not recogni zed
by law outsi de of a fewcountries. The Norway report shows
that even countries that provide legal recognition of sane-
sex partnerships often deny such coupl es the right to adopt
children. In Gernany and several other countries, this dis-
crimnation can extend to policies barring | eshians from
avai | ing thensel ves of donor insemnation services in order
to give birth to children of their own. Even when such poli -
cies are not in place, nany hospital's and individual doctors
ref use such services to | eshian clients. Nunerous reports
docunent the frequency wth which | eshian nothers are
denied custody of their children. Inal but afewcountries,
inmgration [aws which allowfamlies to be reunited refuse
to recogni ze sane-sex part nershi ps.

The right to work. ** Enpl oyers, often with state approval,
discrininate against |eshians (and in nany cases, against a |
unnarried wonen) in all aspects of work—hiring, disnissal,
pronotion, training, and opportunities and conditions of the
wor kpl ace. I'n nost countries, the najority of |eshians
renain “inthe closet” (i.e., not reveaing that they are les-
bians) at their jobs, and wth good reason. Reports fromthe
Phi I'i ppi nes and Argentina, anong ot her countries, give
exanpl es of the consequences that wonen face on the job
when they are known to be | eshi ans.

The right to health ?* As reports fromSerbia, Brazil, South
Africa, Mxico and el sewhere nake clear, few | eshians feel
able toreveal their sexual orientationto their health care
providers, and few providers are trained to be sensitive to
the needs of |eshians. Because of this, |eshians avoid seek-
ing nedical care, often waiting until problens becone acute
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and failing to obtain routine care. Those vho lie about their
sexual orientation are sonetines nisdiagnosed. Those who
do reveal that they are | eshians are often humliated, ms-
treated, or toldto seek psychiatric care. Asis clear fromthe
di scussi on of psychiatric incarceration, |eshians can expect
little assistance fromnental heal th professional s. Many
avoi d seeking care because they legitinately fear that psy-
chiatrists and others will try to “treat” themfor being | es-
bians rather than providing counseling for the real probl ens
they may face.

The right to education. *® As the Serbia report illustrates,
girls who fail to conformto socially inposed gender roles or
who openly identify thensel ves as | eshians are often denied
access to education because of the discrimnation they
experience wthin educational institutions. Young |eshi ans
are al so subject to extrene forns of verbal and physi cal
harassnent fromother students, and this harassnent often
goes unchecked by teachers and other authorities. The
clearest exanpl e of this can be found in the Brazil report,
whi ch notes the case of a 19-year-old student barred from
school “for her own safety” after other students threatened
to physically assault her for having kissed her girlfriend.

The right to asylumand refugee status. ** Al though a
nunber of countries have begun to grant refugee status to
wonen and nen fleeing persecution based on sexual orien-
tation, nany other countries have yet to grant a single |es-
bian or gay asylumclai m® For |eshians, the obstacles go
beyond di scrimnatory policies;, even in countries which have
recogni zed such clains, the mgjority of those granted
refugee status have been gay nmen. Leshians, as wonen,
often lack the freedom of movenent and economc
resources that woul d enabl e themto flee, and are thus |ess
likely to leave hone in the first place. If they do nanage to
escape, the abuses they have suffered (such as forced nar -
riage) are often nore difficult to docunent as persecution
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than are anti-sodony |aws and other forns of direct state
per secut i on.

This list, vhile by no neans exhaustive, provides an indi -
cation of the breadth of human rights violations that |es-
bi ans experience. Wthout recognition of these abuses, the
human rights noverent cannot begin to address the full
range of gender-based persecution, nor the full range of vio-
lations based on sexual orientation.

METHODOL OGY

This project was initiated and coordi nated by the Interna-
tional Gay and Leshi an Himan R ghts Gommission (1 QHRO
inpartnership wth regional coordinators in Arica, Asia and
the Pacific, Véstern Europe, Eastern Europe, Latin America
and the Garibbean, and North Anverica. These regional coor -
dinators located authors fromeach of the countries repre-
sented here; inall, activists and researchers fromapproxi -
mately 60 different countries were approached, of whom
about half were ultinately able to subnit reports.

Each author recei ved guidelines fromlI GHRC (revised, in
one region, by the regional coordinators) which suggested a
set of issues that the reports night wsh to address, includ-
ing discrimnatory laws, child custody, |eshian organizing,
and anti-leshian viol ence. Authors were encouraged to wite
about what ever issues were nost inportant in their coun-
try. Each report was read by several advisors; |GHRC staff
and vol unteers hel ped to suppl enent and verify the inforna-
tion that the authors provided.

Certain aspects of these reports represent notable
advancenents over prior reporting on |esbian hunan rights.
Wth the exception of the India report, all were witten by
peopl e who were raised in the countries in question, and al |
of the reports were witten by people who currently reside
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in those countries. These factors, while significant, should
not distract fromconsideration of the fact that this vol une
does not in any way constitute a definitive global survey.
Among the countries that are not represented are sonme
vhere |eshian organizing is well established, as well as nany
others (nmost notably fromAfrica and the Mddl e East)
vhere | eshi an organi zations do not exist. The sel ection of
countries represented here shoul d not be taken as an indi ca-
tion of the countries that are the “worst” for lesbians or the
“best.” The kinds of issues that |eshians face vary signifi -
cantly, but there is no country in the world in which wonen
are entirely free to determne how and wth whomthey |ive
ther lives.

Wiile this volune as a wole is not a definitive statenent
about the conditions of leshians globally, neither are the
i ndi vidual country reports definitive statenents about |es-
bians in the particular countries in question. Afewauthors
preface their reports by stating that the scope of their
analysis is limted by race, class, geography, and other fac-
tors. This qualification shoud be kept innmindinreading al
of the reports contained here. Sone focus on the legal situ-
ation, sone on the nedia, sone on historical background;
this variation has as nuch to do wth the authors as it does
wth the conditions in a particu ar country.

Thi s book woul d not have been possi bl e w thout the work
that has gone before it. Mny individual s and organi zations
are currently engaged in researching various issues relating
to leshians, and in the years to cone this volune wil likely
be joined by others that will greatly increase our under -
standi ng.

For sone countries, however, these reports represent a
first attenpt to describe the conditions under which |es-
bians |ive. Several authors nake reference to the al nost
conpl ete | ack of docunentation on hunan rights violations
agai nst | eshians, and the need for further research. In an
early draft of the Wuguay report, the author explained, “Vé
are not resigned to this situation: quite the contrary! The
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preparation of this report brought ne into contact wth
many | eshi ans who expressed great hopes that sonething
mght cone out of it. Sncethisis the first such report, we
deci ded to present actual cases wthout naning the individ-
ual s invol ved. Sonet hi ng whi ch was said to ne agai n and
again while conpiling this report was: do not break the con-
tact begun here.”

WHAT' S I N A NAME?

These reports were witten in response to the invisibility
of lesbians in nost existing hunan rights reporting, and for
this reason they prinarily discuss hunan rights violations
based on sexual orientation. This approach has the benefit
of focusing attention on issues too often silenced in ot her
fora. However, it has al so forced authors to forego nore
detail ed discussions of the broader contexts which inform
their reports.

There are undoubtedly wonen in every part of the world
who have intinate and sexual relationships wth wonen. To
use the termleshian to describe them however, is grossly
inadequate. A best, it serves as highly inperfect shorthand
for arange of identities and practices too varied to sumup
inany word or set of words. At worst, the exclusive use

of this termruns the risk of suggesting that diverse histo-
ries and contexts can be understood through a single set of
assunpt i ons.

As the Hong Kong report notes, the idea that sexual acts
create sexua identities is not universal. The construction of
sexual ity varies not only among but al so wthin regions,
countries, and coomunities. In India sone wonen choose
to organize politically as singl e wonen, and others as |es-
bians. In Hoing Kong, the group Queer Ssters is seeking to
redefine | eshian issues to include al wonen who chal | enge
domnant constructions of gender or sexuality. These vital
di scussions are taking place in nany different places around
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the vorld

The use of the termleshian here reflects the chosen ter -
mnol ogy of nost of the country reports and of the docu-
ments that have cone out of several different regions in
preparation for the Wrld Conference on Wrmen. The
reports that follow witten by wonen froma diverse range
of Iocations—hoth geographi c and theoretical —do not uti -
l'ize one definition of their subject natter. Sone authors
focus on issues affecting gay nen as well as |eshians, and
sone have explicitly included bi sexual wonen in their discus-
sions. Qhers discuss hunan rights violations against trans-
sexuals. Several note that |aws used against |eshians are the
sane | ans used agai nst sex workers. The Serbia report uses
the termnol ogy “l eshians, single wonen, and wonen not
attached to nen” to enphasize that the probl ens |eshians
face sonmetines spring less fromtheir relationships wth
wonen than fromthe absence of a nal e partner.

Bven the reports which use only the termleshan denmon-
strate the inpossibility of confining the subject natter
within the neat lines that such a term suggests. For
i nstance, conpul sory narriage, wiile it is sonetines used
by parents specificaly to put an end to | eshian rel ati onships,
is alsoinposed on nany girls and wonen regard ess of sex-
ual orientation, and the policing of sane-sex relationships
cannot be seen inisoation fromthe policing of relationships
vhich cross lines of race, class, or religion. Mre than any-
thing el se, these reports discuss the control that societies
and governnents seek to exert over wonen's sexuality.

CREATI NG A BROAD SEXUAL RI GHTS AGENDA
Wi | e these reports speak of hunan rights abuses, they
are also testanent to the leshian organizing that is flourish-
ing innany parts of the world despite political, econonc,
and psychol ogi cal obstacl es. Leshi an activists have orga-
ni zed groups, newsletters, events, hotlines, and nany ot her
services and prograns. Three Asian Leshian Network confer -
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ences have taken pl ace since 1990. Latin Amrerican and
Cari bbean | eshi ans have been hol di ng regi onal conf erences
since 1986. The annual conferences of the International
Leshi an and Gay Associ ation and the conferences of the
International Lesbian Infornation Service have brought
activists in contact wth one another and fostered interna-
tional networking.

The courageous and groundbreaki ng work of | esbian
activists, however, has yet to be recogni zed by nany
wonen' s organi zations and hunan rights organizations. A
the Worl d Conference on Popul ation and Devel opnent
(Gairo, 1994), sexual rights energed as a central focus of
the N@agenda, and inportant gains in the real mof sexual
rights were nade in Beijing inits find form the Raformfor
Action recogni zes that “The human rights of wonen incl ude
their right to have control over and decide freely and
responsi bly on natters related to their sexuality, including
sexual and reproductive health, free of coercion, discrinina-
tion and violence.” As in other areas of femnist struggl e,
however, the novenent for sexual rights often |eaves “con-
troversial” issues such as sexual orientation and gender
identity at the nargins.

The reports contai ned here present stark evidence of the
need for a broad sexual rights novenent that addresses the
human rights of all wonen—ncl udi ng | eshians, bisexual
wonen, transgendered wonen, and other sexual minorities.
Uhl ess hunan rights organi zati ons and wonen’ s or gani za-
tions recogni ze these issues as their own, they wll continue
to be conplicit in the silence that enabl es hunan rights vio-
lations against |eshians and other sexual minorities to occur.

NOTES
1 The text of these declarations appear as Appendi ces BE
2 The text of the petition and a list of organizational endorsenents

appears as Appendi x A
3 As aresult of N@recommendations and proposal s by govern-
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