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Serhia

Jel i ca Todosi j evi c

adl. Youdon't exist legaly, youdont exist illegdly. You

are an offensive word, a bad character froma cheap
novel or a character froma pornographic film But being a
worman who | oves ot her wonen, or any wonman without a
nan to stand behind, neans that you live in fear.

Vdnen in Serbia are validated by their hushands. If a les-
bi an chooses the way of living she desires, it neans that
she’ s condemmi ng hersel f to the endl ess battle for her
integrity. No one inagines that a wonan living wthout a
nan coul d be part of a couple. Leshians aren't even | eshi ans
here—they are single wonen, and as singl e wonen they
encounter nany forns of discrinination. A single wonan wl
be the second choice for a job offer if thereis anarried
wonan who applies for the same position. Married wonen
are seen as those who have | earned to obey and respect
authority. It’s thought, why take a chance on a single
wonan? A single wonan w il have a difficult tine finding a
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decent apartnent for herself; landlords will be suspicious of
her norality. Asingle woman will get fired fromher job if
there is a need for reducing the staff; she eats less. Asinge
worman w Il be put on graveyard shift all of the tinge; she
doesn't have any famly obligations. A single wonan shoul d
be at hone before dark; there is nobody to protect her from
bei ng harassed or raped on the street; if she encounters any
kind of violence, she asked for it by being on the street
alone. Asingle wonan is never thought to be single because
she deci ded to be that way. She is always seen as aban-
doned, unable to find a nan, immoral, crazy, or unable to
have children. Two wonen living together may not be seen
as leshians, but they wil neverthel ess be the ogject of their
nei ghbors’ suspi ci ons. Peopl e prefer “nornal ” fanilies wth
children and a nal e head of the famly. \Wo coul d i nagi ne
woren having a famly toget her?

THE STATUS OF THE LAW

The Yugosl av Constitution does not nention the exis-
tence of leshians in any way, positive or negative. Qv July
14, 1994, the Serhian governnent adopted a new crimnal
lawlifting the ban on nal e honosexual ity. Hwever, the age
of consent for nal e honosexual s renai ns hi gher (age 18)
than that for heterosexual s (age 14). Leshi ani smwas not
included inthe origind legslation, and | eshians are not cov-
ered by the current age of consent |aw *

The reformcane as a surprise to the Serbian gay and | es-
bi an community. Many assune that the change cane from
soneone high up in governnent. In the current political cli-
nate, thereis little opportunity for ordinary citizens toinflu-
ence legislationin Srbia Thisis particdarly the case for |es-
bi an and gay activists, for whoml obbying neans cal ling
attention to thensel ves publicly as neniers of an “undesir -
able” group. Gven the var and the current state of |awess-
ness in Serbia, this coul d provoke a dangerous reaction from
the governnent or its agents. In general, those who denand
their rights are seen as threat to nationalist ideals, and

o
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diversity anong wonen is particularly seen as an affront to
the nation. There is presently a strong canpai gn agai nst
abortion backed by an explicitly nationalist and pro-natalist
i deol ogy, and | eshians, who do not fit into the i nage of
“mothers of the nation,” are viewed as usel ess el enents of
SOci et y.

ATTI TUDES TOWARDS LESBI ANS

In Gtober 1994, Arkadija' s Leshian Vérking Goup con-
ducted a street survey in Belgrade on attitudes toward |es-
bians. FHfty people vere asked the fol | owng questions:

1. Do you knowwhat a | eshian is?

2. Do you know any | eshi ans?

3. Vauld you al |l ow your daughter/w fe to have a | eshian
friend?

4. Wuld you mnd if you di scovered that one of your col -
| eagues is a|l eshi an?

5. Veuld you still goto the sane store if you knewthat the
shopkeeper was a | eshi an?

6. Viéul d you all ow your child to have a | eshian teacher?

7. D youthink that |eshianismis 1) hereditary, 2) acquired,

3) illness, 0) none of the above?

8. Wiat woul d you do with such a person?

Responses

Younger \ren QA der| Wnen Younger Men  Qder
Men

(avg. age, 23) (avg. age, 45) (avg. age, 22)| (avg. age,
54)

1. Yes - 100% Yes - 100% | Yes - 100% | Yes - 100%
2. Yes - 22% Yes - 20% Yes - 28% Yes - 25%
No - 72% | No - 80% No - 72% No - 75%
3. Yes - 44% 100% - No Yes (wfe) - 57/% Yes
(wfe) - 75%

No - 56% No - 43% No - 25%
4. Yes - 57% | Yes - 70% No - 100% | Yes - 25%
No - 43% [No - 30% No - 75%
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5. Yes - 100% Yes - 80% Yes - 100% Yes - 75%
No - 20% No - 25%

6. Yes - 44% Yes - 20% Yes - 72% Yes - 75%
No - 56% No - 80% No - 28% No - 25%
7. (2 4% (2) 20% (1) 14% (2) 100%
(3) 56% (3) 80% (2) 14%
)

(3) 49%
(0) 23%
8. 35% Not hi ng 20% Not hing  61% Not hi ng
25% Not hi ng
31% Medi cal 60% Medi cal  39% Sex
75% Sex
Tr eat ment Tr eat ment
11%] sol ati on 10% sol ati on
23% Fri ends 10% Aggr essi ve

Tr eat nent

According to the survey results, wonen are nore hono-
phobi ¢ than nen, but it is obvious that nost nen have a
voyeuristic attitude. They would allowtheir wves to have a
lesbian friend, but not their daughters, and nost of ol der
nen who were questioned woul d “treat” |eshians sexually in
order to “cure” them It is obvious that a large najority of
the popul ation believes that |esbianismis anillness and that
it should be nedically treated. Sone of the wonen respon-
dents suggested isolating | eshians in ghettos; sone even
suggested sewing up the genitals of |eshians. Wile |ess
honophobi ¢ than the ol der generation, the younger respon-
dents still exhibited nany prejudices agai nst |eshians, saying
that |esbians are sick and need to be cured.

CHI LD CUSTODY
As previously nentioned, there are no laws that explicitly
crimnalize | eshianism However, in the honophobic at nos-
phere in vwhich we are living, it is inpossible to even hope
that anybody woul d try to understand a | esbi an nother who

o
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clains her right to obtain custody of her child. Leshians are
considered to be inmoral, irresponsible, nentally disturbed,
and dangerous. Vénen are forced to hide their |eshianismin
order toretain custody of their children; accusations of |es-
bi ani sm (whet her true or not) can be used as a reason to
take a child anay. My | eshians in Serbia have children, but
they live as quietly as possibl e, often sacrificing thensel ves
for their children

“\é¢ had to sue himfor libel because if he proved that
J. and | had a leshian relationship, the Gurt woul d not
permit J. to see her childat all” aforty-year-od | es-
bian, B., conmented on her girlfriend s process of
divorcing. “Her husband wanted to keep J. away from
their daughter, but fortunately we had a good | awer.
M [the daughter] is living with her father nowin the
other town, but she is comng tovisit us for holidays. |
love her as if sheis ny own child, and | mss her alot

Even a singl e al |l egation of |eshianism
can have d sastrous
effects.

every tine she goes back to her father.”?

An i ssue whi ch conpounds this problemis that divorced
wonen often live with their parents. In constant fear of
bei ng di scovered, |eshian nothers are in a “doubl e cl oset”—
hiding their sexuality fromthe state but a so fromtheir par -
ents, children, colleagues, and friends.

o
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EMPLOYMENT DI SCRI M NATI ON

“If there was a honosexual in this office, | would fire this
person imedi ately,” stated the director of a large |egal
research firmin Bel grade. “How do you know that there is
not such a person in here?’ one of the enpl oyees renar ked.
“l have heard sonething about that, but | don't knowit for
sure. If | was positive, | would expel themfromthe job,” the
director continued. “But there is no legal basis for sone-
thing like that; what woul d be your excuse for firing that
person?” frightened Z asked her superior. “I woul d j ust
make sure that | found sonething and make that person
w thdraw thei r docunents on their own and | eave the firm”
he decl ared. ®

Z has been living in fear of being exposed to her supervi -
sor for three years. Se is afraid that any of her coll eagues
mght see her walking wth her girlfriend and suspect sone-
thing. She knows that she coul d | ose her position and her
future if sonebody finds out that she is aleshian.

O scrimnation against leshians is particularly strong in
professions that involve work with children. A an April
1994 neeting of one of the hurmanitarian foundations in
Bel grade, a group of Bel grade Lhiversity psychol ogy profes-
sors suggested that L. M, a leshian psychol ogist at the Cen-
ter for Vnen and Children Mctins of Mol ence, should be
barred fromworking wth young victins of rape and dones-
tic viol ence because of her sexuality. These professors
eventual | y managed to have Arkadija, a | eshian and gay
organi zation, prohibited fromholding neetings at the
Vonen's Sudies CGenter because the group was “inconpati -
ble” wth the refugee project on which they were working.
“It isironic,” they said, “that we nust share a space wth
perverts when peopl e who real Iy need hel p cone here.”
(The true irony of this statement is that sone of Arkadija s
menbers are thensel ves refugees. ) *

BEven a single alegation of |eshianismcan have di sastrous
effects:

o
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G was a successful nusician in alocal cafe. She al ways
attracted a big crowd and her boss was al ways happy
with her. Then one day, in the mddle of her act, a
drunk man stood up and shouted “l eshian” at her. He
continued to verbal Iy abuse her and threatened physi -
cal vidence. The next day, the ower of the cafe tod G
that she vas fired. ®

These are just three exanpl es of the kind of harassnent
| eshi ans have on the job. No |aws protect |eshians from
being fired or discrininated against on the basis of their sex-
ual orientation. Wth few exceptions, |eshians nust hide all
aspects of their lives that mght reveal their sexua orienta-
tion at their place of enpl oynent.

STREET HARASSMENT

In Serbia, lesbians are utterly invisible. Boys and nen use
the word “leshian,” but they use it as one insult anong
many to harass wonen as wonen and not necessarily as
| eshians. Street harassnent and other forns of viol ence
agai nst wonen, both on the streets and at hone, have
increased since the start of the war. Sone of the wonen
vho experience this violence are leshians but again, they are
inMsde

SOCI AL | SOLATI ON

The exanpl es of socia isolation are too nunerous to list.
Being a single wonan in Serbia neans bei ng narked because
you don't fit intothe pattern of “the nother of the nation.”
Uhder very hard conditions, marked by a conpl ete break-
down in the I egal system virulent nationalismand pro-
fascistic propaganda, those whose “devotion to the father-
[and” is questioned have few chances of advancing in any
redmd life

o
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EDUCATI ON

The stignma attached to honosexual ity can nake it diffi -
cul't for young leshians to obtain an education. Those whose
sexual ity becones known often face discrimnation in
schodl .

A 17 year dd high schod student , S, fell inlove wth
one of her fenal e professors. She sent the professor a
letter of admration and sone flowers. Wen the pro-
fessor found out who sent the |ove note, she nade a
renark about it at a board neeting. Soon everybody in
the school knewabout S, and S was ultinately forced
to | eave the school. She was unable to attend cl asses
w thout bei ng constantly insulted by her school nat es
and mistreated by her professors.®

DI SCRI M NATI ON W THI N THE FAM LY

Due to the poor economic situation in the country, single
peopl e are often forced to share the sane space wth their
parents. This is especially true for wonen because they can-
not afford to nove out and becone i ndependent of their
fanmlies. Very fewleshians live a one or in couples. Their
i ncones are usual |y not hi gh enough to cover the basic
costs of living, and they are thus dependent on the good w |
of their parents. In such situations, fanlies often feel that
they have the right toregulate the private life of their nem
bers. It is not uncormon for a |eshian to be bl acknail ed
wth the threat that her sexual orientation wll be reveal ed
to her famly. In cases where their secret is somehow
reveal ed, nany |eshians i nmediately | ose the financia and
enotional support of their famly.

Leshi ans are seen as a disgrace and an affront to the
famly's honor. Qne of the |awers of the Bel grade Vénen' s
Law Goup recently received a phone call froma wonan
seeking advice. Her “probleni was that she had a nei ghbor
wth a leshian granddaughter. According to her conplaint,

o
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t he young worman was mistreating her grandnother by
bringing her |eshian partner hone. Except for that, the “con-
cerned’ nei ghbor had no other facts to prove that the
“unfortunate grandnother” had been nistreated in any
ot her way. ’

HEALTH CARE

Wen J. T. reached her late forties, she visited a gyne-
cologist for nenstrual probl ens she was experienci ng.
She had seen a gynecol ogi st only once before, when she
vas 20. A the second examnation, she was subject to
harassnent and huniliation by the doctor when he dis-
covered that her hynen was intact. “Wy didn't you
pay sonebody to sleep wth you?” he screaned at her
after performng the exam®

Many | esbians do not visit gynecol ogi sts because nedi cal
practitioners assune that all wonen are sexual ly active wth
nen, and | eshians are often forced to lie or risk the conse-
quences of revealing their |eshianism Mny |eshians not only
forego preventative care; they al so delay treatnent for
nedi cal conditions until they becone acute.

Medi cal professional s are not educated to be sensitive to
the needs and concerns of |eshian patients. On the contrary,
honosexual ity is discussed in the nedical textbooks as a
di sease. °* Al t hough | eshian and gay activists have begun
talking to wonen’s groups about calling for the denedical -
i zation of honosexual ity, no other groups have yet taken on
the canpai gn.

ORGANI ZI NG FOR CHANGE

Arkadija, the only |eshian and gay organi zation in Serhia,
has existed since 1990. The decrimnalization of nal e hono-
sexual ity in 1994 has enabl ed Arkadija to becone for the

o
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first tine somewhat open inits work. Arkadija s Leshi an
Vorking Goup is hol di ng workshops once a week with the
prinary goal of the increasing self-awareness, self-respect,
and sel f-confidence of the wonen who attend. There are
nore and nore wonen interested in gathering and sharing
opi nions and experiences. For sone wonen, these neetings
are the first tine that they have been able to express their
| esbi ani smopenly to anyone. Last fall, the Vérking G oup
hel d a saf e-sex workshop for |eshians; never before had | es-
bi ans gathered to discuss HV anong leshians. Sill, thereis
very little information on HVand ADS and little on leshian
health care in generd.

Arkadija has al so begun to explore the possibilities of
publicizing the group through the nedia. In the summer of
1994, an “out” |eshian appeared on television for the first
tine in Serbian history. This show recei ved severa positive
responses fromthe public and it was carried by the regul ar
Bel grade Art Channel . Arkadija has al so encountered sone
success in the print nedia The daily Borba ran severa posi -
tive articles about leshians inlate 1994 and early 1995,
three of which were witten by Arkadija nenbers. However,
Bor ba was one of the last renaining i ndependent papers and
has recently been banned by the governnent.

Inaddition to building links wth | eshian and gay organi za-
tions in other countries, Arkadijais al so reaching out to
wonen at hone through a binonthly bulletin. Arkadija views
the struggle for the hunan rights of |eshians and gay nen
as one part of a nuch larger struggle to increase tol erance
wthin Srbian society for mnorities of al sorts.

NOTES

1 Aticle 10 of the Gininal Law of the Republic of Serbia, 14
July 1994, Section on Indecent Acts Against Nature, reads:
“For indecent acts against nature with the under-aged nal e
person over the age of 14, the actor wll be punished by the
i nprisonnent of up to one year.” The forner version crim -
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