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HEN WE MET IN 1980 v COPENHAGEN, DENMARK at the Non-governmen-

tal (NGO) Forum held parallel to the Mid-decade United Nations World

Conference on Women, there was a spark of recognition between us
that we shared a common vision and drive to connect our feminism with our lesbi-
anism. Both of us had come eager to see feminism develop globally and determined
that lesbianism be discussed there. We also knew that this issue can be used to di-
vide women, especially along North-South lines, and wanted to challenge the stere-
otype that lesbians are all white, middle class and Western. Our lesbian feminism
had developed within the context of women’s movements in our respective coun-
tries—the USA and Mexico—and we saw its growth linked to the emergence of
feminism around the world. In Copenhagen we not only found that we shared com-
mon views but also connected with lesbians from other countries with whom we
have worked ever since.

This article tells the story of lesbians within the context of the UN World Con-
ferences for Women. Lesbians organized at all these events from the International
Women's Year (IWY) World Conference in Mexico City in 1975 where a UN dec-
ade for women was launched through the end-of-the-decade events in Nairobi,
Kenya in 1985 and the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing ten years
later. We alternate voices telling the story as each of us saw it. We use the frame-
work of the UN World Conferences because this is an experience we share, and it
is a common reference point for women in diverse countries. Further, the events
(especially the non-governmental ones) surrounding these conferences became
gathering places that reflected the growth in women’s activities around the world
during those years.

The United Nations certainly did not create either feminism or lesbian activ-
ism globally, and its official proponents have often been hostile to both. Neverthe-
less, it has provided a focus on women worldwide and expanded the public space
in which feminist groups could work, as well as sponsored events where women de-
veloped international contacts and political savvy. Similarly, women’s movements
in almost every region have been fearful of lesbianism, yet feminism has provided
both the ideological and organizational context for leshians to become more visible
and to challenge homophobia. Thus, both the UN World Conferences and the
growth of women’s movements around the globe have, often in spite of themselves,
assisted in the development of lesbian feminism globally.

Clearly, lesbian activism internationally does not occur only in relation to
women’s movements and the UN world conferences. Much of it is cultural and
some relates to gay organizations or is autonomous. While we make references to
other types of lesbian organizing, it is beyond the scope of this article to cover the
incredible richness and diversity of lesbian political life internationally. Rather, we
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focus on lesbianism in relation to feminist movements as reflected in a particular
context since we know that best and see it as playing a crucial role in advancing
lesbian status globally.

Unexpected Turbulence
Mexico City, June-July, 1975:

We can only regret the way in which some feministoid groups have turned the Trib-
une (the non-governmental event that ran parallel to the official UN conference) into
a cheap cabaret or an indecent carnival. In the name of Women'’s Liberation, these
groups came to exhibit their cynicism and shamelessness ... What are the lesbians do-
ing here? What can they ask for? Do they want now to inscribe their pathologic irregu-
larity in the Charter of Human Rights? Are they claiming 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 Conference and distorted the true
purposes of women’s emancipation.

So read the report of Pedro Gringoire in Excelsior (7/1/75), Mexico's largest circu-
lating newspaper at the time. k

Having lived all my life in Mexico City, [ observed the International Women’s
Year (IWY) Conference, with all its ‘outrageous incidents,” from the dark corners
of the closet. [ had fully acknowledged my lesbian feelings: ‘confessed’ them to my-
self, to my partner and a couple of friends. But that was all I could afford then, as
an urban middle class music student who had managed to achieve a precarious eco-
nomic independence. | was definitely not prepared to participate in what came to
be the first public discussion on lesbianism in Mexico.

While I have no first-hand impressions of it, I have recovered that event from
an article by Frances Doughty in the first edition of Our Right To Love (‘Lesbians
and International Women’s Year: A Report on Three Conferences’), material pro-
vided by Judith Friedlander and by the Lesbian Herstory Archives in New York,
and through an interview with Nancy Cérdenas, a prominent Mexican theater di-
rector who had not planned to attend the conference but went to the lesbian work-
shop at the urging of a friend.

Nancy reported, ‘I was suddenly surrounded by 40, 60 or probably 100 journal-
ists. They all asked very direct questions, one after the other. I couldn’t even an-
swer them: “Are you one of them?” “Where are the others?” “How did you decide
to come here?” “What does this mean?”

This ‘meant,” among other things, that Nancy was the only familiar face for the
troops of Mexican journalists who had clustered outside the room where the first
lesbian workshop was about to take place. Her presence there as a well-known pub-
lic figure in Mexico provided not only the possibility of titillating news but also a
confrontation to the way the press had been handling the lesbian issue during the
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conference. They had approached it as an imported extravagance, completely al-
ien to Mexican women and to the legitimate interests of Third World women.

The emergence of lesbianism at the Tribune took everyone by surprise. From
Mexico, it was not easy to predict that this gathering would become the frame for
the first fruitful exchange between Mexican lesbians and organized lesbians from
several countries. Consider the setting: the Mexican government appointed as
president of the official conference Mr. Pedro Ojeda Paullada, the Attorney Gen-
eral, and the Tribune’s meeting was opened by the President’s wife, Maria Ester
Zuno de Echeverria, who proclaimed that * ... man and woman cannot be conceived
separately ... The participation of women as citizens is a task that cannot accept
deviations...” : '

It was through a Latin American feminist living in the US that contact was es-
tablished between the lesbian visitors and the lesbian underground community in
Mexico. After a few days of research, she obtained Nancy Cérdenas’ phone number
and invited her to the lesbian workshop at the Tribune. Nancy had been working
for almost four years with a gay and lesbian group that was discussing Mexican law,
reading and writing about principles of sexual liberation and consciousness raising
and undertaking ‘cultural guerrilla’ actions: informing journalists and intellectuals
about homosexuality and opening private debates with influential psychologists and
psychiatrists. ;

In the context of the IWY’s Conference coverage, the word lesbian was printed
for the first time in a ‘respectable’ mainstream Mexican newspaper. The front page
of Excelsior read: ‘GIRLS FROM THE US DEFEND HOMOSEXUALISM.” The ‘L’ word, with all
its reverberating effects, also appeared in an inside article featuring Laurie Bebbing-
ton, National Women'’s Officer of the Australian Student Union, who *...bravely
stepped up on the platform to defend lesbianism and to demand that society not
keep women with this tendency “invisible and forbidden.” _

Another major Mexican newspaper, Novedades, under the headline, ‘ARMOS LA
GORDA’ (HELL BROKE LOOSE), reported that Frances Doughty, from the US National
Gay Task Force Women's Caucus, demanded that the Tribune’s program include
the issue of lesbianism. The article also included long excerpts of Bebbington’s
speech on sex role stereotyping and the family: ‘In this room there are single women,
there are childless women and there are women who choose to love other women.
Acceptance of a compulsory marriage and motherhood for all women not only denies
us the possibility of choice. It downgrades and insults the lifestyles of many of our sis-
ters present here ... I am proud to say that I am a lesbian: that I have chosen to love
other women ...’

The wave of applause that preceded that statement, as well as the verbal abuse
that followed, were also reported, e.g.: “Throw her out!’ ‘Go see a doctor!’

The International Lesbian Caucus, formed by women from several countries at
the beginning of the Tribune, had challenged the exclusion of lesbianism from the
agenda in an article published by Xilonen, the Tribune’s daily newspaper: ‘Every-
where it is assumed that we do not exist or that we are a very small group of devi-
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ants ... All women are assumed to be heterosexual ... Sex role stereotyping is the
principal way that (these) oppressive relationships are maintained. This conference
has reinforced this stereotyping by choosing to ignore lesbians in the planned
schedule. The real issues of this conference have been raised by the participants
themselves through free time at the microphone and through workshops.’

After several interventions by lesbians in the large plenary sessions, lesbian
workshops were scheduled and organizers were overwhelimed at the positive re-
sponse as people poured out of the small workshop rooms. Not only was it the first
time that lesbianism had been openly discussed in Mexico, but the workshops pro-
vided the only space at the Tribune for discussion by women of théir own sexual-
ity. The panelists addressed different aspects of lesbian feminism, including the ex-
perience of two lesbian mothers. A group of Mexican lesbian feminists wrote a
statement that they asked the panelists to read, speaking about their struggle
against self-loathing. In addition, private meetings were held where lesbians cel-
ebrated what happened, talked more intimately about their lives and discussed fur-
ther the possibilities of organizing a movement.

While the Tribune and the government conference d1d not talk further about
lesbianism or take any actions to suppott the issue which most still viewed ‘as out-
rageous, the ‘L’ word had been introduced into the UN Women'’s Year and the UN
Decade for Women to follow. Nancy C4rdenas recalled being nearly ‘pulléd out of
the closet’ by circumstances ‘which simply surpassed me.’ So it was for many lesbi-
ans at the time of the Mexico conference. The moment to transform our individual
self-rediscoveries into a collective enterprise and a public presence in the Mexican
political scenario, as well as in the international lesbian feminist movement, would
come some years later.

During the years that followed the Mexico City conference, I discovered femi-
nism as a new understanding of politics. It began reshaping my life, validating my
sexual experiences, empowering my social imagination and articulating my politi-
cal desires. This is how I was able to participate in the coming out of the Mexican
lesbian and gay movement in 1978. The movement also emerged that year in other
Latin American countries, such as Brazil, Colombia and Costa Rica.

Besides the growth of the feminist movement, other conditions favored the ap-
pearance of the lesbian and gay movement in Mexico during the late seventies: the
opening of ‘democratic spaces’ through the Political Reform, a brief period of tem-
porary economic affluence, and an atmosphere of rising social expectations. The
years 1978, 1979 and 1980 were full of intense activity for the movement. We in-
troduced the discussion of heterosexism and the importance of the lesbian issue to
feminist groups, we participated in coalitions like the National Front for Women’s
Liberation and the National Front against Repression, and challenged the agenda
of the University trade unions and the new sexological institutions. The first gay
and lesbian pride march was organized in 1979 in Mexico City. At an international
level, I made connections with the Spanish movement in 1977, when I participated
in the first gay and lesbian demonstration of the post-Franco era in Barcelona. In






