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In December 2009, I received an invitation from the Cen-
ter for Trade Union and Human Rights (ctuhr) to their 

Christmas Party together with the workers. It was a Christ-
mas party very different from the others that I have attended. 
The lack of festive mood among the workers and their fami-
lies was obvious. The mood inside the room reminded me 
of my visit to the Women’s Correctional Facility on Christ-
mas Eve several years ago. The party unusually began with a 
workshop that gathered together workers and their families, 
each with their sad stories to tell. The sharing of the meal 
changed the mood a bit but the conversations toned down. 
A simple program consisted of speeches, singing, and some 
games made the atmosphere a little festive. Soon the workers 
were laughing and teasing each other. I was amazed by the 
transformation. Amid the experiences of grief and anxieties, 
they can find ways to enjoy a brief moment of fun and en-
tertainment.

This paper is the fruit of my reflection of engagement 
with the workers through the ctuhr since that Christmas 
party. I am grateful for the opportunity to have facilitated 
sessions with the workers and their families, most of whom 
are women, who had been victims of human rights abuses. 
The focus of this reflection, however, is on the experiences of 
women in their struggle to protect and claim their rights as 
workers or to seek justice for their loved ones who had been 
deprived of life and freedom. An assumption here is that hu-
man rights abuses affect women differently because of their 
gender. Women also deal with their pain and grief, fear and 
anxieties differently because they are women.  

Herstories

Normie and Au
Aurora Afable and Normelita Galon were sleeping at their 

temporary tent in front of the garments factory where they 
were working, Phils Jeon Garments, Inc. (pjpi). They were 
awakened by some noise and unidentified men hooded with 
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balaclavas. They forcibly covered their faces with towels and 
blindfolded them. Their hands and feet were tied with adhe-
sive tape. They could hardly breathe. Then they were taken 
into a vehicle. Au’s head was injured after hitting some met-
al object. Some minutes later, the vehicle stopped. The men 
moved them out of the vehicle. Normie heard voices saying: 
“Double time, double time may paparating na dalawang sa-
sakyan” (Hurry, two vehicles are coming). Out of haste they 
had her thrown into a canal and left hurriedly.

Marissa
Marissa Concepcion’s husband Rogelio worked at a tex-

tile company and was an active union member.  The union 
even had meetings in their house to discuss the strategies 
of the company like encouraging workers not to join unions 
in exchange of money. Marissa was aware of the danger of 
his husband’s involvement in the union. She initially was 
against his involvement but gradually accepted that her hus-
band had really dedicated his life for protecting the rights of 
the workers. On March 16, 2009, Rogelio reported to work 
in the morning and went home during his afternoon break 
to spend time with his children, as he always does. After an 
hour, Rogelio headed back to the textile company. That was 
the last time Marissa saw her husband. It was also the begin-
ning of what seemed like an endless search for her husband 
or even just his body. In her words, “Halos naging tirahan ko 
na ang lansangan” (the streets had became my home). 

Ka Luz
Luzviminda Fortuna, or Ka Luz, is the wife of the late 

Diosdado “Ka Fort” Fortuna, then president of the Nestlé-
Cabuyao Workers’ Union. Ka Fort’s union staged a strike as a 
protest for retirement benefits among other labor rights viola-
tions that the multinational company had committed. Nestlé 
refused to include the provision for retirement benefits in the 
collective bargaining agreement despite the Supreme Court’s 
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ruling in 1991. Ka Fort had just presided an all-leaders meet-
ing of Kilusang Mayo Uno (May One Movement) local feder-
ations and proceeded to the picket line for a discussion with 
student exposurists from the University of Sto. Tomas (ust). 
He was scheduled for another meeting, but he chose to come 
home first to check on his sick grandson. On his way home, 
he was shot by two men in a motorcycle. Two .45 caliber bul-
lets pierced his chest. When Ka Luz learned what happened, 
she was enraged but not surprised. 

Beth2

Beth works in a factory that manufactures fish hooks. She 
is a union member. She almost lost her job but instead was 
suspended due to her negligence at work. She has become 
absent-minded. She refused to tell the truth that her husband 
repeatedly rapes her. He would force himself on her whenever 
he feels like it, even when she is cooking or about to go to 
work. She attributes her husband’s behavior to his drug ad-
diction and joblessness. She has not shared this with her co-
union workers. The shame she attached to domestic violence 
prevented her from speaking out about the violence at home. 

Violence in the workplace:                                           
Why are these happening?

The violence that the women encountered here are not 
random occurrences nor did they happen by chance. They 
reflect a kind of environment in which these experiences of 
violence has become systemic. They provide us with the re-
ality of the workplace that has rendered women and men 
more vulnerable to violence.

In the past years, we have seen an upsurge in the use of 
violence to threaten, intimidate, and harass workers belong-
ing to trade unions and associations. Union leaders including 
women had become targets of extra-judicial killings and en-
forced disappearances.3 The ctuhr believes that this can be 
attributed to the government’s continuing counter-insurgen-
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cy operations tagging workers as communist supporters and 
unions as a breeding ground for the communist movement. 

The threat, intimidation, harassment, enforced dis-
appearances and executions of hundreds of trade union 
members send a strong message that if women want to 
work she only has to do what she is told to keep her job. 
If she steps out of the line and join unions or associations, 
she either loses her job or her life. It used to be that one of 
the most critical constraints to union membership among 
women is the so-called “double burden”. Active union 
work means additional burden for women on top of their 
household work. Today, the threat and danger that had 
become associated with joining picket lines and unions 
led to fewer women joining trade unions and associations 
that could protect their rights. 

vaw is another way of controlling women’s movement 
and participation in the workplace. The un Convention on 
the Elimination of Violence Against Women has defined 
vaw as “any act of gender-based violence that results in, 
or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological 
harm or suffering to women including threats of such acts, 
coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether oc-
curring in public or in private life”.4 Sexual violence in the 
workplace is another strong message to women workers 
that “accepting” sexual violence is normal if they want to 
keep their jobs.5 

Sexual violence happens both in the workplace and at 
home. Many women workers suffer domestic violence that 
adversely affects their behavior at work. Women cannot 
just set aside this problem at home so that they can focus 
on work. However, domestic violence suffered by women 
workers remains to be a marginal issue in predominantly 
male unions whose concerns remain focused on improv-
ing wages and labor conditions in the workplace. 
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The impact of violence on women
Many women are traumatized by the experience of vio-

lence whether committed to them personally or to their fami-
lies. Psychological trauma has adverse effects on women’s 
well-being. It creates feelings of fear and anxiety. Many of 
them feel insecure and vulnerable to more violence. They fear 
for themselves but most especially for their children and oth-
er family members. They also feel confused as to why these 
things happened to them and their families. Normie has not 
told her family of what happened to her. She decided to stay 
away from her family because of fear that something bad 
might happen to them. Psychological trauma can have physi-
cal manifestations as well. Normie has developed “asthma” 
after the abduction. She said she has trouble breathing. 

The feeling of helplessness is common among women 
who lost their loved ones and this, oftentimes, lead to de-
pression and despair.  Marissa wanted to file a case against 
those who abducted her husband but she does not know 
who to file against. She also fears that the military may go 
after them when she goes to court. Women’s helplessness is 
aggravated by lack of support from their families. Marissa’s 
in-laws blamed her for Rogelio’s disappearance which to-
tally disregards the dynamics between Marissa and her hus-
band. Her brother-in-law even told hurting words against her 
mother that forced her mother to leave. For Marissa, this was 
yet another painful experience of loss.  

None of the women received remedy or assistance ei-
ther from the employers or the government. Many of them 
have very low trust in the institutions that are supposed to 
protect and promote their rights. The delay in seeking jus-
tice for the death of her husband had at times thrown Luz 
into depression. She said, “Sa imbistigasyon nga nila (mga 
pulis) wala daw akong maiharap na testigo sa pagpatay. So 
nandun yung talagang panlulumo ko na sabi ko wala na 
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kong hustisya na makakamit sa ganito.” (During the police 
investigation, I was asked why I was unable to present any 
witness to the killing. So I sometimes really felt that justice 
is out of reach). 

Coping with trauma
Coping is a natural human response to a crisis. Women’s 

coping behavior depends on many factors. One factor would 
be a woman’s own capacity to deal with her trauma. This 
would include her physical and emotional capacity to deal 
with stressful events. Another factor is the availability of 
support system such as the family, friends or co-workers. 

Some women cope with the trauma by withdrawing them-
selves from their families and co-workers. Trauma causes im-
balance. Withdrawing from others could be a way for women 
to regain a sense of balance. It could also be a way for them 
to make sense of what is happening. Prolonged withdrawal 
and isolation, however, could be a sign that a woman has 
difficulty coping with the trauma. 

Most women are able to cope with the crisis positively. 
Many of them developed resiliency and courage. Women 
needed to be strong for the sake of their children or fam-
ily who depend on them. They must continue to live. This 
“drive to live” enabled women to find inner strength: 

Normie and Au decided to find work after the abduc-
tion and harassment in the picketline. Normie availed of the 
livelihood project offered through the ctuhr. Au was able to 
find work in another factory. 

Marissa realized that she could not afford spending all 
her time searching for her missing husband. She had to take 
care of her children who now solely depend on her. She did 
everything to support her children: from asking relatives for 
food or money to starting a nata de coco business. 

It was also for the sake of her children that Beth finally 
left her husband. She realized that the longer she stays with 
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her husband, she is also putting her children, especially her 
daughter in danger. Her fear that her daughter might be vic-
timized led her to finally leave her husband. 

Luz’s acceptance of her reality enabled her to deal with 
her grief from losing her husband. Her desire to seek jus-
tice transformed her grief into courage. She has become a 
feisty labor rights advocate seeking justice for all victims of 
workers’ rights violation. Luz also draws strength from her 
religious faith. She refers to the loss of her husband as being 
part of “God’s plan”. This could mean that she has strong 
trust in the Divine who ultimately controls everything and 
that even bad things are subject to God’s desire for goodness. 
This trust has become her source of hope and courage. 

Transformation of women
Women go through different stages in dealing with their 

trauma and have different coping behaviors. Most of the 
women, however, had positive coping behaviors. All five 
women were able to develop inner strength, resiliency and 
courage for the sake of their children and family members. 
Women’s sense of responsibility for others somehow pre-
vents them from succumbing to despair.

The experience of Luz demonstrates that grief and loss 
can be an opportunity to discover new sense of identity. Luz 
has transformed from being a timid wife of a trade union 
leader to Ka Luz, a courageous speaking out and fighting 
against human rights abuses. She shares, “Sa ngayon ha-
bang naghahanap ako ng hustisya para sa kanya, nakapa-
loob ako sa isang organisasyon na human rights advocate 
para din maging isang buhay na testigo ako, buhay na taga-
pagsalita ng aking asawa sa kanyang mga adhikain,” (Now, 
while I seek justice for his death, I have linked up with a 
human rights organization to become a living witness, his 
spokesperson for the struggle). “Sisikapin kong ipagpatuloy 
ang mga gawain niya, hindi man ako kasing husay niya,” 
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(Even if I am not as good as he is [as a leader], I will try to 
at least continue on what he started) she adds.

Having support systems are helpful for women to deal 
with their trauma. The role of families and organizations are 
crucial in providing material, emotional, and spiritual support 
for the women. Organizations such as trade unions and as-
sociations, non-government organization such as the Center 
for Trade Union and Human Rights (ctuhr) as well as church 
labor ministries can provide support for the victims and their 
families with legal and livelihood assistance. She is also a me-
meber of the support group women wise3,a campaign net-
work of families of victims of slain labour activists, women 
trade union organizers and women workers reclaiming their 
dignity as workers.

Moving forward
The lives of women count. This paper hopes to have 

made visible those lives which rarely get attention when as-
saults are made on the picket lines or when trade union lead-
ers are killed. Their stories of grief and pain, fear and anxi-
ety should serve as another lens whenever we hear or read 
about workers rights being violated. In spite of the adverse 
effects of violence, many women discovered inner strength. 
By themselves, they were able to find courage and resiliency. 
With the help of their families and organizations, they were 
able to deal with their trauma. 

However, much work is needed to be done. The filing 
of cases and conviction of those who committed the crime 
would help the women in their search for justice. Workers 
unions and associations including organizations that support 
their organizing need to provide assistance to women and 
their children in the form of health services, livelihood and 
financial help, educational support as well as providing safe 
shelters. Unions and associations should include programs 
for women members who are victims of sexual violence 
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whether at home or in the workplace. The women’s jour-
ney to regaining her balance and healing can be facilitated 
through psychosocial interventions or psycho-spiritual ac-
companiment for women who values the role of her faith. 

Women’s experiences testify to the capacity of the human 
spirit to overcome adversities and crises in order to survive. 
Yet these are not merely stories of survival, they are stories 
of personal transformation and empowerment. They make 
us appreciate the remarkable resilience and resourcefulness 
that each woman brings to their lives and to our society.

Endnotes
1   Not her real name. “Beth” decided to join the psychosocial workshop organized by CTUHR 
wherein she spoke of the sexual violence inflicted on her by her husband for the first time.
2   Center for Trade Union and Human Rights Year End Report On the Situation of Workers’ Rights 
and Human Rights 2009 and 2010
3   http://www.unhchr.ch/huridocda/huridoca.nsf/%28symbol%29/a.res.48.104.en accessed on 21 

June 2011   
4   According to the Center for Trade Union and Human Rights Year End Report On the Situation of 
Workers’ Rights and Human Rights 2010, women workers are the most vulnerable to sexual abuses. 
In highly competitive workplaces where contractualization is implemented, women are subjected 
to the policy of “lay down or lay-off” which prevented them to speak about sexual abuses commit-
ted against them by their employers or supervisors in order to keep their jobs.




