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Good evening, all the members and officers of the Federacion
International de Abogadas (FIDA). To all our foreign visitors, welcome
to our beautiful country, and I hope that the Filipinos you have met thus
far, especially the people of Cebu, are giving you the warm welcome and
hospitality our people are well-known for. To the local members and
officers of FIDA Philippines, and all those responsible for organizing this
event, congratulations for all of your efforts, and I thank you for inviting
me here today.

It is truly a great honor for me to be a part of the Asian Regional
Convention of FIDA, an organization the advocacies of which are very
close to my own heart, both in my personal and official capacity.

It is an even greater honor to know that I am standing and
speaking before a very special and, indeed, fortunate group of women
legal professionals. I say special and fortunate because the women here
today share a common trait: power. And not just any kind of power; it is
not the kind of power that comes and goes, like political power, or the
kind that is derived from ephemeral things such as material wealth and



social influence. It is the enduring kind of power: the power over our
own destiny; the power and gift of self-determination.

Unfortunately, millions, perhaps even billions, of other people in
the world, particularly those belonging to the female gender, aren't as
lucky. Many are powerless to make decisions about their own lives, from
the most basic, such as what they are allowed to wear, where they are
allowed to go or travel, to the most fundamental, such as what they want
to do with their lives, whether or not they wish to study, whether or not
to marry, whom to marry and, in short, how to live their own lives.

Sadly and quite frighteningly, even at this day and age, there
remain places and territories in this world where girls are virtually
considered as chattel, and women are treated as second-class citizens. In
fact, even in those countries where women are supposed to enjoy a
measure of independence, there are criminal elements who persist on
trading on the lives of the more vulnerable, including women and
children, whom they see as nothing more than objects of commerce,
rather than human beings that possess innate and inalienable human
rights.

Yet, out of all the millions who are victims to various abuses and
who live in dire and depressing circumstances characterized by poverty,
corruption, oppression, exploitation, and so forth, there are those who,
like the women attending this Asian Regional Convention of FIDA, are
the mistresses of their own lives. They, like you, possess the most
enduring form of power that exists today, for it is a kind of power that
cannot be taken away, that is purely dependent on one's own strength of
character, and the kind that grows stronger and more influential the.
more it is put to good use.

That, ladies, is the paradox of the role of women, especially women
lawyers, in resolving global issues. The more we help empower others,
the more empowered we, ourselves, become. The more we wield our
power, not just for our own benefit but to help others gain power over
their own lives, the greater our own power and right to self-
determination grows stronger, and the better we pave the road towards a
world that welcomes women as active players, rather than passive
objects in other people's, especially men's, lives; a world where women
are treated as fundamentally equal with their male counterparts; a world
where women's accomplishments are not accompanied or prefixed by
phrases like "in spite of' or "because of their gender"; where gender is a
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biological and anatomical fact, not the one thing that defines our roles,
capabilities and limitations.

A Utopic world, perhaps, but one we nonetheless ought to strive to
realize.

We are, after all, living in a world that is in constant flux.
Whatever we thought we might have achieved in the last decade could
just as easily be lost if we take them for granted.

Take, for instance, the social blight we once called slavery, but now
goes by the modern, even euphemistic term "human trafficking." We
thought we've succeeded in putting such an abomination behind us, as
an unfortunate and archaic element in human history that we've
relegated to their ignominious place in history books. Yet, we wake up
one day and we realize that, even in the 218t century, women, children
and men driven by desperation or victimized by their vulnerability are
still being subjected to the modern slave trade. The profile of victims
may have changed and no longer limited to the question of race, but
more of economic and social disadvantage. They are put to work from
everything between diamond mines to child pornography; from
household work under substandard working conditions to mail-order
brides of poor economic background, who are transplanted to a whole
new country where they are dependent on their so-called "husbands" and.
are, thus, prone to abuse and exploitation.

We realize that we haven't really progressed that far enough if
people who trade and profit on people's lives still prosper in this world.

Thus, our role, the role of women professionals, especially those
belonging to the legal profession, is to stand as champion for the less
fortunate, and not to be lulled into complacency and contentment by the
comforts of our own lives. We must realize that we, being more
fortunate than others, we have the obligation to guard what degree and
level of freedom we have thus far achieved, and to continue making
inroads in areas where we have not yet been as successful in bringing
progress.

Many women lawyers and leaders have stood up to the challenge
and now stand as exemplars of commitment and excellence for the
present and future generations. From the former United States First
Lady, Hilary Rodham Clinton, who has since helped shape the face of the
world we live in today as the Secretary of State to the Obama
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administration, to quintessential feminist lawyer Gloria Allred, to the
Philippines' own Ombudsman CONCHITA CARPIO-MORALES, who is
doing an admirable job in defending the interests of the public against
graft and corruption, and our first female Chief Justice, MA. LOURDES
P.A. SERENO, who, particularly during the controversial Watchlist TRO.
case involving the former President Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo, refused to
be silenced and persisted to put on record the questionable happenings
behind the veil of secrecy that some of her colleagues in the Supreme
Court would have concealed the truth.

They and others like them have proven that the law is but an
instrument that can either serve as a means to paint questionable acts
with a veneer of validity and legitimacy or, in the hands of the brave and
the worthy, as a weapon to fight corruption, abuse and injustice.

I, myself, in the discharge of my daily duties as Secretary of Justice,
a post that admittedly wields much power and influence in a government
system that functions under the Rule of Law, derive my motivation in
performing these difficult and challenging tasks, and continuing to face
the challenge of what at times seems to be a thankless job, from the
knowledge that I have been given a very rare opportunity to revive the
image of a once-derided and exploited institution, the Department of
Justice, and to show the Filipino people what true and meaningful public
service looks like, and the fruits it could bear in the hands of honest,
competent and dedicated individuals. That, truly, is a once-in-a-lifetime
opportunity, which I am not inclined to take for granted, especially given
my personal advocacy for human rights and justice. It is easy to foresee
that all the headways we have made could easily be lost once the wrong
person is appointed to such a powerful and sensitive post - that is one of
the prospects that motivate me, not just to do my job right, but also to
endeavor to put into place measures of transparency and accountability
that would ensure that I and all those who would succeed me would be
accountable to no one and nothing but the people and the Rule of Law.

That is something that I would ask all of you to keep in mind. We
must not only look towards the past, to how far we've come thus far, to
the present and everything we enjoy today, but also to the future, and
what could be gained and lost once we pass on the torches to others. The
lessons we've learned and the cautionary tales we've formulated or
encountered in our time ought to live on and be available to those who
will take the reins after us.
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It has been said, often half-jokingly, that, sometimes, the best man
for a job isn't. While it is difficult to ignore and not be elated by the
growing trend of more and more women being appointed or rising to
great positions of power in their particular field, I cannot help but feel
that it is a disservice to these women to define their successes in terms of
their gender. I would rather it be remembered that these women reach
the heights they've achieved because of their competence, work ethics
and skills, and not because of their gender.

I do not wish for it to be thought either that the role of women
leaders and lawyers is to work towards disenfranchising men or
reversing the state of affairs.

We must understand that we fight, not just for ourselves, but also
for our daughters, our sons, and our loved ones; not just for the present
generation, but for future ones. We must realize that women's issues
are, in truth and in fact, issues that are of common interest and concern
across all genders. Because of the broadness of our calling and sphere of
influence, whether as mothers, as nurturers or as professionals, we are
advocates not just for women's rights, but for human rights in general.

That is the role of women lawyers in global issues - we unite, not
divide. We empower others and, as we do, we empower ourselves, or in
the words of Helen Keller, "When we do the best we can, we never
know what miracle is wrought in our life, or in the life of another."

Again, thank you for inviting me to be a part of this important
event, and I commend the organizers and wish everyone a very, very
successful Convention. I hope our guests all enjoy their stay here in our
country, particularly the beautiful city of Cebu.
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