The Intersectionality of Gender and Racism and its Implications for Shelter Workers 

A paper presented in Gjovik Norway

Introduction


The struggle for gender equality and equity is centuries old. It began with the struggle to secure the right to vote. Once this was secured, women began to focus on other issues which include an opposition to the sexual hierarchy which gives men more value than women. One of the biggest gains has been getting the world to recognize violence against women as a critical issue leading to women’s oppression and marginalization.

This paper will examine gender discrimination, racial discrimination and the impact of both these phenomena on women.

Towards women’s human rights.

All of us who work on Violence against Women and girl children are constantly confronted with many challenges which stretch our views of gender equality and equity. Many approaches have been developed and will continue to develop as we build on what we know, what we have gained and on the lived realities of women’s lives. This speaks both to our personal experiences and those of women whom we work alongside or whose lives we try to influence. It is very important that we therefore agree on what gender equality is or what constitutes gender discrimination. We cannot and should not believe that all of us work from the same understanding, for in thinking so, we can fail the women we want to help. I believe that a good approach is to work within a human rights framework as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights entrenches gender Equality and gives us a universally accepted framework. When working on violence against women, a good place to start is with the Convention on the Elimination of All forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). Here we have a view and a definition for gender discrimination which has been adequately developed and  expressed by women from all the regions of the world and agreed to by the majority of governments. The definition of gender discrimination as contained in CEDAW is:

“Gender Discrimination is any distinction, exclusion or restriction made on the bases of sex which has the effect or purpose of impairing or nullifying the recognition, enjoyment or exercise by women irrespective of their marital status on the bases of equality of men and women, of human rights and fundamental freedoms in the political, economic, social, cultural, civil or any other field”.

These conventions emphasizes that discrimination against women violates the principles of equality of rights and respect for human dignity. CEDAW is the principle international legal instrument addressing women’s rights and equality. It is a standard setting instrument for the actualisation of the human rights of women. It’s uniqueness lies in its mandate for the achievement of substantive equality for women which requires not only formal legal equality but also equality of results. 

It tells us that we may have advanced laws and policies but these have to be implemented in such a manner so as to improve the quality of life and status of women in reality.

These refinements have represented conceptual advances in expanding the scope of human rights beyond its initial parameters, which marginalised the range of human rights abuses that were gender-specific to women
[1]. While women’s differences from men have in the past served as a justification for marginalizing women’s rights and gender equality more broadly, women’s differences now inform the responsibility of all human rights to incorporate a gender analysis n their work.

Patriarchy and women’s human rights

The phenomenon of male dominated and male oriented societies is a universal one. In assessing the status of women we have to examine the many identities which women have which determine what the quality of their lives are and what position they hold within their families and communities.  Culture , religion and race or ethnicity are factors which determine the way a woman dresses, who she interacts with and whether she has access to education or employment opportunities etc. A woman living under tribal or customary law will be governed by the norms of that system rather than by the norms of the national /constitutional laws. 

Women all over the world experience violence against women and girls. There is not a country developed or not where women are free of  violence. Every women’s life is endangered either in the home or in the public sphere.  This pervasive threat to women’s lives, women’s safety and women’s wellbeing, is a product of patriarchy.

In her description of Patriarchy  Sunila Abeysekera asserts that:

‘By patriarchy we do not mean only the rule of the father which is the meaning of the word in its classical sense. When we speak of patriarchy, we are speaking of a system of control that is operative at every level in society. A system based on the principle of male domination and females subordination that pervades every part of our lives. We are speaking of a system everywhere in capitalism, imperialism and socialism and in the structures of class, caste, gender, ethic, and every other form of division that exists in our society…. Patriarchy also creates an artificial division between the public and the private, between the work and the home. This division is the one which is particularly gendered’

Patriarchy and human rights appear incongruous yet, they coexist everywhere.

The Private/Public Dichotomy and Patriarchy in the ideology of Human Rights.

The Private/Public Dichotomy has been created over centuries to spatially separate women’s and men’s worlds as part of the “home and the world” syndrome. 

It has been as part and parcel of patriarchy as a state of mind and “a system of control”, of men and over women and children. The modern phase of human rights emerged within the patriarchal set up. Aligned to the private-public dichotomy and arguing for “men’s inalienable rights” and “man’s natural rights”. The struggle for civil society waylaid women and children within the invisible home-based milieu. This structural flaw was addressed by neutralizing “gender”, in both the UN Charter (1945) and Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), where the principle of equal rights of men and women are centre stage, but without adequately addressing how women will be released from their “private” marginalized positions in society and family. 

If Human rights are taken as the primary standard then the construct of the private-public dichotomy has to be dismantled. The private public construct has been a potent and indispensable prop for patriarchal societies, It is an redundant framework which delays, confuses and distorts the basic premise of the ideology of human rights, which is not gendered but is universal in its constitution, manifestations and application.

Human Rights Instruments.

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights also entrenches the principle of non discrimination on the basis of Race. This was further elaborated in the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination. (ICERD) to encompass protection against discrimination on the basis of colour, descent, and national or ethnic origin as well.  . 

I our work, the co joining of multiple systems of subordination has been variously described as compound discrimination or triple jeopardy, interlinking forms of discrimination, multiple burdens. Intersectionality of gender and racism is a conceptualisation of the problem that attempts to capture both the structural and dynamic consequences of the interaction between two or more intersecting points o oppression. It specifically addresses the manner in which racism, patriarchy, class oppression and other discriminatory systems create backgrounds inequalities that structure the relative positions of women, race, ethnicities, classes and the like. Moreover, intersectionality addresses the way that specific acts and policies create burdens that flow along these axes constituting dynamic or actives aspects of disempowerment.

To  use a metaphor of an intersection, we first analyse the various axes of power i.e. for instance race, ethnicity, gender or class as constituting the thorough fares which structure the social, economic or political terrain. It is through these avenues that disempowering dynamics travel. These thoroughfares are generally framed as distinctive and mutually exclusive axes of power; for the systems often overlap and cross each other creating complex intersections at which to or three or more of these axes may meet. Indeed racialised women are often positioned in the space where racism, xenophobia , class and gender meet. They are consequently subject to being affected by the heavy flow of traffic traveling along these roads  

Racialised women and other multiple burdened groups who are located at these intersections by virtue of their specific identities must negotiated the “traffic” that flows through theses intersections in order to obtain the resources for the normal activities of life. This is a particularly dangerous task when the oppressions flow at the same time from different points. Damage is done when the “injuries” from one form of oppression throw women into the path of another form of oppression while in other instances women suffer damage from all of the oppressions at once. These are the contexts in which intersectional injuries occur. – when disadvantages or conditions interact with preexisting vulnerabilities to create a distinct dimension of disempowerment.

Targeted discrimination

Examples of targeted discrimination include the following:

Recent tragedies in Bosnia, Rwanda, Burundi and Kosovo sadly illustrates that the long history of ethnically based violence against women has not been relegated to the distant past. While these are the most recent and widespread examples of intersectional violence, this particular vulnerability has played out not only in armed conflict, but also in other contexts. 

Sexualised propoganda targeted at racialised women may also contribute to their political subordination, particularly in contexts relating to reproductive policies and social welfare. Justification for policies that compromise the reproductive rights of poor and minority women such as sterilizations, forced birth control, and the imposition of economic penalties and other disincentives for child bearing are sometimes premised on pre-existing images of poor and ethnic women as sexually undisciplined. This might be fully framed as an intersectional discrimination in that the subordinating aspects of these images simultaneously invoke preexisting gender sterotypes that draw distinctions between women based on perceived sexual conduct, and also racial or ethnic sterotypes which characterize some race, ethnicity or class groups as sexually undisciplined. The consequences for women and the intersection of these sterotypes is that they are particularly vulnerable to punitive measures based largely on who they are.

Targeted acts of intentional discrimination are not limited to sexual violence. In employment, and in other labour force arenas, racialsied women are sometimes subject discriminatory actions and burdens specifically because they are not men; and sometimes precisely because they are women, in effect, experiences compound discrimination; they are excluded on the basis of race from jobs designated for women, and they are excluded from jobs for men on the basis of their gender. In effect, they are specifically excluded as minority or ethnic women because there is no role for applicant with their particular ethno-racial and gendered profiles.

Slightly different manifestation of intersectional subordination might be framed as structural dynamic intersectional discrimination. This phenomenon represents the full range of circumstances in which policies intersect with background structures of inequality to create a compounded burden for particularly vulnerable victims.

In some circumstances, a gendered discrimination occurs within a setting in which some women are already vulnerable due to their race and/or class backgrounds. In other circumstances, a particular policy, practices or individual act driven by racial ethnic or some other form of bias operates in the context of gendered structure that affects women (or sometimes men) in a unique form

For example; The vulnerability of refugee women to sexual violence constitutes an example of an intersectional problem that should be only partially analysed as ethnic discrimination. As reported by Human Rights Watch , women in armed conflict experience a very high incidence of rape. Their vulnerability to sexual violence is partially structured by gender in that they are often most vulnerable to abuse when they undertake the gender based responsibilities of collecting firewood and other essentials for home. Under prevailing conditions of refugee life, honoring this responsibility requires them to travel lone or in small groups several miles from the refuge camps. Over the course of pursuing these responsibilities, they are often assaulted, sometimes because of their identity as powerless refugee women. Their condition is the product of racial disempowerment and patriarchy twice over. Because they are women, part of the structure of gender relations requires them to risk their safety to fulfill their responsibilities. As refugee women they are dislocated aliens in a foreign land, and more broadly, the conditions that prevail which are the products of broader patterns of racial power such as the differential resources available to African or Asian refuges as opposed to those who are victims of European conflict.

Women who challenge discriminatory practises that are defended by others as cultural traditions often find themselves in a particularly precarious position. On one hand, it is sometimes the case that outsiders are all to  willing to unleash harsh criticism about the practises of ethnic or racially different groups, even as they ignore similarly questionable abuses within their own cultures. On the other hand, when women allow their challenges to patriarchal cultural traditions within their own communities to be silenced, they lose the opportunity to transform practices that are damaging to women.

Emphazising contextual analysis

Intersectional subordination by its very nature is often obscured because it tends to happen to those who are marginal even within subordinate groups and because the existing paradigms for assessing discriminatory behaviors do not consistently anticipate this form of discrimination. Few standards have been established to provide a proper investigation strategy into the sometimes complex circumstances that contribute to this type of discrimination. This is not surprising because it stands to reason that if a particular injury is not anticipated, it is often difficult to uncover using analytical tools that are attuned only to the prevailing paradigms of discrimination. 

This mismatch between standards and practices established to investigate discrimination and the often complex realities of intersectional subordination creates yet another dimension of intersectional vulnerability. 

Because certain problems are not anticipated, they are not readily discovered; because they are not readily discovered, the analysis of them remains under developed. 

Efforts to bring greater understanding to problems related to intersectionality face a steep climb from its current invisibility to the conscious awareness of members of treaty bodies, policy makers, NGO advocates, and others.

Strategies for Shelter Workers.

We are challenged therefore to work with women from the perspective of overcoming gender discrimination but also to challenge racial and other forms of discrimination. Our strategies must include work with individual women, with others in the shelter, with the local communities and with ourselves. We are called to ensure that the political dimensions of gender and racial oppression are constantly brought under review and challenged where necessary. We cannot afford to work in isolation of other women and of our society as a whole.

Personal aspects of working on race and gender

We are seeing and experiencing a difference in the women who seek help and support from the shelters which we have. Most of the women who are our clients currently come from countries outside of our own. They are women who find themselves in our countries which to them are foreign. We in turn respond to them more often than not very differently to women who are from our own countries. This is understandable as we identify at least on three levels with women from our own environment.  Firstly, they are women as we are, secondly, we share a nationality and thirdly, we probably speak a language which both of us understand. 

When dealing with women from other countries, we mostly only identify with them as being women like ourselves; although even this is not always true. I believe that in some circumstances, we do not acknowledge even this shared identity.

Xenophobia

A negative aspect of  Globalization is that it has given rise to Xenophobia ( fear of people of different origins to ourselves). In the work which we do in shelters in particular, we are confronted with this phenomenon rather frequently.

A Shelter workers, we are challenged to confront our notions of gender discrimination and racial discrimination when working with women who are different to ourselves. This is not a simple matter. 

Firstly, we have to look at our own experiences of gender discrimination and recognize how we have dealt with it or how we have not dealt with it. We need to reflect very deeply on the ways in which this manifests in our own lives. If we do not engage in this inner work, we cannot effectively and efficiently assist women. 

Secondly, we need to know where we stand in relations to racial discrimination. What are our perceptions and prejudices with regard to women who come from other countries or regions. How do we stereotype women we meet who are different to ourselves? 

Many of us will say, “I am not a racist”. Yet, we think , this is how “White people” behave or, we may think “Black Women are so stupid or useless”. Clearly this kind of thinking influences our responses to the women and children who seek our services.  We cannot help women adequately and advance the human rights of women if we hold any negative perception or prejudice. We need to be honest and reflect with sincerity on our perceptions, prejudices and stereotypical views of people from other races, ethnicities and cultural or other origins. 

Developing helpful responses to women in shelters

We are further challenged to learn about the different context of women’s lives. There is very little similarities in women’s lives across the world. There is so much conflict, war, economic strife and critical issues such as HIV/AIDS which impact on women’s lives that we simply have to gain some knowledge of the context from which each and every women we are assisting comes. This calls for hard work, reading, discussion and possibly support group work. When women come to us, they are fleeing situations of violence which may be life threatening. 

We may have some good ides of how to deal with that. We probably even have professional people or relevant networks we can send the woman to. What we do not know is her history. Women who have left their countries sometimes left families behind, lost children, parents or siblings along the way or have suffered traumas such as rape, mutilation or other forms of abuse. They are often unable to talk about these experiences but display negative and confusing behaviours. When confronted by people who look different, speak a “strange” language and who have power and control over them, are not likely to feel supported. They are more likely to feel great fear, distrust and panic. They may want and need to help offered but will be aggressive once in the shelter. Such women need additional care and careful support systems selected to assist them. Some women may even feel that staying with an abusive husband is less hostile than moving into a shelter where no one speaks their language or where the shelter worker is judgmental or impatient with the women. In cases such as these, the shelter worker needs to work closely with colleagues who can support both her and her client and who can assist in identifying the specific difficulty which the woman has. All aspects of the woman’s needs must be examined and a holistic picture developed before an intervention is decided upon. 

The woman has to have full participation in this process however difficult it may be for the shelter worker to get her to participate. 

However, it must be remembered that the Western concept of “personal responsibility” may not be possible in many instances as refugee women have language difficulties, cultural difficulties (they do not have an understanding of the culture of the country and the laws which govern that culture) and she may have very little financial or other resources. She may be struggling with the gendered implications of her culture, tradition or religion as well the issue of racial discrimination which most non citizens of a country experience.

We often do not realize that quite often these women had power in their own contexts. They can be highly educated, have held good positions and been respected by their communities. In their context as refugee women in a  foreign context, they lose all of that and become disempowered. It is our responsibility to ensure that we do not continue making them invisible by creating situations of  isolation. 

Additional considerations when working on gender and racism..

At no time will I suggest that this is easy work or that there is a simple solution to working on gender and racial discrimination. In fact, I acknowledge that it is a very complex and difficult issue to work with and one which requires constant work.

To date, insufficient work has been done to understand and document the intersectionality of gender and racism. What we do know, is that there are some aspects which can be identified. These include the fact that women of colour are likely to be poorer than women who are white. Black women are more vulnerable to cultural and traditional influences such as bride price, female genital mutilation and forced marriages. Black women have lower literacy levels, often speak only one language, marry younger in most countries across the world and are less likely to enjoy sexual and reproductive Rights. Furthermore, I am suggesting that we listen to the voices in our heads which are the automatic responses we have when meeting someone for the first time or when working with a woman and her family. If we listen to ourselves and watch our response, we can better develop the needed approach to dealing with gender and racial discrimination and decrease the stressfulness of working with women and children who are different to ourselves.

We have to work within a human rights framework. This provides us with a set of standards and instruments which are universally accepted and recognized. Because the intersectionality of gender and racism is not well analysed and/or documented, we have to develop an analysis ourselves so that we can contribute towards over coming this compounded form of discrimination.

We have to closely examine our national laws and policies to ensure that they do not violate women’s rights directly or indirectly. This political work is important at all times when working on women’s human rights but most especially when working on gender and racial discrimination. 

Recommendations

· Advocacy is vital to changing systems. Shelter Workers must engage in challenging the political context which gives rise to gender and racial oppression of women.

· Use the Human Rights framework both to develop a standardized response to working with gender and race.

· Organise a group/groups who engage in advocacy and lobbying at the local level. You need to work with local communities to challenge their perceptions and prejudices so as to create an environment free of discrimination.

· Create space for women from foreign countries to talk to shelter workers about their experiences and their needs.

· Create spaces for shelter workers to discuss the difficulties which they experiences and to honestly reflect on their responses.

· Support networks for Shelter Workers is vital. These must be established and Shelter Workers encouraged to attend.

· Protect against Burn Out by finding strategies to lessen the stress of this work.
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