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 Tools for Change

 The Intersection of Racism, Classism &Gender Oppression 

                                In Addressing
               Domestic Violence and Sexual Assault   
                                        by Margo Adair & Bahiya Cabral Asante

Racism, sexism and violence are firmly entrenched in U.S. society.  They are not unfortunate aberrations but reflect ideas and relationships, which have been fundamental from the founding of the United States to the present day. Violence is what keeps power in place. We believe that racism and sexism are so entwined in our history we cannot get rid of one with out getting rid of the other.

The intersections and commonalties of racism and sexism, heterosexism and ablism create troubled waters to negotiate. Having an appreciation for history is central to understanding how racism and sexism hold each other up and have a different character in different social strata. For example, the racist specter of the “black rapist” deflects from the reality of white men’s sense of entitlement, which has led to an untold amount of rape of women of color. The stereotype that the worst racists are white working class people deflects attention away from the bankers loaning policies. Historical conditions effect us all differently both in our personal relationships and the institutions we create. It is critical to understand them. For example, when white women today understand how suffragists sold out their sisters of color white women don’t take it so personally when they are not immediately trusted. 

One of the ways privilege operates is that those who have it tend to universalize their experience and apply it to others.  This causes major mistakes.  For example, what silence means or what loud voices mean are culturally influenced.  If a white middle class person interprets a situation in a different culture, without any prior knowledge of differences, the chances are she can as easily create problems as solve them. The criminal justice system is another example of when universalizing will cause problems, because it is an entirely different entity in the lives of people of color than white people in this country.  An understanding of this is vital to successfully work with different populations to protect women and stop DV and sexual assault. When women’s lives are at stake understanding how to find out about and approach differences is absolutely critical. The kind of leadership we will provide will help your agency successfully develop deeper relationships with people from various communities so the dialogue is inclusive.

We see oppression as reflected on both the interpersonal and the institutional level.  While we will work with you to strengthen your interpersonal relationships, we also will help you grapple with how institutional norms, procedures and structures may contribute to exclusion.
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