WOMEN THINKING EQUALITY

Sexism, Patriarchal Hegemonies & Inequalities

Religion
Religion is interesting because it is quite a different construct in some ways, having a role in relationship to the state and in relationship to international politics particularly at the moment in terms of Islamaphobia and in relationship to oil states.  It is crucial that we get our heads around the role of religion and faith in these processes.  I think a lot of people who have been involved in Equalities haven’t always engaged in that.  How does it work, what are the opportunities and what are the threats?

Different churches jockey for position and use religion to support the managed democracy.

There are concerns over how the Christian aspect is being used by the Bush administration in the USA.

Religion used to ‘victimise’ or ‘de-value’ people that are seen as being ‘different’.

All religions are anti-women – they treat men as superior to women.
Why is religion part of the equalities context? As with a lot of the other strands – it is used widely as a means of discrimination.
Is it only used as such by people who buy into that?

No, it is also used by people who don’t themselves have any religion or belief.  It is as much part of the landscape of discrimination as any of the other strands.

Technically the equality strand is not religion it is ‘Faith and Belief’.  Religion fits into the faith area but there is also the area of belief which is in the same overall grouping.
Morals
Discriminating against others is immoral and is not particularly about religion but about Society.

What about secular morality? 

If you go back in history there were different centres of power not just the West and every area has its own centre of power, very often based on a moral system which has a basis in religion. Now we in the West see ourselves as part of a secular community and so have de-valued religion in that sense.

Secularism means that no religious belief system has precedence over another.  It means we live in a system which is supported by human rights legislation that every body is free to think what they like – they are not necessarily free to act on it in all circumstances because acting has impacts on other people.  But you are free to be religious, not to be religious, to change religion etc.  People who want religion to dominate think that that de-values religion but that is because they want to go back to more traditional systems whereby you have effectively one religion in most groups and that is all-powerful. You have to make a decision, do you want to live in a secular system where no religious group can dominate or do you say you must not devalue religion and that is when you have to choose a religion that will dominate everything.  It doesn’t have anything to do with morality it just says there is an equal playing field and everyone is entitled to develop their own system of morals and if they want to develop that on the basis of religion then that’s fine.

Historical Context
The triangles are not static, they are fluid and shifting and it is by understanding the historical context that you can pull out the common threads from each and move history forward.

Hierarchies, ‘non-people’ and the issue of worthlessness
Is this a dynamic working behind all the triangles?  It could be an outcome, an end point that these interactions, attitudes and behaviours leads to.  It results in an ‘othering’ to such an extent that whatever the dominant framework or concept, leads to an elimination – a practical, physical elimination in some cases for example in Rwanda or Serbia and even closer to home in the east end of Glasgow in the last month since the by-election started.  There has been a lot of discussion in the press about ‘othering’ - the extent to which the press has actively engaged in the representation of a geographic area as being populated by ‘non-people’.  These are people who are so excluded (and some argue that they should be so excluded because their behaviours are abhorrent to many at the tops of the pyramids) without an effort to understand the contribution that those at the tops of the pyramids have made to the political and economic circumstances through which excluded people live.  
There is a stigmatisation and pushing out of people by a society that can’t cope with those that don’t fit into ‘norms’ - who don’t do as they’re told and ‘deliver’.  This is the bottom of all of the triangles, the intersection of multiple oppressions.  

Talking about people as ‘victims’ as opposed to what needs to change at the top of the pyramids.  There is a lot of focus on what needs to change at the bottom, creating opportunities, for example with the people in Glasgow or providing resources such as refuges for women who have experienced violence, the fact that we need these spaces is an absolute disgrace.  

If we tipped the model upside down we would start to look at it from the point of view of the people who were at the top, now who then would be at the bottom.  

If you add together all the equality strands there is no minority, we are the majority and if one thing has happened with bringing together all the different agendas it is to say that these are not minority issues.  There is a significant opportunity for change in turning this all upside down.   But instead we buy into the structures and we try to crawl to the top because that is what we see people doing.

Making Change Happen
Those at the top have all the power - the useful thing about the model is the debate about what you can do with the bottom of the triangles to make them stronger without colluding and saying we want to climb up when what we want in fact is to flatten the triangles.  What is the power of joining all the equalities strands?  Women account for quite a lot of the people at the bottom.

It is the structures that need to change.  This will only happen by having pressure from people at the bottom and that is why the historical perspective is very important.  Women have had the vote for 100 years and yet we still only have a minority of female MPs/MSPs.  Where are we making the most gains and what do we do to get some more?

Men with power have never voluntarily given it up.  “The master’s house will never be dismantled with the master’s tools”. (Audrey Lord) 

So what energy, resources and power at the bottom of the triangles can be utilised? How do you create a movement at the base which is multi-complex rather than being strand-specific?

It is interesting that despite being a majority we have all these difficulties.  In terms of rape convictions, juries are generally a mixture of men and women and yet there doesn’t seem to be recognition that we are part of this problem and can perpetuate stereotypes with greater criticism of women than men do.

We have to be wary of ‘women-blaming’ and recognise the internal oppression.

I don’t think it is blaming necessarily, it is that thing that anything a man does a woman has to do it twice as well to be considered half as good.  And we buy into that of because we want to be successful on those terms.

An Expectation of ‘Entitlement’
There is an expectation in terms of entitlement for men and white people and heterosexism in terms of that’s ‘normal’ which leads us to ‘othering’ again.

We should concentrate on getting young women involved in the feminist movement and getting them to buy into its aims.  We are each in this room because we have lived things while for our young women it is all still anecdotal.

Support from the top?
How many people get projected to the top of the pyramid without any effort or without having to exploit others?  
For a lot of men they would lose ‘caste’ (descend in social scale) if they supported women.  You see it at the top of organisations; men are ‘policed’ by other men. 

In some cultures it is only possible for women to get any kind of position if there is a man who gives her the opportunity.  So it is only if you reach the men in some cultures that any opportunity for women will take place, otherwise it is not possible for them.  There was a study done by the UN that for every woman that got up to a position like that, 3 women suffered, to take her place in order for her to get there.  

The Value of Caring

How do you value the social reproductive economy and how do you say this is worth measuring?  What can we ask this government to measure instead of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) that would give women value (and some men)?  Caring/nurturing the side of life that looks after humanity rather than money – what sort of indicators would we demand of the government if we said we don’t want you to measure GDP we want Gross Domestic Happiness indicators.

We should ask the EHRC to measure all of the original demands of the women’s movement

1. Equal pay for equal work
2. Equal education and job opportunities

3. Free contraception

4. Free 24hr community-controlled childcare

5. Legal and financial independence for women

6. An end to discrimination against lesbians

7. Freedom for all women from intimidation by threat or use of male violence

8. An end to the laws, assumptions and institutions which perpetuate male dominance and men’s aggression towards women
Payment for children 

Being controversial – there’s a whole raft of government policies talking about how women aren’t breeding enough.
There is an issue with each state saying we want more of our children and this is tied up with the anti-immigration debate.

Whilst babies may be valued, this is not the case for the work that goes into caring.  We pay plumbers £40 per hour and childcare workers £5 per hour.

But women are acting on their economic and social choices not to have children so it is our fault again. The problem would be in some way lessened if men had a greater role in childcare and recently we’ve had the issue of parental leave, maternity leave and so on framed in terms of some rosy glow of fathers bonding with their children rather than any nod to the economic, social, cultural ‘norms’ that apply here.  Then you get a sentence saying ‘and of course the way this is constructed currently reinforces the stereotype of women as primary carers’ but it is just slipped in at the end rather than starting the argument from that premise.  
Having the Discussion
That is one of the biggest challenges we have, for while the issues we are talking about today may represent the majority in terms of people’s lives, those of us in the room today are very much in the minority.  The arguments and discussions that we want to have, are incredibly difficult to have - beyond perhaps with a group of friends who are likeminded. Challenge the patriarchal hegemony of the market economy and you are unpopular.  Deemed arrogant, argumentative, conflicting and unappreciative!  

Going back to what you were saying, in an environment such as this we can talk and ‘get it’ but the majority of people at the ‘bottom’ don’t get it so what do we need to do to get that awareness ‘out there’?  What do we mean by feminism now? Because people interpret it in different ways and I’m thinking about what has been said about our children and that we do not have a shared understanding.  So if we are trying to tackle the triangle then what do we name it?  If you look at racism over the years, that definition has shifted and changed but there is an awareness created through the publicity, there are some basic things that people might get or they might not know other things but in terms of looking at gender there is a lot of misunderstanding or thinking you are on the same line but really you are not.  You can’t really have a discussion if you don’t understand what it is you want to discuss.
Childcare

What about women organising themselves into co-operatives to provide childcare in the workplace?  

But women have always done that – they take full responsibility for childcare and trying to work within the system. We should be re-distributing some of that responsibility – in actual fact men should be taking 50% responsibility for their children and nothing is ever going to change if they don’t do that.

Women do far more work than men once you define work as paid and unpaid work.  So if you want people to do more work it’s got to be men because women are already doing far more work than men do and the trouble with using extended families for childcare is that it’s just sharing out more and more work amongst the women.
As soon as you pay a parent then father might take time off work.  The same as if you pay childcare workers £20 an hour / £30 an hour, then chances are men will move into the care sector.  It’s the under-valuing of the care sector that is the big issue. 

And women who are pushed into unpaid care, especially older women they don’t have their own pensions.  And now they’re doubly disadvantaged because then they’re working for free.

Women in the market economy

There are much higher numbers of people at the bottom and despite having a lot in common we tend to focus on what divides us.  We need to say it’s ok that we are different and have different needs but what can we do together?  Part of it is the media, working against and dividing us.  It is a major struggle to listen to each other and respect and work together.  

I think there is very little acknowledgement of the tension between women having to work in both economies. Sadly it’s a political process in terms of what we value, what we measure, how we do gender budgeting and measure budget outcomes.  It is very much about the ‘hand-out’ idea that you give some benefits to women, you tweak pensions and you tweak all the bits around them to create some opportunities but you don’t actually change any of that structure that creates that situation in the first place.  These structures are very male, white, Eurocentric and even Christian - we just have to get into them and work with them. 

Returning to the earlier part of the discussion about changing institutions and changing government and the quote about ‘changing the master’s tools’ I think the idea behind ‘gender mainstreaming’ is changing how public policy is made by bringing in different tools, by bringing in better information, better data and by challenging how decisions are made because they are made within the kind of ‘norms’ framework that dominates the top of the triangle. 
We are talking about flattening out or perhaps rather hollowing out the triangles because mainstreaming and changing how you make policy is part of that hollowing out from the inside.  Working within the system to some degree to challenge how that system functions.  To challenge the way that public policy rumbles on and all these dynamics are ‘add-ons’ rather than being ‘built in’. That is where we have seen some changes in practice and to some degree newly-supported by legislation with the Gender Equality duty and other public duties.  This is something we have an opportunity to develop.
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