WTE – Racism and Sexism, 14 August 2008
Today we’re going to start with looking at the relationship between racism and sexism.  Tanveer’s going to do a presentation just to get us thinking about racism and patriarchy and how we might start to mesh those together.  It is your job to work out what that might look like, what it might sound like….what you think the relationships are.

The desire for change?

Where do we start… everyone wants this solved but who solves it and how?  
I don’t think everyone does want change… there are certain people in society that really do have a vested interest in maintaining the status quo.  And those are the people that control the media and show whatever they want to show, in terms of violence…  They project disintegration, if you like, and put that sort of language in the mainstream…

I think we have to be careful when talking about the disintegration of society because this is a very conservative way of looking at things and if you look back in social history, things aren’t necessarily ‘getting worse’.  Similarly at the moment there is a lot of talk about violence but, as a woman, I’m safer than I’ve ever been anytime in society because now it’s actually against the law for you to hit me.  In terms of this ‘disintegration of society’ you’ve got to look back very closely at history and sociological studies and you’ll see that things aren’t necessarily deteriorating.  Those groups which used to be in power may think that they are losing control and they don’t like it and they call it disintegration…

I work for Glasgow City Council, an equal opportunities organisation, and we have anti-racism training which everyone in an office or a team will have to go to at different times.  And we still have workers saying, ‘I can’t ask someone what their racial origin is, because it’s embarrassing’.  
Now that indicates to me that they don’t have the insight to know that they are not at ease with their own racial origin.  So there are people who will say, ‘I am not racist’ but they are too embarrassed to look at or address racial issues.  I’m not talking about ‘basic grade’ people within organisations; I’m talking about managers as well.

Relationship between racism and sexism

We know about institutional racism because of the Stephen Lawrence case, when it became part of the language, and people do get worried because they aren’t sure what language to use etc. And yet we’ve had institutional sexism and no one is particularly worried about that in the same way because it hasn’t been given the same amount of ‘clout’. 
It is interesting how we have shifted the language to discuss institutional racism and yet not to discuss institutional sexism and it’s the same structures that create the problem in that sense.  And going back to the statement about ‘we all want it to be better’, I really do think that is the problem, not everyone does want it to be better – there’s a lot of people really do benefit from the systems and the structures, well not a lot of people, a few people benefit in huge ways from the structures that we’ve got.
The Daily Mail recently had to apologise to Polish people for what was basically a campaign against Polish immigrants and workers here.  Obviously if you stand out because of the colour of your skin, you might be more noticeable but I think there is quite a lot of racism against East Europeans because they are coming for work and it’s the usual prejudices around them, “bringing wages down and causing trouble…”  It goes quite a lot deeper than just skin colour.
There is a whole lot of stuff… if you look at sexual exploitation and trafficking, the relationship between which women are trafficked and what men feel when they go to use a prostitute.  We are getting back to that ‘non-people’ discussion where patently you have women who are bonded into sexual slavery.

It may be useful for us to have a look at some inter-connection between how black women and white women could work more productively together.  Because this is all a question of identity and who do we identify with?  I remember in the 70’s at Women’s Liberation conferences there was often a group of black women who felt disempowered at what was a conference of mostly white women.  It wasn’t that the white women were trying to exclude people but we are all products of our own experiences and there was a tendency, where well-meaning white women were rather patronising… So white women had to learn to look at their own attitudes in terms of their racism and I think that’s an ongoing thing. It is up to black women to decide how they want their liberation to be organised not up to white women to suggest how they do it.  It is up to white women to support those black women in what they decide.  
Likewise there may be some well-meaning men around who think, “Let’s help these poor oppressed women to get rid of this male patriarchy” but there’s always a tendency for them to say, “Right we’ll organise it…” because they are used to having power.  
I think there is a class issue as well – black women didn’t experience sexism in perhaps the same way as white middle-class women did and the movement at the time alienated a lot of black women because they didn’t identify with problems like for instance getting into professional occupations, equal pay and things, they had far more barriers which were to do with class and race as well as sexism.
There was definitely a whole judgement around working class women not understanding their oppression and not wanting to get into the workplace etc.  And the idea was that if you didn’t want to move into the market economy – if you wanted to be a mother - then you weren’t really a feminist. That element of it alienated a whole lot of women so there were these structures of one hierarchy within another hierarchy within another hierarchy…  The issue was raised last time about how do you turn these triangles upside down – how do you work with this without creating systems of patronage where white middle-class feminist ‘do-gooders’ patronise other women’s groups who are struggling with class issues.  How, for example, would you work on feminist issues in the east end of Glasgow with very poor women?
Working together to break down barriers

I think that’s the challenge - to start breaking down barriers and one way I think that we all have in common, and I’m making assumptions now in this room, is around having a particular level of education etc. So if we chose to go into a poor area in Glasgow, regardless of the women’s colour, what sort of things do you think would enable them to get involved in this debate?  That’s where we need to go in terms of the big picture!

There are already lots of grass roots organisations who are working on the front-line in Glasgow with women – a lot of it is about violence against women issues –and the flag is being flown for that, the organisations involved are small and under-resourced but that isn’t to say that the work isn’t going on.

I think that women aren’t as proactive as they used to be.  If you are talking about the east end of Glasgow or any other area in poverty, there is often a lack of education amongst all the women whatever their colour.  Certain community groups are more oppressed by men than others but I do think that things are beginning to change for the ethnic minority groups here in Scotland.

It is a class issue as well, since Britain is still a class society despite what anybody says – so not all people are able to be more educated, have more opportunities and choices to make.  The poorer you are the less choices you have and the more excluded you are.  So, there is still this huge divide…

Backlash 
Recent research from America said that the higher up the educational level a woman was the more likely that she was to be sexually assaulted in the workplace.  It was talking about ‘backlash theory’ and that the more women have entered the workplace or universities and education so men have fought back with subtle forms of abuse such as sexual harassment in the workplace.
It’s an interesting concept, this idea of backlash against women climbing up the triangles because as you say if they go into the structures – into the universities, into the hierarchies and workplace power (the market) - then they get ‘backlash’.  There are insidious mechanisms that undermine, bully, abuse and harass. 
So maybe the males feel they are being emasculated!  I’m not making excuses for it but perhaps in those situations where the male feels that he is the ‘head of the household’ or at work the only way he can be ‘top dog’ is because of the sign on his door, the idea of a woman being just a clever, educated and capable is very threatening.
But patriarchy is ‘mutable’- once people are in power they will change and they will use any technique they can to keep you down.  And it was notorious for the whole history of the Soviet Union lots and lots of women were doctors and doctors were a despised profession in Russia.  And it happened in America too, women had gone into certain parts of the medical profession and these were now parts of the medical profession that were badly paid and not respected.  Once you have power you don’t care, you’re not playing by fair rules. 
I think you are right that male oppression of women is always there, it’s just how great and how obvious it is and how it is accepted or how much it has to be hidden.  If it is accepted in society then it can be done legally – there are some communities that have legal abuse of women and in others, like ours, where it is illegal, it is done subversively.  So it’s always there it’s just how it’s practised, whether it’s practised openly or subversively, it doesn’t matter and education doesn’t matter otherwise we wouldn’t have any battered middle class women, wealth doesn’t matter, it doesn’t matter what measure you use – it’s there, it’s just whether it is blatant or whether it is subversive, that’s the only difference.
Racism, sexism and patriarchy
It’s an interesting one because when we talk about women ‘out there’ in Africa or in Arab countries it seems like they have more oppression somehow but you pick up any newspaper – go out and buy the Sun and tell me it’s not blatant sexism. Yet if you have institutional racism at any extent in the media there would be an absolute outrage.
I read a book, ‘Are Women Human’ by Catherine McKinnon, an international lawyer, and she says that racism has been scientifically discredited but sexism has not.  And so women can be discriminated against and it is acceptable and the only reason against doing it is the consequence(s) that might happen to the woman or to society, but racism is illegal because it has been scientifically discredited so it’s not allowed while sexism is still tolerated and allowed because it has not been lifted to the same level.
Because we are “biologically different and therefore inferior”
Don’t’ you think there’s a point to made about the attempt to justify racism through certain cultures which has been done over and over again in this country and with George Bush etc. ‘we’ll save women from the Taliban, we’ll do this and that…’ but a lot of it kind of justifies their Islamophobia and they’re using women to do that.  There is an arrogance again, a matter of class because middle class women are still well educated and there can be a presumption that people have about what goes on in societies which can be pretty incorrect.
It suits them to say, ‘look at how they are treating their women’.  It is still patriarchy talking about women as subjects - it suits them, it works in their favour to say look at what they do, we don’t do that’.
When you were saying that sexism is disregarded on the basis of being biological it seems like a contradiction that women give birth and in terms of triangles and hierarchies the best way to keep those people at the tops of the triangles is to have masses of workers holding them up there.  So if women refused to give birth then who is going to maintain those people at the top?

White men in power who are worried about the birth rate are often worried about the birth rate of the black population.  It was on the radio today that it has been forecast by a certain date there will be more black people living in America than white people – can you imagine how that will worry Bush?  In the Middle East they are worried about too many Palestinians, their birth rate being higher than the Israelis; this is about power and keeping your own race in power and needing to stop other people having babies.

There is an argument that if you empower black women so they get jobs, get into the workplace and can grow in this society, in a lot of ways it’s a very clever ruse – I’m being argumentative here - to get black women out of being mothers.  
Sweden has a very much more ‘women into work’ system with women having a lot more independence and autonomy.  This came about because of the feminist movement colliding with an anti-immigration movement in those countries before the Second World War because they were a very agrarian economy and they could see they needed to industrialise very quickly, they needed labour and there was a debate about it, “do we have immigration or do we have more Swedes?  We have to liberate women to work and to have children”, so that’s what they did and that is why they have a higher birth rate than many other European countries because their women are able to mix work and having children, but unfortunately the history of it is that they wouldn’t have had that sort of system if a large number of people hadn’t been primarily concerned with economic growth and immigration at the same time.  Women wouldn’t have done it on their own as it were, it was suiting the ‘powers that be’ at the top…

Visibility of racism

I grew up in Glasgow and although I personally did not experience discrimination my children have and they are third generation.  Maybe we were more tolerant, or it wasn’t very visible at the time if I go back a number of years…  I think it is the media that has highlighted a lot of the discrimination, racism and ‘divide and rule’.  

The second generation came here as immigrants looking for jobs or just to have a better life for their children and they were more tolerant, very tolerant, if somebody said something then you would just shut up and keep quiet about it whereas now, it is to do with the media and globally things are getting more stirred up which is why racism is more visible now and there is more concentration on ethnic minority communities here.

I wonder when you say you hadn’t received anything you perceived as discrimination whether you actually acknowledged that it was discrimination at that point?
I didn’t acknowledge it as I was growing up because I didn’t experience bullying or anything like that at school either.  I was one of the fortunate ones, but other people have and certainly in jobs – I’m talking about ethnic minority communities- especially women have and they have experienced multiple discrimination.

I think that there is discrimination between communities and within communities.  We don’t have leaders although there are some ‘self-proclaimed’ leaders who never speak for the community but only from themselves and their point of view, holding power and never raising the issues amongst of the other community groups.
Awareness

In terms of discrimination I think it is about awareness.  I remember a situation in Namibia years ago when I was doing work on the sexual abuse of young girls who were being raped in the schools as a matter of course.  The boys came over the wall and raped the girls – it was called ‘hunting’ and success at this gained a high profile for the young men – being a rapist in a school.  We went in and started working on this and looking at the relationship between racism and sexism in that particular environment i.e. the whole process of emasculation of black men by a white state and what happened and the whole thing of having to prove yourself to be a man, to prove themselves to be worthy when they couldn’t get jobs and they couldn’t get land so sexual exploitation was a way of getting it!  
There was no discussion about this being problematic in that sense until we started doing consciousness-raising and we did a whole lot of stuff around what does racism look like, how does it work, what has it done for your society, what does it mean for your own hegemonic hierarchies in terms of ethnic relationship?  
And what has this done in terms of men’s and women’s relationships in your society and is that ok?  All of a sudden it was like we had done all this therapy and all the cans of worms opened and there were men walking around feeling absolutely awful about what they had done for years and years, and all the women staff on the team started to work out how they felt about having been raped, up until that they hadn’t felt that they were discriminated against because they were women.  The issue was they hadn’t acknowledged that they had been discriminated against – yes they knew it had happened but they didn’t ‘feel’ it and they didn’t see it or feel it till they started talking about it.
It is a big issue that rape is used as a weapon of war, as a matter of course because what you are doing is undermining the opposition, raping their women…
It’s not about usually sex, it’s about power…

It’s about emasculating the men, it’s not even about power over the women, and in a war situation very often it’s about making the other guy feel like he’s failed by emasculating the male hierarchy and putting them in their place.

Quite often not only do the invading army rape but they make the fathers rape their daughters – pushing incest into the process and rape men, same sort of process to emasculate.

Can I go back to you saying that certain ethnic communities encounter more discrimination than others.  Do you think they acknowledge and recognise that?

I think so… especially the new generation – my children were born here and brought up here and they feel they are part of the culture so they will stand up to that whereas the second generation, I don’t think they stood up to the discrimination a lot of the time.  It was not so visible and because of this they could not identify with it.
That’s interesting because in hotel windows at that time in Glasgow were signs saying, ‘no blacks, no Irish, no dogs’, so it was visible!  And if you think in terms of demographics, where black people were living in Glasgow at that time, they were confined to certain areas so that was very visible.
Partnership and participation
The partnership approach has been promoted particularly in the last 5 or so years.  How has that made a difference to women from black and minority ethnic communities, the partnership approach in relation to other women’s organisations in Glasgow?

BEMIS has been the umbrella organisation for 7 years now and there are still a lot of young organisations but any of the programmes that BEMIS would run – capacity building programmes, we engage women from very diverse community groups.  We encourage a wide range of organisations to participate, and in any programme of say 40 people we try to make sure that at least half of them are women from diverse ethnic minorities. The aim is to empower them, to get them into jobs and encourage them into further education.  So we encourage that awareness and also try to integrate communities as well.  We don’t really see that it should be specifically for one community group, we want to unite communities, to avoid them being segregated or pigeon-holed.
This partnership with Engender is a step forward for us and another project we are involved in is in partnership with the Equality Network to look at LGBT issues among ethnic minority communities.  
Political representation

We are beginning to work on issues around political representation.  We applied to the Scottish Government for funding to do some work on this but this was unsuccessful.

So there are only 39% women in the Scottish Parliament and not a single ethnic minority woman?  I also wondered as well, out of the 39% women how representative is that of different groups of women in society?  Margaret Thatcher didn’t represent me!

I wonder what the difference is between Scotland and Wales where there are more women in the Welsh Assembly and they both started out, the Scottish Parliament and the Welsh Assembly round about the same time… I think there is change, and I think change is driven by legislation and the need for people to be compliant with legislation which then brings the money behind it and then brings the projects and opportunities.  I think it’s given us a licence to do what we’d like to do in terms of work but I don’t think you can mistake or forget that’s where it is coming from – that European legislation, Equalities legislation.
I’m looking round this room and wonder what the reason is that there is not as many BME women involved?

We are making assumptions here that there are not ethnic minorities within this room…  It kind of brings us back to some of our early questions, it’s about, we need to know which boxes people fit in to so we make assumptions, it’s all about comfort because it’s about knowledge and then how do we make the next move… I think that’s where assumptions come from…

And there are some sweeping generalisations being made even in this room … surely we’re trying to get away from doing that!
I think at lot of this is engineered and structured… There can be broad-brush statements made but there are undoubtedly things that have been manipulated to create divisions…

Structures and divisions

We all grow up in our own societies and within the culture of our society, accepting the things which are given to us and those things only change when we encounter people who are ‘other’ than ourselves and we have to interact with them.  I come from Northern Ireland where the society was divided and there was no visible, skin colour, eye colour, anything at all – it was an invisible belief that separated people and the political system and economic system, it was a whole mish-mash of things.  And then whenever there appeared to be some kind of settlement in Northern Ireland all these polish and Eastern European people came in who were then discriminated against by everybody else in the community.  People in Northern Ireland threw their hands up in horror and said, “We’re not racists” and they’d been living in a divided society for 30 odd years.  So every society has its own divisions and its own discriminations – we just choose which ones we accept and which ones we don’t.  
It’s very difficult for whole communities… for example Polish people to be ‘minoritised’ – we should try to get away from the language of minority and talk about being ‘minoritised’ because it happens to them.  They come here to work, not to be a minority or to be ‘minoritised’ and pushed into groups of other people who have been minoritised and created as an underclass.  
One of the questions I have is, if you have a culturally or a race-centred group that does discriminate and oppress women, then how do we help these women recognise their situation without fear of retribution upon them.  Our discussion tonight is racism and sexism – if we do have a racially distinct group that does oppress their women, how do we help them in that situation?
Equal and different
Also it is about acknowledging that it is happening to everybody at some level rather than something that happens to ‘them over there’.  Because there is this idea that some communities treat their women badly, well sexism is rife in Britain. I think that one of the things is to acknowledge that we are all on the same level and not see it as some sort of hierarchy of ‘these women over here’ are more oppressed than others – we all have oppression which manifests in different ways in different cultures.  It’s this ‘equal/different’ thing, you need to make it apparent – we are equal and different in our oppression as well.

So when we think about empowerment then it is about self-empowerment as well…

Well, if you think about Female Genital Mutilation, it’s a very complex issue and it’s not something that happens to ‘them out there’ per se, it’s a consequence of a whole structure, that we’re also part of, I mean it is an ultimate physical abuse but then so is sexual violence, so is rape and all sorts of things… the fact that it is very abhorrent… it’s still the same system and that’s the bit that’s really interesting in terms of institutional processes…

I worked for 2 years on genital mutilation in Sudan and I never once went in and said, ‘this is bad’ I mean, no-one in their right mind would go in and judge another community… You don’t do that, you go in and you work around, what are the systems and structures that allow this sort of thing to happen here – and the sort of things that happen to me in Britain also.  What are they? What do we have in common?  What are the things that allow this to happen globally to women?  Now whether it’s female genital mutilation, whether it’s rape, whether it’s child abuse, however it manifests it’s coming from the same place… 
There are black women now, in Africa, who are organising their own sisters against genital mutilation…

There has been a huge anti-FGM movement since the early 1900’s right across Africa and there is wide acknowledgement that this is about patriarchy it is about institutional sexism, yes it manifests in a very specific way there but it manifests in other ways in other places!
The subjugation of women here in terms of how they are treated in the media is as abhorrent, you talk about cutting off our children’s genitals, what about the way we display our children, they walk into shops and see thongs for 3yr olds!

In terms of the religious issue – FGM is about power not about religion and nowhere in the Koran does it condone FGM.

There is a point about ‘my religion is ok and your religion is not’ and women are always in the middle.  The reality is that all these societies oppress women and how are you going to unpack, ‘this is really religious’ and ‘this is not really religious’.  Once again, the structures are interlinked…
Women thinking equality
Well in terms of racism what kind of messages would we want to put in a report to the EHRC?  Hopefully they might take whatever we come up with as a sort of tool for influencing public policy.  So I suppose it will be useful for us to think what we want to say to them – say, 6 points about how we could influence policy, rather than sort of give them a list of issues…   
The idea is we are weaving this blanket, so we started with an ‘overview’ a sort of general scheme of it, this time we’ll look at racism/sexism and next time we’ll look at feminist economics and national economic policy.  And then we’ll look at sexual orientation and its relationship to equality – we’ll move through each of them ending up with religion and faith.  Towards the end, having spent time reflecting and thinking about it and mulling it over in the breaks in between, we come up with something that says, ‘as women, this is what we think equalities looks like and this is what think needs to happen to make change, whether it’s for the EHRC or our work as individuals’ – I don’t know at what level, is it global?  Is it ‘hearts and minds’?  That can come out of it… do you see what I mean?  My gut feeling which you may have got from the first session, is that the systemic process is not many, it is one.  I don’t think sexism and racism are separate issues I think they are totally joined at the hip, actually they have the same body…
Well, so far we seem to be revealing that power uses any tool that it can find.

Is it power or is it ‘disempower’? Is racism carried though society by men who are disempowered and actually themselves being oppressed by the men in power?

There are elements of this… In Namibia, after Apartheid, the whole thing was about re-construction and one of the things that was very clear was the disempowerment of black men who then oppressed women.  You had this whole hegemonic patriarchy with different ethnic hierarchies who were very clearly defined and who oppressed each other.  It was in the mix, it was how the whole thing was structured.  
In terms of power, if you are going to keep one group on top, you have to ensure they can divide and devalue others.
Discrimination can be inbuilt and ingrained, it’s not always conscious… it is accepted ‘because that’s the way it’s always been’ or it hasn’t been thought about so it’s very hard to challenge.  For example, a woman taking the man’s surname upon marriage…
Women in power – does anything change?
There’s some interesting research by Fiona MacKay on the Scottish Parliament since devolution and what she found was that there was some change, there was change in the way decisions were made for a start in that people talked differently – there was less adversarial politics, there was more negotiation – the committee structure in the Scottish Parliament has been women-led, the whole thing about getting committees and inviting people in. 

During the last election I was speaking to female MSPs who said they weren’t standing again because they had family commitments and they weren’t prepared to work 72hour weeks so it is still a challenge and the numbers are dropping back.  It has gone from 39% to 33% or thereabouts…

Is it that there are not enough women there to challenge the structures or that those women that get into the structures don’t challenge them?

Something that struck me from the last session was that most of the demands of the Women’s Liberation movement have been legislated on.  So we have all this legislation and yet things still haven’t changed.  I think it’s ok to have a focus on legislation because that’s the structure and there is the argument that you need to work within that but there is the need for a whole other cultural shift and that is the harder thing…  
We need women in power, ‘femocrats’ doing their thing at all sorts of levels and it needs to be a stronger movement of women who want to do things differently and have a very different value base, valuing not just women but a different way of being and seeing things.  I don’t think it is as simple as saying if we got 60% women in the Scottish Parliament it would make a difference.  We had Margaret Thatcher running Britain for quite a long time and it didn’t make a huge amount of difference to women…

That’s the usual male argument to justify that you are somehow not worthy to be in politics…

I think that patriarchy is alive within all the political parties.  I mean I’ve long since got so cynical about, you know… Tories are the baddies and Labour are the goodies… there are some very un-reconstructed men in all the political parties.  
The power of privilege
I think the problem is that you’ve got structures of power colluding with each other and negotiating for space.  People with privilege don’t want to give it up, if you happen to be a white middle class woman married to a rich man well you aren’t likely to make much of a fuss… There’s a lot of collusion and that includes black women, disabled people who manage to find a space in the hierarchy…  That’s the thing about privilege, it is seductive.  Create a desire… for those who haven’t got it – just show them it all the time on the telly…

Feminism has got a bit of an image problem and it’s time to address that … you know when you complain about the treatment of women in the media etc. and yet all the time young women are being encouraged to buy into that… “Oh it’s only a bit of fun… ‘We can watch pornography too”.  It’s become normalised in the media and you’re a ‘fuddy-duddy’ if you speak out against it.

We are living in a patriarchy and as I said before it is not always that conscious.  It is society in general and women are part of that and collude in their own oppression and oppress other women too, so it’s got to be a collective response not only for sexism but for racism too.  Let’s try to work together towards something.  
Let’s not forget local government where we’ve had a decrease in numbers of women.  While the critical mass matters in the Scottish Parliament, it matters just as much in local government where we’ve got 21% on average women councillors which I think is shocking.

Well what puts women off then?  The culture, to survive women have had to become femocrats and struggle to work in that structure, engaging in adversarial politics at times.

There is something about aspiring to move up the system because it is the only system we are offered.  Validation, acknowledgement… tell your girls they have to work really hard at school, go to university, compete for jobs, do xxx… if you do all these things you will get the same privileges as men instead of talking abut dismantling it we talk about joining it.

You have to do both – you have to work in the system and outwith the system…

But it’s really difficult to speak out if you have a family and a mortgage – I could lose my job and there are others who rely on my income… it’s not so easy

In terms of speaking up about gender discrimination – how many of us would put our careers and salaries on the line?  It is very difficult to challenge things and it they can be tricky to identify so you question, did that really happen?

I think if we asked everyone in this room if they had been discriminated against in their working life within the last 20 years then about 70-80% would say yes they had.  With hindsight and the benefit of experience we might do things differently but when it is actually happening there are lots of situations were it seems impossible to speak up…

Power never wants challenge.  Those in power will always punch back because they want to maintain their façade of power.

Where an individual may be reluctant to challenge there may be people coming together to take collective action although I think there is less of this now than before.

I’ve worked in structures that have deliberately tried to divide people who are in the same boat and they can be very manipulative, ‘buying people off’.

I was in a discussion on leadership a couple of months ago, the promotion of a leadership testing tool to see what kind of a leader you were but the issue was they had tested this tool in a local authority somewhere in England and they had discovered that the top couple of layers of people did not manifest good leadership skills.  Most good leadership was in middle-management, so what did they do?  They invested a lot of money to train people at the top to become good leaders and I said why did they not promote the people who were good leaders.  Well you see that would have meant that the people at the top would have to give up their positions and they wouldn’t do it.  So all the people who had the skills the abilities and all the rest of it were kept at middle management.

And I suspect quite a lot of those people would have been women.

Institutional discrimination leads to there being managers at the top who won’t have the necessary skills – they have been promoted over and above…

I think that is right, the people at the top are not necessarily the most talented.  It is often the greediest, the most ruthless that get to the top.

Collective action

I’d like to look back at the situation with the Unions because when you talk about collective action, it is most interesting to me that Thatcher and her lot made a determined effort to destroy the unions.  There seems to be a lot of gendered stuff around the way that unions work and they haven’t been very successful for women in Britain because when women came into the workforce, the unions disappeared and where women stayed largely out of the workforce the unions are still powerful but are protecting the male bread-winners…
I have been a trade unionist for over 35 years and I get really worried because there is still such a lot of sexism and racism in the unions.  I can’t make myself not be in the union because it is so much my tradition but progress has been very slow… and I think that we do need to do more work on the unions.  
I used to try and encourage a lot of black women colleagues to join the union and a lot of people would say, ‘why should I, what’s in it for me?’  It was really difficult for me to say, ‘you’ve got to join this union because they are really great for women and black people…’ because they are not!

Going back to last session the people at the bottom aren’t a minority, they are a majority and I think as Tanveer said earlier it is about working together.  We need more ‘connectivity’ at the bottom… so that people understand that together they are stronger than when they stand on their own…  I think that sometimes people are afraid to take action because they believe they are the only ones experiencing this.  If they stand together something can be done and the critical mass can effect change.
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