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Editor’s Note
Bushra Ebadi, Master of Global Affairs 2016
I am excited to launch Volume 2 of the Nova Scotia Public Interest Research Group’s 
(NSPIRG) Journal of Social and Environmental Justice. Formerly known as Underg(rad), 
the journal has been rebranded with the title Margins to better reflect both its content 
and purpose. 

The purpose of the journal is to provide a platform for the expression of marginalized 
voices and perspectives on a vast array of social and environmental justice issues. Not 
only does the journal value academic research and writing, but it also celebrates com-
munity and non-academic writing. Each article contained within this volume helps tell 
a story.

As a first generation Afghan Canadian I understand the importance of amplifying the 
voices of those who do not traditionally appear in academia and mainstream media. By 
allowing individuals to speak their truths and shed light on the experiences and struggles 
of disadvantaged groups we can help create more inclusive and sustainable societies. 
It is not enough to simply be aware of social and environmental justice issues. Empathy 
and meaningful engagement with these issues is vital for transformative change.

It is my hope that the journal will foster a deeper, more nuanced understanding of the 
complex real world challenges marginalized communities face. I encourage readers to 
delve deeper into the issues and to help empower communities in developing solutions 
to the challenges they face.

I would like to thank each author for their contributions; this journal would not have 
been possible without the dedication and effort you put into creating meaningful, en-
gaging pieces. Finally, I would like to thank Clark MacIntosh for providing invaluable 
support throughout the editorial and design process and for creating the cover art for 
the journal.

I look forward to reading future volumes of the journal and am certain that NSPIRG 
will continue to strive to create a space through which individuals are able to not only 
freely express their thoughts, opinions, and perspectives but to help encourage people 
to work towards meaningful change. 
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Section 1: Health



N S P I R G  -  W r i t i n g  i n  t h e  M A R G I N S |  7

When AIDS first appeared in the 
1980s it was officially termed “GRID (Gay 
Related Immune Disorder).”1 The disease 
was initially so poorly understood that 
no one knew of its transmission through 
blood and bodily fluids. From October 
1980 to May 1981, when the first five cases 
of AIDS were discovered in five young gay 
men, it was being diagnosed as a strain 
of pneumonia (pneumocystis carinii).2 The 
association between the preponderance 
of AIDS cases occurring in MSM (men 
who have sex with men) populations in the 
early 1980s, along with the lack of scien-
tific understanding of its transmission and 
fatal nature, led to an entrenched stigma 
towards the gay community. When blood 
tests for AIDS were not yet available blood 
management organizations, such as the 

1 Fung, Richard and Tim McCaskell, “Continental Drift: The Im-
aging of AIDS,” in Queerly Canadian: An Introductory Reader 
in Sexuality Studies, ed. Maureen FitzGerald et al. (Toronto: 
Canadian Scholars’ Press, 2012), 192.
2 Christopher McAdam and Logan Parker, “An Antiquated Per-
spective: Lifetime Ban for MSM Blood Donations No Longer 
Global Norm,” DePaul J. Health Care L. 16 (2014): 22.

FDA,3 in the United States, and CBS/HQ,4 
in Canada, chose to ban blood donations 
from all demographics in which there was 
a large occurrence of infected cases. While 
an arguably necessary temporary action, 
this further strengthened the stigma of 
AIDS as a ‘gay disease’. As the next decade 
and a half passed, effective blood testing 
methods were implemented, and the need 
to exclude blood donations from demo-
graphics with historically high incidences 
of AIDS became superfluous policy. De-
spite these changes, the ban remains in 
both the United States and Canada, and 
the once temporary exclusion of the MSM 
demographics has shifted from being a 
necessary precaution to a discriminatory 
exclusion. By comparing the historical im-
plementation of the American and Cana-
dian MSM blood bans, alongside the dif-
fering changes made by the FDA and the 
CBS/HQ to their policies since the onset of 

3 The Federal Food and Drug Administration (FDA) is the 
American organization that handles blood donor policy.
4 Canadian Blood Services (CBS) and Hema-Quebec (HQ) are 
Canadian blood management organizations.

Fighting for the Right to Give
A Comparative Analysis of the Discriminatory Nature 
of Canadian and American MSM Blood Ban Policies

By: Bryn Shaffer
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the AIDS epidemic, this discussion aims to 
understand the discriminatory effect gov-
ernment mandated blood management 
organizations had, and continue to have, 
upon their countries’ MSM citizens.

Prior to 1998, blood donations and 
management were handled by the Red 
Cross in Canada. However, between the 
mid-1980s and early 1990s, the Red Cross 
committed one of the worst medical crimes 
in modern Canadian history, which led 
to their removal from power. They know-
ingly distributed infected blood to Cana-
dian citizens giving approximately 1200 
citizens HIV, and 25000 citizens Hepatitis 
C.5 The incident became known as the Ca-
nadian Blood Scandal, and is considered 
the catalyst for the shift in blood manage-
ment authority away from the Red Cross 
to the CBS/HQ.6 It was not until 2001 that 
“the Red Cross, an American pharmaceu-
tical company and four physicians were 
found to be criminally responsible by the 
Supreme Court of Canada for negligence.”7 
This information however, is absent from 
the historical context CBS/HQ provides 

5 Adrian Lomaga, “Are Men who have Sex with Men Safe 
Blood Donors,” Appeal: Rev. Current L. & L. Reform 12 (2007): 
74.
6 The Queer Liberals, “Tackling Inequality: An Evidence-Based 
Proposal - Undoing the Ban on Gay Blood/Organ Donations,” 
(2013), http://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/queerliberals/
pages/194/attachments/original/1382069512/QL_Policy_Paper.
pdf?1382069512, 3.
7 Ibid. 

regarding the implementation of the ban:

[A]n indefinite deferral for men 
who have sex with a man even 
once since 1977 was instituted 
in the United States in the early 
1980s, before the virus that causes 
AIDS was identified and when 
men who have sex with men were 
noted to be a particularly high-
risk group. Being solely respon-
sible for Canada’s blood supply at 
that time, the Canadian Red Cross 
Society followed suit. This crite-
rion was in place until July 2013, 
when both Canadian Blood Ser-
vices and Hema-Quebec reduced 
the deferral period from an indefi-
nite deferral to five years follow-
ing sexual contact with another 
man. While this change allowed 
only a small percentage of men 
who have sex with men to donate 
blood, it was still significant as it 
was the first update to Canada’s 
donor eligibility criteria for men 
who have sex with men since the 
deferral policy was implemented 
more than 35 years ago.8

The lack of blame directed at the Red 

8 “What is Canada’s Deferral Policy for Men who Have Sex 
with Men?,” Canadian Blood Services., accessed August 15, 
2016, https://www.blood.ca/en/men-who-have-sex-men/msm_
faq.
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Cross for the effects of the blood scandal 
has been used by several activist groups, 
such as the Queer Liberals, to frame the 
1988 implementation of the MSM ban as a 
form of scapegoating. According to these 
groups, the Red Cross scapegoated MSM 
individuals to hide their own negligence: 
“MSM were simply a scapegoat. They were 
an easy scapegoat because in the 1980s, 
AIDS was a poorly understood disease.”9 
While this rather elaborate theory goes no 
further than conjecture, the fear monger-
ing effect of the blood scandal upon the 
perception of MSM Canadian citizens and 
their blood cannot be overlooked. Not only 
were the bodies of the MSM AIDS victims 
affected by their exile from the medical 
services attempting to combat the epi-
demic, so were their identities. AIDS activ-
ism surged out of the MSM struggle and 
a new sub-identity was formed in the gay 
community – those who identified as HIV 
positive: “The struggle and the epidemic 
soon overflowed the confines of gay iden-
tity. More and more central to AIDS ac-
tivism was the emergence of a new ‘poz’ 
identity – a brotherhood […] of infection 
located within […] the gay communities.”10

The Canadian blood ban was imple-
mented in 1988 as a reactionary policy to 

9 The Queer Liberals, “Tackling Inequality,” 3.
10 Fung and McCaskell, “Continental Drift,” 192.

the tainted blood scandal. In contrast, the 
American ban was enacted several years 
prior, almost in secrecy and has been con-
tested11 as a dishonest bypass of health-
care policy procedure. In 1983, the FDA 
“imposed a lifetime ban on any man who 
has had sex with another man (‘MSM’) at 
any time, even once, since 1977 from do-
nating blood.”12 This policy was intended to 
be a temporary motion to keep the blood 
supply safe until better testing procedures 
could be implemented. However in 1992 
the FDA made the ban official, permanent, 
and binding upon the public13 - without 
properly notifying anyone.14 The lack of 
public notification of the policy’s solidifi-
cation in the FDA guidelines has become 
known as “the administrative procedure 
quandary.”15 Morrison articulates the pro-
cess an FDA policy must undergo in order 
to become fully implemented: “In order 
for proposed rules to have binding effect, 
general notice of the proposed rule must 
be published in the Federal Register, and 
must include specific information for dis-
closure to the public (this is widely known 
as notice-and-comment rulemaking).”16 

11 Matthew L. Morrison, “Bad Blood: An Examination of 
the Constitutional Deficiencies of the FDA’s Gay Blood 
Ban,” Minn. L. Rev. 99 (2014): 2381.
12 McAdam and Parker, “An Antiquated Perspective,” 21.
13 Ibid, 24.
14 Morrison, “Bad Blood,” 2381.
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid.
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The issue with the FDA MSM Blood Ban 
rule is that it was intended to be temporary, 
and therefore never properly underwent 
the notice-and-comment process. Further-
more, it has been argued that “the FDA did 
not properly publish the MSM guideline.”17 
As such, the ban was made a rule through 
covert means, restricting public discourse 
and dodging possible contention from the 
gay community. In comparing the Cana-
dian and American implementations of the 
MSM blood ban, it is clear that in both cas-
es they started from a place of reactionary 
panic, and were intended to be temporary 
policies, however through covert bureau-
cracy and fear mongering both Canada 
and the United States turned these tempo-
rary policies into permanent rules. 

Responses to the gay communities’ 
protest against the blood bans differed in 
Canada and the U.S. The FDA and CBS/
HQ’s lack of care for the gay community 
in creating permanent bans embodied an 
exiling of MSM through medical stigma-
tization and labeling, as well as a lack of 
care for the health of all citizens equally. In 
Canada, the reaction to the AIDS epidemic 
was centered on extermination and quar-
antine rather than treatment and under-
standing. Fung and McCaskell darkly and 
poetically articulate this separation of the 

17 Ibid, 2382.

gay community from the public during the 
AIDS epidemic in Canada: 

The goal was to stop the spread 
of the plague to “the public”. 
Those who were already infected 
and sick and the communities 
they belonged to were ipso facto 
not part of that public. They were 
the “reservoir of infection,” a dan-
ger, a swamp that needed to be 
mapped, put under surveillance, 
and once delineated, its shores 
policed. If policing succeeded, if 
high enough walls could be erect-
ed, then the public would be safe, 
the epidemic would burn itself 
out. The reservoir would slowly 
evaporate.18

In an attempt to protect its heteronorma-
tive citizens the CBS/HQ exiled gay and 
bisexual men (MSM) sending a social po-
litical message that MSM, even in a time of 
crisis, were less deserving of medical care 
than others. In the United States there was 
a similar disregard for the social effects 
of the ban upon the gay community. The 
ban has now been maintained for over 
three decades,19 despite an overwhelming 
amount of advocacy to end it: “Growing 
pressure from political figures, and advo-

18 Fung and McCaskell, “Continental Drift,” 192.
19 McAdam and Parker, “An Antiquated Perspective,” 24.
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cacy groups, and petitions [seek] to re-
peal and change the MSM blood ban. The 
American Red Cross has even publicly re-
quested this ban be changed.”20 If the Red 
Cross – which was responsible for imple-
menting the ban - opposes its continuance 
in the United States, the FDA’s continued 
support of the MSM ban could be ob-
served as in part, or perhaps wholly, due to 
entrenched prejudice against MSM blood 
and the gay community. In effect, both 
Canada and the United States have disre-
garded the response of its MSM citizens to 
the ban they imposed upon them. When 
faced with the option to invest in health 
care solutions that would have helped 
marginalized populations most affected 
by the AIDS epidemic, these two countries 
instead chose to further strengthen their 
policies, exiling those citizens, in hopes of 
preserving its true “public”.21 Overall, the 
implementation of these bans can be un-
derstood as prejudicial actions against the 
Canadian and American MSM communi-
ties.

There are similarities between the 
Canadian and American MSM Blood Ban 
policies that merit historical comparison. 
Firstly, they were both enacted as tempo-
rary solutions to the epidemic –in 1983 the 

20 Ibid. 
21 Fung and McCaskell, “Continental Drift,” 192.

Red Cross recommendation was issued in 
Canada, and the 1983 U.S. ban was insti-
tuted under “assurance that it was only a 
temporary fix.”22 Furthermore, they were 
both later made permanent – in 1988 by 
the Red Cross in Canada as a reaction to 
their own negligence in the tainted blood 
scandal, and in 1992 through secret bu-
reaucracy in the United States. The effects 
upon the MSM communities were likewise 
similar, if not the same, due to cross cul-
tural effects. Primarily, MSM citizens were 
exiled as second class, and had less pri-
oritized medical rights and attention com-
pared to heteronormative citizens during 
the AIDS epidemic. Despite these similari-
ties, there are differences that can best be 
understood through an analysis of the cur-
rent state of each policy.

In order to understand how the FDA 
and CBC/HQ attempt to justify these 
policies, despite overwhelming advocacy 
and scientific evidence against them, the 
differing current state of these policies will 
be assessed. Canada altered its policy in 
2013 “when both Canadian Blood Services 
and Hema-Quebec reduced the deferral 
period from an indefinite deferral to five 
years following sexual contact with another 

22 Morrison, “Bad Blood,” 2383.
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man.”23 It again altered its policy in June 
2016 when it reduced “the blood donation 
ineligibility period for men who have sex 
with men from five years to one year”.24 It 
was only recently that the FDA’s ban saw its 
first major revision in over thirty years: “[the] 
FDA has changed its recommendation 
from the indefinite deferral for MSM to a 12 
month blood donor deferral since last MSM 
contact.”25 While it could be argued that 
shifts towards deferral policies are moves 
in the right direction, the justifications 
upon which these bans rest remain 
prejudicial and discriminatory. Firstly, the 
current methods of blood testing eliminate 
the danger in receiving MSM blood. Prior 
to CBS/HQ in Canada, the FDA in the 
United States implemented the first HIV 
blood test: “the enzyme-linked-immuno-
sorbent-assay, or ELISA. Though the test 
was a breakthrough, estimates indicated 
that adding the test to the blood collection 
process would be expensive.”26 Essentially 
it was cheaper to implement the ban, rather 

23 “What is the History of Canada’s Blood Donation Ineligibil-
ity Period for Men who have Sex with Men?,” Canadian Blood 
Services, accessed August 15, 2016, https://www.blood.ca/en/
men-who-have-sex-men/msm_faq.
24 “What is Canada’s Deferral Policy for Men who Have Sex 
with Men?”
25 “Revised Recommendations for Reducing the Risk of Human 
Immunodeficiency Virus Transmission by Blood and Blood 
Products - Questions and Answers,” Food and Drug Adminis-
tration, last modified December 21, 2015, http://www.fda.gov/
BiologicsBloodVaccines/BloodBloodProducts/Questionsabout-
Blood/ucm108186.htm 
26 Morrison, “Bad Blood,” 2370.

than test all blood samples for possible 
HIV regardless of the sexual orientation 
of the donor– this risk management and 
cost cutting strategy is perhaps one of the 
downfalls to having a private organization 
run a country’s blood services. Currently, 
however, testing is done on all samples 
both in Canada and the United States 
– “as recently as 2012, a testing method 
known as Nucleic Acid Testing (NAT) 
has been offered as a more effective 
method of HIV detection.”27 Secondly, the 
wording of the Canadian policy specifically 
indicates sexual orientation, rather than 
sexual activities, as the aspect the ban 
seeks to eliminate from their donor pool. 
The discriminatory nature of the MSM 
deferral policies being based upon sexual 
orientation is perhaps both worse and 
more evident in the Canadian policy 
than the American one: “the organization 
does not identify risky behaviours that 
actually increase the chances of HIV 
infection; rather, it creates a policy that 
makes a sweeping generalization about a 
group of people (gay men) based upon a 
judgementally perceived stereotype of that 
group (engaging in non-monogamous or 
promiscuous sexual behaviour). In short, 
CBS/HQ discriminates on the basis of 

27 Ibid.



N S P I R G  -  W r i t i n g  i n  t h e  M A R G I N S |  1 3

sexual orientation.”28

As Fung and McCaskell articulate, 
the landscape of AIDS has drastically 
changed since the onset of the epidemic: 
“the cities, once a place of danger, have 
become gentrified. In North America, most 
of the infected who survived the tsunami 
of the epidemic now float in a lifeboat con-
structed by pharmaceutical companies.”29 
Canada and the United States have a simi-
larly checkered past with regards to the 
blood ban; both implemented bans on its 
MSM citizens in the 1980s and then later 
made them permanent based on reaction-
ary stereotyping. They both exiled their 
MSM citizens in their time of crisis in order 
to help “the epidemic burn itself out.”30 This 
not only further stigmatized members of 
the gay community, but also demonstrated 
that their medical needs were of second-
ary concern to their governments com-
pared to heteronormative citizens. There 
are several key differences, however, that 
must be observed: while the United States 
implemented its ban in secrecy through 
bureaucratic dodging of public interests, 
Canada publicly affirmed its ban in 1988, 
shortly after the Red Cross. While Canada 

28 Rachael Lake, “MSM Blood Donation Ban: (In) Equality, 
Gay Rights and Discrimination under the Charter,” Appeal: Rev. 
Current L. & L. Reform 15 (2010): 136.
29 Fung and McCaskell, “Continental Drift,” 193.
30 Ibid, 192.

took the lead on the US in switching to a 
deferral policy in 2013, the FDA was the 
first in 2015 to switch to a one year policy, 
a change which Canada did not make until 
June 2016.

In reflecting upon the past thirty 
years of MSM blood donor struggles, it is 
clear that the hegemonic heteronorma-
tive modes of operating the Canadian and 
American blood donor management sys-
tems continue to prioritize the protection of 
hetero-citizens, at the cost of the rights and 
dignity of LGBTIQ citizens. This discussion 
therefore gives us cause to pause and look 
to CBS/HQ’s all too well known slogan: 
“blood, it’s in you to give”,31 as a statement 
of prejudice which stigmatizes Canadian 
MSM citizens, rather than a call to com-
munal charitable action. In understanding 
the historical context under which the Ca-
nadian and American blood bans on MSM 
citizens came to be implemented, as well 
as the current state of these policies, per-
haps we can now use our informed stanc-
es to collectively work towards achieving 
a more equitable and just blood donation 
policy. Perhaps we can justly call for MSM 
blood donors to be given the right to give, 
and for the current discriminatory ban to 
be struck down. 

31 Canadian Blood Services slogan, retrieved from https://www.
blood.ca/.
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The Social Determinants of 
HIV/AIDS among Women 

and Youth in Haiti 
By: Rebecca Lash

The opening chapter of medical an-

thropologist Paul Farmer’s book Patholo-

gies of Power asks, “By what mechanisms, 

precisely, do social forces ranging from 

poverty to racism become embodied as in-

dividual experience?”1 Farmer approaches 

this question through structural violence 

theory, which identifies the social, political, 

and economic factors that constrain hu-

man agency and produce illness. Farmer 

uncovers the structural causes of the HIV/

1 Paul Farmer, Pathologies of power: Health, human rights, and 
the new war on the poor. Vol. 4. (University of California Press, 
2003), 30.

AIDS epidemic, and contends that gen-

dered violence and socio-economic in-

equality encourages the spread of disease. 

He focuses much of his work on Haiti, 

where rates of HIV/AIDS are the highest in 

the northern hemisphere.2 

The prevalence of HIV/AIDS among 

young adults, aged 15 to 24, in Haiti is 1.1%.3 

Extreme poverty and gender inequality 

create structural conditions for the HIV/

2 Farmer, Pathologies of power, 31. 
3 World Health Organization. Global HIV/AIDS response: Epi-
demic Update and Health Sector Progress Towards Universal 
Access. Progress Report 2011 (Geneva: WHO; 2011), 36.

Abstract
This paper discusses the social determinants of the human immunodeficiency virus 
(HIV) epidemic among women and youth in Haiti. Extreme poverty and gender inequality 
create the social conditions for HIV transmission. Women and their families are subject 
to domestic violence, social stigma surrounding sex, and a lack of social and economic 
protection that perpetuates cycles of poverty and dependence on men. The absence of 
an appropriate response to the social factors that engender the transmission of HIV/
acquired immune deficiency syndrome (AIDS) after the 2010 earthquake continues to 
create vulnerable conditions for women and youth.
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AIDS epidemic among Haitian women 

and youth. Women and their families are 

subject to domestic violence, social stigma 

surrounding sex, and a lack of social and 

economic protection that perpetuates 

cycles of poverty and dependence on men. 

The absence of an appropriate response 

to the social factors that structure HIV/

AIDS after the 2010 earthquake continues 

to render the bodies of women and young 

people vulnerable to the disease. 

Structural Exclusion: The 
Feminization of HIV

Farmer deconstructs the social de-

terminants that force women to depend on 

men and predisposes them to contracting 

HIV/AIDS. He highlights the experience 

of one young woman in particular, named 

Acéphie.4 He traces her life experiences, 

which set her on a path to meet the soldier 

who would give her the disease that ended 

her life: from a dam that flooded her vil-

lage and displaced her family to the city, 

to her economic dependence on a “main 

man”, and empty employment training to 

work for rich families after his untimely 

4 Farmer, Pathologies of power, 32.

death. Farmer contends that the events in 

Acéphie’s life were not simply poor timing 

or bad luck. Rather, these events were the 

result of deliberate inequalities that curbed 

her agency at every turn.5 

The unstable socioeconomic 

conditions of women, like Acéphie, create 

a structural environment that “feminizes” 

HIV/AIDS.6 Farmer highlights how 

women, like Acéphie, had little choice 

but to depend on men for support, which 

jeopardized their bodies. Poverty created 

conditions in which women had to trade 

sex for security. He writes, “the women I 

interviewed were straightforward about 

the non-voluntary aspect of their sexual 

activity: in their opinions, poverty had 

forced them into unfavourable unions”.7 

A 2014 study by Severe et al. underlines 

Farmer’s claims, finding that many Haitian 

women entered into sexual relationships 

due to a lack of choice. Participants 

expressed their dependence on men for 

5 Ibid.
6 Linda Severe et al. “I Am Proud of Myself, Just the Way I 
Am”(Mwen Fyé De Tét Mwen, Jan Mwen Ye Ya): A Qualitative 
Study Among Young Haitian Women Seeking Care for Sexually 
Transmitted Infections (STIs) in Haiti. (AIDS Education and 
Prevention: Official Publication of the International Society for 
AIDS Education, 2014): 6.
7 Farmer, Pathologies of power, 39. 
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social and economic support, stating, “if I 

had the means, I would not have chosen 

him”.8 

Women’s structural exclusion from 

social and economic opportunities in Haiti 

engenders their vulnerability, creating the 

conditions to transmit HIV.9 Smith Fawzi 

et al. argue that “gender inequality, com-

pounded by deep poverty experienced 

by women in rural Haiti, places them at a 

significant risk of HIV infection and other 

STDs”.10 A 2014 study of female patients in 

Leogane, Haiti found that 18% of health 

problems were related to an STI.11 The 

study’s findings demonstrate a close con-

nection between sexual risk taking and the 

lack of a secure socioeconomic situation: 

38% of female participants had never at-

tended school, and 76% of participants 

were unemployed.12 Furthermore, 43% 

reported that they did not use condoms 

regularly.13 The connection between pov-

8 Severe et al., “I Am Proud of Myself, Just the Way I Am”, 7.
9 Ibid.
10 MC Smith Fawzi et al. “Factors associated with forced sex 
among women accessing health services in rural Haiti: impli-
cations for the prevention of HIV infection and other sexually 
transmitted diseases.” Social science & medicine 60, no. 4 
(2005): 684.
11 Severe et al., “I Am Proud of Myself, Just the Way I Am”, 2.
12 Ibid, 5.
13 Ibid, 5.

erty, low education, and dependence on 

men for social support demonstrates that 

a lack of infrastructure enabling women’s 

self-sufficiency encourages vulnerable cir-

cumstances. 

Social Stigma

Severe’s study highlights that a lack 

of knowledge of safe sex practices had little 

influence on sexual risk taking.14 Many par-

ticipants understood that condoms prevent 

HIV/AIDS, but associated them with social 

stigma and promiscuity. One participant 

reported, “Condoms are for prostitutes and 

I am not a prostitute”.15 In another study, 

women reported that they did not discuss 

condoms because they feared their male 

partners would assume they were seeing 

another man.16 Furthermore, one quarter of 

participants in Severe et al.’s study stated 

that they were aware that their partners 

had sex with multiple women, contributing 

to an increased risk of contracting HIV.17 

These studies demonstrate the extreme 

14 Ibid, 9.
15 Severe et al., “I Am Proud of Myself, Just the Way I Am,” 164.
16 Logie, Carmen H., and CarolAnn Daniel. “‘My body is 
mine’: Qualitatively exploring agency among internally dis-
placed women participants in a small-group intervention in 
Leogane, Haiti.” Global public health 11, no. 1-2 (2016): 128.
17 Severe et al., “I Am Proud of Myself, Just the Way I Am,” 9.
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double standards surrounding sexual pro-

miscuity in Haiti, which stigmatize condom 

use and encourage sexual risk-taking. The 

high prevalence of HIV/AIDS among Hai-

tian women therefore has close ties to in-

equitable relationships.

Stigma also affects children with 

HIV/AIDS and their caregivers, inhibiting 

access to social support. A study by Sur-

kan et al. found that stigma had a signifi-

cant impact on HIV prevention and treat-

ment programs, especially among youth.18 

The study found that 32% of caregivers 

felt that their HIV-positive children were 

discriminated against.19 Many HIV-positive 

youth and their caregivers associated HIV-

positive status with a high level of disabil-

ity. HIV-positive youth experienced higher 

levels of social isolation, anxiety, and de-

pression.20 Surkan’s study highlighted that 

many HIV support services were cultur-

ally and socially inappropriate, as they did 

not address stigma on a community lev-

18 Pamela J. Surkan et al., “Perceived discrimination and stigma 
toward children affected by HIV/AIDS and their HIV-positive 
caregivers in central Haiti.” AIDS care 22, no. 7 (2010): 803.
19 Ibid, 806.
20 Fawzi Smith et al. “Psychosocial functioning among HIV-
affected youth and their caregivers in Haiti: implications for 
family-focused service provision in high HIV burden set-
tings.” AIDS patient care and STDs 24, no.3 (2010): 147.

el.21 Furthermore, they did not address the 

deep isolation that many of these youth 

and their caregivers felt. 

In Haiti, experiencing sexual violence 

is also fraught with stigma that inhibits 

women from seeking rehabilitation. Rahill 

et al.’s study found that 50% of female par-

ticipants were victims of sexual violence 

from a non-intimate partner.22 Many wom-

en associated a high level of shame with 

the pregnancies they experienced due to 

sexual violence, linking their self-worth to 

their virginity.23 Sexual violence affected 

the ability of these women to seek help, 

since many of them ran away from the area 

in which the violence occurred.24

Gender-based Violence

The high prevalence of gender-

based violence in Haiti places constraints 

on women’s agency and contributes to the 

high prevalence of HIV/AIDS. Gomez et 

al. write, “The sequelae of sexual violence 

include increased likelihood of risky sex-

21 Surkan et al., “Perceived discrimination and stigma”, 811.
22 Guitele J. Rahill, Manisha Joshi, Celia Lescano, and Dezeray 
Holbert. “Symptoms of PTSD in a sample of female victims of 
sexual violence in post-earthquake Haiti.” Journal of Affective 
disorders 173 (2015): 232.
23 Ibid.
24 Ibid.
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ual behaviour and adverse reproductive 

health outcomes”.25 A study by Gage found 

that 29% of women, in a sample from the 

Haiti Demographic and Health Survey, had 

experienced a form of intimate partner vio-

lence in the past year.26 Young women had 

an especially high likelihood of experienc-

ing sexual violence. Data from the 2005 

Demographic and Health Survey in Haiti 

indicates that “18% of 15-24 year old fe-

males have experienced sexual violence at 

some point”.27

Experience of intimate partner vio-

lence among women has a significant pos-

itive association to poverty and low educa-

tion. Gage found a significant correlation 

between intimate partner violence and 

situations of poverty and stress.28 Poverty 

may exacerbate violence against women 

as “poverty and unemployment reduce 

men’s ability to live up to societal expecta-

25 Gómez, Anu M., Ilene S. Speizer, and Harry Beauvais. 
“Sexual violence and reproductive health among youth in Port-
au-Prince, Haiti.” Journal of Adolescent Health 44, no. 5 (2009): 
508.
26 Anastasia J. Gage. “Women’s experience of intimate partner 
violence in Haiti.” Social science & medicine 61, no. 2 (2005), 
343.
27 Gómez, Speizer, and Beauvais. “Sexual Violence and Repro-
ductive Health,” 508.
28 Gage. “Women’s experience of intimate partner violence in 
Haiti”, 343.

tions of men as providers of the family”.29 

Gender-based power dynamics increase 

the likelihood of sexual violence between 

partners living in poverty, normalizing vio-

lence against women as men “take it out 

on women they can no longer economi-

cally support”.30

Gender-based power dynamics re-

inforce norms of masculinity and feminin-

ity that create the conditions for sexual 

violence in Haiti, and consequently a high 

prevalence of HIV/AIDS.31 Gomez et al. 

found that individuals who experienced 

sexual violence were more likely to expe-

rience STI symptoms than youth who did 

not experience sexual violence.32 Youth 

who experienced sexual violence also “had 

lower levels of condom use at last sex and 

higher levels of transactional sex”.33 Fur-

thermore, one of the strongest risk fac-

tors for intimate partner sexual violence 

was “the wife’s endorsement of tradition-

al norms concerning a husband’s right to 

29 Ibid, 359.
30 Ibid.
31 Fawzi et al. “Factors associated with forced sex among 
women”, 679.
32 Gómez, Speizer, and Beauvais. “Sexual Violence and Repro-
ductive Health”, 508.
33 Ibid, 509.



N S P I R G  -  W r i t i n g  i n  t h e  M A R G I N S |  2 1

beat his wife”.34 Controlling behaviour on 

the part of the husband had a positive as-

sociation with women’s experience of sex-

ual violence. 

While sexual violence may directly 

increase the likelihood of contracting HIV 

or STIs, sexual violence also inhibits the 

ability to negotiate safer sex practices be-

tween partners. “Victims of sexual violence 

may also have limited power in negotiating 

for condom and contraceptive use in future 

sexual encounters. Sexual violence may 

also establish an unhealthy pattern of sex-

ual risk taking throughout life”.35 Gomez et 

al. indicate a need for HIV prevention pro-

grams to address the nexus between sex-

ual violence and disease.36 Youth require 

training not only in condom use, but also 

in sexual negotiation and refusal skills.37 

Studies on sexual health among Haitian 

women and youth indicate that knowledge 

of safe sex practices is not the main bar-

rier to health in so much as inequality and 

power dynamics between partners are. 

34 Fawzi et al. “Factors associated with forced sex among 
women,” 21. 
35 Gómez, Speizer, and Beauvais. “Sexual Violence and Repro-
ductive Health,” 510.
36Ibid.
37 Ibid.

Disintegration of Family Structure

Studies of sexual health and HIV/

AIDS in Haiti underline that disintegration of 

family structures present barriers to youth 

protection.38 Disruption in living conditions 

due to years of poverty, conflict, and most 

recently the 2010 earthquake, exacerbates 

familial tensions. The disintegration of the 

lakou system, a community based family 

support system, has contributed to youth 

vulnerability.39 Increasing urbanization is 

cited as a partial factor in the disruption of 

traditional family support systems. For in-

stance, in urban areas two thirds of youth 

do not live with their parents.40 

The lack of access to education and 

free health care compounds the gap in sup-

port systems that a lack of family structure 

creates, as youth are more prone to sexual 

risk taking if there are no family members 

present at home.41 Willman and Marcelin 

38 Alvs Willman and Louis Herns Marcelin. “‘If they could 
make us disappear, they would!’ Youth and Violence in Cite So-
leil, Haiti.” Journal of Community Psychology 38, no. 4 (2010): 
518.
39 Jessy G. Dévieux et al. “The Continuing Challenge of 
Reducing HIV Risk among Haitian Youth the Need for Interven-
tion.” Journal of the International Association of Providers of 
AIDS Care (JIAPAC) 14, no. 3 (2015): 2.
40 Ibid.
41 Jasmine W. Carver, “Sexual risk behaviors among adolescents 
in Port-au-Prince, Haiti.” AIDS and Behavior 18, no. 8 (2014): 
1598.
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(2010) write, “The breakdown of common 

cultural norms and values consequent to 

socio-economic privation, coupled with 

the absence of any viable institutions for 

security protection from privation, inevita-

bly leads to a kind of anarchy,”42 thereby in-

creasing sexual risk-taking among Haitian 

youth. The social and economic vulnerabil-

ity of Haitian youth leads to circumstances 

in which youth must earn money in what-

ever ways they can, including prostitution 

and forms of transactional sex.43 

After the Earthquake

The disintegration of family support 

systems after the earthquake has implica-

tions on sexual violence and sexual risk-

taking. The 2010 earthquake increased 

youth vulnerability, as it disrupted liv-

ing conditions, family networks, and ren-

dered individuals more vulnerable to vio-

lence.44 Furthermore, the earthquake likely 

changed behaviours towards safe sex, as 

victims of the earthquake adopted a “sur-

vival” mentality, prioritizing “basic needs 

42 Willman and Marcelin. “If they could make us disappear, 
they would!,”529.
43 Dévieux et al. “The Continuing Challenge of Reducing HIV 
Risk among Haitian Youth”, 2.
44 Carver, “Sexual risk behaviors among adolescents in Port-au-
Prince, Haiti”, 1601.

such as food, shelter, and safety” over 

preventative behaviours such as condom 

use.45

Lack of security for women contrib-

utes to Haiti’s high prevalence of HIV/AIDS 

after the 2010 earthquake. The internally 

displaced person (IDP) camps, set up as 

a temporary solution for refugees, height-

ened women’s insecurity as they had little 

control over their own environment. The 

camps had poor infrastructure, resulting 

in increased exposure to violence.46 Most 

instances of sexual violence took place 

around sanitation facilities in IDP camps, 

where toilets were shared between 273 

people on average.47 Infrastructural insecu-

rity also forced many women to trade sex 

for shelter.48 Lack of secure shelter and ad-

equate facilities in the camps predisposed 

women to sexual violence. 

Furthermore, many women feared 

reporting sexual violence in the IDP camps. 

45 Ibid, 1602.
46 Logie and Daniel. “My body is mine”, 123.
47 Mimi Sheller et al., “Gender, Disaster, and Resilience: As-
sessing Women’s Water and Sanitation Needs in Leogane, Haiti 
Before and After the 2010 Earthquake,” WH2O - The Journal of 
Gender and Water, March 2013, http://wh2ojournal.com/current-
issue/shelleretal-wss-women-in-haiti/, 9.
48 Dévieux et al., “The Continuing Challenge of Reducing HIV 
Risk among Haitian Youth”, 5.
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A report by MADRE highlights how many 

perpetrators of sexual violence told their 

victims “to expect retaliation if they re-

ported the rape”.49 Within the IDP camps, 

police forces were largely indifferent, or 

perpetrated sexual violence themselves.50 

“Reporting this violence to police may 

result in social isolation, a lack of social 

protection and in some cases additional 

violence”.51 Pervasive sexual violence in the 

IDP camps underlines the lack of reliable 

support systems for women, contributing 

to their insecurity. 

It is clear that ending HIV requires 

a change in the fundamental social con-

ditions which lead to inequality and vio-

lence.52 Extreme poverty and gender in-

equality perpetuates the high prevalence 

of HIV/AIDS among women and youth in 

49 MADRE, “Our Bodies Are Still Trembling: Haitian Women’s 
Fight Against Rape.” July 2010, 4.
50 Ibid.
51 Logie and Daniel. “My body is mine,” 124.
52 William Cockerham. Social causes of health and disease. 
Polity, 2007, 648.

Haiti. The 2010 earthquake intensified so-

cial and economic insecurity that predis-

poses women and youth to violence and 

sexual risk taking. Thus far the response to 

increasing social and economic insecurity 

has been largely absent. Measures to com-

bat the social determinants of HIV in Haiti 

must therefore take the gender dimen-

sions of poverty into account, as disinte-

gration of familial support systems creates 

structural dependency on men and places 

the burden of HIV on women and youth. 

Despite knowledge of the benefits of con-

dom use, Haitian women and youth remain 

vulnerable to HIV. Sexual health education 

should strive to address the social stigma 

surrounding condom use, and incorpo-

rate refusal skills training. Addressing the 

social stigma surrounding sex, economic 

independence from men, and women’s se-

curity are essential for equitable relation-

ships and lower rates of sexual risk taking. 
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Section 2: Gender 
Violence
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Verses IV
By: Kayleigh Shield

There is a stiff and painful discord between men and women;

the painful swoon of mid-morning June,
analogous to impaled flesh,

through which a bird knocks and mocks,
imitating sincere cosmic jest.

Apollo throws up the sun,
revealing the desperate Ares,

attempting to weld
himself to Aphrodite.

Ares only knew separation as an obstacle.
But Aphrodite,

Though she loved Ares deeply,
knew their separation, their difference,

to be freedom.
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The Canadian Crisis of Violence 
Against Indigenous Women

By: Zoé Bordeleau-Cass

The targeted violence against In-

digenous women is an issue that calls for 

greater awareness and action from all Ca-

nadians. Due to systemic oppression and 

on-going experiences of discrimination, In-

digenous women are considered the most 

marginalized and impoverished population 

in Canada.1 The level of violence against 

Indigenous women is significantly higher 

than that experienced by other women in 

Canada, with a mortality rate due to vio-

lence three times higher for Indigenous 

women than non-Indigenous women.2 

In 2014, an RCMP report on missing and 

murdered Indigenous women in Canada 

recorded 1,017 murders and 164 cases of 

women who have been missing for 30 days 

1 Wendee Kubik, Carrie Bourassa, and Mary Hampton, “Stolen 
Sisters, Second Class Citizens, Poor Health: The Legacy of 
Colonization in Canada,” Humanity & Society 33 (2009): 19
2 Ibid.

or longer, with numbers expected to con-

tinue to rise.3 These rampant levels of vio-

lence are directly linked to social and eco-

nomic marginalization and the devaluation 

of Indigenous women in Canadian society 

stemming from the racist policies of the In-

dian Act. This marginalization is one of the 

many consequences of the colonization of 

Indigenous peoples in Canada.4 

 The social malaise and ill health suf-

fered by Indigenous peoples can be best 

understood as a culmination of cultural 

3 “Missing and Murdered Aboriginal Women: A National 
Operational Overview,” Royal Canadian Mounted Police, 
last modified May 27, 2014, http://www.rcmp-grc.gc.ca/en/
missing-and-murdered-aboriginal-women-national-operational-
overview#sec3.
4 See Rauna Kuokkanen, “Globalization as Racialized, Sexual-
ized Violence: The Case of Indigenous Women,” International 
Feminist Journal of Politics 10 (2008): 219; Jeanette Somlak 
Pedersen, Lorraine Halinka Malcoe, and Jane Pulkingham, 
“Explaining Aboriginal/Non-Aboriginal Inequalities in Post-
separation Violence Against Canadian Women Application of a 
Structural Violence Approach,” Violence against women 19, no. 
8 (2013): 1035.

Collaborators: Angela Code, Julie Laliberté, Emily Martin, Chris Tse, 
and Bruce Von Warnsby
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wounds inflicted upon communities and 

ways of life over centuries of oppressive co-

lonial experiences.5 Weaver defines coloni-

zation as the act of displacing and under-

mining societies by outside peoples, which 

includes assaults on their values, cultures, 

beliefs and way of life.6 Indigenous women 

in Canada are doubly affected by an ongo-

ing history of oppression and colonization 

due to the intersecting experiences of rac-

ism, colonialism, and sexism.7 Many Cana-

dians, however, hold little to no awareness 

of the magnitude of the problem of vio-

lence against Indigenous women. Action 

is needed to bring insight into the societal 

factors that perpetuate this violence and to 

relieve women of the blame that they have 

been subjected to for the violence they ex-

perience.8 This article aims to demystify 

the reasons why Indigenous women are 

vulnerable to violence by exploring the last-

ing effects of colonization, how colonialism 

5 Michael J. Chandler and William L. Dunlop, “Cultural Wounds 
Demand Cultural Medicines,” in Determinants of Indigenous 
Peoples’ Health, ed. Margot Greenwood et al. (Toronto: Cana-
dian Scholar’s Press, 2015), 78.
6 Hilary N. Weaver, “The Colonial Context of Violence Re-
flections on Violence in the Lives of Native American Wom-
en,” Journal of Interpersonal Violence 24, no. 9 (2009): 1555.
7 Kubik, Bourassa, and Hampton, “Stolen Sisters, Second Class 
Citizens, Poor Health,”Ibid.genous people  se add the source 
into the footnotes and bibliography. 18-34.
8 Weaver, “The Colonial Context of Violence,” 1555.

has influenced traditional gender roles, the 

problem of interpersonal violence, and the 

state of public indifference towards this 

growing issue.

The Trauma of Colonization

 During early contact, the generosity 

and tolerance expressed by Indigenous 

peoples toward Europeans were 

reconstructed into racialized stereotypes 

of indifference and compliance, which 

provided a rationale for discriminatory 

policies, violence, and the exploitation of 

Indigenous women.9 Indigenous peoples 

in Canada have experienced several 

hundred years of colonization through the 

dispossession of lands and livelihoods, 

abuse in Indian residential and day 

schools, and assimilationist and racist 

policies seeking to erase their identities 

and cultures.10 Several historic policies 

have negatively affected Indigenous 

women and continue to do so; namely the 

dispossession of Indigenous women who 

married outside their communities and the 

9 Charlotte Reading, “Structural Determinants of Aboriginal 
Peoples’ Health,” in Determinants of Indigenous Peoples’ 
Health, ed. Margot Greenwood et al. (Toronto: Canadian 
Scholar’s Press, 2015), 1.
10 Kuokkanen, “Globalization as Racialized, Sexualized Vio-
lence,” 219.
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removal of Indigenous children from their 

homes, as a result of Indian residential 

school policies.11 

Gender Discrimination in the Indian Act

 Stereotypes of Indigenous peoples’ 

apathy and submissiveness allowed for the 

Indian Act and its discriminatory policies 

to be written into Canadian Law.12 The In-

dian Act policies were created to influence 

almost all aspects of Indigenous peoples’ 

livelihoods and well-being, and included 

sections that purposefully marginalized In-

digenous women.13 Under section 21 (1) (b), 

Indian (First Nations) women could lose 

their status if they married a non-Indian 

(First Nations) man.14 Women were not able 

to own property and if a woman left the re-

serve to marry, neither she nor her children 

could return, and she could not return or 

regain Indian status even if the marriage 

ended in divorce.15 The removal of status—

11 Kubik, Bourassa, and Hampton, “Stolen Sisters, Second Class 
Citizens, Poor Health,”Ibid.genous people  se add the source 
into the footnotes and bibliography. 30.
12 Reading, “Structural Determinants of Aboriginal Peoples’ 
Health,” 1.
13 Kubik, Bourassa, and Hampton, “Stolen Sisters, Second Class 
Citizens, Poor Health.”Ibid.genous people  se add the source 
into the footnotes and bibliography.
14 Kubik, Bourassa, and Hampton, “Stolen Sisters, Second Class 
Citizens, Poor Health,”Ibid.genous people  se add the source 
into the footnotes and bibliography. 25.
15 Ibid.

which meant exile from their rights and 

ties to their families, cultures, and identi-

ties—was addressed in 1985 through Bill 

C-31, due to the strong Indigenous women 

and their allies fighting to make changes 

to this piece of legislation.16 There remain 

concerns, however, that these types of dis-

criminatory practices still proliferate today: 

First Nations children can lose their sta-

tus if one of their parents is non-status.17 

As long as infrastructure remains in place 

that disempowers and marginalizes Indig-

enous peoples, the policies of physical and 

cultural genocide that have decimated In-

digenous populations in the past will con-

tinue to impact survivors and their descen-

dants.18

Indian Residential Schools

The removal of Indigenous children 

from their communities and mandatory 

attendance at Indian residential schools, 

run primarily by members of the Catho-

lic church, purposely disconnected gen-

16 Rauna Kuokkanen, “Gendered Violence and Politics in Indig-
enous Communities: The Cases of Aboriginal People in Canada 
and the Sami in Scandinavia,” International Feminist Journal of 
Politics 17, no. 2 (2015): 275.
17 Kubik, Bourassa, and Hampton, “Stolen Sisters, Second Class 
Citizens, Poor Health,”Ibid.genous people  se add the source 
into the footnotes and bibliography. 22.
18 Weaver, “The Colonial Context of Violence,” 1557.
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erations of Indigenous peoples from their 

families, cultures, languages, territory and 

spirituality.19 In 1920, Duncan Campbell 

Scott, the head of Indian Affairs from 1913 

to 1932, proclaimed, “I want to get rid of the 

Indian problem…Our objective is to contin-

ue until there is not a single Indian in Can-

ada that has not been absorbed into the 

body politic and there is no Indian ques-

tion, and no Indian Department”.20 Many 

children were also physically, sexually, and 

emotionally abused by priests and nuns 

who ran the schools. The intergeneration-

al trauma of the Indian residential school 

system manifests itself in a range of social 

issues such as substance abuse, interper-

sonal violence, suicide, homelessness, and 

dependency.21 There exists a history of in-

credible resiliency to the emotional, social, 

and spiritual pain caused by these acts of 

colonization, but young Indigenous girls 

continue to experience high rates of de-

pression, low self-esteem, and a concern 

that healthy parental practices were not 

adequately passed on to future genera-

19 Kuokkanen, “Gendered Violence and Politics in Indigenous 
Communities,” 277.
20 National Archives of Canada, Record Group 10, volume 
6810, file 470-2-3, volume 7, pp. 55 (L-3) and 63 (N-3).
21 Kuokkanen, “Gendered Violence and Politics in Indigenous 
Communities,” 279.

tions.22 

Colonial Impacts on Gender Roles

Removal of Power

 Historically, high esteem was held 

for women in many Indigenous societies, 

as they played central roles in transmitting 

cultures and sustaining the well-being of 

the community.23 Women and men typical-

ly held different but complementary roles, 

and many First Nations communities were 

matrilineal, meaning that the inheritance 

of wealth, power and clan affiliation was 

passed down through the mother’s side 

of the family.24 Through the imposition of 

a colonial patriarchal system, Indigenous 

women were forced from their roles as 

advisers and respected community mem-

bers.25 

 When early European settlers 

arrived on the land that is now known 

as North America, they imposed their 

22 Weaver, “The Colonial Context of Violence,” 1557
23 Ibid.
24 Erin Hanson, “Marginalization of Aboriginal Women,” Indig-
enous Foundations (2009); accessed September 18, 2016, http:// 
indigenousfoundations.arts.ubc.ca/home/community-politics/
marginalization-of-aboriginal-women.html.
25 Kubik, Bourassa, and Hampton, “Stolen Sisters, Second 
Class Citizens, Poor Health,”Ibid.genous people  se add the 
source into the footnotes and bibliography. 21.
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own patriarchal values on Indigenous 

populations.26 Sending Indigenous 

children to Indian residential and day 

schools that were run primarily by Catholic 

clergy members was a powerful tool used 

to destroy elements of culture, including 

complementary gender roles and the high 

levels of respect bestowed to Indigenous 

women.27 Colonization and the introduction 

of a patriarchal world view that grants 

power primarily to male leaders allowed for 

the current acceptance of stereotypes and 

rigid gender roles that define Indigenous 

women as less deserving of respect and 

protection from violence.28 

Damaging Stereotypes

 The objectification of Indigenous 

women is fueled by racism and oppres-

sion, with simplistic stereotypes diminish-

ing their role as strong and influential lead-

ers in their communities, instead depicting 

them as subjects, who are often only refer-

enced based on their relationship to men.29 

The “Indian Princess” is a lasting ideation 

of the colonial belief that women should 

26 Hanson, “Marginalization of Aboriginal Women.”
27 Weaver, “The Colonial Context of Violence,” 1558.
28 Ibid.
29 Ibid.

remain chaste according to Eurocentric 

cultural and religious beliefs, and are not 

worthy of respect unless they can abide 

by strict and almost impossible gendered 

standards.30 The stereotypes imposed on 

Indigenous women are not only inaccurate 

and offensive, but also perpetuate violence 

by devaluing the sacredness that wom-

en traditionally held.31 An example of this 

devaluation can be seen in reports about 

missing and murdered Indigenous women 

in which they are labelled as addicts or sex 

workers, rather than mothers, sisters, and 

friends.32 Attacking the dignity and worth 

of Indigenous women through these racist 

and sexist stereotypes allows for people to 

feel as though they can get away with acts 

of violence and hatred towards them.33 The 

widespread depreciation of Indigenous 

women in popular culture and in Canadian 

law supported by the Indian Act creates a 

systemic issue that is at times ingrained 

even within Indigenous communities.34 

Interpersonal Violence in 

30 Hanson, “Marginalization of Aboriginal Women.”
31 Weaver, “The Colonial Context of Violence,” 1558.
32 Angela Code in discussion with the author, July 6, 2016.
33 “No More Stolen Sisters,” Amnesty International, accessed 
September 18, 2016, http://www.amnesty.ca/our-work/cam-
paigns/no-more-stolen-sisters.
34 Weaver, “The Colonial Context of Violence,” 1558.
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Indigenous Communities

 Through the process of colonization, 

people are encouraged and/or forced to 

take on the values of the colonizers.35 For 

Indigenous peoples, this may translate to 

forced conformity; embodied by the em-

brace of negative views of their own tra-

ditions, belief systems, and ways of life.36 

The internalization of the damaging effects 

of colonization leads Indigenous people to 

devalue Indigenous women. If these norms 

go unchallenged, they can put women at 

risk of internalizing and normalizing vio-

lence against themselves.37 This creates 

a situation of vulnerability: at least three-

quarters of Indigenous women have ex-

perienced family violence, and Indigenous 

women experience much higher rates of 

coercive control by an ex-partner than 

non-Indigenous women.38 Interpersonal 

conflict and abuse can further marginalize 

Indigenous women by creating a greater 

35 Ibid.
36 Ibid.
37 See Kuokkanen, “Gendered Violence and Politics in Indig-
enous Communities,” 271-288; Weaver, “The Colonial Context 
of Violence,” 1559.
38 Kubik, Bourassa, and Hampton, “Stolen Sisters, Second 
Class Citizens, Poor Health,”Ibid.genous people  se add the 
source into the footnotes and bibliography. 30; Pedersen, Mal-
coe, and Pulkingham, “Explaining Aboriginal/Non-Aboriginal 
Inequalities,” 1037.

risk of addiction, further victimization, ex-

treme poverty, homelessness, and involve-

ment in the sex trade.39

 The many forms of violence present 

in Indigenous communities and homes 

are inextricably linked to systems of 

colonization, racism, and oppression that 

devalue Indigenous peoples, particularly 

Indigenous women.40 Ongoing overt 

discrimination and systemic oppression 

against Indigenous peoples creates 

unrelenting stress for this population. Social 

problems, such as interpersonal violence, 

can be a reaction or a coping mechanism 

to deal with this struggle.41 A reluctance 

to deal with this issue of interpersonal 

violence by Indigenous leadership and 

institutions reflects the deep-rooted impact 

of colonial policies and practices,42 and 

is reinforced by a lack of action by other 

systems of power including the Canadian 

39 Kubik, Bourassa, and Hampton, “Stolen Sisters, Second 
Class Citizens, Poor Health,”Ibid.genous people  se add the 
source into the footnotes and bibliography. 21; Kuokkanen, 
“Gendered Violence and Politics in Indigenous Communi-
ties,” 279.
40 Weaver, “The Colonial Context of Violence,” 1558.
41 Terry Teegee, “Take Care of the Land and the Land Will Take 
Care of You,” in Determinants of Indigenous Peoples’ Health , 
ed. Margot Greenwood, et al. 125. (Toronto: Canadian Scholar’s 
Press), 2015.
42 Kuokkanen, “Gendered Violence and Politics in Indigenous 
Communities,” 275.
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government. 

Addressing a State of Indifference

 A state of continued systematic prej-

udice against Indigenous peoples is re-

inforced by the sense of indifference and 

inaction towards the significant rates of 

violence against Indigenous women from 

the Canadian government and society in 

general.43 According to Section 7 of the 

Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, 

“Everyone has the right to life, liberty and 

security of the person and the right not 

to be deprived thereof except in accor-

dance with the principles of fundamental 

justice.”44 Indigenous women hold the right 

to be free from targeted violence and vio-

lence of all kinds. Describing this issue as 

solely a criminal or social concern dimin-

ishes the fact that this should be seen as a 

violation of basic human rights and a hate 

crime.45 Those rights are not being upheld 

43 Kubik, Bourassa, and Hampton, “Stolen Sisters, Second 
Class Citizens, Poor Health,”Ibid.genous people  se add the 
source into the footnotes and bibliography. 23.
44 Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, s 7, Part I of 
the Constitution Act, 1982, being Schedule B to the Canada Act 
1982 (UK), 1982, c 11.
45 “Stolen Sisters: A Human Rights Response to Discrimination 
and Violence against Indigenous Women in Canada,” Amnesty 
International, last modified October 4, 2004, http://www.am-
nesty.ca/research/reports/stolen-sisters-a-human-rights-response-
to-discrimination-and-violence-against-indig.

if a woman is not being offered an ade-

quate level of protection by state authori-

ties, especially when she is targeted based 

on her gender or Indigenous identity.46

 A public inquiry into the cases of 

missing and murdered Indigenous women 

conducted by the federal government has 

been emphasized as an important way to 

validate this issue and strengthen possible 

solutions.47 Call to action 45 of the 2015 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s re-

port highlights the need for a public inqui-

ry: 

We call upon the federal govern-

ment, in consultation with Ab-

original organizations, to appoint 

a public inquiry into the causes of, 

and remedies for, the dispropor-

tionate victimization of Aboriginal 

women and girls. The inquiry’s 

mandate would include: i. investi-

gation into missing and murdered 

Aboriginal women and girls, and 

ii. links to the intergenerational 

46 Ibid.
47 “Factsheet – Canada Needs a National Inquiry on Missing 
and Murdered Indigenous Women,” Council of Canadians, last 
modified January 20, 2015, http://canadians.org/publications/
factsheet-canada-needs-national-inquiry-missing-and-murdered-
indigenous-women.
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legacy of residential schools.48 

Although the current federal government 

has committed to this process, it remains 

to be seen what results and actions will 

come of it. Looking beyond an inquiry, so-

lutions to the issue of violence targeted at 

Indigenous women must address the un-

derlying causes by acting on determinants 

such as: income, education, employment, 

and housing.49 

Until effective solutions to the ram-

pant number of cases of violence against 

Indigenous women are implemented, they 

will continue to be persecuted in the fu-

ture. With support from organizations, 

such as the Native Women’s Association 

of Canada, vigils, marches, art, campaigns, 

and direct political action have occurred 

across the country to shed light on this 

issue and honour the Indigenous women 

48 Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission of Canada: Calls to Action, (Win-
nipeg: 2015).
49 Pedersen, Malcoe, and Pulkingham, “Explaining Aboriginal/
Non-Aboriginal Inequalities,” 1037.

who have become victims of violence.50 

Indigenous women and girls continue to 

demonstrate incredible resistance and re-

siliency to the systematic violence inflict-

ed upon them, and in many communities, 

women are regaining their roles.51 Progres-

sive and innovative campaigns and move-

ments are bringing attention across the 

country to violence inflicted on Indigenous 

women. However, there remains a need to 

address the racist and sexist ideations and 

lasting colonial practices that devalue the 

strength, bodies, and lives of Indigenous 

women and put them at risk of victimiza-

tion on a national scale. By aiming to cre-

ate equitable systems that work to counter 

the oppression that has made Indigenous 

women the targets of violence for far too 

long, there exists hope that Indigenous 

women in Canada will be supported in 

their effort to reclaim power within their 

families, communities, and society at large. 

50 “No More Stolen Sisters.”
51 Ibid.
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It’s time to start talking about B. Not the font, but we should put this 
one in bold too.

It’s time to start talking about B. Not the pollinators, but we should 
spread this one around too.

Don’t let B be ignored.
Don’t box it up the way the binary boxes us up.

It’s time to stop saying “bye-bye bisexuality” and start saying
“Bye-bye binary.” 

There’s a great place between the cracks of mainstream either/or 
views, 

(right or wrong, black or white, gay or straight)
an open space where “no homo” doesn’t mean “yes hetero.”

In this space your sexuality is not a fill-in-the-blank, contingent on 
your partner’s perceived gender. 

In this space identities are not something someone guesses, they 
are something we tell.

So, don’t let anyone say we can’t be faithful when they’re showing 
faith to a limited worldview.

Why can’t we be faithful when our commitments are based on love 
and acceptance? 

What are those committed opinions based on?
By the by, it doesn’t matter if there’s a gender you’re more attracted 

to, bi is bi.

B
By: Grailing Anthonisen
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People aren’t objects so you can’t be greedy for them.
Don’t stand idle when someone calls Freddie Mercury a gay idol; 

he’s a bi-guy. 
They’re confused if they think our relationships are phases

or if they think that we chose this identity because it’s easier than 
just being gay. 

There’s no just anything, that’s why we’re fighting for social justice.
The only thing that’s confusing is their ignorance and prejudice when 

they just said safe space. 
I wasn’t aware that I needed to be vetted at the door for any partner 

to enter a queer space.
No one needs to paint over us in sections.

Take us as we come, accept us as we are, not as what you want or 
expect to see.

Because if we all care about this movement we’ll see this isn’t simply 
a gay movement or a bi movement.

It’s a movement towards a brighter future.
So let’s talk about B.

Author Biography
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Analysis of Positionality
By: Michael Parsons

I am a person with few privileges and 
this lack of privilege has impacted my life 
greatly. As a child I experienced several 
levels of social exclusion within my family 
and society: I was isolated within my com-
munity in the town of Canso, Nova Scotia; I 
suffered a traumatic brain injury at the age 
of 6, which led to further social isolation 
within the school system; after my grand-
father’s death I was no longer welcomed 
in my aunt’s home because her husband 
viewed me as being different. I was further 
isolated due to incarceration in Dorchester 
and Springhill prisons as result of internal-
ized homophobia. Moreover, I was isolated 
within my family when I accepted my sex-
ual orientation. Testing HIV+ dramatically 
increased the social isolation I was experi-
encing. However, I have learned to recog-
nize the few privileges I have and make the 
best with them. Examining how privilege 
and power have impacted my life, I hope to 
find a solution for my family’s issues, which 
unfortunately does not yet exist within child 
protective services.  

Completing United Way’s Living on 
the Edge Simulation, an exercise where I 
was assigned the persona of a 13 year old 

girl in order to learn about what it is like 
to live in poverty, combined with the flow-
er power exercise, helped me understand 
how few privileges I have had in my life. The 
exercises raised issues of social exclusion, 
resilience, and homophobia for me. I dis-
covered that I am subordinate in 10 of the 
15 categories in the flower power exercise; 
while I was dominant in five. The 13 year 
old girl I was assigned to be for the Living 
on the Edge Simulation was assumed to be 
English-speaking, heterosexual, able-bod-
ied, and Caucasian, and was dominant in 6 
of the 15 categories. I learned that I have a 
more subordinate positionality than this 13 
year old girl; ergo, I am a person with few 
privileges.

 Environmental risk conditions are 
defined as “those factors in the physical 
setting, family, or other social institutions 
that have the potential to negatively in-
fluence young children’s developmental 
process”.1 There were many environmental 
risk factors in my childhood that influenced 
subsequent stages of my life. My father led 

1 Joe Schriver, “Chapter Four: Traditional / Dominant Perspec-
tives on Individuals,” in Human Behavior and the Social Envi-
ronment: Shifting Paradigms in Essential Knowledge for Social 
Work Practice. (Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon, 2011), 150.
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the 1971 fisherman’s strike in the town of 
Canso, Nova Scotia. He was the Anglican 
priest; most factory workers were Angli-
cans while the fishermen he supported 
were mostly Roman Catholic. I would get 
in fights daily with the children of factory 
workers. The factory workers’ boys be-
lieved me to be inferior and put me down 
to where they believed I belonged. I carry 
with me today the social isolation I expe-
rienced during this time. I was protected 
neither by my family nor the fisher commu-
nity against the bullying from the factory 
workers’ kids. I was on my own. I did not 
belong to the fisher community or the fac-
tory worker community; I was in-between 
or, as Gail Bakie put it, “the borderlands, 
the borders between two cultures”.2 In my 
case, I was caught between two communi-
ties and isolated as a 7-year-old boy. 

When I was young I crashed my sis-
ter’s bike and although I was never tested 
for one, it is my belief that I suffered from a 
traumatic brain injury. I remained at a hos-
pital for weeks, at a great distance from my 
family home. I received few visitors while 
in the hospital and we moved to Dart-
mouth once I was released. In Dartmouth 
I received extensive hearing testing for a 
year and was put in split grades, which 

2 Gail Bakie, “Life Processes:  Concepts and Practices for Criti-
cal Social Work” (lecture, SWLK 2444, Dalhousie University, 
Halifax, NS, January 18, 2016).

further isolated me from my peers. I never 
had the opportunity to get to know my fel-
low classmates because I was constantly 
being bounced between hearing tests 
and grades two and three classrooms. My 
hearing disability contributed to my social 
exclusion and marginalization.  

The first time I was socially excluded 
within my family was when I was 12 years 
old. I was no longer welcome in my aunt’s 
house when my sisters were visiting be-
cause her husband viewed me as differ-
ent and called me a freak. Being excluded 
because I was different was difficult at this 
age because, as Mikkonen and Raphael 
explain, adolescence is “when gay and 
lesbian youth need to come to terms with 
their self-identity”.3 This exclusion, com-
bined with my father’s church teachings, 
created within me an inability to accept 
my sexual orientation. This inability led to 
internalized homophobia, which in turn 
led to violent episodes where I acted out 
against gay men. In 1982 I was incarcerat-
ed at Dorchester and then Springhill peni-
tentiaries for acting out violently against 
gay men. While I was there, talking with a 
friend and a Roman Catholic priest helped 
me realize I hated myself for being gay.    

3 Juha Mikkonen and Dennis Raphael, Social Determinants of 
Health: The Canadian Facts. (Toronto: York University School 
of Health Policy and Management, 2010), 45.
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Once I accepted my sexual orienta-
tion, at around 20 years old, and came out, 
I was further isolated within my immediate 
family. My brother’s wife made it clear that 
there were areas within their home that I, 
“the gay boy”, was not to enter. When I test-
ed HIV+ in 1986, my sister-in-law further 
discriminated against me, making me eat 
on separate dishes hidden in a cupboard 
beside the kitchen sink. I felt unwelcome 
in my home, so I flew to Ecuador. This was 
a country where homosexuality was illegal 
and PHAs (persons with HIV/AIDS) were 
horribly persecuted. The stigma and dis-
crimination I faced as an HIV+ person in 
the 80s was extreme.  

Aboriginal spirituality helps me see 
how my ancestors prepared me to thrive 
in the face of HIV/AIDS stigma, despite 
social isolation and exclusion. One reality I 
understand well is that we are never given 
more than we can bear. As our situations 
become bleaker, we are given gifts to mit-
igate life experiences so that we may re-
main on an equal playing field with every-
one else on earth. On the one hand, I am 
constantly being discriminated against. On 
the other hand, I know I do not deserve this 
discrimination. As a Traditional Aboriginal 
person, I give thanks to my Ancestors and 
the Creator for giving me gifts and pre-
paring me to live my life as an APHA (Ab-

original Person living with HIV/AIDS) and 
a keeper of sacred tools, knowledge, and 
resilience.  

To conclude, although having few 
privileges has greatly impacted my life, I 
have been gifted to use what I have to cre-
ate balance for myself. Everyone on earth 
is gifted in different ways. Learning how to 
use our gifts in good ways makes everyone 
on earth equal in value, despite our differ-
ences. Unfortunately, in our society many 
of these differences are not honored, so we 
cannot create balance. For this reason, we 
need to develop programs and protocols 
that look nothing like the ones we have to-
day, in order to switch to a social justice 
paradigm, while mitigating the damage 
that we, as a society, have created.
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Dear White Feminists: Muslim 
Women Don’t Need Saving 

An Analysis of White Feminism’s Lack of 
Intersectionality Regarding Muslim Women’s Dress

By: Aisha Abawajy

Many Canadians across the country 

were shocked when former Prime Minis-

ter Stephen Harper, under the banner of 

feminism, proposed banning the niqab1 as 

a part of his 2015 political platform. Harper 

claimed that he was only trying to protect 

Canadian women from a practice “rooted 

in a culture that is anti-women.”2 The ‘cul-

ture’ which Harper is referring to is Islam, 

and his commentary on the way Muslim 

women dress is one that is shared by many 

in the Western world. The following paper 

will explore how the continuous history of 

1A niqab is a veil that covers the entire face excluding the eyes, 
and is worn in combination with a hijab. A hijab – as used in 
everyday language – refers to the headscarf that covers the hair, 
ears and neck. Source: Hannah Blakeman, “The Muslim Veil in 
America: A Symbol of Oppression or Empowerment?,” Honors 
College (2014): Paper 150. Accessed October 12, 2015, http://
digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/honors/150.
2 Steven Chase, “Niqabs ‘rooted in a culture that is anti-
women,’ Harper says,” The Globe and Mail March 11, 2015, 
accessed October 17, 2015, http://www.theglobeandmail.
com/news/politics/niqabs-rooted-in-a-culture-that-is-anti-
women-harper-says/article23395242/. 

white feminism has affected Muslim wom-

en in contemporary times. It will be argued 

that white feminist ideology can be harm-

ful to Muslim women, especially Muslim 

feminists, who may view the hijab or niqab 

in a different light. 

White feminism has been present 

since the first wave feminist movement of 

the 1950s. White feminists are part of a cul-

ture that labels Muslim women wearing the 

hijab or niqab as oppressed. The attitudes 

expressed by white feminists are not lim-

ited to Islamic dress and the niqab debate. 

White feminism has for years claimed to 

fight for all women’s rights while seemingly 

ignoring the experiences, view points, and 

ideas of people of colour.3 White feminism 

3 Reni Eddo-Lodge, “A word to white women,” Open De-
mocracy, (2014), accessed October 17, 2015. https://www.
opendemocracy.net/5050/reni-eddo-lodge/word-to-white-
women.



4 8  | N S P I R G  -  W r i t i n g  i n  t h e  M A R G I N S

claims to advocate for a woman’s right to 

choose how she dresses, yet a Muslim 

woman’s decision to wear the hijab is seen 

as a form of oppression by some. The way 

Western society labels Muslim women as 

an oppressed people is an example of the 

double standard presented by white femi-

nism, and represents the challenges in-

tersectional feminists face when trying to 

change the white feminist narrative.

 Since the rise of feminism, white 

feminists claimed to fight for all women, 

yet they often excluded the narrative of 

women of colour from their dialogue. The 

account of Sojourner Truth in her speech: 

Ain’t I a Woman at an 1851 women’s right 

convention in Akron, Ohio, showed how 

the narrative was always about white wom-

en and their struggles for equality.4 In her 

analysis of white feminism in the British 

newspaper: The Guardian, Terese Jonsson 

looks at how the term has been defined by 

many feminists of colour and its implica-

tions; marginalizing the perspectives of 

4 Sojourner Truth, “Isn’t I a Woman,” in Issues in Feminism: 
An Introduction to Women’s Studies 1851, ed. Sheila Ruth 
(Toronto: Mayfield Publishing, 1990), 520-521.

women of colour.5 One of the earliest femi-

nists to study this concept was Razia Aziz; 

she defined white feminism as “any femi-

nism which comes from a white perspec-

tive and universalizes it.”6 There is, in this 

way, no real issue with white feminists who 

share and conceptualize their experiences 

as women and the struggle for equality. 

The problem arises when that perspective 

is the only one presented and discussed. 

This single view becomes universalized 

without consideration of anything that is 

not accepted and experienced from that 

single perspective. Aziz states that the 

lack of historical understanding of issues 

like racism, colonialism, and – in terms of 

a wider framework – religious and cultural 

practises articulates “a failure to consider 

the wider social and political context of 

power in which feminist utterances and 

actions take place, and the ability of femi-

nism to influence that context.”7 This failure 

can be seen in the way feminists such as 

Judie Bindel, Laurence Rossignol, Phyllis 

5 Terese Jonsson, “White Feminist Stories,” Feminist Me-
dia Studies 14 (2014): 6, accessed October 17, 2015, doi: 
10.1080/14680777.2014.903287.
6 Razia Aziz, “Feminism and the Challenge of Racism: Devi-
ance or Difference?” in Knowing Women: Feminism and Knowl-
edge, ed. Helen Crowley and Susan Himmelweit, (Cambridge: 
Polity Press, 1992), 296. 
7 Ibid.
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Chesler, and Adele Wilde-Blavatsky; femi-

nist groups like FEMEN; and celebrity fig-

ures such as Taylor Swift, Lena Dunham, 

and Amy Schumer do not take into consid-

eration the role race, religion, and ethnicity 

play in defining womanhood.

It is important to note that critiqu-

ing white feminism is not an attack on 

feminists who are white or an effort to 

tear apart feminism. As Reni Eddo-Lodge 

writes, “when women of colour talk about 

white feminism, we’re not reducing white 

women to the colour of their skin.”8 Instead, 

they present an analysis of the role white 

supremacy plays in the political and social 

sphere of feminism. The West has a ten-

dency to refuse to see race as a barrier 

that inherently oppresses people of colour 

by making Western ideological thinking 

the standard that everyone must adhere 

to. It then simultaneously refuses to look 

into the implications of homogenizing the 

experiences of a diverse population.9 The 

main issue with white feminism, therefore, 

8 Eddo-Lodge, “A word to white women,” par. 9. 
9 Susanna Mancini, “Patriarchy as the exclusive domain of 
the other: The veil controversy, false projection and cultural 
racism.” International Journal of Constitutional Law 10 (2012): 
2, accessed October 18, 2015, doi: 10.1093/icon/mor061, 
422-428.

is the lack of intersectionality, as opposed 

to its present day form of tokenism.

Muslim women living in the West 

wear the hijab or niqab for many different 

reasons. It is a very personal decision 

for some women, and each has her own 

explanation for wearing it and what it means 

for her to do so. The Quran states “And say 

to the believing women that they should …

guard their modesty; that they should not 

display their beauty and ornaments except 

what (must ordinarily) appear thereof; 

that they should draw their veils over their 

bosoms and not display their beauty…”10 It 

is important to note here that although the 

hijab is compulsory by some interpretations 

of the Quran, the niqab is not. However, 

Muslim women around the world have 

interpreted the scripture in many ways 

and choose to dress the way that best fits 

their interpretation.11 The issue arises when 

others, including white feminists under a 

non-intersectional framework, tell women – 

who have made their own decision to dress 

as they wish – that they are oppressed and 

involved in backwards practises. Haleh 

10 Quran 24: 31.
11 Blakeman, “The Muslim Veil in America: A Symbol of Op-
pression or Empowerment?,” 5-7.
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Afshar discusses this dichotomy in detail: 

as she points out, wearing the hijab is a 

personal, religious, and political choice as 

well as a way of self-expression. She gives 

an example of a Muslim woman who wears 

the hijab even though her father would 

rather have her dress in Western fashions. 

Another woman discusses the fact that 

people tell her that she is being oppressed 

by men when she covers her hair, but states 

that it is her choice to do so. She also gives 

the example of Fareena Alam, editor of one 

of Europe’s top Islamic magazines Q-News, 

who discusses why she chooses to wear 

the hijab. She points to modesty, a desire 

to counter common misconceptions about 

Muslim women, and to express her identity 

as an educated and professional woman 

who is proud of her religion.12 Each woman 

wears the hijab for different reasons, and 

it is a mistake to try and homogenize their 

choices. 

It is even worse to assume that these 

women need the West, white feminists, 

and the government to save them from be-

12 Haleh Afshar, “Can I see your hair? Choice, agency and 
attitudes: the dilemma of faith and feminism for Muslim 
women who cover,” Ethic and Racial Studies 31 (2008): 2, 
accessed October 17, 2015, doi:10.1080/01419870701710930, 
419-424. 

ing “controlled” by the men in their lives. 

Many Muslim women are making a per-

sonal choice regarding the way they dress 

and express their identity to the world; they 

should not be ostracized for it. Studying 

colonial India, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak 

critiqued colonialism’s desire of portraying 

white men as saviours of brown women 

from brown men.13 The current desire to 

save Muslim women from the hijab can be 

framed as a form of neo-colonialism over 

their bodies. 

To understand white feminists’ view 

of Muslim women as oppressed persons, 

one must understand the history of the 

West’s view on the Middle East, where Islam 

originates from. Edward Said’s concept of 

Orientalism is used to explain the West’s 

view on the hijab, Islam, and oppressed 

Muslims. Said defines Orientalism as 

the way Western scholars have depicted 

and distorted the conception of the East, 

called the Orient, throughout history.14 

Western scholars often depict Oriental life 

13 Gayatri C. Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?,” in Colo-
nial Discourse and Post-Colonial Theory: a Reader, ed. Patrick 
Williams and Lauran Chrisman (Hertfordshire: Harvester 
Wheatsheaf, 1994), 93.
14 Edward W. Said, Orientalism (London: Penguin Group, 
1991), 1-16. 
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as backwards, uncivilized, and barbaric; 

positioning it in opposition to all aspects 

of life in the West.15 Both Afshar and 

Mancini further explain that women in 

particular were viewed as subordinate and 

unintelligent, without the ability to think 

for themselves and, therefore, at the mercy 

of their male counterparts in the Orient.16 

They also argue that these views are still 

prevalent in the Western world today, 

and shape the way Muslim women who 

choose to wear the hijab or niqab in the 

West are perceived. 17 Mancini explains 

how white feminism dichotomises ‘us’ – 

as the west – versus ‘them’ - as the East 

- to justify federal regulations against the 

niqab and hijab. Western culture, values, 

15 See Afshar, “Can I see your hair? Choice, agency and 
attitudes: the dilemma of faith and feminism for Muslim 
women who cover,” 412-413; Martha M. Ertman, ““They 
Ain’t Whites, They’re Mormons”: An Illustrated History of 
Polygamy as Race Treason,” University of Maryland School 
of Law Legal Studies Research Paper 37 (2008), accessed 
October 28, 2015. http://ssrn.com/abstract=1270023, 10-11; 
Mancini, “Patriarchy as the exclusive domain of the other: 
The veil controversy, false projection and cultural racism,” 
414-418.
16 See Afshar, “Can I see your hair? Choice, agency and 
attitudes: the dilemma of faith and feminism for Muslim 
women who cover”; Mancini, “Patriarchy as the exclusive 
domain of the other: The veil controversy, false projection 
and cultural racism”.
17 See Afshar, “Can I see your hair? Choice, agency and at-
titudes: the dilemma of faith and feminism for Muslim women 
who cover”, 412-413; Mancini, “Patriarchy as the exclusive 
domain of the other: The veil controversy, false projection 
and cultural racism,” 414-418.

and understanding of liberty are portrayed 

as superior, while ‘other’ perspectives are 

deemed inferior. This ethnocentrism is a key 

factor in all feminist arguments against the 

hijab and niqab. White feminism does not 

try to understand the reasons behind the 

hijab, but looks at its face value and judges 

it by ethnocentric cultural experiences and 

beliefs.18

An argument that white feminists 

make against the hijab and niqab is that 

it symbolizes the unequal wielding of 

power in Islam, where they believe that 

men possess all the power while women 

have none.19 This can be seen in the 

rhetoric of liberal feminist political figures 

like Bronwyn Bishop20 and Tessa Jowell.21 

The culture surrounding Islam is viewed 

as patriarchal. This viewpoint depicts a 

narrow-minded outlook on Islam, which 

confuses cultural practices of various 

groups with Islamic law and history. The 

18 Mancini, “Patriarchy as the exclusive domain of the other: 
The veil controversy, false projection and cultural racism,” 
414-418.
19 Joan W. Scott, The Politics of the Veil (New Jersey: Princ-
eton University Press, 2007), 1-20.
20 Ibid. 4.
21 Fauzia Ahmad, “Media Representations, Mediated Reali-
ties” in Muslim Women in War and Crisis: Representation and 
Reality, ed. Faegheh Shirazi (Texas: University of Texas, 
2010), 256. 
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train of thought presented by these white 

feminists equates uncovering as liberated 

and covered up as oppressed. This creates 

a false dichotomy for Muslim women, who 

supposedly have only two choices: to be 

liberated by uncovering or oppressed 

by covering up. White feminism uses an 

ethnocentric viewpoint to propagate the 

notion that a woman would only cover up 

if they were being made to do so by men 

in a patriarchal society. They patronize 

Muslim women, arguing that if actually 

given the choice a Muslim woman would 

never choose to dress modestly in public.22 

Although various cultural practices in 

predominantly Muslim countries are 

detrimental to women in the society, these 

practices do not depict the Islamic scripture 

followed by most Muslims: these systems 

were put in place by men following an 

extremist ideology in order to justify their 

dominance over the vulnerable in society.23 

Mancini makes two important ar-

guments against white feminists and the 

implications of their scholarship in the 

22 Blakeman, “The Muslim Veil in America: A Symbol of Op-
pression or Empowerment?”, 12-14.
23 Martha Nussbaum, “Religion and Women’s Human 
Rights,” in Sex and Social Justice (New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1999), 115-116. 

political sphere. She says, “the hostility 

towards the veil is due to its interpreta-

tion as a tool of resistance by women to 

public sexualisation, and thus to Western 

patriarchy.”24 She concludes that the focus 

of the West on other patriarchal systems 

detracts attention from their own discrep-

ancies and social issues. Stephen Harper’s 

use of the niqab as a political platform fits 

into Mancini’s arguments.25 Between 2000 

and 2008, Aboriginal women made up 3 

percent of the country’s female popula-

tion, yet they represented 10 percent of the 

female homicide rate.26 While ignoring the 

fact that there is a large percent of miss-

ing and murdered Aboriginal women in 

Canada, Harper instead focuses on the 2 

percent of Muslim Canadian women who 

choose to wear the niqab.27 This also co-

incides with Mancini’s second argument: 

the “ban on the veil suggests that women 

24 Mancini, “Patriarchy as the exclusive domain of the 
other: The veil controversy, false projection and cultural 
racism,” 421-424. 
25 Ibid.
26 “Fact Sheet Missing and Murdered Aboriginal Women 
and Gils,” Native Women’s Association of Canada, ac-
cessed September 4, 2016, https://www.nwac.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2015/05/Fact_Sheet_Missing_and_Mur-
dered_Aboriginal_Women_and_Girls.pdf.
27 Shireen Ahmed. “I’m a Muslim voter and I’m sick of hear-
ing about the niqab.” Chatelaine, October 1, 2015, accessed 
October 28, 2015, http://www.chatelaine.com/living/im-
a-muslim-voter-and-im-sick-of-hearing-about-the-niqab/, 
par. 3.
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have only one way to exercise their rights 

correctly, and it regulates them accord-

ingly. That is, it makes a political use of 

women’s bodies.”28 The system goes from 

male dominance oppressing women to 

the current dilemma of feminists linking 

what it means to be free to how much of 

one’s body is exposed in public. A woman 

should not cover up too much for fear of 

being deemed oppressed or cover too little 

for fear of being slut shamed.29 Judith Lorb-

er resents similar sentiments in her article, 

where she stipulates that within the West 

there is a prevalent gender and racial hier-

archy that controls our lives and causes in-

equality. She proposes that the eradication 

of some of these inequalities would involve 

the removal of gender as a means of hu-

man classification.30 

The only way to combat a white fem-

inist approach that ethnocentrically ana-

lyzes an issue is to focus on incorporating 

a more intersectional approach to femi-

28 Mancini, “Patriarchy as the exclusive domain of the 
other: The veil controversy, false projection and cultural 
racism,” 422.
29 Ibid, 421-422. 
30 Judith Lorber, “A World Without Gender: Making the 
Revolution,” in Sex, Gender, and Sexuality 2005, ed. Abby L. 
Ferber, Kimberly Holcomb and Tre Wentling, (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2013), 402-409. 

nism. Intersectionality “examines the ways 

in which race, gender, and other systems 

of inequality interact and intersect as part 

of a matrix of privilege and oppression.”31 

Instead of looking at the hijab as a part of a 

religion that oppresses women, and stipu-

lating that every part of that religion is op-

pressive, an intersectional approach would 

take into consideration the underlying cul-

ture that influences Islam differently in var-

ious parts of the world. An intersectional 

approach analyzing structural, cultural, 

and political discrepancies as outlined by 

Sumi Cho, Kimberle Williams Crenshaw 

and Leslie McCall, displays a contextual 

image of what it means to wear the hi-

jab.32 In the West, the cultural oppression 

found in certain extremist states is not so-

cially present; there is no societal obliga-

tion for Muslim women to wear the hijab or 

niqab;33 although it can be present at the 

familial level. Women may be pressured to 

31 Abby L Ferber, “Keeping Sex in Bounds: Sexuality and 
the (De) Construction of Race and Gender,” in Sex, Gender, 
and Sexuality, ed. Abby L. Ferber, Kimberly Holcomb and 
Tre Wentling (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 93.
32 Cho, Sumi, Kimberle Williams Crenshaw, and Leslie Mc-
Call, “Toward a Field of Intersectionality Studies: Theory, 
Applications, and Praxis,” The University of Chicago Press 38 
(2013): 4, accessed October 27, 2015, http://www.jstor.org/
stable/10.1086/669608, 797-800.
33 Afshar, “Can I See Your Hair? Choice, Agency and At-
titudes: the Dilemma of Faith and Feminism for Muslim 
Women who Cover,” 421.
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conform to Western culture by removing 

their hijabs and giving up their beliefs. This 

type of forced assimilation can be seen in 

France, as demonstrated by the burkini 

ban in the summer of 2016.34 Therefore, 

suggesting that a woman is oppressed for 

choosing to cover up is undermined when 

billboard signs, television shows, and 

magazines equate a woman’s worth to her 

appearance.35 Abby Ferber writes that the 

ideal human behavior is to conform to the 

cultural norms surrounding them. Noncon-

formists face exclusion, are alienated from 

society, and are not given equal privileg-

es.36 It is actually Western society that is 

disciplining or policing Muslim women, for 

rebelling against society’s cultural norms.

34 Ruwan Rujouleh, “Burkini Bans: Why France is Giving 
Iran a Run for its Money,” CNN, August 25, 2016, accessed 
September 1, 2016, http://www.cnn.com/2016/08/25/opin-
ions/burkini-ban-france-theocracy/. 
35 Blakeman, “The Muslim Veil in America: A Symbol of Op-
pression or Empowerment?,” 23-24. 
36 Abby L Ferber, “Keeping Sex in Bounds: Sexuality and 
the (De) Construction of Race and Gender,” 94.

The way Muslim women dress is an 

extremely contentious issue in the West. 

Their choice to cover up certain parts of 

their body has made them the subject of 

animosity, pity, bewilderment, and even 

political campaigns. White feminism pro-

vides another layer of ethnocentricity that 

perpetuates the West’s view of Muslim 

women as oppressed and in need of sav-

ing. These white feminist scholars fail to ac-

knowledge the thousands of Muslim wom-

en who proudly proclaim their free choice 

of wearing the hijab or niqab, and instead 

produce their own uninformed conclu-

sions based on preconceived notions. An 

intersectional approach is the key to cre-

ating a more inclusive and knowledgeable 

feminist movement for all female minori-

ties, who have been stereotyped and dis-

advantaged by white feminism.
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Cultures and Counterpublics 
Equality Strategies in the LGBT+ Rights Movement

By: Emily Brauen

Western societies generally like to 

think of institutional inequality as a thing 

of the past. While much work has certainly 

been done to eliminate such inequalities, 

the denial of the work that still needs to 

be done hinders this process. Speaking 

of LGBT+ rights specifically, the focus on 

same-sex marriage rights as key to “equal-

ity” serves only to distort the actual needs 

of the community. Historically, early con-

ceptions of LGBT+ rights arguments were 

made with a formal-equality approach out 

of necessity. Since then, however, many 

queer theorists have come to identify the 

harmful side of this approach: assimila-

tion to a heterosexual hegemony. So whilst 

mainstream LGBT+ activism continues 

with its assimilative rhetoric and over-

whelming focus on same-sex marriage 

rights, more radical activists argue that 

this tactic privileges certain narratives 

over others, thereby erasing serious prob-

lems within the community. In response to 

this, they emphasize the need to preserve 

the queer counterculture in an effort to dis-

mantle heterosexism and, in a specifically 

Canadian context, to properly address dis-

criminatory laws and policies.

Prior to the current Pride movement, 

there was less focus on heterosexism as 

a concept within LGBT+ activism – for 

the most part, activists were fighting just 

for the right to not be victims of violence. 

Through the 19th and 20th century, “homo-

sexuality” shifted from a religious wrong to 

a medical one, though it continued to be 

criminalized during most of the 20th cen-

tury as well.1 While official laws banning 

same-sex sexual activity were largely out 

of commission,2 the LGBT+ identity contin-

ued to be criminalized, resulting in violent 

police raids of known LGBT+ “hotspots” 

all over North America.3 Within this con-

1 Douglas Sanders, “Out at the UN,” ILGA (2010): accessed 
January 30, 2015, http://ilga.org/out-at-the-un/.
2 Ibid., para 12.
3 Ibid., para 20.
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text, it makes sense that a formal equality 

approach would be best suited for human 

rights complaints. After all, formal equality 

stresses that everyone be treated equally 

regardless of identity or circumstance, and 

heterosexuals were not the ones having 

their communities raided or their sexu-

alities treated as a mental disorder. This 

same formal equality rhetoric – “we’re just 

like you!” – has since been used to ensure 

that same-sex marriages are recognized 

under the law.

The issue with this strategy as it is 

currently used, however, is that within the 

mainstream movement it largely stands 

alone. A clear substantive equality ap-

proach, characterized by its recognition 

of built-in inequality and its attempts to 

treat groups differently to properly level 

the playing field, lacks within this form of 

activism. As a result, many people, LGBT+ 

and cisgender/heterosexual alike, are sim-

ply not aware of the more urgent problems 

within the community. The main issue with 

formal equality rhetoric and its popular-

ity is that it emphasizes assimilation as 

the proper way to gain rights; “we’re just 

like you” only works when one is willing to 

be measured up against current notions 

of “proper” relationships and sexuality. 

Berlant and Warner discuss the dangers 

in this approach, arguing that it is impor-

tant to recognize both the pervasiveness 

of heterosexual hegemony (that is, the 

assumption of heterosexuality), and how 

queer culture has developed counter to 

that.4 Most significantly, they discuss how 

“intimacy is … publicly mediated”5 – het-

erosexuality is privileged in its relegation 

to the private realm, whereas queer sex-

ualities, and therefore communities, are 

forcibly made public and politicized. As the 

sexualities then developed under different 

circumstances, creating different tradi-

tions and norms, it is problematic to argue 

that assimilation to the dominant hetero-

sexual narrative is the proper way to avoid 

violence and discrimination. The pressure 

to assimilate compresses all LGBT+ com-

munities into one homogenous group and 

regards all their needs as identical.6 War-

ner discusses how this false homogeneity 

actively harms queer theory as a practice.7 

4 Lauren Berlant and Michael Warner, “Sex in Public,” Critical 
Inquiry 24, no. 2 (1998).
5 Berlant and Warner, “Sex in Public,” 553.
6 Michael Warner, “Fear of a Queer Planet,” Social Text 29 
(1991).
7 Warner, “Fear of a Queer Planet,” 15-6.
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In fact, this idea privileges certain narra-

tives within the queer community as well, 

as Berlant and Warner point out: 

Respectable gays like to think that 

they owe nothing to the sexual 

subculture they think of as sleazy. 

But their success, their way of liv-

ing, their political rights, and their 

very identities would never have 

been possible but for the exis-

tence of the public sexual culture 

they now despise.8

It is important to point out that this 

disgust is entirely artificial; it has every-

thing to do with the domination of het-

erosexual norms over LGBT+ identities, 

and the “respectable gays” ability to use 

their otherwise-privileged status to dis-

tance themselves from such influences.9 

While Berlant and Warner never explicitly 

state this, these “respectable” gays are the 

same ones seen in many corporate ad-

vertisements and television dramas: they 

are upper-middle-class, white, cisgender, 

able-bodied, male, and but for their sexual 

orientation, they would be “normal”. They 

8 Berlant & Warner, “Sex in Public,” 563.
9 Warner, “Fear of a Queer Planet, 4.

are the identities most palatable to the het-

erosexual hegemony; therefore they are 

set as the standard for the “good” gay.

Kristin L. Walker describes same-sex 

marriage rights activism as seeking “entry 

into the system,” arguing that entry “does 

not challenge the status quo or consider 

broader questions of justice and ordering 

of society”.10 She also discusses the “but-

for” model mentioned above, noting that 

those who are fighting for marriage and di-

vorce rights are the ones able to conform 

to a very specific and normative relation-

ship model in the first place.11 More than 

just willingness to conform, the strategy 

also fails to take into account other inter-

sections of oppression – gender identity, 

economic stability, or physical ability – that 

may result in marriage being a disadvanta-

geous option for a couple, but also means 

that their relationship will be considered 

less committed by comparison. Overall, 

much like Berlant and Warner, Walker sees 

the current focus of LGBT+ equality rights 

as incomplete.

10   Kristen L. Walker, “United Nations Human Rights 
Law and Same-Sex Relationships: Where to from Here?” Legal 
Recognition of Same-Sex Partnerships: A Study of National, 
European and International Law (2001): 748.
11 Ibid., 748.
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In place of this, both articles argue 

for the preservation of a “queer counter-

public”,12 although Walker’s strategies are 

more concrete, while Berlant and Warner’s 

are more theoretical. Overall, these three 

authors posit that, given LGBT+ sexuali-

ties’ history of stigma and politicization, it 

is difficult to ignore how such sexualities 

might develop a different culture from the 

norm. Berlant and Warner use the term 

“queer counter-public” to place an empha-

sis on its relationship to the heavily politi-

cized public sphere, describing it as an “in-

definitely accessible world conscious of its 

subordinate relation.”13 They in turn argue 

that this culture must be sustained – so 

as not to merely open the doors to private 

heterosexual institutions such as marriage, 

but to destigmatize more public forms of 

sexuality as well.14 Walker, speaking in more 

practical terms, discusses how one can op-

erate within pre-existing UN rights mech-

anisms to advance this more widespread 

justice.15 Across all of the aforementioned 

articles, it is important to note that the key 

12 Berlant & Warner, “Sex in Public,” 558.
13 Ibid., 558.
14 Ibid., 562.
15 Walker, United Nations Human Rights Law and Same-Sex 
Relationships,” 751-6.

distinction from the formal-equality strate-

gies mentioned prior is the recognition and 

celebration of difference.

Part of recognizing the different cir-

cumstances of LGBT+ communities is rec-

ognizing the different ways in which those 

communities are put at a disadvantage 

due to erasure. As alluded to above, these 

issues can manifest in the form of tremen-

dous physical and emotional danger for 

LGBT+ youth; as it stands these dangers 

are largely being ignored. Furthermore, 

these disadvantages are often ingrained 

in problematic legal structures and health 

policies, making them more difficult to re-

solve than by simply shoehorning “and 

sexual and gender minorities” into the 

legislature. While the above sections have 

discussed LGBT+ politics within North 

America more broadly, the following sec-

tion will focus more specifically on Cana-

dian policies.

In particular, more work needs to be 

done to recognize the specific health needs 

of Canadian LGBT+ youth. It is argued that 

current health policy in Canada spends too 

much time tying health outcomes to spe-
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cific behaviours.16 Essentially, the health 

system ignores the social determinants of 

health (SDH) that are out of one’s immedi-

ate control by framing health as an individ-

ual responsibility.17 From the perspectives 

of health policy and social work, it is ar-

gued that an SDH strategy would not fully 

capture the extent to which LGBT+ youth 

are at a disadvantage.18 As it stands, pub-

lic health policy with regards to the LGBT+ 

community overwhelmingly concerns HIV/

AIDS initiatives,19 which, while certainly not 

unnecessary, overshadow the other needs 

of the community: namely, ways to address 

the higher rates of abuse, depression, sui-

cidal ideation, homelessness, eating disor-

ders, truancy, and substance abuse among 

LGBT+ youth.20 While programs do exist to 

address these problems individually, the 

issue stems from the lack of recognition of 

the context in which these problems mani-

fest in LGBT+ communities. In addition, 

16 Mulé et al., “Promoting LGBT Health and Wellbeing Through 
Inclusive Policy Development,” International Journal for Equity 
in Health 8, no. 19 (2009)
17 Mulé et al., “Promoting LGBT Health and Wellbeing Through 
Inclusive Policy Development,” 2.
18 Thomas Ylioja and Shelley L. Craig, “Exclusionary Health 
Policy: Responding to the Risk of Poor Health Among Sexual 
Minority Youth in Canada,” Social Work in Public Health 29, 
no.1 (2013): 85.
19 Mulé et al., “Promoting LGBT Health and Wellbeing Through 
Inclusive Policy Development,” 3.
20 Ylioja & Craig, “Exclusionary Health Policy,” 82.

more needs to be done to ameliorate the 

unequal distribution of risk within the com-

munities, which typically leaves bi- and 

pansexual, asexual, trans, and non-binary 

individuals at a loss. To bring it back to the 

admittedly rather simplistic theme, it is a 

matter of properly recognizing difference 

and accounting for it to create substantive 

equality. Moreover, Ylioja and Craig discuss 

that a solution requires more complexity in 

addressing the health problems caused by 

inequality; the medical institution must it-

self inquire into and address how it repro-

duces those very inequalities.21

Institutional inequalities must be ad-

dressed elsewhere as well, as John Fisher 

discusses in his keynote address to McGill 

University.22 Speaking of the issue of same-

sex marriage as rather simple in a legal 

sense, he focuses instead on more com-

plex problems with the law.23 Using the fa-

mous case of the Little Sisters bookstore in 

Vancouver – wherein obscenity laws were 

unequally applied to their LGBT+ materi-

als and consistently stopped/delayed at 

21 Ibid., 85.
22 John Fischer, “Outlaws or In-Laws? Successes and Chal-
lenges in the Struggle for LGBT Equality,” McGill Law Journal 
49, no. 4 (2004)
23 Ibid., 1193.
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the border – Fisher drove the point home 

that neutrality in the written word of a law 

does not mean that it will be applied equal-

ly.24 Moreover, merely interpreting the Little 

Sisters case and others like it as an abuse of 

an otherwise-equal law refuses to address 

the root of the problem. In this particular 

instance, it was argued that the Butler test 

(made for discerning obscenity in materi-

als entering Canada) was problematic: 

because it was made in the con-

text of heterosexual non-textual 

materials, and that gay and les-

bian sexual imagery and text is 

qualitatively different from het-

erosexual sexually explicit mate-

rials because of the different role 

it plays in relation to gay and les-

bian identity, dignity, self-worth, 

community formation, health, and 

education.25 

This particular passage is significant 

in that it harkens back to the queer coun-

ter-publics discussed by Berlant and War-

ner, demonstrating how this concept may 

be applied in a legal setting.

24 Ibid., 1194.
25 Ibid., 1197.

A quick look at the Canadian context 

shows that much work still needs to be 

done to ensure the health and livelihood of 

its LGBT+ communities. As many theorists 

have argued, this will require a departure 

from the strategies used to secure same-

sex marriage rights – that is, approaches of 

formal equality – and a deeper investiga-

tion into the way inequality is bred within 

these contexts. While it is easy to look at 

same-sex marriage laws in Canada and 

declare that equality has been attained, 

this does no credit to the LGBT+ popula-

tion and to the uniqueness of its traditions 

and norms. Only once we address the ac-

tual root of the problem can we even begin 

to describe the country as the pinnacle of 

equality that it claims to be.



6 4  | N S P I R G  -  W r i t i n g  i n  t h e  M A R G I N S

Bibliography
Berlant, Lauren, and Michael Warner. “Sex in Public.” Critical Inquiry 24, no. 2 (1998): 

547-66.

Fisher, John. “Outlaws or In-laws? : Successes and Challenges in the Struggle for LGBT 
Equality.” McGill Law Journal 49, no. 4 (2004): 1183-208. Accessed January 30, 
2015. http://web.a.ebscohost.com/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?sid=5ea83e5a-
1eff-48a3-b08d-87265f532efe@sessionmgr4005&vid=1&hid=4101.

Mulé, Nick J., Lori E. Ross, Barry Deeprose, Beth E. Jackson, Andrea Daley, Anna 
Travers, and Dick Moore. “Promoting LGBT Health and Wellbeing through In-
clusive Policy Development.” International Journal for Equity in Health 8, no. 18 
(2009). Accessed January 30, 2015. http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/
PMC2698868/.

Sanders, Douglas. “Out at the UN.” ILGA. February 13, 2010. Accessed January 30, 
2015. http://ilga.org/out-at-the-un/.

Walker, Kristen L. “United Nations Human Rights Law and Same-Sex Relationships: 
Where to from Here?” In Legal Recognition of Same-sex Partnerships: A Study of 
National, European and International Law, 743-757. Hart Publishing, 2001.

Warner, Michael. “Fear of a Queer Planet.” Social Text 29 (1991): 3-17.

Ylioja, Thomas, and Shelley L. Craig. “Exclusionary Health Policy: Responding to the 
Risk of Poor Health among Sexual Minority Youth in Canada.” Social Work in Pub-
lic Health 29, no. 1 (2013): 81-86. Accessed January 30, 2015. http://www.tandfon-
line.com/doi/abs/10.1080/19371918.2011.619936#.VMvoWSvF8mQ.

Author Biography
Emily Brauen holds a degree in Gender and Women’s Studies and Health Studies stu-
dent from Dalhousie University. Her interest in public health and experience as a bisexu-
al woman has led her to a particular research interest in making sexual and reproductive 
health resources more accessible to LGBT+ youth and in education against STI stigma.



N S P I R G  -  W r i t i n g  i n  t h e  M A R G I N S |  6 5

Mama, Can I 
By: Joanna Brenchley

Mama, can I march today?
Free us from the bond of tyranny

With love for my brothers and sisters
For my education alone won’t set me free.

“Your grandmother was in chains,” she said,
“You should know your place”.1

Mama, I must march today,
“The life I’ve made for you, you disgrace.”

Something changed in me that summer,2

Hungry for something I didn’t yet understand.
My heart filled with hope and song

My body, the line in the sand.
Naïve, I listened to big ideas,

They reverberated to my core.
Where I ended and the struggle began

Existed no more.

Though Mama told me not to,
I yearned to join the fight.

They made history while I studied it,
I knew darkness, they were light.
What good was it to learn about
A world where I did not belong

“Ain’t gonna let nobody turn me around,”3

My heart had found its song.

1 Janie Culbreth Rambreau.
2 Joann Christian Mants.
3 “Ain’t Gonna Let Nobody Turn Me Around”, Sweet Honey in the Rock. Famous song throughout the Civil Rights Movement.
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We shed blood by day, laughter by night,
And before dawn, there were tears.4

They’d load us into police vans,
But arrest did nothing but free my fears.5

We sisters embodied strength
And strength was met with isolation.

They’d hoped brutality and loneliness would quell
Our zeal for freedom from indoctrination.

And while we sing, “This Little Light of Mine,”
The fire is ours to share.

I am each Ella, Diane, Ruby and Joann, 
Sisters in struggle, song and prayer.

Their stories are the Movement, 
The nurturers of equality.

It is they that keep us moving onward,
It is they who set me free.

Mama, can I march today?
The Freedom Riders are in town.

The world is finally changing, Mama,
Can you hear that sound?

I’ve wanted to fight for justice
Since those images I saw at nine.

Mama, can I march today?
“Yeah, Sugar. Lead the line.” 

4 Jim Benston Strider “Arkansas.”
5 Joann Christian Mants.
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“Mama, Can I,” is the story of young 
women being called to join the Civil 
Rights Movement in the Southern United 
States in the 1960s, specifically through 
the Student Non-Violent Coordinating 
Committee (SNCC). Inspired by the sto-
ries of Diane Nash, Janie Culbreth Ram-
brea, Joann Christian Mants and Gwen-
dolyn Zoharah Simmon’s, as well as the 
values of Ella Baker, it highlights the es-
sence of being young in a turbulent and 
exciting time of history. Each woman in 
SNCC had a unique personal experience, 
and together they created a force un-
matched by any other group in the Move-
ment. The poem uses several references 
to famous freedom songs, emphasizing 
the power of music to unite a people, as 
well as its profound importance to these 
women. 

In the fourth stanza, the poem dis-
cusses strength being met with isola-
tion. This line refers to a common theme 
among many powerful women’s stories, 
where particularly defiant players would 
be isolated in prison, with hopes of break-
ing their spirit. Both Diane Nash and 
Joann Christian Mants discussed this in 
Holsaert et al.,’s, “Hands on the Freedom 
Plow: Personal Accounts by Women in 

SNCC.”6 

The poem concludes with a young 
woman asking her mother if she can par-
ticipate in the day’s march. The meaning 
of this is two-fold. First, the simple lan-
guage and the very fact that she is asking 
for permission aims to show the youthful-
ness of those fighting for their rights. No 
individual should have to experience the 
oppression and brutality of a segregated 
nation, let alone a child. The realization 
that deep racism is all this child knows, 
and yet she is willing to put her life on 
the line for a better one is both stark and 
powerful. This stanza was initially written 
at the beginning of the poem to show this 
child’s optimism and energy. It was moved 
to the end of the poem, after the stanza 
about the stories of the Movement, to 
evoke the feeling that this young woman 
carries the story of her mother and that of 
her ancestors with her, especially in the 
darkest of times. 

Consistent with the literature, this 
poem aims to highlight that women’s 
experiences in the Civil Rights Movement 
were different than men’s experiences. 
Black women not only fought racial op-
pression, but gender and class oppression 

6 Faith S. Holsaert, Hands on the freedom plow: personal ac-
counts of women in SNCC (USA: The University of Illinois 
Press, 2010).
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as well, each of these factors compound-
ing on one another. Many experienced 
sexualized violence and brutality at the 
hands of white men. Many women felt 
that sexism was rampant within the Move-
ment organizations as well, including 
SNCC.7 This materialized in several ways 
such as role distribution, leadership, and 

7 Bernice McNaire Barrnett, “Invisible Southern Black Women 
Leaders in the Civil Rights Movement: The Triple Constraints of 
Gender, Race, and Class,” Gender and Society 7, no. 2 (1993): 
162-82, http://www.jstor.org/stable/189576.

harassment. Powerful stories, such as that 
of Ella Baker, were shared among women 
and often united them further in struggle. 
The line in the fifth stanza, “It is they who 
set me free,” refers to this support and 
union of women within the Movement.
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It has been almost 70 years since 
Japanese women voted for the first time 
in 1947. In this short period of time, Japan 
has rapidly developed in many different 
facets. Yet, while Japan boasts the fourth-
largest economy worldwide, and leads in 
the automotive industry, and electronics 
and steel production1, its democratic sys-
tem lags behind many liberal democratic 
nations. Since 1947, Japanese women have 
struggled in elections, causing low levels 
of female representation in parliament. 
While Japan is used as a poster child for 
post-WWII democratic success, its politi-
cal system is unrepresentative of women, 
who face substantial socio-cultural and 
political obstacles. This essay will first pro-
vide a historical framework and outline the 
current political state of Japan, explore ma-
jor obstacles that Japanese women face, 
and propose measures that could increase 
political equality and representation for 
women.

 Although Japanese women were only 

1 “The World Factbook: Japan,” Central Intelligence Agency, 
July 29, 2016, accessed August 10, 2016, https://www.cia.
gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ja.html.

granted the right to vote in 1947, women 
have been advocating for increased rights 
in all faculties since the Meiji Era. In this 
period, the emperor was both the head of 
government and state, and although there 
was a parliament, women had no political 
rights.2 With the beginning of the Japanese 
enlightenment in the 1870’s calls for wom-
en’s rights started to take shape in the form 
of small public groups.3 For example, the 
Meiji Six Society brought attention to sex-
ist practice of concubines and challenged 
patriarchal cultural structures.4 Ultimately, 
these Enlightenment-era movements did 
not call for suffrage, and even messages 
for increased political equality were under-
lined by sexist attitudes that women should 
stay in the home—strong sentiments which 
eventually lead to the failure of the Meiji 
Six.5 As was the case in Europe, the Wom-
en’s Christian Temperance Union played 
a prominent role in fighting for women’s 
rights. Unlike its European counterpart, 

2 Ryoko Kurihara. “The Japanese Woman Suffrage Move-
ment.” Feminist Issues (1991): 81
3 Ibid. 82.
4 Ibid.
5 Ibid.

Underrepresented
 Why the Japanese Democracy is Failing its Women

By: Miary Elizabeth Yamamoto
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the group only requested that women be 
allowed to observe Diet sessions, hardly 
a call for equality.6 Women’s rights gained 
substantial traction with the rise of social-
ism and proletariat movements that reject-
ed the Japanese patriarchy and objected 
to the subjugation of women.7 The period 
was also characterised by powerful femi-
nists like Hiratsuka Raicho, known for her 
trademark “In the beginning, woman was 
the sun.”8 The Women’s Suffrage League, 
founded in the 1920s, continued to call for 
equality throughout WWII, but was chal-
lenged by the regime as Japan descended 
into a nationalistic frenzy.9 As the war con-
tinued, the imperialist government doubled 
down on family values and “national moth-
erhood”; the message that women should 
remain at home.10 By the end of the war, 
even the League’s own communications 
were tainted with nationalism and sexism.11 

Finally, in 1945, women were granted 
suffrage during the American occupation 
and subsequent government overhaul.12 
During Japan’s first postwar election in 
1946, 67% of eligible Japanese women ex-

6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid., 96.
8 Ibid.
9 Ibid.
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Kelly Christensen, “Women’s Suffrage in Japan in the 
20th Century,” Women Suffrage and Beyond: Confronting 
the Democratic Deficit, January 5, 2012, accessed March 
16, 2016. http://womensuffrage.org/?p=. 389

ercised their right to vote for the first time 
in history, electing 39 women to the House 
of Representatives, constituting 8.4% of 
the total seats.13 Now, almost 70 years lat-
er, Japan is renowned for its technological 
innovations and is recognised as a world 
power14; the country even enjoys political 
power in many international organizations. 
Yet, one factor that has not improved is 
women’s representation. Since 1946, the 
percentage of women Members of Parlia-
ment (MPs) in the House had not increased 
until the June 2015 elections when women 
consisted 9.5% of MPs elected.15 Accord-
ing to the Inter-Parliamentary Union, Japan 
ranks 156 out of 186 countries worldwide for 
female representation in parliament.16 Fur-
thermore, most of the countries that follow 
Japan on the list are monarchies, new de-
mocracies, or “illiberal democracies”. Ob-
serving history and data, it can be argued 
that prominent socio-cultural and political 
barriers have made Japan lag behind other 
liberal democracies in advancing women’s 
political participation and achieving equal 
representation. 

13 Mackie, Vera. Feminism in Modern Japan: Citizenship, 
Embodiment and Sexuality. (Cambridge: University of 
Cambridge, 2003): 124. 
14 “The World Factbook: Japan,” Central Intelligence 
Agency,
15 Inter-Parliamentary Union. “Women in National Parlia-
ments.” Last modified February 1, 2016. 
Accessed March 16, 2016. http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/clas-
sif.htm
16 Ibid.
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 In discussing Japanese female politi-
cal participation, the biggest barriers to full 
equality are socio-cultural factors that are 
deeply engrained into the Japanese way of 
life. Firstly, Japanese woman face immense 
societal and familial pressure to fulfill a do-
mestic role, by marrying, having children, 
and becoming a housewife. When a wom-
an chooses a career in electoral politics, 
she often faces opposition from her fam-
ily, who wish for her to stay home and take 
care of the children.17 Japanese men do not 
face the same problem, as it would be ex-
pected that their wives fully support them 
in all capacities, in addition to running the 
household. A double standard is apparent 
here, as the idea of a man staying at home 
while his wife pursues a political career is 
practically unheard of, and a woman could 
face harsh criticism for pursuing her own 
career goals instead of playing her “prop-
er” domestic role of child-rearing. 

The double standard is further seen 
in the fact that women with children who 
run for office often must garner the support 
of their children, spouses, and extended 
family.18 Not only is this an additional barrier 
for women, it further reveals the sexist 
social climate of Japan. An adult woman 

17 Catherine Bochel et al. “Against the System? Women in 
Elected Local Government in Japan.” Local Government 
Studies 29 (2008): 19-31.
18 Ibid. 

must seek permission from her children to 
run for office, theoretically placing children 
above women, and mothers, in the societal 
hierarchy. This hierarchy perpetuates 
the notion that women are expected to 
sacrifice their needs for their children’s, but 
husbands are not expected to reciprocate. 
The lack of spousal support was quantified 
in a 2003 study that found 50% of husbands 
interviewed opposed their wife’s decision 
to run in an election.19 In politics, it is vital 
to have familial, especially spousal, support 
during the gruelling election process. 
Fighting one’s political opponent, as well 
as one’s spouse, would make the process 
intensely challenging both emotionally and 
physically. Furthermore, even if a woman 
manages to achieve familial support and 
win an election, she still is consigned to 
sexist demands. This is exemplified by 
the expectation for working mothers to 
still “play a day-to-day management role 
at home.”20 Although this primarily affects 
women who wish to run for office, these 
familial obligations can also prevent a 
woman from attending political rallies or 
participating in a campaign. Thus, undue 
psychological and societal burdens are 

19 Funabashi, Kuniko. “The History and Future of Women’s 
Participation in Politics in Japan,” Women’s Asia 21 no.13. 
(2004): 31.
20 Nakano, Yuko. Among Equals? Women in Japanese Poli-
tics. Washington, DC: Center for Strategic and International 
Studies, 2013. Accessed March 18, 2016.



N S P I R G  -  W r i t i n g  i n  t h e  M A R G I N S |  7 3

placed on Japanese woman making 
political participation nearly impossible, 
leading to poor political representation of 
women. 

 It can be argued that sexist double 
standards and familial pressures stem 
from an even larger issue; over decades, 
Japanese women have internalised sexist 
standards. Scholars argue that Japanese 
women have been socialised to accept that 
women should stay at home, while men 
work.21 A study conducted in 1982 showed 
that 71% of women supported the notion 
that women should stay at home; ten years 
later, the number decreased to 56%.22 Al-
though some may see these numbers as 
a positive sign, it reveals the difficulty of 
undoing decades of socialization. If wom-
en see themselves exclusively as home-
makers, it requires that every woman who 
wishes to run for office be an incredibly 
brave and psychologically tough individ-
ual. Although the same might be said for 
men who run for office, overcoming a soci-
etally engrained, gendered, socio-cultural 
barrier is difficult, and further increases 
the challenges that Japanese women must 
overcome in order to run for office. 

In addition to socialization and famil-

21Iwanaga, Kazuki. Women’s Political Participation and Repre-
sentation in Asia: Obstacles and Challenges (Copenhagen: 
NIAS Press, 2008): 122
22 Ibid. 121

ial pressure, the Japanese political system 
and institutions actively exclude women. 
One of the primary barriers facing women 
is the electoral system. Since its incep-
tion in 1947, the Liberal Democratic Party 
(LDP) has predominately stayed in power 
with very few exceptions.23 The problem 
this poses for women becomes obvious 
when observing the proportion of women 
in Japanese political parties.24 From 1987 
to 1999, the number of female LDP MPs 
declined from 3% to 1.4%, while the Japan 
Communist Party and MPs identifying as 
Independent ranged between 10% to 40% 
women.25 The data can be interpreted to 
show that socialist and other non-majori-
ty parties garner more female support, as 
they are not as conservative or traditional 
as the LDP. Furthermore, political science 
scholar Catherine Bochel argues that if the 
majority party (the LDP) does not put forth 
any women, the number of female MPs 
will suffer as a result.26 Thus, Japan’s sin-
gle-party politics inadvertently withholds 
women from positions of power and de-
creases their representation. 

The denial of women’s representation 
is exacerbated by the Japanese electoral 

23 Encyclopedia of Public Administration and Public Policy, 
ed. Emery Roe (New York: Taylor & Francis, 2003), 374.
24 Catherine Bochel et al. “Against the System? Women in 
Elected Local Government in Japan,” 25
25 Ibid. 
26 Ibid., 27. 
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system, which creates further barriers 
to political participation and a path to 
parliament. Welch and Studlar’s research 
shows that a proportional electoral system 
is more agreeable to female representation 
because political parties are more likely 
to support female candidates, as they 
are not limited to backing one single 
candidate.27 Thus parties can justify 
using their resources to support a female. 
Furthermore, while Japan does have a 
proportional representation system, it is not 
representative enough; local constituencies 
are extremely small and have few seats 
available.28 This is exacerbated by cultural 
factors; Welsh and Studbar’s research 
reveals that tradition and culture heavily tie 
into the electoral system, as “fewer women 
run in SMD (Single Member Districts) than 
MMD (Multi-Member Districts) in […] more 
traditional cultures.”29 Japan’s masculine 
political culture prevents Japanese women 
from experiencing the liberating benefits of 
female representation in political office of 
a government with a proportional electoral 
system —benefits that include heightened 

27 Susan Welch and Donley T. Studlar. “Multi-Member Dis-
tricts and the Representation of 
Women: Evidence from Britain and the United States,” The 
Journal of Politics 52, no. 2 (1990): 408, accessed February 
4, 2016
28 Catherine Bochel et al. “Against the System? Women in 
Elected Local Government in Japan,” 27
29 Susan Welch and Donley T. Studlar. “Multi-Member 
Districts,” 406.

interest in politics and increased political 
participation30 Furthermore, studies show 
that a system must be both proportional 
and have large constituencies to allow 
minority candidates, like women, to be 
elected.31 Due to the limiting electoral 
system, women are less likely to be elected. 
Not only are they fighting against social-
cultural norms, the very electoral system 
they hope to participate in decreases their 
chances of winning an election. 

The challenges do not stop at the 
electoral system; Japan is defined by a 
“masculine political culture”.32 Political po-
sitions are often inherited from one male 
to another, 33 which excludes women from 
being able to capitalise on an incumbent 
stepping down after a long political career. 
The system of property—or in this case, 
an electoral seat—being passed to a man 
from one generation to another is not new. 
In fact, the process is reminiscent of feu-
dalism, a system in which women enjoyed 
absolutely no political rights. Thus, modern 
Japanese women are left to fight against 
a political system ingrained with age-old 
sexist ideals that were designed to exclude 
women. Struggling against both a crooked 

30 Angela High-Pippert and John Comer, “Female Empow-
erment,” Women & Politics 19, no. 4 (1998): , doi:10.1300/
j014v19n04_03.
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid. 28. 
33 Ibid. 
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political system and a masculine political 
culture, women who wish to run for office 
face many barriers to representation. 

If democracy is supposed to be rep-
resentative of its people, Japanese democ-
racy is clearly failing. However, the lack of 
women in parliament has not gone unno-
ticed by the government. In 2006 the parlia-
ment voted on the “Expansion of Women’s 
Participation in Policy and Decision-mak-
ing Processes in All Fields in Society,” 
with a goal to have 30% of the National 
Diet consist of women MPs.34 Although 
this policy is progressive—the world aver-
age for female MPs is around 20%— one 
could argue that it is highly unrealistic and 
not aggressive enough to tackle the prob-
lem itself. Currently only 9.5% of the lower 
house consists of women.35 That amounts 
to a dismal 1.1% increase since 1947, which 
is less than .01% growth per year. Simply 
put, this goal seems impossible, unless 
the Japanese male population is suddenly 
and drastically reduced. The bill also cites 
“positive action”, as a process to expand 
women’s participation,36 which is an unre-

34 Japan, Gender Equality Bureau Cabinet Office, Expan-
sion of Women’s Participation in Policy and Decision making 
Processes in All Fields in Society. [Tokyo], 2006, http://www.
gender.go.jp/english_contents/mge/process/index.html
35 Inter-Parliamentary Union. “Women in National Parlia-
ments.”
36 Japan, Gender Equality Bureau Cabinet Office, Expan-
sion of Women’s Participation in Policy and Decision making 
Processes in All Fields in Society

alistic method considering the deeply en-
grained cultural expectations for women.

 Instead of an empty bill, one could 
argue that Japan needs a more aggressive 
way of integrating women into its politics, 
in the form of a quota system. This idea is 
not foreign to liberal democracies; coun-
tries such as France and India have im-
plemented different quota systems with 
varying degrees of success. The proposed 
Japanese quota system would require 
each political party to run a set percentage 
of female candidates—for example, Japan’s 
goal number of 30%— forcing the lagging 
system to progress. This would address 
many of the barriers discusses in this es-
say. Firstly, it would force political parties 
to rally new female candidates to meet the 
quota, and in doing so, help break socio-
cultural barriers about where women “be-
long” by increasing their presence in the 
public sphere. It would also help disrupt 
the cycle of a seat being passed from one 
man to another, and thereby ease women 
into the political system in future years. 

 It may be argued that existing 
cultural forces would be too influential and 
overpower the quota system, leading to 
small or insignificant changes. Although 
this may be true, even small increases 
in the number of female MPs could 
help to break down the sexist system. 
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Furthermore, although there may not be 
immediate double-digit growth, there 
would be minimal increases to the number 
of women in parliament, which would then 
be reinforced by the quota system. Since 
the growth rate for women MPs has been a 
mere 1.1% over the past 70 years, it would be 
backwards to disregard a quota system on 
the basis that the number of elected women 
would not rapidly increase. Although Japan 
has completed the important first step 
of recognising a democratic deficit, it is 
imperative that Japan take action to ensure 
their government reflects the body politic. 

In recent years, Prime Minster Shinzo 
Abe’s “Womenomics” program has gar-
nered worldwide media attention with its 
goals of increasing women in the work-
force, so “all women can shine.”37 Aiming to 
boost Japan’s stagnant GDP, the program 
concentrates on the fiscal benefits of wom-
en as economically productive members of 
society.38  While the program indicates that 
the male-dominated government of Ja-
pan understands that working women are 
important in changing Japan’s economic 
climate, Abe’s “Womenomics” lacks both 

37 Helen Macnaughtan, “Is Abe’s Womenomics Working?,” 
In East Asia Forum [Online], 2015, p.1. 
38 Kathy Matsui, “‘Womenomics’ Continues as a Work in 
Progress,” The Japan Times, May 26, 2016, , http://www.
japantimes.co.jp/news/2016/05/25/business/economy-
business/womenomics-continues-work-progress/#.
V6tvTSgrLIU.

the initiative and aggressiveness to target 
the deeply engrained socio-cultural prob-
lems that face Japanese women.39 The pro-
gram—which has been accused of being 
“neoliberal cooptation of feminism”,40—has 
also been criticized for attempting to fix Ja-
pan’s economy without fixing the problems 
Japanese women face.41 Thus, Abe, who 
once “declared gender equality a threat 
to Japanese culture and family values,”42 
and his program do not serve as promising 
evidence that the Japanese government is 
making an effort to aid women in their full 
integration into the economic and political 
spheres. 

It is therefore argued that Japan, a 
technologically advanced world power, 
is a liberal democracy that is not fulfilling 
the basic principle of representation. Due 
to substantial socio-cultural and political 
barriers, Japanese women are vastly un-
derrepresented in the National Diet and 
in the political landscape. An aggressive 
quota system that would force the Japa-
nese political machine to move towards a 
more progressive and representative path 
has been suggested. Although Japanese 

39 Ibid. 
40 Chelsea Szendi Schieder, “Womenomics vs. Women: 
Neoliberal Cooptation of Feminism in Japan,” Meiji Jour-
nal of Political Science and Economics 3 (2014): , accessed 
August 10, 2016, p.55.
41 Ibid., 54. 
42 Ibid., 55. 
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women have been limited in many ways, 
the 2000 year Japanese history is home 
to many intelligent—and oppressed—
women who were not allowed to partici-
pate in government. It would be foolish to 
continue deny Japanese women, and the 

Japanese population as a whole, the ben-
efit and right to have a parliament that rep-
resents its people accurately in the name 
of outdated, unrepresentative cultural and 
political standards. 
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Glossary of Terms
Agency: the capacity, condition, or state of acting or of exerting power.

Asexual: devoid of sexuality.

Assimilation: the state of being assimilated [a) to cause (a person or group) to be-
come part of a different society, country, etc., b) to adopt the ways of another culture: 
to fully become part of a different society, country, etc.]. 

Bisexual: sexually attracted to both men and women. 

Cis-gender: of, relating to, or being a person whose gender identity corresponds with 
the sex the person had or was identified as having at birth.

Colonization: an act or instance of colonizing (to take control of (an area) and send 
people to live there). 

Counter-public: explicitly articulated alternatives to wider publics that exclude the 
interests of potential participants. 

Counterculture: a culture with values and mores that run counter to those of estab-
lished society.

Ethnocentrism: having or based on the idea that your own group or culture is better 
or more important than others.

Feminism: the belief that men and women should have equal rights and opportunities.

Gender: socially constructed characteristics of women and men – such as norms, 
roles and relationships of and between groups of women and men. 

Hegemony: the social, cultural, ideological, or economic influence exerted by a domi-
nant group.

Heteronormative: of, relating to, or based on the attitude that heterosexuality is the 
only normal and natural expression of sexuality. 

Internalize: to incorporate (as values or patterns of culture) within the self as con-
scious or subconscious guiding principles through learning or socialization. 

Interpersonal violence: violence between individuals.
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Intersectionality: The interconnected nature of social categorizations such as race, 
class, and gender as they apply to a given individual or group, regarded as creating 
overlapping and interdependent systems of discrimination or disadvantage.

Marginalize: to put or keep (someone) in a powerless or unimportant position within a 
society or group.

Neo-colonialism: the economic and political policies by which a great power indirect-
ly maintains or extends its influence over other areas or people. 

Non-binary: any gender identity that does not fit within the gender binary.

Normalize: to make conform to or reduce to a norm or standard.

Oppression: unjust or cruel exercise of authority or power.

Pansexual: exhibiting or implying many forms of sexual expression.

Patriarchy: social organization marked by the supremacy of the father in the clan or 
family, the legal dependence of wives and children, and the reckoning of descent and 
inheritance in the male line.

Positionality: the occupation or adoption of a particular position in relation to others, 
usually with reference to issues of culture, ethnicity, or gender. 

Scapegoat: a) one that bears the blame for others; b) one that is the object of irratio-
nal hostility.

Segregation: the separation or isolation of a race, class, or ethnic group by enforced 
or voluntary residence in a restricted area, by barriers to social intercourse, by sepa-
rate educational facilities, or by other discriminatory mean.

Self-identity: the quality that makes a person or thing different from others. 

Social determinants: the conditions, in which people are born, grow, work, live, and 
age, and the wider set of forces and systems shaping the conditions of daily life.

Stigma: a set of negative and often unfair beliefs that a society or group of people 
have about something.
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