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‘July the 30th...I wrote till late, because I am sleepless. When I lay down I fell asleep soon and dreamed I was in another house. And I had everything. Sacks of beans. I looked at the sacks and smiled. I said to Joao:

-  Now we can kick the misery. And I screamed:

- Get away, misery!

Vera woke up and asked:

- Who is madam kicking out’?

This piece from the book by Carolina obliges us to treat of the theme ‘Empowerment of women of African Descent’ from socio-anthropological approaches which take in the matrices interconnected by the intersectional ‘woman, race and class’; in terms of Angela Davis, the empowerment of African Descent women refers us to an analysis which considers the impact of racism, sexism and class in the conditions of life of those women; points and counterpoints, hierarchies/subordinations and resistance/autonomy; ruptures.   

This paper analyses the empowerment of women of African Descent in the Region of Latin America and the Caribbean, relating it to the trajectory of the movement of black women, within the wider feminist and black movements; and to both the advances and challenges which have been and are being implicated in the incorporation of their demands in national, regional, international and multilateral organizations forums/agenda. It will focus on the United Nations Development Fund for Women - UNIFEM in Latin America and the Caribbean Region, and the Goal number 3 of the Millennium Development Goals - To promote gender equality and empower women.      

Our steps come from a distance. A recurring quote in the black women’s movement is more than a phrase; it is an enunciation which brings to light what has been denied by the official historiography centered in the makings and glories of white men and the presupposition of the white racial supremacy.

I illustrate this with the speech of Dorotea Wilson on the occasion of the opening of the 3rd Meeting of the Afro-Latin American, Afro-Caribbean and the Diaspora Women's Network:

‘Today we call upon ourselves, in Nicaragua, to continue deepening and building up, with raised up voice, our history (…) This history that means the history of our mothers, grandmothers, aunts, sisters, women leaders and women in fight for non discrimination.’    

The fight against racism and sexism is part of the process of resistance by African Descent women; among so many, I am reminded of Kaala, from Suriname, who led runaway slaves; Rosa Lee Parks, from the United States of America, who refused to give up her seat to a white man despite the law and Teresa de Benguela, leader of the Quilombo of Quaritere who drove forward the economy of the pantanal region in the Brazilian state of Mato Grosso.  

These and other women are part of a long trajectory for freedom, the conquest of political, economic and social rights, and just distribution of welfare - which they have contributed to build. A trajectory full of diverse strategies, from the suicide and murder of their children; participation in the processes of abolition of slavery, as well as in the battles for instituting the National States; to the present day as women reaffirm that racism has been made part of them - experiencing racism is part of being a woman - a fact that creates difference - which is configured to include the denial of their access to basic universal rights, like the right to food/nutrition/feeding. This reality is not overcome by the formality of decrees, charters, documents, nor by the mere insertion of the theme in the letters of commitments of governments and multilateral organizations; it is necessary to go beyond this, otherwise we just change the discourse not changing the reality. 

The painting by Modesto Brocos y Gómez, ‘The Redemption of Ham’ (see figure below), presented by João Batista de Lacerda, Brazilian physician and physical anthropologist, at the 1st International Congress on Race, in Geneva in 1911, characterizes the project of construction of the States/Nations of the ‘New World’, based and fundamentally structured on racism and sexism.

The ‘mestizage’ (the mixing of races) was a project to eliminate the people of dark skin, and their symbols of identity, in order to open the way to progress by means of submitting the African Descent woman in asymmetric relations with the white man. 

It is part of this process, the reinvention of race in the beginnings of the 20th century - ‘culturalization’ of race and ‘racialization’ of culture; the formulation of the concept of Racial Democracy, of meta race by the Brazilian Gilberto Freire, and of cosmic race by José de Vasconcelos, the Mexican writer of The Cosmic Race (1925) who inaugurated at a continental level the valuing of ‘mestizage’ (mixing of races) and the idealization of a promised land in a region which would extend from Brazil, Colombia, Venezuela, Ecuador, parts of Peru and Bolivia, and the North of Argentina, where:


‘…the inferior types of the species will be absorbed by the superior. Then it could 
redeem, for example the black, and step by step, by voluntary extinction, the ugliest 
lines will open space for the more beautiful ones.’ 

The institutions, the equipments of State, everything has been built upon that basis, which is reflected also in the absence of and/or precarious data which configure, beyond an economic hierarchy, the coexistence of a racial hierarchy, revealed indeed in the formulation of the Millennium Development Goals.  

Necessary is to assert that the participation of African Descent women in the diverse forums and conferences, since the decade of the 90’s, promoted the inclusion of the racial theme in these spaces. To be highlighted is the Women’s World Conference in Beijing, where the racial factor is acknowledged as determining the conditions of women’s lives, as Epsy Campbell, in a document produced for the Project ‘Incorporating Gender, Racial and Ethnic Equality Dimensions into Poverty Eradication Programs in four Latin American Countries/UNIFEM, 2007, affirms: 
‘…the agreements achieved in Beijing are the general mark of the global public action in favor of women in the last twelve years. Beijing deepens the responsibility of governments and establishes an ambitious international agenda to foster gender equality. The commitments of Beijing had an impact in the regional perspective by the means of the Regional Conferences on Women organized by the CEPAL (the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean).’     

Despite the acknowledgment, Campbell continues, 


‘to the African Descent, nor the Declaration, nor the Plan of Action suggest 
concrete actions to secure the rights of 75 million African Descent women, the 
majority who live in situations of total exclusion, the product of discrimination by 
gender and racism.’

The incremental participation and protagonist action of African Descent women in the Region is consolidated in the Preparatory Regional Conference and in the 3rd World Conference against Racism, where their political presence was incisive to obtain agreements that included specific and focused proposals for the general African Descent population, as well as inquiring effective measures of the States for the elimination of gender and race inequalities to which African Descent Women have been submitted, by recognizing 

‘…the need to elaborate an emphasis more coherent and systematic to evaluate and to monitor racial discrimination against women, as well as the disadvantages, obstacles and difficulties that prevents women from full exercise and enjoyment of civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights as consequence of racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related forms of intolerance…’   

Requirements confirmed during the Dialogue among Women of the Americas against Racism and all forms of Discrimination, when they declare:

‘Challenges persist, in the Americas and the Caribbean, in the fight against racism, racial discrimination and xenophobia which were proposed in the Regional and World Conferences against racism. Among those should be highlighted the situations faced by women because of their condition of gender, race and ethnicity, of sexual orientation and gender identity, age, deficiencies and others; manifested by diverse forms of sexual abuse and exploitation, trafficking of women, domestic and institutional violence’. 
For this reason they exhort:

‘the states to accomplish the commitments assumed in the Conferences of Santiago and Durban to eradicate the inequalities of racism and discrimination, incorporating in all their proposal, the self-determination of the Indigenous peoples and the intersectional of gender, race and ethnicity, taking in consideration in a particular way the situation faced by the African Descent, Indigenous and Gypsies’ women, also considering the conditions of sexual orientation, age and deficiencies.’

African Descent women are historical subjects, that in the collective project of black men and women, together in solidarity with allied sectors, take back the Declaration and Program of Action of Durban, in its regional review, called Regional Conference of the Americas: Advances and Challenges in the Plan of Action against racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and correlated intolerances, and recommended

‘the development of methodologies of follow-up of the results of plans, programs and public policies for promotion of equality and diversity, and to combat racism and discrimination; and that governments and international organizations consider generating reliable statistical data disaggregated by race, sex, geographic region and socioeconomic variables, so that it may be possible to monitor adequately the policies for promotion of racial equality and of combat to racism’.     

Therefore, we move on to analyze the empowerment of African Descent women from those criteria, looking forward to achieving goal 3; to promote gender equality and empower women, which target is to eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary education preferably by 2005, and at all levels by 2015, adopting as indicators: a) ratio of girls to boys in primary, secondary and tertiary education; b) ratio of literate 15 to 24 year-old women to men; c) share of women in wage employment in the non-agricultural sector; and d) proportion of seats held by women in national parliament.

The achievement of this objective requires, in the Latin America and the Caribbean, governmental programs and actions that address the disparities caused by the intersection of sexism and racism, and propel us to overcome challenges of ideologies which deny the existence of racism as a structuring axis of social relations, and necessarily turning visible such reality beyond the material concreteness and subjectivities of existence, translated by numbers, rates and histograms. 

They are not few the challenges and barriers to be overcome. In the document Millennium Development Goals - a perspective from Latin America and the Caribbean, the chapter which deals with the Goal 3 - women empowerment and gender equality, once analyzed the evolution of the rates of literacy for 15 to 24 years-old women and men, looking at the only data which presents the ethnic or racial origins, one observes that in five countries - Bolivia, Brazil, Ecuador, Guatemala and Panama, the illiteracy rates for Indigenous women are higher than for the men of same racial/ethnic group and age group, as well as compared to white women. It should be emphasized the fact that the ethnic/racial classifications happen in distinct forms, and brings in itself the ideological framework of a racist pattern of invisibility of diverse national types, as it is in the case, for example, of Panama, which classification includes only two categories: non Indigenous and Indigenous, in a country where the black presence is easily observed on the streets.     

In the following we study the information of the Brazilian National Follow-up Report of the Millennium Development Goals, for the opportunity to demonstrate the imperative of considering racism as an element of analysis that allow us to understand the hierarchies interposed by the intersection of gender and race; since - as Campbell adverts, 

‘…as challenges for the States, that the Millennium Development Goals would account specifically for its accomplishment in the African Descent communities and peoples, as well as for the mechanisms which are instrumental for diminishing the gaps of inequalities within the countries’.
From the Brazilian report it can be verified that race/color makes the difference, as highlighted by the following considerations related mainly to education, given its importance which has been reinforced by the mechanisms established to follow-up the Declaration and Program of Action of the World Conference against Racism, the Inter-governmental Working Group, the Working Group of Experts on People of African Descent, and the Group of Independent eminent experts on the implementation of the Durban Declaration and Program of Action:

1.
Schooling gap is influenced more by color/race than by sex - the rate of illiteracy for blacks or browns (15.4%) is more than double what observed for whites (7.0%)

2.
Among 15 to 24 year-old youth, although illiteracy is lower, the rate for black or browns (4.0%) is almost three times that for whites (1.4%).

The report shows that gender and race/color inequalities are also reproduced in the learning process and impact the rates of age-grade disparity of students in primary and secondary education. The racial inequalities are manifested more intensely and increase throughout the educational life. While 38.2% of boys and 34% of girls attending 8th grade were in deficit age (they were 16 years old or older) in 2005, between whites and blacks or browns these percentages were 25.7% and 45.3% respectively.   

They assert that the numbers allow a conclusion that the racial component is more determining than sex in the schooling gap, to the point that the advantage of women in education is minimized when the color/race question is considered: the black or brown girls are almost always in poorer situations than the white boys. (Author’s highlight)

The same Report, in the analysis of contribution for State Social Insurance, appoints that the inequality between black or brown women and white men impress and gives evidence that, also in this case, the difference of color/race is more expressive than the difference of sex. Despite the discrete increase in contribution for public social insurance observed for the general population and mainly for women, and had the black or brown women workers attained the largest increase for this indicator, the latter still occupy the worst position in the scale. In 1992, only 29.4% of black or brown women workers contributed to the Public Social Insurance, the proportion reaching 38.4% in 2005, but staying below the one verified for black or brown men (41.2%), for white women (54.3%) and for white men (56.1%).  

It also points out that the difference of salary among the sexes decreased faster than among whites and blacks or browns, revealing that it is notorious a clear hierarchy which situates white men on the top of the pyramid of workers with the largest income and higher level of formalization, followed by white women, black or brown men and lastly, black or brown women, who receive only 47.2% of the average income/hour of white men.

There is no data with information on race/color for the indicator of share of women in wage employment in the non-agricultural sector, or for political participation, relative to the exercise of mandates in the National Parliament. The general data demonstrate that women occupy 9% of the seats in the Chamber of Deputies and 15% of the seats in the Senate. Epsy Campbell estimates that in total the African Descent women occupy less than 0.03% of the seats in the Legislative Chambers and in the Senate. 

This scenario requires, yet, that we consider the role of the United Nations Development Fund for Women - UNIFEM, in the fight against racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerances, in its historical mandate of fight for the rights of women.

I highlight the Regional Program Incorporating Gender, Race and Ethnic Equality Dimensions into Programs for Poverty Eradication in four countries - Bolivia, Brazil, Guatemala and Paraguay - for what it can provide us with learned lessons and future paths to follow. 

It was created by UNIFEM Brazil and Southern Cone Region Office, with the support of the Spanish International Cooperation Agency (AECI), which is responsible for its implementation in Brazil and Paraguay; and for the coordination, monitoring and follow-up of the actions developed by other sub-regional offices for the Andean countries; for Mexico, Central America, Cuba and the Dominican Republic. The choice for these selected countries was explained by the meaningful percentage of population experiencing the already mentioned intersection of gender and race, in other words, black and Indigenous women, who configure as the population sector with the worst socio-economic indicators in general in Latin America. 

The main objective of the Program is to contribute to government policies, especially those dedicated to poverty reduction, act in order to effectively overcome the social inequalities suffered by women, in particular black and Indigenous. The specific objectives are: (i) that the government and non-government entities incorporate the dimensions of gender and racial/ethnic equality in the design and implementation of their programs of poverty alleviation; (ii) that there is production of knowledge about the mechanisms and determinants of poverty - like the gender, race and ethnic inequalities - and of data and disaggregated indexes for race/ethnicity; (iii) that the agencies of the United Nations System incorporate the dimensions of gender and racial and ethnic equality in their programs of action. Launched in 2006, it is predicted to extend for 42 months.

It takes as presumption that the empowerment of African Descent and Indigenous women constitutes condition sine qua non for reaching the purposes of the Program - for them to be agents of their own history. Therefore, through the Program, jointly with the Working Group ‘Gender and Race’ of the agencies of the United Nations System in Brazil, among other actions, it has been supported the realization of Dialogue among Women of Americas against racism and all forms of discrimination, organized by the women representatives in the International Committee of the Conference of Americas; as well as the participation of women and Indigenous and African Descent women’s organizations in the 10th Regional Conference on Women of Latin America and the Caribbean, jointly with the regional office of UNIFEM.

The Consensus of Quito reaffirms the commitment with 

(...) the Program of Action of the World Conference against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerances (Durban, 2001); acknowledging the valuable contribution of distinct Indigenous and African Descent peoples and nations to the governance of the States (…), considering that all forms of discrimination, in particular racism, homophobia and xenophobia, are structuring factors which provoke inequalities and exclusion in the society, especially against women, and that, therefore, its eradication is a common objective of all the commitments assumed in this declaration. 

Worthy to be looked at this point is one of the Brazilian Government projects supported by the Program, called ‘Social Control of Public Policies: Gender and Race Indexes in the Multi-annual Plan 2008-2011’, since it constitutes an experience of analysis of programs such as Family Wealth Transfer, Basic Health Care, Social and Professional Qualification, Combat to the violence against women, Social Housing, Family Agriculture and Infant Development; and gender and race indexes were designed for monitoring and evaluation of the reach of its programs in abolishing inequalities between sex and race .

We believe such initiatives affirm the general recommendation by the Working Group of Experts on People of African Descent as stated at its fourth session:

States should give priority to improving and funding systems to collect reliably disaggregated data to measure inequalities among specific social group, including racial groups, with a view to identifying and implementing appropriate corrective measures to combat racism and racial discrimination experienced by people of African descent and recognizing the differential treatment based on racial and gender discrimination faced by women and girls of African descent, which impedes the full realization of their economic, social, political, cultural and civil rights, States are urge to adopt and implement positive measures to ensure the full realization of their substantive equality.

The initiative can also contribute to the reflection on the challenges of developing the Racial Equality Index.      

The Program has as one of its main strategies to contribute to the production of disaggregated data by race/ethnicity, e.g. (example given) ‘Pictures of Racial Inequalities’ in Brazil - elaborated in partnership with the IPEA, the Brazilian Institute of Applied Economic Research, and the proposal for producing disaggregated data in Paraguay and Bolivia in association with their national research institutes, as well as at regional level to organize a technical meeting about the experiences with inserting questions/information on ethnic/racial origin, to be coordinated by the Latin American and Caribbean Demography Centre (CELADE), The Population Division of CEPAL (Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean), in a joint initiative of the Program of UNIFEM Brazil and Southern Cone Region, UNICEF and the Regional Office of UNFPA, to be held between May and June of 2008. 

We also point it out as a strategy of the Program to promote the process of formation of African Descent women in public policies management/planning, mainly because of the new roles to be performed; however, we believe it is a project which requires joint effort for its realization.

On the same way, it is urgent that we perceive the violence - which the black population, mainly the young men, is overexposed to – as a factor of non empowerment of African Descent women, as we consider, for example, the Years of Potential Life Lost, which impacts heavily the organization and maintenance of black families. It is our task to appoint ways to interrupt such tragic trajectory of our youth.

It is also opportune to briefly mention the Inter-agency Program for the Promotion of Gender and Race Equality for the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) Achievement, that involves ILO, UNDP, UNFPA, UNICEF, UN-HABITAT, UNIFEM, SEPPIR and SEPM (special secretariats within the Brazilian President Cabinet); and the sponsorship of the Government of Spain. The results expected are: 
1. Improved mechanisms of effective incorporation of the gender and race perspectives by the policies, programs and public services.  

2. Strengthened and integrated local and regional Capability to promote gender and race equality. 

3. Strengthened and increased equal, plural and multiracial participation of women in the spheres of decision making.

4. Increased social consciousness of the importance of the promotion of gender and race equality.

It aims to achieve such results through the strategic operation of 3 main social protagonists:

I.
The Brazilian Special Secretariats of Policies for Women (SPM) and of Policies for Promotion of Race Equality (SEPPIR), responsible, respectively, for bringing the transversal women and race equality questions into the government action.

II.
Civil Society organizations (CSOs), above all the ones within the feminist, youth and black women movements. 

III.
The Gender and Race Thematic Group of the United Nations local team.

The challenges put before the UNIFEM, in this field of operation, are the same as the ones faced by the United Nations System, as a whole, the mandate of its several agencies - the need of structural approaches to the theme. To institutionalize the empowerment of women of African Descent as one of the Goals of the Millennium Development Goals, we need to acknowledge that sexism and racism are foundational in the formation of the States, and measures not only at the level of social policies are required, but measures in the inter-relation between these social policies and the political-economical structures of distinct historical contexts. 
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