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Contextualized Intersectionality at 
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Racism 
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This article examines the organizing efforts of North American feminists 
from Canada, the United States, and Mexico during the preparatory 
period prior to the 2001 United Nations World Conference Against 
Racism held in Durban, South Africa. Preparing for the world confer-
ence fostered a process where new transnational coalitions and new 
articulations of racism flourished; these often overlooked outcomes remain 
fundamental to understanding transnational feminist interventions at 
the UN world conference. A tremendous amount of strategizing and 
preparation preceded the successes that feminist activists achieved at the 
Durban conference. Based on qualitative methodology, which includes 
in-depth interviews and participant observation, my research shows that 
engaging with a contextualized form of intersectionality enables more 
complex dialogues about racism. Moreover, by highlighting women’s 
activism in three distinct social locations, this article also encapsulates 
how national contexts shape feminist activists’ goals and experiences 
in transnational spaces.

Globalization, with the internationalization of the labor force, the 
reduction of the role of states, the increase of economic power of 
private, non-state actors, and the absence of international laws 
that promote codes of conduct and the right of association and 
expression [has] institutionalized racism and as a consequence 
led to a greater marginalization and racial discrimination against 
women, indigenous peoples, blacks and migrants.

—Indigenous Women’s statement for the  
2001 UN World Conference Against Racism

Feminists of color had an opportunity to expand the conversation about 
racism at the United Nations (UN) level in the early 2000s. By this time, 

a number of critical shifts had taken place prior to the 2001 UN World Con-
ference Against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia, and Related 
Intolerance (WCAR), held in Durban, South Africa. The end of South African 
apartheid in the mid-1990s allowed activists an opportunity to broaden 
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the discourse on racism; Mary Robinson, former president of Ireland and a 
strong supporter of civil society organizations, received an appointment as 
UN High Commissioner for Human Rights in 1997 and became president 
of the 2001 Durban conference in 1998; and the UN Committee to Eliminate 
Racial Discrimination (CERD) issued its pivotal statement on gendered 
dimensions to racial discrimination in 2000.1 

Most people are unfamiliar with the outcomes of the 2001 WCAR be-
cause the September 11, 2001 attacks on the United States occurred a mere 
few days after the conference’s conclusion. As such, the stories of the 2001 
WCAR, where women advanced a feminist analysis of racism and articu-
lated transnational links amongst various justice-oriented struggles remain 
largely untold. Having recently passed the ten-year anniversary of the 2001 
WCAR in September 2011, the Durban conference remains the largest and 
most important UN gathering to date on the topic of racism. 

The opening quote of this article is part of a political document issued 
by indigenous women’s organizations and their supporters from the Ameri-
cas as a result of the 2001 WCAR. This document should be read as one of 
several transnational feminist interventions that emerged out of the world 
conference where activists espoused a critical analysis of their respective 
communities’ parallel social conditions as byproducts of neocolonialism, 
globalism, and racism. The endorsers of the document, more importantly, 
recognize the effects of these byproducts as having broader implications 
beyond indigenous struggles; hence these indigenous women activists 
linked their marginalization to those of other communities such as African 
descendants and migrants. 

A tremendous amount of strategizing and preparation preceded 
the successes that feminist activists achieved at the Durban conference. 
This preparatory period provided women with opportunities to form 
new transnational coalitions and develop collective strategies on how to 
most effectively lobby their advocacy positions against racism at a global 
level.2 As Margaret, a young African Canadian feminist activist stated in 
our interview, preparing for a world conference is a “moment in time that 
focuses people.”3 The transnational coalitions that developed and the new 
articulations of particular issues that resulted had an impact not only on 
the written documents issued after the conference—the Durban Declaration 
and Programme of Action (DDPA)—but also on the activists themselves. 
These outcomes, often invisible, remain fundamental to understanding 
transnational feminist interventions in UN forums or world conferences. 
The process of preparing for the Durban conference, and world conferences 
in general, serves, according to the political scientist and ethnic studies 
scholar Charles Henry, “as a place of discovery, of expressing meanings 
and creating new identities.”4 
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My research question centers on how feminist activists utilize interna-
tional antiracism forums as an opportunity to increase global recognition of 
gendered racism.5 In this article, I explore this question by examining the 
organizing efforts of North American feminists from Canada, the United 
States, and Mexico facilitated by the occasion of the Durban conference.6 
During the meetings that led up to the world conference, feminists from 
the region advocated for an expanded approach to overcoming racism that 
directly addressed the particular needs of women in their communities, an 
approach I refer to as contextualized intersectionality. 

Intersectionality captures the experiences, perspectives, and even bod-
ies that are being overlooked by activists, advocates, and other stakeholders 
committed to identifying remedies for racial injustice. My research shows 
that engaging with a contextualized form of intersectionality allows activists 
to avoid promoting agendas that, as the cultural studies scholar Ella Shohat 
states, “paper over global asymmetries.”7 Intersectionality instead enables 
complex dialogues about racism. Moreover, by highlighting women’s ac-
tivism in three distinct social locations, this article also encapsulates how 
national contexts shape activists’ goals and experiences in transnational 
spaces, such as ones that can be found in a world conference setting. 

Contextualized Intersectionality 
Intersectionality is a theoretical concept that signifies the indivisibility 

of interlocking forms of oppression that can exist at the level of an indi-
vidual’s identity or can reference structural forms of subordination that exist 
in society at large.8 Intersectionality has been widely adopted by scholars 
to examine the particularities of gendered and raced subordination in the 
United States. The term can refer to the moment in which racism, sexism, 
and classism collide to form a “matrix of domination”; it can also refer to 
how race, class, gender, and sexuality (among other social locations) influ-
ence the structural forms of subordination.9 In the former, the language of 
“double discrimination” or “multiple jeopardy” is commonly used. The 
latter assesses how the “systematic forces” of racism, classism, and sexism 
“shape societies”; here the term offers an understanding of racialization as 
a structure and system rather than situating racialization as being about 
individuals or groups of people.10 

Offering a precise definition of intersectionality becomes complicated 
in a comparative research context because multidirectional power processes 
coexist in international settings and because identity categories are shaped 
by distinct histories and regional contexts. For the concept of intersection-
ality to have transnational salience, an awareness of social location and 
power relationships must be incorporated into its application. Thus while 
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intersectionality may have a different meaning in Canada or the United 
States than it has in Mexico, multiple understandings of intersectionality 
can meaningfully coexist. In fact, diverse invocations of intersectionality at 
the transnational level present ideal opportunities for cross-border tactics 
that draw on regional intersectional thinking and processes. 

For many antiracist and postcolonial feminist scholars and activists, 
identity categories “shift with a changing context.”11 An essentialist con-
ceptualization of, for example, anti-black racism is problematic because 
anti-black racism in the United States is entirely different from anti-black 
racism in Mexico because these discourses are situated “at the crossroads of 
different systems of power and domination.”12 Working “at the crossroads” 
can present opportunities for new feminist coalitions, as was the case for 
the women I discuss in this article. The 2001 WCAR and its corresponding 
Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) Forum Against Racism each of-
fer a venue in which to understand how transnational and intersectional 
feminist relationships formed, evolved, and were even contested. The Ca-
nadian education scholar Jennifer Chan-Tiberghien argues that feminists 
at the Durban conference introduced a “gender-as-intersectionality” para-
digm that was informed by a “‘difference’ and ‘differences’ strategy” and 
represented the diversity of women’s experiences “in their specific racial 
or other locations.”13 

My intention here is to not impose a U.S.-based framework of inter-
sectionality on the realities of women from the Americas region. I believe, 
however, that the impetus for intersectionality—the understanding that 
women’s lives cannot be reduced to a universal approach to gender-based 
discrimination or about isolated issues distinct from gender processes and 
norms—is particularly useful for grasping at complexity. In other words, a 
number of forces and factors that have never been singular in nature and 
often operate simultaneously shape women’s lives. It is within this spirit 
of being cautious and wary about decontextualized essentialisms and uni-
versalisms that I utilize a contextualized intersectionality lens to discuss 
the activist work of the women included in my research.

The North American Context
Canadian activists function within a space where multiculturalism 

as a discourse and public policy is celebrated, which preempts honest 
discussions about racism. Martha, an interviewee from the Human Rights 
Commission of British Columbia, pointed out that “multiculturalism here 
in Canada has been perceived to be all about food and dance. And when it 
comes to talking about sharing power and sharing money and making the 
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society more egalitarian … multiculturalism hasn’t helped that discourse 
of talking about antiracism.”14 

In Mexico, the framework for understanding racism is narrowed to its 
de jure form. Because legal segregation never occurred in Mexico (as it did 
in the United States), the position of the Mexican government is that the 
nation does not have a “race problem” and the prevailing discourse denies 
the very existence of racism. Discourse on race is dominated by discussions 
of mestizaje—the Spanish term for racial mixing. In Mexico, mestizaje refers 
to the mixing of Spanish and indigenous peoples following Spain’s conquest 
of Mexico. These discussions have failed to acknowledge that conflicts con-
cerning indigenous peoples can be “race-based,” and it has made invisible 
the existence of Afro-Mexicans.15 Discussions of mestizaje tend to underscore 
national universalisms as well—“we are all Mexicans”—which produces 
a challenging environment for antiracist activists who contend that people 
are socially stratified based on racial and ethnic, as well as gender, differ-
ences. Mexican women’s movements have not necessarily been overtly 
antiracist either.16 

The United States resides, both literally and figuratively, between the 
Canadian and Mexican national contexts. The U.S. attitude toward racism 
embraces neither the full acceptance of multiculturalism found in Canada 
nor the negation of racism’s existence that is prevalent in Mexico. Although 
the widely accepted “melting pot” and “salad bowl” models of national 
identity recognize, albeit awkwardly, the multicultural and multiracial 
nature of U.S. society, the theories are not translated into a sustained com-
mitment to combating racism and other inequalities. 

Unlike the governments of Mexico, or even Canada, the U.S. govern-
ment played a particularly deliberate role in undermining the 2001 WCAR’s 
proceedings, which complicated the work of the feminists I interviewed. 
As much as the U.S. government tried to publicly distance itself from the 
WCAR, it remained deeply invested in controlling the language of the con-
ference and the discourses emanating from it.17 This was tacit acknowledge-
ment that the conference’s outcomes were not limited to the texts included in 
the DDPA; more important were the new coalitions formed among activists 
and allied Third World government delegations, voices that could challenge 
the power of the United States. 

Interviews with feminist activists from the Americas suggest that na-
tional contexts shaped their objectives for the 2001 WCAR. Women from 
Canada planned to counter the false image of domestic racial harmony in 
Canada that originated from the discourse of multiculturalism by spot-
lighting gendered racism at the international level. Women of color in the 
United States had to be mindful of national privilege—hence, they had to 
be particularly attentive to not control the political discussions with other 
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activists so as to avoid replicating the tendency of the United States gov-
ernment to dictate and dominate. For Mexican women, as a result of many 
Mexican women’s groups not actively engaging in the Durban proceedings, 
the women I interviewed largely worked in isolation from feminist organiza-
tions based in Mexico. Rather, they had to foster transnational collaborations 
with other regional networks—such as those centered on the rights of gays, 
lesbians, and indigenous peoples. The national milieu of Mexico was not 
conducive to nationally-based antiracist feminist organizing. 

The Canadian Paradox 
A wide array of Canadian activists became involved in the 2001 WCAR, 

beginning with conference planning in the late 1990s. These women at-
tempted to reveal the falsity of the racial harmony imagery produced by 
the government and transmitted globally. Andrea from Quebec Native 
Women and Margaret from the Students Commission were just two of the 
many women I interviewed who were committed to disrupting the illusion 
of racial democracy, a task that was undertaken in coalition with members 
of other domestic and international activist communities and networks. 
Their goal was to develop a new framework with which to understand the 
plight of indigenous and African Canadian women. 

The UN has hailed Canada’s multiculturalism legislation as a global 
model, in part because it is viewed as being in compliance with the Interna-
tional Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination 
(ICERD) of which Canada is a signatory.18 Canada’s multiculturalism policy, 
first adopted in 1971, was intended to encourage the full realization of the 
multicultural nature of Canadian society through programs designed to 
promote the preservation and sharing of ethno-cultural heritages. The pro-
grams were to facilitate mutual understanding and appreciation among all 
Canadians. This policy was the forerunner of the Canadian Multiculturalism 
Act, which became law in 1988. For people of color, referred to as “visible 
minorities” in Canada, their struggles were not about culture but about race. 
In other words, recognizing or even celebrating aspects of different cultures 
is not simultaneous with dismantling structural racism and inequality.19 

Andrea stood out as a forceful and knowledgeable voice on the issue 
of Aboriginal women, and the Canadian government invited her to join the 
official government delegation. Accepting this position, in her view, was 
crucial for facilitating activists’ access to decision makers from the Canadian 
government as well as the UN. Her presence on the delegation confused 
others from the NGO community, however, with many thinking she was 
working for the government. When she realized that misinformation was 
circulating about her role on the delegation, Andrea quickly worked to 



Sylvanna M. Falcón2012 105

counter it by facilitating introductions between Native activists and the 
powerful people that they wanted to lobby. Andrea understood that her 
privileged position on the Canadian delegation should be used to help not 
only her organization Quebec Native Women but also as many indigenous 
communities as possible. Andrea’s experience on the government delegation 
was a mixed bag, especially since she said government delegates treated 
her as “a secretary” until she asserted her role as clearly as possible to her 
fellow government delegates: “I’m here also on behalf of Aboriginal women 
in Quebec, so I have to do my job.” For her, this meant repeatedly raising 
the issues faced by Aboriginal women in Canada to anyone who would 
listen to her, whether they were members of the Canadian delegation, other 
government delegates, UN officials, or other activists.

During preparations for the conference, Andrea realized that her work 
on behalf of Aboriginal women necessitated tending to the intra-gender 
dynamics of her own community. For example, she experienced consider-
able personal conflict with her National Chief, one of the respected leaders 
from her indigenous community, during one of the Preparatory Commis-
sion planning meetings (known as Prep Coms) for the 2001 WCAR held in 
Santiago, Chile in December 2000.20 Andrea noted that indigenous peoples 
were drafting an NGO declaration for Durban, but that “nothing was there 
for Aboriginal women, nothing was mentioned that we have to protect our 
women.” During a meeting with indigenous community members to discuss 
the text of the declaration, she pointed out that the document implicitly 
emphasized the experiences of men. She related her concern by saying 
that substantively, the declaration “was built on a male perspective” to the 
people gathered at the meeting. She continued, “[It] would be nice [if] the 
first paragraph introducing [the] declaration…mentioned that every article 
… [applies] equally to indigenous women and indigenous men regardless…
of religion or sex or whatever.”21

Shortly after making these points, Andrea’s National Chief approached 
her and they had the following uncomfortable exchange: 

National Chief: How come every time I speak for Canada … or 
outside of Canada, you’re always after me? Do you have some-
thing against me?
Andrea: [You think] that I have something against you? No way. 
You’re our National Chief.
National Chief: No? You always bring up the women … every 
time I speak. … You have something against me.
Andrea: But in fact and in the reality—on a day-to-day [basis] … 
on a reserve or a community, do you think that women are equal 
to men? [The] rights are there, you know, the human rights dec-
laration, the international conventions are saying that, yes, we’re 
equal, but in fact, [that’s not] the reality. 
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National Chief: Well, you’ll have all the gay people, lesbian people 
… the young people, and [other] people, [who will] all want their 
space in that declaration.
Andrea: Well, why not? I don’t mind. I’m open [to it]. They’re 
not here today. They [couldn’t] afford to come and … claim their 
[space] or whatever, [to tell us] what they need. [But] I am here.

Initially stunned that a modest suggestion to modify the opening lines 
from the introductory paragraph of the declaration could lead to such an 
exchange with her National Chief, Andrea soon had to acknowledge that 
her attempt to incorporate a gender analysis into matters of indigenous 
rights was going to be more difficult because some members of her own 
community were vehemently opposed to such an expansion. 

The internal dynamics experienced by Andrea were not unique to the 
indigenous communities of Canada. African Canadians also experienced 
internal strife in relation to matters of funding, determining an agenda, and 
mobilizing the broader black community. Nonetheless, African Canadian 
women worked, with varying success, to incorporate gender issues into 
the overall agenda. 

Margaret, from the Students Commission, an NGO committed to the 
empowerment of Canadian youth, understood that the significance of the 
preparatory period was to network, build coalitions, and begin early lob-
bying efforts with Canadian government delegates. The opportunity to 
participate in a forum in which she could apply her intersectional analysis 
thrilled her. Margaret had prior experience working at the UN level, and 
she saw herself as a mentor to other youth, in particular young women of 
color, who shared the goal of making the world conference work for their 
needs. As she became further involved with organizing youth for the 2001 
WCAR, Margaret began to work with a group of young Canadian women 
of color. She said, “The group of women I came to surround myself with in 
[the national preparatory] process were predominantly black. They were 
young women of color, very strong, very knowledgeable about the issues.” 

Margaret attended the 2001 WCAR as part of a program for young 
women that she helped build within the Students Commission. The 
program’s objective is to bring young women in Canada together to talk 
about “life at the intersection of race and gender, particularly in the areas 
of violence and poverty.” This perspective on intersectionality translated 
into Margaret’s other areas of work, primarily with the African descendant 
community. Margaret and many of the other black women from Canada 
that I interviewed had become involved in the reparations movement, for 
instance, because reparations became an issue that united African Cana-
dians. As such, she felt the organizing efforts with regards to reparations 
would be an “important starting point” for inserting a “gender component” 
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into analyses of black racism in Canada, especially because the reparations 
movement merged “economic dimensions, youth, [and] gender.”22 

The political realities these feminists experienced show that the pro-
cess of forming coalitions is less about concrete outcomes and more about 
building a structure for fostering a dialogue about intersectionality among 
activists, which allows them to conceptualize issues in a new way. Social 
movements in Canada, including those for labor, youth, and women, “are 
quite progressive,” according to Margaret, but incorporating matters of race 
within them can be extremely difficult. Margaret said that it is “the hard-
est” element to incorporate, “the one we pay the most lip service to and 
actually never do anything [about], and the most divisive.” She had hopes 
in making further “headway” on matters of race and racism. Regardless 
though, for her, the 2001 WCAR provided key opportunities to work with 
other Canadian-based progressive social movements that had not grappled 
adequately with antiracism.

Canadian activists preparing for the Durban conference were just as 
focused on participation as they were on stimulating an overdue national 
dialogue about gender and race in Canada. The months of preparation gave 
feminists an opportunity to think about how to articulate the intersection 
of race and gender within a Canadian context and to do so in coalitions 
that were neither exclusively feminist nor made up of only women. The 
discourse of multiculturalism that focuses on less-threatening aspects of 
culture and subsequently silences critical discussions about racism, more-
over, undermined the work of the women I interviewed. 

Grappling with the Breadth of U.S. Power
The socio-political position of U.S. feminist activists, who routinely 

outnumber participants from other countries at world conferences, was 
unique in relation to the Durban proceedings because of the explicit and 
aggressive nature of the U.S. government’s efforts to undermine the confer-
ence. Unlike the Canadian government which initially openly supported 
the 2001 WCAR, by providing substantial sponsorship for several activists 
to travel to Durban and hosting national consultations throughout the 
country, the U.S. government was not enthusiastic about the occasion of a 
world conference focused on the subject of racism.23 This hostility stemming 
from the U.S. government produced a unique situation for U.S. people of 
color who identified as antiracist activists and as critics of the United States 
government; they found themselves on the receiving end of the anger of 
other activists as a result of the United States’ actions throughout the world. 

A number of feminists of color, some of whom had gone to the 1995 
UN World Conference on Women in Beijing or had participated in other 
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UN world conferences or meetings, had some understanding of the chal-
lenges they would face as U.S. women at the Durban conference. The lack 
of a comprehensive and critical analysis or awareness about the violent 
aspects of U.S. foreign policies is intimately linked to U.S. national privi-
lege. In other words, U.S. national privilege can make one oblivious to the 
unseen suffering of others throughout the world due to the actions of the 
U.S. government and its policies—it is ultimately a form of entitlement. 
Thus U.S. women of color had to consider how their privileged status based 
on nationality distinctively situated them in relation to other participants 
at the Durban conference because, to put it frankly, U.S. participants in 
international arenas can lack a full appreciation about the impact of and 
profound anger about U.S. foreign policies as well as cultural symbols of 
U.S. power and culture.

Forming coalitions proved enormously challenging for U.S. racial 
justice activists who did not interrogate the link between national privilege 
and global manifestations of racism, further undermining potential transna-
tional alliances. Jodi, an Asian American feminist who led a racially diverse 
delegation of women to the Durban conference, stated, “[We] don’t want 
to think about [ourselves] as American[s] but [we] are. Even though [we] 
are [people] of color and [we] identify as a person of color who is racially 
oppressed, [we] are American[s] and that means something when [we] are 
going outside of the country. And that means something about the way 
people perceive [us] and that means something about how [we] behave in 
being real conscious about the national privilege [we] have as an American 
citizen. I think that stuff informs the way that people interact with each 
other in both direct and indirect ways.”24

The taint of entitlement became evident when activists, consciously or 
not, invoked U.S. national privilege. For instance, during an NGO session 
about youth at the NGO Forum Against Racism, translators never arrived 
at the session. A couple of African American youth who were on the panel 
asked how many people in the audience spoke English. When over half 
of the participants raised their hands, they concluded the session should 
“just be in English then.” The tent full of people began to boo and hiss. The 
U.S. panelists had, inadvertently perhaps, revealed their lack of knowledge 
about how the symbol or power of U.S. culture vis-à-vis language is received 
globally, and they likely did not anticipate the strong reaction to their as-
sumption that speaking in English would be perceived as a hostile attitude 
about multilingualism. In fact, this assumption of the English language’s 
primacy is one of the symbols of U.S. imperialism that left a number of 
participants increasingly frustrated as conference organizers had to cut 
translation services due to the limitation of funding. 
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In essence, U.S. activists of color were caught between a rock and a hard 
place, constantly having to negotiate their positionality in every organizing 
space. Yet many U.S. activists of color were not sensitive to or conscious of 
national privilege. The feminist legal scholar Lisa Crooms who attended the 
Durban conference as part of the Women’s Institute for Leadership Develop-
ment (WILD) for Human Rights delegation, states that “as feminists of color, 
many of us failed to be reflexive, opting, instead, to re-create hierarchy by 
not relinquishing our privilege vis-à-vis our sisters from the global South. 
Many of us clung to the fallacious notion of our own universal and perma-
nent victim status in a context where we were often oppressive.”25A few 
negative encounters with U.S. activists triggered resentment, unfortunately, 
creating difficulties for others. For many activist and advocate delegations, 
U.S. people of color embodied and represented U.S. power. 

The realities of being from the U.S. and the maneuverings of the U.S. 
government to weaken the Durban conference played a role in determin-
ing the content of some of the training sessions for U.S. NGO delegations. 
Organizations like the now defunct Women of Color Resource Center 
(WCRC) of Oakland, California, and MADRE, an international human rights 
organization based in New York City, extended enormous organizational 
resources to prepare their NGO delegations. Since the staff of these two or-
ganizations had prior experience working at the UN level they understood 
the long-term benefits in having coordinated and organized delegations. 
They also knew that entering a global space without a consciousness about 
how the U.S. is perceived internationally would hinder the formation of 
transnational coalitions. The WCRC’s training sessions, which focused on 
“meeting political objectives as a delegation and helping people meet their 
individual goals at the conference,” aided their members tremendously.26 For 
MADRE’s leadership, training U.S. participants to better “understand the 
UN system … [and] the difference between one [UN] body and another” was 
critical, particularly because the MADRE organizers wanted their delegates 
to “understand the relationship between issues of economic justice and is-
sues of gender, and the intersection of those issues” in conversation with 
aspects of the UN system that could be useful for their organizing efforts.

In addition to preparing their delegates for the conference, U.S. groups 
also organized sessions, workshops, and human rights hearings to advance 
an intersectional analysis in their work during the NGO Forum and the 
world conference. For instance, WILD for Human Rights organized a two-
hour forum on September 1, 2001 titled “Jeopardizing Human Rights: Re-
vealing the Racist Links in U.S. Foreign and Domestic Policy.” The objective 
was to show how seemingly distinct policy issues are actually interconnected 
and relational in the global context. Speakers addressed the “systematic and 
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structural nature and effects of racism,” emphasizing the interconnectedness 
of civil, political, and economic rights. The session juxtaposed domestic and 
international issues by coupling U.S. and international speakers. In one pair-
ing, Rinku Sen of Applied Research Center (Oakland, California), spoke on 
the consequences of public benefit restrictions in U.S. welfare reform and 
Sarah Mukasa of Akina wa Mama Africa (based in the United Kingdom, with 
regional offices in Uganda and Nigeria), discussed the impact of structural 
adjustment programs on women in Africa. In doing so, Sen and Mukasa 
revealed how these different policies about poverty are strikingly similar 
in objective and intent. In another pairing, Manuel Piño, an environmental 
activist and director of Indian studies at Scottsdale Community College 
(Scottsdale, Arizona), spoke of the environmental degradation resulting 
from uranium mining near the Acoma Pueblo in New Mexico and Wassan 
Al-Khudairi, an Iraqi woman living in the United States, described how the 
uranium extracted from U.S. Native reservations was then used in bombs 
dropped over Baghdad and other parts of Iraq. The other two pairings in 
the forum dealt with the assault on reproductive rights in the United States 
and its parallel connection to the prohibition of expanding family planning 
programs in Third World countries and the links to be made about U.S. 
state-sanctioned violence directed at the criminalization of U.S. youth on 
the U.S. mainland and the years of mistreatment for the people of Vieques, 
Puerto Rico, due to extensive U.S. military training on the island.27

By showing that domestic and foreign policies do not operate in isola-
tion, the WILD for Human Rights forum encouraged participants to think 
creatively about local-global coalitions. In making the case that, for example, 
discussions about U.S. welfare reform should occur in relation to structural 
adjustment policies or that the diminishment of reproductive rights in the 
United States should be considered in relation to the cutting of funds for 
family planning programs in the Third World, the WILD forum illuminated 
possibilities for new feminist alliances. Their forum revealed how seemingly 
dissimilar issues can be differently contextualized when an intersectional 
lens is utilized because it uncovers relationships in policies that have been 
previously overlooked. 

For WILD for Human Rights, the hearing was one of their “greatest 
achievements” in Durban. For my interviewee, the significance of the hear-
ing was in getting members of the WILD delegation to really “understand 
the [transnational] links” as a way to reinforce their goals from the nearly 
eighteen-month training period. She said that the hearing advanced an im-
portant feminist analytical perspective that “re-creates human rights” and 
that the limitations of human rights stem, in part, from how the discourse 
of human rights is misused politically through an overemphasis on civil 
and political rights. One of the goals of the hearing was to elevate a racial 
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and gendered analysis that places the social and economic dimensions of 
human rights at the center of discussion. 

The Center for Women’s Global Leadership (CWGL) also organized a 
human rights hearing, with an approach to intersectionality that centered 
on the complex subjectivities of women. Titled “Women at the Intersection: 
Indivisible Rights, Identities, and Oppressions,” it investigated three topics: 
bodily integrity and sexuality, migration and immigration, and war, conflict, 
and genocide. Women from every region of the world provided moving 
testimonies of their experiences. CWGL has a solid record for organizing 
these hearings at world conferences where, according to my interviewee, 
every CWGL hearing has been about the intersection of racism and sex-
ism: “To me, if you are bringing women together from around the world, 
dimensions of race and class and other issues are always present.” The 
purpose of CWGL’s hearing was to explicitly highlight the intersectional 
dimension. Organizers of the hearing “worked intuitively for awhile” as 
they obtained testimonials for the hearing, but they knew that the issue of 
racism and ethnic conflict, migration, and the intersection of racism and 
violence against women would be part of the hearing. Intersectionality 
would be, as my interviewee stated, “the focus of the stories told.” 

During the course of the hearing, intersectionality became more than 
a theoretical or political approach. The women’s moving testimonies 
transformed the issue into a matter of urgency because they revealed how 
frequently the role of gender was ignored or invalidated in conversations 
about race. One example was the negation of gender’s role in understand-
ing racialized violence. Maria Toj Mendoza from Kiche, Guatemala, relayed 
her story about military and state-sponsored violence:

What happened to me took place in 1982, when we were attacked 
by the army. I was in Joyabaj, in Kiche province. When they saw 
us from a distance, they began to fire grenades with shrapnel at 
us. When one of them exploded, the left side of my body was hit. 
My ear was affected. I fainted, and when I regained conscious-
ness I was covered with blood and a lot of matter was coming 
out of my ear. 
	 My whole family was separated by the war. I didn’t see two 
of my sons for seven years. Can you imagine what it would be 
like to not see your children, not to know how they are, not to see 
them grow up, not to be able to give them a mother’s love and 
affection? I had to separate from my husband. I was alone in my 
community. The women of the community helped me when they 
found me abandoned. It is thanks to them that I had the strength 
to recuperate from those difficult moments. Although I did not 
die, I did not completely recover. I remained deaf in one ear. And 
more than anything else, I remained traumatized.28
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The room remained completely silent during Maria’s testimony; people 
also quietly listened to the testimonies from the other women who had 
similarly devastating experiences. Many of us in the audience were visibly 
shaken. The format of hearings is powerful precisely because the stories are 
so moving, and because they stay with the audience long after the hear-
ing’s conclusion.

Although it was not mentioned in Maria’s testimony, it is impossible 
to ignore the association between what she experienced at the hands of the 
Guatemalan army and the U.S. support for the Guatemalan military at that 
time. Government documents declassified in the late 1990s revealed that 
the U.S. government was fully aware of the massacre and abuses aimed at 
the indigenous peoples of Guatemala; thus U.S. citizens, as a result of vio-
lently aggressive U.S. foreign policies, were arguably complicit in Maria’s 
suffering.29 

For U.S. activists, grappling with the breadth of U.S. power was utterly 
essential for deciphering how to develop sustainable transnational coalitions 
and even to fully understand the extent and depth to which U.S. foreign 
policies impacted people’s lives, often times without U.S. citizens even 
knowing about it until decades later. As such, the approach of contextual-
ized intersectionality can prove useful for uncovering not only the scope of 
U.S. power but also how national privilege can obscure or even skew our 
approaches to racism at the global level. The events organized by WILD 
for Human Rights and the CWGL reveal the benefits of intersectionality 
for illuminating the links—such as the relationship between domestic and 
U.S. foreign policies—and experiences with racially motivated violence that 
cannot be conceptualized as simply a matter of gender-based discrimination, 
as evidenced by the story of Maria during the CWGL hearing. 

Challenging the Denial of Racism’s Existence: The Case of Mexico
The 2001 WCAR offered feminists the opportunity to rupture the silence 

about racism in Mexico upheld by the mestizaje nationalist discourse. In 2000, 
the Academia Mexicana de Derechos Humanos (Mexican Academy of Hu-
man Rights) and the Fundación Rigoberta Menchú Tum (Rigoberta Menchu 
Tum Foundation) hosted, respectively, a cross-regional NGO conference on 
racism across Mexico and Central America and a meeting for indigenous 
Mexican youth in Mexico City. Most speakers at the Academia Mexicana 
conference sought to highlight the racial injustices faced by indigenous 
groups and immigrants and to an extent, the discussions acknowledged 
women experience racial injustice differently than men, but a Mexican femi-
nist organization, El Closet de Sor Juana (The Closet of Sor Juana), wanted 
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to foster a deeper understanding of racism by uncovering the intersection 
of racism and sexuality.30 

El Closet de Sor Juana is a lesbian feminist organization founded in 
the late 1970s in Mexico City. It functions as a resource center that collects 
and distributes videos and other educational materials on sexual orienta-
tion and sexual rights. Eva, the co-coordinator of the group, talked with me 
about her participation in meetings that led up to the Durban conference. 
During these international gatherings she was able to garner support for her 
work on lesbian rights. For example, she attended the regional Prep Com 
meeting in Santiago, Chile, in December 2000. There she became involved 
in an alliance between feminists and gay and lesbian networks. She also 
connected to a coalition of organizations from throughout Mexico and other 
parts of Latin America that drafted an NGO declaration about the intersec-
tion of racism and sexual orientation at the Foro de las Americas (Americas 
Forum), held in Quito, Ecuador, before the 2001 WCAR. Directed at the UN, 
UN Member States, and other NGOs, the declaration urged governments to 
incorporate sexual orientation in final WCAR documents and to investigate 
and prosecute acts of violence directed at gay and lesbian communities of 
color. The declaration also called on NGOs to “create gathering spaces, re-
flection, analysis and action, that permits understanding and deconstructing 
the connections among diverse forms of discrimination and intolerance.”31 

The declaration further emphasized that gay and lesbian NGOs from 
the Global North, should “promote an analysis and critique about sexual 
orientation rights from the Global South’s perspective” stating that this 
global South’s perspective is aligned with the themes of “democracy, devel-
opment, and human rights.”32 This global South declaration did not include 
a narrow construction of sexual rights for activists, but was fundamentally 
about, as the statement said, “democracy, development, and human rights.” 
The efforts by feminist lesbian activists, like Eva, therefore, did not seek to 
separate themselves from other social movements, but rather to think of 
inter-connections with other social movements.

It was during the several months of meetings prior to the 2001 WCAR 
that “the process became very, very rich,” according to Eva. Seeking net-
works outside of Mexico helped Eva realize her shortcomings as a Mexican 
feminist in regard to antiracism. Eva realized how the formation of alliances 
could be deployed effectively in a world conference setting because of 
the multiple social movements and governments engaged in the process. 
She pointed out how the work of feminist alliances influenced conference 
proceedings, saying, “We managed to impact very strongly and effectively 
other social movements [in Santiago] and even at the WCAR itself: the gov-
ernments of Brazil and Canada were raising the issues of gender and sexual 
diversity constantly. So those successes were the best that we’ve ever had in 
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our history as lesbians.”33 Indeed, an articulation about the intersection of 
racism and sexuality or sexual diversity had never occurred before at the UN.

The Mexican organizations and the feminist presence overall were 
considerably smaller than the presence of Canadian and U.S. feminist or-
ganizations. Yet the actual numbers matter less than the intervention. The 
preparatory period enabled activists and advocates from Mexico to begin 
long overdue dialogues about racism, both nationally within Mexico and 
regionally as well. The participation of organizations like El Closet de Sor 
Juana was notable because they contributed their somewhat provocative 
perspectives on sexuality and engaged advocacy in an antiracism forum. 
In some respects, the Durban conference itself, while relevant, was not as 
critical for Eva as the preparatory gatherings, like the one in Santiago, where 
she managed to become part of some impactful international alliances to 
advance an understanding about racism that considered, among other is-
sues, sexuality and sexual diversity as important aspects of the conversa-
tions about race and racism.

Conclusion: Making the Transnational Feminist Connections
Transnational feminism is a theory and practice that underscores lines 

of connection that considers the multidirectional flow of power because 
transnational feminists “are linked both by relations of power and by bonds 
of solidarity.”34 Together with a contextualized approach to intersectional-
ity, transnational feminism can be especially instructive for unpacking the 
intersection of racism and sexism at the local level to eventually consider 
this inter-relationship at the transnational level. In the many months lead-
ing up to the 2001 WCAR, the efforts by women to globally contextualize 
intersectionality advanced critical conversations about racism, gender, 
sexuality, and human rights.35 

The full story of Durban cannot be understood solely through its final 
document, the DDPA. At Durban, feminists began to articulate the linking 
of human rights with gender as well as race, and it was the preparatory 
process that mattered a great deal to the women activists from the Americas. 
They formed various networks—for youth, women, indigenous and African 
descendant peoples—at local, national, and regional levels; in some cases, 
the newly formed networks conjured up tensions. In establishing these 
networks, activist groups were able to reconceptualize human rights from 
the vantage point of their new coalitions. Although building new coalitions 
can be difficult for people who have not worked together before, especially 
when time is limited, the problems that arise can be productive. An occasion 
like the world conference forced activists to consider how to translate and 
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consolidate their agendas, requiring them to conceptualize their strategies 
more clearly and define their platforms against racism more broadly.

In this article, I analyzed three cases of transnational feminist orga-
nizing based in North America, which began in the late 1990s as feminist 
activists anticipated and prepared for the 2001 WCAR in Durban, South 
Africa. For Canadian feminists of color like Andrea and Margaret, the oc-
casion of the Durban conference presented them and their colleagues with 
an important opportunity to disrupt the national discourse of multicultur-
alism, which stifled their work. Whether it be by raising concerns over the 
neglect of issues facing indigenous women in a global document meant to 
be inclusive and subsequently experiencing backlash from a community 
member, or having the prospect of merging political interests ranging from 
youth, women, and African descendants in new activist spaces, feminists of 
color from Canada situated intersectionality based primarily on subjectivi-
ties informed by the national context. This approach proved effective for 
working domestically and then translating those agendas internationally. 

U.S. activists, not surprisingly, were the most widely represented of 
all national constituencies in the 2001 WCAR. This disproportionately high 
representation, coupled with the U.S. government’s efforts to dilute the UN’s 
antiracism agenda, meant that other participants frequently regarded U.S. 
feminists as privileged. U.S. participants had to negotiate multiple pluralities 
and subjectivities within a transnational space because inequalities (both 
perceived and real) alter at the global level because the power dynamics of 
“being” from the U.S. tended to overshadow the power dynamics of being 
from Canada or Mexico.36 U.S. activists, in particular, received a lesson about 
how international realities can affect personal involvement. In the Durban 
process, everyone had to step outside their comfort zones and question the 
location of power in regard to racism. 

The preconference period proved to be a critical time for U.S. feminist 
activists. Efforts by groups like WILD for Human Rights, CWGL, MADRE, 
and WCRC were instrumental in contending with the complexity of issues 
that dealt with race and U.S. national privilege and in advancing a perspec-
tive on intersectionality that looked beyond U.S. national interests. WILD 
for Human Rights organized a hearing to illustrate the links between U.S. 
foreign and domestic policies and CWGL organized a hearing based on 
testimonies of women literally living “at the intersection.” Both addressed 
local and global human rights violations perpetrated by U.S. policies. For 
U.S. feminists, approaching intersectionality based on subjectivities and 
structural policies presented an important moment to advance a new im-
age of U.S. activism—U.S. women conscious of the ways U.S. foreign and 
domestic policies exacerbated global racism and of how the U.S. government 
intentionally undermined transnational spaces in which activists convened 
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to advance a more progressive antiracist agenda at the UN. It is within this 
national context that U.S. feminist activists must negotiate their positionality 
in their advocacy in the transnational domain today. 

In the case of Mexico, it was the intervention, more so than the number 
of participants, that was significant. El Closet’s approach to intersectionality 
resided in the inter-relationship between sexuality and racism, and link-
ing to other feminist and gay and lesbian networks validated their efforts. 
Even though no mention of sexual diversity can be found in the DDPA, 
Eva was able to pursue her agenda in satisfying ways by forming coalitions 
outside of Mexico. In other words, it was the formation of new coalitions 
that proved critical to these activists because coalitions can be maintained 
long after a world conference has concluded. Intersectional subjectivities, 
more importantly, were linked to projects of democracy and human rights, 
meaning that sexual rights has less to do with the individual person and 
more about changing societal institutions and structures in solidarity with 
other social movements. 

Taken together and based on their national contexts, each case offers 
different approaches to intersectionality centered on intersectional subjec-
tivities or intersectional structures (i.e., overlapping social policies) to expose 
experiences and perspectives that would be missed when an intersectional 
approach is lacking. Furthermore, identifying the links is so critical for fos-
tering a transnational feminist community that embodies a sense of hope. 
The conclusion of Maria’s testimony from the CWGL’s hearing relates how 
she found her inspiration from other women from inside and outside of 
Guatemala in what many of us might consider a hopeless situation; she 
attributed her ability to retain hope to the examples of dignity shown by 
women throughout the world. She stated:

Even after all that has happened, I still have hope. And when 
people ask me how it is possible to have hope, I answer that I 
don’t feel alone. There are women who have helped me very much 
through their example. They are the Mayan women of Guatemala 
and the women of civil society. But they are also you. They are the 
South African women who have given us an example of struggle 
and of hope. They are the Palestinian women, the women of Nica-
ragua and of Vietnam. And they are the indigenous women, like 
the Samis, the Kunas, the Miskitas, and all the women of Asia, of 
the Americas, of Europe and of Africa that inspire me and fill me 
with hope to be able to struggle to achieve a truly dignified and 
human future with real diversity and with all our rights assured 
for ourselves, for our daughters and sons and for our grand-
daughters and grandsons.
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In her powerful closing, Maria communicated a transnational feminist 
solidarity of hope inspired by the resilience of women. In doing so, Ma-
ria linked her own survival from a horrific situation with those of other 
women from the Americas region and beyond. As such, she situated her 
story within a genealogy of women’s struggles against state violence and 
military occupation.

Recognition that racism can in fact be gendered was built on several 
years of advocacy at the UN level and transnational feminists had an op-
portunity to build and solidify this perspective during the 2001 WCAR pro-
ceedings. To no longer work in isolation from each other’s social movements 
and to sustain broad transnational-based coalitions remains the unfinished 
work of the 2001 WCAR in part because of the events of September 11. Thus 
the unfinished work must be re-visited anew because the inclusion and 
adoption of an intersectional approach was not limited to the activists; the 
official conference documents for the first time included new issues that 
reflected women’s experiences entirely absent from prior WCARs. 
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