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Law Enforcement Violence

Against Women of Color
Andrea J. Ritchie -

Cau Bich Tran, a twenty-five-year-old Vietnamese woman, shot
to death by police responding to a call for help at her San Jose
home.' .

Malaika Brooks, a Black woman who was cight months pregnant,
shot by a police officer in Novembér 2004 wich a fifty-thousand
volt Taser gun outside the African Américan Academy in Seattle,
where she was dropping her son off for school .?

Mrs. Afaf Saudi, a sixty-eight-year-old Egyptian permanent US
tesident, forcibly removed from a store in Greensboro, South Caro-
lina, “hog-tied” and tossed into a police cruiser, suffering a bro-
ken shoulder, a broken rib, and 2 mild heart attack in November

2004.°

Jaisha Akins, African American, five, handcuffed and forcibly re-
moved from her St. Petersburg, Florida, school by police.*

Margarita Acosta, a sixty-two-year-old Puerto Rican grandmother,
stapped and beaten by paolice officers before being shoved into a
police van without her shirt or shoes.’

Ms. H., an undocumented Latina woman sexually assaulted by a
Los Angeles police officer responding to her 91t call for help when
a man was beating her in her home.® !

Frankie Perkins, a Black woman choked to death by Chicago pe-
lice officers who believed she had swallowed drugs.”

Jalea Lamot, a Latina woman sexually harassed by officers respond-
ing to a call for emergency medical assistance, who, atong with her
family, was beaten and pepper-sprayed once the officers realized she
is transsexual.®

An African American woman who plays on the D.C wwomen’s foot-
ball teatn arrested after using the women’s bathroom at a local res-
taurant.’
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In wotkshops on law enforcement violence against women | often ask parricipants
to jot down the first name or image that comes to mind when I say “pslice brutal-
ity.” None of these women’s names or experiences come up. The same is rrue when
Task them to note the firsc image char comes to mind when I say “violence against
women.” Yet, clearly, these experiences are manifestations of both.

To date, public debate, grassroots organizing, litigation strategies, civilian
oversight, and legislative initiatives addressing police violence and misconduct
have been almost exclusively informed by a paradigm centering on the young
Black or Latino heterosexual man as the quintessential subject, victim. or survivor
of police brutality.” To cite just one example of how pervasive this paradigm is,
one need look no further than a 2002 call-to-action from the Black Radical Con-
gress, an organization which embraces a gender analysis in its Principles of Unity.
In seeking suppart for a boycott of the City of St. Louis in response to several inci-
dents of police brutality, the call states:

[flegardless of the city, the scenarios of police violence are the same;
only the names and faces change, A handceuffed black male shot to
death because he allegedly lunged at an officer; a black youth run-
ning from an officer and posing no threat is shot in the back; zar
chases by police that kill innocent bystanders; a black man shot to
death because police thought he had 2 weapon; and the scenato
go on.'! :

Not much has changed in this regard in recent years, although our understanding
of racial profiling and arbitrary detencions has broadened to include the experi-
ences of Arab, Middle Eastern, South Asian, and Muslim men. These narratives of
racial profiling and police brucality, as well as prevalent quantitative comparisons
of the frequency and nature of traflic stops experienced by “African Americans,”
“Hispanics,” and “whites” which fail to analyze data along gender andracial lines,
dominate discourse and debate around race-based policing and police violence to
the exclusion of the experiences of women of color.

Yet women and gitls, and particularly women of color, are sexually assaulted,
raped, brutally strip-searched, beaten, shot, and killed by law enforcement agents
with alarming frequency, experiencing many of the same forms of hw enforce-
ment violence as men of color, as well as gender- and race-specific forms of police
misconduct and abuse. Dramatic increases in the number of African American
and Latina women incarcerated pursuant to “law and order” agendzs and “war
on drugs” policies over the past two decades suggest that police interactions with
women of color are increasing in frequency and intensiry.”” The “wa: on terror”
continues ro reach into the lives of women of color across the United S:ates as well
as abroad in the form of harassment, viclence, and sexual abuse at the hands of
military and Jaw enforcement agents, including federal immigration and “home-
land security” officers. “Zero rolerance” and “quality of life” policing practices
have particular impacts on young women in scheols and on the streets, women
street vendors, and wornen engaged in sex work which are rarely addressed in our
assessment of or resistance to these policies. It is long past time that law enforce-
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ment accountability and organizing integrate and address the experiences of
women of color—not just as mothers, partners, and children of men of color tar-
geted by systemic state violence and the criminal legal system, but as both targets
of law enforcement violence and agents of resistance in our own right.

Similarly, women’s experiences of police brutality—rather than police pro-
tection—in the context of domestic violence interventions, implementation of
mandartory arrest policies, and policing of racist, homophobic, and transphobic
violence (“hate crimes”) have not generally been addressed in service provision
or in challenging violence against women, lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender
(LGBT) individuals, and people of color. Rather, mainstream organizations advo-
cating on behalf of and providing services to survivors of intimate violence, sexual
assaule, and racist, homophobic, and transphebic violence continue to rely almost
exclusively on law-enforcement agencies fs the primary, if not exclusive, response
to interpersonal vielence.

The proliferation of mandatory arrest policies across the country is leading to
increased arrests of domestic violence survivors, who then become subject to fur-
cher violence in the criminal justice system, including use of force during arrest,
threats to remove and removal of children into state custody, abusive strip searches,
and other violent and degrading conditions of confinement. ‘The impacts of our
almost exclusive reliance on such law enforcement—-based responses to violence
in our homes and communities fail disproportionately on women of coler, poor
and low-income women, and lesbians. For ingtance, a New Yotk City-based study
found that a significant majority (66%) of domestic violence survivors arrested
along with their abusers {(dual arrest cases) or arrested as a result of a complaint
lodged by their abuser (retaliatory arrest cases), were African American or Latina.?
43% were living below the poverty line, and 19% were receiving public assistance
ar the time of their arrest.' Lesbian survivors of domestic violence are frequently
arrested along with their abusive partners by law enforcement officers who frame
abuse in same-sex relationships as “mutual combat.”” Alternatively, police base
their decisions regarding whe is the abuser in lesbian relationships on raced and
gendcred presumptions and stereotypes—the abuser must be the “bigger” partner,
the more “butch” partner, the woman of coldr, or the person who is less fluent in
English. Similarly, survivors of homophobi& and transphobic violence have also
been subject to arrest, as welf as frequent verbal abuse and blame, by ofhicers acting
on similar stereotypes, or on a belief that survivors of such crimes “brought it on
themselves” by simply being who they are."

Until we challenge mainstream police accountability and antiviolence orga-
nizing to take up the challenge of integrating and addressing these realities,
women of color survivors of law enforcement violence will continue to find that
their experiences are not reflected in the dominant paradigms of police brutality
and violence against women, leaving their voices largely unheard and their rights
unvindicated.

This is not to say that women of color’s experiences with Jaw enforcement vio-
tence have never been the subject of discourse or organizing. In an essay entirled
“Viclence Against Women and the Ongoing Challenge to Racism,” Angela Y.
Davis commented on police vielence against Black women involved in struggles

Law Enforcement Viclence Against Women of Calor 141

for Black liberation in the sixties and seventics.”” Indeed, the FBIs recent increase
of the bounty on Black freedom fighter Assata Shakur’s head serves as a potent
reminder of the day she was shot three times by New Jersey state troopers during a
traffic stop as she stood with her hands in the air by the side of the road.'® Angela
Davis has also described a personal experience of finding a2 woman by the side of
a highway who had been raped, first by a group of strangers, and then by police
officers who stopped to “investigate.” In a chapter of Resisting State Violence, Joy
James cites a report entitled “Black Women under Siege by New York Cicy Police,”
published by the Center for Law and Social Justice at Medgar Evers College four
years before the Rodney King incident brought police violence to the forefront of
the national consciousness.” The report documents incidents of pdlice brurality
against Black women which garnered virtually no national attenticn, including,
among others, cases in which a police ofhicer intentionally drove 2 fatrol car into
a woman, officers severely beat a woman who had witnessed a police assault on a
Black man, and an officer maced a handcuffed woman in the eyes.

In 1984, when Eleanor Bumpurs, an elderly and disabled African Ameri-
can grandmother, was killed by a shotgun blast to the chest fired br officers who
had come to assist in her eviction from public housing {(because she was less than
ninety dollars behind in her rent), Black communities in New York City rose up
in outrage.”’ In 1998, when Tyisha Miller was shot twenty-four times by police
officers who, responding to a distress call, found her in the midst of an epilep-
tic seizure in her car, yet claimed she pulled a gun—which was never found—
Black communities in Riverside, California, took to the streers.?2 When Margaret
Mitchelt, “a frail, mentally ill, homeless African American woman in her 50s,”
was stopped, harassed, and then shot by San Francisco police officersin 1999, Earl
Ofari Hutchinson argued that controlling images of Black women as “menacing”
inform police brusality against African American women in much the same way
as do similar controlling images of Black men.?* When US Customs authorities’
practice of racially profiling and strip-searching Black women ar airports on che
presumption that Black women are “drug mules™ was challenged in the nation’s
courts and on the floor of Congress, national mainstream civil rights organiza-
tions began to recognize, albeit only in that limited context, that Black women
are also targets of law enforcement abuses. In 2002, Sista 11 Sista. a New York
City—based organization of young African American and Larina women, made a
video about sexual harassment of young women in their neighborhood by local
police officers, and successfully organized their community to speak our against
this form of law enforcement viotence.

However, the few incidents of police violence against women of color which
have commanded national attention continue to be viewed as isolated, anomalous
deviations from the police brutality “norm.” Perhaps the overwhelming silences
are yet another manifestation of the ongoing sublimation of women of color’s
experiences to those of men in struggles for racial justice. Perhaps police violence
against women of color is experienced as merely one scrand in a seamless web of
daily gendered/racialized assaults by both state and private actors, unworthy of
the focused attention commanded by police brutality against men of color per-
ceived as a “direct” form of state violence. Violence by law enforcement officers



142 Color of Viclence

is also seen as beyond the explicit scope of mainstream conceptions of gender-
based violence, which, in the United States, focus on the “private sphere,” failing
to imagine women as subjects of state violence in public spaces. Perhaps women’s
experiences of such violence have not been integrated into the dominant discourse
surrounding violence against women because they are dissonant to a society which
has invested considerable energy in framing law enforcement agents as protectors
rather than as perpetrators of violence against women.

The challenge, then, is to bring these experiences to the center of our organiz-
ing against both state and interpersonal violence against women of color and our
communities. Doing so will not enly give voice to survivors of law enforcement vio-
lence, who, more often than not, are women who are also vulnerable to other forms
of state, community, and interpersonal violgnce. It wilt also challenge us to move
beyond law enforcement—based responses towiolence and toward community-based
responses which ¢ruly promote safety for women of color.

Policing Gender, Policing Sex

Systems act as though they have a stake in keeping gender lines clear.
If you step over them, you are treated 2s a suspicious character. 2

You want to act like 2 man, I'll treat youdike 2 man.—Sratermnent
made by a police officer immediately before punching an African

American lesbian in the chest.™

in 2002, DC police officers grabbed an African American woman
by the neck and smashed her face into a door, and then proceeded
to force her to unzip her pants. Upon seeing that she was wearing
men’s underwear, they demanded “Why are you wearing boys’ un-

derwear? Are you a dyke? Do you eat pussy?’

As the Audre Lorde Project, the first center for lesbian, gag, bisexual, Two Sprit,?”
and transgender (LGBTST) people of color in the United States, emphasizes, law
enforcement agencies uphold and enforce society’s raced, gendered, and class strue-
tures, conventional notions of “morality,” and social norms established by domi-
nant groups.”® Accordingly, individuals whose existence, expression, or conduct
defies these strucrures are, at best, objects of suspicion, heightened attention, and
harassment by law enforcement officers, and, at worst, disposable people turned
over to police to punish or ignore as they please.

Enforcement of racialized gender boundaries and regulation of sexual conduct
are two cornerstones of police interactions with’ women of coler. From enforce-
ment of historical laws prohibiting people from wearing appatel associated with
the opposite gender,” to present day enforcement of social expectations regarding
use of gender-segregated facilities such as restrooms,” law enforcement agents have
explicitly policed the borders of the binary gender system. Additionally, police offi-
cers engage in subconscious gender policing: departure from socially construcred
norms of “appropriate” gender expression is perceived as grounds for suspicion and
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securing submission to gender roles.®* Such perceptions are further complicared
by presumptions of criminality based on race or class. Moreover, law enforcement
agents have historically acted and continue to act on racialized gender stereo-
types which reinforce existing systemic gendered and raced power relations. And,
through historic laws making it an offense for a woman to be found in the streets
unaccompanied at night™ and current prostitution laws, morals regulations such as
“lewd conduct” statutes, and, until recently, sodomy laws, police have been charged
with enforcing dominant sexualities and punishing sexual “deviance.”

Individuals perceived to be transgressing racialized gender norms or who are
framed within gendered racial stereotypes are more frequently subjected to verbal
abuse, invasive searches, and use of excessive force during encounters with police;
are more likely to suffer abuse while in police custody; and are often denied pro-
tection by law enforcemenct when crimes are commirted against them. The interac-
tions of transgender women, often perceived as the “ultimate” gender tansgressors,
with law enforcement are generally marked by insistence on gender conformiry
and punishment for failure to “comply,” including harassment, verbai abuse, and
physical violence at the hands of police, often based on perceptions that they are
fraudulent, deceitful, viclent, or mentally unstable because of their perceived gen-
der disjuncrure.”” Women framed as “masculine”—including African American
womnen, who are routinely “masculinized” through systemic racial stereotypes™—
are consistently treated by police as potentially violent, predatory, or noncompliant
regardless of their actual conduct or circumstances, no matter how old. young, dis-
abled, small, or ill.¥ As a result, they are subjected to verbal abuse in interactions
with law enforcement officers, their handcuffs are tightened excessively, they are
called “fucking dyke” while being beaten, and generally treated with greater physi-
cal harshness by law enforcement officers.*® Working-class or low-income women
are also perceived as more “masculine” than middle- or upper-class women, and
therefore subject to greacer violence by law enforcement officers.” Young women
wearing “thuggish attite,” as current hip-hop fashions are sometimes described,
have also been reported to attract greater police attention than other women.*

Similarly, lesbians are often “defcminized” and “dehumanized” by the crimi-
nal justice system, and therefore subjected to considerable abuse by law enforcement
agents.”” Women perceived to be lesbians—often based on gender nonconform-
ing appearance or conduct—ate regularly called “dyke,” “bulldagger,” and “wan-
nabe man,” and subject to violence during interactions with law enforcement.
For instance, an attorney in Chicago reports that one of her clients, whor she
describes as very “butch,” is subjected to constant harassment by police, and is fre-
quently “slammed up against a wall, patted down, and verbally assaulted.™ One
sixty-five-year-old African American lesbian who lives in senior public housing in
San Francisco is so frequently beaten by police officers responding to complaints
by homophobic neighbors that she now says, “If I need help, I cali the fire depart-
ment. If they show up, at least it’s not with guns drawn.” *! One advecate reports
knowing an African American lesbian sex worker who is hit and “roughed up” by
police officers so frequently that she is inured to the abuse.”

Violation of gender norms through public sexual coenduct deemed inappropri-
ate—be it engaging in sex work or expressions of affection between women-—also



144 Color of Vinlence

gives rise 1o heightened police surveillance, harassment, and abuse. Two ground-
breaking teports by the Sex Workers” Project in New York City document signifi-
cant rates of violence experienced by sex workers at the hands of police: 30% of
street-based sex workers and 14% of indoor sex workers interviewed reported vio-
lence by police officers.* “Reported incidents included officers physically geabbing
and kicking prostitutes, as well as beating them; one incident of rape; one woman
was stalked by a police officer; anid throwing foed. Sexual harassment included fon-
dling of body parts; giving women cigarettes in exchange for sex; and police offer-
ing not to artest a prostitute in exchange for sexuat services.™* 16% of indoor sex
workers reported sexual assault or rape by police.®s

Sexual harassment and abuse of le¥bians aimed at securing sexual conformity
is also prevalent. For instance, a South Asian leshian reports that, in Los Angeles,
when two women walking down the street are visibly a couple, officers driving
or walking by will laugh and throw Kkisses.® Lesbians also report being regularly
asked by police officers if they “would like to know how it felt with a man.™’
According to one researcher, women perceived as lesbian are also the subject of
increased artention by law enforcement because they are perceived to be taking
soraething that is not theirs to take, intruding on male territory and undermin-
ing male privilege by having sexual relationships with other women.* As a result,
officers “get a kick out of breaking down their self-esteem, they feel that they need
to be broken ™"

Transgender women are framed by law enforcement agents as not only the
ultimate gender transgressors, but also as overly sexualized, as indicated by the
fact thac they are pervasively profiled as sex workers and routinely subject to sex-
ual abuse by police officets.”® They are also frequently subject to sexualized verbal
abuse—officers regularly call transgender women of color “fags,” “whores,” “sturs,”
“bitches,” and “prostitutes” when they encounter them on the street.

While the degree to which police are enforcing gender lines or acring on
racialized gender stereotypes varies berween faw enforcement interactions with
women of color, it s clear that the role played by gender in law enforcement vio-
lence has received insufficient attention in our analysis and organizing, What fol-
lows is the beginnings of development of an analysis of both “conventional” and

more “gender specific” forms of law enforcement violence which centers gender
along with race and class.

Racial Profiling and Use of Force

In February of 1996, Dr. Mae Jemison, che first Black woman as-
tronaut, was stopped by a Texas police officer who alleged she made
an illegal turn in her hometown. Upon discovering that Jemison
had an outstanding traffic cicket, the officer cuffed her, pushed
her face down into the pavement, and forced her to remove her
shoes and walk barefoot from the patrol car to the police station.
Commentacors opined that, because she was wearing a low-cut afro
hairstyle, she was mistaken for 2 man by police officers.”
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La early 1996, Sandra Antor, a 26-year-old African American nurs-
ing student from Miami, was taveling along lnterstate 95 to visit
friends in North Carolina when she was pulled over by an un-
marked car driven by a state trooper. A video camera on the dish-
board previously recorded Officer Beckwith making approxirna:'el}'
15 traffic stops over the course of the day. Racher than approachn_g
Ms. Antor’s car with 2 friendly, “How ya' doin’?” as he had peevi-
ously done with white motorists, the trooper charged out of the
patrol car, gun drawn, screaming repeatedly at thc. top of his lLT-lgS
“Roll your window down NOW! Roll your [expletive del.etccl] vin-
dow down NOW!” Approaching the car swiftly until his gun was
pointed directly at Ms. Antor’s head, he proceeded to violently yank
the driver side door open and tear at Ms. Antor’s clothes, screaming
“Out of the car NOW! Qut of the damn car NOW!" Ms. Anor is
heatd explaining that she’s having trouble getting out of [he.car be-
cause she has her seat belt on. Beckwith continues to pull violeatly
on Ms. Antor’s clothing and scream at her uncit she finally maniges
to disengage herself and begins exiting the car slowly. Beckwith
then yanks het out of the car, throws her down to the ground on
her hands and knees, shoves her into a prone posirion, face down
on the asphalt in the right fane of the fast-moving highway, stoves
his knee into her back, and proceeds co sit on her.,

Although the videotape cleatly shows thac Antor put up so-
Jutely no resistance to the officer’s abuse, Beckwith is heard scream-
ing “Quit fighting me!” and seen striking her as he handcuffs her.
Once Ms. Antor is cuffed, Beckwith ises quickly and screems,
“Srand your ass up lady, NOW! You're fixin’ to taste liquid hdl in
just a minute,” threatening to use pepper spray on the compktely
subdued woman. Once she manages to rise, the officer drags Ms.
Antor to the patrol car, yelling “Get in the fucking car!” Ms. An-
tor’s perception of the incident as motivated by both her race and
gender is unwavering. When asked what she believed th.e patrol-
man was thinking when he was hitting her, she immed.late]y re-
sponds “Damn Black bitch.” She goes on to say “He was pissed...he
couldn’t believe chis bitch didn’c stop for him. Who the hel do
1 think 1 am? Don’t I know whete [ am? ‘This is his neck o the
woods,” adopting a white southern accent for the lasr senence.
“That is how I interpret it,” she says, summarizing in a single .tate-
ment the historical context in which she perceived ber experiznce,
as well as the inseparable role played by her race and gender identity
in the officer’s conduct.

A Latina from Douglas, Arizona, says, “f have been pulled over so
many times [ can’t even count them, sometimes with no rason
at all. Once or twice the Border Patro} told me they received an
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anonymeus tip about someone driving a car similar to mine. I've
been teld that my car looked weighted down, so it locked suspi-
cious! I've heard of a lot of rapes and killings by the Border Patrol.
It seems like the Border Patrol feels that they have the power to do
whatever they want.”

Going forward, our efforts to combat racial profiling and police brutality must
recognize and reflect that'women of color have been and continue to be subject
to racial profiling and the use of force on streets and highways across the United
States. For instance, Amnesty International’s 1998 Righrs for All report on police
misconduct and abuse in the United States suggests that a pattern and practice
of assaulting African American women developed among the all-male, all-white
police force in Riverdale, a Chicago suburb which saw a dramatic increase in the
number of Black residents in the mid-1990%:
3

Linda Billups was stopped by police while driving home from

church with her four young children in September 1993; she was. ..

manhandled, arrested and charged with several offenses includ-

ing assaulting an officer. All charges were later dropped, except for

driving without child restraints. Diznne Overstreet was reportedly

kicked, thrown to the ground and subjected to racial slues after an

officer stopped her for allcgedly going through a red light in Febru-

ary 1994. At least eight [B]lack women were assaulted in separate

incidents in two years® %

Similardy, at an October 2003 Amuesty International hearing on racial profiling
held in Tulsa, Oklahoma, Native women reported frequent traffic stops, during
which no citations would be written, of cars with tribal license plates.

Women of colot’s experiences of traffic and street stops are often uniquely gen-
dered. For instance, in 2001, a rash of trafhc stops of Latina women tock place in
a low-income community in Suffolk County, Long Island, during which women
would be forced to perform sexual acts and/or strip in public.*” In one case, instead
of being issued a eraffic citation, 2 woman was forced to walk home in her under-
wear.”™ [n two others, officers were atleged to have forced women to have sex with
them after pulling them over for traffic infractions.” More recently, two New York
City police officers followed 2 35-year-old worpan home after stopping her for a
teaffic offense, and subsequently forced her to perform oral sex on them in her
apartment while her chree children slept nearby.*

Women of color, and particulatly African American and Larina transgender
women, are also routinely profiled on the streets as sex workers by police, regard-
less of whether they are actually engaging in sex work at the time, or whether they
are invofved in the trade at all, and subjected to stops, strip searches, and arbitrary
arrest and detention on this basis. Additionally, racial profiling of women of color
has branched out from streets and airport lounges to more gender-specific con-
texts, including delivery rooms across the nation, where drug-testing of pregnant
women fitting the “profile” of drug users—young, poor, and Black—has given rise
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to a new race-based policing phenomenon: “giving birth while Black.™" Similarly,
as demonstraied by professor Dorothy Reberts in her 2003 book, Shattered Bonds:
The Color of Child Welfare, “mothering while Black” gives rise to more frequent
allegations of child abuse and neglect against Black women, be it for perceived
neglect resulting from poverty or for alleged failure to protect their children from
witnessing abuse against them in the home.%

Use of force against women of color is also uniquely informed by racialized
and gendered stereotypes—officers often appear to be acting based on perceptions
of Black women as “animalistic” women possessing superhuman force, Latina
women as “hot- tempered mamas,” Asian women as “devious,” kaife-wiclding
martial arts experts, and so on. The operation of one such stereotype is apparent
in the case of Cau Bich Tran, 25-year-old Vietnamese mother of two, who was
shot to death by police responding to a call for help at her San Josc home in 2003,
She had locked herself out of her bedroom and had called 911 for help getting
back in. When police arrived ac her home, she was sitting in the kitchen holding
a vegetable pecler which she had been using to try to jimmy the door open. When
she began explaining what had happened, using the vegetable peeler to point at
the bedroom door, a police officer standing six to seven feet away from her imme-
diately shot the woman, who was four feet eleven inches tall and weighed ninety
pounds, in the heart.%® She was dead within three minutes of police responding to
her call for assistance,

These stereotypes are also apparent in the shooting death on Auguse 15, 1998,
of Ms. Cora Jones, a 79-year-old Black woman who suffered from Al:heimer’s dis-
ease, who was partially blind and deaf, and used a wheelchair, ¢ Ms. Jones was in
her home when a drive-by shooting occurred nearby. Twenty police officers sub-
sequently stormed the house, and began beating Ms. Jones’s great-giandson, who
allegedly came down the stairs with a gun to protect his family in the wake of the
drive-by.®® Ms. Jones yelled at the intruders, whom she may not have known were
police officers, to stop beating her greargrandson.®® When the officers maced her,
her great-grandson begged them to let him calm her down.*” Instead, the officers
proceeded to shoot Ms. Jones in the chest at point-blank: range as she sat in her
wheelchair.®® The officers fater claimed thar she had a knife, and the Detroit police
force ruled the shooting a “proper use of force,” coldly stating “a shotwas fired and
it went where it was directed.” It stretches the bounds of credulity © believe chat
a nearly 80-year-old woman who could neither see, hear, nor walk, and was the
victim of a dangerous crime, posed such a danger to twenty armed police officers
thar she needed to be shot at point-blank range as she sat in a wheelchair, regard-
less of whesher she held a knife.

Presumptions about Black motherhoed also inform police violence. In Decem-
ber 1993, Los Angeles police shot twenty-seven-year-old Sonji Taylor aftet they cor-
nered her and her three-year-old son in a rooftop parking lot where she had parked
her car to go Christmas shopping. According to her family, the police officers sur-
rounded Ms. Taylor for half an hour before she was killed. The officers claimed that
Ms. Taylor was holding her son hostage with a kitchen knife while repeating “che
blood of Jesus.” Ms. Taylor's family maintains that the knife was a Christmas pres-
ent, Ms. Taylor never harmed her son, and that “the blood of Jesus” was a phrase
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Ms. Taylor repeated when in danger, a product of her Pentacostal upbringing. The
scene is easy to imagine—a terrified Black woman, holding a Christmas present,
trying to protect her child, surrounded by strange men in a lonely parking lot,
seeking protection from her god. At some point, the officers charged Ms. Taylor,
maced her, and tore her son from her. The officers say they shor Ms. Taylor after she
“lunged” after them, as no doubt any mother would to protect her child, alleging
that they had no choice but to ace in self-defense. The autopsy revealed that Ms.
Taylor was shot twice in the chest, and then seven times in the back. The face that
several shots had “mushrooms” indicared that she was also shot while lying face-
down on the ground. This incident clearly reveals the operation of gender-specific
controlling images informing potice responses to Black women: as a Black mother,
Sonji Taylor was presumed to be harming and holding her own child hostage, and
this predominant stereotype of Black motherhood cost her her life.

‘These incidents illustrate the fact that, while racial profiling and the use of
force against women of color take many of the same forms as they do with men
of color, there are clearly gendered dynamics at play which require a more compli-
cated analysis of racial profiling and a more complex approach to police brutality
organizing and advocacy. Moreover, racial profiling takes place in gendes-spe-
cific contexts—such as implementation of mandatory arrest policies, in which
women of color are disproportionately perceived to be perpetrators of domestic
violence rather than survivors—and rakes gender-specific forms—such as sexual
harassment and assaules of motorists—whichare unlikely to be uncovered by
conventional cop-watches and monitoring of existing traffic stop statistics. These
examples therefore bolster the need to center women of color's experiences within
pelice accountability organizing and advocacy in ordet to ensure maximum effec-
tiveness for all members of communities of color.

Rape, Sexual Assault, and Sexual Harassment

19-year-ald Clementine Applewhite was walking down the street in
her hemetown of Baton Rouge, Louisiana, with two friends at ten
o'clock in the evening when they were approached by a uniformed,
on-duty officer traveling in a police K-9 unit. The officer told the
three women that they would be arrested for vagrancy if they did
not get off the street. The young women explained to the officer
that they were walking to a friend’s house several blocks away,
and began to hurry along as they attempted to comply with his
order, After the women traveled a few morc blocks, they were again
stopped by the officer and his companion, a uniformed corrections
officer, and told that the officer would flip a coin to determine who
went to jail. Losing the coin toss, Ms. Applewhite was ordered into
the patrol car and told to keep her head down. The officer then
drove to the Memorial Stadium, where he forced Ms. Applewhite
to have oral sex with him at gunpoint. Both officers then proceeded
to rape her. During this time, another officer came upon them, but
turned around and left the area at the request of the first two.™
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An African American lesbian reports being raped by a police officer
who forced his way into her apartment at gunpoint and told let
prior to assauleing her that he was “reaching her a lesson” becase
the world needed “one less dyke,”™

An Immigratien and Naturalization Service (INS) officer in Fo-
mona, California, was convicted in 2004 of demanding sex aad
cash from two Chinese women seeking asylum.”

Rape, sexual assault, and sexual harassment by on-duty faw enforcement officers
are foremost among gender-specific forms of police brutality directed at Black
women. Sex workers in particular report endemic extortion of sexual favors by
police officers in exchange for leniency or to avoid routine police vielmce against
them, as well as frequent rapes and sexual assaults. As described by fellsw contrib-
utor Sylvanna Falcén, immigrant Latina women, both documented aad undocu-
mented, are routinely raped by local law enforcement and border patnl agents in
the bordertands berween Mexico and the United States.”* Officers are aso reported
to regularly sexuaily harass young Latina women perceived to be gang members, in
one instance telling them “give me a piece of your ass and I'll fet you g.” In some
cases, sexual harassment takes place in the context of police response io domestic
violence. In July 2005, a police officer working in a Chicago suburb was charged
with “official misconduct” for making women strip naked when he responded 1o
domestic violence calls.” In a number of domestic violence cases invelving lesbi-
ans, officers have made comments to the effect that “this wouldn’c happen if you
were with a man, you need to try a man,” and suggested that they, infact, mighe
be the man for the job.

The city of Eugene, Oregon, recently paid $667,000 to a woman who was
sexually assaulted by officer Roger Magafia, who was recently convicied of scxu-
ally abusing more than a dozen women over a period of cight years ind against
whom eleven other suits are pending. His case, while unique in that it resulted in
a criminal conviction and substantial penalty, is common in other repects. Ofh-
cer Magafa preyed on domestic violence survivors, women involved in the sex
trade, others who use controlled substances, and women who are labded as men-
talby ill, first threatening arrest and then offering leniency in exchange for sexual
acts, In some cases, he was conducting “welfare checks"—which allow ofhicers to
enter residents’ homes by simply stating that they believe a person’s vell-being is
at risk—art the time he raped and sexually assauited women. He frequently con-
ducred inappropriate and abusive searches of women on the side of the road. Many
of the women who eventually came forward said they did not initiallr report the
abuse because they were afraid of police retaliation and feared they would not be
believed. One woman told of Magafa putting his service weapon upagainst her
genitals and saying he would “blew her insides out” if she told anyone. Neverthe-
less, police files indicate chat ac least half a dozen officers and superrisors heard
complaints from women that they had been raped or sexually assauited by Officer
Magafia and one of his feflow officers before either one was arrested.”

Some community organizing around sexual harassment by law enforcement
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officers has taken place. As described in their piece in this anthology, Sista II Sista,
a Brooklyn-based collective of working-class young and adult Black and Latina
wormen, began organizing against sexual harassment and violence by law enforce-
ment officers in their neighborhood after two young women from the community
were killed by police officers.™ One was killed during a dispute with her mother
on their stoop when a police officer stopped to intervene, and ended up shooting
the young woman in the chest, claiming self-defense, while the second was killed
by her boyfriend, who was an auxiliary cop. As they were organizing around these
incidents, young women’s experiences of daily sexual harassment by police offi-
cers began to come to light, and they decided to use video to decument sexual
harassment by officers from New York City's 83rd Precinct. They subsequently
screened the video and performed skits depicting sexual harassment by police dur-
ing a neighborhood block party outside the precinct house. The event was a success,
leading the community to take up the issue in their ongoing police accountability
work. Sista I1 Sista’s work in this area serves as an important example of developing
joint antiviolence and police accountability organizing strategies that link state and
interpersonal vjolence in the ways they manifest in cur every day lives.

Responses to Domestic Violence and Sexual Assault

On September 28, 1999, 39-year-old African American Bronx resi-
dent Cherae Williams called 911 for help because her beyfriend
was beating her.”” Frustrated by responding officers’ refusal 1o even
get out of their patrol car to assist her or take her complaint, she
asked for rtheit names and badge numbers.”® The two white offi-
cers responded by handcuffing Ms. Williams and driving her to a
deserted parking lot. During the drive to the parking lot, a terri-
fied Ms. Williams managed to get one hand out of her handcuffs
only to be pepper sprayed by the officers. When they arrived at
the tor, the officers pulled Ms. Williams out of the patrol car by
her hair, repeatedly shook her and struck her head against the car,
and beat her so badly she suffered a broken nose and a broken jaw
which had to be wired shut.” Ms. Williams appeared before a New
York City Council hearing on police responses to domestic violence
complaines in October of 1999, testifying that “[the officers] beat
me until I was bloedy ... they left me there dazed and with a warn-
ing. They told me if they saw mec on the street, thar they would kill
me ... I called the police to prevent a serious incident, and they
brutalized me.”®

Society’s reliance on law enforcement—based responses to violence against women
has had a number of unintended consequences, not the least of which is increased
vulnerability of survivors to vielence-—at the hands of both their abusers and law
enforcement officers. Often, police brutality against women of color and their
families occurs when they seek assistance in the context of domestic violence or
sexual assault. As a result, “law and order” agendas and “tough on crime” policies
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have not necessarily increased women of colot’s safety from violence—instead,
fear of police violence or of inappropriate responses to interpersonal violence by
law enforcement agents, combined with the lack of alternative responses, often
leaves women of color with nowhere to turn when we face violence in our homes
and communities. Moreover, in the current anti-immigrant climate, the absence
of societal responses to violence that does not rely on law enforcement agencies,
increasingly more concerned with detecting and deporting undocumented women
than protecting them, increases immigrant women's vulnerability to violence.

Police interactions are very much informed by racialized notiens of gender
which dictate who is a legitimare survivor of domestic violence and sexual assault,
and who is likely to be a perpetrator of violence. For instance, one African Ameri-
can woman testified at 2 1999 Amnesty International hearing on police brutality
in Los Angeles that on one occasion police officers responding to a “family quar-
rel” at her home beat her as her children were locked outside, powerless to answer
their mother’s cries for help. She reported that she was subsequently gagged with a
rag by officers, and beaten again until she fainted, at which point officers dragged
her across her yard to cheir police car.® In June 1994, Rebecca Mitler, 2 twenty-
two-year-old Black woman was shot and killed at close range in the hallway of
her apartment, with her two-year-old son at her side, after police were called to
intervene in a fight with her boyfriend.* On September 10, 1997, Oakland police
respording to a neighbor’s domestic disturbance call, proceeded to shoot Venus
Renee Baird in the chest in front of her family, alleging that she attacked the police
officers with a butcher knife.*

These incidents highlight the pervasive nature of the archetypes governing
the manner in which women of color are perceived. Ac their mast vulnerable, sub-
jected to physical abuse in their own homes, women called on faw enforcement
officers for help. Rather than “serve and protect,” officers brutalized them, either
for daring to challenge or seek protection from violence, or simply because they
were acting on stereotypes that framed women of color as violent and requiring
submission by physical force regardless of the context. These women's experiences
undermine the women’s movement’s purparted success in increasing women’s
safety by exposing violence in the “private sphere” of the home and sensitizing law
enforcement ofhicers to take domestic violence seriously. Rather, they expose one
of the failures of the mainstream domestic violence movement, which has been
to contribute to perceptions of victims of domestic violence as almost exclusively
white and middle class, excluding women of color from the “battered woman”
narrative and, therefore, the right to protection by law enforcement. They also
illustrate the isolation women of color survivors of both interpersonal and law
enforcement violence face in light of the mainstream antiviolence movement’s fail-
ure to integrate their experiences into their analysis, strategies, and advocacy.

The “War on Drugs”
Frankie Perkins, mother of three daughtérs, aged fouy, six, and six-

teen, was on her way home one evening, crossing an empty lo,
when she was stopped by police, who later claimed that cthey had



152 Color of Violence

scen her swallowing drugs, and tried to get her to spir them up.
Witnesses state that the officets simply killed her, scrangling her
to deach. Autopsy photos reveal bruises on her face and rib cage,
and show her eyes swollen shut, and the hospital listed the cause of

death as strangulation.™

woman living in Oklahoma, testified at 2 2003

Lori Penner, a Native
at her house

Amnesty Interpational hearing on tacial profiling th
was raided in August of that year by law enforcement officers claim-

ing to be searching for drugs. During the raid, she stated that her
fifceen-year-old daughter “was jetked out of the shower and forced
to stand naked in front of three male officers. She was taken to her
room to put some clothes on where she had to gee dressed in front of
chree officers. ..the police laughed and smirked at us when no drugs
were found. One police officer had the audacity to tell my daughter
she cleaned up nice and looks good fora fifteen-year-old girl ™

Myths and stereotypes implicating women of color in the drug trade have also
proven deadly when acted upon by police officers. In South Seartle, Washington,
in October 1997, Theresa Henderson, like Frankie Perkins, was choked to death
by police who alleged that <he tried to swallow a small amount of cocaine and
claimed chat they were merely actempting to recover “evidence.”® Danette Dan-
iels, a pregnant Black woman, arrested for dealing drugs in June of 1997 by New
Jersey police officers, was shot to death by officers as she sat in the squad car, after
an alleged “scuffle” Witnesses deny that Ms. Danniels was involved in any drug
cransaction at the time of her death.®
Additionally, in the “war on drugs,” the potential consequences of a drug
conviction which, as discussed in greater detail in this volume by Patricia Allard,
can include long mandatory prison sentences; loss of child custody; loss of access
to public housing, food stamps, and cash assistance; loss of professional licenses;
and denial of access to government loans for higher education—have given law
enforcement officers increased power, and have therefore increased the likelihood
se of women of color. From arbitrary stops, stfip searches, and deten-
color as “drug mules” to increased lever-
age for police extostion schemes such as those in which officers routinely demand
sexual acts in exchange for leniency, it seems beyond question that the “war on
drugs” has increased the prevalence of law enforcement violence against women.
For instance, a Milwaukee police officer was recently charged with dropping drug
charges against a South Dakota woman in exchange for sex.®” In another case
recently before the federal Ninth Circuit of Appeals court, Darla Motley was
allowed to proceed with her suit against the LAPD based on a March 1999 drug
raid. During the raid, Motley was shoved againsra wall, and a police officer entered
her baby’s room pointed a gun at the child while others rifled through her belong:
ings.”® However, beyond documentation of rising incarceration rates of womesn of

color, the nacute and quality of police interactions with women of color in the con-

coxr f the “war on drugs” has yet to be systematically examined ot addressed.”

of police abu
tions based on perceptions of women.of
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The “War on Terror”
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friends repeatedly asked why they were being detained. The officers
threatened several times to call the INS, asked them, “Why don’c
you go back where you came from?” called them “towel head lov-
ers,” and told them “If you areragainst war, you are for terrorism.”
At one point, F. said something to G. in German. The officers,
assuming she was speaking Arabic, reportedly said, “You're one of
them.” Later on, at the police station, when F. removed the hat
she had been wearing as she sat handcuffed to a bench, revealing
long hair, one of the arresting officers walked by and said “Oh,
maybe it is a girl.” Another officer reportedly walked by and asked
a third, “Is that the one that’s a he-she? It must bea girl, look at her
hair.” Charges against F. were eventually dismissed. Her complaint
against the acresting officers is still pending.

The voices and experiences of Arab, Middle Eastern, South Asian, and Mus-
lim women—and women perceived to be members of these groups—have been
noticeably absent from discourse regarding the impacts of the “war on terror” on
commnunities of color in the United States. This does not mean, by any stretch of
the imagination, that they have escaped its grasp. Rather, dominant anti-Arab/anti-
Muslim racism represents Arab, Muslim, and South Astan wornen as passive victims
of their violent, misogynist men, withour agency and in desperate need of “libera-
tion” by Western militaries and feminists alike, theteby eliminating the possibility
in the popular mind that they would be targets of state violence in the context of
this very “liberation.” :

However, images of Arab, Muslim, and South Asian women as potential sui-
cide bombers are increasingly gaining currency, as evidenced by the case of six-
teen-year- old Tashnuba Hayder, a South Asian Muslim living in Quecns, New
Yotk, who was recently the subject of the first terrorism investigation involving a
minor. FBI agents who had monitored her visits to an Internet chat room whete
setmons by an Islamic cleric in London wete posted showed up at her home one
day, pretending to follow up on a missing persons report filed five months carlier
when Tashnuba ‘briefly left home with a friend. The agents immediately began
going through her diary, papers, and home schooling materials, focusing on one
essay discussing the positions taken on suicide by various religions and another
about the Department of Homeland Security, in which she stated that she felt
that Muslims weré being targeted and “outcasted” by the state since 9/11. Three
weeks later, based on a “sectet” declaration, a dozen federal agents raided her
home at dawn, citing the expiration of her mother’s immigration papers as justi-
fication for taking the daughter into custody. Without providing her parents with
any information as to her whereabouts for two weeks, Tashnuba was transferred
to a juvenile detention center in Pennsylvania where she was interrogated, with-
out a parent or a lawyer present, by the members of the FBI joint Terrorism Task

Force, and released only upon her mother’s agreement to a “voluntary departure”
to Bangladesh, Another Muslim gitl, Adama Bah, was also detained as part of the

investigation.”
Since 9/11, Arab, Middle Eastern, 2nd Muslim women have also been trou-
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Conclusion

Gender, sex, and race policing, as informed by stereotypical and archetypal repre-
sentations of women of color, clearly underlie law enforcement interactions with
women of color. Brural physical and psychological assaults on women of color
by police officers appear to be informed by beliefs that deviations from socially
constructed norms of gender and sexual expression are legitimate bases for suspi-
cion, Consequently, use of force on the part of state agents becomes necessary, as
women of color, by their very existence, are seen as threats who must be met with
brural force; are sexually available and subject to sexual subjugation ac the hands
of police officers; are vessels for drugs swallowett or concealed; and/or are instru-
ments of “terror.” Yet the complexity of the interaction of structural oppressions
in police encounters with women of color is not reflected within analytical and
organizing frameworks which allow for consideration of only one axis of oppres-
sion—such as race-based police brutality against men of color or gender-based
interpersonal violence against white women.

A reformulation of our struggles against police brutality to incegrate an analy-
sis of state violence based on gender and race, as well as other structural oppres-
sions such as class, national origin, occupation, gender identity and expression,
sexual orientation, age, and disability is clearly required. Similarly, a revisioning of
our struggles to end violence against women is required to integeate wormen of col-
or’s expericnces of state violence, as well as its intersections with interpersonal and
community violence. The expericnces of the women whose stories are recounted
and countless others counsel strongly in favor of a critical examination of current
approaches to violence against women, and the development and support of alter-
native, community-based accountability strategies which prioritize safety for sur-
vivors, community responsibility for creating and enabling the conditions which
permit violence to take place, and transformation of private and public gender
relations. These experiences not only challenge the effectiveness of law enforce-
ment-based responses to domestic and sexual violence against women, but serve
as a basis for pursuing collaborations between antiviolence and anti—police bru-
tality organizers to develop such community-based responses to violence against
women which do not involve the criminal legal system.

‘Through such coalitions, all of our movetnents will be better able to integrate
women of color’s lived experiences into our organizing and advacacy strategies—
after all, a woman’s gender, race, immigration status, economic status, and gender
identity can all converge in a single interaction with a law enforcement agent com-
mitting or resporiding to violence against a woman of color. Indeed, until the role
of law enforcement agents in perpetrating and facilitating violence against women
of color and cheir communities is examined and addressed, we cannot claim to be
working toward safety for all women.

Crime, Punishment, and Economic Violence

Patricia Allard

“Tough on crime” policies, particulatly those associated with the “war on drugs”
are the primary engines driving mass incarceration in the United Sates. The c?u;
rent preoccupation with punishment racher than prevention and rehabilitation has
resulted in the increasing dehumanizarion of women, especially women of color,
through arrest, prosecution, and incarceration wichout regard for the ci rcum:
stances that lead to women’s contact with the criminal punishment system. Addin
insult to injury, following a criminal conviction, through post-convicion p.enalties.g
the state further strips women of access to the very antipoverty tosls—housin ,
financial assistance, food stamps, and educational supports—they need 1o survivg,
Limite.d.thought is given to the destabilizing impact that incatcerating and disen-
franchising growing numbers of mothers, workers, sisters, students. g-andmothers
taxpayers, survivors of violence, educators, and young and eld women will have on
our families and communities.

Th:s essay examines the impact of three specific post-conviction penalties—
the lifetime ban on receipe of welfare benefits, the federal ban on receipt of post-
sccondary financial aid, and the public housing ban—on women of Eolor E3vith
drug convictions. The existence and persistence of these penalties s linked not
only‘to an extension of criminal punishment beyond prison walls, bur alse to the
state’s interest in providing grearer tax cuts to alteady wealthy Arericans, and
the consequent claimed need to cut social spending. The implementation of ,thcse
penalties also reflect the Bush administration’s commitment to increzsing the role
of faith-based communities in social reform, and ro diverting funding ff:am indi-
vidual entitlements to marriage promotion and abstinence programs, advancin
the laccer as the solucion to poverty in the United States. These puni;iﬁe policic%
amount to economic violence against women, and disproportionatelr affect
and low-income women of color. ' poet
_ The number of women in federal and state prisons has increased dramaticall
since the 1980s—chete were 12,300 women behind bars in 1980 ompared t():
over 105,000 in 2004." The “war on drugs” is the most signiﬁcan:: tontributin
factor to growth of the women’s prison populacion in the United Stutes Latina%
and Afrigan American women are most likely to be incarcerated for diu ;::ffenses-
according to Bureau of Justice Statistics (B]S), in 1997, 44% of Latirasgand 39%;
of Aftican American women incarcerated in state.prisons had been cenvicred of a
drug offense, whereas only 23% of whire women, 24% of Black men, 16% of Lati-
nos, and 11% of white men were incarcerated for drug offenses.? ’

’Wo.mcn convicted of criminal offenses are further punished sfter servin
their prison terms through a complex web of civil penalties. This essiy addresse%
only three types of post-conviction penalties, bur women leaving prison face man
more statutorily imposed penalties. While employment and voting bass for peopl);





