Collection of disaggregated data as a tool in fighting structural discrimination of People of African descent

It is a well known saying that one picture is worth a thousand words. I would like to paraphrase it: one table is worth a thousand questions. It would be difficult to imagine the modern world without statistical data or with no numeric presentation of the situation as a basis for determining  priorities, development of proper tools to fight problems and evaluation of the results. 

General statistical data give only the global picture and global priorities. The real situation is hidden and fuzzy. There is need for desegregation to see hidden relations and to fight real problems.

Just as an example:

Table 1

	Infant Mortality
	Child Mortality

	White
	Black
	White
	Black

	37.3
	62.3
	45.7
	76.1


Table 2

Sentenced State and Federal Prisoners by Gender and Race 

	 
	Males
	Females

	 
	Total
	White
	Black
	Hispanic
	Total
	White
	Black
	Hispanic

	Number
	1,399,100
	478,000
	534,200
	290,500
	103,100
	49,100
	28,600
	17,500

	Rate per 100,000
	943
	487
	3,042
	1,261
	68
	48
	148
	81


Table 3
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In 2007, 7% of California’s children were black, yet 16% were Child Welfare clients, 18% of Illinois children were black, yet 33% were Child Welfare clients and 17% of New York’s children were black, yet 32% were Child Welfare clients. Why? 

When the disaggregated data are collected and put in tables and graphs they turn the global picture into a more specific one. It is then that different relations can be perceived and different questions can be asked. For example, behind the child mortality figure lie the causes for it and the tools to fight with it. However, when the percentage figure for child mortality of people of African descent is twice that of white people, the questions set themselves: why is this happening, what are the roots of the situation, what changes should be made, what tools should be used?

Governments need disaggregated data as part of strategic planning. They also require specific data to monitor social and development policies. Comparative data is used to note progress and evaluate the impact of policies on local populations. 

However, there is one much more important role for the disaggregated data. They could be used to fight discrimination. 

The first question connected with collecting disaggregated data on the basis of race is, are we promoting racial differences in this way? And, aren't all people equal and isn't the separation of people and problems just another form of non equal treatment? 

Many people will say that race does not matter to them and that all people have the same needs and should be treated in the same manner. 

I believe that belonging or not belonging to a certain race does matter. The existence of racism and racial discrimination cannot be negated by denying the existence of different races. I subscribe to the idea that "race" is a social construct; something that has meaning only because  society gives it meaning. However, such constructs are no less powerful than biological constructs. Once society conveys a certain meaning, that meaning has impacts and consequences.

When we are desegregating data on the basis of race, we are not creating racism, we are simply confirming that racism exists. The first step in fighting discrimination by means of disaggregated data is making the invisible - visible. It is the small things and behaviors dispersed around in society, the many everyday activities that have a cumulative effect and that need to be considered by a crosscutting analysis, in order to gain a new perspective on these already known things. 

The question is why desegregate data in democratic countries where anti discrimination legislation and juridical protection are already present and that declare themselves as "color, or racially blind"? Practice has demonstrated that crosscutting data on the basis of race always shows up a difference, even in the most developed and democratic countries. Race appears as a significant factor in the differentiation and unequal situation of billions of people.  

The second question is: why desegregate data specifically for People of African descent? What is so specific and unique in the situation of people of African descent that we need to desegregate data relating to their situation?

Despite the widespread disparity between people of African descent and white people, which exceeds the national level of any separate state, we have to bear in mind that in the case of people of African descent the current disparity is the cumulative result of both past and current racism. So, when we pose the same statistics and data questions about People of African descent, these dual connotation is receiving the most significant meaning. 

Precisely because many people think of racism as "yesterday's news", "a thing of the past" or, at worst, "an isolated problem" it is important to move from the individual perception of the racial problem of People of African descent, towards a collective one, or, a statistically significant one. This is an approach in which what is habitual becomes much more important than the occasional, exceptional violation and where the absence of intention to discriminate is irrelevant if there are certain consequences. It is precisely the decrease in direct, public displays of racism that has led many people to believe that racism is no longer a problem and where it is that they have no personal responsibility for its existence.

While contemporary racism is more subtle, racial disparities continue and there are even pockets of unrelenting racism and other forms of bigotry. Gaps in income, wealth, education, health and general quality of life persist and not just by happenstance. These disparities can no longer be attributed to legal structures denying access to people of African descent, but rather to a tacit process of exclusion that maintains segregation, isolation and inequity

This is where we enter the world of structural discrimination. There are two essential components to structural discrimination: 

- common behavior 

Structural discrimination is always based on tradition, religion and social acceptance. This is the "way how it was always done", "the way how everybody acts", the way that is accepted by the majority and nobody will blame me if I behave like "this".  

- general justification of the existing situation with transfer of blame to the victim of discrimination

Structural discrimination always refers to the responsibility of the victim of discrimination for his/her own situation. It is either the culture of the victim (part of "their" traditional behavior that puts them in a disadvantaged situation); passivity ("they" do not use the possibilities or mechanisms of the system); indifference (many thing are going wrong for "them" just because "they" do not care); personal choice ("they" like being without jobs, going around and begging); ignorance (probably the "softest" shifting of blame, implying that many things happen because of lack of knowledge and information). The joint denominator for all of these "explanations" is that all of them are the responsibility of the victim of discrimination. 

Structural discrimination refers to rules, norms, routines, patterns of attitudes and behaviour in institutions and other societal structures that are obstacles to some group in achieving the same rights and opportunities that are available to the majority of the population. It has also been important to recognize that the consequences of rules, norms and behaviours are that some are affected negatively and others positively. Therefore the issue of power is central to understanding structural discrimination.

Structural discrimination is a controversial but also fascinating concept to discuss because it involves behaviour that is race neutral in intent. Individual actions can thus not be excluded or  held separate from structural discrimination. When an individual acts in accordance with a society’s prevailing norms and pre-conceived notions concerning People of African descent, the issue is probably one of structural discrimination.

Structural discrimination often arises from deeply rooted views, opinions and value judgements. And this is where we can find a very significant factor in the situation of People of African descent - the strong presence of slavery in their past. This is an endless source of stereotypes and prejudices. The collective memory of a large number of people,  literature, school books, movies - all of these reproduce stereotypes and prejudices toward people of African descent. 

Racist discourse connected to people of African descent is supported by the media where it achieves the status of ”common sense”.  According to findings from visits to various countries, the overriding picture of People of African descent in the media is that they constitute a ”threat” or a ”problem”.  As opposed to this overt presentation in the media, specific discrimination of  People of African descent is hidden. It can be difficult to spot discrimination behind the global picture and the problems of the wider group or groups. Poverty, lower education levels, the presence of certain diseases, a disproportionate jail population, being outside the streams of politics and governance - the global discrimination of vulnerable groups can cover up specific discrimination and the less favorable conditions for people of African descent.

This poses the question, what strategy can be used to fight such discrimination? This type of discrimination cannot be fought by solving individual cases or by the state solely reacting after a victim makes a claim. Confronting structural discrimination requires the reexamination of basic cultural values and fundamental principles of social organization. 

The right tool should be used. This tool is the statistical presentation of disaggregated data. Only by breaking down these data to a level that deals directly with People of African descent, can the real picture of discrimination begin to appear. 

What is the aim of such breaking down and presentation of statistical data?

Firstly, people and problems should become visible. Dis-proportionality in terms of percentages, numeric differences, the significance of numeric differences, and odds ratios or probabilities can shine a light on the large number of people of African descent that are in similar, disadvantaged situations. By putting together many "small" problems, dispersed problems, unnoticed problems, in the same place, we can give a picture of the extent of the real problem.

Not every disproportion means discrimination, but we should check and find out, dig for the hidden differences based on unrecognized stereotypes and prejudices, put them together and analyze the roots, the “why” and the “who”, through a racial perspective.

Secondly, a clear link with the situation of people of African descent should be made. The influence of a very specific past should be recognized and considered, both in general and in many specific fields and situations. The history of slavery, the transatlantic slave trade and the position of people of African descent have for centuries influenced the creation and development of a wide range of stereotypes and prejudices. Long lasting, open discrimination has defined the starting position in life for a large number of generations. Poverty, lack of education, health problems, property differences, they all have deep roots which reach back to the slavery days. 

Thirdly, the state should recognize its responsibility. This should happen precisely because the issue is one of structural discrimination, deeply rooted in the past, which makes it much more difficult to address directly. Because discriminatory action is accretive and cumulative over time, especially over long time periods, its effects can be felt even without the presence of any active agent. Prolonged, transgenerational access to socially valued resources, such as elite university degrees, high-status jobs and professions, political power, and culturally afforded honours of various kinds (not to mention wealth), is facilitated by belonging to the "right" racial group. Conversely, impeded opportunities, low status, culturally attributed dishonour (e.g., stereotypes of laziness, ugliness, or low intelligence), and, frequently, impoverishment are all outcomes of prolonged, transgenerational denial of access to resources and opportunities. 

The data are necessary for government to act. To act not only on the material symptoms (poverty, or lack of education), but on the very specific reasons why People of African descent are more likely to be poor, punished, uneducated, less likely to own their home etc. In order to fight structural discrimination it is very important to go  beyond anecdotal evidence. The final result should be a change in the way victims of discrimination are protected. Instead of protecting only those individuals who can prove they have been illegally discriminated against, the state should move toward remedying systemic discrimination, introducing positive action and being proactive, instead of reactive, in the fight with discrimination.

This approach is not without risk. Collecting data disaggregated based on race may make racism and racial discrimination more visible, but could also be misused and misinterpreted. It could lead to racial profiling or feed stereotypes and prejudices. However, it is always much easier to fight the visible rather than the invisible, to argue with what is spoken than with what is whispered. 

So, I strongly believe that disaggregate data could be a very useful tool in the fight with structural discrimination.

� EMBED Microsoft Office Excel Chart ���








_238710280.xls
Chart1

		Total

		White

		African American

		Hispanic

		Asian American



Total             White           African        Hispanic            Asian

Poor

13

8.2

24.3

20.6

10.3



Sheet1

				Total		White		African American		Hispanic		Asian American

		Poor		13		8.2		24.3		20.6		10.3






