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Beyond hate against refugees and 'racist' feminism

Bo-myung Kim (Busan University Department of Sociology)

MY« 193] (RIIHAE AABETD

In summer 2018, I participated in several panels and events and wrote short papers on refugee
(issue) and feminism. Given the urgent and hysteric situation at the time, it was important to voice
opposition against the imminent hate and exclusion that surfaced. Although in brief thoughts, I
believe I was able to communicate that the relationship between feminism and refugees cannot be
that of hate, exclusion, and prejudice. Now that a year and a half has passed, and as the Korean
government has released a legal response to the Yemeni asylum seekers and the #MeToo
movement, protests against prejudiced investigations of illegal photography, and movement against
anti—abortion laws have made some progress and change, what questions and discussions should

we have on feminism, refugees, and the relationship between the two?

In the summer of 2018, the Jeju Yemeni refugee "incident" swept the country. The discourses of
hate against refugees, which were unbearably heated like the unprecedented heat of that summer
which accompanied global warming, left unanswered questions and tasks. The results of the
refugee applications, which were announced in December of that year, granted refugee status to
two applicants and humanitarian status that allows temporary stay to 412 applicants out of the 549
asylum seekers who applied for refugee status. Media and conservative groups that had been loud
as usual in the fight for drawing boundaries of exclusion are now indifferent towards the Yemenis

who live with us.

The Jeju Yemeni "incident", which happened after the candlelight protests of 2016 and alongside
protests against prejudiced investigations of illegal photography and movement against anti—abortion
laws have left us with numerous questions. Challenging questions that cannot be simply answered
suddenly arose as imminent issues in the 'nationals first' slogans of anti-refugee protests, the
image of '(our) women being raped (by Muslim men and immigrants)' that the group which
organized the protests strategically disseminated, the fake news and politics of anti—truth that
constructed such prejudice and hate as cultural and social realities, and the racism,
anti-immigration hate, and politics on women's safety and sexual self-determination rights in
Korean society. Immediate alternatives to all of these challenging issues, of course, did not surface.
It was already overwhelming to read and trace the entangled threads of hate and attempts to speak
of, practice, and nurture a different attitude and relationship towards refugees were only in their
nascent stages. Despite all this, what gave hope was the practices of welcoming and meeting
refugees that were organized and sustained in various places. Whether slow or not, changes

continue bit by bit today.



The biggest anger and bafflement I felt amid the controversies were on the ways anti-refugee
discourses and politics of fake news exhibited, arranged, and utilized gender—based violence and
women's sufferings. The politics of anti-refugee discourses regarded Yemeni girls and Muslim
women as silent victims and further organized anti-refugee sentiments by reverting them to
'damaged vagina and womb (damaged by essentialism and patriarchal violence)' and consuming
them in pornographic ways. Such ways of exhibition and representation seemed to be totally
oblivious and betraying of the entire historical legacies of feminism that fought against sexual
violence and asserted women's sexual self-determination rights. I cite part of my work published

elsewhere:

Ways and strategies of narrating and exhibiting violence against women to mobilize
hate against refugees also did not correspond to feminist politics' ethics, vision, and
methodologies. Narratives that stereotype and essentialize men of specific racial,
religious, and cultural backgrounds as barbaric and violent only add racial, cultural,
and religious connotations to biological essentialism, which argues that sexual violence
is caused by men's uncontrollable desire and instinct. Voices that emphasize the
danger of unidentified groups of strangers who roam around in urban spaces and the
anxiety this causes to women evoke past experiences during military dictatorships
where social control and oppression against marginalized groups such as people with
disabilities were justified under the pretense of ensuring safety of women and children
(who hold citizenship) and the realities of women's rights being positioned as the
subject of security in anti—terrorist policies that are being strengthened in the U.S.,
UK., and France. Above all, historical accomplishments accumulated by the movement
against sexual violence are erased by hate spread online, the repeated islamophobia
presented in fake news, and the objectification of victims of gender—based violence
that acts as a crucial force in disseminating islamophobia to the public. Yemeni girls
and women, portrayed as victims who have been hurt, damaged, and abandoned, were
cast into the realms of impossibility in representation and exhibited in pornographic
ways. Yemeni women and girls who we had not met or been concerned about before
were summoned as victims deprived of their history, culture, voice, and resistant
agency and used as evidence to demand Korean women's safety and human rights in
the political situation of hate against refugees. It was difficult to find the foundational
ethics and consciousness of feminist politics in any of urgent 'women's rights' voices
that made noise in various portal sites, female-dominant communities, and social
media. Women's rights were substituted with women's safety and national security,
and feminist politics were minimized as practices of protecting the daily lives and
rights of women with citizenship. Understanding and hospitality towards refugees who
lost their basis of life due to extreme situations beyond their control or choice had no
place to stand in front of the sense of entitlement that demanded 'citizens first'. It
was Imagined that the fear and insecurity experienced by women could only be
resolved by securing one's place, tightening one's guard, and segregating factors that
could cause danger, and that the power to protect and segregate could (only) be
derived from the nation-state. Thus, the use of fear, insecurities, and anger about

gender-based violence as the primary mechanisms for propelling discourses of hate



against refugees contributed to the rapid and easy increase in popularity of feminism

that reproduces racial prejudice and state power.

The politics of dominion and exclusion implied in '(women's) safety' discourses are enacted in
connection with discrimination regarding race, gender, sexuality, class, ability, culture, and religion.
Urban spaces that are subject to real estate speculations and slums are divided into the
comfortable and clean spaces of the middle class and the dangerous and dirty spaces of the poor.
From the long history of 'facilities' that segregated the mentally ill, orphans, people with
disabilities, vagrants, and sex workers to 'defensive architecture' that has been developed to
protect buildings from the homeless, and from the requirement for perpetrators of sexual violence
to wear 'electronic anklets' and notification system for the neighborhood in which they live in to
the recently implemented restriction on their employment in educational institutions, technology and
devices that maintain appropriate distance to people who are deemed dangerous or impure continue
to evolve. The U.S. imperial invasion of the middle eastern region under the justification of saving
Muslim women oppressed under religious fundamentalism and patriarchal violence, the Israeli
strategy to cover up inhumane violence against Palestine with LGBTQ+ friendly policies, the
European anti—-immigration discourses that call for control over the influx of immigrants and
refugees (who have low levels of human rights consciousness) to protect women, queer, and others
who are marginalized by hate—oriented violence all similarly demonstrate the ways racism and

imperialism strategically use and position minority rights.

Crimes, tax burden, lack of jobs, and gender—based violence are not issues that refugees and
immigrants bring from outside, but are problems that have already existed, created by 'us' and that
'we' need to take responsibility in solving. Similarly, it is questionable whether policies that
exclude refugees and immigrants can help with safety, welfare, employment, and human rights. On
the contrary, safety, welfare, employment, and human rights can be guaranteed when we create a
social system and cultural capacity that allow for meeting and coexisting with various people of
marginalized backgrounds. In other words, feminism and refugee rights are not inherently

antithetical to each other.

Contemplations on how feminism makes sense of women's rights and liberation, and resistant
action, and questions and discussions on whether these could be expanded and reconstituted
beyond the boundaries of the nation—state and cultural differences are ongoing and require more
elaborate consideration and in—depth response. As sexual violence represents potential threats and
lived realities for women, can women's demand for the nation—state's responsibilities in their
struggles to protect themselves (and their rights) be criticized? What is feminism's response to the
undeniable fact that certain cultures and religions are (more) misogynistic? As exclusion and hate
against one marginalized group are distorted as another group's 'human rights', what forms of
feminist politics and action should we construct beyond normative prescription or plea of 'women

or other minorities should not hate refugees who are yet another minority'?

The first question is about citizenship and requires contemplations on gender democracy in
South Korean society after the candlelight protests of 2016 and feminism reboot. The feminism of

millennial/megalia/youth generation who were born and raised after the 1990s when systematic



democracy and neoliberal social reorder simultaneously took place brings the nation—state to the
negotiation table (as shown in the slogan for employment of female-male police in 9:1 ratio) by
combining politics of rights and identities (as shown in the protests against prejudiced
investigations of illegal photography) and aims for the mainstreamization of women. In the current
Korean society where old privilege symbolized as 'deep-rooted evil' is still strong and late
capitalistic society's introduction of 'individualization' has brought isolation and vulnerability, women
are raising their voice for 'safety' and 'rights' under the name of 'mational/citizen.! However, the
politics of rights is not a process of distributing power that is imagined to be exclusively owned by
the nation-state to individuals and groups, but a process of creating new social relationships and
places. When rights are approached as spaces of practice and creation, rather than as those of

ownership and distribution, the spaces of minority politics can expand further.

The second question is about cultural, religious, racial, and generational differences in
'patriarchy’, 'misogyny', or 'gender' as a mechanism of discrimination and violence. It requires an
exploration of the history of theory and praxis in the international women's rights movement, in
which these differences sometimes collide and intersect at other times. Theories and history of the
feminist women's movement that we are familiar with are mostly based on the rights—based agency
of Western modernity or the politics of identity after 1968. Such politics of rights and identity also
move across national borders and create new resistance as they intersect with minority rights
movements of various contexts and situations. Likewise, the discrimination, violence, and hate
against women that we often perceive to be 'old', 'outdated', and 'traditional' (but are actually very
realistic practices) change through feminist praxis. Thus, critical consciousness and resistance
against 'gender' as a sociocultural construction demands consideration of why rights and identities
are 'soclocultural' issues. For instance, sexual self-determination rights and reproductive rights are
not isolated individuals' self-contained decisions but are experienced and practiced in complex (and
in many cases unequal and without possibilities of choice) sociocultural relationships. Thus, sexual
rights are connected to socio—economic rights. Rather than criticizing or pointing to cultural,
religious, and racial differences as the (old, fundamental, and structural) causes of hate, violence,
and discrimination against women under the name of women's rights, or contrarily/simultaneously
demanding 'liberated' women who are freed from such restraints and ‘'advanced' society, it is
necessary to cultivate attitudes and relationships that closely examines the lives and agency of

women who live through such discrimination and violence.

The third question is about how women, who are finding their voices as agents of their rights
and identities in a neoliberal era where safety and self-protection erode solidarity and justice,
should imagine feminism and gender justice. This question is also about how feminist theory and
praxis should understand, translate, and revisit the potential and realistic position of women as
'victims' of discrimination and violence and the subsequent identities and interests of women. If
sexual self-determination rights are not subjects of 'protection' but are futuristic (and at the same
time retrospective) possibilities that should be 'enacted', women's freedom, rights, and safety

should be constituted in practice.
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Thank you for inviting me to this important lecture and be part of it. I read the script of
the professor Bo-Myung Kim about beyond hate against refugees and racist "feminism" and
actually, it is a little bit difficult to understand every point so I will give my impression through

these papers base on my experience not only as a female refugee but also as a female Muslim.

I will start with the anti-refugees in Korea last year and how they show Muslims women
as silent victims and the idea of Muslims men who abuse women. People around the world judge
and generalized the idea of all Muslims men abusing women just because they are Muslims, but
this is not true, not all Muslims, but you can find Muslims do this like any men around the world
regardless of their identity or religion. Those men thought they have the right to abuse women.
Every country has such people and every woman searches for her safety and right against
violence. when people ask those men why you feel yourself more powerful than women? Their
answer always is we follow our religion. In fact, there is no religion on the earth that supports
violence of women or underestimated women, their ignorant and sick minds made them hide behind
religion to dominate the woman. In my opinion, religion and Islam honored women, but customs and

traditions spoiled many things.

The second thing that anti refugees said about female refugees they are silent victims, yes
that's true we have victims, but they forgot to talk about the women who fight the idea of violence
and don't allow themselves to be abused by men, they didn't know about women who defend on
their rights and succeeded in obtaining their rights . I want to say something very important.
Instead of talking about Muslims as victims let's talk about their rights in life. Most of these
victims' women are under the pressure of war and difficult life that prevented them from fighting
for their rights as women and only made them think about how to survive and how to protect
herself and her children from starvation. When anyone talks about Muslims refugees please think
deeply about their situation in the war think also about other women who struggle on their rights
despite the war, I want to tell them it's not fair to call yourselves as feminists and called them as

victims.

The last point I want to talk about is Yemenis females' refugees. Compare with other refugee
men here in Korea. Men have the opportunity to integrate into society and make friends. For
women is difficult to study, work, and raise children at the same time, even if she gets the
opportunity to work "Hijab" will be a problem. "Hijab" shows their Islamic identity and many people

didn't accept this. Many young Korean women ask me about "Hijab" why I wear it what is the idea



of covering your hair? They cannot understand "Hijab" is part of our faith is part of our identity.
My hijab reminds me of my mother, my family, my friends, my good memories and my relationship
with GOD. here in Korea, I have the chance to take it off but I choose to be Yasmin who has faith

and believes no one and nothing can change me.

Finally, I want to say for anti— refugees and who also with refugees' feminists unite with

Muslims feminists to save and help the victims of violence.
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