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Abstract
We present considerations for incorporating intersection-
ality into designing for women’s safety. Our previous work
on women’s safety in New Delhi (India) provides an under-
standing of safety for women of relatively high socioeco-
nomic status, which works as a starting point for further
research into the intersection of gender with social class,
race, religion, and more. We provide examples of work on
women’s safety in diverse contexts, highlighting that de-
sign considerations vary with different intersections. With
the end goal being women’s empowerment, we propose
that designers ask what safety and feminism look like in the
communities they are working with, taking care to note how
these views might differ from mainstream feminism, why,
and how they might be factored into approaches to design.
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Introduction
In recent years, women’s safety in India has received a
great deal of attention. The 2012 gangrape of a 23 year
old woman in New Delhi [12], India’s capital, prompted an
exceptional amount of outrage and protests throughout
India and the world [11]. In an effort to address women’s
safety in public spaces, the Indian government issued a
mandate that every new phone must feature a panic button



by 2017 [20]. Our investigation into women’s reactions to
the panic button led to a better understanding of their con-
ceptualization of safety, showing that it is affected not only
by women’s own actions, but also safety in public spaces,
technology use, social presence and influence, perception
of law enforcement, and media coverage of women’s safety.

These findings on women’s safety in the public spaces of
New Delhi are a starting point for understanding safety in
other contexts as well. We studied mostly women from mid-
dle to high socioeconomic backgrounds in an urban area,
but what does safety look like for women of low socioe-
conomic status in New Delhi? What does it look like for
women in rural areas? Pulling our lens back even further,
what does safety look like in cases of police brutality, war-
torn areas, or across borders? Most importantly, what are
women’s own goals for safety in each of these scenarios?

In this position paper, we describe prior work on women’s
safety in diverse (though not exhaustive) contexts to high-
light the effects of different types of privileges. We then
discuss how researchers can approach future work in de-
signing for women’s safety and the complexities of using an
intersectional framework.

Related Work
Within India, the gap in women’s safety is most obvious
between urban and rural areas, which are often associated
with “modern” and “backwards”, respectively. In fact, prior
work has proposed that the unprecedented reaction to the
Nirbhaya rape case1 stemmed from the fact that Nirbhaya
was a middle-class and “modern" woman [15].

Her relatability galvanized largely urban middle class youth

1The victim was labeled Nirbhaya or fearless by the media and the
masses in honor of the brave fight she put up, before losing her life on
account of the wounds inflicted on her by the rapists.

[15] who saw themselves in her, and those women had the
privilege of being heard by the government. However, the
rape of rural or Adivasi (tribal) women has not received the
same attention [15]. The underlying assumption behind
these reactions in India is that when one does not have re-
sources, issues with safety in public spaces will naturally
arise–lack of safety is something that privileged women
may be able to reduce [13]. And so even the panic button, a
national mandate that covers both smartphones and feature
phones, does not consider women who do not have phones
or must rely on someone else for access to a phone. Fur-
ther, the panic button assumes a full cell network, and thus
may leave women in rural areas unprotected (or women
who are walking through underground tunnels, or women
who work in buildings that block cell service).

Women from families with very traditional values, often from
rural areas of India, are subject to additional forms of vio-
lence. Families looking to have their daughter married must
pay a dowry to the groom’s family. Families of low socioe-
conomic status may be unable to afford high dowries, and
their daughter is often punished for it by the in-laws through
violence and mistreatment [17]. Such devaluation of girls
and women is so extreme that families in both rural and
urban India have been using prenatal selection to avoid
having girls at all [17, 14]. Here, women’s sense of safety is
destroyed by virtue of their family’s socioeconomic standing.

Women of religious minorities in India are also particularly
vulnerable to sexual assault, especially in areas harboring
armed-conflict. The states of Gujurat, Odisha, Punjab, and
Kashmir have been subject to militarization at the hands of
majority religious groups or armed forces that are not re-
stricted by rules of conduct [1]. As a result, police and mili-
tary personnel are often the perpetrators of sexual assault
[1]. They further abuse their power by actively preventing



women from filing reports on sexual assault, refusing to col-
lect evidence, and revictimizing women during interviews
[1]. Women in these situations face these types of violence
because of their gender, but are specifically targeted for
their religious beliefs. The state-sanctioned nature of these
instances of violence also embolden law enforcement and
military personnel to do as they please.

Police affect women’s safety in other contexts as well. In-
dian media investigations of senior level police officers have
revealed a culture of victim-blaming, blaming sexual assault
on women because they had a boyfriend or were at a bar
[9]. The women in our own study have stated that police
who respond to cases of sexual assault can be insensitive,
further questioning and blaming the woman to the point that
women do not prefer contacting police for help.

These issues extend to the United States as well, where
fear of law enforcement greatly affects some women’s re-
lationship with the police. For example, immigrant Latina
women contact the police far less than their experiences
with domestic violence might indicate because of worry
over their immigration status [2]. Additionally, there have
been cases of police not responding to domestic violence
reports, inappropriate medical examinations, and unpun-
ished assault of women while in state custody [16]. Be-
cause black women are more likely to depend on public
services, violence inflicted by state agencies affect them
disproportionately [16]. Violence against women in state
custody has also been well-documented, and greatly af-
fects black women who are subject to stereotypes of sexual
promiscuity [16].

Some vulnerabilities of groups of women are written into
law. In the United States, a non-indigenous person cannot
be tried in an indigenous court (e.g., a court on Native land,
with court officers chosen by a Native American or Alaska

Native government) [19, 5]. The practical outcome of this
law is that non-Native men prey upon Native women on
reservations or in tribal reserves, and can generally rape
with impunity [19, 5]–a persistent legalized framework that
reflects a long history of sexual violence to enforce the colo-
nialized position of women of color in the Americas [5]. In a
2006 survey, 48 percent of Native American/Alaska Native
women reported being raped [7]. An earlier survey reported
that this demographic of women face violence at the high-
est rate of any group of women in the United States [18]. In
these cases, sexual violence intersects with racism through
legal structures.

Women experiencing natural disaster face economic loss,
to which women of lower socioeconomic status may be less
resilient due to already existing food insecurity, lack of ac-
cess to healthcare, insecure employment, and vulnerable
homes [6]. In light of economic trouble, women receiv-
ing targeted aid can spark family conflict and abuse [6].
Women who need to migrate to find new jobs face a higher
risk of rape and abuse, and women facing homelessness
after a disaster sometimes have no choice but to return to
their abusers [6].

Clearly, the definition of safety and the circumstances that
break down one’s sense of safety vary widely, not only
across gender, but also across race and social class. Liv-
ing in certain contexts also presents specific challenges
that amplify women’s safety issues. Based on this perspec-
tive, breaking down and exploring women’s safety in various
spaces (e.g., private or public), cultures, legal standings,
and contexts (e.g., public safety, disasters, armed conflict,
police violence) is of utmost importance.



What Does Empowerment Look Like?
We assume that the value of studying women’s safety is to
understand how women can be safer and therefore less af-
fected by the negative physical, psychological, or social ef-
fects of lack of safety. This begs the question of what safety
means to different women. For example, is it the end of do-
mestic violence or the ability to contact law enforcement
without harassment or even both? What needs to change
from the status quo to make women safer and what are the
impacts of lack of safety? Questioning who women trust
to ensure safety is also essential. Is the responsibility on
women themselves, or community leaders, or the govern-
ment, or one’s family? Most importantly, we must under-
stand the overarching goals of women within a community.
Khoja-Moolji calls this effective feminism and calls for ask-
ing women for their own definition of empowerment [10].

This perspective, however, becomes complicated by the
fact that patriarchy is insidious and can be present even
in girls’ and women’s aspirations. Numerous proposed
methodologies for feminist design take this into account and
call for a recognition or uprooting of the patriarchal values
within an individual’s worldview. Fox and Rosner’s research
on feminist design distinguishes designs that better match
the user’s needs within a current system from designs that
reimagine technology [8]. Buskens proposes that designers
think about what the purpose of their work is–to conform
to, reform, or transform existing ideas about patriarchy [4].
Finally, Bardzell’s feminist HCI framework calls for the prin-
ciple of advocacy, pointing out that status quo values can
be harmful and that designers must be honest about their
view of empowerment and how it differs from that of others
[3].

Considering these contrasting views, we bring to atten-
tion that intersectional design and feminist design are not

always automatically compatible. In our own work, the
women in our study relied heavily upon precaution and re-
striction of movement to ensure their safety and did not find
the panic button particularly useful as a result. This con-
ception is rooted in their privilege as women who can af-
ford smartphones, private transportation, and coming home
from work before sunset, but does not imagine the possibil-
ities of unlimited mobility and confidence in public spaces
(which we, who conducted the study, saw as ideal). Utilizing
the methods described above by Fox and Rosner, Buskens,
and Bardzell are essential for reflecting on one’s own views
on feminism as a designer in tandem with a community’s
conceptions of feminism.

Conclusion
An intersectional approach results in more specific defini-
tions of feminism. We wish to point out that these defini-
tions are essential for designing appropriate technologies
but also may not entirely reimagine what emancipation can
look like. Transformative ideas related to women’s safety
can be particularly difficult to generate because of the se-
riousness and pervasiveness of the issue. It is difficult to
imagine a world in which safety is not an issue for women.
The consequences of lack of safety can also be irreversible
and incredibly traumatic, making avoidance of dangerous
situations the primary instinct. However, within the design
process, we propose that feminism in intersectionality is
something that deserves careful attention.
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