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Understanding Weaponized Bureaucracy 

Following a workshop delivered by Emily Yee Clare and Robyn Maynard in 2017, titled "From Hiring to 
Firing: Women of Colour in Organizations," we started to use the term weaponized bureaucracy to 
describe how the policies and procedural technicalities of an organization are used strategically and 
violently against certain people and not others. Although the term appears in research investigating 
the use of weaponized bureaucracies by states against people, our intention is to use this term to talk 
about the harm that occurs in the workplace, especially against women and femmes of colour. 

One of the central themes in our research of how racism played out in organizations was how people 
of colour were disproportionately scrutinized and monitored by their co-workers and superiors. For 
example, several respondents discussed having superiors constantly remark on their facial expressions 
or whether they were on time, in a way that they did not do with white coworkers. One focus group 
participant describes how Black women are often perceived as being as hostile to non-Black people, 
without any words even being spoken: 

'' One of the things that I notice: I have really bad posture, 

and am not always conscious of body language - and I 

often doodle to help me focus. So, I have to snap out of 

it and need to sit and watch my body posture. My long 

arms often end up crossed. So, people are looking at me, 

the Black girl and think, "Why is she mad?" Even though 

I'm thinking of Netflix, or listening, but consciously 

having to be conscious of my body." 

- Bitter, Focus Group Participant 
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This heightened surveillance enabled disciplinary action to be taken against racialized women. Often, 
organizations would create a paper trail of these "transgressions" as part of a strategy to push an 
employee of colour out of the organization. 

Another example of weaponized bureaucracy that came up often was the use of dress codes that were 
applied only to racialized women. Indeed, one of the key findings of our quantitative research was that 
71% of racialized women respondents reported being expected to minimize "aspects of my race or 
culture, such as clothes and ways of interacting, in order to 'fit in." 115 

This also played out in terms of additional scrutiny of their work performance or getting "marked 
harder." Respondents spoke about disengaging emotionally from the organization because of the racism 
they experienced, and then being disciplined for not "being a team player." 

It is also worth noting that these measures are often disproportionately taken against racialized people, 
without any action being taken to address racist or otherwise inappropriate behaviour from white 
people in the same organization. Weaponized bureaucracy creates cycles or layers of workplace 
violence. On the one hand, racialized employees experience increased surveillance, micro-management, 
distrust, microaggressions or harassment. In parallel, the very people and systems creating an 
inhospitable environment receive impunity. This double standard compounds the experience of racial 
violence, and further isolates, undermines, and silences racialized employees. 

Misogynoir and Weaponized Bureaucracy 

Content Warning: The following section explores examples of misogynoir. 

Many of our Black women respondents reported experiencing high amounts of weaponized 
bureaucracy and other forms of racial violence. The specific intersection of anti-Black racism and 
misogyny is also known as "misogynoir." 16 

15• See our chapter "Racialized Women in Nonprofit Organizations" for more of this data. 
16• The definition of the term misogynoir is defined in our "Word Use & Methodology" chapter. 
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In response to a question about barriers to addressing systemic racism, a survey respondent said that 
they had experienced: 

'' Persistent unwillingness of supervisors to trust their Black 

employees with dossiers clearly theirs to manage. White 

men in power in "collective" orgs feeling justified in 

literally yelling at Women of colour behind closed doors." 

- Black Survey Respondent 

The quote speaks to the heightened violence and racism experienced by Black community sector 
workers, and in particular Black women. These themes have been explored in the literature on Black 
women in leadership, such as a 2010 study with Black professionals that documented how white 
employees could express annoyance or anger-even to supervisors-without significant consequences, 
whereas similar displays would result in "punishment" for Black workers. 11 

In our research, Black women reported being subjected to higher levels of surveillance by their 
co-workers and superiors, both with respect to their work and their interpersonal interactions. Ananas, 
a Black woman and focus group participant described the backlash that her colleague, another Black 
woman, experienced after asserting boundaries in the workplace. She had decided to not give hugs to 
clients and in response was called ab****. 

In the words of scholar Rachel Zellars, "We must remain attentive to the special kind of violence 
reserved for Black people in Quebec and the special violence reserved for Black women." She writes 
about what she terms the "disciplinary violence reserved specifically for Black women who refuse to 
turn a blind eye and go away quietly." 18 

Weaponized policies and procedures also allow the organization to inoculate itself from any 
wrong-doing or reproach, and to frame the narrative around the departure of racialized employees in 
ways that are advantageous to them. These histories of former racialized staff are mobilized to resist 
future change relating to racial violence in the workplace or used as an argument against hiring more 
racialized employees. It can be used to socialize future racialized employees. For example, "Oh her? 
She's no longer with us ... but it wasn't a good fit ... She was too political, and she didn't get along with 
her colleagues." This signals to future employees that they should keep quiet and keep pleasant, or else. 

17• Biu, Ofronama. "Race to Lead: Women of Color in the Nonprofit Sector." The Building Movement Project, 2019. 
18• Zellars, Rachel. "The glass cliff: Tamara Thermitus and Quebec's Human Rights Commission". Montreal: Ricochet. 
December 14th, 2018. 

https://racetolead.org/women-of-color/
https://ricochet.media/justice/gender/the-glass-cliff-tamara-thermitus-and-quebecs-human-rights-commission/


'' I couldn't separate my activism from my work, and I 

couldn't separate what I knew about these people from 

what I do at work." 

- Samah, Black Focus Group Participant 

Our research scratched only the surface of this topic and its complexity. In addition to the other 
researchers cited in this section, we also recommend the various works by Alexandra Pierre, and in 
particular her chapter Lutte antiraciste et mouvement communautaire in 11 brefs essais contre le 
racisme: Pour une lutte systemique. 
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Since 2016, the Centre for Community Organizations (COCo) has been engaged in Diversite d'Abord, 
a research and education project that examines how racism operates in the nonprofit sector in Quebec. 
Everything you need to know about Diversite d'Abord can be found at: 
https://coco-net.org/diversite-dabord/. 
You can reach coco over email at: info@coco-net.org or explore our website at: https://coco-net.org. 
You can easily connect with coco by following us on Facebook. ~Twitter. or Linked In. 
We update these platforms regularly with resources, news, and updates on topics related to 

community groups. et◄ fl X in 
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