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Intersectionality came of age in the twentieth  century during a period of 

im mense social change. Anticolonial strug gles in Africa, Asia, and Latin 

Amer i ca; the emergence of a global  women’s movement; civil rights move-

ments in multicultural democracies; the end of the Cold War; and the defeat 

of apartheid in South Africa all signaled the end of long- standing forms of 

domination. It was clear that deeply entrenched social inequalities would not 

dis appear overnight, nor would the social prob lems that they engendered. 

What was diff er ent was a new way of looking at social inequalities and pos-

sibilities for social change. Seeing the social prob lems caused by colonialism, 

racism, sexism, and nationalism as interconnected provided a new vantage on 

the possibilities for social change. Many  people came to hope for something 

better, imagining new possibilities for their own lives and  those of  others.

Intersectionality draws from and carries this legacy. What  were once 

diffuse ideas about the interconnectedness of  people, social prob lems, and 

ideas are now central to intersectionality as a recognized form of critical in-

quiry and praxis. Yet, as intersectionality has matured, both it and the world 

around it have changed. Decolonization has morphed into neo co lo nial-

ism, feminism confronts a deeply entrenched misogyny, civil rights floun-

ders on the shoals of a color- blind racism, Cold War thinking persists in 

proxy form in undeclared wars, and racial apartheid has reformulated both 

within and across national borders. Social in equality seems as durable as 

ever. Within  these new social conditions, new social prob lems complement 

long- standing ones from the past. Change seems to be everywhere, yet not 
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in the way that intersectionality’s initial advocates  imagined it would unfold. 

Demo cratic institutions that once offered such promise for realizing ideals 

of freedom, social justice, equality, and  human rights are increasingly hol-

lowed out from within by leaders who seem more committed to holding on 

to power than to serving the  people. Such big ideals can seem less relevant 

now— quaint notions that  were useful during past centuries but perhaps less 

attainable now. Given the scope and durability of social in equality and the 

social prob lems that it engenders, it’s hard not to become disillusioned. How 

do  people engage in social action during times of such change such as our 

own? Conversely, which ideas  will prove to be most useful in shaping such 

actions?

This brings me to why I wrote this par tic u lar book, and why I de cided 

to finish it now. I see impor tant parallels between the challenges that con-

fronted intellectual- activists who initially contributed to intersectionality’s 

emergence and  those of  today. In Intersectionality as Critical Social Theory, I 

take the position that intersectionality is far broader than what most  people, 

including many of its prac ti tion ers, imagine it to be. We have yet to fully 

understand the potential of the constellation of ideas that fall  under the 

umbrella term intersectionality as a tool for social change. As a discourse, 

intersectionality bundles together ideas from disparate places, times, and 

perspectives, enabling  people to share points of view that formerly  were for-

bidden, outlawed, or simply obscured. Yet  because ideas in and of them-

selves do not foster social change, intersectionality is not just a set of ideas. 

Instead,  because they inform social action, intersectionality’s ideas have 

consequences in the social world.

Intersectionality is well on its way to becoming a critical social theory that 

can address con temporary social prob lems and the social changes needed to 

solve them. But it can do so only if its prac ti tion ers si mul ta neously under-

stand and cultivate intersectionality as a critical social theory. A form of crit-

ical inquiry and praxis, intersectionality has not yet realized its potential as 

a critical social theory, nor has it adequately demo cratized its own pro cesses 

for producing knowledge. But the foundation is  there. Intersectionality pos-

sesses a knowledge base; a series of ongoing questions; a mass of engaged, 

interdisciplinary prac ti tion ers; and traditions of praxis that collectively in-

form its theoretical possibilities. Intersectionality is poised to develop an 

in de pen dent theoretical space that might guide its ongoing questions and 

concerns. Yet without serious self- reflection, intersectionality could easily 

become just another social theory that implicitly upholds the status quo. 

If prac ti tion ers do not pursue intersectionality’s critical theoretical possi-
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bilities, it could become just another form of, as a friend of mine put it, 

“academic bullshit” that joins an arsenal of proj ects whose progressive and 

radical potential has waned. It could become just another idea that came 

and went.

Critical social theory sits in a sweet spot between critical analy sis and 

social action, with theories that can cultivate the strongest links between the 

two proving to be the most resilient and useful. Developing intersectionality 

as critical social theory involves two challenges. On the one hand, the time 

is right to look within the par ameters of intersectionality with an eye  toward 

clarifying its critical theoretical possibilities. On the other hand, time may 

be  running out for advancing intersectionality as a critical social theory in 

the acad emy. If intersectionality does not clarify its own critical theoretical 

proj ect,  others  will do so for it.

Why Critical Social Theory? Intersectionality  

at the Crossroads

In Intersectionality as Critical Social Theory, I use intersectionality as a lens 

for examining how critical analy sis and social action might inform one an-

other. I want to know how and why intersectionality might become a critical 

social theory that keeps critical analy sis and social action in play. Within 

the acad emy, intersectionality is  doing substantial work within research, 

teaching, and administration, yet without agreement about what it actu-

ally is. Within scholarly lit er a ture, intersectionality has been conceptualized 

as every thing from a paradigm, concept, framework, heuristic device, and 

theory (Collins and Bilge 2016). In my assessment, this heterogeneity has 

thus far been a good  thing, inviting participation in building intersection-

ality from many diff er ent perspectives, thereby signaling intersectionality’s 

dynamic nature. The scope of work that now exists  under the umbrella term 

intersectionality provides a promising foundation for specifying intersec-

tionality’s distinctive questions, concerns, and analyses.

At the same time, intersectionality’s tenure in the acad emy has brought 

it face to face with academic gatekeeping practices concerning social 

theory. When it comes to social theory, much more is at stake for inter-

sectionality within academic debates than as to  whether Marxism is  really 

dead or why poststructuralism is not critical enough. Social theory is not 

just about the ideas in an argument; it’s also about the practices of theorizing 

that produce  those ideas. The meaning of a par tic u lar social theory lies not 
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just in its words but also in how its ideas are created and used. As a maturing 

field of study, intersectionality needs to evaluate the criteria and practices 

that inform its theorizing. Western social theories have long been placed 

in ser vice to vari ous systems of domination. It is impor tant not just to read 

what theories say but also to understand how social theories work within 

society, especially if they claim to be critical social theories.

When it comes to critical social theory, intersectionality stands at a cross-

roads. To me, characterizing intersectionality as a “social theory” without 

serious critical analy sis of what that means is both premature and problem-

atic. The increasing and seemingly cavalier characterization of intersection-

ality as a social theory within intersectional scholarship resembles the initial 

rush  toward intersectionality itself. In the 1990s, many  people took up the 

ideas of intersectionality within a relatively short period of time. This pe-

riod of discovery was initially energizing. Yet as intersectionality as a form 

of critical inquiry and praxis has matured, and continues to be discovered 

by even more  people, its advocates must become more self- reflective about 

intersectionality’s objectives, analyses, and practices. Specifically, intersec-

tionality needs to find ways to adjudicate often competing perspectives on 

what it is, what it should be  doing, and why it should be  doing it. Having so 

many  people claim intersectionality and use it in such disparate ways creates 

definitional dilemmas for intersectionality (Collins 2015). Leaving the theo-

retical dimensions of intersectionality unexamined only heightens  these di-

lemmas. Without analyzing how its own critical analyses and social actions 

are interrelated, intersectionality may become trapped in its own crossroads, 

pulled in multiple directions and drowning in ideas. Without sustained self- 

reflection, intersectionality  will be unable to help anyone grapple with social 

change, including changes within its own praxis.

In this book, I take the position that social theory constitutes a par tic u lar 

kind of knowledge. Social theories aim to explain the social world, offering 

interpretations for how and why  things are the way they are as well as what 

they might or might not become.  Because theories explain the social world, 

they affect the social world, even though their influence may not be appar-

ent. Some social theories have the power to oppress, and do so quite effec-

tively, without most  people realizing the power of theory in maintaining an 

unjust social order. Other social theories have sparked considerable social 

action, providing critical explanations of the social world that catalyzed re-

bellions small and large. Social theories justify or challenge existing social 

 orders. Within this universe of social theory, critical social theory both ex-

plains and criticizes existing social inequalities, with an eye  toward creating 
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possibilities for change. Stated differently, critical social theories aim to re-

form what is in the hope of transforming it into something  else.

Critical social theory is also a par tic u lar kind of knowledge  because it 

focuses on the social world. The social world is one that is created by  human 

beings and changed by us. For critical social theory, this focus on the social 

world informs a vocabulary of interrelated terms— namely, social in equality, 

social prob lems, social order, social justice, and social change. For all of 

 these terms, it is impor tant to remember that without  people interacting 

with one another,  there is no social world. For critical social theories, under-

standing and changing the social world is the primary object of investiga-

tion.  These analyses deepen understanding of the social world but are not 

substitutes for it.

The distinction between critical social theory and theorizing is also 

impor tant for this book. Understanding theorizing as a pro cess of explain-

ing the social world and social theory as the product of critical analy sis 

de moc ra tizes knowledge creation. Elites are not the only ones who theo-

rize. Many everyday  people offer compelling explanations of their social 

worlds. For example, in previous work, I examined Black feminist thought 

as an example of critical social theory that did not come from elites (Col-

lins 1998a; 2000). Educated academics are not the only ones who produce 

critical social theory, but they are the ones who are more likely to claim it 

and benefit from it. Yet wherever we work, both inside and outside academia, 

 those of us with literacy, education, and opportunities cannot squander  these 

scarce resources by seeing our intellectual production as our personal prop-

erty to hoard for our own benefit. My experiences as a social studies teacher 

in primary and  middle schools; as a college professor teaching Africana stud-

ies, sociology, and social theory; as a scholar writing about  these issues over 

several de cades and reading the exciting work by up- and- coming scholar- 

activists have convinced me of the importance of ideas, analyses, and critical 

social theory. Scholar- activists in Baltimore, Soweto, São Paulo, both Bir-

minghams (U.S. and U.K.), Vancouver, Havana, Auckland, and Istanbul do 

intellectual work in very diff er ent environments. They may never meet one 

another face to face, yet they work on remarkably similar social prob lems. 

Significantly, they seek compelling, complex analyses of how colonialism, 

patriarchy, racism, nationalism, and neoliberal capitalism,  either singularly 

or in combination, inform their realities. Intersectionality is a broad- based, 

collaborative intellectual and po liti cal proj ect with many kinds of social ac-

tors. Its heterogeneity is not a liability, but rather may be one of its greatest 

strengths.
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Overview of the Book

Intersectionality as Critical Social Theory introduces and develops core con-

cepts and guiding princi ples of what it  will take to develop intersectionality 

as a critical social theory. I do not detail what intersectionality as critical 

social theory actually is. Rather, I develop a set of conceptual tools for how 

we might move intersectionality closer to becoming a critical social theory. 

In other words, this book provides a provisional foundation for thinking 

about intersectionality as a critical social theory that is  under construction.

I recognize that this book, like intersectionality, covers a broad range of 

material. In order to visualize the progression of my main arguments, I have 

included a detailed  table of contents in the Appendix that shows the over-

all architecture of the book. I include this outline as a navigational tool for 

seeing how the argument is sequenced and to help you see the scope of the 

overall argument. Please return to this outline as you read; it should help 

show you where you are in the text. As you can see from the scope of the 

outline in the Appendix, you might be very familiar with some subjects and 

unaware of  others. For example, you might be familiar with feminist theory 

but know  little about American pragmatism, have solid grasp of epistemol-

ogy but be unfamiliar with Black feminism, or be aware of the importance of 

critical thinking to cognitive psy chol ogy and education but be less familiar 

with the history of eugenics.

Many  people find social theory to be off- putting, accusing it of being 

overly abstract and irrelevant. Whereas the theorist sees specialty language 

as impor tant for explaining complex ideas, laypeople might experience such 

language as exclusionary. The issue is that theorists and laypeople alike 

 possess specialty language that reflects complex experiences and diff er ent 

points of view. Recognizing this dilemma, I had to find a way to write for a 

broad reader ship. My solution is to teach you what I need you to know so that 

you can grasp the abstractions of the arguments in this book. That decision 

made this book extremely difficult to write, but necessary.

As you read the book, keep in mind that Intersectionality as Critical Social 

Theory, like intersectionality itself, includes a range of topics, themes, theo-

ries, and arguments that do not normally go together. This book requires 

a diff er ent way of reading, one where you imagine yourself as part of an 

interpretive community of  people whose areas of expertise differ dramati-

cally from your own. I’ve written chapters, and in some cases, sections of 

chapters, so that they can be read as freestanding essays that are acces-

sible to readers from varying backgrounds. As you read, keep in mind that 
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this book is written in the intersectional space of placing diff er ent ideas in 

dialogue. My goal is to speak to a heterogeneous readership without com-

promising the integrity of the arguments presented  here. Working with in-

tersectionality itself is like that.

Or gan i za tion ally, Intersectionality as Critical Social Theory is divided into 

four parts that provide conceptual tools for intersectionality’s theoretical con-

struction. Part I identifies some basic vocabulary for bringing a range of social 

actors to the  table of theory- building. A sense of the scope of what counts as 

intersectionality among its prac ti tion ers (chapter 1) and what counts as critical 

social theory among social theorists (chapter 2) introduces  these often dispa-

rate interpretive communities to one another. Part II focuses on intellectual 

re sis tance, an impor tant dimension of intersectionality’s critical mandate. In-

tersectionality has ties to multiple resistant knowledges, many of which serve 

as the source of its ideas and practices (chapter 3), and it also must attend to 

how epistemic power affects the limits and possibility of its own intellectual 

re sis tance (chapter 4). Part III analyzes social action as a way of knowing as 

an impor tant aspect of theorizing intersectionality. How to conceptualize ex-

perience and social action in the context of community (chapter 5) and how 

social action might inform intersectionality’s definitional bound aries (chap-

ter 6) constitute impor tant dimensions of intersectional theorizing. Part IV 

tackles two taken- for- granted core constructs within intersectionality, arguing 

that intersectionality as critical social theory must self- reflexively analyze each 

one. Relationality is a core theme within intersectionality that needs critical 

analy sis (chapter 7), and intersectionality’s commitment to social justice can 

no longer be assumed—it must be constructed (chapter 8).

Make no  mistake: Intersectionality as Critical Social Theory was challeng-

ing for me to write and it  will prob ably be challenging for you to read. With 

so much at stake, especially during our current period of change, I see no 

better way to write it. I’ve done my best to make the complex arguments in 

this book accessible. You  will have to do your best to interpret what the argu-

ment presented  here means to you.

Part I: Framing the Issues— Intersectionality  

and Critical Social Theory

When it comes to intersectionality’s theoretical contours, it is impor tant 

not to conflate the ideal of intersectionality as critical social theory with 

its current real ity. Intersectionality is one of  those fields in which so many 
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 people like the idea of intersectionality itself and therefore think they under-

stand the field as well. In actuality, intersectionality is far broader than most 

 people imagine, including  those of us who have studied it for some time. I 

have trou ble wrapping my mind around the scope of what now appears from 

a  simple lit er a ture search of the term intersectionality. The copious body of 

scholarship that uses this term and related terminology— such as race, class, 

and gender— provides a wide array of material for mapping intersectionality 

as a field of inquiry and praxis. When it comes to intersectionality’s content, 

 there’s almost too much material to categorize. Sufficient scholarship now 

exists to clarify impor tant dimensions of intersectionality’s cognitive archi-

tecture for critical social theory (Collins and Bilge 2016).

Getting a better sense of intersectionality itself requires a closer look at 

intersectionality’s internal dynamics. When scholars, activists, or prac ti tion-

ers say that their proj ect is “intersectional” or that they are “ doing inter-

sectionality,” what do they mean? In chapter  1, “Intersectionality as Criti-

cal Inquiry,” I examine the cognitive under pinnings of intersectionality. I 

investigate three dimensions of how  people use intersectionality to examine 

the social world— namely, as a meta phor, as a heuristic, and as a paradigm. 

I argue that  these characteristic uses of intersectionality provide a concep-

tual foundation for intersectionality’s theoretical development. My goal is 

to specify the critical thinking tools that underlie intersectionality’s internal 

practices as a way to introduce intersectionality as a critical theory in the 

making. How might intersectionality’s prac ti tion ers build on this cognitive 

foundation to develop intersectionality’s theoretical potential? In chapter 1, 

I also introduce impor tant premises concerning intersectionality as critical 

social theory, which I develop throughout the book. For one,  because inter-

sectionality’s scope is so broad, it is situated in an ongoing tension between 

conceptions of social theory within the social sciences and within interpre-

tive fields such as philosophy and the humanities. The broader understand-

ing of social theory that  people have in mind when they use intersectional-

ity reflects  these tensions.  These distinctive understandings of social theory 

itself also influence  people’s perceptions of  whether intersectionality is a 

social theory and their evaluation of its status. For another,  there is a signifi-

cant distinction between the content of social theory and the pro cesses of 

 doing social theory. Stated differently, social theory is a body of knowledge 

that explains the social world, and theorizing is a pro cess or way of working 

that produces social theory. Developing intersectionality as a critical social 

theory requires attending to both.
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 These distinctions between how the humanities or the social sciences de-

fine social theory, and between the content of social theory and pro cesses 

of theorizing that create that content are both impor tant. Yet significantly, 

neither of  these aspects of social theory is inherently critical. The humanities 

and the social sciences contain social theories that have alternately upheld 

the status quo, criticized it, or both. Similarly,  there is nothing inherently 

critical about the content of any given social theory and the pro cesses of 

 doing it. As a critical social theory in the making, intersectionality has a 

stake in clarifying what being critical means for its own proj ect. In chapter 2, 

“What’s Critical about Critical Social Theory?,” I analyze how varying per-

ceptions of the meaning of being critical have similarly varied implications 

for intersectionality. I examine three par tic u lar sites of critical social theory 

from diff er ent national traditions and periods of time: critical theory of the 

Frankfurt school (1930s–1940s), British cultural studies (1970s–1980s), and 

strands of Francophone social theory (1950s–1960s). When it comes to criti-

cal social theory, no one model, template,  recipe, or set of rules can be fol-

lowed as inherently critical. Critical social theory emerges within a specific 

context and speaks to that par tic u lar context.

The analy sis of  these par tic u lar sites of critical social theory identifies 

two impor tant aspects of being critical. The first is familiar: critical theory as 

criticism or as criticizing some idea, practice, or be hav ior. Criticizing some-

thing is a common meaning of being critical. But I also introduce a less 

familiar sense of being critical— namely, an entity that is essential, needed, 

or critical for something to happen. For example,  water is critical in sustain-

ing life, and love may be critical for  human development. Can ideas such as 

intersectionality serve a similar critical purpose in the social world? I raise 

this question early in the book, but leave it unanswered.

Together,  these opening chapters explore two impor tant aspects of devel-

oping intersectionality as critical social theory: one involving intersection-

ality’s internal dynamics and the other, intersectionality’s relationship with 

established critical social theories. Looking within its own practices and to 

the practices of  others frames the broader issues that inform intersectional-

ity’s critical inquiry. Moreover, not only do chapters 1 and 2 introduce in-

tersectionality itself as well as selected theoretical traditions with academia; 

when read together,  these chapters juxtapose the openness of intersectional-

ity, as an emerging theoretical endeavor, to established traditions of theo-

retical canon- building in the acad emy. Just as  there is not yet any agreed 

upon way of  doing intersectionality, the traditions of critical social theory 
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surveyed  here illustrate that  there is no one way of thinking and  doing criti-

cal social theory. Yet they also trou ble the academic landscape by illustrating 

how some critical social theories are more widely accepted than  others. In 

essence, how critical or resistant can critical social theories be within the 

contours of academia if we continue to think of theorizing as a purely aca-

demic endeavor? What possibilities for resistant knowledge, especially criti-

cal social theory, are generated or precluded by this assumption?

Part II: How Power  Matters— Intersectionality  

and Intellectual Re sis tance

Many intellectual histories overlook the importance of power relations in 

shaping the questions, assumptions, knowledge, and impact of a given social 

theory. In part II of the book, I analyze power relations not by emphasiz-

ing domination, but rather by developing the concept of intellectual re sis-

tance and exploring intersectionality’s connections to it.  Here I investigate 

intersectionality’s ties to intellectual re sis tance as a two- pronged endeavor. 

Intersectionality itself can be seen as a knowledge proj ect of re sis tance, one 

in which critical analy sis underpins its intellectual re sis tance. Intersection-

ality also confronts epistemological challenges to its intellectual re sis tance. 

Par tic u lar knowledge proj ects are sites of intellectual re sis tance, and critical 

social theory is a par tic u lar form of intellectual re sis tance.

A far broader po liti cal and intellectual landscape shapes intersection-

ality’s theorizing than that provided by academic social theories. Gender, 

race, ethnicity, nation, sexuality, ability, and age are not just categories de-

signed to make intersectionality more user- friendly for academic research. 

Rather,  these terms also reference impor tant resistant knowledge traditions 

among subordinated  peoples who oppose the social inequalities and social 

injustices that they experience. Such proj ects aim to address the deep- seated 

concerns of  people who are subordinated within domestic and global ex-

pressions of racism, sexism, capitalism, colonialism, and similar systems of 

po liti cal domination and economic exploitation. What ever the form of op-

pression they experience— race, class, gender, sexuality, age, ability, ethnic-

ity, and nation— subordinated groups have a vested interest in resisting it.

Chapter 3, “Intersectionality and Resistant Knowledge Proj ects,” exam-

ines how critical race studies, feminism, and decolonial knowledge proj ects 

illuminate diff er ent dimensions of intellectual re sis tance. Critical inquiry 

that begins within the assumptions of resistant knowledge proj ects often has 
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access to a more expansive repertoire of critical ideas than that which origi-

nates within the framing assumptions of academic social theory. I selected 

 these three sites of resistant knowledge production  because they speak to 

impor tant issues concerning critical theorizing, intellectual re sis tance, and 

intersectionality. All three proj ects have a presence both inside and outside 

the acad emy. All have histories of po liti cal activism that recognize the im-

portance of theorizing via praxis. None by itself is a critical social theory 

in the sense of the critical theories in academia discussed in chapter 2. But 

by demonstrating varying forms of intellectual re sis tance, all three make 

impor tant yet distinct contributions to intersectionality’s theoretical proj ect.

Critical race theory, broadly defined, has long challenged the racial 

theories manufactured within academic disciplines in Eu rope and North 

Amer i ca, drawing primarily on Black diasporic and indigenous resistant 

knowledge traditions to do so. By advancing a hard- hitting critique of the 

gender bias within Western knowledge, academic feminism has made real 

headway in gaining visibility as a bona fide field of study. Yet while feminist 

theory has garnered increasing legitimation as a critical social theory, femi-

nism writ large continues to confront deep- seated misogyny across many 

social institutions. Despite  these challenges, feminism models a useful form 

of self- reflexive critical analy sis about its own practices. Decolonial knowl-

edge proj ects have become increasingly vis i ble, especially as the critical edge 

of postcolonial studies has seemingly waned within the acad emy. Resis-

tant knowledge proj ects of decolonization demonstrate a critical response 

to both the limitations of an academic discourse that seemingly represents 

them and the ongoing yet changing contours of con temporary neo co lo nial 

relationships.

In chapter 4, “Intersectionality and Epistemic Re sis tance,” I examine how 

epistemic re sis tance is vital to opposing racism, sexism, class exploitation, 

and similar social phenomena. In making a case for the necessity of epis-

temic re sis tance for intersectionality, I focus on epistemology and method-

ology within academic venues. Together, epistemology and methodology 

influence diff er ent aspects of knowledge production. On the one hand, in-

tersectionality is situated within broader epistemological frameworks that 

regulate definitions of what counts as theory and how theories  will be evalu-

ated. Through  these definitional and evaluative pro cesses, epistemologies 

exercise power in regulating social theories. Epistemology is implicated in 

power relations; it is not a passive bystander during the social construction 

of knowledge. On the other hand, intersectionality draws upon methodolo-

gies as conduits for critical theorizing that can uphold or upend epistemic 



12 Introduction

power. But it cannot uncritically use existing methodologies; rather, it may 

need to develop its signature methods.  Toward this end, I introduce dialogi-

cal engagement as a guiding framework for intersectionality’s methodology, 

one that I also use throughout this book.

Together,  these chapters examine vari ous aspects of intellectual re-

sis tance. Understanding intersectionality as a critical social theory in the 

making requires a more expansive set of analytical tools that takes both its 

ideas and its practices into account. Within the acad emy, po liti cal and intel-

lectual re sis tance occurs in the terrain of epistemology and methodology, 

areas long seen as unbiased and therefore apo liti cal. Yet epistemology and 

methodology both speak directly to intersectionality as a critical theory in 

the making. They do not stand outside politics but are directly implicated in 

developing or suppressing knowledges of re sis tance. How might intersec-

tionality’s social theories reflect its methodological practices and vice versa? 

The experience of  doing intersectionality is praxis, and such praxis informs 

intersectional theorizing.

Part III: Theorizing Intersectionality— Social Action  

as a Way of Knowing

As the traditions of resistant knowledge surveyed in this book suggest, so-

cial action and experience have been impor tant interdependent dimensions 

of theorizing advanced by subordinated groups. For  people penalized by colo-

nialism, patriarchy, racism, nationalism, and similar systems of power, expe-

riences with oppression are often the catalyst for critically analyzing  these sys-

tems and taking action within them. Experiences provide a reason why  people 

are willing to take on the tough job of theorizing. Yet taking informed social 

action, the hallmark of analyzing experience, has also been an impor tant 

dimension of critical theorizing. This notion of learning by  doing suggests 

that thinking and acting are not separate endeavors, but rather are recursive. 

Moreover, experience and social action are both tied to social context— they 

constitute ways to ground theorizing within power relations, not as a reac-

tion to power, but as social action in response to power relations.

Within Western social theory, social actions and the experiences they 

engender are often interpreted as data to be included within existing so-

cial theories or bias to be excluded from them. Experience is not a valued 

way of knowing, and theorizing through social action may not be seen as 

theorizing at all.  These epistemological assumptions devalue impor tant 
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theoretical tools that catalyze and shape resistant knowledge itself. Groups 

that advance critical race studies, feminism, and decolonial studies, among 

 others, confront accusations of being too particularistic both in invoking 

their own experiences in analyzing the world and in focusing on oppression 

and domination. Their actions to change the social world do not make them 

more knowledgeable but rather more biased. This epistemological frame-

work has impor tant implications for intersectionality. One outcome is that 

intersectionality has been criticized for being too closely associated with 

the ideas and interests of  women, Black  people, poor  people, and  people 

in subordinated groups. Another is that  these criticisms work to limit in-

tersectionality’s theoretical possibilities  because they constrain impor tant 

tools for theorizing within resistant knowledge traditions. Moreover,  these 

assumptions work to shrink the pool of  people who are deemed credible to 

do social theory in the first place, as well as the ideas that such  people bring 

to the pro cess of theorizing.

Methodologically, intersectionality suggests something far more radical 

about the pro cess of theorizing than quiet contemplation by a lone scholar 

who is removed from the social world. Rather than rejecting experience and 

social action as dimensions of its critical theorizing, I suggest that inter-

sectionality would do better to redefine social action as a way of knowing 

that,  because it valorizes experience, potentially strengthens intersectional 

theorizing. Developing an argument for how and why social action and 

experience constitute impor tant dimensions of intersectionality’s critical 

theorizing is the best way to respond to intersectionality’s critics.  Toward 

that end, I ask, What conception of social action as a way of knowing might 

intersectionality develop for its theoretical toolkit? How might experience 

enhance intersectional theorizing?

Chapters 5 and 6 provide diff er ent approaches to and diff er ent lenses on 

 these connections among experience, social action as a way of knowing, and 

intersectionality’s critical theorizing. In chapter  5, “Intersectionality, Ex-

perience, and Community,” I place Black feminist thought and American 

pragmatism in dialogue in order to shed light on two current controversies 

confronting intersectionality. One concerns how experiences constitute an 

impor tant, albeit overlooked, tool of critical theorizing.  Because experiences 

occur in the social world, they are win dows to that world. Experiences can 

be theorized just as thoroughly as books, movies, and texts. Individuals have 

experiences, yet the meaning they make of them stems from their placement 

within the families, groups, nations, and other collectivities that make up their 

social world. The texts of discourse analy sis cannot talk back to theorists. 
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But  people who are the subjects of study by researchers often do, drawing 

upon their experiences as a source of knowledge. The other controversy 

concerns the need for a vocabulary with which to analyze the social world as 

more than a constellation of individuals.  Here, social action comes into play 

 because the social world is always  under construction both by individuals 

and by social groups. The construct of community as a way of understand-

ing collective identity and collective action, especially within and across in-

tersectionality’s heterogeneous communities of inquiry, is especially helpful. 

Black feminism and American pragmatism are very diff er ent discourses, yet 

reading them together provides complementary perspectives on experience, 

on community, and, by implication, on social action as a way of knowing.

In Chapter 6, “Intersectionality and the Question of Freedom,” I investi-

gate how rethinking social action as a way of knowing might inform inter-

sectionality’s critical theorizing. The chapter examines the work of  Simone 

de Beauvoir (1908–1986) and Pauli Murray (1910–1985), two impor tant fem-

inist intellectuals whose engagement with existentialism, African  American 

social and po liti cal thought, or both provide distinctive standpoints on 

their understandings of freedom. Placing the ideas of two feminist intel-

lectuals in dialogue illuminates how their respective analyses of oppression 

and freedom draw upon experience and social action as ways of knowing. 

Each intellectual’s analy sis of freedom has implications for intersectionality’s 

emphasis on the recursive relationship of ideas and social action. Beauvoir 

is known for her existentialist analy sis of freedom, yet despite being familiar 

with oppressions of race, gender, class, and sexuality, Beauvoir never advanced 

an intersectional analy sis of oppression or freedom. Murray’s life course and 

intellectual production took a diff er ent path. Her increasingly sophisticated 

analyses of oppression and freedom  were honed within a recursive space 

 between analy sis of and strug gles for freedom. Murray’s intellectual and po-

liti cal work illustrates the pro cess of working dialogically over time with race, 

class, gender, sexuality, and nation in crafting an intellectual and po liti cal 

agenda.  Because Murray’s intellectual framework did not come finished, her 

engaged social action suggests a sustained intellectual journey that serves as 

a template for intersectional theorizing.

Together,  these two chapters reiterate two impor tant methodological di-

mensions of intersectionality that are introduced in  earlier chapters and run 

throughout the book. One theme concerns the significance of dialogical en-

gagement for intersectional theorizing: for chapter 5, placing Black feminist 

thought and American pragmatism in dialogue to rethink experience and 

social action, and for chapter 6, placing the ideas of Beauvoir and Murray in 
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dialogue as a pathway to theorizing oppression and freedom. Together,  these 

chapters demonstrate the importance of dialogical engagement for intersec-

tional theorizing.

The other methodological theme concerns the importance of broadening 

intersectionality’s context of discovery by making sure that intersectional-

ity builds inclusive communities of inquiry. In  earlier chapters, I looked to 

discourses that are outside intersectionality’s canon— namely, recognized 

critical social theories and resistant knowledge proj ects—in search of ideas 

that might contribute to intersectionality’s theoretical development. In 

chapters 5 and 6, by bringing Black feminist thought and Pauli Murray as 

a Black feminist intellectual- activist to the center of analy sis, I demonstrate 

the potential benefits of broadening intersectionality’s context of discovery 

and its communities of practice.

Part IV: Sharpening Intersectionality’s Critical Edge

Intersectionality has flourished  because its prac ti tion ers share certain core 

constructs and guiding premises. But can it continue to flourish without 

sustained self- reflection on its own foundational ideas and practices? Inter-

sectionality as a critical social theory in the making cannot take any of its 

previous accomplishments for granted. Upon its entry into the acad emy, 

intersectionality had a strong critical edge, one that reflected its ties to re-

sistant knowledge proj ects and its commitment to decolonizing knowledges 

within academic venues. Yet how critical is intersectionality now? It’s no lon-

ger sufficient to proclaim that intersectionality advances cutting- edge criti-

cal analy sis. As a maturing discourse, intersectionality must begin to specify 

the terms of its own practice, not defensively in response to its critics, but 

affirmatively via sustained self- reflection about its paradigmatic premises 

and methodological practices. Sharpening intersectionality’s critical edge 

requires developing agreed- upon understandings, however provisional, of 

its core constructs and guiding princi ples.

Relationality and social justice constitute two core constructs that un-

critically circulate within intersectionality.  Because they are ever- present and 

taken- for- granted assumptions, they are not necessarily analyzed or critically 

evaluated; rather, they shape scholarship in and the practice of intersectionality.

Relationality is an essential core construct for intersectionality itself. 

 There would be no intersectionality without relationality: focusing on re-

lationships among entities constitutes a defining feature of intersectionality. 
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Yet what kind of relationality does intersectionality as critical social theory 

need? Thinking about relationality also has impor tant implications for inter-

sectionality’s working hypothesis of the relational nature of power relations. 

The premise that race, gender, class, and other systems of power mutually 

construct one another now functions as a taken- for- granted truism within 

intersectionality. Yet where is the evidence that intersectionality yields bet-

ter explanations of power relations than other social theories? The theme of 

relationality also weaves throughout this book, appearing alternately as a 

framework for dialogical engagement among discourses and communities 

of inquiry, and as a methodological strategy for  doing intersectional theoriz-

ing. Yet this claim itself is hegemonic. Where is the evidence that relational 

analyses of social phenomena yield better explanations of the social world 

than other types of analyses?

In Chapter 7, “Relationality within Intersectionality,” I examine this chal-

lenging issue of conceptualizing the dynamics of relationality within inter-

sectional inquiry. I ask, How might intersectionality develop a substantive, 

theoretical argument that explains the relational pro cesses that lie at its very 

core? To address this question, I sketch out three modes of relational think-

ing within intersectionality— namely, relationality through addition, articu-

lation, and co- formation. To me, systematizing the relational logic that in-

forms intersectionality’s scholarship and activism offers a promising first step 

for clarifying the contours of relationality itself.  Because relational thinking 

through addition, articulation, and co- formation constitute starting points, 

not end points, for analyzing relationality, they offer one way of organ izing 

the thinking tools that  people take into varying intersectional proj ects.

In chapter 8, “Intersectionality without Social Justice,” I analyze the taken- 

for- granted assumptions that social justice is inherently a part of intersec-

tionality and that  doing intersectional scholarship is somehow the same as 

 doing social justice work. I do so by placing intersectionality in dialogue with 

eugenics, a once normal science that has been closely associated with ultra-

nationalism. I argue that eugenics lacked a commitment to social justice, yet 

its effectiveness relied on a relational logic that bears striking resemblance to 

that of intersectionality. Significantly, eugenics drew upon understandings 

of race, gender, class, nation, age, ethnicity, sexuality, and ability in ways that 

made its core premises intelligible and that si mul ta neously generated sup-

port for its po liti cal goals. What lessons might intersectionality draw from 

the case of eugenics concerning the significance of an ethical commitment 

within scholarship? What is the place of ethics within intersectionality writ 

large and within intersectionality as critical social theory in par tic u lar?
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Together,  these two chapters aim to sharpen intersectionality’s critical 

edge. But they raise more questions than they answer, leaving it to readers to 

decide  whether  these are the issues that intersectionality needs to examine, 

and if so, how to go about  doing so. In this sense, chapters 7 and 8 invoke the 

spirit of the entire book, one of raising questions and trying to answer them, 

recognizing that  because intersectionality is fundamentally dialogical, no one 

person or group can have all of the answers. Developing intersectionality as a 

critical social theory that is not just ideas is a collective, collaborative endeavor.

I realize that Intersectionality as Critical Social Theory raises more ques-

tions than it answers, but perhaps that is the purpose of  doing critical social 

theory. Critical theorizing means taking a position while recognizing the 

provisional nature of the positions we take. It means being self- reflexive not 

only about other  people’s be hav ior but also about one’s own praxis. To cre-

ate a foundation for this internal and external self- reflexivity, throughout 

Intersectionality as Critical Social Theory I explore how epistemological and 

po liti cal criteria shape both intersectionality’s contours as a resistant knowl-

edge and its status as a critical social theory. I place epistemology front stage 

in ways that show how ways of understanding truth frame knowledge proj-

ects in general and intersectionality in par tic u lar.  Because truth is so inter-

twined in po liti cal concerns, I also place far more emphasis on power and 

politics in this book than is standard in intellectual histories of social theory. 

In  doing so, my goal is to provide a complex, expansive, yet not overly com-

plicated way of moving into and through intersectionality’s theoretical is-

sues and controversies.

No one book can be all  things to all  people, and this book is no exception. 

Intersectionality as Critical Social Theory is a  labor of love that brings an ad-

ditional lens to my ongoing intellectual activism (see, e.g., Collins 2013). It 

builds on and extends dimensions of my long- standing engagement with 

intersectionality. Across a series of books and articles, I’ve been painstak-

ingly making my way through distinct bodies of scholarship on race, gender, 

class, sexuality, nation, and age, among other categories of analy sis. A few 

examples illustrate how the understanding of intersectionality that I bring 

to you in this volume reflects my serious study of race, gender, class, sexual-

ity, nation, ethnicity, and age, both singularly and in varying combinations, 

over an extended period of time. In Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, 

Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment (2000), I provided an in-

tersectional analy sis of African American  women’s intellectual production, 
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arguing that Black feminism constituted an in de pen dent knowledge proj ect 

that took a distinctive standpoint on and engaged in a distinctive politics in 

response to oppression. In Black Sexual Politics: African Americans, Gender, 

and the New Racism (2004), I examined racism, sexism, and heterosexism 

as mutually constructing systems of power, arguing that African American 

po liti cal strug gle needed to take all into account. From Black Power to Hip 

Hop: Racism, Nationalism, and Feminism (2006) developed a framework 

that incorporated nationalism as a system of power into my intellectual 

work, focusing both on the ideologies of racism, nationalism, and feminism 

as well as on public policies and po liti cal activism that ensued. Through nine 

editions of Race, Class, and Gender: An Anthology, Margaret Andersen and 

I reviewed emerging scholarship on race, class, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, 

nation, and age, effectively mapping the field  every three years by surveying 

what  people  were publishing. By selecting articles that reflected intersec-

tional analy sis and identifying persisting limitations within intersectionality 

(the treatment of social class) as well as new areas of inquiry (sexuality and 

transnationalism), we  were able to trace, in real time, how the field devel-

oped (Andersen and Collins 2016). Collectively,  these and other publica-

tions laid a so cio log i cal foundation for engaging the thematic content, char-

acteristic practices, and theoretical contours of intersectionality. I detail my 

involvement in intersectionality to illustrate that I am serious about this ma-

terial. It is not a fad for me, and as my own intellectual trajectory illustrates, 

 there are no shortcuts to intersectionality.

This is a big book full of big ideas. Much is at stake in getting intersection-

ality right within our current social, intellectual, and po liti cal contexts. In-

tersectionality emerged in the mid- twentieth  century during massive social 

changes that  were catalyzed by and reflected in a range of social movements. 

If con temporary intersectionality embraces this legacy and develops critical 

tools that can deal with the challenges of our times, it holds similar potential 

now. Intersectionality is now far bigger than its mid- twentieth- century his-

tory. It has taken on a life of its own in arenas as diverse as  human rights, 

public policy, social media, and social movements. Significantly, it has also 

made its way into academia and has taken root  there, showing admirable 

staying power. Intersectionality’s reach goes beyond the groups who initially 

advanced its claims through their critical ideas and actions. Intersectionality 

has not been business as usual—it has proven itself to be scrappy and resil-

ient  under difficult conditions. Many  people have found intersectionality to 

be an impor tant intellectual, po liti cal, and ethical tool for empowerment. 

What  will it take for it to remain so? That is the subject of this book.



1

Intersectionality as Critical Inquiry

So much has happened since the 1990s that the case for intersectionality no 

longer needs to be made. A surprising array of academics, activists, policy- 

makers, digital workers, and in de pen dent intellectuals recognize intersec-

tionality as an impor tant form of critical inquiry and praxis (Collins and 

Bilge 2016). Both within and outside the acad emy, administrators, teachers, 

social workers, counselors, and public health professionals have increasingly 

used intersectional analyses to shed light on impor tant social prob lems con-

cerning education, health, employment, and poverty (Berger and Guidroz 

2009; Dill and Zambrana 2009). Grassroots community activists, social 

media activists, and social movement participants continue to draw upon 

intersectionality’s ideas to shape their po liti cal proj ects. In the United States, 

for example, intersectional ideas reappear within the social justice move-

ments of African Americans;  women; undocumented immigrants; lesbian, 
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gay, bisexual, transgender, queer (lgbtq) groups; poor  people; and reli-

gious minorities (see, e.g., Terriquez 2015). Ironically, white nationalists also 

draw upon a variation of intersectional analy sis in defending their claims 

that white, working- class American men constitute a neglected minority. 

Intersectionality’s reach is not confined to the United States. In a global 

context, grassroots and  human rights advocates find that intersectionality’s 

focus on the interconnectedness of categories of race, class, gender, sexual-

ity, ethnicity, nationality, age, and ability sheds new light on how local social 

inequities articulate with global social phenomena (Collins and Bilge 2016, 

88–113).

Since the 1990s, intersectionality has increasingly influenced scholar-

ship, research, and curricular choices in colleges and universities. A copious 

body of scholarship within the humanities and the social sciences now self- 

identifies as intersectional, with anthologies emphasizing diff er ent aspects of 

intersectionality itself as well as vari ous configurations of intersectionality’s 

core categories of analy sis (Grzanka 2014; Dill 2002; Lutz, Vivar, and Supik 

2011; Berger and Guidroz 2009; Andersen and Collins 2016). Scholarship in-

formed by intersectionality can now be found within both interdisciplinary 

fields and more traditional academic disciplines (Collins 2017a; Lutz, Vivar, 

and Supik 2011; May 2015). However imperfectly conceptualized and applied 

diversity requirements may be within colleges and corporations, they con-

stitute one outcome of intersectionality’s impact. Scholars of intersectional-

ity have generated several monographs that explore  these and other aspects 

of intersectionality as a field of inquiry and praxis (Carastathis 2016; Collins 

and Bilge 2016; Hancock 2016; May 2015; Wiegman 2012).

Intersectionality seems to be  here to stay, at least for now. Yet the speed 

and spread of intersectionality, and the heterogeneous forms it now takes, 

point to new definitional dilemmas concerning intersectionality’s current 

status and  future prospects (Collins 2015). Intersectionality cannot rest on 

its past accomplishments and current status. Instead, the time seems right 

to analyze what intersectionality is, what it is not, and what it might be-

come. Current debates within intersectionality provide much- needed criti-

cal commentary about its definitional dilemmas. Just as intersectionality 

is broad and complex, critical commentary about intersectionality within 

scholarly venues, the popu lar press, and digital spaces is similarly diverse. 

 Here areas of discussion encompass varying perspectives on intersection-

ality’s origins, the partiality of intersectionality’s growing list of categories, 

 whether intersectionality is a theory or a methodology, intersectionality’s 

ties to social justice work, and even  whether we are in or should move into a 
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post- intersectionality phase. Given intersectionality’s broad scope, consen-

sus among its prac ti tion ers is likely to remain elusive. Instead, identifying 

impor tant ave nues of investigation within intersectionality that can accom-

modate heterogeneous points of view may prove to be more productive.

Thinking through intersectionality’s theoretical contours constitutes an 

impor tant next step in its development.  Because intersectionality straddles 

traditions of social action and academic scholarship, it is uniquely po-

sitioned to develop critical theoretical analyses of the social world. Inter-

sectionality can develop a critical social theory that reflects the wide array 

of ideas and actors that currently fall  under its expansive umbrella. Yet it 

cannot do so without thinking systematically about the contours of critical 

social theory as well as its own theoretical knowledge and theorizing prac-

tices. As a work in pro gress, intersectionality is a critical social theory in the 

making, one that may already be  doing substantial theoretical work without 

being recognized as such.

In this chapter, I investigate how intersectionality’s prac ti tion ers concep-

tualize and use intersectionality’s ideas. I am less concerned with the content 

of intersectional knowledge than with ways of thinking that  people use in 

creating such knowledge.1 Using this approach, I identify impor tant think-

ing tools that provide a cognitive foundation for intersectionality as a critical 

social theory in the making. Cho, Crenshaw, and McCall (2013) provide a 

useful starting point for identifying  these tools. They characterize intersec-

tionality as an analytical sensibility whose meaning emerges through use. 

They contend that “what makes an analy sis intersectional is not its use of 

the term ‘intersectionality,’ nor its being situated in a familiar genealogy, 

nor its drawing on lists of standard citations. Rather, what makes an analy sis 

intersectional . . .  is its adoption of an intersectional way of thinking about 

the prob lem of sameness and difference and its relation to power” (795). This 

definition suggests several impor tant questions that inform the arguments 

in this book. What exactly is an “intersectional way of thinking”? Does this 

mean that intersectional scholars use special cognitive tools? Or that they 

use conventional forms of critical analy sis in new ways or  toward diff er ent 

ends? Is the issue of sameness and difference essential to intersectionality? 

Significantly, how do power relations inform intersectionality’s theoretical 

content and the pro cesses used to develop that knowledge?2

I explore  these questions throughout this book, yet in this chapter, I lay a 

foundation for examining them by discussing the use of meta phoric, heuris-

tic, and paradigmatic thinking within intersectionality as a field of inquiry.3 

I first examine how the meta phoric use of intersectionality facilitates a new 
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view of social relations as interconnected entities. The meta phor of inter-

sectionality is si mul ta neously a new way of conceptualizing power relations 

and a thinking tool that draws upon the power of meta phors in the pro-

cess of theorizing. Next, I examine intersectionality’s heuristic thinking— 

namely, how using intersectionality as rule of thumb or shortcut for think-

ing provides an impor tant tool for prob lem solving. Intersectionality aims 

to explain the social world, and heuristic thinking provides an accessible 

route for  people who utilize intersectionality to address specific social prob-

lems. I move on to examine how intersectionality’s core constructs and 

guiding premises contribute to paradigm shifts concerning power and so-

cial in equality.  These discussions explore the thinking tools or pro cesses 

that  people use to produce intersectionality itself. Meta phoric, heuristic, 

and paradigmatic thinking map the ways that  people enter into, respond to, 

and shape intersectionality as a form of critical inquiry. Collectively, they 

describe a conceptual foundation or cognitive architecture for developing 

intersectionality as a critical social theory.

Intersectionality as a Meta phor

Kimberlé Crenshaw had no way of knowing that she was naming intersec-

tionality as a form of critical inquiry and praxis when, in the early 1990s, she 

published her two groundbreaking articles on intersectionality (Crenshaw 

1989, 1991). Crenshaw’s scholarly articles constitute an impor tant turning 

point in the shifting relationships between activist and academic commu-

nities (see, e.g., Collins and Bilge 2016, 65–77). Social movements in the 

mid- twentieth  century pushed for institutional transformation in housing, 

education, employment, and health care. Transforming educational insti-

tutions and the knowledge they embodied was central to  these initiatives. 

Indigenous  peoples, African Americans,  women, lgbtq  people, Latinos/as, 

and similarly subordinated groups challenged both the substance of knowl-

edge about their experiences and the power arrangements within primary 

schools, high schools, colleges, and universities that catalyzed such knowl-

edge. Many such groups produced oppositional or resistant knowledge that 

was grounded in their own experiences and that challenged prevailing inter-

pretations of them (see chapter 3). Higher education was an impor tant site 

for social transformation. Calls for transforming curricular practices within 

the acad emy stimulated an array of programs that embarked on a similar 

mission of institutional transformation (Collins and Bilge 2016, 77–81; Dill 
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and Zambrana 2009). Crenshaw’s naming of intersectionality tapped into 

 these impor tant pro cesses of institutional transformation with the acad emy.

Within con temporary neoliberal sensibilities, the commitment to the idea 

of social transformation within mid- twentieth- century social movements 

can be hard to understand. Yet a broader understanding of the meaning of 

re sis tance to subordinated  people suggests that Black  people, indigenous 

 peoples,  women, Latinx, lgbtq  people, differently abled  people, religious 

and ethnic minorities, and stateless  people continue to see transforming so-

cial institutions as necessary. Claims for social transformation can seem to 

be idealistic and naive, yet with hindsight, aspirations for social transforma-

tion in prior eras inform con temporary realities. Specifically, many of the 

vis i ble changes within colleges and universities over the past several de cades 

reflect prior efforts at institutional transformation (Dill 2009; Mihesuah and 

Wilson 2004; Parker, Samantrai, and Romero 2010).

In a 2009 interview, two de cades  after publishing her signature articles, 

Crenshaw reflected on the experiences that led her to use the term intersec-

tionality within the broader social conditions of the times. For Crenshaw, 

her activism in college and law school revealed the inadequacies of both 

antiracism and feminist perspectives, limitations that left both po liti cal proj-

ects unable to fully address the social prob lems that each aimed to remedy. 

 There seemed to be no language that could resolve conflicts between antira-

cist social movements that  were, in Crenshaw’s words, “deeply sexist and pa-

triarchal,” and feminist activism, where “race reared its head in a somewhat 

parallel way” (Guidroz and Berger 2009, 63). For Crenshaw, informed social 

action within both movements required new  angles of vision. This par tic-

u lar social prob lem propelled Crenshaw’s search for provisional language 

that she could use to analyze and redress the limitations of mono- categorical 

thinking regarding both race and gender. Crenshaw describes what she had 

in mind when she introduced the term intersectionality:

That was the activist engagement that brought me to this work. And my 

own use of the term “intersectionality” was just a meta phor [italics added]. 

I’m amazed at how it gets over-  and underused; sometimes I  can’t even 

recognize it in the lit er a ture anymore. I was simply looking at the way 

all  these systems of oppression overlap. But more importantly, how in 

the pro cess of that structural convergence rhetorical politics and iden-

tity polities— based on the idea that systems of subordination do not 

overlap— would abandon issues and  causes and  people who actually  were 

affected by overlapping systems of subordination. I’ve always been interested 
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in both the structural convergence and the po liti cal marginality. That’s 

how I came into it. (Guidroz and Berger 2009, 65)

For Crenshaw, intersectionality named the structural convergence among 

intersecting systems of power that created blind spots in antiracist and 

feminist activism. Crenshaw counseled that antiracist and feminist move-

ments would be compromised as long as they saw their strug gles as sepa-

rate and not intertwined. Significantly, racism and sexism not only fos-

tered social inequalities, they marginalized individuals and groups that 

did not fit comfortably within race- only, gender- only mono- categorical 

frameworks.  Women of color remained po liti cally marginalized within 

both movements, an outcome that both reflected the harm done by rac-

ism and sexism, and  limited the po liti cal effectiveness of both movements. 

Crenshaw’s understanding of the term intersectionality is impor tant for 

subsequent use of the term. Her work suggests that, from its inception, the 

idea of intersectionality worked in multiple registers of recognizing the 

significance of social structural arrangements of power, how individual 

and group experiences reflect  those structural intersections, and how po-

liti cal marginality might engender new subjectivities and agency (Collins 

and Bilge 2016, 71–77).

By now it is widely accepted that intersectionality is the term that has 

stuck. Of all the words that Crenshaw could have selected, and of all the 

idioms that might have resonated with intersectionality’s adherents, why did 

this specific term resonate with so many  people when Crenshaw first used 

it? Crenshaw’s comment that her use of the term intersectionality was “just a 

meta phor” provides an impor tant clue.

Many  people think of meta phors as literary devices that are confined to 

fiction and essays. Yet meta phors are also impor tant in shaping how  people 

understand and participate in social relations.  People from all walks of life 

use meta phors  every day. As a foundation of thinking and action, meta-

phors help  people understand and experience one kind of  thing in terms of 

another. A meta phor can spark an instant sense of understanding, fostering 

an immediate sense of the formerly unknown in terms of the known.4 In 

essence, the capacity to think and act is meta phorical in nature (Trout 2010, 

3). As meta phor, intersectionality named an ongoing communicative pro-

cess of trying to understand race in terms of gender, or gender in terms of 

class. Rather than following the chain of meta phors (race is like and unlike 

gender), the meta phor of intersectionality provided a shortcut that built on 

existing sensibilities in order to see interconnections.
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Cultural theorist Stuart Hall provides another clue as to why intersec-

tionality as a par tic u lar meta phor travelled so quickly. In an article pub-

lished in the 1990s, Hall argues that meta phors are often linked to social 

transformation, ways that  people can move from the familiar to imagining 

the unfamiliar. Hall posits that meta phors of social transformation must 

do at least two  things: “They allow us to imagine what it would be like 

when prevailing cultural values are challenged and transformed, the old 

social hierarchies are overthrown, old standards and norms dis appear . . .  

and new meanings and values, social and cultural configurations begin to 

appear. However, such meta phors must also have analytic value. They must 

somehow provide ways of thinking about the relation between the social 

and symbolic domains in this pro cess of transformation” (Hall 1996b, 287).

As a meta phor of social transformation, intersectionality invokes both 

ele ments. It arrived in the midst of ongoing strug gles to resist social inequal-

ities brought about by racism, sexism, colonialism, capitalism, and similar 

systems of power. The meta phor of intersectionality could move among 

and through  these forms of domination, providing a snapshot view of their 

sameness and difference as a way to see their interconnections. Intersection-

ality as meta phor did not proscribe what social transformation would look 

like, or even the best way of getting  there. Instead, using intersectionality as 

a meta phor provided analytic value in linking social structures and the ideas 

that reproduce them—in Hall’s terms, the ties between the social and sym-

bolic domains of social change. For  people who, like Crenshaw,  were inter-

ested in social transformation, the meta phor of intersectionality expressed 

the aspirations of the time.

Crenshaw’s meta phor was recognizable to many  people  because it in-

voked the tangible, spatial relations of everyday life. Every one is located in 

physical space, and every one has had to follow a path or move through an 

intersection of some sort.  People could pick up the meta phor, imagining 

diff er ent kinds of pathways and crossroads, and use intersectionality as a 

meta phor to understand very diff er ent  things. The idea of an intersection 

where two or more pathways meet is a familiar idea in physical, geographic 

space. The roads or pathways need not be straight or paved to invoke this 

sense of a spatial intersection. All cultures have intersections or places 

where  people cross paths,  whether superhighways or barely marked paths 

in a forest. Moreover, the places where people cross paths are often meeting 

places, spaces where diff er ent kinds of  people engage one another. Being in 

an intersection or moving through one is a familiar experience. This spatial 

meta phor also invokes the idea of seeing several pos si ble pathways from the 
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vantage point within the intersection, and being faced with the decision of 

which path to take. In this sense, the spatial meta phor itself is open- ended 

and subject to many interpretations. Intersectionality as a meta phor worked 

so well  because it was si mul ta neously familiar yet highly elastic.

This spatial meta phor that could be seen in the material world implicitly 

advanced a more abstract theoretical claim about social structure— namely, 

that the places where systems of power converged potentially provide better 

explanations for social phenomena than  those that ignored such intersec-

tions. Racism and sexism may be conceptualized as distinctive structural 

phenomena, yet examining them from where they intersect provides new 

 angles of vision of each system of power as well as how they cross and di-

verge from one another. Po liti cally, the idea of intersectionality also worked. 

The term intersectionality encapsulated the convergence of multiple social 

justice proj ects and long- standing critical practices within academia.

Crenshaw’s use of the term intersectionality as a meta phor for structur-

ing her argument tapped into this power of meta phor to provide a snapshot 

view of complex social relations during a time of considerable social change. 

Significantly, Crenshaw’s meta phor was not confined to explaining racism, 

sexism, and similar systems of power. The meta phor of intersectionality 

emerged in the context of solving social prob lems brought on by multiple 

and seemingly separate systems of power. In her careful reading of Cren-

shaw’s signature articles on intersectionality, phi los o pher Anna Carastathis 

(2014) examines how Crenshaw used intersectionality as a “provisional” 

concept to frame her argument about re sis tance to oppression. For  those 

involved in activist proj ects, intersectionality enabled  those who used the 

term to understand, for example, a familiar racism in terms of an unfamil-

iar sexism, or a familiar vio lence against  women of color as individuals in 

terms of a less familiar analy sis of state- sanctioned vio lence of colonialism. 

Using intersectionality as a meta phor provided a ready- made yet open- 

ended framework for making meaning of the social world. In this sense, in-

tersectionality as meta phor offered an invitation to an array of social actors 

who  were thinking about similar  things within diff er ent social locations and 

from varying vantage points.

The significance of this par tic u lar meta phor lies in using  these familiar 

ideas about physical space in order to apply to broader, less vis i ble symbolic 

understandings of race, class, gender. Using intersectionality as a meta phor 

provided new  angles of vision on each system of power, how they cross and 

diverge from one another, as well as po liti cal possibilities that  were sug-

gested by this new analy sis. In this sense, the meta phor of intersectional-
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ity as a crossroads works well as a  mental map that encourages  people to 

look  toward par tic u lar intersections in order to guide their intellectual work 

and po liti cal practice. It also fosters a new view of the social world that can 

be seen from working within par tic u lar intersections. It encompasses ideas 

about  human agency and intentionality in a space of indecision.

When Crenshaw dismissed intersectionality as just a meta phor, she could 

not foresee the impact of this par tic u lar meta phor in informing critical in-

quiry and social change. Instead, Crenshaw’s use of intersectionality seem-

ingly provided the right meta phor at the right time. As intersectionality has 

grown, the importance of its meta phoric thinking has become clearer. Cren-

shaw’s use of intersectionality as a meta phor was not incidental to intersec-

tionality’s subsequent development, but rather proved to be a fundamental 

pillar within intersectionality’s cognitive architecture and critical thinking.

Why Meta phors  Matter

If naming the ideas that intersectionality invokes  were as  simple as choosing 

from a predetermined array of terms that had already under gone academic 

scrutiny, it would make sense to debate intersectionality’s merits in this uni-

verse of alternative terms. Intersectionality may not be the best meta phor 

for explaining social phenomena, but it is the one that has persisted. Some 

scholars recognize the significance of intersectionality as meta phor, yet offer 

alternatives to it that seemingly do a better job of explaining social real ity. 

For example, Ivy Ken’s (2008) use of sugar as a meta phor aims for a more his-

torically grounded, fluid understanding of intersectionality. Mapping how 

sugar as idea and product weaves throughout historical and con temporary 

relationships of capitalism, racism, and sexism, Ken’s meta phor of sugar is an 

innovative, alternative entry point into the constellation of ideas referenced 

by intersectionality. Sugar may be a better fit for the ideas that intersectional-

ity invokes, but pragmatically, would it have worked as well?

The puzzle to be explained  here concerns why the term intersectionality 

continues to resonate with so many  people as a preferred way of concep-

tualizing an amorphous set of ideas. Can sugar as meta phor do the same 

meta phoric work as intersectionality? Conceptual metaphor theory helps 

explain why intersectionality as a metaphor persists.5 For one, intersec-

tionality as meta phor provides a cognitive device for thinking about social 

in equality within power relations. It asks  people to think beyond familiar 

race- only or gender- only perspectives in order to take a new look at social 
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prob lems. For another, intersectionality as meta phor provides a framework 

for drawing upon what  people already know about racism to learn about sex-

ism and vice versa. Significantly, as meta phor, intersectionality suggests that 

racism and sexism are connected, the first step in establishing conceptual 

correspondences between  these two constructs. In this sense, using intersec-

tionality as a meta phor breaks down mono- categorical analyses to focus on 

the conceptual correspondences or relationships among racism and sexism. 

And this pro cess need not end with just race and gender. Crenshaw’s article 

named a starting point for developing conceptual correspondences.

Intersectionality may not have started out as a core conceptual meta-

phor for understanding social in equality, but over time, it has increasingly 

functioned as one. Significantly, the use of meta phor has been a crucial part 

of social theorizing itself. Just as creating social meanings in everyday life 

relies upon meta phors, theoretical knowledge also relies in some fashion 

on meta phorical thinking in constructing knowledge. In her classic work 

Whose Science? Whose Knowledge?, feminist phi los o pher Sandra Harding 

examines how meta phors have played an impor tant role in modeling nature 

and in specifying the appropriate domain of a theory (1991, 84–85). Harding 

points out that meta phors are impor tant dimensions of  doing social theory, 

the case, for example, of imagining society in meta phorical terms— society 

as a machine, an organism, or a computer— and by implication, changing 

the core meta phor of a field changes its theoretical orientation to the social 

world. Originally offered in the context of critical science studies, this criti-

cal perspective advanced within feminist philosophy preceded more recent 

attention to meta phors as an impor tant dimension of social theorizing 

(Abbott 2004; Swedberg 2014). For example, in his volume The Art of Social 

Theory, Richard Swedberg remarks on  these connections between meta phors 

in everyday life and within the sophisticated pro cess of theorizing: “Meta-

phors abound in everyday language, in the arts as well as in the sciences. 

Their power can be im mense, as evidenced by the meta phor of the brain 

as a computer. This meta phor is generally seen as having helped cognitive 

science come into being” (2014, 89). In this sense, Crenshaw’s reflection that 

intersectionality is just a meta phor underestimates the power of conceptual 

meta phors for critical analy sis.

Intersectionality’s meta phor of the connectedness of diff er ent systems of 

power has proven to be an impor tant one for theorizing power relations 

and po liti cal identities. For example, Norocel’s (2013) study of the radical 

right populist movement in Sweden provides an impor tant example of an 

explicit use both of conceptual meta phor theory and of intersectionality as a 
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meta phor. Norocel examines how the radical right used the idea of Folkhem 

(the home of [Swedish]  people) as a conceptual meta phor to ground their 

po liti cal proj ect. As a meta phor, Folkhem helped structure radical right 

masculinities, specifically heteronormative masculinities, at the intersection 

of gender, class, and race. Norocel identifies the significance of conceptual 

meta phor theory for this proj ect: “The choice of a certain conceptual meta-

phor in a specific social context . . .  has a crucial impact on how we structure 

real ity, determining what is explained and . . .  what is left outside this frame-

work of intelligibility, thereby highlighting the vari ous power relations at 

work in that par tic u lar discourse . . . .  In other words, the analy sis of meta-

phors needs to be undertaken whilst bearing in mind the very discourse in 

which they are embedded” (9). In Norocel’s study, the idea of gender, class, 

race, and sexuality provided a framing meta phor that could be extended to 

explain a po liti cal phenomenon in a specific national context.

Feminist theorist Chela Sandoval also recognizes the significance of 

meta phors for theorizing power relations. In a section titled “Power in Meta-

phors” in her signature book Methodology of the Oppressed (2000), San-

doval describes how diff er ent meta phors highlight impor tant distinctions 

between hierarchical and postmodern understandings of power. Imagining 

power relations as a hierarchical pyramid differs dramatically from imagin-

ing power relations through a flat, spatial meta phor of centers and margins. 

Sandoval notes that the shift away from a hierarchical, “sovereign model” 

of power enables power to be figured as a force that circulates horizontally:

As in the previous, sovereign, pyramidal model of power, the location 

of  every citizen- subject can be distinctly mapped on this postmodern, 

flattened, horizontal power grid according to attributes as race, class, 

gender, age, or sexual orientation, but this reterritorialized circulation 

of power redifferentiates, groups, and sorts identities differently.  Because 

they are horizontally located, it appears as if such politicized identities- 

as- positions can equally access their own racial- , sexual- , national- , or 

gender- unique forms of social power. Such constituencies are then per-

ceived as speaking “demo cratically” to and against each other in a lateral, 

horizontal— not pyramidal— exchange, although from spatially differing 

geographic, class, age, sex, race, or gender locations. (72–73)

This meta phoric shift has impor tant implications for intersectionality (Col-

lins 2018). Intersectionality as a core conceptual meta phor has travelled well, 

stimulating much innovative work within intersectionality. Yet the use of 

meta phoric thinking for intersectional analy sis raises several questions. Do 
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some aspects of intersectionality as meta phor work better in addressing 

certain social prob lems and less well with  others? What experiences would 

 people need to bring to the meta phoric use of intersectionality for it to have 

meaning?

Critics raise a valid point about the limits of intersectionality as a meta-

phor when used to invoke the image of a literal crossroads. In her signature 

book Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza (1987), Chicana feminist 

writer Gloria Anzaldúa expands upon the meta phor of intersectionality as 

a literal crossroads managed by traffic cops to that of the borderlands as a 

meeting place. The borderlands is si mul ta neously a place, reflecting the so-

cial relations of the physical border that influenced Anzaldúa’s experiences 

growing up in south Texas. In this sense, borderlands are structural places 

that reflect hierarchical power relations and lie outside acceptable catego-

ries of belonging (Yuval- Davis 2011). Borderland spaces show the working 

of hierarchical power relations, or the sedimented effects of, in Sandoval’s 

words, a “sovereign, pyramidal model of power.” But Anzaldúa’s borderland 

is si mul ta neously a way of describing the experiences of navigating mar-

ginal, liminal, and outsider within spaces that are created by multiple kinds 

of borders. This is the potential for “demo cratic” exchanges within border-

land or intersectional spaces.

Anzaldúa’s work illustrates the possibilities and limitations of spatial 

meta phors of power. As AnaLouise Keating points out, Anzaldúa is gener-

ally defined as a “Chicana lesbian- feminist” author, but Anzaldúa described 

herself more broadly as being on vari ous thresholds, si mul ta neously inside 

and outside multiple collectivities. Anzaldúa both maintains multiple alle-

giances and locates herself in multiple worlds:

“Your allegiance is to La Raza, the Chicano movement,” say the mem-

bers of my race. “Your allegiance is to the Third World,” say my Black 

and Asian friends. “Your allegiance is to your gender, to  women,” say the 

feminists. Then  there’s my allegiance to the Gay movement, to the social-

ist revolution, to the New Age, to magic and the occult. And  there’s my 

affinity of lit er a ture, to the world of the artist. What am I? A third world 

lesbian feminist with Marxist and mystic leanings. They would chop me 

up into  little fragments and tag each piece with a label. (Keating 2009a, 2)

Anzaldúa uses her experiences with multiple groups as the foundation 

of her analy sis, yet she is less interested in finding freedom by extracting 

herself from multiple groups in order to find herself, but rather in under-

standing how her sameness and difference across multiple groups fosters 
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new experiences of self. As Keating describes this positioning, “Although 

each group makes membership contingent on its own often exclusionary 

set of rules and demands, Anzaldúa refuses all such terms without rejecting 

the  people or groups themselves” (2009a, 2). For Anzaldúa, the borderlands 

suggests a place not simply to  house experiences but also a way of working, 

both po liti cally and intellectually.6

Intersectionality may be the meta phor that has taken hold as the descrip-

tor to describe the field itself, yet the spatial meta phor of the borderland 

also deepens understandings of intersecting power relations. Anzaldúa’s 

work links experiences, spatial meta phors, power, and po liti cal engagement, 

signaling an impor tant approach to critical theorizing. In discussing the 

significance of Gloria Anzaldúa’s work within intersectionality, Patrick  R. 

Grzanka describes Anzaldua’s “borderland” meta phor as signifying a geo-

graphic, affective, cultural, and po liti cal landscape that cannot be explained 

by binary logic (black/white, gay/straight, Mexican/American,  etc.) or even 

the notion of liminality, that is, the space between. For Anzaldúa, the border-

lands are a very real space of  actual social relations that cannot be captured 

within existing social theory. Grzanka describes the connections between 

the meta phor of intersectionality and that of the borderlands: “Anzaldúa’s 

work exemplifies the concept of intersectionality perhaps better than the 

traffic intersection meta phor so central to the field and to Crenshaw’s ini-

tial articulation of the concept,  because Anzaldúa denies any logic that 

presumes  there  were ever discreet dimensions of difference that collided 

at some par tic u lar point: in the borderlands, mixing, hybridity, unfinished 

synthesis, and unpredictable amalgamation  were always already happening, 

and are forever ongoing” (2014, 106–107). In this sense, the concept of the 

borderlands illustrates the power of meta phor that, in this case, not only 

complements but also deepens intersectionality’s meta phoric posture.

As meta phors, neither intersectionality nor the idea of the borderlands 

provide coherence, consistency, or closure. Both travel, sometimes working 

in tandem for some proj ects and apart in  others. They illustrate that when a 

concept is structured by a meta phor, it is only partially structured and can 

be extended in some ways but not in  others (Trout 2010, 13). Meta phors 

 provide a holistic  mental picture of interrelated phenomena as well as new 

insights into and  angles of vision on social relations. Heuristics offer tools for 

investigating the ideas that emerge through intersectionality’s meta phoric 

thinking. Heuristics provide thinking tools that are typically used to solve 

prob lems. They are versatile and can be applied to an array of specific ques-

tions and concerns.
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Intersectionality’s Heuristic Thinking

Heuristics are techniques for social prob lem solving, learning, and discov-

ery. As such, heuristic thinking informs how  people approach old and new 

puzzles, be they social prob lems in the social world or puzzles of how to do 

better scholarship. In their everyday use, heuristics include techniques such 

as using a rule of thumb, making educated guesses, and relying upon com-

mon sense. This use of heuristics draws from everyday experiences with an 

eye  toward shaping action strategies in everyday life. In its more technical 

sense, heuristics also provide a set of assumptions or provisional lenses that 

can be used to solve social prob lems within an academic discipline or field 

of study. According to Abbott, “heuristics is the science of finding new ways 

to solve prob lems” (2004, 81).

In essence, the meta phoric use of intersectionality facilitates new  angles 

of vision on many topics. It suggests that shifting from seeing social phe-

nomena as separate and distinct to seeing their interconnections would be 

beneficial. In contrast, using intersectionality as a heuristic points  toward 

action strategies for how to move forward in solving social prob lems and in 

grappling with existing puzzles. Heuristics inform the questions for a par tic-

u lar study, for a plan of po liti cal action, and for solving prob lems in everyday 

life. Heuristics offer guidance, as rules of thumb or common practices, for 

social action. The common sense, taken- for- granted rules of intersectional-

ity as a heuristic thus provide a preliminary vocabulary for intersectionality’s 

scholarship and praxis.

Using intersectionality as a heuristic has facilitated the rethinking of 

existing knowledge— namely, social prob lems such as vio lence, social in-

stitutions such as work and  family, and impor tant social constructs such 

as identity. Kimberlé Crenshaw’s classic article “Mapping the Margins: In-

tersectionality, Identity Politics, and Vio lence against  Women of Color” 

(1991) illustrates the heuristic use of intersectionality for rethinking existing 

knowledge concerning vio lence as a social prob lem. Crenshaw’s immediate 

concern lay in analyzing vio lence against  women of color, with the goal of 

strengthening grassroots and  legal responses to it. Lacking the term inter-

sectionality, Crenshaw draws upon the existing heuristic of race/class/gen-

der as interconnected phenomena as a starting point for prob lem solving 

concerning vio lence. In this regard, her approach illustrates the use of in-

tersectionality (the race/class/gender heuristic) as a way to generate usable 

knowledge for social science as an instrument for “social prob lem solving” 

(Lindblom and Cohen 1979, 4).
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Yet, in the context of using the race/class/gender heuristic, she recognizes 

its limitations for her par tic u lar proj ect and adapts it for her specific context. 

Crenshaw kept the idea of intersectionality, yet incorporated categories that 

 were a better fit for the  women of color  under consideration. Specifically, 

Crenshaw underemphasizes class as an explanatory category that explains 

vio lence against  women of color. Instead, she includes the category of “im-

migrant status,” itself a construct invoking discourses of nation (citizenship 

status) and ethnicity (culture as proxy for color, race, and often religion). Via 

this adaptation, Crenshaw argues that the provisional combination of race, 

gender, and immigrant status better fit the experiences of the group in ques-

tion as well as the social prob lems with vio lence that they encountered. Yet 

neither the existing race/class/gender framework nor the new framework 

that emphasizes race, gender, and immigrant status was by itself sufficient. 

Crenshaw then offers the term intersectionality as a way to respond to the 

challenge of solving social prob lems that could not be incorporated within 

the race/class/gender rubric. This shift from race/class/gender to intersec-

tionality illustrates the utility of heuristics— ironically, in this case, in nam-

ing intersectionality itself.

Certainly analyses of vio lence, as well as the intersectional categories that 

have been used to study it, have expanded tremendously since Crenshaw’s 

signature article.  Because vio lence against  women has been such a power ful 

catalyst for intersectionality itself, intersectional analyses of this topic are 

not only widespread but have also informed po liti cal activism and public 

policy (Collins and Bilge 2016, 48–55). Analyses of vio lence that draw upon 

intersectionality reappear across a wide array of topics, such as the nation- 

state vio lence of militarism and war (Peterson 2007), the treatment of sexual 

vio lence and ethnicity in international criminal law (Buss 2009), and hate 

speech itself as part of relations of vio lence (Matsuda et al. 1993). Solutions 

to vio lence against  women remain unlikely if vio lence against  women is 

 imagined through mono- categorical lenses such as the gender lenses of 

male perpetrators and female victims, or racial lenses that elevate police vio-

lence against African American men over domestic vio lence against African 

American  women. Viewing vio lence through an intersectional lens poten-

tially creates new forms of transversal politics to confront it (Collins 2017b).

Using intersectionality as a heuristic has facilitated the rethinking of so-

cial institutions such as work,  family, the media, education, health, and simi-

lar fundamental social institutions through what seem to be fairly straight-

forward heuristic approaches. One strength of heuristic thinking concerns 

its ease of use for criticizing existing knowledge and posing new questions. 
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For example, when it comes to the study of work, asking  simple questions 

such as, “Does this apply to  women?” or “Is slave  labor included in the defi-

nition of work?” or “Why are white male workers the focus of studies of 

work?” identifies areas of overemphasis and underemphasis in understand-

ings of work. The experiences of a par tic u lar group of working- class, white, 

male industrial workers or middle- class, white, male corporate man ag ers 

and executives have garnered the lion’s share of scholarly attention. What 

are the effects of treating findings on this par tic u lar group as universal on 

work- related scholarship? The effectiveness of heuristic thinking lies in its 

simplicity— its use shifts established perspectives on scholarship and prac-

tice. The heuristic of asking how an intersectional framework would shift 

what is considered to be fixed, and fix what has been in flux, signals a sea 

change in how to do scholarship.

The greatly changed scholarship on work within sociology  after the in-

troduction of intersectionality illustrates this pro cess. First and foremost, 

the paid work of a par tic u lar group of men working in specific jobs within 

Western socie ties is no longer assumed to be coterminous with the meaning 

of work. Intersectionality has opened the door to redefining work. Specifi-

cally, work constitutes one impor tant concept that contains highly nuanced 

scholarship on how  labor market organ ization, occupational segregation, 

work/family balance, and aspects of paid and unpaid reproductive  labor un-

derpin complex social inequalities.  These topics have provided an especially 

rich terrain for intersectional scholarship from the race/class/gender period 

through con temporary analyses of global capitalism (Ong 1999). Reflect-

ing the social movement origins of race/class/gender studies, intersectional 

scholarship on work in the 1980s examined segmented  labor markets and 

the ways in which  women and  people of color  were shunted to bad jobs and 

dirty work (Amott and Matthaei 1991). Building on analyses of capitalism 

that examined how the good jobs and bad jobs of  labor markets  were or-

ga nized using social inequalities of gender, race, and economic class, stud-

ies of domestic work in par tic u lar opened the door to showing how work 

was central to the exploitation of  women and men of color (Glenn 2002; 

Hondagneu- Sotelo 2001; Rollins 1985). This foundational scholarship on 

work foreshadowed impor tant directions within con temporary social sci-

ence research, such as intersections of race and gender in the  labor market 

(Browne and Misra 2003), how workplace desegregation has proceeded in 

the private sector (Tomaskovic- Devey and Stainback 2012), the status of Af-

rican American professional men in the workplace (Wingfield and Alston 

2012), and the emerging contours of paid reproductive  labor (Duffy 2007).
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Using intersectionality as a heuristic has also proven to be especially 

valuable in rethinking the impor tant social constructs of identity and sub-

jectivity. The now commonsense idea that individual identity is  shaped by 

multiple  factors whose saliency changes from one social context to the next 

owes much to intersectionality’s ease of use as a heuristic. On a basic level, 

an individual need no longer ask, “Am I Black or am I a  woman or am I a 

lesbian first?” The answer of being si mul ta neously Black and a  woman and 

a lesbian expands this space of subjectivity to encompass multiple aspects 

of individual identity. Rather than a fixed, essentialist identity that a person 

carries from one situation to the next, individual identities are now seen as 

differentially performed from one social context to the next (Butler 1990). 

The pro cess of crafting a unique sense of self that rests on multiple possi-

bilities generated new questions about how  those identities  were intercon-

nected and co- forming, rather than how they  were or should be ranked.7

Intersectionality is not a theory of identity, but many scholars and intel-

lectual activists understand it through this lens primarily  because the heuris-

tic use of intersectionality as applied to the topic of identity is commonplace. 

Given the inordinate attention devoted to identity and its seeming associa-

tion with intersectionality, returning to Stuart Hall’s work, written about the 

same time as Butler’s, may be helpful. Unlike Butler, Hall contends that the 

performative nature of identity and the frameworks of social structures both 

 matter: “Identity is not a set of fixed attributes, the unchanging essence of 

the inner self, but a constantly shifting pro cess of positioning. We tend to 

think of identity as taking us back to our roots, the part of us which remains 

essentially the same across time. In fact identity is always a never- completed 

pro cess of becoming— a pro cess of shifting identifications, rather than a sin-

gular, complete, finished state of being” (Hall 2017, 16). Other scholarship 

examines identity in relation to social in equality and po liti cal action, such 

as the possibilities of identity categories as potential co ali tions (Carastathis 

2013), or case studies on how attending to intersecting identities creates soli-

darity and cohesion for cross- movement mobilization within participatory 

democracies (Palacios 2016).

Using intersectionality as a heuristic not only has facilitated the rethink-

ing of existing knowledge— vio lence and similar social prob lems, work and 

similar social institutions, as well as identity and similar social constructs—

it has also brought new systems of power into view. Intersectional analy sis 

now incorporates sexuality, ethnicity, age, ability, and nation as similar cat-

egories of analy sis (Kim- Puri 2005). Specifically, increased attention to the 

themes of nation, nationalism, nation- state, and national identity has aimed 
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to align the power relations of nation with structural analyses of racism, 

capitalism, and patriarchy (Yuval- Davis 1997). Lit er a ture on the nation- state 

and its citizenship policies has benefited from intersectional frameworks, the 

case of Goldberg’s (2002) analy sis of the racial state, or Evelyn Glenn’s (2002) 

study of work, American citizenship, and nation- state power. Intersectional 

frameworks have also deepened understandings of nationalist ideologies, 

as evidenced in Joane Nagel’s (1998) analy sis of masculinity and national-

ism, or George Mosse’s (1985) classic work on nationalism and sexuality. The 

po liti cal be hav ior of subordinated groups as they aim to empower them-

selves has also garnered intersectional analy sis, for example, Ana Ramos- 

Zayas’s (2003) ethnographic study of Puerto Rican identity within a Chicago 

neighborhood that illustrates the benefits of incorporating nationalism in 

studies of local politics. Intersectional analyses of nation- state power have 

expanded to consider transnational pro cesses, for example, placing analyses 

of transnational tourism within intersectional pro cesses of erotic autonomy, 

decolonization, and nationalism (M. J. Alexander 1997, 2005a).

The heuristic use of intersectionality has generated a tremendous amount 

of new knowledge, far more than any one individual or group of individuals 

can examine. As of this writing, some fields of study have accumulated suf-

ficient scholarly evidence to examine the patterns of intersectional scholar-

ship within their own areas of inquiry. The heuristic use of intersectionality 

within sociology, history, anthropology, education, social work, and similar 

established disciplines certainly has led to considerable published research. 

Yet  these communities of inquiry bring their own interpretive frameworks 

and scholarly conventions to the content of intersectional knowledge cre-

ated within their par ameters. Using intersectionality as a heuristic poten-

tially fosters disciplinary reform. In contrast, interdisciplinary fields of in-

quiry such as  women’s, gender, and sexuality studies; ethnic studies; Black 

studies; media studies; American studies; and cultural studies enjoy similar 

heuristic use of intersectionality yet face fewer disciplinary barriers.  These 

interdisciplinary fields typically offer more intellectual latitude, but often at 

the cost of less institutional support. They too are  limited to postures of re-

form, this time not of their own frameworks and practices, but rather  those 

of the universities that  house them.

At some point, one bumps up against the limitations of heuristic think-

ing. In this sense, the ways in which race/class/gender studies have unfolded 

since the 1980s can serve as a cautionary tale for the vast amount of data 

that is currently being produced by the heuristic use of intersectionality. 

Race/class/gender studies laid substantial groundwork for intersectionality’s 
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meta phoric and heuristic use. Scholars and activists working in race/class/

gender studies, and similar interdisciplinary endeavors routinely used the 

phrase “race, class, and gender” for a wide array of proj ects (Andersen and 

Collins 2016; Collins and Bilge 2016). The heuristic use of “race, class, and 

gender” as a provisional, placeholder term across the myriad proj ects that 

sprang up within and across academic disciplines catalyzed considerable 

scholarship. Viewing race, class, and gender as interconnected phenomena 

seemingly shared a loose set of assumptions: (1) race, class, and gender ref-

erenced not singular but intersecting systems of power; (2) specific social 

inequalities reflect  these power relations from one setting to the next; (3) 

individual and collective (group) identities of race, gender, class, and sexual-

ity are socially constructed within multiple systems of power; and (4) social 

prob lems and their remedies are similarly intersecting phenomena. Each of 

 these assumptions served as jumping off points for a range of proj ects. Inter-

sectionality drew from and expanded the heuristic use of  these assumptions 

that underlay race/class/gender studies.

Race/class/gender studies and intersectionality both rely on heuristic 

thinking, yet while it may seem that they are interchangeable, they do have 

distinctive approaches to social prob lem solving. Using the framework of 

race/class/gender analy sis reminds researchers to attend to race, class, and 

gender as par tic u lar categories of analy sis.  Either singularly or in combi-

nation, the categories of race, class, and gender identify distinctive struc-

tural foundations for social inequalities, for example, the racism of white 

supremacy, the class exploitation associated with capitalism, and the sexism 

inherent in patriarchy. Race, class, and gender not only reference specific 

systems of power; each category has its own storied traditions of scholar-

ship and activism done by interpretive communities that developed around 

each category. Ironically, the par tic u lar history of the field itself was seen as 

getting in the way of its universal possibilities. The field was seen as being 

too par tic u lar  because it confined analy sis to race, class, and gender. Some 

users erroneously assumed that  these par tic u lar concepts, when taken lit-

erally, must be pre sent in  every analy sis, and that the absence of any one 

category compromised the integrity of race/class/gender studies.  Because it 

was deemed to be too closely associated with the par tic u lar, subordinated 

social groups that  were central to its creation and growth, the field of race/

class/gender was also seen as having another kind of particularity prob lem. 

“Race” meant Black  people, “gender” meant  women, and “class” meant poor 

 people. Yet race/class/gender never argued that its concepts  were confined to 

subordinated  people—it was perfectly capable of studying privilege within 
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the categories of race, class, and gender. Similarly, race, class, and gender 

 were never meant to be used as a fixed list of entities that applied in all times 

in all places. Rather, race/class/gender was a heuristic that pointed  toward 

other combinations that not only  were pos si ble but  were better suited for a 

range of par tic u lar issues and contexts.

The heuristic use of intersectionality provides diff er ent strengths and 

limitations.  Because intersectionality does not specify the configuration of 

categories, or even the number of relevant categories for a par tic u lar analy-

sis, it seemingly offers more flexibility than race/class/gender studies. By 

providing a new term that was elastic enough to incorporate the particu-

larities of race/class/gender studies yet expand them to include additional 

par tic u lar concepts, intersectionality ostensibly solved the particularity 

prob lem of race/class/gender. Yet intersectionality’s quest for universality— 

and this is impor tant for its status as a social theory in the making— meant 

that it need not attend to its own par tic u lar history. Using intersectional-

ity as a heuristic by referring to a generic intersectionality without attend-

ing to particulars of the categories themselves, or to the social issues that 

catalyzed both race/class/gender studies and intersectionality, created new 

prob lems. The rapid uptake of intersectionality by adding even more cat-

egories suggests a parallelism among  these categories, one that implies that 

each system of power is fundamentally the same. Stated differently, if the 

categories of race, class, and gender, among  others, are equivalent and po-

tential substitutes for one another, then the systems of power that underlie 

intersectionality are similarly equivalent. Understanding one means under-

standing the  others.

This assumption of equivalence and interchangeability may facilitate 

intersectionality’s ease of heuristic use, but it si mul ta neously limits intersec-

tionality’s theoretical potential. For example, the category of class has been 

often mentioned within intersectionality yet less often treated as an analyti-

cal category that is equivalent to race and gender. Moreover, the categories 

of nation, sexuality, ethnicity, age, religion, and ability resemble one another 

but cannot be collapsed into one another  under the heading of a generic 

intersectionality. Each is an analytical category that cannot be simply added 

together and combined with the  others. The relationships among  these cat-

egories lie in their particulars— they must be empirically studied and theo-

rized, not simply assumed for heuristic con ve nience. This brief comparison 

of race/class/gender and intersectionality suggests that if a heuristic device 

is applied uncritically, more as a formula than as a tool of invention for 
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critically engaged social prob lem solving, it may no longer be able to spark 

innovation.8

How might intersectionality make sense of itself, especially in relation to 

its potential as a critical social theory in the making? Intersectionality offers 

a win dow into thinking about the significance of ideas and social action 

in fostering social transformation. The meta phor of intersectionality puts 

a name and a face to a common proj ect of using more holistic frameworks 

to explain and address social prob lems. Intersectionality as a heuristic of-

fers provisional rules of thumb for rethinking a range of social prob lems as 

well as strategies for criticizing how scholarship studies them. In this sense, 

intersectionality’s meta phoric and heuristic thinking provides impor tant 

conceptual tools for prob lem solving.  These strategies remain impor tant, yet 

their use should not be conflated with theorizing.

Intersectionality stands in a meeting place of its own making, one where 

the knowledges and practices catalyzed by its meta phoric and heuristic prac-

tices converge and grow. The effects of intersectionality are far- reaching—it 

has catalyzed significant changes within academic disciplines concerning 

some of their cherished frameworks, such as the aforementioned case of 

sociology and work. Intersectionality has also influenced the contours of 

 women’s, gender, and sexuality studies; media studies; and similar interdis-

ciplinary fields of inquiry. Intersectionality’s knowledge and practices stem-

ming from how its prac ti tion ers use it might have catalyzed a wealth of new 

knowledge across many fields of study. To me, intersectionality has reached 

an impor tant milestone in its own journey, a place where it has catalyzed 

paradigm shifts across many fields of study, but one where it also must spend 

time examining its own paradigmatic thought. Stated differently, attending 

to intersectionality’s paradigmatic thinking adds another dimension to its 

cognitive architecture.

Intersectionality and Paradigm Shifts

Paradigms provide frameworks that describe, interpret, analyze, and in 

some cases explain both the knowledge that is being produced as well as the 

pro cesses that are used to produce it. Paradigmatic thinking involves having 

a model or provisional explanation in mind, a typical pattern of something, 

a distinct set of concepts or thought patterns. Such thinking is often difficult 

to recognize as such,  because paradigms are often implicit, assumed, and 
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taken for granted. For example, for some time, assumptions about biology 

and the natu ral world exerted enormous influence on research on gender 

and sexual identities, on public policies that understood citizenship through 

binaries of fit and unfit bodies, as well as on broader evolutionary explana-

tions of the natu ral and social worlds. The reliance on biological explana-

tions seemed more like the truth itself, rather than just one paradigm among 

many.

When the paradigmatic thinking in a field changes, the ideas and social 

relations within that field can also change quite dramatically. Thomas Kuhn’s 

(1970) description of how paradigm shifts occur in the natu ral sciences pro-

vides a useful rubric for understanding intersectionality’s effects on existing 

fields of study. Ironically, Kuhn analyzed the way that paradigms changed 

within the natu ral sciences as an implicit critique of the social sciences; he 

wanted to demonstrate how paradigms in the natu ral sciences provided cer-

tainties for scientific disciplines— certainties that the social sciences seem-

ingly lacked. Yet this dimension of his work has been overshadowed by how 

rapidly the concept of a paradigm shift travelled into the social sciences, as 

well as into everyday language.9

A paradigm shift is a change not just in ideas, but also in how a field 

of study reorganizes its practices to facilitate its problem- solving objec-

tives. When fields encounter anomalies, or puzzles that can no longer be 

solved within the conventions of their dominant paradigm, they shift, often 

rather dramatically. The old paradigm can dis appear rapidly, with a new one 

emerging to take its place. A paradigm shift occurs along three dimensions: 

the new paradigm (1) convincingly resolves previously recognized prob-

lems; (2) has enough unresolved prob lems to provide puzzles for further 

inquiry; and (3) attracts enough specialists to form the core of new, agreed 

upon provisional explanations for the topic at hand. When applied to inter-

sectionality, the concept of a paradigm shift suggests that intersectionality 

convincingly grapples with recognized social prob lems concerning social 

in equality and the social prob lems it engenders; that its heuristics provide 

new ave nues of investigation for studying social in equality; and that it has 

attracted a vibrant constellation of scholars and prac ti tion ers who recog-

nize intersectionality as a form of critical inquiry and praxis. This newly 

formulated, heterogeneous community of inquiry both resonates with the 

meta phor of intersectionality as a collective identity and relies on heuristic 

thinking for social prob lem solving.

This concept of a paradigm shift is especially useful for thinking through 

the changes that intersectionality has engendered within disciplinary and 
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interdisciplinary fields. Kuhn’s argument is targeted  toward changes within 

the natu ral sciences, where paradigms consist of shared assumptions within 

an existing field of study, subfields within a par tic u lar discipline, or both. 

Yet when uncoupled from the assumption that paradigm shifts occur pri-

marily within existing fields of inquiry, Kuhn’s basic argument concerning 

paradigm shifts also applies to broader interpretive frameworks. Paradigm 

shifts are significant  because they describe what happens when traditional 

frameworks no longer sufficiently explain social realities and thus become 

in effec tive. In this sense, the concept of a paradigm shift is especially impor-

tant for intersectionality as a critical social theory in the making,  because 

a paradigm shift identifies a significant turning point when established so-

cial theories lose their critical edge and when other social theories displace 

them.

Intersectionality has certainly contributed to paradigm shifts in think-

ing about how mutually constructed power relations shape social phenom-

ena. Across academic disciplines, traditional paradigms approached racial 

in equality and gender in equality, for example, as distinct, separate, and dis-

connected phenomena.  Because race, class, gender, sexuality, age, ethnic-

ity, nation, and ability  were conceptualized as separate phenomena, their 

interactions remained invisible  because no one thought to look for them. 

Using intersectionality as a meta phor fundamentally challenged this taken- 

for- granted assumption, and using intersectionality as a heuristic developed 

new knowledge as evidence for intersectional claims. In this sense, intersec-

tionality was not just an adjustment to business as usual. It pointed  toward a 

fundamental paradigm shift in thinking about intersecting systems of power 

and their connections to intersecting social inequalities.

Thinking through how intersectionality has fostered paradigm shifts 

within existing fields of study raises one fundamental question: Is intersec-

tionality itself emerging as a paradigm in its own right? Using intersection-

ality as a meta phor did not specify its content. That’s part of what made it 

so easy to use and to take up. Similarly, using intersectionality as a heuris-

tic means applying its rule- of- thumb strategies to specific topics and prob-

lems. In contrast, exploring intersectionality’s paradigmatic thinking means 

turning the analytical lens back onto intersectionality itself. It requires a 

sustained, self- reflexive analy sis of intersectionality’s internal ideas and 

practices.

In the following section, I sketch out selected core constructs and guiding 

premises of intersectionality that are drawn from my readings of intersec-

tional inquiry as well as my understandings of intersectional practice. When 
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combined,  these core constructs and guiding premises provide a provisional 

template for analyzing intersectionality’s ideas and practices. My goal is to 

address some ideas of intersectionality’s paradigmatic use— namely, the core 

constructs and guiding premises within intersectionality’s critical inquiry.

 Table  1.1 provides a provisional schema of the paradigmatic ideas that 

form the content of intersectionality’s critical inquiry.  These ideas come 

from its meta phoric, heuristic, and paradigmatic uses. This schema distin-

guishes between the core constructs that reappear across intersectionality 

and guiding premises that inform intersectional analy sis.

Intersectionality’s core constructs routinely appear within intersectional 

inquiry,  either as topics of investigation or as methodological premises 

that guide research itself. They are (1) relationality; (2) power; (3) social in-

equality; (4) social context; (5) complexity; and (6) social justice (Collins 

and Bilge 2016, 25–30, 194–204). For example, when it comes to social sci-

ence research, intersectionality requires attending to complexity,  whether 

in the questions asked, the methods used in a study, or the interpretation 

of findings. Intersectional analyses are by nature complex and complicated.

Intersectionality’s guiding premises are working hypotheses or assump-

tions that inform intersectionality’s inquiry and praxis.  These ideas inform 

 TABLE 1.1

Intersectionality’s Paradigmatic Ideas

core constructs guiding premises

Relationality

Power

Social in equality

Social context

Complexity

Social justice

(1) Race, class, gender, and similar systems of power are 

interdependent and mutually construct one another.

(2) Intersecting power relations produce complex, 

interdependent social inequalities of race, class, gender, 

sexuality, nationality, ethnicity, ability, and age.

(3) The social location of individuals and groups within 

intersecting power relations shapes their experiences 

within and perspectives on the social world.

(4) Solving social prob lems within a given local, 

 regional, national, or global context requires intersec-

tional analyses.
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specific scholarly and po liti cal proj ects.  These guiding premises are recog-

nizable to intersectionality’s prac ti tion ers. Just as biologists or  human rights 

professionals know that, by working within their field, they share certain as-

sumptions about biology and  human rights with  others in their field,  people 

who see themselves as  doing intersectional inquiry would share common 

questions, approaches, and rationales for why they do intersectionality in 

the first place. Together, intersectionality’s core constructs and guiding 

premises are foundational to intersectionality’s critical inquiry  because they 

constitute building blocks for the content of intersectionality as critical so-

cial theory and pro cesses of critical theorizing that might characterize inter-

sectionality’s praxis.

Core Constructs and Guiding Premises

Intersectionality’s core constructs constitute one impor tant dimension of in-

tersectionality’s paradigmatic thinking. The themes of relationality, power, 

social in equality, social context, complexity, and social justice reappear across 

intersectionality as a form of critical inquiry and practice (Collins and Bilge 

2016, 25–30, 194–204). When it comes to scholarship,  these themes are not 

all pre sent in a given work, the treatment of them varies considerably across 

research traditions, and the relationship among them is far from coherent. My 

goal  here is to identify intersectionality’s core constructs that,  either singularly 

or in combination, reappear within intersectional scholarship. Significantly, 

none of  these themes is unique to intersectionality in the acad emy. They also 

appear across diverse proj ects with  little apparent connection to intersection-

ality. In this sense, intersectionality often shares terminology and sensibility 

with similar proj ects but is not derivative of them. Identifying  these core con-

structs constitutes a promising first step in sketching out intersectionality’s 

paradigmatic use in scholarship. Significantly, how  these constructs are used 

within intersectionality offers a win dow into intersectionality’s critical inquiry.

Relationality constitutes the first core theme that shapes heterogeneous 

intersectional proj ects (Phoenix and Pattynama 2006, 187). This emphasis 

on relationality shifts focus away from the essential qualities that seemingly 

lie in the center of categories and  toward the relational pro cesses that connect 

them. The idea of relationality is essential to intersectionality itself. The very 

term intersectionality invokes the idea of interconnections, mutual engage-

ment, and relationships. Race, gender, class, and other systems of power are 

constituted and maintained through relational pro cesses, gaining meaning 
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through the nature of  these relationships. The analytic importance of re-

lationality in intersectional scholarship demonstrates how vari ous social 

positions (occupied by actors, systems, and po liti cal/economic structural 

arrangements) necessarily acquire meaning and power (or a lack thereof) in 

relation to other social positions.10

The significance of power constitutes a second core theme of intersection-

ality’s critical inquiry. Intersecting power relations produce social divisions 

of race, gender, class, sexuality, ability, age, country of origin, and citizenship 

status that are unlikely to be adequately understood in isolation from one an-

other. Non- intersectional scholarship assumes that race, class, and gender are 

unconnected variables or features of social organ ization that can be studied as 

singular phenomena— for example, gender or race as discreet aspects of indi-

vidual identity, or patriarchy or racism as mono- categorical systems of power. 

Intersectionality posits that systems of power co- produce one another in ways 

that reproduce both unequal material outcomes and the distinctive social 

experiences that characterize  people’s experiences within social hierarchies. 

Stated differently, racism, sexism, class exploitation, and similar oppressions 

may mutually construct one another by drawing upon similar and distinctive 

practices and forms of organ ization that collectively shape social real ity.

Third, intersectionality has catalyzed a rethinking of social in equality. 

Within the acad emy, prevailing frameworks explained social inequalities 

as separate entities, for example, class in equality, racial in equality, gender 

in equality, and social inequalities of sexuality, nation, ability, and ethnic-

ity. The  causes of social in equality often lay in fundamental forces that lay 

outside the particulars of race, class, gender. Yet treating social in equality as 

a result of other, seemingly more fundamental social pro cesses suggested 

that social in equality was inevitable  because it was hardwired into the social 

world, into individual nature, or into both. Intersectionality rejects  these 

notions that normalize in equality by depicting it as natu ral and inevitable. 

Instead, intersectionality points to the workings of power relations in pro-

ducing social inequalities and the social prob lems they engender.

A fourth core theme within intersectionality’s critical inquiry stresses the 

significance of social context for knowledge production. This theme is es-

pecially impor tant for understanding how interpretive communities, both 

academic and activist, or ga nize knowledge production. This premise applies 

to the internal dynamics of a given interpretive community, for example, 

how sociologists or  women’s studies scholars go about their work; to the 

relationships among interpretive communities, such as how sociology and 

Africana Studies within academia develop diff er ent interpretations of race 
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and racism; as well as to how communities of inquiry are hierarchically ar-

ranged and valued, for example, how Western colleges and universities rank 

the sciences over the humanities. Social context also  matters in understand-

ing how the distinctive social locations of individuals and groups within 

intersecting power relations shape intellectual production.11

Managing complexity constitutes a fifth core theme of intersectionality’s 

critical inquiry. Intersectional knowledge proj ects achieve greater levels of 

complexity  because they are iterative and interactional, always examining 

the connections among seemingly distinctive categories of analy sis. Com-

plexity is dynamic— intersectionality’s categories of race, class, gender, and 

sexuality, among  others, are a useful starting point for inquiry. Bringing 

multiple lenses to intersectional inquiry facilitates more complex, compre-

hensive analyses. Managing complexity also speaks to intersectionality’s 

methodological contours. Complex questions may require equally complex 

strategies for investigation.

Social justice constitutes another core construct that underlies intersec-

tionality’s critical inquiry. The construct of social justice raises questions 

about the ethics of intersectional scholarship and practice. Within con-

temporary academic venues, the significance of social justice as a core theme 

within intersectionality is increasingly challenged by norms that place social 

justice, freedom, equality, and similar ethical issues as secondary concerns 

within acceptable scholarship. Viewing theory and practice in binary terms 

not only fosters a division between truth and power within intersectional-

ity; it also challenges intersectionality’s long- standing ethical commitment 

to social justice. Historically, social justice was so central to intersectionality 

that  there was  little need to examine it or invoke it. Currently, many inter-

sectional proj ects do not deal with social justice in a substantive fashion, yet 

the arguments that each discourse makes and the praxis that it pursues have 

impor tant ethical implications for equity and fairness.

I’ve introduced relationality, power, social in equality, social context, com-

plexity, and social justice as discrete categories, but in actuality  these core 

concepts inform one another. Varying intersectional proj ects place vary-

ing degrees of emphasis on each one. In fact, examining how scholars and 

prac ti tion ers use the core constructs within their proj ects provides a useful 

way of mapping intersectionality over time, which is the case, for example, 

of the waning influence of social justice within intersectionality. Similarly, 

the growing influence of complexity studies as well as developments within 

intersectionality itself signal new ways of thinking about intersectionality 

and complexity (Walby 2007). Rather than using  these core constructs as a 
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checklist to see which boxes a par tic u lar proj ect checks off, it may be more 

useful to investigate how and in what ways  these concepts reappear,  either 

singularly or in combination, within intersectional inquiry.

How might  these core constructs within intersectionality’s critical inquiry 

shape it? Some concepts are so fundamental to intersectionality itself that 

removing them would compromise the very meaning of intersectionality. 

Relationality constitutes one core construct. It is reflected in the name of the 

field itself, it shapes the methodological premises of intersectional proj ects, 

and it describes the content of intersectional knowledge. The very question 

of the connections among intersectionality’s core constructs is fundamen-

tally one of relationality. In contrast, other core themes are more contingent. 

For example, intersecting systems of power as well as social inequalities of 

race, class, gender, and similar categories of analy sis occupy prominent posi-

tions within intersectionality. Yet, does the absence of a par tic u lar category 

of analy sis within intersectional inquiry somehow lessen its value? Similarly, 

some intersectional scholarship is inattentive to power relations or ethical 

standards of social justice. Does this absence make  these proj ects less au-

thentically intersectional? Some core constructs are differentially contingent. 

They can be used to structure a study itself, the case of attending to social 

context, or they can be used to evaluate outcomes; for example, is a par tic u-

lar study stronger  because intersectionality has fostered greater complexity?

This brings me to another impor tant dimension of intersectionality’s criti-

cal inquiry— namely, my provisional list of guiding premises that distinguish 

intersectional scholarship (see  Table 1.1). Such premises should be recogniz-

able to intersectionality’s prac ti tion ers in the ways that  those of any field of 

inquiry are to its researchers, teachers, and students.  These guiding premises 

synthesize the assumptions that intersectionality’s prac ti tion ers take into their 

proj ects in order to guide their work: (1) Race, class, gender, and similar sys-

tems of power are interdependent and mutually construct one another. (2) In-

tersecting power relations produce complex, interdependent social inequali-

ties of race, class, gender, sexuality, nationality, ethnicity, ability, and age. (3) 

The social location of individuals and groups within intersecting power rela-

tions shapes their experiences within and perspectives on the social world. 

(4) Solving social prob lems within a given local, regional, national, or global 

context requires intersectional analyses.12 Together,  these core constructs and 

guiding princi ples provide a vocabulary for describing intersectionality’s para-

digm shift. This shift raises impor tant questions about how intersectionality’s 

cognitive architecture might inform intersectional theorizing. This framework 
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of core constructs and guiding premises also offers a way of seeing the limits 

of paradigmatic thinking and the possibilities of the beginnings of theorizing. 

How might intersectionality’s core constructs inform the guiding premises 

within the field of intersectionality itself? Conversely, how might  these guid-

ing premises shed light on the meaning of intersectionality’s core constructs?

Figure  1.1 organizes the dimensions of intersectionality’s cognitive 

architecture— namely, the thematic content of intersectionality as social 

theory and the pro cesses of how intersectionality might theorize the social 

world.  These core constructs and guiding premises provide tools for map-

ping the specific content of intersectional knowledge. In the case of inter-

sectionality,  because its core constructs are shared by many other proj ects, 

specifying what is meant by  these constructs and how they  will be used 

within intersectional inquiry constitutes an impor tant, ongoing challenge. 

Similarly, the guiding premises constitute a starting point for identifying the 

shared assumptions that or ga nize intersectionality’s knowledge base. Meta-

phoric, heuristic, and paradigmatic thinking constitute the critical thinking 

tools that surround the pro cess of  doing social theory. Figure 1.1 identifies 

DIMENSIONS OF CRITICAL THINKING

METAPHOR

HEURISTIC

PARADIGM

CORE CONSTRUCTS

Relationality

Power

Social inequality

Social context

Complexity

Social justice

GUIDING PREMISES

Race, class, and gender as systems of 

power are interdependent

Intersecting power relations produce 

complex social inequalities

Intersecting power relations shape 

individual and group experiences

Solving social problems requires 

intersectional analyses.

FIGURE 1.1 Intersectionality’s cognitive architecture.
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the dimensions of critical thinking that potentially inform theory within in-

tersectionality’s current use. Paradigmatic thinking is most closely aligned 

with theorizing  because it does specify core concepts and guiding prem-

ises. Yet scholarly lit er a ture is unclear about  whether social theories are 

 housed within paradigms, the case where a scientific discipline has one 

overarching paradigm that  houses several theories that work within its 

par ameters; or  whether paradigms are  housed within social theories, the 

case where philosophy or literary criticism provides an overarching social 

theory of poststructuralism that  houses lesser explanatory frameworks 

or paradigms. The difference might be semantic, one of parsing words to 

fit diff er ent disciplinary and interdisciplinary realities. My sense is that, 

 because intersectionality itself encompasses a constellation of diff er ent 

proj ects that draw from both the social sciences and the humanities, inter-

sectionality as critical inquiry might  house multiple paradigms to guide its 

discovery and analy sis.

 Either way, paradigm shifts  matter  because they mark the moment when 

traditional frameworks become in effec tive, and when existing social theo-

ries no longer sufficiently explain social realities. In this sense, the idea of a 

paradigm shift is especially impor tant for developing a social theory gener-

ally and a critical social theory in par tic u lar,  because paradigm shifts identify 

especially rich possibilities for critical theorizing. Stuart Hall describes  these 

connections between paradigm shifts and  doing social theory, suggesting 

that “if paradigms are closed . . .  new phenomena  will be quite difficult to 

interpret,  because they depend on new historical conditions and incorpo-

rate novel discursive ele ments. But if we understand theorizing as an open 

horizon, moving within the magnetic field of some basic concepts, but con-

stantly being applied afresh to what is genuinely original and novel in new 

forms of cultural practices, and recognizing the capacity of subjects to re-

position themselves differently, then you  needn’t be so defeated” (Grossberg 

1996, 138). In other words, intersectionality moves  toward an “open horizon” 

suggested by its use of meta phor, heuristics, and paradigms, recognizing 

how its core constructs and its guiding premises constitute a paradigm shift. 

In this sense, intersectionality’s paradigmatic use via this current constel-

lation of core themes and guiding premises, as described  here, constitutes 

more a starting point for developing a critical social theory, and not the end 

point of intersectionality as critical inquiry.
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Intersectionality, Social Theory, and Theorizing

The seemingly cavalier characterization of intersectionality as a social theory 

within intersectional scholarship is one reason I de cided to write this book. 

 Every time I encounter an article that identifies intersectionality as a social 

theory, I won der what conception of social theory the author has in mind. I 

 don’t assume that intersectionality is already a social theory. Instead, I think 

a case can be made that intersectionality is a social theory in the making. But 

what kind of social theory,  toward what ends, and using what tools?

Commonsense understandings of social theory and theorizing provide 

a good starting point for answering  these questions. Sociologist Richard 

Swedberg, for example, contends that “theory is . . .  a statement about the 

explanation of a phenomenon. And theorizing, from this perspective, is the 

pro cess through which a theory is produced” (Swedberg 2014, 17; italics in 

original).  Here Swedberg introduces the impor tant distinction between so-

cial theory as a body of knowledge that explains a phenomenon, and social 

theorizing as the pro cess used to create that body of knowledge. Within this 

framework, intersectionality as a social theory would need to explain a given 

social phenomenon, not simply describe it. And intersectional theorizing 

would be the pro cess or methodology used in developing  those explanations.

This definition provides a useful starting point, but it also obscures some 

fundamental differences in how diff er ent disciplines and fields of study con-

ceptualize social theory as well as the pro cesses they use to generate it. Inter-

sectionality needs to navigate some significant differences that distinguish 

how social sciences and the humanities understand and produce social the-

ory. Western social sciences rest on a specific view of social theory. Within 

sociology, po liti cal science, economics, geography, and anthropology, theo-

rizing emerges in explaining the truths of the social world. The social world 

itself is not simply an accumulation of individuals. Rather, the social world 

has social structures that can be uncovered via scientific pro cesses. Social 

theories rely on empirical data to buttress their explanations, but the truth 

of social theories lies in  whether they can be reliably tested. A scientific truth 

is not an absolute, but rather is the best explanation for empirical evidence. 

Within social science, a social theory is an explanation for a social phenom-

enon, and methodology describes the pro cess of arriving at that truth. The 

scientific method is a paradigm that guides the pro cess of theorizing.

The humanities take a diff er ent approach. Philosophy, literary criti-

cism, and history, as well as interdisciplinary fields such as cultural stud-

ies and media studies that have been influenced by the humanities, do not 
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seek absolute or even provisional truths about the social world, but rather 

investigate the meaning of the  human condition. Theorizing about broad 

philosophical topics such as democracy, in equality, freedom, social justice 

and love stems from efforts to make sense of  human life and experience. 

 There are no right or wrong arguments, no absolute truths, only narratives 

or stories that are more or less relevant to the search for meaning.  Because 

intersectionality encompasses both social sciences and humanities, it can be 

conceptualized alternately as a social theory that guides the search for truth 

and as a social theory that guides the search for social meaning.13

Not only is intersectionality not yet a social theory, if it  were to be one, 

how would it navigate  these varying perspectives on truth and meaning as 

fundamental to social theory? Intersectionality can easily become polarized 

around  these diff er ent understandings of social theory. In response to this 

threat, rather than introducing intersectionality through the lenses of often 

contentious debates between scientific and narrative traditions, I have en-

tered  these debates by examining what already is within intersectionality. 

My interest lies in existing practices that can provide a foundation for in-

tersectional theorizing. The cognitive architecture of meta phors, heuristics, 

and paradigms discussed in this chapter not only provide a roadmap for, as 

Cho, Crenshaw, and McCall (2013) put it, an “intersectional way of think-

ing,” they also provide a vocabulary for analyzing intersectional theorizing. 

Meta phors, heuristics, and paradigms collectively constitute diff er ent as-

pects of intersectionality’s cognitive architecture that are part of the toolkit 

of intersectional theorizing in both the social sciences and the humanities. 

The meta phor provides a concept, an idea that marks the visibility of the 

field. Heuristics provide orienting strategies for getting  things done, prem-

ises or working hypotheses from or for social action, or both. Paradigms 

provide frameworks for analyzing and often explaining both the knowledge 

that is being produced as well as the pro cesses that are used to produce it. 

 There is no inherently linear progression in how individuals actually use 

or should use  these aspects of intersectional analy sis. Intersectionality is a 

collective endeavor, and individuals enter the field at diff er ent times, in dif-

fer ent places, and through vari ous proj ects. No intersectional theory is wait-

ing for them when they arrive. Rather, intersectional theorizing or theory- 

building for intersectionality emerges through the critical thinking made 

pos si ble by how individuals and groups use  these critical thinking tools.

In this volume, I take the position that social science and narrative 

approaches to social theory and theorizing already coexist within inter-

sectionality, and that this coexistence can be a strength for intersectional 
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theorizing.  Because intersectionality draws on both the search for truth that 

underpins the social sciences and the search for meaning that characterizes 

the humanities, preserving the existing creative tension between  these two 

understandings of social theory is impor tant.

The distinctions between social theory and theorizing as the pro cess of 

generating social theory, the distinctions between social scientific and narra-

tive approaches to theory and theorizing, and intersectionality’s meta phoric, 

heuristic, and paradigmatic uses provide a vocabulary for intersectionality 

as a social theory in the making. In my investigation of intersectionality as a 

social theory in the making, I rely on this vocabulary throughout the book. 

But I also contend that intersectionality is neither an academic fad nor an 

immature social theory. Instead, I see intersectionality as a diff er ent kind 

of social theory in the making, whereby its association with social justice 

movements adds another dimension to its theorizing. Intersectionality has 

been associated with aspirations for social transformation and social change.

By following well- established procedures for theorizing, intersectionality 

can certainly become a social theory in the traditional sense, as understood 

within the social sciences and the humanities. Yet would this represent a ma-

turing of intersectionality or an attenuation of its possibilities? At its heart, 

intersectionality is a set of ideas that is critical of the established social world. 

What pro cesses lie at the heart of critical theorizing? What would it take for 

intersectionality to develop a critical social theory about the social world? As 

I discuss in the next chapter, simply labeling a theory critical  doesn’t make it 

so. How might academic social theories that are already recognized as criti-

cal illuminate the meaning of being critical for intersectionality?



2

What’s Critical about Critical Social Theory?

Con temporary academia seems awash in the term critical. Books, journals, 

symposia, and several fields of study use the term critical to distinguish 

themselves from something that they are not. For example, critical race 

studies, critical realism, critical ethnic studies, and critical science studies 

use the term critical to differentiate themselves from their more traditional 

counter parts.1 Yet using critical as a prefix sidesteps the definitional chal-

lenge that fields of inquiry speak for themselves on their own terms. Sig-

nificantly,  these ambiguities that surround the meaning of being critical are 

especially impor tant for critical social theories as well as for the pro cesses 

of theorizing that they engender. Within the acad emy, new social theories 

aim to make their mark by criticizing and trying to unseat their more main-

stream pre de ces sors. The more hard- hitting and adversarial an argument 

seems to be in upending conventional wisdom, the more critical it is as-
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sumed to be. In what can turn into a strug gle for dominance among social 

theories, a paradigm shift can install the formerly outsider theory as the 

new established theory, one waiting for a new critic to knock it from its 

throne.

Within academic contexts, theoretical ideas are rarely inherently and 

forever progressive or conservative. Rather, such ideas are repeatedly re-

interpreted in response to changing social contexts. The meaning of how 

critical (or not) a social theory is deemed to be reflects spatial and temporal 

dimensions— namely, where it is located and when it occurs. For example, 

feminist theories of patriarchy  were long marginalized within the disciplin-

ary practices of Western academic institutions, thereby defining feminist 

theorizing as a perpetual critique of the gender bias within established social 

theories. Such criticism may be necessary, but it also offers a narrow under-

standing of the meaning of being critical for critical social theory. In this 

case,  women’s studies scholars and feminist phi los o phers also developed a 

parallel form of criticism that went beyond calls of trying to be heard within 

Western knowledge. By centering on feminist analyses of the social world 

as essential to their proj ect, feminist thinkers garnered visibility and ac cep-

tance for feminist theory. As a result, feminist theory has become increas-

ingly mainstream, often positioned as the established critical social theory 

that  others criticize as part of their understanding of being critical. In  these 

settings, the meaning of being critical is not simply a  matter of intellectual 

debate about theoretical understandings of gender. It also emerges within 

the changing po liti cal relationships between what is established and what 

is not.

Intersectionality  faces similar issues. Many of its prac ti tion ers pride 

themselves on being defenders of critical analy sis, conflating their criticism 

and seeming rejection of mainstream discourse with the meaning of being 

critical. Yet how critical is intersectionality? Intersectionality’s genealogy 

certainly provides more opportunities to develop an expansive understand-

ing of critical inquiry and praxis. Intersectionality is situated at an intel-

lectual crossroads where multiple knowledge proj ects meet, with similarly 

diverse critical perspectives on established knowledge. Intersectionality has 

a foot in two interrelated worlds. On the one hand, its placement within 

academic contexts provides access to the rich history of the theorizing tra-

ditions of the social sciences and the humanities. Yet on the other hand, 

 because intersectionality also includes activists, artists, prac ti tion ers, and 

intellectuals whose work crosses academic borders, its po liti cal and intel-

lectual context is far broader than academia itself. Intersectionality’s reach 
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is intentionally broad and inclusive, with  little consensus on what it means 

to be critical.

This chapter investigates how varying perceptions on the meaning of 

being critical have similarly varied implications for intersectionality. In 

chapter 1, I pointed out how ongoing tensions between conceptions of social 

theory within the social sciences and within interpretive fields inform inter-

sectionality’s social theory and theorizing pro cesses. Significantly, neither of 

 these distinct understandings of social theory is inherently critical. Yet as a 

critical social theory in the making, intersectionality has a stake in clarifying 

what being critical means for its own proj ect. As sociologist Craig Calhoun 

points out, “the idea of critique is obviously an old one in philosophy, but 

also a hard one to pin down” (1995, 13). Keeping this difficulty in mind, I 

examine three distinct traditions of critical social theory within Western 

social theory that provide diff er ent lenses on the meaning of being critical. 

And their perspectives have varying implications for intersectionality as a 

critical social theory in the making as well as for intersectionality’s critical 

theorizing.2

I begin with the critical theory developed at the Institute for Social Re-

search at the University of Frankfurt in Germany (the Frankfurt school). 

This interdisciplinary proj ect is often presented as a point of origin for and 

pre de ces sor of con temporary critical social theory (see, e.g., Bohman 2016; 

Calhoun 1995; Held 1980). In this volume I capitalize Critical Theory to dis-

tinguish the specific discourse of the Frankfurt school as a specific school of 

thought. In contrast, I use the phrase critical social theory to refer to range 

of theoretical proj ects that self- define or might be classified as critical. Sig-

nificantly, Frankfurt school scholars explic itly tried to meld the scientific 

and philosophical understandings of social theory into the very definition 

of critical social theory.3

Next, I examine British cultural studies as a self- reflexive critical theo-

retical proj ect whose ideas have also influenced con temporary understand-

ings of critical social theory. I focus on British cultural studies at the Centre 

for Con temporary Cultural Studies (cccs) at the University of Birmingham 

in the U.K.  because it was an explic itly critical proj ect. British cultural stud-

ies highlighted many familiar themes within con temporary social theory— 

namely, marginality, exile, refugee status, citizenship, and related questions 

of belonging within national identity— and has a big footprint concerning 

the contours of con temporary critical analy sis.

Fi nally, I investigate Francophone social theory in the 1950s and 1960s, an 

impor tant period when the relationships among multiple strands of West-
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ern social theory  were in flux. I treat this case in detail  because, unlike criti-

cal social theory of the Frankfurt school or cultural studies of the Birming-

ham school, the critical contours of French postmodern social theory that 

became dominant in academia in the 1990s draws from this  earlier period. 

Moreover, many academics who  were trained in the 1990s often are unaware 

of the  earlier debates within Francophone social theory and see poststruc-

turalism as si mul ta neously normative and critical. I provide context for this 

par tic u lar understanding of the meaning of being critical.4

The Critical Theory of the Frankfurt School

For many phi los o phers and social theorists in Eu rope and North Amer i ca, 

the Critical Theory of the Frankfurt school serves as a starting point for a 

 genealogy of Western critical social theory (Bohman 2016; Calhoun 1995; 

Held 1980).5 Most histories of critical social theory place its origins in the 

Critical Theory that was advanced in the 1930s by a group of phi los o phers, 

sociologists, social psychologists, and cultural critics who  were affiliated 

with the Institute for Social Research at the University of Frankfurt in 

Germany. Collectively known as the Frankfurt school, Max Horkheimer, 

 Theodor Adorno, Eric Fromm, Herbert Marcuse, Walter Benjamin, and 

other intellectuals at the Institute drew upon continental Eu ro pean philos-

ophy to develop a critical posture  toward established social theory (Held 

1980). Yet their theoretical work and by extension their understanding of the 

meaning of being critical was not done in the safety of academic seclusion. 

Instead, despite being scholars and not activists, they worked in a social 

context where expressing the wrong ideas could be dangerous.

 Because the scholars of the Frankfurt school worked in Eu rope during 

the period leading up to World War II, they could not ignore the threat the 

newly installed Nazi regime posed to Eu rope and to their own safety (Held 

1980; Kim 2005).  Because Horkheimer, Adorno, Fromm, Marcuse, and Ben-

jamin  were all members of a well- established Eu ro pean intellectual elite, 

they  were well grounded in continental philosophy. They understood how 

impor tant German intellectual traditions  were to Western knowledge. Yet 

their intellectual work occurred in the specific social context of an explic-

itly fascist government that was intent on eliminating Jews, Roma  people, 

homosexuals, po liti cal dissidents, mixed- raced  people, and other ostensibly 

undesirable  people from the German nation- state. Moreover, as intellectuals 

who  were knowledgeable about the contributions of Jewish intellectuals to 
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Eu ro pean theory,  these scholars  were also well aware of the deep roots of 

anti- Semitism in Eu rope. As individuals, the degree to which they claimed 

a Jewish identity was less impor tant than the anti- Semitic policies of an 

increasingly fascist German nation- state. Many scholars became refugees, 

facing the same challenges as con temporary scholars, journalists, and intel-

lectuals who flee dictatorships. The status of the Institute for Social Research 

also speaks to the precarious nature of intellectual work done by Frankfurt 

school scholars. While it is associated with its tenure in Frankfurt, the In-

stitute relocated several times. It was founded in 1924; Max Horkheimer 

became its director in 1929 and recruited many of its scholars. As the situa-

tion deteriorated within Eu rope, the Institute moved to Geneva in 1933. Two 

years  later it moved again, this time to New York, where it became affiliated 

with Columbia University.

How did the scholars of the Frankfurt school manage to do critical analy-

sis within  these precarious conditions? Critical thinking, the hallmark of 

theoretical work, was discouraged within fascist environments. Being 

openly critical of the government was highly risky. Working  under  these 

conditions required members of the Frankfurt school to be clear about the 

goals for their scholarship as well as the pro cesses that they used in  doing 

it. The themes that they emphasized and the arguments that they advanced 

reflect their attentiveness to the pro cesses of theorizing. They had to be 

clear about their intended audiences, as well as the potential impact of their 

scholarship on  actual  people, including themselves.

The thematic content of the Critical Theory of the Frankfurt school is 

expansive, but  here I briefly sum up the treatment of culture as one impor-

tant theme. The scholars of the Frankfurt school identified the rise of mass 

culture as one of their core concerns. In Dialectic of Enlightenment, Hork-

heimer and Adorno (1969) posited that technological developments enabled 

cultural products such as  music, film, and art to be distributed on a mass 

scale, reaching all who  were connected by technology in society. Technology 

seemingly generated a sameness in production, in shaping the content of 

cultural frameworks. But it also fostered a sameness of cultural experience 

in that a mass of  people could passively consume cultural content rather 

than actively engage one another. They argued that  these new cultural for-

mations fostered po liti cal passivity. Mass culture suppressed critical think-

ing and the social action that it might engender.

From con temporary vantage points, Horkheimer and Adorno’s argu-

ments about mass culture may seem fatalistic. Horkheimer and Adorno 

advanced an implicit criticism of fascism in a social context when it was 
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dangerous to do so. Fascism required po liti cal passivity, and mass media 

was an increasingly impor tant mechanism for reproducing it.6 Yet the main 

idea  here lies less in the substance of their argument and more in how they 

 were able to advance,  under extremely difficult conditions, compelling criti-

cal analy sis that has largely withstood the test of time. Understanding the 

pro cesses of theorizing within a given social context is crucial for under-

standing the content of any social theory. Horkheimer and Adorno’s analy sis 

of mass culture illustrates how critical theorizing typically reflects the possi-

bilities and constraints that face intellectuals within specific social contexts. 

For many thinkers who confront censorship, the issue is often  whether the 

story can be told at all and, if so, how it can be told.

Culture was one of several themes within Critical Theory. But as sug-

gested thus far, the Frankfurt school’s approach to critical theory also re-

quired a distinctive pro cess of theorizing. Working in a precarious environ-

ment and being dedicated to critical analy sis within that setting highlighted 

the significance of self- reflexivity as part of the pro cess of theorizing. As 

critical theorists working in a dangerous social context, members of the 

Frankfurt school had to be po liti cally savvy and self- reflexive about their 

theoretical praxis.  Toward this end, they sought to distinguish their aims, 

methods, theories, and forms of explanation from traditional understand-

ings in the natu ral and the social sciences, and they used the term critical 

to signal  these distinctions. The found ers of the Frankfurt school chose the 

name Critical Theory to signal their approach to social, po liti cal, and cul-

tural prob lems that aimed to join theory and empirical research (Calhoun 

1995, 13). In this sense, they looked beyond the instrumental goals of science 

to support “ ‘ human emancipation’ in circumstances of domination and op-

pression” (Bohman 2016, 1–2).

Horkheimer’s Definition of Critical Theory

In his classic essay, “Traditional and Critical Theory,” Max Horkheimer (1982 

[1937]) provides a rubric for distinguishing Critical Theory from its tradi-

tional counterpart. In this essay, originally published in 1937, Horkheimer 

sketches out what he sees as impor tant distinctions among social theories 

that alternately claim and reject the status of critical. Horkheimer’s under-

standing of traditional theory rested on his understanding of the promise of 

Western science as bringing potential benefit to the world. Using science as 

a prototype for his understandings of traditional social theory, Horkheimer 

refused to reject the conceptual tools or methodologies of science writ large. 
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Despite the spread of eugenics as normal science (see chapter  8), Hork-

heimer respected the capacity of science to bring about social good, and he 

valued its calls for objectivity and the reasoned use of evidence.

Horkheimer also drew upon Marxist social theory to highlight the 

missing dimensions of traditional social theory. The historical materialism 

of Marxist social thought emphasized narrative traditions of history and 

philosophy, traditions that investigated the meaning of social phenomena. 

Yet  because Marxist social thought itself advanced structural explanations 

of social phenomena, and drew upon the same reasoned evidence of tra-

ditional social theory, it could be seen as an alternative science of society 

rather than as a distinctive philosophical tradition. The Frankfurt school 

intellectuals neither comprised a Marxist school of thought nor aimed to 

extend Marxism as a philosophy or politics. Instead, Marxist social theory 

was a vis i ble and impor tant dimension of continental Eu ro pean philoso-

phy, and they adapted this critical theoretical framework for their own 

proj ect.

Horkheimer’s essay reflected  these creative tensions between scientific 

and narrative traditions. He seemed unwilling to relinquish  either, choosing 

instead to draw from their shared promise of bringing informed scientific 

knowledges, one traditional and the other critical, to bear on impor tant so-

cial issues. Horkheimer embraces the positive benefits of reason for better-

ing society— a shared dimension of traditional and critical theory— yet re-

jects traditional theory’s tendency to naturalize and thereby justify existing 

forms of social organ ization.

Horkheimer built his notion of Critical Theory upon an idea of theory 

that differed from the ordinary use of the term. Horkheimer’s thesis that 

Critical Theory is a dialectical theory of society speaks both to social theory 

as a product and to theorizing as a pro cess. Yvonne Sherratt describes this 

distinction, noting that for Horkheimer, “ ‘theory’ was not about developing 

a string of connected statements that represented the nature of the world 

around us. He did not believe that the word ‘theory’ should simply refer to 

a static set of propositions. In contrast, he thought that theory referred to a 

kind of activity generated within a par tic u lar social context. For him theory 

meant in essence what you and I would normally take theorising to mean” 

(2006, 198). Moreover, Horkheimer was quite clear in spelling out what he 

meant by the term critical:

The critical attitude of which we are speaking is wholly distrustful of the 

rules of conduct with which society as presently constituted provided 
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each of its members. The separation between individual and society in 

virtue of which the individual accepts as natu ral the limits prescribed for 

his activity is relativized in critical theory. The latter considers the overall 

framework which is conditioned by the blind interaction of individual 

activities (that is, the existent division of  labor and the class distinctions) 

to be a function which originated in  human action and therefore is a 

pos si ble object of planful decision and rational determination of goals. 

(1982, 207)

 Here, Horkheimer clearly rejects blind faith in rules that socie ties aim to 

inculcate in their members. When science or traditional social theories 

uncritically produce knowledge that naturalizes and normalizes the social 

order, they disempower  people. Thinking critically about such rules enables 

 people both to unmask societal rules that foster passivity and to refuse to ac-

cept them. Horkheimer identifies the rules that regulate  labor as fostering a 

passivity that convinces  people to accept the “blind interaction of individual 

activities.” When Horkheimer argues in  favor of a “planful decision and ra-

tional determination of goals,” he sees the benefits of rationality as modeled 

by science for criticizing the social norms that produce class inequalities and 

the social prob lems that ensue.

Horkheimer identifies several core ele ments of Critical Theory that dis-

tinguish it from its traditional counter parts: (1) a distinctive theory of how 

social change has been and might be brought about; (2) adherence to an ethi-

cal social justice framework that aspires to better society; (3) engagement 

in dialectical analy sis that conceptualizes critical analy sis in the context of 

socially situated power relations; and (4) reflective accountability concerning 

critical theory’s own practices. Horkheimer’s discussion of Critical Theory 

provides a useful starting point for specifying the contours of critical social 

theory in general. It also provides an impor tant set of ideas for conceptual-

izing the meaning of critical inquiry for intersectionality.

First, as part of its overall goal, Critical Theory advances a distinctive 

theory of how social change has been and might be brought about. As Hork-

heimer describes it, “theory has a historically changing object which, how-

ever, remains identical amid all the changes” (1982, 239). Critical Theory 

views change as inherent to society; it also posits that socie ties all contain 

certain core princi ples that remain the same even though they may change 

form and expression. Change may be vital for Critical Theory, but the ques-

tion is, which aspects of the changing same merit critical social theory’s 

attention?
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Building on Horkheimer’s logic, an intersectional argument would ex-

plain the changing same of power relations as  shaped by  human agency 

across multiple, co- forming systems of power. Social in equality is the social 

prob lem that needs to be changed. Yet an intersectional analy sis that attends 

to power relations would also see multiple and co- forming expressions of 

social in equality— economic in equality, racial in equality, gender in equality, 

and sexuality in equality, for example—as si mul ta neously par tic u lar in their 

organ ization and effects, yet universal in their material real ity. Making social 

change the focus of critical social theory inevitably raises questions of what 

needs changing.

Second, this emphasis on explaining change suggests that Critical Theory 

has explic itly ethical or normative aspirations—it aims to better society by 

both understanding and working to change it. In his 1937 essay, Horkheimer 

mentions social justice, pointing to critical social theory as a potential site of 

re sis tance to injustice: “For all its insight into the individual steps in social 

change and for all the agreement of its ele ments with the most advanced 

traditional theories, the critical theory has no specific influence on its side, 

except concern for the abolition of social injustice” (Horkheimer 1982, 242; 

italics in original). Horkheimer suggests that grappling with social injustice 

is a central activity of critical theory: “But the transmission  will not take 

place via solidly established practice and fixed ways of acting but via concern 

for social transformation. Such a concern  will necessarily be aroused ever 

anew by prevailing injustice, but it must be  shaped and guided by the theory 

itself and in turn react upon the theory” (241).  Because social theories can 

be marshaled for oppressive or emancipatory purposes, questions of ethics 

permeate all scholarship.

Unfortunately, social injustice has persisted despite Horkheimer’s atten-

tion to this moral, ethical theme. Since the 1930s, the globe has weathered 

several genocides, ongoing wars, and the intractability of poverty and the 

social prob lems that accompany them. It has also created some entirely new 

prob lems, or at least has come to realize that they exist. The environmental 

degradation brought on by climate change that is now becoming evident has 

roots in the Industrial Revolution. Activists often call upon critical social 

theories to take public stances in relation to social injustice. Yet the care-

fully calibrated analyses of the Frankfurt school’s Critical Theory suggest 

that critical social theories are often better served by more nuanced and 

thoughtful responses to social injustice. Scientific norms of objectivity mili-

tate against such ethical stances as introducing partisanship and bias into 

scholarship. This aspect of Critical Theory has impor tant implications for 
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intersectionality. Social justice was once a central, guiding assumption of its 

critical inquiry, but since its naming in the 1990s, it is more often a question 

to be examined (see chapter 8).

Third, Horkheimer contends that Critical Theory is a dialectical theory 

of society, originating not in the “idealist critique of pure reason,” but rather 

in a dialectical pro cess that is critical of the ways that the po liti cal economy 

is or ga nized (1982, 206).  Because social relations are inherently power rela-

tions, Critical Theory engages in a dialectical analy sis that is cognizant of 

both structures of power as well as its own relationship to them. By im-

plication, this dialectical approach criticizes the outcomes of current social 

arrangements— for Horkheimer’s time, the social injustices that  were asso-

ciated with the growth of fascism in Italy and Germany. This framework of 

critical thinking rejects the epistemological stance of traditional theory— 

that science operates as a mirror of the world—in  favor of a dialectical con-

ception of knowledge whereby what counts as theories, facts, or both is part 

of an ongoing historical pro cess in which the way we view the social world 

(theoretically or other wise) and the structures of the social world are recip-

rocally determined.

Horkheimer’s construct of dialectical analy sis resembles what I discuss 

in subsequent chapters as intersectionality’s commitment to dialogical 

engagement (see chapters  4 and 7). But it also differs in significant ways. 

Con temporary, commonsense understandings of dialogical engagement 

conceptualize dialogues as conversations that are designed to shed light on 

differences and ideally reach some sort of consensus. The very idea of inter-

sectionality invokes the idea of relationality generally and dialogical engage-

ment in par tic u lar. Yet Horkheimer’s focus on dialectical pro cesses reminds 

us that power relations shape all dialogues, challenging the assumption 

that dialogues occur among equals. The notion of a dialectic invokes two 

or more diff er ent positions on a given topic, two or more perspectives on a 

specific entity, that may be opposed and irreconcilable. Dialectical engage-

ment among multiple perspectives is a continual negotiation that is marked 

by phases of consensus and conflict. When it comes to understanding how 

epistemic oppression and epistemic re sis tance influence intersectional theo-

rizing, this construct of dialectical analy sis may be especially useful.

Fi nally, within Horkheimer’s rubric, Critical Theory expresses a reflective 

accountability concerning its own practice. In other words, Critical Theory 

critically assesses its methodology and holds itself accountable for effects 

that its knowledge may have. On the surface, critical and traditional social 

theory potentially share this core value. Yet what is included in the scope of 
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accountability  matters.  Because traditional theory brackets out the effects of 

power relations on its own practices, it holds itself to a narrower set of evalu-

ative criteria. The scientific method for reducing bias in empirical research 

illustrates the ways in which epistemologies and methodologies elevate cer-

tain forms of self- reflexivity within predetermined paradigms and simply 

eliminate self- reflexivity about other aspects of the research pro cess. Specifi-

cally, the source of research questions reflects a narrow context of discovery 

whereby themes that already concern scholars are prescreened for accept-

ability. In contrast, for critical social theory, accountability  matters— there is 

no knowledge for knowledge’s sake whereby a scholar can produce knowl-

edge and remain unconcerned about how it is used. Critical Theory dem-

onstrates reflexivity about both its own practices and how its social location 

within power relations shape  those practices. Reflexivity is part of critical 

practice, especially when knowledge has potential effects on  people’s lives.

My understanding of intersectionality is that this idea of reflexive ac-

countability lies at intersectionality’s core. In essence, one purpose of this 

book is to stimulate reflexive accountability about intersectionality writ 

large, and intersectionality as critical social theory in par tic u lar. Chapter 1’s 

discussion of intersectionality’s cognitive architecture provides critical 

thinking tools for the kind of reflexive accountability that I see as essential 

to intersectionality as a critical social theory in the making. In par tic u lar, I 

introduced four guiding premises that characterize intersectional practice 

as part of my discussion of intersectionality’s paradigmatic thinking. I also 

presented relationality, power, social in equality, social context, complexity, 

and social justice as core constructs within intersectionality’s paradigmatic 

thinking (see chapter  1, figure  1.1). Intersectionality already has within its 

theory and practice an expansive set of ideas and practices that enable it to 

be self- reflexive and accountable. But how self- reflexive are intersectional-

ity’s prac ti tion ers about their own inquiry and praxis? Moreover, given the 

exponential growth of material that self- identifies as intersectional, where 

does one begin in building a self- reflexive critical analy sis of intersectional-

ity? This cognitive architecture provides a provisional set of tools to examine 

the ways in which Horkheimer’s understanding of Critical Theory has and 

might inform intersectionality. But the task of theorizing intersectionality 

itself is ongoing and extensive.

The Critical Theory advanced by Frankfurt school scholars provides an 

impor tant benchmark for subsequent discussions of critical social theory. 

Other perspectives build on its foundation, identifying vari ous aspects of 

the concerns of Frankfurt school scholars as foundational to critical social 
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theory writ large (Agger 2013; Bohman 2016; Calhoun 1995; Held 1980). For 

example, sociologist Craig Calhoun (1995) identifies poststructuralist and 

feminist theory in such fashion, interpreting their preoccupation with the 

idea of difference as the core object of investigation for con temporary criti-

cal social theory. Agger (2013) takes a similar position, identifying feminist 

theory and cultural studies as archetypal critical theoretical proj ects for 

critical social theory. Bohman lumps a variety of critical proj ects together, 

observing that “any philosophical approach with similar practical aims 

could be called a ‘critical theory,’ including feminism, critical race theory, 

and some forms of post- colonial criticism” (2016, 2).

Building on this assumption that  these theories are already critical, defin-

ing critical social theory becomes a straightforward proj ect of extrapolating 

universal criteria for critical social theory from the particulars of  these pre-

selected cases. Yet this tendency to use a short list of existing social theo-

ries that have a priori been defined as “critical” archetypes for critical social 

theory itself directs attention away from critical social theory as an ongoing 

intellectual proj ect. The body of scholarship produced by Frankfurt school 

theorists is clearly impor tant. To its credit, Critical Theory takes the issues of 

its own practice seriously. But the Frankfurt school’s understanding of criti-

cal social theory is also one perspective among many. Can elevating any one 

or even a short list of social theories as the model for all  others ever be suf-

ficient? What other critical theoretical traditions exist within Western social 

theory that shed light on the meaning of being critical?

Critical Analy sis and British Cultural Studies

British cultural studies provides a rare opportunity to trace the trajectory 

of an academic field of study that placed critical analy sis at the center of its 

unfolding praxis.7 From its inception in the 1960s, the Birmingham School 

of Cultural Studies, alternately referred to  here as British cultural studies, 

was inherently critical of the class, national, and imperial politics of  Great 

Britain. It also built self- reflexivity into its own internal practices as a field 

of critical inquiry. The Centre for Con temporary Cultural Studies (cccs) at 

the University of Birmingham was founded in 1964, with Richard Hoggart 

as the first director. In 1969, Stuart Hall became acting director of cccs and 

remained in this position  until 1979.

 Under Hall’s leadership much of cccs’s work was collaborative, inter-

disciplinary, and focused on investigating specific social prob lems within 
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British society.8 The intellectuals who  were attracted to cccs in the 1960s 

and 1970s  were young, at the early stages of their  careers, and included racial 

and ethnic scholars as well as  women.  Because the Birmingham school was 

interdisciplinary, cccs accommodated heterogeneous theoretical perspec-

tives within its institutional setting.

One noteworthy dimension of British cultural studies concerned its 

commitment to the collaborative nature of intellectual production. cccs’s 

organ ization illustrated a diff er ent way of working that was far more collab-

orative than that within traditional academic environments. cccs attracted 

a heterogeneous constellation of intellectuals who,  because they  were en-

gaged in interdisciplinary critical inquiry, could not rely on prevailing dis-

ciplinary paradigms to guide their scholarship. Their scholarship aimed to 

criticize prevailing paradigms about class and nation within  Great Britain 

and, via their critical inquiry, catalyze paradigm shifts. Stuart Hall’s analy sis 

of meta phors of social transformation describes  these paradigmatic shifts. 

Social transformation requires challenging and transforming prevailing 

cultural values and overthrowing old social hierarchies. In their place, new 

meanings, values, and cultural configurations appear (Hall 1996b, 287).

The intellectuals at cccs created new interdisciplinary orga nizational 

structures, yet they also needed to identify new conceptual frameworks to 

guide their critical inquiry. Their intellectual work needed some sort of con-

ceptual center that could pull their vari ous proj ects together, making their 

individual knowledge proj ects recognizable to one another. At the same 

time, this conceptual center needed to provide space for the individual in-

novation and experimentation that would enable the field to grow.

Culture provided this kind of anchor—it was si mul ta neously amorphous 

and par tic u lar. In this sense, culture constitutes a dynamic core of the work 

of the Centre that was elastic enough to hold the varying interests and per-

spectives of its intellectuals. At cccs, British cultural studies expanded un-

derstandings of culture by redefining it as a crucial institutional location 

for social structural inequalities.  Going beyond Marxist analyses that often 

conflated culture with po liti cal ideology, or commonsense notions of mass 

culture as an entity that produced false consciousness, cultural studies high-

lighted the critical possibilities of cultural analy sis. A critique of capitalism 

provided the backdrop for analyses of social prob lems within British  society 

by Hall and  others at cccs (Hall 1996c, 1996d). The historical  materialist 

roots of Marxist social theory examined  people as workers, theorizing 

about how work constituted one essential dimension of capitalism.9 cccs 

scholars also presented an understanding of culture that drew from both 
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social science and narrative traditions of theorizing. Many aspects of culture 

could be analyzed as social texts where meanings  were not free- floating and 

detached from social interests, power relations, and material life.

Culture thus redefined stimulated several rich areas of investigation 

within British cultural studies. One impor tant ave nue of investigation in-

volved a revitalized interest in the connections of popu lar culture and social 

in equality. For example, in the 1990s, several scholars examined how culture 

was used to enforce social norms that reproduced social class relations. But 

the work of cultural studies scholars did not look solely to top- down uses 

of culture. Their work was groundbreaking in examining how subordinated 

groups (or classes) also used popu lar culture to resist their subordination. 

For example, Paul Gilroy’s “ There  Ain’t No Black in the Union Jack”: The Cul-

tural Politics of Race and Nation (1987) and Kobena Mercer’sWelcome to the 

Jungle: New Positions in Black Cultural Studies (1994) both analyze Black 

popu lar culture as a site of po liti cal engagement. Specifically, the cultural 

production of Ca rib bean and African working- class youth in  music, dance, 

film, and the arts offered critical analyses of differential policing policies 

and similar practices. Many  were born in Britain but experienced significant 

discrimination despite their British citizenship.10

Another core ave nue of investigation examined the connections between 

this more robust analy sis of culture and British national identity. Cultural 

studies took on the question of how cultural analy sis shed light on a British 

national identity whose colonial history was central to its domestic national 

history. Migration from British colonies greatly changed the demograph-

ics of Britain, with impor tant implications for who was considered British. 

Many members of cccs  were themselves mi grants or  children of mi grants. 

Their differential treatment as citizens was often displaced onto their for-

eignness, a cultural interpretation. First-  and second- generation mi grants to 

the U.K. from elsewhere in the British empire came to a growing awareness 

that race and ethnicity tempered the meaning of what it meant to be Brit-

ish. Debates about Black British identity, as constructed from the common 

experiences of mi grants and long- term residents, took many forms in the 

1990s. This reflects, in part, the significance of national identity within the 

British empire, Eu rope’s history with nationalism during World War II, as 

well as the growing influence of migration from Britain’s former colonies on 

British domestic politics.

Critical analyses of  these constructs of class and nation constituted core 

theoretical concerns of British cultural studies, yet over time, collaborative 

work among British cultural studies scholars illuminated additional categories 
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of analy sis that  were also germane to the expansive understanding of cul-

ture. Rather than turning inward and specializing in class and nation, Brit-

ish cultural studies expanded its internal self- reflectivity by incorporating 

new ideas. Of par tic u lar note, British cultural studies took on questions of 

empire and how a global context  shaped the domestic concerns of Britain 

(see, e.g., Gilroy 1993). The cccs’s commitment to self- reflexive analy sis 

about its own theorizing catalyzed its ability to incorporate ethnicity, race, 

and gender as categories of analy sis, often in response to criticisms within 

the field.

As a result of this openness to incorporating new ideas, British cultural 

studies has a rich history of critical analy sis concerning the meaning of cat-

egories of class, nation, race, ethnicity, and gender, as well as their intersec-

tions. Race and ethnicity provided impor tant critical tools for assessing ideas 

of British national identity as dependent on colonialism and the inability of 

class analy sis to provide a universal framework for economic justice.11 The 

Centre’s signature publication, The Empire Strikes Back: Race and Racism in 

70s Britain (1982), was both groundbreaking in presenting a racial analy sis 

of class and nation of Britain, and in illustrating the Centre’s commitment to 

collaborative intellectual work. Subsequent scholarship, such as the Centre’s 

work on Black youth, the state, and police, all drew upon a robust concep-

tion of culture as an impor tant analytical tool.12

Grounded in this expansive understanding of culture, and given the 

collaborative nature of cccs’s structure among a heterogeneous group of 

scholars, over time the Centre’s scholarship demonstrated a sustained criti-

cal engagement with some aspects of capitalism, nationalism, decolonial-

ism, racism, and patriarchy. I read the history of British cultural studies as an 

intersectional paradigm that did not occur  under the term intersectionality.13 

In this sense, British cultural studies and intersectionality express similar 

histories, yet the trajectories that they followed in moving through varying 

categories of analy sis emphasize diff er ent areas that point to the effects of 

national and intellectual contexts on similar knowledge proj ects. In some 

ways, British cultural studies is both an inspiration and a cautionary tale for 

intersectionality.

Stuart Hall and Articulation

Stuart Hall’s involvement in British cultural studies provides a win dow not 

only on Hall as an exemplary albeit overlooked intellectual within critical 

social theory, but also on some  family resemblances between British cultural 
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studies and intersectionality. Hall was an expansive thinker; his intellectual 

work during the vari ous phases of his  career returned to how aspects of 

class, nation, race, ethnicity, and gender  shaped the critical inquiry within 

British cultural studies.

As director of cccs, Hall solo- authored few books of critical social the-

ory, instead choosing to work collaboratively with his colleagues at cccs. 

Hall also published numerous essays on a range of topics (see Morley and 

Chen, 1996). Currently, Hall is being rediscovered by scholars with sufficient 

clout to bring his ideas back (see, for example, volumes by Hall [2017] and 

Mercer [2017b]). Stuart Hall is a top- notch critical social theorist, one whose 

work informs this book, but his placement within a field that was critical of 

traditional knowledge as well as his demographic profile as Black and a mi-

grant has fostered the erasure of his ideas.14

Hall was a synthetic thinker whose critical theorizing traversed many in-

tellectual traditions. Situated at a convergence of many intellectual streams, 

Hall synthesized many seemingly disparate influences within his intellec-

tual work. He was especially well versed in both Marxist social theory and 

poststructuralism, and he was clearly attentive to postcolonial theory. His 

familiarity with Marxism grounded his work in material conditions; culture 

was not merely a set of ideas but rather constituted a set of social relations. 

Hall drew upon and adapted poststructuralist conceptions of decentering, 

deconstruction, and difference to his own specific proj ects. He also con-

tributed to and drew from concepts of migration, diaspora, and exile from 

postcolonial and decolonial studies. The range of topics in his published es-

says is impressive. Hall’s ideas have traveled into many fields, often without 

attribution. Hall’s significance as a critical social theorist has been underem-

phasized outside of cultural studies venues, an ironic erasure given the so- 

called linguistic turn within poststructuralism and its insights concerning 

culture.15

The rediscovery of Stuart Hall only scratches the surface in analyzing his 

critical social theory, but this rediscovery provides a win dow into British 

cultural studies as a discourse that resembles intersectionality but followed 

a diff er ent trajectory. Some of the similarities are evident. British cultural 

studies and intersectionality share similar content— both investigate power 

relations of race, class, gender, sexuality, nation, and ethnicity. The diff er ent 

emphases that they place on varying intersections,  those of race and nation 

or of class and gender, for example, reflect the specific social contexts of the 

U.S. and the U.K. British cultural studies reflects intersectionality’s core con-

cepts of relationality, power, social in equality, social context, complexity, and 
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social justice, often refracted through diff er ent terminology and par tic u lar 

circumstances. Significantly, by making British national identity central to 

its discourse, British cultural studies emphasized the importance of national 

po liti cal concerns for its knowledge proj ect. In comparison, the workings of 

American national identity are far more muted in intersectionality, enabling 

it to minimize the influence of American po liti cal concerns on its genealogy.

The comparisons between the critical analyses of class, nation, race, eth-

nicity, and gender within British cultural studies and intersectionality’s un-

derstanding of  these same categories are suggestive. Intersections of class 

and nation  were more prominent within the formative years of British cul-

tural studies, with race and gender serving as categories of critique of on-

going cultural studies praxis. In contrast, the trajectory of critique within 

intersectionality in the U.S. differed: intersections of race and gender in-

fluenced intersectionality’s early years, with sexuality, ethnicity, and nation 

providing critique  later on. Significantly, unlike intersectionality, investigat-

ing the relational nature of  these categories was not the primary object of 

investigation for British cultural studies. Instead, by using  these same cat-

egories differently, British cultural studies provides a distinctive model of 

critical analy sis that, while drawing from a diff er ent national and intellectual 

context, sheds light on diff er ent patterns of emphasis and underemphasis of 

 these same ideas within intersectionality.

Comparing British cultural studies and intersectionality highlights the 

utility of identifying similarities and differences. But  here I want to focus on 

a space of intellectual convergence between the two fields of inquiry. Hall’s 

concept of articulation provides an impor tant point of contact for the critical 

theorizing of each proj ect. In one of his  later works, Hall himself comments 

on how the idea of articulation resembles the concept of intersectionality. In 

Familiar Stranger (2017), published posthumously, Hall discusses articula-

tion in relation to plantation society in Jamaica. He argues that the  factors 

that shape such a society are always misaligned such that “one can never be 

matched to another, or read from one another in a neat, stylized choreogra-

phy” (91). Rather, they perpetually displace and draw upon one another. The 

challenge is to examine how they are articulated, recognizing that they are 

always in motion. Hall then extrapolates from this case of plantation society 

to discuss the meaning of race:

A virtue of this approach is that it accords a degree of social determinacy: 

it is exactly on this ground that, for example, the idea of race in Jamaica 

was (and is) or ga nized. This never works as a given, or as an absolute; 
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it’s the consequence of contingent, discursive strug gles . . .  race can be 

understood as a decisive ele ment in the business of determination, de-

spite the vari ous contingencies in play. Race, colour and class did not 

seamlessly translate into one another. It was more a case of what feminist 

theorists like Kimberlé Crenshaw, Avtar Brah, Gail Lewis and  others call 

intersectionality [italics added], emphasizing their intimately related, but 

at the same time incommensurable, awkward and unsettled fit. (2017, 91)

When it comes to the question of the nature of intersecting power relation-

ships, Hall identifies how varying ideas articulate within the category of race 

to give it an unstable yet recognizable meaning. He then acknowledges a 

 family resemblance between his understanding of articulation and intersec-

tionality’s core idea of relationality. This is a dual articulation: articulation 

of race, color, and class within the category of race; and race as a category 

within intersectionality—that articulates with gender and class.16

Hall’s analy sis of articulation provides theoretical and methodologi-

cal tools not only for managing the vari ous critiques that  were internal to 

cultural studies, but also for providing guidance in how to conceptualize 

the relationships among intersectionality’s categories of race, class, and gen-

der, among  others. On the one hand, articulation can be understood as a 

theoretical way of characterizing a social formation (Slack 1996, 112). Hall 

pre sents a relational analy sis of how one entity comes to stand for another, 

making repre sen ta tion central to how intersecting power relations operate: 

“Race/colour  really does work as the princi ple of articulation across society 

as a  whole: as the means by which multiple forms of oppression intercon-

nect and take on meaning. Race, what ever it may signify, cannot be seen 

except through its appearances, while skin colour is only too vis i ble. So it is 

tempting for one to stand in for— to represent— the other” (Hall 2017, 103). 

 Broadening this perspective beyond race and color, Kobena Mercer points 

out how Hall’s conception of power rests on the “relational mode in which 

Hall has always conceptualized race, ethnicity, and nation” (2017a, 8). In 

other words, race, color, ethnicity, and nation take meaning from one  another, 

and this pro cess of mutual construction characterizes the social formation 

writ large.

On the other hand, articulation suggests a methodological framework 

for understanding what a cultural study does— namely, providing strategies 

that give a social context for analy sis (Slack 1996, 112). Hall’s interpretation 

of articulation illustrates how, within British cultural studies, dialogical en-

gagement across diff er ent disciplines of training and po liti cal perspectives 
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was a stimulus for creativity. Placing critical analy sis of class, nation, ethnic-

ity, race, and gender in dialogue provides a rich interpretive context that was 

not just interdisciplinary but also intercategorical (McCall 2005). Rather 

than simply arguing in the abstract in  favor of relational engagement among 

multiple social theories and theorizing traditions, articulation points  toward 

dialogical engagement as crucial for critical theorizing.

The ideas of the many intellectuals who developed British cultural stud-

ies, including Stuart Hall, reappear within con temporary scholarship, often 

without attribution. The ideas of British cultural studies have taken root in 

many places, often among intellectuals and activists who remain unaware 

of the institutional history of British cultural studies. But when it comes 

to being critical, it is impor tant to remember that the intellectuals and ac-

tivists who develop a critical analy sis within academic contexts can expect 

few guarantees. Their ideas may live on while they remain largely forgotten, 

overlooked, or frozen in time as icons for critical analy sis.

The Contested Terrain of Francophone Social Theory

Poststructuralism became prominent in the acad emy in the 1990s, yet the 

foundation for its ascendency was laid much  earlier within Francophone 

social theory.17 In post– World War II France, it was virtually impossible 

for French intellectuals to ignore anticolonial liberation strug gles and their 

demands for freedom. During the 1950s and 1960s, the question of free-

dom was not simply a theoretical abstraction. Instead, the terms of France’s 

participation in World War II coupled with Third World liberation strug-

gles sorely tested France’s stated commitment to the universal ideals of the 

Enlightenment. Navigating the contradictions raised by the ideal of free-

dom and its imperfect practice was not a new question for French national 

identity. France’s national identity as a republic, one grounded in a belief 

in liberté, egalité, fraternité, had been repeatedly challenged by the legacy 

of anti- Semitism within France and by French colonialism. French collu-

sion with the Nazis during World War II suggested that anti- Semitism was 

not a historical artifact but an ongoing dimension of French society. Simi-

larly, France had repeatedly encountered challenges to its sense of national 

identity within colonies where the contradictions between the lofty rhe toric 

of equality and the realities of colonialism  were painfully evident. Haiti, 

Vietnam, and Algeria  were separated by culture, continent, and time, yet all 

three colonies launched rebellions against France. Despite declarations that 
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all  people in the French empire  were “French,” colonial subjects belied this 

national myth.

In this context of social change, many French intellectuals found them-

selves with social theories that did not fit the events around them. No lon-

ger could intellectuals speak for and about colonial subjects without con-

sequences. Colonial subjects increasingly spoke for themselves as part of 

liberation strug gles, bringing French intellectuals face- to- face with a series 

of existential questions. How might France come to terms with its involve-

ment in World War II, specifically its legacies of re sis tance to and collu-

sion with the Nazis? How should France respond to the demands of its co-

lonial subjects, many of whom  were engaged in liberation strug gles in its 

colonies? What might be the role of French intellectuals in negotiating  these 

concerns?18

Taking a closer look at Francophone intellectual production during this 

period highlights the unacknowledged significance of intellectuals from 

French colonies to anticolonial liberation strug gles during decolonization 

as well as to the directions of Francophone social theory itself. The work of 

Frantz Fanon, a psychiatrist from Martinique who trained in France and 

who became involved in the liberation strug gle in Algeria, highlights impor-

tant tensions within Francophone social theory. Mainstream interpretations 

of Fanon’s intellectual work typically emphasize his ties with existentialism, 

focusing on his affiliation with French phi los o pher Jean- Paul Sartre. But this 

approach misreads the radical potential of Fanon’s critical theorizing, effec-

tively making Fanon just another easily forgotten French thinker.19

Fanon is best known for his books The Wretched of the Earth (1963) and 

Black Skin, White Masks (1967), both written in the context of anticolo-

nial social movements. For example, in the Wretched of the Earth, Fanon 

analyzes the psychological dimensions of liberation strug gles, explaining 

how vio lence among subordinated  peoples emerged as a response to state- 

sanctioned vio lence of colonial institutions. Significantly, Fanon also looked 

beyond the liberation strug gles that surrounded him, analyzing how the 

same national culture that was essential to liberation strug gles could be-

come a prob lem for new nation- states. As a psychiatrist, Fanon was also 

sensitive to the psychic vio lence of racism and colonialism, exploring in 

Black Skin, White Masks the psychological costs of oppression to  people of 

African descent. In  these and other works, Fanon was adamantly focused 

on the needs of subordinated  people, from the perspective of subordinated 

 people. His scholarship criticized practices that fostered domination, both 

by colonial powers as well as among oppressed  peoples themselves.
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When it came to social change, Fanon saw the limits of reform. Decolo-

nization required social transformation of social institutions, of  human 

relationships within culture, and of everyday ideas. Not being born into 

French intellectual circles, Fanon’s distinctive path to intellectual work had 

an impor tant effect on the contours of his critical analy sis. Frantz Fanon 

came of age during post– World War II decolonization, a social context that 

contributed to his development as an in de pen dent critical thinker.20 Neither 

the virtuosity of his intellectual production nor his incisive critical analy sis 

of colonial relationships stemmed from his aspirations to be assimilated into 

philosophy or into French intellectual circles. Fanon’s critical analy sis was 

less concerned with reforming French social theory, although such reform 

might constitute a step in the right direction, and more with theorizing the 

transformational possibilities of liberation strug gles. His work was si mul ta-

neously critical of the status quo, in this case, the damage done by colonial-

ism and racism, and critical for oppressed  people in diagnosing the harms of 

oppression and healing from it.

Fanon was a seminal figure during the period of dismantling formal co-

lonial structures. Yet a broad and diverse global network of scholar- activists 

who also worked before, during, and  after the period of formal colonial-

ism  were devoted to Third World liberation strug gles. Collectively,  these 

scholar- activists aimed to decolonize colonial relations, abolish slavery, and 

resist the Western knowledge that upheld unjust power relations. Such proj-

ects spanned the Francophone world, but they also characterized decolonial 

proj ects in British, Dutch, and Portuguese colonies.

The list of critical intellectuals who have contributed to liberation the-

ory is long, with many remaining anonymous. Historically, intellectuals 

from subordinated groups whose critical theoretical work sustains direct 

ties to subordinated populations have been overlooked and often maligned 

within Eu ro pean and North American social theory. Intellectual produc-

tion such as Fanon’s is taken seriously when its ideas could be appropri-

ated or its impact could not be ignored. For example, William E. B. Du 

Bois has recently received long overdue recognition within the discipline 

of sociology for his groundbreaking research (Morris 2015). Yet the corpus 

of Du Bois’s work as a scholar and as an activist reached far beyond this 

one field (Lewis 1995). Individual scholars may gain recognition within 

Western social theory, but the entire corpus of intellectual production that 

aimed to decolonize Western knowledge itself simply does not appear in 

theory texts, including renditions of critical social theory (see, e.g., Agger 

2013; Calhoun 1998).
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Fanon is an impor tant figure for determining what makes critical social 

theory critical,  because his work can be read as an impor tant critical so-

cial theory that both catalyzed substantial energy among oppressed  people 

and that also broke through into Western social theory on its own terms. 

Fanon could not be demoted to the category of a street intellectual, a mis-

appropriation of Italian theorist Antonio Gramsci’s impor tant construct of 

the organic intellectual, one with street smarts yet  little formal education 

(Gramsci 1971). Significantly, Fanon’s writings provided core texts for lib-

eration strug gles on the African continent and beyond, competing directly 

with more conservative, reform- oriented perspectives, including  those of 

the French intelligent sia.

This brings me to Fanon’s affiliation with Jean- Paul Sartre, and how 

Fanon’s critical theory was received within Francophone social theory. 

 Because Sartre’s affiliation with Frantz Fanon is perhaps better known within 

some segments of mainstream social theory, I use it to point to the tenu-

ous position of Fanon and similar intellectuals from subordinated groups 

who often are only received within academia when they have an impor tant 

theoretical patron. Such provisional ac cep tance requires walking a fine line 

between two choices: on the one hand, assimilating within traditional social 

theory and by implication, upholding the status quo; and on the other hand, 

accommodating watered- down versions of critical social theory and by 

implication, joining an inherently reformist proj ect. Within such settings, 

 there apparently is no third choice of social transformation. Yet intellectuals 

who manage to occupy a border space between dominant knowledges and 

resistant knowledge traditions can produce innovative social theory with 

far- reaching impact. This seems to be what Fanon accomplished.21

Frantz Fanon, Liberation Theory, and Existentialism

Positioning Fanon’s intellectual work as engaged in dialogue with traditions 

of anticolonial liberation theory and existentialism provides an alternative 

understanding of the meaning of critical theorizing. Take, for example, the 

differences in how Fanon’s theoretical analyses of colonial oppression and 

the challenges of national liberation have been received by intellectuals and 

activists within global liberation strug gles and by privileged intellectuals 

within Eu rope and North Amer i ca. Fanon is often positioned within the 

Francophone intellectual context via a strategy of framing his interest in exis-

tentialism from the perspective of France’s social prob lems of grappling with 

the realities of losing colonial power. Within this narrative, Sartre facilitates 
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Fanon’s visibility within French intellectual circles by establishing ties be-

tween Sartre’s own abstract understandings of freedom within existential-

ism and the tangible freedom strug gles of decolonization. Fanon becomes 

in ter est ing to other prominent French intellectuals primarily  because he was 

affiliated with Sartre and they could neither appropriate nor ignore his work. 

Yet this positioning does not do justice to Fanon, nor to a much broader 

community of intellectual activists whose critical theorizing emerges from 

liberation strug gles and not from within the interests of colonial powers.

The question for me is less why French intellectuals such as Sartre would 

be interested in Fanon’s work, but rather, why Fanon and other scholar- 

activists, most of whom  were familiar with Marxist social theory, found exis-

tentialism especially compelling for their emancipatory proj ects. My sense is 

that intellectual activists who, like Fanon,  were engaged in liberation strug-

gles found theoretical work that spoke to issues of freedom useful. Against 

the backdrop of the Algerian War (1954–1962), when Fanon’s work was pub-

lished, the term liberation travelled widely and was taken up by intellectuals 

who worked in quite diff er ent social contexts. During subsequent de cades, 

the power of the term liberation and its association with freedom resonated 

beyond this case of Fanon and Algerian in de pen dence.22 In a global context, 

intellectuals who  were affiliated with, if not leaders of, anticolonial and an-

tiracist proj ects also advanced strong claims for  human freedom, not in the 

abstract, but their own liberation. Other social movements took inspiration 

from  these anticolonial and antiracist strug gles, among them calls for the 

 women’s liberation and the gay liberation movements.23

Within this mix, existentialism’s emphasis on  human freedom aligned 

with  these par tic u lar po liti cal proj ects for liberation. Existentialist thinkers 

had long been preoccupied with the question of  human freedom (Marino 

2004; Crowell 2015). Jean- Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir, Albert Camus, 

and other post– World War II Francophone intellectuals took diverse and 

often conflicting perspectives on the question of freedom, an especially crit-

ical issue in the context of the Algerian War (Le Sueur 2008; Schalk 2005). 

Sartre is widely credited with developing the main ideas of French existen-

tialist philosophy in the post– World War II period.24 Sartre made an effort to 

work in dialogue with intellectuals from subordinated groups. For example, 

he wrote the preface to the first edition of The Wretched of the Earth (1963), a 

significant show of support for a book that to this day remains controversial.

During this period, Marxism, existentialism, and poststructuralism 

within French intellectual circles were three distinctive sites of social theory 

that had varying relationships to Fanon’s liberation theory. Interestingly, ex-
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istentialism and Marxism waned in influence in  these circles in the de cades 

following the 1950s and 1960s. In contrast, structuralism and poststructural-

ism  rose in prominence. Despite substantial differences in personnel, form, 

content, and genealogy, both existentialism and Marxist social theory con-

tained explicit analyses that directly addressed the kinds of social change 

fostered by liberation strug gles. In contrast, poststructuralism had far less to 

say about liberation and freedom.25

When it came to explaining liberation or freedom strug gles, no one 

theory had all the answers. Existentialism’s emphasis on existential freedom 

valorized individual consciousness and  human agency, yet lacked a compa-

rable analy sis of collective be hav ior that could analyze the existential chal-

lenges facing a group or community of  people. Marxist social theory analyzed 

social structures  under capitalism and the collective social  action of class 

relations, but its valorization of class over race, ethnicity, and similar catego-

ries of analy sis  limited its potential.26 Poststructuralism was by far the most 

conservative of the three theoretical perspectives described  here. When it 

came to po liti cal activism, poststructuralism was propelled by neither an as-

pirational vision such as freedom (existentialism) nor a hard- hitting struc-

tural analy sis of how to bring it about (po liti cal solidarity via class strug gle). 

Instead, its proponents sidestepped both philosophies, criticizing freedom 

as a shopworn Enlightenment ideal inherited from the  grand narratives 

of modernity. They also rejected socialist revolutions that aspired to bring 

about freedom by criticizing Marxism as a failed po liti cal proj ect.

The debates among French intellectuals concerning the Algerian war for 

liberation reveal poststructuralism’s implicit rejection of liberation theory. 

 Because anthropologist Pierre Bourdieu has had a major impact on con-

temporary social theory, with his ideas taken up across multiple fields of 

study,  here I explore some of his ideas on freedom and liberation.27 A careful 

read of the corpus of Bourdieu’s ideas from this pivotal period in Franco-

phone social theory provides a more complex picture of the critical contours 

of Bourdieu’s social theory. For example, Bourdieu thought that Sartre’s and 

Fanon’s perspectives on Algeria  were dangerous. The evidence for this claim 

comes from a surprising source: James D. Le Sueur’s Uncivil War: Intellectu-

als and Identity Politics During the Decolonization of Algeria (2008). In this 

volume, Le Sueur pre sents a view of French intellectual life that is highly 

sympathetic to Bourdieu. Bourdieu even wrote a foreword for Le Sueur’s 

volume. This is one reason why I found the following passage to be so jar-

ring. Le Sueur reports: “In a 1994 interview with me Bourdieu put it this 

way: Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth and Sartre’s preface to it  were not 
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only inaccurate about Algeria, they  were hazardous  because they used ‘Pa ri-

sian’ ideas to explain Algeria. Sartre’s preface, Bourdieu said, is ‘a completely 

irresponsible text’ ” (2008, 282). Le Sueur continues, now quoting directly 

from Bourdieu’s  actual words, who asserts:

“[what] Fanon says corresponds to nothing. It is even dangerous to make 

the Algerians believe the  things he says. This would bring them to a uto-

pia. And I think  these men contributed to what Algeria became  because 

they told stories to Algerians who often did not know their own country 

any more than the French who spoke about it . . . [T]he texts of Fanon 

and Sartre are frightening for their irresponsibility. You would have to be 

a megalomaniac to think you could say just any such nonsense. It is true, 

of course, that I do not have a lot of admiration for  these two . . .  even 

when they are right, it is for bad reasons” (282).

Bourdieu’s dismissive vitriol goes beyond a gentlemanly difference of opin-

ion with  either Fanon or Sartre. Bourdieu blames  these intellectuals, who 

 were associated with existentialism, for the troubled aftermath of a libera-

tion strug gle that, at the time, was staunchly resisted by the French military. 

Perhaps Bourdieu misspoke or his meaning was lost in translation when 

he states, “it is even dangerous to make the Algerians believe the  things he 

says.” Bourdieu’s words suggest that Algerians are apparently incapable of 

reason— they are subject to beliefs imposed upon them by  others, in this 

case, Fanon as an outside agitator.28

Despite Pierre Bourdieu’s surprisingly candid hostility to existentialism 

and, by implication, liberation theory, his ideas as well as  those of French 

phi los o phers have  shaped the trajectory of poststructuralism within West-

ern social theory. By the 1990s, the analytical tools of postmodern social 

theory  were already well established. Postmodern social theory’s three ori-

enting strategies of decentering, deconstruction, and difference provided an 

impor tant set of tools for social criticism. By themselves,  these strategies 

offered useful tools for critical analy sis. Yet when uninformed by po liti cal 

and ethical considerations,  these same tools of decentering, deconstruc-

tion, and difference can uphold dramatically diff er ent proj ects (Collins 

1998a, 124–154).29 For example, Critical Theory brings a self- reflective po liti-

cal and ethical analy sis to theorizing, applying rules of accountability to its 

own praxis. Postmodern social theory has no such commitment. Similarly, 

British cultural studies contains an implicit social justice ethos, anchoring 

its critical tools in a knowledge proj ect guided by a commitment to social 

transformation. Postmodern social theory eschews ethical commitments 
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such as  these. Accountability for the effects of its critical analy sis on  actual 

 people or politics was optional. Poststructuralism’s deconstructive tools be-

came effective weapons of critique, yet did not necessarily express po liti cal 

or ethical accountability.

Given this brief history, identifying poststructuralism as inherently criti-

cal seems shortsighted. How the ideas of a par tic u lar social theory or a social 

theorist are used within a par tic u lar proj ect illuminate the ways in which a 

social theory is critical. In this book, I draw on many arguments advanced by 

Michel Foucault, an impor tant figure in philosophy and Francophone social 

theory. I draw on his ideas concerning the relationship of knowledge and 

power (Foucault 1980), the construct of disciplinary power (Foucault 1979), 

the distinctions he makes between archaeologies and genealogies of knowl-

edge (Foucault 1994), and his groundbreaking analyses of sexuality (Fou-

cault 1990) not  because they are inherently critical but  because they con-

tribute to the critical dimensions of this proj ect. Just as no one social theory 

has all the answers, no one social theorist has them  either. Foucault avoided 

dealing with racism and colonialism in  these classic works, only returning to 

 these issues in his  later writings (Foucault 2003; Stoler 1995). Would we have 

gotten such groundbreaking analyses of knowledge and power had Foucault 

written his analy sis of sexuality, not in relation to French society, but in rela-

tion to the realities of Algerian decolonization strug gles?

My point  here is not to praise Foucault or castigate Bourdieu, but rather 

to question the con temporary uses of postmodern social theory. Post-

structuralism has become a dominant and seemingly hegemonic discourse 

whose legitimacy as critical social theory is taken for granted. For many 

ju nior scholars who  were trained in poststructuralism but remain unaware 

of its history, the meaning of critical theorizing is often synonymous with 

using deconstructive tools that criticize anything and every thing without 

consequences.

What are we missing when the notion of what it means to be critical 

emanates from such a short list of  people, within such a small body of work, 

that occurred during a par tic u lar time, and within a par tic u lar nation-state? 

One could easily read my rendition of French intellectual history as a case of 

epistemic oppression wherein poststructuralism worked to contain the radi-

cal potential of postcolonial theory by displacing liberation theory with the 

ostensibly critical analy sis of endless deconstructionist critique (see chap-

ter 4’s discussion of epistemic oppression and re sis tance). The vanis hing his-

tory of existentialism points to a bigger question: Why did the narrative of 

poststructuralism (which ironically claims not to be a coherent social theory 
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even though it is often used as such) advanced by elite French intellectuals 

become such a dominant if not hegemonic narrative within academic so-

cial theory, ironically, often serving as the standard  bearer for critical social 

theory itself?

The contested terrain of Francophone social theory presented  here high-

lights the connections between the social and po liti cal contexts in which 

theorizing occurs and the social theory that ensues. Consider how working 

within Western assumptions about the intended audiences of critical theory 

can compromise a given theory’s critical intent. In Discourses on Liberation: 

An Anatomy of Critical Theory, Kyung- Man Kim (2005) evaluates the critical 

theories of Jürgen Habermas, Pierre Bourdieu, and Anthony Giddens, three 

impor tant con temporary social theorists. Rather than assuming that their 

work is inherently critical  because academic communities of inquiry desig-

nate them as critical theorists, Kim evaluates their scholarship in relation to 

the goal of fostering liberation. Through a close read not only of what  these 

theorists say but also what they  don’t say, Kim identifies questions that they 

asked yet  were inadequately answered, as well as impor tant questions that 

they failed to ask.

Kim concludes that their theoretical analyses  were compromised by 

the assumptions that  these par tic u lar theorists made about their intended 

audiences. Significantly, Habermas, Bourdieu, and Giddens write primar-

ily to and for readers whom they imagine as being like themselves, if not 

 people whom they already know within their academic networks.  These 

theorists do not see the general public as their primary audience and as a 

result, offer idealized perspectives on the relationship between themselves as 

theorists and the laypeople whose interests their critical theories seemingly 

address. Lee contends that this failure to engage the ideas of lay actors who 

are most affected by their theories creates blind spots in their theoretical 

analyses. Habermas, for example, argues that “understanding lay  people’s 

self- description of their own activities and institutions . . .  is not a discovery 

but a dialogic pro cess in which both theorists and lay actors work together 

to bring about an institutional change by building up a new framework of 

meaning” (Kim 2005, 124; emphasis added).

Working dialogically is a power ful idea, one that has entered into many 

fields, and one that I take up throughout this volume. Yet Habermas’s notion 

of a dialogic pro cess seems methodologically undercut by an assumption 

that everyday  people constitute objects and not agents of knowledge. How 

exactly would Habermas suggest that laypeople engage dialogically with his 

version of critical theory? In this sense, Habermas’s methodology under-
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mines his own dialogical ideal, one of allowing laypeople to “participate in 

the social- scientific discourse only to the extent that they conform to his 

own rationality criteria” (Kim 2005, 124). This  imagined relationship illus-

trates how the concept of dialogical engagement, absent a power analy sis, 

can reproduce existing social hierarchies. Habermas imagines himself and 

laypeople as committed to the same proj ect on paper, yet dialogical engage-

ment that occurs within unequal power relations fosters unequal participa-

tion in knowledge production (Dotson 2011).

Taking other social theorists to task for the same conceptual blind spots, 

Kim won ders  whether social theorists who cannot communicate across dif-

ferences in power can create liberatory discourses for laypeople. He ends 

Discourses on Liberation with a hard- hitting criticism: “Turning  toward 

one another, and engaged in a dialogue with  those ideas and texts that have 

been consecrated in previous interaction ritual chains, critical theorists ex-

perience collective effervescence and create new objects for worship . . .  In 

attempting to consecrate their own intellectual offspring, members of the 

intellectual community aim to reor ga nize the intellectual network around 

their ideas. Their main concern  after all is not  whether they can make the 

lay audience interested in what they say” (Kim 2005, 126).30 In essence, the 

content of any given critical social theory can be undermined by the pro-

cesses that are used to create it.

Reform, Transformation, and Critical Social Theory

For intersectionality as a critical social theory in the making, the distinc-

tion between reform and transformation as goals of critical social theory 

provides a frame for teasing out the critical dimensions of intersectionality. 

Reformist proj ects fundamentally see existing social conditions as amenable 

to improvement. Within reformist proj ects, a social prob lem is a par tic u lar 

issue that can be solved in ways that leave a social system intact. For exam-

ple, gender vio lence against  women as a social prob lem can be remedied by 

incremental changes within a given system, such as tightening sexual harass-

ment policies in universities or treating hate crimes as special crimes. Over 

time, such mea sures can make systems more humane. In contrast, trans-

formative proj ects see specific social systems themselves as both the cause 

of specific prob lems and prob lems in their own right. For example, gender 

vio lence is a symptom of broader structural prob lems of sexism and hetero-

sexism. Yet gender vio lence is unlikely to dis appear without transforming 
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the social relations that  house it. In essence, the goals of social reform and 

social transformation influence the critical discourse that arises in order to 

move  toward  those goals. Moreover, the possibilities and limits of a given 

social context also influence the meaning of being critical in a par tic u lar 

social context.

Reform and transformation are often seen as expressing diff er ent aspects 

of critical analy sis, with transformation conceived as the more radical and 

therefore more critical construct and reform cast as a lesser form of criti-

cal analy sis.  Because critical social theory incorporates both the content of 

social theories (theoretical knowledge) and the pro cesses used to produce 

them (theorizing), this evaluation works better in the abstract than in  actual 

social contexts. Understanding theorizing as a pro cess of explaining the so-

cial world and social theory as the product of informed analy sis broadens the 

possibilities for being critical. The critical nature of a social theory can lie in 

its words without having much direct effect on the pro cesses that shape the 

world that surrounds it. The Frankfurt school intellectuals certainly wished 

that their Critical Theory might transform the society in which they worked, 

but for that group, even reform lay out of reach. The critical nature of a so-

cial theory can lie in its actions— namely, the practices that it uses to get its 

work done. British cultural studies certainly made impor tant contributions 

to transformative knowledge, but could this knowledge have been so trans-

formative without the collaborative organ ization of how knowledge was or-

ga nized at cccs? The three knowledge proj ects surveyed  here provide three 

distinctive perspectives on how the critical content and pro cesses of social 

theory reflected the possibilities for reform and transformation within their 

respective social contexts.

Frankfurt school scholars aimed to reform Western social theory by 

drawing on the best of Western philosophy and social science. Individu-

als or even the scholars as a group may have desired social transformation 

(it’s hard to imagine that they saw reforming Nazi Germany as a  viable op-

tion), but the circumstances  under which they worked  limited their proj ect 

to reformist objectives. Ironically, while they may not have transformed or 

even reformed the theories or practices of their time, a close reading of how 

Critical Theory conceptualized its own proj ect and practice offers an impor-

tant legacy for con temporary intersectionality. Critique and analy sis lay at 

the center of their proj ects, but  these same tools can uphold both reformist 

and transformative objectives. Rather than trying to reform or transform 

society, their methodological approach to critical social theory identified 

impor tant conceptual tools that could contribute to such transformation.
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By criticizing practices within British society that fostered social prob-

lems, British cultural studies produced empirical work that contributed to 

impor tant reformist proj ects.  There  will always be room for scholarship that 

aims to improve  people’s lives concerning jobs, housing, education, health, 

and the environment. A fair amount of intersectionality’s own scholarship 

stimulated by heuristic thinking aims not to transform society, but to see 

reform as impor tant in its own right. Via its empirical work, the Birming-

ham school aimed to build a new British society that took seriously the het-

erogeneity that already characterized British national identity. Yet it’s also 

impor tant to point out that theoretically, the overarching proj ect of British 

cultural studies was informed by a theoretical commitment to social trans-

formation. They aimed to transform economic and social relations of race 

and class, not reform them. British cultural studies faced a dilemma that 

routinely confronts similarly aspirational proj ects. Arguing in  favor of social 

transformation within one’s own academic institution requires confronting 

the par tic u lar orga nizational culture. How does one sustain a proj ect that is 

explic itly dedicated to social transformation within an institution that has 

minimal interest in that expressed outcome? British cultural studies had to 

navigate  these tensions between its reformist realities and its transformative 

ideals.

The contested theoretical debates among Francophone social theorists 

highlight how the relationships among several proj ects that coexisted in the 

same interpretive space influenced analyses of reform and transformation. 

Frantz Fanon’s liberation theory had  little interest in reforming colonialism 

by making it more humane. Liberation theory aimed for social transforma-

tion. The existentialists aimed to look beyond the  here and now, grounding 

an understanding of freedom in  human consciousness. In the aftermath of 

World War II and in the midst of the dismantling of colonialism, existential-

ism aimed to contribute to social transformation. Despite varying interpre-

tations and failed po liti cal proj ects, the idea of social transformation lay at 

the heart of Marxist social theory. With  these heterogeneous and explicit ap-

proaches to social transformation, how did poststructuralism prevail, with 

corresponding effects on the meaning of being critical? The answer to this 

question may lie less in the substance of the ideas of  these vari ous discourses 

and more in the po liti cal relationships among them.

Regardless of its critical content, when one social theory becomes domi-

nant or hegemonic, the politics of what it took for it to get  there are erased. 

In this sense, the emphasis on reform or transformation within a given social 

theory is not hardwired into its arguments, logic, or evidence but rather is 



84 chapter two

socially constructed via dialogical engagement with other social theories as 

well as how it is situated within power relations. The meaning of being criti-

cal lies not solely in the methodology of theorizing (the Frankfurt school) 

nor in the expressed content of a field of study (the Birmingham school), but 

also in the dialogical engagement among discourses within a par tic u lar so-

cial context. As Foucault points out, subjugated knowledges that never rise 

to the level of social theory—or, in the case of Francophone social theory, 

critical theoretical discourses that seemingly dis appeared— constitute the 

absence that frames what’s in the center. When it comes to critical social 

theory produced within the acad emy, the lion’s share of attention has fo-

cused on the forms that critical analy sis takes within established social theo-

ries, many of which  were already known as critical social theories. I had no 

prob lem finding scholarship on the Critical Theory of the Frankfurt school, 

poststructuralism, existentialism, Marxist social theory, and cultural studies 

 either as critical discourses in their own right, or as providing a critical lens 

for some other established theory.  Because  these and similar social theo-

ries provide a conceptual landscape for intersectionality within academic 

venues, they provide diff er ent models of what it means to be critical within 

Western social theory.

What would it mean to theorize the social world from the perspective of 

 people who are subordinated within intersecting power relations? Studying 

the critical theorizing of  people of color,  women, poor  people, immigrant 

populations, and indigenous  peoples, especially when such knowledge oc-

curs outside academic venues or within the context of social movements, 

requires casting a far wider net. This shift in perspective brings the question 

of re sis tance into view. Such groups have a vested interest in opposing the 

po liti cal domination that fosters their subordination. Such groups develop 

resistant knowledge proj ects that also pivot on this distinction between so-

cial reform and social transformation as central to their theoretical ideas 

and practices. In what ways might shifting the center from established social 

theories such as  those surveyed in this chapter to knowledge proj ects of re-

sis tance inform intersectionality as critical social theory?
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Intersectionality and Resistant 

Knowledge Proj ects

I often won der how differently understandings of critical social theory 

might have unfolded within Eu ro pean and North American academic insti-

tutions had other narratives provided starting points for analy sis. In South-

ern Theory, Raewyn Connell (2007) entertains this claim by looking to the 

Global South for other ways of theorizing. Many intellectuals with ties to 

the Global South identify par tic u lar social prob lems, raise distinctive ques-

tions in response to  those prob lems, and bring new  angles of vision to their 

theoretical proj ects. Liberation theory, for example, reflects the aspirations 

of  people who  were involved with decolonization strug gles in Africa and 

Latin Amer i ca, thereby offering a dramatically diff er ent analy sis of colonial-

ism and how it might be resisted (Fanon 1963; Mendieta 2016). Describing 
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theories from the African diaspora, phi los o pher Lucius Outlaw  Jr. (2017) 

sees Black intellectual production as “philosophizing born of strug gles.” By 

focusing on re sis tance, such work brings alternative understandings of criti-

cal analy sis to theorizing.1

Theorizing re sis tance has been essential to the knowledge proj ects of 

oppressed  peoples. Such proj ects aim to address the deep- seated concerns 

of  people who are subordinated within domestic and global expressions 

of racism, sexism, capitalism, colonialism, and similar systems of po liti cal 

domination and economic exploitation. Despite differences in form, strate-

gies, duration, or visibility,  these knowledge proj ects of re sis tance, described 

 here as resistant knowledge proj ects, grapple with the existential question of 

how individuals and groups who are subordinated within varying systems of 

power might survive and resist their oppression. What ever the form of op-

pression they experience— race, class, gender, sexuality, age, ability, ethnic-

ity, and nation— subordinated groups have a vested interest in resisting it.2

As a resistant knowledge proj ect, intersectionality bundles together ideas 

drawn from quite disparate knowledge proj ects with varying histories of 

critical theorizing. Critical Theory, British cultural studies, liberation the-

ory, existentialism, Marxism, poststructuralism, and similar social theories 

constitute impor tant sources of ideas for intersectionality’s critical analy sis. 

Yet intersectionality has a far broader conceptual landscape than that pro-

vided by academic social theories. In its move  toward critical social theory, 

intersectionality also draws from feminist, antiracist, decolonial, and simi-

lar po liti cal proj ects in which theorizing re sis tance is tied to praxis. Within 

such proj ects, gender, race, class, ethnicity, nation, sexuality, ability, and 

age are not just categories designed to make intersectionality more user- 

friendly for academic research. Rather,  these terms also signify impor tant 

resistant knowledge traditions among subordinated  peoples whose resistant 

knowledge criticizes the social inequalities and social injustices that they 

experience.

In this chapter, I examine critical race theory, feminist theory, and post-

colonial theory as three forms of critical theorizing with ties to broader re-

sistant knowledge proj ects.  Because the distinctive genealogies of the cases 

surveyed  here provide unique  angles of vision on the politics of theoriz-

ing through praxis, they shed light on the question, What’s critical about 

critical social theory?3 Critical race theory, broadly defined, has long drawn 

upon African diasporic knowledge traditions for its antiracist theorizing. By 

challenging the racial theories within academic disciplines in Eu rope and 

North Amer i ca that have been central to reproducing racism, critical race 
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theories have offered a sustained antiracist critique. Despite the longevity of 

critical analyses of racism, antiracist scholarship has faced an uphill  battle 

in eliminating racial assumptions from Western knowledge.  Because faculty 

and students of color have also been systematically excluded from Western 

colleges and universities, sustaining criticism over time has been especially 

difficult. In contrast, feminist scholars have advanced well- established cri-

tiques of gender bias within Western knowledge, in part  because of the large 

number of  women who have graduated from universities with advanced 

degrees. Significantly, the broader scope of feminism provides to feminist 

scholars more opportunities to criticize gender inequities inside and outside 

the acad emy. As a field of inquiry within the acad emy, feminist studies  faces 

po liti cal and intellectual criticisms from its constituencies. Despite its small 

footprint, postcolonial theory has had far more visibility in the acad emy 

as a critical discourse on Western knowledge. Yet its respectability within 

elite Western academic institutions seems strangely divorced from the very 

issues that  were central to its creation. Con temporary knowledge proj ects 

of decolonization that aim to decolonize con temporary cultural practices, 

material realities, and po liti cal relationships offer new challenges to post-

colonial theory.

Critical social theories cannot be defined solely by what they opposed in 

the past; rather, they also have to make the case for what they are for, and 

why that  matters now. In this regard, each of the three cases in this chapter 

brings a diff er ent lens to the common challenge of critical theorizing in rela-

tion to social change. Such critical theorizing requires that they evaluate the 

merits of their theoretical explanations for racism, sexism, and colonialism, 

as well as how such systems might be resisted. But it also requires analyz-

ing how praxis within a knowledge proj ect requires ongoing self- diagnosis 

or self- reflexivity about the utility of one’s own critique. When it comes to 

critical theorizing, the cases examined  here illustrate diff er ent dimensions 

of  these interdependent pro cesses of external critical theorizing that looks 

outward and internal critical theorizing that looks inward.4

Antiracism and Critical Race Theory

The term critical race theory refers to a specific set of theories and prac-

tices advanced in the 1990s primarily by African American, Latino, and 

Asian American  legal scholars (Bell 1992; Crenshaw et  al. 1995; Matsuda 

et al. 1993). As an interdisciplinary endeavor that drew from and reached 
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beyond  legal scholarship, critical race theory advanced antiracist analyses of 

late twenty- first- century racial practices. It tracked the change from color- 

conscious forms of racial rule— the case of racial segregation and South Af-

rican apartheid—to a color- blind system that ostensibly eliminated racism. 

Social scientists in par tic u lar developed a substantial body of scholarship 

that explained the institutional contours of color- blind racism, its effects on 

social interaction, and how ideologies of color- blindness and postraciality 

uphold racial hierarchy (Bonilla- Silva 2003; Brown et al. 2003). New fields 

such as whiteness studies reconfigured whiteness as an unmarked racial cat-

egory (Lewis 2004). The practices of color blindness not only  were insuffi-

cient in resisting racism, they constituted a new form of racial rule, one that 

permeated major social institutions.

During the 1990s, the disciplinary location of scholars  shaped the forms 

that critical race theory took.  Legal scholars, for example, conceptualized 

law as a tool of social change that was essential to antiracist practices. This 

disciplinary location  shaped the kinds of proj ects they undertook, for ex-

ample, focusing on hate speech and how the narratives of the law upheld 

social injustices (Matsuda et al. 1993), and analyses of mass incarceration as a 

new form of Jim Crow (M. Alexander 2010). Being located within academia 

influenced the kinds of critical analy sis they advanced. Significantly,  because 

critical race theory was initially advanced by  legal scholars, prac ti tion ers, 

and activists, it drew upon dual theoretical traditions of structural analyses 

of the social sciences— namely, the culpability of  legal institutions as part of 

state- sanctioned racial discrimination—as well as narrative traditions of the 

humanities, namely, the testimonial authority of storytelling. Cheryl Harris’s 

(1993) analy sis in “Whiteness as Property” and Mari Matsuda’s (1989) “Pub-

lic Responses to Racist Speech: Considering the Victim’s Story” illustrate the 

theoretical syncretism within critical race  legal scholarship.

Yet this understanding of critical race theory as an academic endeavor of 

the past several de cades ignores a much broader framework of antiracist dis-

course within the United States and antiracist theorizing globally, the case, 

for example, of Africana philosophy as “philosophizing born of strug gles” 

(Outlaw 2017).5 Critical race theory broadly defined includes ever- evolving, 

heterogeneous explanations of re sis tance to global racism. Within the U.S., 

for example, this broad view of critical race analyses encompasses diverse 

resistant knowledge proj ects of historically subordinated groups, among 

them Chicanos/as, Puerto Ricans, Haitians, Muslims, Chinese, Japa nese, 

Korean, and Viet nam ese immigrant populations; indigenous  peoples; and 

immigrants from Jamaica, Cuba, and Nigeria. Each of  these groups has been 
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differently racialized at varying points in U.S. history, and each has crafted a 

distinctive response to the racial subordination that they confronted (Takaki 

1993). This rich tapestry of racial scholarship that is explic itly resistant to 

racism is only now being recovered and appreciated.

The way that race has been studied within Western academic disciplines 

has long been the target of critical race proj ects, theoretical and other wise. 

Take, for example, how the study of race has been farmed out across aca-

demic disciplines, providing a fragmented analytical framework for study-

ing race. As a construct, race has an elasticity that transcends disciplinary 

bound aries, an impor tant critical thesis provided by sociologist Michael 

Banton’s (1998) categorization of conceptions of race— namely, race as des-

ignation, lineage, type, subspecies, status, class, and construct. Phi los o pher 

David Goldberg (1993, 2002) offers a similar analy sis of racial order that 

points more directly to how racism takes form within nationalism and West-

ern culture.  These works illuminate the nature of race, yet the fragmented 

social location of racial scholarship within par tic u lar disciplines limits their 

theoretical impact. Racial theory’s peripheral position within individual dis-

ciplines may have masked the importance of racial theory, especially antira-

cist theory writ large.

The social location of racial knowledge shapes scholarly approaches to 

race, racism, and antiracism. Much social science research has been overly 

preoccupied with explaining the existing racial order.  Whether deeply en-

trenched past practices of scientific racism or con temporary color- blind as-

sumptions of con temporary ge ne tics, Western disciplines have been deeply 

implicated in defining racial bound aries and in assigning meaning to the 

racial categories that ensue (Tucker 1994; Wailoo, Nelson, and Lee 2012). Yet 

this seemingly benign, ostensibly objective racial social science also helped 

to reproduce racism by its very silence on the topic of antiracism.

Racial theory has long occupied a peculiar position in Western knowl-

edge. Despite the ubiquitous use of race in empirical social science, some 

theorists argue that race and racism have been underemphasized within the 

theoretical concerns of Western social theory.6 Yet the seeming absence of 

racial analy sis within social theory, including critical social theories, does 

not mean that Western social theories lack a racial analy sis. Racial theoriz-

ing operates not only through what is pre sent in a given discourse but also 

through what is absent. For example, practices such as studying race as a 

decontextualized concept and examining the durability of the racial order 

need not explic itly discuss racial concerns to express a racial analy sis. The 

omission of race, racism, and antiracism within ostensibly universal Western 
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social theories signals the worth of  these themes. In this sense, despite the 

visibility of race itself, racial theory seems to be everywhere within Western 

scholarship, typically without being recognized as such.

Antiracist critical social theory that aims to theoretically intervene into 

 these practices has been constrained by the organ ization of knowledge 

within the acad emy. Significantly, racial theory seems to be absent  because 

neither critical racial theory nor intellectuals of color fit comfortably within 

Western conventions. Privileged white men have long dominated social 

theory within Eu ro pean and North American intellectual production, en-

joying easier access to the epistemic power granted to theorists than African 

Americans, whose very intellectual abilities remain suspect (see chapter 4’s 

discussion of epistemic oppression, epistemic injustice, and epistemic re sis-

tance). Significantly, intellectuals of color have been denied entry into the 

acad emy, with only a select few gaining access to faculty and research po-

sitions, and with even fewer obtaining positions as phi los o phers or social 

theorists. African Americans constitute one group among many who have 

experienced  these exclusionary practices. Yet carry ing the racial stigma of 

intellectual inferiority has raised a high barrier against Black intellectuals 

finding work within the acad emy.  Because African Americans as a collective 

have experienced forms of virulent racism, Black intellectuals have launched 

critical analyses of racism.

Po liti cal and intellectual contexts have  shaped the contours of African 

American social and po liti cal thought in general, as well as the contours of 

critical race theory in the U.S. context. Intellectual traditions of antiracist 

theorizing have long criticized racial theories within Western academic dis-

ciplines, both by criticizing how science and the humanities explain Black 

disadvantage and by offering alternative narratives that point to racial dis-

crimination and structural oppression. Such theorizing has straddled aca-

demic and activist borders, placing knowledge about racism and antiracist 

strategies in dialogue with the racial analy sis of traditional academic schol-

arship. In essence, even though  these traditions still remain ignored, misun-

derstood, and often dismissed— even by scholars who claim to be experts on 

racial theory— these intellectual traditions of antiracist theorizing have been 

central to the resistant knowledge proj ects of African Americans.7

Working both inside and outside academia, many Black intellectu-

als have taken critical postures  toward the corpus of what counts as racial 

knowledge (both empirical and theoretical) as well as the epistemologi-

cal practices that produce such knowledge. For example, at the turn of the 

twentieth  century, William E. B. Du Bois, Anna Julia Cooper, Alain Locke, 
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Ida B. Wells- Barnett, and similar African American intellectual- activists de-

veloped antiracist analyses that continue to influence con temporary criti-

cal race theory (see, e.g., A. Cooper 1892; Lewis 1995; Molesworth 2012). 

Yet  these intellectuals have only recently gained visibility as theorists within 

academic venues (see, e.g., L. Harris 1999; May  2007; Morris 2015). Such 

thinkers  were often clearly cognizant of how Western knowledge proj ects 

helped reproduce racial hierarchy by controlling both the definitions of so-

cial theory and who would be allowed to do it. Black scholars  were often put 

in subordinate positions, working for white scholars who drew upon their 

expertise in theorizing race. For example, An American Dilemma: The Negro 

Prob lem and Modern Democracy, Gunner Myrdal’s classic analy sis of Ameri-

can race relations, relied on the expertise of African Americans who worked 

on the proj ect (Morris 2015, 198–215). In The Scholar Denied: W. E. B. Du Bois 

and the Birth of Modern Sociology, Aldon Morris describes how Myrdal’s 

choice to head this impor tant scholarly proj ect reflects the politics of racial 

knowledge production: “Myrdal, though he diverged from white American 

scholars in arguing that social science . . .  should play an interventionist role 

in addressing the race prob lem, [he] did agree . . .  on a crucial  matter: race 

was the white man’s burden, and blacks,  because of racial inferiority, did not 

possess the agency to address their own oppression” (214).8

This broader social, po liti cal, and academic context influenced the con-

tours of antiracist analy sis, which in turn influenced the trajectory of critical 

race theory in the acad emy. Black intellectuals who do manage to find a 

niche in the acad emy may produce groundbreaking critical social theory, 

but it may not be recognized as such. In this context, collaborative intel-

lectual production has often been the requirement for Black intellectuals to 

be heard— the case of Fanon and Sartre comes to mind (chapter 2). Despite 

 these power differentials, which affect the internal dimensions of collabora-

tive work, collaborative intellectual production itself constitutes an impor-

tant form of critical theorizing. Racial formation theory is impor tant in this 

regard  because, while it is not the progeny of Black intellectuals, it has been 

widely received by intellectuals of color as an impor tant critical theoretical 

perspective for both critical race theory and for intersectionality as critical 

social theory.

Racial formation theory offers an impor tant theoretical vocabulary for 

analyzing the significance of antiracist resistant knowledge proj ects in op-

posing racism (Omi and Winant 1994; Winant 2000).9 Within racial forma-

tion theory, ideas  matter, not simply as hegemonic ideologies produced by 

elites, but also as tangible ideas in action or actions in ideas that are advanced 
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by specific interpretive communities. For example, the resurgence of white 

nationalism in the United States and Eu rope constitutes a racial proj ect 

whereby one segment of white  people, primarily young white men, believes 

that racial, ethnic, or immigrant groups, or all three, are the source of their 

prob lems. Hip hop also can be seen as a racial proj ect of disenfranchised 

youth in a global context, one where Black and brown youth claim a voice 

within popu lar culture. The form that critical race theory took among  legal 

scholars in the 1990s is also a racial proj ect, one that made  legal scholarship 

central to its proj ect to advance a multicultural, antiracist initiative. Inter-

sectionality also constitutes a racial proj ect, albeit not one that is explic itly 

or ga nized around race, but rather one where race forms an impor tant site 

of contestation within it.  Because groups aim to have their interpretations 

of race, racism, and antiracism prevail, knowledge lies at the heart of racial 

proj ects.

Racial formation theory contends that social relations take specific his-

torical form  because an array of interest groups advance racial proj ects that 

provide competing and overlapping interpretations of race. The  actual ra-

cial formation does not result from incremental, evolutionary, and natu ral 

changes. Rather, racial formations reflect the sedimented  human agency of 

past practices refracted through con temporary racial proj ects. For example, 

racial segregation is a par tic u lar racial formation wherein racial proj ects that 

upheld strict separation between so- called races prevailed. Racial apartheid 

in South Africa, de facto and de jure racial segregation in the United States, 

and the ghettoization of Black  people and Latinos in urban neighborhoods 

illustrate racial segregation. But racial segregation goes beyond  these famil-

iar spatial practices. It applies to occupational categories that identify some 

jobs as suitable for whites and  others as the domain of Black  people, or track-

ing within schools that disproportionately assigns white students to classes 

for gifted learners and Black and Latino students to special education. Racial 

segregation can permeate many areas of social life, creating social distance 

that articulates with spatial segregation.

Racial formation theory also applies to color- blind racism that accom-

panies racial integration. Within a color- blind racial formation,  people mis-

recognize racial hierarchy, fail to see racial discrimination, and, by choosing 

to remain “blind” to racism, perpetuate it.  Because laws and ideology osten-

sibly forbid or censure racial discrimination, it seems easy to assume that 

racism  either never existed nor does not currently exist. Brazil and France 

provide suggestive cases of how color- blind racism persists against racial-

ized groups in countries that historically lacked formal racial categories. 
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What racial segregation accomplished by law, color- blind racism accom-

plishes by customized micro- aggressions and culture. One racial formation 

did not displace the other, nor is one intrinsically more “racist” than the 

other. Rather, racial formation theory examines how broader historic con-

texts structure racially disparate outcomes.

The strength of racial formation theory lies in how it links historically 

constructed power relations of racism with specific racial proj ects that are 

associated within  those formations. Racial formation theory privileges race 

as its object of investigation, but its analy sis of how and why social change 

occurs travels far beyond race. Through its analy sis of racial proj ects, racial 

formation theory explains social change as the outcome of  human agency. 

It studies how diff er ent groups within a racial formation advance diff er ent 

racial proj ects that uphold or resist racial hierarchy, such as the aforemen-

tioned differences between a segment of young white men in white national-

ism and youth of color in hip hop. Racial proj ects that self- identify as racial 

are relatively easy to recognize. Black liberation theorists and white national-

ists advance antithetical racial proj ects. But any given racial formation also 

contains proj ects that participate in reproducing or resisting the racial order 

in less vis i ble ways. The aforementioned treatment of racial theory within 

Western disciplines can be seen as a racial proj ect that is advanced by spe-

cific scholars,  whether or not they see their ideas and actions as having  racial 

intent. In this sense, racial formation theory examines the  relationships 

among racial proj ects, the substance and style of racial proj ects, and the so-

cial changes that ensue when some proj ects achieve dominance. Significantly, 

the theory itself takes no normative position on the merits of vari ous racial 

proj ects— white nationalism, black feminism, scientific racism, and color- 

blind racial ideologies are all racial proj ects.10

When it comes to critical theorizing about race, racial formation theory 

poses impor tant questions: What kind of racial proj ects appear and dis-

appear across specific racial formations and why? Specifically, why have 

racial proj ects of ultranationalism emerged within con temporary racial for-

mations of color- blind ideology? Rather than assuming that white national-

ism is an essential psychological characteristic of an  imagined white racist, 

 these questions investigate the emergence of ultranationalism among many 

white  people as tied to specific racial proj ects authored by par tic u lar social 

actors. Similarly, how has the visibility of Black feminism in this same color- 

blind racial formation catalyzed Black  women’s intellectual- activism? Racial 

formation theory grants agency to multiple groups within a given racial for-

mation and assigns accountability to groups for the effects of their ideas. As 
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such, it accommodates the heterogeneity of multiple interpretive communi-

ties as well as styles of critical theorizing that accompany this heterogeneity.11

I spend time explaining racial formation theory in part to refute think-

ing within the acad emy that critical race theory does not exist or that if 

it does exist, it is derivative of other theories or unimportant  because it is 

confined to the special case of race. Instead, racial formation theory pro-

vides an impor tant set of conceptual tools for thinking about gender, class, 

and similar categories of analy sis as knowledge proj ects within par tic u lar 

social formations. Use of  these tools positions intersectionality as a resistant 

knowledge proj ect that confronts this book’s core question: What kind of 

critical social theory might intersectionality become? My approach thus far 

of looking to group- based initiatives that create and use knowledge relies 

on the notion of knowledge proj ects. Moreover, viewing intersectionality as 

a resistant knowledge proj ect highlights the po liti cal dimensions of knowl-

edge. Just as critical race theory as a resistant knowledge proj ect aspires to 

resist racism, intersectionality as a knowledge proj ect may aspire to resist 

the social inequalities within intersecting systems of power. Moving beyond 

race situates intersectionality within a similar albeit expanded set of inter-

secting power relations. Just as racial proj ects come and go, tested by the 

effects of their critical analy sis of racial formations, intersectionality can 

change its form and function in response to the challenges it  faces.

Racial formation theory sheds light on the importance of critical theo-

rizing for critical race theory’s external  battles against antiracism. Critical 

racial theory has criticized academic racial theory. But tight intellectual 

space for critical race theory in the acad emy has meant far less space within 

critical race theory’s interpretive communities for the kinds of internal criti-

cal analy sis that it needs. Historically, critical race theory, with the space 

to experience internal dissent and difference as an unaffordable luxury, has 

often shown more solidarity to the external world than existed within its 

own proj ect. Internal dissent and criticism may have existed, but they lacked 

 viable outlets for expression and often remained dormant.

Negotiating this balance between criticizing  factors that are external 

to a racial proj ect and  those that are internal to its practice has been an 

impor tant dimension of critical race theory writ large. African American 

social and po liti cal thought highlights this theme. Black feminism in the 

U.S., for example, emerged within the broader antiracist proj ect of African 

American social and po liti cal thought. Its trajectory within an antiracist dis-

course that itself strug gled for survival within a racial formation of racial 

segregation  shaped the contours of Black feminist thought, both the ideas 
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it expressed (intersectionality) and the po liti cal means that it pursued in 

developing  those ideas (flexible solidarity). Traditions of radical, antira-

cist analy sis have long characterized African American social and po liti cal 

thought. Such thought has always existed, providing a rich set of ideas for 

critical race theory (Davis 1978; Kelley 2002; Marable 1983b; Taylor 2016; 

Van Deburg 1997). At the same time, in the context of the dangers of ra-

cial segregation, such thought has had to negotiate a narrow interpretive 

space within the contours of African American social and po liti cal thought. 

This confined space for radical, antiracist analy sis within African American 

and similarly racialized communities has fostered diff er ent forms of silenc-

ing within such communities. Long- standing silences among Black  women 

and Black lgbtq  people about gender and sexual inequities within African 

American communities suppressed critical analyses of Black sexual politics 

(Collins 2004). But over the course of intersectionality’s development, the 

contours of critical analy sis within Black social and po liti cal thought have 

changed markedly.

In a climate where identity politics has been redefined as a form of self- 

serving, particularistic politics, the courage that it took for Black  women 

and Black lgbtq  people to openly express dissent within African American 

communities is easily misunderstood. A 1975 position paper by the Comba-

hee River Collective marks an impor tant moment when Black  women cre-

ated a critical analy sis of racism, class exploitation, sexism, and homophobia 

outside Black communities that linked  these systems of power to similar so-

cial relations within Black communities (Combahee River Collective ([1975] 

1995). This impor tant document marks an impor tant milestone within in-

tersectionality’s genealogy, but its significance goes beyond the content of 

the statement. The Combahee River Collective broke a long- standing taboo 

within African American social and po liti cal thought: they criticized prac-

tices within Black communities and within wider society. The Collective saw 

scant contradiction between the particularities of Black  women’s needs and 

changes that needed to occur in wider society. Particularity was not pre-

sented as opposite to universal issues. Instead, the kind of identity politics 

advanced by the Combahee River Collective was far more expansive than its 

subsequent recasting in  later years.12

The discourse on gender and sexuality within Black communities  after 

Combahee illustrates a deepening of Black feminist thought as a critical pos-

ture on both U.S. society and the practices within African American com-

munities. This criticism of U.S. social institutions is most often how Black 

feminist thought is framed for the general public, for example, as a criticism 
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of repre sen ta tions of Black  women in the media or discrimination in school-

ing, housing, and employment. But Black feminism has also advanced a sus-

tained and incisive criticism of power relations within African American 

communities. In this sense, gender and sexuality have served as impor tant 

correctives to dynamics of race, class, gender, and sexuality within African 

American communities (Collins 2004). For example, con temporary Black 

feminist criticism builds on  earlier analyses of the politics of respectabil-

ity, a po liti cal strategy that was advanced by middle- class Black  women for 

reasons of protection, but one that si mul ta neously sought to suppress the 

agency of working- class and poor Black  women. Policing Black  women’s 

respectability drew upon gender and sexuality as tools of enforcement (B. 

Cooper 2017). The burgeoning of con temporary scholarship on homopho-

bia within African American communities illustrates the emergence of a 

much broader critical discourse on sexuality (C. Cohen 1996; Cohen and 

Jones 1999).

The need to cultivate self- reflexive practices within antiracist resistant 

knowledge proj ects is essential. One dimension of white racism is its belief 

that all antiracist analy sis should be targeted to white  people. This is part of 

a race relations framework that subordinates Black interests to the needs 

of whites. It also fits within broader social norms of ser vice whereby Black 

 people should view their own interests as secondary to  those of white  people. 

Yet  here I’ve presented a brief view of Black social and po liti cal thought that 

certainly criticizes practices within broader society but that also must care-

fully calibrate criticism within its own resistant knowledge proj ect. In this 

context, critical race theory  faces distinctive challenges to ensure that its 

contributions to antiracism remain critical.

Feminist Politics and Feminist Theory

Within feminism as a broad- based social movement, feminist scholarship 

in the acad emy constitutes a resistant knowledge proj ect dedicated to ad-

vancing gender equity and gender justice. Within colleges and universities, 

 women’s studies scholars have developed a rich tradition of feminist criti-

cism within both traditional disciplines and interdisciplinary fields of study. 

On many U.S. campuses, the interdisciplinary field of  women’s, gender, and 

sexuality studies provides an impor tant intellectual site for scholarship on 

gender and sexuality. One would be hard- pressed to find a field of study in 

the humanities, the social sciences, and professional fields that does not take 
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gender into account. Moreover, this institutional visibility has facilitated 

the emergence of feminist theory. Feminist scholars have been hard at work 

defining feminist theory and explaining its trajectory in monographs, ed-

ited volumes, and textbooks. Mainstream scholars often categorize feminist 

theory as already being sufficiently critical, an appellation that places it on a 

short list of critical social theories (Agger 2013; Bohman 2016).

In the U.S., this ongoing incorporation of gender scholarship within ac-

ademic venues raises impor tant questions for feminism generally and for 

feminist theory in par tic u lar.  Because gender scholarship has been so widely 

received in the acad emy, how might feminism as a po liti cal proj ect sustain 

its critical edge within the acad emy? Feminist theory can operate much as 

any academic social theory. Its very presence offers an implicit critique of 

the widespread practices of exclusion and bias that characterize Western 

scholarship on gender and sexuality. Yet feminism as a social movement has 

been far less interested in reforming knowledge in the acad emy than in ad-

dressing social issues such as reproductive rights, sexual harassment, wage 

disparities,  family policies, and vio lence against  women. Garnering aca-

demic recognition for feminist theory has been impor tant in the acad emy, 

but how might this recognition affect feminism as a resistant knowledge 

proj ect? In this context, it seems reasonable to ask, For whom is feminist 

theory critical, and in what ways?

As part of the incorporation of gender scholarship into academic ven-

ues in the 1980s, feminist scholars upended traditional discourses of gender 

and sexuality. Feminist phi los o phers in par tic u lar looked beyond proving 

the exclusion of knowledge about  women or the bias in knowledge that did 

exist. Instead, they examined the epistemological foundations of Western 

knowledge itself, arguing that  those foundations constituted an impor tant 

arena of feminist critical theorizing. In  doing so, feminist phi los o phers pro-

vided a rich theoretical vocabulary for understanding the gendered logic 

that underlay the theory and praxis of Western knowledge production. For 

example, Simone de Beauvoir’s much quoted claim in The Second Sex that 

“one is not born, but rather becomes, [a]  woman” ([1949] 2011, 283) argued 

that gender was socially constructed and not biologically determined. This 

was a radical idea for its time, one that laid a foundation for gender and 

sex based not in  women’s biology but in how society interpreted such bi-

ology. Beauvoir’s contribution to feminist philosophy was immense— her 

analy sis of  women’s oppression constituted a fundamental theoretical shift 

in theorizing about  women’s oppression and about the roots of gender 

in equality. Writing several de cades before the emergence in the 1990s of 
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French poststructuralism as a dominant theoretical framework and of Ju-

dith Butler’s groundbreaking analyses of sex and gender in the 1990s, Beau-

voir laid an impor tant foundation for the social construction of sex and gen-

der within feminist theory.13

In Gender Trou ble, Butler (1990) accepts the paradigmatic assumption 

of the social construction of gender to explore the female subject. As she 

counsels, “Feminist critique  ought also to understand how the category of 

‘ women,’ the subject of feminism, is produced and restrained by the very 

structures of power through which emancipation is sought” (5). Butler de-

constructs gender, and by implication all that seemingly results from gen-

der, via an analy sis of sexuality. In her retrospective 1999 Preface, Butler 

describes her argument as being quite  simple. For her, the text asks, “How 

do non- normative sexual practices call into question the stability of gender 

as a category of analy sis? How do certain sexual practices compel the ques-

tion: what is a  woman, what is a man?” (xi). In essence, sex and gender are 

recursive, whereby  under conditions of normative heterosexuality, “policing 

gender is sometimes used as a way of securing heterosexuality” (xii). This 

view of gender and sex as inextricably linked brings theoretical heft to the 

analy sis of sexuality, making impor tant contributions to queer theory.

Judith Butler’s impact on feminist theory continues, yet her arguments 

reflect how the humanities approach social theory. When it comes to the 

social sciences, another stand of feminist philosophy also criticized West-

ern knowledge, in par tic u lar the logic of science as itself a pro cess of social 

construction. Gender and sex  were socially constructed, but so too  were the 

social institutions that  were sites of constructionism. Feminist phi los o phers 

criticized the categorical logic of binary thinking, narratives of evolution-

ary pro gress, and Western taxonomies of the  Great Chain of Being as socially 

constructed ideas that naturalized and normalized hierarchies. Significantly, 

their emphasis on standpoint epistemology and power relations provided an 

impor tant foundation for con temporary analyses of epistemology and of so-

cial justice (Harding 1986; Hartsock 1983; Young 1990). They focused atten-

tion on social structures of gender in equality and on how knowledge itself 

was part of relations of rule. The connections between epistemology, theory, 

methodology, and methods within feminist scholarship, and by implication, 

critical inquiry itself, has had an impor tant and far- reaching effect on subse-

quent feminist scholarship (see, e.g., the essays in Mohanty 2003).

Feminist theory flourished in academia, in part  because of the contribu-

tions of feminist phi los o phers suggested by this brief discussion of post-

structuralist analyses of sex and gender, and  because of the critical analy sis 
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of science as also a site of social construction.  These approaches may seem 

to be diff er ent, but they both reject a notion of biological determinism. In 

other words, feminist theory’s core premise that sex and gender are socially 

constructed articulates with its incisive analysis of how the logic of Western 

science underpins such constructions.

As a resistant knowledge proj ect, feminism had a par tic u lar advantage 

in the acad emy itself that was unavailable to  either critical race scholars or 

postcolonial scholars. The sizable number of  women students and faculty 

who entered the acad emy and who supported  women’s studies programs 

provided a vis i ble group of advocates for feminist scholarship. Moreover, 

 women students  were often white and middle- class, a status that high-

lighted the significance of gender.  These  women brought educational and 

financial resources with them, and they also could recruit men from their 

social circles as potential allies. Each  woman need not be the representa-

tive of her gender. This context of a growing  women’s presence on cam-

puses, coupled with the paradigmatic shifts catalyzed by feminist theory, 

fostered a broad po liti cal and intellectual space for critical theoretical 

work.

Where might con temporary feminist theory fit within a narrative of 

feminism as a resistant knowledge proj ect? Into the 1990s, feminist theory 

took up issues that  were directly relevant within feminist politics. Under-

standings of feminist theory as somehow informing feminist politics  were 

commonplace. Yet con temporary feminist scholars cannot rest on this prior 

work, assuming that con temporary feminist theory is inherently critical or 

resistant. The seduction of academic recognition can mute the critical po-

tential of feminist criticism. Instead, the con temporary challenge lies in 

tracing feminist theory’s continued effectiveness in criticizing academic dis-

course, in generating critical theoretical analyses of con temporary issues, 

and in cultivating dialogues with feminist proj ects outside the acad emy. In 

essence, while it is tempting to produce feminist theory through traditional 

means, how critical  will that theory actually be?

Critical internal self- reflection is even more necessary for con temporary 

feminist criticism in the acad emy, especially  because feminist theory is cat-

egorized as already being a critical social theory. I see criticism that aims 

to strengthen feminism itself as healthy and necessary for feminist theory 

to flourish.  There is no lack of criticism of feminism, and much of it comes 

from mass media sources outside feminism.  Because feminism is so vast, 

with so many diff er ent opinions on what feminism is and what it should be 

 doing, I focus  here on three interconnected dialogues in feminism that are part 



102 chapter three

of its internal self- reflexive analy sis: critical analyses of sexuality emerging 

from queer theory, critical analyses of race and nation within the intellectual 

production of  women of color, and intersectional analyses offered within 

queer of color critique.  These three sites of internal critical dialogues spurred 

different outcomes within academic feminism.

Queer theory offered new challenges to the treatment of sexuality within 

Western scholarship in ways that si mul ta neously embraced and challenged 

feminism’s gender analy sis. Feminist theory had an implicit critical analysis 

that challenged how sexuality was central to  women’s subordination. Even 

though they had overlapping participants, queer theory and feminist theory 

 were distinctive discourses with diff er ent histories. Queer theory challenged 

how the construction of sexuality affected men and  women. Lesbians pro-

vided internal criticisms within each tradition, pointing to the male bias 

within queer theory and the straight (heterosexual) bias within feminism. 

Yet the growing ac cep tance of poststructuralism within both feminist the-

ory and queer theory challenged identities of all sorts as a site of politics. 

For example, in the early pages of Gender Trou ble, Butler rejects an impor-

tant strand of feminist politics: “The po liti cal assumptions that  there must 

be a universal basis for feminism, one which must be found in an identity 

assumed to exist cross- culturally, often accompanies the notion that the 

oppression of  women has some singular form discernible in the universal 

or hegemonic structure of patriarchy or masculine domination” (1990, 6). 

Butler criticizes feminism’s reliance on woman- as- subject as untenable and, 

by implication, criticizes identities themselves as the site of politics. This 

theoretical shift had impor tant implications for lesbian identity politics and 

for other po liti cal proj ects in which subjectivity or identities  were central. 

Butler’s theory of performativity as a theory of the construction of identi-

fications provided an impor tant and influential vocabulary for theorizing 

gender and sexuality. The possibilities of performativity for feminist politics 

remained more uncertain.14

Feminist criticism could not avoid the difficult questions raised by queer 

theory and has largely accommodated its framing vocabulary.15 Po liti-

cally, queer theory is associated with the categories lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

and transgender, and indicates opposition to identity- based categories. It 

also signals a strong antipathy for heteronormativity— namely, the taken- 

for- granted social and sexual arrangements in a heterosexual- centered 

worldview. Intellectually, queer theory references theoretical work that, like 

Butler’s, aims to deconstruct heteronormative ideology (Bettcher 2014, 5). 

Feminist theory incorporated queer theories of gender and sexual subjectiv-
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ities into the feminist canon (Mann 2012, 211–255). Within feminist theory, 

gender oppression and sexual oppression increasingly became conceptual-

ized as interconnected entities. Queer theory seemingly facilitated a para-

digm shift within feminist theory in the acad emy, theorizing gender and 

sexuality as intimately and inextricably linked.16

This strand of feminist criticism incorporated critical analyses of sexual-

ity within a broader gender proj ect in ways that changed understandings of 

both gender and sexuality. Queering  these gender binary categories of male/

female and sexual binaries of straight/gay constituted an impor tant po liti-

cal strategy for theorizing gender and sexuality as co- forming categories of 

analy sis for individuals. The more expansive and fluid understandings of 

subjectivity (identifications) did create more interpretive space for individu-

als and did catalyze an expansive lit er a ture on subjectivities. Yet, despite the 

emergence of the term heteropatriarchy, which seemingly signaled a new 

overarching framework for intersectional analyses of gender and sexuality 

as systems of power, this kind of structural analy sis was not a primary focus 

within queer theory.

In essence, feminist theory and queer theory cross- fertilized each other 

intellectually, but the po liti cal effects of  these theoretical trends  were far 

more difficult to see. Po liti cally, movements for gender and sexual equality 

increasingly came  under attack, raising impor tant questions about the con-

nections of feminist theory and queer theory as forms of resistant knowl-

edge. Movements for gender and sexual equality both confronted structural 

policies that aimed to regulate gender conformity and heteronormativity in 

schools, jobs,  family structures, and public policy. Feminist theory and queer 

theory both offered compelling theoretical explanations of the meaning of 

 these structural policies. But they seemed far less relevant in addressing the 

specific social issues faced by  people who  were affected by the conversion of 

 these policies. In this regard, the emergence of trans politics challenged social 

constructionism as a framing assumption of both feminist and queer theory. 

Trans politics refocused attention on the body, not solely as an entity for im-

posing social norms, but also as a physical entity with certain biological im-

peratives.  People who  were born male or female but felt that they  were in the 

wrong body turned to medicine for biological guidance. The term transsexual 

refers to “individuals who use hormonal and/or surgical technologies to alter 

their bodies to conform to their gendered sense of self in ways that may be 

construed as being at odds with their sex assigned at birth” (Bettcher 2014, 

3). Gender nonconformity was most certainly a response to pressures to per-

form normative sexuality and gender, but it also had biological dimensions.17
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A second strand of criticism analyzed the treatment of race and nation 

within feminist inquiry.  Women of color  were especially vocal in criticiz-

ing Western feminism’s long- standing focus on the experiences of white, 

Western, middle- class  women. In launching their critiques,  women of color 

often drew upon the antiracist, anticolonial, and decolonial resistant knowl-

edge proj ects with which they  were most familiar. Bringing a racial frame 

into feminism challenged the false universal of whiteness as a normalizing 

standard that was used to explain the experiences of all  women. Racism, 

colonialism, imperialism, and nationalism, as well as the  people who  were 

most negatively affected by  those forms of domination,  were not seen as 

being central to feminist theories of gender or sexuality. Feminist analyses 

are more cognizant of how race, ethnicity, culture, and citizenship status 

shape both feminist praxis and feminist theory.

Many of the same  people who  were involved in antiracist proj ects and in 

intersectional proj ects also criticized the claim that feminism was for white 

 women only. Yet the term  woman of color contains the seeds of its own cri-

tique. Latina feminism highlights some of the issues of bringing a critique to 

feminism within the category of  women of color. The ideas of Latina femi-

nism are prominently represented within feminism. In their introduction, 

the editors of Chicana Feminisms posit that Chicana feminist writers have 

provided original analyses of many themes that affect Chicanas via pro-

cesses of theorizing and documenting intersections of class, race, gender, 

and sexuality (Arredondo et al. 2003, 5). Many of  these themes have been 

incorporated within feminism, for example, analyses of mestizaje, hybrid-

ity, and the borderlands (Anzaldúa 1987); reflections of the continuum of 

color, phenotype, and privilege; and ideas about oppositional consciousness, 

practice, methodology, and oppression (Sandoval 2000). Yet  these and other 

forms of critical analy sis become subsumed  under the heading “ women of 

color,” a homogenizing move that positions all  women who are categorized 

as  women of color as critics of traditional feminism. The critique is incor-

porated within feminism, with far- reaching effects on feminist theory and 

practice. The ideas suggested by Chicana feminist theory are incorporated, 

with less attention to the particularities of issues of the  women who devel-

oped  those ideas.

Reflecting the influence of decolonial proj ects, the ideas of Latina femi-

nism are also more closely aligned with  those of transnational feminism, 

 another discourse that is positioned as a critical perspective within the frame-

works of Western feminism. Transnational feminists developed impor tant 

critiques within Western feminism that influenced the directions of the 
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field. In their classic edited volume, Feminist Genealogies, Colonial Legacies, 

Demo cratic  Futures, M. Jacqui Alexander and Chandra Talpade Mohanty 

(1997) offer a critical feminist analy sis of transnational pro cesses. The con-

nections among  women of color in the U.S. and transnational feminists, 

who often become  women of color when they are in the United States, is 

noteworthy. For example, like Gloria Anzaldúa, Mohanty also engages ques-

tions of borders, but in response to the hopes and disappointments of de-

colonization. In her introduction to Feminism Without Borders, Mohanty 

suggests that, while borders can signal containment and safety,  women often 

pay a price to claim integrity, security, and safety of their own bodies. As she 

notes, “I choose ‘feminism without borders,’ then, to stress that our most 

expansive and inclusive visions of feminism need to be attentive to borders 

while learning to transcend them” (Mohanty 2003, 2). In Pedagogies of Cross-

ing, M. Jacqui Alexander (2005b) uses the meta phor of a border crossing as 

a site of po liti cal and intellectual complexities.

Queer of color critique catalyzed a third strand of self- reflexive analy-

sis that draws from and criticizes critical race theory, feminism, and queer 

theory. Despite challenges by  women of color, critical race theory remains 

wedded to heteronormative gender ideology that privileges men of color. 

This politics of sexuality and gender limit its antiracist politics (see Collins 

2004). Feminism remains  limited by its genealogy of whiteness and its class 

politics, a criticism raised by  women of color and shared by queer of color 

critiques. The politics of class, race, and gender shape queer theory such that 

it disproportionately benefits middle- class white men. In this way, queer of 

color critiques may be aimed at feminism, primarily  because feminism is a 

large discourse, but its criticisms are fundamentally intersectional. Queer 

of color critiques constitute one effective way of expanding the framework 

for understanding the fluidity of gender, sexuality, race, class, and ethnicity 

together. Positioned at the intersection of gender, sexuality, and race, queer 

of color critiques became increasingly vis i ble both within and outside femi-

nism in part  because feminism’s critical analy sis of gender, sexuality, and 

race is ongoing ( Battle et al. 2002; C. Cohen 1996; Cohen and Jones 1999; 

Ferguson 2004).

Queer of color analyses criticized feminism for being overly concerned 

with the issues that affected white, middle- class  people. For example, mar-

riage equality seems to be a universal issue that might unite queer  people 

regardless of race, gender, and sexual orientation. Queer of color critiques 

pointed out that the combination of racial and economic disparities meant 

that  people of color would gain less from this victory. Similarly, workplace 
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protections for lgbtq  people would be less valuable for Black trans  people 

who experience extremely high rates of vio lence and murder. The vulner-

ability of trans youth of color pointed to the significance of age as a system 

of power. In essence, queers of color called for a more intersectional analy sis 

of feminism itself in ways that recognized intersections of gender, sexuality, 

race, nation, class, and age.

When it comes to intersectionality, self- reflexive critique within femi-

nism demonstrates a recursive relationship among gender, sexuality, and 

race that reflects the varying strands of self- reflexive critical inquiry about 

its own praxis. The strength of feminism lies in its ability to manage mul-

tiple criticisms of its theories and its praxis, trying to address, for example, 

the heterogeneous analyses of lgbtq and trans  people,  those advanced by 

 women of color and transnational feminists, and increasingly criticisms of 

both of  these strands within scholarship on or by queers of color (C. Cohen 

1996; Ferguson 2004; Petzen 2012; Somerville 2000). Yet when it comes to 

queer of color critiques,  there is also an ironic twist to this self- reflexive 

analy sis within con temporary feminism. Many of the core ideas of feminism 

itself  were  shaped by the ideas of queer Black and Latina feminists, among 

them Audre Lorde (1999), Gloria Anzaldúa (1987), June Jordan (1992), Bar-

bara Smith (1983), Cheryl Clarke (1995), and the Combahee River Collective 

(1995). The tendency of valorizing par tic u lar queer  women of color at the 

founding moments of a discourse while ignoring the ongoing presence of 

queer  women of color within feminism itself speaks to persisting pressures 

within academia to whitewash knowledge.

This ongoing internal critical analy sis within feminism is noteworthy, yet 

as a resistant knowledge proj ect, feminism illustrates the difficulties of sus-

taining critical analy sis with such a broad goal of  women’s empowerment 

and emancipation within academia and within wider society. The criticisms 

by lgbtq  people, trans  people, U.S.  women of color, transnational feminists, 

and queers of color concerning sexuality, race, transnational pro cesses, and 

intersectional analyses have taken diff er ent forms with diff er ent outcomes, 

in part  because  these groups have been differentially situated in relation to 

feminism. As a result, they draw upon diff er ent intellectual traditions and 

theoretical frameworks. Lesbians  were central to modern feminism’s growth 

and success, and  were already positioned within feminist proj ects as lead-

ers with a stake in what feminism should become. Moreover, lgbtq and 

trans  people certainly supported feminism, but they often came to feminism 

through in de pen dent proj ects for sexual freedom.  These groups  were con-

nected, but they  were not the same. The initiative of bringing gender and 
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sexuality into closer alignment could be led by social actors who belonged 

to both communities of inquiry.

In contrast, the whiteness of Western feminism, which in the U.S. fol-

lowed patterns of racial/ethnic segregation in housing, schools, employ-

ment, jobs, and religious institutions, meant that,  until the late twentieth 

 century, African American  women, indigenous  women, Latinas, and Asian 

American  women developed feminist sensibilities in the context of their ra-

cially/ethnically segregated communities. A similar system of segregation 

or ga nized through discourses on citizenship and sovereign nation- states 

characterized the global context. Significantly, by pointing out the need for 

more intersectional analyses within feminism, queers of color navigated and 

claimed a borderland space among vari ous re sis tance proj ects.

 These internal critiques raise impor tant challenges to feminist theory. 

The need for critical social theory that analyzes gender in equality and gen-

der injustice within the acad emy persists. But how might  these self- reflexive 

criticisms that are internal to feminism shape feminist theory? Feminism 

and intersectionality are closely aligned, but they are not synonymous.  These 

distinctive strands of self- reflexive criticism within feminism illustrate how 

being differentially positioned within feminism itself fosters diff er ent out-

comes. For gender and sexuality, the intersectional task lay in bringing two 

discourses into alignment to the point where the two constructs are often 

thought of as one theoretical unit. In contrast, for gender, race, and nation, 

the intersectional task lay in incorporating difference into preexisting femi-

nist frameworks.  Here, if difference becomes the surrogate for differences 

of race, ethnicity, and nationality, then intersectionality, with its seemingly 

seamless approach to difference, ostensibly solves feminism’s difference 

prob lem (K. Davis 2008). Within this logic, intersectionality acknowledges 

but does not unsettle the differences that already exist within feminism it-

self. Moreover, incorporating into feminism a static understanding of inter-

sectionality that conceptualizes intersectionality as a prepackaged bundle of 

racial, ethnic, and national differences means that feminism need not attend 

to the messy histories of racism and so on. Intersectionality has taken care 

of that.

 There are no quick fixes for  these historical patterns of exclusion from 

and biases within Western feminism. Intersectionality may seem to solve 

this prob lem of past exclusionary practices. Within feminist proj ects that 

lack historical specificity, intersectionality can serve as a benchmark for all 

the other “ others” who  were not acknowledged within a racially segregated 

feminism before the more enlightened intersectional feminism of  today. Yet 
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without sustained critical vigilance, intersectionality could become yet another 

empty racial signifier that masks how con temporary feminism has yet to 

move beyond prior racial exclusions.

Decolonization and Postcolonial Theory

By the turn of the twenty- first  century, cracks in the credibility of postco-

lonial studies in the acad emy seemed increasingly evident. In a particularly 

scathing 2002 essay, Benita Parry took postcolonial theory to task for its 

“modes of postcolonial criticism where the politics of the symbolic order 

displaces the theory and practice of politics” (67). Parry identifies two trends 

in  earlier postcolonial criticisms of colonial discourse— namely, textual re-

interpretation of the ways in which key texts of Western knowledge  were 

essential to colonialism, and explication of the varying ways in which colo-

nized subjects had resisted and opposed such knowledges. She posits that 

as postcolonial theory retreated into a textual analy sis that was overly in-

fluenced by postmodern analyses, it became hostile to aspects of liberation 

theory, viewing such theory as naive (78). In her assessment, “a turn from a 

rhe toric disparaging the master narratives of revolution and liberation, and 

a return to a politics grounded in the material, social, and existential, now 

appears urgent” (77).

Many intellectuals and activists seemingly have come to the same conclu-

sion. The term postcolonial seems to be falling out of  favor, with terms such as 

decolonial, decoloniality, and decolonizing taking their place. In the introduc-

tion to a special issue of Feminist Studies devoted to generating a conversa-

tion between decolonial and postcolonial feminisms, the editors summarize 

the main ideas in the debates (Ramamurthy and Tambe, 2017). They point 

out that while both postcolonial and decolonial scholars have been com-

mitted to “critiquing the material and epistemic legacies of colonialism,” 

they find the distinctions that are often drawn between the two disquieting 

(504). One distinction is of postcolonialism as being passé and only about 

the past. Disagreeing with Parry, Ramamurthy and Tambe contend that “the 

depiction of postcolonial feminism as a deconstructive, abstract, elite theory 

confined to the ambit of modern colonial knowledge systems overlooked 

the impor tant quandaries that postcolonial feminism raised about how to 

pre sent marginalized  people ethically and, indeed, how to understand the 

very desire to represent the marginalized— whether or not we claim belong-

ing to them” (504).
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The other distinction between postcolonial and decolonial feminism in-

volves what they describe as the “spatial markings of decolonial and postco-

lonial feminisms” (504). Decolonial feminism is often associated with indig-

enous scholars from the Amer i cas, and postcolonial feminism, with scholars 

from South Asia, Africa, and the  Middle East. While  others may disagree 

with  these regional distinctions— indigenous  peoples are not an American 

phenomenon— they claim that decolonial feminism insists on engaging 

with the history of settler colonialism, land disputes, and a global gendered 

racial capitalism. Ramamurthy and Tambe seek insight into the workings of 

the distinctions between postcolonial feminism and decolonial feminisms 

as a con temporary example of how  these debates are unfolding.

I am comfortable with assuming that postcolonial feminism and decolo-

nial feminism exist in the same time, making diff er ent contributions to the 

broader proj ect of decolonization. It also is reasonable that postcolonial and 

decolonial scholars need not live and work in designated places that are des-

ignated for formerly colonized  peoples. The spatial histories of colonialism 

are real, as are the epistemological ties of indigenous  peoples to par tic u lar 

places (B. Cohen 2001; Hokowhitu et al. 2010). Rather, the issue  here lies 

in exploring the theoretical contributions of postcolonial theory and deco-

lonial knowledge proj ects to the broader shared agenda of decolonization. 

Postcolonial theory does have theoretical legitimacy in the acad emy, a status 

that it shares with feminist theory. The challenge for postcolonial theory 

lies in seeing how its critical theorizing does and might conform to deco-

lonial resistant knowledge proj ects.  Here I refer to a broad array of proj ects 

that the terms decolonial, decoloniality, and decolonizing signify as re sis tance 

proj ects of decolonization. The proj ects themselves are quite diff er ent from 

one another. Intellectuals, artists, activists, academics, and ordinary  people 

seem to be involved in an ongoing strug gle to save their homes, their land, 

their  children, and their own bodies. Decolonization signifies dismantling 

the legacy of formal colonialism and imagining its replacement.  Because 

knowledge has been pivotal to colonial rule and postcolonial explanations 

of it, the strug gle over knowledge itself constitutes an impor tant site of re-

sis tance. The title of Boaventura de Sousa Santos’s edited volume signals a 

sea change in perspective: Another Knowledge Is Pos si ble: Beyond Northern 

Epistemologies (2007).

This tension between postcolonial theory as an established field of 

academic study and a broader and more unruly constellation of resistant 

knowledge proj ects of decolonization references something far deeper 

than a semantic difference. Instead, this distinction signals a fundamental 
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 difference in theoretical framing of the same set of social forces as a result 

of being differently located within them. Using the framework of post-

colonial theory can mean adhering to reified notions of the end of formal 

colonialism and the beginning of the new phase of postcoloniality. Given 

the du rability of colonial knowledge within the acad emy, one that resembles 

durable racial knowledge in the acad emy, postcolonial theory is unlikely 

to exhaust possibilities for much-needed critical analy sis. Working within 

the disciplinary assumptions of where postcolonial theory is located in the 

acad emy means using accepted methodological tools.18 This approach views 

proj ects that grapple with the contested legacy of colonialism as just that— a 

legacy of trying to understand the past in order to complete the postcolonial 

proj ect of the death of colonialism.

The perspective from re sis tance proj ects of decolonization is quite diff er-

ent. Whereas formal colonialism certainly ended, the po liti cal, economic, 

and cultural relations that characterized colonialism have not. The past is in 

the pre sent, but the significant feature of the pre sent is building a new  future 

that might be appropriately called postcolonial one day. But that day is far 

in the  future. From the perspective of ongoing proj ects of decolonization, 

postcolonial theory constitutes one discourse among many that pre sents 

one  angle of vision on decolonial initiatives. Ironically,  because elite institu-

tions have  housed prominent postcolonial scholars,  whether intentionally 

or not, the social location of postcolonial studies can function as a colonial 

discourse in relation to the aspirations of  people who aim to move “beyond 

Northern epistemologies” (Santos 2007; Santos, Nunes, and Meneses 2007). 

Significantly, proj ects of decolonization both analyze colonial relationships 

and resist them.

The distinctions between  these two perspectives— namely, formal postco-

lonial theory and heterogeneous decolonial knowledge proj ects— potentially 

illuminate diff er ent aspects of critical social theory. As a named discourse in 

the acad emy, postcolonial theory has a specific history, set of prac ti tion ers, 

and series of debates. Like critical race theory and feminist theory, postco-

lonial theory assumes a critical posture  toward dominant knowledge, in this 

case, colonial knowledge. A wide- ranging roster of prominent intellectuals 

has laid an impor tant foundation for postcolonial theory’s critical analy sis: 

Frantz Fanon, Amilcar Cabral, Gayatri Spivak, Homi Bhabha, Edward Said, 

Arjun Appadurai, Stuart Hall, Paul Gilroy, and  others have greatly enriched 

academic debates about a range of topics and have all been influenced by 

postcolonial discourse in some fashion. Within the array of intellectuals 

who have contributed to this field, Edward Said, Gayatri Spivak, and Homi 
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Bhabha constitute the three main figures who are consistently mentioned 

within a postcolonial theory canon.19

It is impor tant to point out that, during the development of postcolo-

nial theory in academia, its guiding intellectuals provided ideas that  were 

si mul taneously literary and meta phoric. For example, ideas such as borders, 

migration, exile, home, marginality, and the concept of the “other” had ma-

terial implications for intellectuals who  were exiled from their home coun-

tries or marginalized within their new ones. Borders presented a tangible 

challenge to  people who  were brown, or of a derogated religion, or from a 

nation- state with few protections for  free speech. When Gloria Anzaldúa 

wrote of the borderlands, she invoked the meaning of a physical place, for 

example, the U.S.- Mexico border, as well as a form of identity that belonged 

to no one place or group, but that was making its way in a new space. The 

issue was less the substance of the ideas themselves than the shifting empha-

sis within postcolonial theory that decoupled its ideas from  actual po liti cal 

strug gles and substituted texts as the primary object of investigation.

Institutional location in the acad emy sheds light on  these shifting empha-

ses. Postcolonial theory has consistently overemphasized certain questions 

and concerns and underemphasized  others, reflecting its legacy of being 

 housed in the humanities. Relying on literary criticism of close readings 

of selected texts is a standard methodological approach in the humanities. 

It’s no surprise that par tic u lar disciplinary practices influence postcolonial 

theory. Yet this approach to theorizing via textual analy sis assumes a high 

degree of literacy, not to mention familiarity with the par tic u lar texts that 

form the core of any argument. This focus on deconstructing colonial lit er a-

ture constituted an impor tant first step for dismantling the knowledge base 

of formal colonialism. Many intellectuals who are associated with seminal 

works in postcolonial theory generated incisive critical social theory within 

 these par ameters and via the strategies of critique.

Palestinian intellectual Edward Said’s bold ideas not only criticized pre-

vailing academic wisdom but  shaped the contours of postcolonial theory. 

Orientalism, Said’s groundbreaking volume that was published in 1978, ad-

vances a power ful critique of Western knowledge itself. He defines Oriental-

ism as an  imagined construct of the West that underpinned material, eco-

nomic, and cultural domination. Said is clear to point out that Orientalism is 

not just a set of ideas, wherein “ were the truth about them to be told, would 

simply blow away” (1978, 6). Instead, he argues, “any set of ideas that can 

remain unchanged as teachable wisdom (in academies, books, congresses, 

universities, foreign- service institutes) from the period of Ernest Renan in 
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the late 1840s  until the pre sent in the United States must be something more 

formidable than a mere collection of lies. Orientalism, therefore, is not an 

airy Eu ro pean fantasy about the Orient, but a curated body of theory and 

practice in which, for many generations,  there has been considerable mate-

rial investment” (6). This tactic of reinterpreting classic texts as a win dow 

into colonial discourse is the bread and butter of literary criticism.20

The situation of exile constitutes a recurring theme within the work of 

postmodern intellectuals, taking special form in the work of postcolonial 

theorists. Edward Said is best known for his analy sis of Orientalism, yet 

many of the themes that run through his work reflect his experiences as a 

Palestinian intellectual in exile. In Orientalism, Said (1978) analyzes how the 

Western creation of an  imagined East represented the needs of the West and 

not the realities of the East. In Culture and Imperialism, Said (1993) deepens 

this analy sis beyond the case of the so- called Orient to examine how West-

ern imperialism ruled through cultural forms. Said is also quite clear about 

the difficulties of  doing intellectual work that aimed not to produce libera-

tory programs for oppressed  people, but rather to analyze the epistemologi-

cal foundations that made imperialism and domination pos si ble (Said 1994). 

Said was a privileged intellectual in the West, but he was also an intellectual 

in exile, and this made a difference in what he saw, what he wrote, and who 

he counted among his audience.21

By the 1990s, when postcolonial studies was taking hold, Said was no 

stranger to academic pushback. Said’s thesis of Orientalism was highly con-

troversial, and it remains so. In his 1994 volume Repre sen ta tions of the In-

tellectual, Said examines the challenges that face intellectuals who advance 

ideas that are critical of prevailing wisdom. Many of  these intellectuals are 

in po liti cal exile from their home countries and are often persecuted  there; 

 others become stateless  people  because they have no home countries and are 

marginalized within Britain, France, the U.S., and similar destination coun-

tries. The politics of  doing intellectual work in this social context cannot be 

dismissed as a benign background  factor.

As an academic discourse, postcolonial theory has  housed a series of de-

bates about gender, race, and nation that resonate with the ideas of inter-

sectionality.22 Take, for example, Meyda Yeğenoğlu’s 1998 volume, Colonial 

Fantasies:  Toward a Feminist Reading of Orientalism. Identifying how “Ori-

entalism” stimulated a distinctive strand of gender analy sis, Yeğenoğlu criti-

cizes how sexual difference has been relegated to a subfield within colonial 

discourse. Instead, her study focuses on the “unique articulation of sexual 

and cultural difference as they are produced and signified in the discourse 



Intersectionality and Resistant Knowledge Proj ects 113

of Orientalism” (Yeğenoğlu 1978, 1). Using the veiled  women of the Ori-

ent, Yeğenoğlu analyzes the per sis tent Western fascination with the veiled 

 woman as a site of fantasy, nationalist ideology, and discourses of gender. 

Yet both Orientalism and feminism insufficiently explain this complexity. 

Yeğenoğlu’s intent in writing her book grew from her concern that Oriental-

ist discourse required reformulation.

Yeğenoğlu’s proj ect illustrates a common strategy within intersectional 

analyses of taking a par tic u lar topic and criticizing how its absence within 

dominant narratives, its treatment within such narratives, or both, compro-

mises them. In this case, Yeğenoğlu provides a critical reading of an impor-

tant critical social theory that also criticized Western discourse. She wrote a 

critique of a critique. Significantly, she was able to do so from the social loca-

tion of working within a Turkish university, itself a site that was influenced 

by the same Orientalist frameworks that merited re sis tance. Criticism such 

as hers has been an impor tant tool within postcolonial theory. As a topic of 

scholarly inquiry, much critical analy sis advanced within postcolonial the-

ory has expanded critical understandings of colonialism and nationalism, 

often specializing in deconstructing narratives that uphold colonialism and 

that reproduce postcolonial relations.

While  there may be a need for such criticism, postcolonial theory may 

be undercut by its social location in the acad emy. Its affiliation with the 

humanities and with literary and cultural criticism produced a highly spe-

cialized language of terms and conventions that make some of this work 

inaccessible. This raises the question of who the intended audience for such 

work might be. Postcolonial theory’s specialized knowledge seemingly cir-

culates more easily among postcolonial scholars than among academics in 

the social sciences or among a broader set of readers. Kyung- Man Kim’s 

(2005) criticism of critical theory surveyed in Discourses on Liberation: 

An Anatomy of Critical Theory may be apt  here. Rather than assuming that 

postcolonial theory is inherently critical  because academic communities 

of inquiry recognize its prominent critical theorists, Kim evaluates critical 

scholarship in relation to the goal of fostering liberation, or in this case, 

decolonization. Kim saw Habermas as advocating dialogical engagement in 

his theory yet unable to have such dialogues with laypeople across differ-

ences in power. Unfortunately, postcolonial theory can read as the kind of 

social theory that laypeople imagine theory to be— elite, abstract, incompre-

hensible, and somehow “theoretical”  because it cannot be easily understood. 

But the limits of postcolonial theory may go beyond academic politics and 

disciplinary conventions. The term postcolonial has lost its critical edge. 
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Certainly, the issues that catalyzed postcolonial studies in the 1990s have 

not abated. In fact, they have intensified. The term postcolonial itself no lon-

ger speaks to the realities of a new generation of intellectuals and activists 

for a reason.23 The term decolonial knowledge proj ect seemingly invokes a 

resistant dimension of postcolonial theory with closer ties to po liti cal ac-

tion. Prior generations of intellectuals saw the need to consider the utility 

of all ideas for broader proj ects of liberation from colonialism, racism, and 

sexism. Postcolonial studies scholars have drawn inspiration from Frantz 

Fanon and Mahatma Gandhi, intellectuals who illustrate this kind of intel-

lectual and po liti cal involvement (Caygill 2013, 69–76; Gandhi 1998, 17–22). 

Ideas  matter for criticizing colonial relations. Ideas also  matter for po liti-

cal strategies that might dismantle colonial relations. For Fanon, ideas also 

mattered in imagining the promise and perils of liberation itself. Fanon’s 

expansive critical knowledge proj ect spoke to the moment of po liti cal lib-

eration. His was a resistant knowledge proj ect of liberation in which the ties 

between knowledge and power, or between critical analy sis and actions, 

 were evident. Gandhi emphasized a diff er ent philosophy for dismantling 

colonialism, but the connections between his analy sis and his po liti cal ac-

tions also had far- reaching repercussions.

What about now?  People who have been affected by deeply entrenched 

colonial legacies are more likely to advance knowledge proj ects that re-

flect their experiences within and critical analyses of neo co lo nial ism;  those 

proj ects may also reflect the interests of  those who are disproportionately 

harmed by neo co lo nial relations. The assumption that emancipation, free-

dom, or the end of formal rule brings about the end of colonial relationships 

is erroneous. Decolonial knowledge proj ects take many forms and exist in 

many places: intellectuals and activists in South Africa, Brazil, and New 

Zealand all use the terminology of decoloniality. They seemingly share a 

similar purpose of resisting the material, po liti cal, and cultural dimensions 

of colonialism’s legacy. Decolonization involves engaging all aspects of colo-

nial relationships— ones that rest on economics, politics, and culture. Mate-

rially, decolonization contains economic analyses and strategies for relieving 

 human suffering. Po liti cally, decolonization and empowerment go hand in 

hand. The lesson learned within neo co lo nial ism is that national liberation 

does not ease material suffering. Decolonizing pro cesses of knowledge pro-

duction is essential. This is why decolonizing methodology is so impor tant 

to resistant knowledge proj ects (see, e.g., L. Smith 2012). Criticizing and re-

forming dominant knowledge production practices is essential, but imagin-

ing new alternatives for transformation is equally essential.
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 Because they focus on the cultural as well as the material and po liti cal as-

pects of the pro cess of decolonization, intellectuals who participate in deco-

lonial knowledge proj ects, especially when they straddle academic borders, 

can be responsive to con temporary issues and concerns. Postcolonial studies 

provided a critical analy sis of classic texts that created and upheld colonial-

ism. Yet such texts represent the past; by themselves, they cannot speak to 

the pre sent and the  future. In decolonial knowledge proj ects, critical analy-

sis and critical theorizing are often more directly connected to the expressed 

needs of par tic u lar groups, for example, the ongoing critical analy sis of in-

digenous  peoples in Brazil’s Amazon basin, or that advanced by the many 

indigenous and immigrant groups in Canada whose diff er ent experiences 

with colonialism and ongoing experiences with neo co lo nial ism cannot be 

legislated away, or the distinctive patterns of identity and re sis tance of indig-

enous  peoples (Hokowhitu et al. 2010).

The sophisticated po liti cal and epistemological knowledge proj ects of 

Maori  peoples in New Zealand provide a win dow into the scope and depth 

of such proj ects. In describing the purpose of her book, Linda Tuhiwai 

Smith identifies the significance of methodology itself: “Decolonizing Meth-

odologies is concerned not so much with the  actual technique of selecting 

a method but much more with the context in which research prob lems are 

conceptualized and designed, and with the implications of research for its 

participants and their communities. It is also concerned with the institu-

tion of research, its claims, its values and practices, and its relationship to 

power” (2012, ix). Smith’s view of methodology has impor tant implications 

for intersectionality.

Neo co lo nial ism is not necessarily a racial proj ect unique to indigenous 

 peoples and  people of African descent, nor is it something that temporally 

comes  after formal colonialism has ended. Neo co lo nial relationships are 

more elastic. For example, formal colonialism required conquest, pacifica-

tion, and domination of foreign populations. But  these same strategies can 

affect so- called domestic populations. The discourse on internal colonialism 

posits that groups within the borders of a colonial power or sovereign state 

also experience a form of colonization. This notion of internal colonialism 

reframes standard national narratives, as in the case of Ireland as an internal 

colony of Britain, and internal colonialism of entirely new populations.24

It is impor tant to point out that proj ects for decolonizing knowledge 

have not dis appeared from academia. Rather, such proj ects face the chal-

lenge of sustaining their critical edge in the context of changing academic 

environments. Criticizing other resistant knowledge proj ects can be difficult 
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within epistemic environments that define criticism purely through the lens 

of adversarial debate. Carving out a space within the acad emy for vibrant 

critical engagement can be risky. But many models exist of how to do it. 

Like Yeğenoğlu’s critique of Edward Said’s Orientalism, such proj ects may 

originate within academic institutions that are outside the West; but unlike 

Yeğenoğlu’s proj ect, they are broader than criticizing discourses in the acad-

emy. Such proj ects may draw from critical analyses on postcolonialism, yet 

are not contained by academic discourse. Instead, critical analy sis is part of 

a larger proj ect of po liti cal engagement.

Intersectionality and Resistant Knowledge

This chapter examines critical race theory, feminist theory, and postcolonial 

theory as forms of critical theorizing with ties to broader resistant knowl-

edge proj ects of antiracism, feminism, and decolonialism. Beginning critical 

analy sis in a diff er ent place potentially has impor tant implications for inter-

sectionality’s critical inquiry. Prematurely lumping together resistant knowl-

edge proj ects as well as the forms of critical theorizing they engender within 

intersectionality misreads the significance of heterogeneous approaches to 

re sis tance for intersectionality’s critical theorizing. Instead of homogenizing 

resistant knowledges as minority studies and then interpreting their value as 

a critique of what is already assumed to be true,  here I center my analy sis on 

the complexities of three selected resistant knowledge proj ects. This cursory 

analy sis of selected resistant knowledge proj ects has several implications for 

intersectionality.

First, critical inquiry that begins within par tic u lar resistant knowledge 

proj ects— for example, focusing on race, gender, or class— typically pursue 

questions that differ from  those of traditional and critical social theory in 

the acad emy. Proj ects of antiracism, feminism, and decolonialism are called 

resistant knowledge proj ects for a reason. For such proj ects, the guiding 

question is less  whether to resist prevailing power arrangements and more 

what forms such re sis tance might take. Intersectionality shares much with 

resistant knowledge proj ects of race, gender, and decoloniality.  Because each 

area of inquiry provides a distinctive  angle of vision on the meaning of criti-

cal theorizing for re sis tance, each reveals diff er ent aspects of critical theo-

retical engagement. Critical inquiry that begins within the assumptions of 

a par tic u lar resistant knowledge proj ect often provides an expanded reper-

toire of critical ideas that might inform similar proj ects. In this case, putting 



Intersectionality and Resistant Knowledge Proj ects 117

critical race theory, feminist theory, postcolonial theory, and intersectional-

ity in conversation potentially enriches the critical theorizing of each dis-

course. Such engaged dialogues promise to contribute to intersectionality’s 

own potential as a critical social theory.

Critical theorizing for knowledge proj ects that specialize in resistance— 

the case of antiracism, feminism, and decolonization— facilitate critical 

social theories.  People who are harmed by racism, heteropatriarchy, and 

colonialism have a vested interest in better understanding  these systems 

of power. But they also have a vested interest in developing critical social 

theories that foster re sis tance proj ects of antiracism, feminism, and decolo-

nization. Such critical theorizing is unlikely to emerge within the prevailing 

questions and concerns of con temporary Western social theory. Poststruc-

turalist social theory, for example, has not expressed much interest in resist-

ing its own source of power and authority. Why would it? Western social 

theories place far more emphasis on explaining social order than they do in 

explaining po liti cal re sis tance, let alone aspiring to generate it. In this con-

text, specialty knowledges that have made re sis tance central to their actions 

take the lead in critical theorizing about social injustices as well as the forms 

that resisting such injustices might take.

Second, critical theorizing within resistant knowledge proj ects is open to 

more expansive methodologies as part of its theoretical proj ect. Some criti-

cal theories, like critical race theory and feminist theory, demonstrate some 

sort of commitment to praxis— namely, the recursive relationship between 

actions and ideas. Within this framework, ideas do not drive actions— the 

case of theories as ideas that are tested through action, or actions as be hav-

iors that are uninformed by analy sis. Rather, praxis creates a more expansive 

space for critical theorizing, precisely  because it is not confined to a discrete 

act at one moment in time, but rather can inform the entire ethos of a proj-

ect. The forms of critical theorizing discussed  here all recognize the signifi-

cance of praxis within their respective knowledge proj ects, even though they 

express, for varying reasons, diff er ent sensibilities in relation to it.

This emphasis on critical theorizing via praxis has methodological im-

plications for intersectionality’s move  toward becoming a critical social 

theory. The resistant knowledge proj ects surveyed  here are more likely than 

mainstream social theories to entertain the possibility that using experi-

ences and taking social actions constitute appropriate methods for analyz-

ing re sis tance. Within traditional social theory, experiences and social ac-

tion may provide data for existing theoretical frameworks, but  these ways 

of knowing are unlikely candidates for raising the kinds of questions that 
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interest theorists or for developing explanations for social phenomena. In 

contrast, in part  because they have ties with constituencies that are affected 

by their knowledge, the critical theorizing proj ects of critical race theory, 

feminist theory, and postcolonial theory are more likely to value experience 

as a rich source of insight, and taking social action as a way of theorizing. 

Ideas  matter, but when it comes to social in equality, critical theorizing is not 

just about ideas.  There is a distinction between critical analy sis that origi-

nates within academic assumptions that knowledge for knowledge’s sake 

 will somehow contribute to social change, and critical analy sis that has the 

practical intent of fostering social change.

Third, the critical theorizing that informs resistant knowledge proj ects 

often questions what counts as critical social theory, precisely  because their 

familiarity with praxis catalyzes a critical analy sis of traditional social theory 

and its ties to power relations. In this chapter, I highlight the theoretical 

dimensions of resistant knowledge proj ects of antiracism, feminism, and de-

colonization, precisely  because specializing in re sis tance is framed as activist 

and nontheoretical. Reducing them to activist endeavors, or as critiques of 

what already exists, misreads critical theorizing advanced by  women and 

 people of color as  simple criticism, reactions from the margins of assumed 

theoretical truths. In contrast, I see  these proj ects as  doing critical theory 

that is more sophisticated than  simple criticism, especially when such proj-

ects produce critical theoretical content through critical theorizing pro-

cesses. Praxis encourages intellectuals within resistant knowledge proj ects 

to theorize differently, drawing upon multiple sources of expertise and ask-

ing diff er ent questions than  those within traditional social theory.

When it comes to praxis in the acad emy, intersectionality has much to 

learn from critical race theory, feminist theory, and postcolonial theory con-

cerning the challenges of epistemic re sis tance in the context of epistemic 

oppression. Because intersectionality also has a strong academic presence, 

yet one that is so decentralized, the issue of epistemic re sis tance takes on 

added importance for intersectionality. Epistemic re sis tance, or resisting 

the rules that govern what counts as knowledge, constitutes an impor tant 

dimension of critical theorizing in academic venues. Intersectionality cer-

tainly has been inspired by multiple resistant knowledge proj ects that border 

it, as well as by a plethora of Western social theories. Yet the orga nizational 

practices of academia routinely limit critical analyses of re sis tance, not sim-

ply through ignoring re sis tance as a topic of investigation, but also through 

forms of epistemic power that or ga nize intellectual work (chapter  4). If 

intersectionality is, in fact, as Vivian May contends, “a form of resistant 
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knowledge developed to unsettle conventional mindsets, challenge oppres-

sive power, think through the full architecture of structural inequalities and 

asymmetrical life opportunities, and seek a more just world” (2015, xi), it 

 faces a formidable opponent within academic venues. Yet such venues also 

create opportunities to create knowledge that fosters social change.

Fourth,  because the distinctions among resistant knowledge proj ects are 

rarely clear- cut, they face varying and overlapping challenges in remaining 

critical.  These proj ects are interconnected, with practices in one area influ-

encing  those in another. Conceptually, no sharp definitional bound aries 

distinguish  these fields within the acad emy; they often share intellectuals 

who can be alternately categorized as race theorists, feminist theorists, or 

postcolonial theorists. Yet po liti cally, the treatment of intellectuals within 

each area, perceptions of the theoretical heft of each area, and ties that  these 

knowledge proj ects have to po liti cal proj ects differ dramatically. In this 

chapter, I emphasized differences in critical inquiry in the three areas sur-

veyed. Feminist theory offers valuable insight into feminism, yet it  faces the 

challenge of its own success.  Because feminist theory is recognized as being 

a critical social theory, unlike critical race theory, it need not fight the fight 

of epistemic ac cep tance. Critical race theory continues an uphill  battle to be 

heard within traditional academic disciplines, a status that makes attending 

to its own praxis within academia essential.25 As the changing relationship 

between postcolonial feminism and decolonial feminism suggests, criti-

cal theorizing within the re sis tance proj ect of decolonizing knowledge and 

power relations is  under construction. Critical race theory, feminist theory, 

and postcolonial theory illuminate the diff er ent challenges and varying crit-

ical responses to the par tic u lar set of social prob lems that each  faces in its 

critical theorizing.

Viewing proj ects such as  these as interconnected knowledge proj ects 

that specialize in re sis tance enriches their respective discourses. But when it 

comes to intersectionality, this interdependence of distinctive re sis tance tra-

ditions points  toward dialogical engagement among critical social theories 

as an essential dimension of critical theorizing itself. Stated differently, criti-

cal theorizing for intersectionality rests on dialogical engagement with and 

among vari ous knowledge proj ects. The bound aries among critical race the-

ory, feminist theory, and postcolonial theory, for example, are blurred, with 

intellectuals who cross bound aries using ideas from many areas to inform 

their work. Moreover,  because resistant knowledge proj ects of antiracism, 

feminism, and decolonization transcend academic borders, they illustrate 

how ideas themselves, especially critical ideas, defy po liti cal, social, and 
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epistemic containment. Moreover, it is impor tant to remember that when 

it comes to their intellectual production, many intellectuals who are asso-

ciated with vari ous aspects of intersectionality draw ideas from disparate 

knowledge traditions, have been differentially claimed (or not) by diff er ent 

academic disciplines, and criticize more than one discourse. For intersec-

tionality, the task ahead lies in placing multiple resistant knowledge proj ects 

in dialogue, with an eye  toward pooling intellectual resources on the mean-

ing of re sis tance within intersectionality’s critical theorizing.

Fi nally, uncritically defending or celebrating intersectionality or any 

other form of critical theorizing as a finished critical social theory undercuts 

its critical potential. Instead, each resistant knowledge proj ect must develop 

its own internal mechanisms for building consensus and accommodating 

dissent within its distinctive cognitive architecture. For intersectionality, 

this means subjecting dimensions of its critical thinking— namely, its core 

constructs and guiding premises—to sustained scrutiny (figure 1.1 in chap-

ter 1). Each resistant knowledge proj ect must also evaluate its strategies for 

crafting co ali tions with other like- minded proj ects, for example, how femi-

nist theory and queer theory became more closely aligned within feminist 

scholarship. In contrast, postcolonial theory  faces the challenge of redefin-

ing itself in relation to decolonial resistant knowledge proj ects. For intersec-

tionality as a critical social theory in the making, cultivating  these ties with 

like- minded proj ects means remaining open to patterns of consensus and 

dissent among critical race theory, feminist theory, postcolonial theory, and 

its own praxis.

Critical race theory, feminist theory, postcolonial theory, and intersec-

tionality all aspire to shift paradigmatic thinking about social inequalities 

and social injustice. Yet,  because intersectionality places the ideas of so 

many discourses, critical and other wise, in dialogue, its critical theorizing is 

especially complex. For intersectionality, strategies of internal critical analy-

sis as well as strategies for putting resistant knowledge proj ects in dialogue 

both constitute impor tant strategies for sustaining critical inquiry. Such 

strategies provide a firewall against the growing tendency to collapse dis-

tinctive resistant knowledge proj ects into one overarching proj ect and label 

it intersectional. Intersectionality could easily become a discourse in which 

re sis tance is hollowed out, primarily  because it fails to attend to the par-

ticulars of resistant knowledge proj ects within its own genealogy and whose 

 futures inform its own.
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Intersectionality and Epistemic Re sis tance

When Kimberlé Crenshaw used the term intersectionality in the early 1990s, 

she had no way of knowing that the idea she saw as being just a meta phor 

would have such a sweeping impact within activist and academic communi-

ties. Crenshaw’s contributions to intersectionality are impor tant, but not in 

the way they have typically been interpreted within academia. Dominant 

narratives of intersectionality routinely cite two of Crenshaw’s articles (1989, 

1991) to support their claim that she “coined” the term intersectionality.1 

 These narratives identify Crenshaw’s initial use of the term intersectional-

ity within academia as its point of origin. For many academics, the story of 

intersectionality begins (and in some cases ends) with a few ideas plucked 

from Crenshaw’s early work (1989, 1991). Naming intersectionality seem-

ingly started the academic clock on what kind of story would and could be 

told about intersectionality itself within academia.
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This origin story inserts intersectionality into a familiar colonial narra-

tive that positions Crenshaw as the intrepid explorer who,  because she dis-

covers virgin territory, gets naming rights. Yet from the perspective of the 

colonized, such colonial narratives also signal power relations of domina-

tion that begin with discovery, move on to conquest, and end with ongo-

ing pacification.2 Identifying intersectionality’s narrative with its moment 

of academic discovery assigns value to when its explorers brought home 

something of interest to colonists. Given this context, who gets to tell inter-

sectionality’s story? And what story  will they tell?

 These questions point to the significance of epistemology as a dimen-

sion of critical theorizing. Epistemology is the study of the standards used 

to assess knowledge or why we believe what we believe to be true.  Those 

who get to tell intersectionality’s story wield epistemic power over inter-

sectionality’s history, borders, core questions, and goals. On some level, 

subordinated groups know that epistemology has never been neutral, and 

that epistemic power is part of how domination operates. For indigenous 

 peoples, Black  people,  women, poor  people, lgbtq  people, religious and 

ethnic minorities, and differently abled  people, the concept of epistemic re-

sis tance provides an impor tant conceptual tool for critical analy sis. Some 

subordinated groups have built epistemic re sis tance into the fabric of their 

critical analyses, whereas for other groups, the idea of epistemic re sis tance 

is quite new. Despite this need for epistemic re sis tance, gaining access to 

the closed interpretive communities of Western social theory has made it 

difficult to challenge the epistemological contours of such communities 

from outside colleges and universities. This kind of epistemic re sis tance best 

comes from within.

Epistemology is impor tant for determining what counts as critical social 

theory. Intersectionality is situated within broader epistemological frame-

works that constrain fundamental definitions of theory and how theories 

 will be evaluated. Diff er ent epistemologies advance diff er ent standards for 

defining social theory, thereby exercising diff er ent authority in regulating 

social theories. Within academia, methodology provides rules of conduct for 

producing knowledge within the framing assumptions of a par tic u lar episte-

mology. Surprisingly, despite the significance of epistemology and method-

ology for intersectional theorizing, with few exceptions (see May 2015 and 

Tomlinson 2013), both are routinely minimized within analyses of intersec-

tionality itself. In this chapter, I examine epistemology and methodology as 

two impor tant dimensions of intersectional theorizing. Intersectionality is 

not just about ideas and not just about power; rather, its critical inquiry taps 
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the recursive relationship of knowledge and power as or ga nized via epis-

temology and methodology. On the one hand, intersectionality is situated 

within broader epistemological frameworks that regulate definitions of what 

counts as theory, as well as how theories  will be evaluated. On the other 

hand, intersectionality draws upon methodologies as conduits for critical 

theorizing that can uphold or upend epistemic power. Through  these defini-

tional and evaluative pro cesses, epistemologies and the methodologies they 

uphold exercise power in regulating social theories. Epistemology shapes 

discourse itself— namely, who gets to tell intersectionality’s story— and 

methodology determines what counts as a plausible story.

Who Gets to Tell Intersectionality’s Story?

In researching this book, I regularly surveyed patterns in journal articles, 

book chapters, and books that self- identify as intersectional in some fashion. 

Over time, I came to see a pattern in the emerging lit er a ture on intersection-

ality about how intersectionality came into being. The most common nar-

rative credits Kimberlé Crenshaw as introducing intersectionality by “coin-

ing” the term. Why did so many scholars, I wondered, repeat some variation 

of the term coined in their brief overview of intersectionality? Significantly, 

what  were the effects of so many scholars repeating this narrative, often ver-

batim, as a taken- for- granted way of depicting intersectionality itself?

My concern with this par tic u lar narrative of intersectionality’s geneal-

ogy concerns the effects of its circulation. The prob lem with the uncritical 

repetition of the “coining” narrative is not with what Crenshaw actually said, 

which, as phi los o pher Anna Carastathis (2016) reminds us, is far more com-

plicated and sophisticated than mere naming. Rather, via its repetition, the 

coining narrative creates a familiar truth that enables prevailing academic 

genealogies of intersectionality to emphasize certain themes and neglect 

 others. Specifically, this telling of intersectionality’s story reinforces long- 

standing Western narratives of colonialism and capitalism.

The coining narrative melds well with colonial relations of discovery and 

exploration. When Crenshaw seemingly discovered the virgin territory of 

intersectionality, she gained naming rights over it. Within a colonial frame-

work, Crenshaw is recognizable as an explorer who seemingly reflects the 

best of both worlds: her educational credentials demonstrate her mastery of 

the conventions of Western intellectual inquiry, and her access to native cul-

tures provides special insight and experiences about places where academics 
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could not previously go. She’s a trustworthy translator within the space be-

tween two diff er ent ways of knowing.

The “coining” story also fits within cap i tal ist narratives of expansion in 

search of new materials and markets, and the need to extract value from 

natu ral resources as part of that expansion. Such resources are of no value 

 until they are removed from their natu ral settings and incorporated into 

cap i tal ist marketplace relations. Within narratives of consumer capitalism, 

Crenshaw brought something of value into the acad emy— a natu ral resource 

that could be developed into a profitable academic commodity. The repeti-

tive nature of the coining meta phor across diverse publications is notewor-

thy. Like narratives that assume the inevitability of capitalism itself, repeat-

ing the coining narrative often enough turns it into a taken- for- granted 

truth that needs no further explanation.

Yet this “coining” version of intersectionality’s genealogy is one of many 

narratives that could be told about it. My intent is neither to set the story 

of intersectionality straight (Collins and Bilge 2016, 63–87), nor to defend 

intersectionality from commodification by academic poachers. Rather, my 

goal is to offer an alternative telling of intersectionality’s story that is more 

closely aligned with the critical traditions of resistant knowledge proj ects. 

Within my narrative, Crenshaw’s scholarly articles constitute less a point of 

origin for intersectionality itself and more an impor tant turning point that 

highlights the shifting relationships among activist and academic interpre-

tive communities  under conditions of decolonization and neoliberalism. 

Crenshaw’s signature work on intersectionality was published during a sig-

nificant juncture when subordinated groups challenged not just the power 

arrangements of the acad emy that excluded them from literacy, education, 

and jobs, but also the epistemological authority of scholarly arguments that 

had long held sway in explaining the experiences of subordinated  people.

For Crenshaw, naming intersectionality aimed not to seek some higher 

theoretical truth but rather to address how the specific social prob lem of 

vio lence affected  people of color,  women, and immigrant groups. In this 

regard, her work was aligned with antiracist, feminist, and decolonial re-

sistant knowledge proj ects. In describing her use of the term intersection-

ality as a meta phor, Crenshaw notes that antiracist and feminist po liti cal 

proj ects often worked at cross- purposes, leaving  women of color vulnerable 

to falling through the cracks (Guidroz and Berger 2009). By centering on 

the experiences of  women of color in building her argument, Crenshaw saw 

the theoretical value in taking the experiences of  women of color seriously. 

Crenshaw’s use of intersectionality to name this space of contestation and 
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possibility reflects her awareness of the challenges of accommodating the 

conflicting standards of distinctive resistant knowledge proj ects that share 

a common space.

Crenshaw was well positioned to see how, in the 1970s and 1980s, the 

backlash against social justice gains of prior de cades might play out within 

antiracist and feminist communities in the U.S. On the one hand, anticolo-

nial strug gles, feminism, and similar mid- twentieth- century social move-

ments had generated an expansive array of resistant knowledge proj ects that 

valorized self- reflectivity, experience, and creative social action as part of a 

search for social justice. Often influenced by the critical traditions of libera-

tion theory, Marxism, and similar critical analytical traditions,  these move-

ments pushed for social change. Many of  these proj ects understood how 

impor tant it was to criticize existing scholarly practices. While  there  were 

many such proj ects, law and critical  legal scholarship— Crenshaw’s primary 

social location— was one impor tant site for social change.3

On the other hand, during this same period and in response to social 

movement demands, colleges and universities  were well into proj ects to 

desegregate their campuses. A cottage industry of diversity professionals 

sprang up within academia;  these  people  were tasked with managing the 

interpersonal dynamics of desegregation.  Legal protections granted for-

mal equality to individuals, yet students, faculty, staff, and administrators 

dragged the baggage of their experiences within segregated social relations 

of race, gender, class, and sexuality with them. The desegregation of  women, 

African Americans, Latinas/os, lgbtq  people, and other groups that had 

been marginalized within academia paralleled a similar decolonization of 

knowledge. African Americans, Latinos/as,  women, and other historically 

excluded groups challenged curricular offerings and the truth of traditional 

scholarship itself. Calls to move beyond curriculum reform to curriculum 

transformation grew from a broader proj ect to decolonize the knowledge 

that was produced within academia. Decolonizing academic knowledge 

from within academia, and within more heterogeneous scholarly communi-

ties of inquiry, raised new challenges within colleges and universities.

Gaining a name within academic communities signaled an impor tant 

transition within intersectionality’s genealogy, one that si mul ta neously 

granted it greater legitimacy as it was incorporated into academic venues 

but also presented new challenges when it arrived. As a named entity within 

Western academic discourse, intersectionality was no longer anonymous—

it could be seen and increasingly heard. Epistemological challenges accom-

panied its naming. Before the 1990s, an array of resistant knowledge proj ects 
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grew within a fluid borderland space that spanned activist and academic 

communities. Yet naming intersectionality revealed its ties to both commu-

nities, as well as the epistemological distinctions between them.

Significantly, acquiring a name highlighted the epistemological fault lines 

between activist and academic communities of inquiry. Such communities 

held diff er ent epistemological standards concerning the appropriate role of 

politics and ethics within intellectual work. Resistant knowledge proj ects 

with ties to activism criticized racism, heteropatriarchy, class exploitation, 

and colonialism from the perspectives of  people who  were harmed by such 

systems. Many resistant knowledge proj ects reflected an implicit if not ex-

plicit normative commitment to work for social change when confronted by 

socially unjust conditions  under  these systems of power. For such proj ects, 

 there was neither a need to defend the social justice mandate of social action 

nor to explain why po liti cal action was necessary. In contrast, despite their 

commitment to critical analy sis as a pathway to truth, traditional academic 

disciplines, especially the sciences and the social sciences, eschewed explicit 

commitments to social justice and similar normative standards. For fear of 

being judged as biased, they avoided po liti cal involvement. Individual intel-

lectuals could embrace po liti cal  causes, but politics and ethics could not be 

central to fields of study, save as topics of investigation. Norms of objectivity 

viewed ethics and politics as epistemologically suspect.

Within an alternative narrative that aligns intersectionality with the leg-

acy of mid- twentieth- century social movements, being named constituted a 

turning point for intersectionality’s genealogy as a resistant knowledge proj-

ect. Once named, understandings of intersectionality that had flourished 

within the unnamed border spaces between activism and academia came 

 under more sustained scrutiny concerning politics and ethics. Moving into 

academic venues and encountering epistemic power firsthand also raised 

new questions about the contours of epistemic re sis tance.

Epistemic Power and Critical Theorizing

Within academic contexts, the question of who gets to tell intersectional-

ity’s story reflects how epistemic power shapes critical inquiry. Epistemic 

power is deeply intertwined with po liti cal domination, and exercising epis-

temic power is a form of politics. Conversely, epistemic re sis tance is deeply 

intertwined with po liti cal re sis tance. Engaging in epistemic re sis tance is 

important for po liti cal re sis tance.  Because epistemic power flows from the 

specific configurations of intersecting power relations in any given context, 
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such power structures but does not predetermine the dynamics of intellec-

tual work. Significantly,  these ties between epistemic and po liti cal power are 

often hidden in plain sight.  Whether traditional social theory or critical so-

cial theory,  these ties between epistemic power and po liti cal power form the 

taken- for- granted background of theorizing.

 Because intersectionality has long been associated with social justice, if 

not assumed to be inherently committed to social justice (see chapter 8), 

the question of how social theorists of intersectionality understand epis-

temic power becomes especially impor tant for intersectional theorizing. 

In essence, social injustice can be just as hardwired into the practices of 

producing academic knowledge, including intersectionality itself, as it is 

within wider society. Understandings of epistemology that situate it out-

side of and above power relations mask how epistemology itself contrib-

utes to reproducing or challenging social in equality.4 As phi los o pher Jose 

Medina points out, “a narrow conception of epistemology restricted to 

issues of justification of knowledge claims . . .  is impotent, ineffectual, and 

always arrives too late” (Medina 2013, 253). A broader understanding of epis-

temology points to not only how social inequalities are reproduced in the 

application of seemingly objective rules, but also how the substance of the 

rules themselves foster social injustice. This concept of epistemology as an 

active participant in organ izing power hierarchies has been fertile ground 

for intersectional analy sis. Barbara Tomlinson (2013) analyzes how a domi-

nant racial frame that suppresses the conceptual tools for analyzing racism 

contributes to a colonization of intersectionality. Vivian May (2015, 6–9) 

explores an intersectionality backlash wherein critiques of intersectionality 

draw upon deeply entrenched ways of thinking, even as intersectionality 

scholars have criticized  these same tools as fostering misrepre sen ta tion, 

erasure, and violation.

Hiding in plain sight, epistemic power generates ever- present frame-

works that identify, for theoretical and methodological proj ects, which top-

ics are worthy of investigation as well as the best strategies for investigating 

what’s worth knowing. Moreover, epistemic power shapes the organ ization 

of communities of inquiry that rely on  these standards. Academic depart-

ments, fields of study, areas of specialization, curricular offerings, and class-

room practices all constitute par tic u lar interpretive communities. Belong-

ing to communities of inquiry and enjoying the privileges of membership 

often rests on a willingness to adhere to its assumptions and to play by 

its rules. Epistemology takes form within specific communities of inquiry, 

all of which have distinctive understandings of what counts as legitimate 
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knowledge for them. Such communities provide a context of justification for 

what a par tic u lar community finds reasonable, true, and useful.

In this regard, intersectionality must consider how the demographics 

of interpretive communities and the epistemic standards that characterize 

 those communities influence its own critical inquiry. As I examine in  earlier 

chapters, intersectionality is situated at the crossroads of multiple interpre-

tive communities that are characterized by diverse histories, concerns, and 

epistemic standards. Social theory catalyzes a par tic u lar kind of community 

of inquiry. When it comes to con temporary social theory in the acad emy, 

theoretical communities of inquiry are often tight- knit, located in elite insti-

tutions and with high barriers for entry.

Privileged intellectuals within academia can typically take their unre-

stricted access to the world of ideas for granted. Working within such homo-

geneous communities of inquiry, and theorizing from within such locations, 

can affect the critical analy sis of even the most gifted thinkers. I doubt that 

Pierre Bourdieu or Judith Butler, for example, paid serious attention to how 

their social location as privileged intellectuals  shaped what they  were able to 

see as well as what they could say about it. Ideas such as Bourdieu’s habitus 

or Butler’s performativity seemingly come solely from their individual bril-

liance. Yet gifted as  these thinkers may be, they  were able to advance  these 

ideas only in a context where they  were already empowered to do so and 

where their ideas  were welcome. Bourdieu, Butler, and a long list of West-

ern intellectuals have espoused liberal if not progressive ideas as personal 

 causes. But the goodwill of individuals is not the point  here. Rather, be-

longing to privileged communities of inquiry grant members considerable 

epistemic power.

For privileged academics, the power hierarchies that underpin their 

scholarship typically constitute minor concerns and not major barriers to 

their intellectual production. Such intellectuals can simply accept jobs to 

which they feel entitled and arrive in their universities with the expectation 

that they  will be able to say and do what suits them. Their legitimacy as 

social theorists is rarely in doubt. Phi los o pher Jose Medina’s discussion of 

“active ignorance and the epistemic vices of the privileged” (2013, 30–40) 

describes this sense of what can be taken for granted and what can remain 

unexamined among social theorists. More credence is routinely granted to 

the ideas of established social theorists, especially if their analyses support 

the status quo. Yet privilege is seductive. How can intellectuals who work 

within homogeneous theoretical communities develop innovative ideas by 

talking only to each other?
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In contrast, social theorists who are aligned with resistant knowledge 

proj ects do not theorize from positions of privilege, but instead work within 

often formidable institutional constraints. Significantly, their ties to activ-

ist proj ects that go beyond academic borders often energize their intellec-

tual production as well as their willingness to persist within academic set-

tings. Gloria Anzaldúa, Stuart Hall, Frantz Fanon, William E. B. Du Bois, 

Angela Y. Davis, and many of the intellectuals discussed in this book had to 

create the conditions that made their intellectual work pos si ble. Some, like 

Ida  B. Wells- Barnett and Pauli Murray, never found steady work and are 

only being acknowledged posthumously for their theoretical analyses. Even 

 those intellectuals who find academic jobs confront uncertain  futures. Some 

intellectuals, such as Hannah Arendt, Zygmunt Bauman, and Edward Said, 

who are rendered stateless by war or who leave their homelands in response 

to po liti cal unrest do manage to land on their feet. Intellectuals who criticize 

colonialism, racism, sexism, and capitalism, especially if they are affiliated 

with proj ects of re sis tance, often have no guarantees that  either they or their 

intellectual work  will endure.

In this context, the language of epistemic oppression, epistemic injustice, 

and epistemic re sis tance within philosophy provides an impor tant vocabu-

lary for analyzing the challenges intersectionality  faces as a critical social 

theory in the making (see, e.g., Kidd, Medina, and Pohlhaus 2017; Medina 

2013). Terms such as epistemic oppression and epistemic injustice provide a 

more nuanced understanding of how epistemology constitutes a structuring 

dimension of social injustice beyond the  actual ideas of racism, heteropatri-

archy, and colonialism as ideological systems (Dotson 2014; Kidd, Medina, 

and Pohlhaus 2017). Providing a language for how epistemic power influ-

ences vari ous aspects of scholarly practice makes it pos si ble to move beyond 

“bad apples” arguments about biased individuals. Instead, epistemic oppres-

sion and epistemic injustice name the structural dimensions of epistemic 

power as or ga nized through the aforementioned interpretive communities 

that are essential to knowledge production.

Intellectual work in the acad emy is often  imagined through the lens of 

epistemic equality. Within interpretive communities with a stated commit-

ment to fairness and equality, all members ostensibly have equitable access 

to being treated equally, speaking freely, and being heard (Dotson 2011). 

Within such idealized communities, conversations among group mem-

bers aim to build theoretical consensus by making sure that all ideas are 

debated and the best ideas are accepted as truth. Perhaps members of the 

Frankfurt school or the Birmingham school  were able to develop this form of 
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collegiality. Yet even  under the best of conditions, collaborative intellectual 

work is rarely fair and equitable, especially when epistemic power remains 

unnamed and unexamined. Collaboration is much easier to achieve within 

homogeneous interpretive communities where a form of group think often 

masquerades as consensus. This kind of homogeneity and theoretical gate- 

keeping can keep the peace at the expense of suppressing innovative and 

often controversial ideas.

Within colleges and universities, the belief that every one’s ideas are 

equally valuable and entitled to be heard often bears  little resemblance to 

 actual academic practices. Instead, academic communities of inquiry draw 

upon taken- for- granted ideas about race, class, gender, sexuality, and similar 

categories to evaluate ideas in light of the  people who raise them.  These cate-

gories do not determine privilege and disadvantage, yet they align with pre-

vailing hierarchies that privilege and derogate entire categories of  people as 

capable of  doing social theory. Most groups rely upon an agreed- upon form 

of epistemic oppression that suppresses the epistemic agency of some mem-

bers of the group while elevating that of  others. Stated differently, through 

their epistemic practices, interpretive communities regulate and reproduce 

relationships of unequal epistemic agency among their members. Yet despite 

ideological commitments to equality, inclusivity, and belonging, interpre-

tive communities have hardwired practices that,  whether intentional or not, 

replicate existing social hierarchies.5

 Doing critical theorizing in  these settings is difficult, especially if this 

work is critical of epistemic power itself. Yet critical analy sis must take epis-

temic power seriously. How could Frantz Fanon theorize liberation without 

taking the epistemic assumptions of Francophone social theory into consid-

eration? Criticizing such theory was part of the challenge of liberation; as-

suming that mainstream social theory was fair and impartial would irrepa-

rably compromise the critical dimensions of Fanon’s arguments.  Whether 

explic itly acknowledged or implicitly affirmed, intellectuals bring domi-

nance structures with them into knowledge production pro cesses. Intersect-

ing power relations that privilege and penalize  people with markers of race, 

class, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, age, and ability do not stop at the seminar 

room’s door or wait patiently outside editorial board meetings. Epistemic 

power organizes not just the vis i ble, formal structures of collective inquiry 

but also the backstage, typically anonymous practices of evaluation.

When it comes to critical social theory in the acad emy, intersectionality 

 faces a conundrum. Its legitimation and success privilege some intellectuals 

over  others, the case, for example, of academics who excel at manipulat-
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ing Western theories or methodologies and who are  housed at prestigious 

institutions. Without a structural analy sis of how power is or ga nized, in-

tersectionality can easily replicate existing social hierarchies within its own 

practices whereby the seemingly naturalized and normalized inequalities 

within academia result from structures of power that lie outside.  These same 

epistemic practices can increasingly marginalize and subsequently silence 

 people within intersectionality who, ironically, are more closely aligned 

with the very re sis tance traditions that catalyzed intersectionality in the first 

place. In the absence of self- reflexivity about how differences in epistemic 

agency are themselves a reflection of power relations, it becomes less likely 

that intersectionality’s critical posture can pro gress.

If epistemology itself is implicated in reproducing or resisting social in-

equality, or both, exactly how does this happen? Epistemic power operates 

not just through the content that is validated within taken- for- granted epis-

temological frameworks, in this case, making intersectionality’s story via fa-

milial narratives of colonization and capitalism. Epistemic power also relies 

on specific strategies that differentially value intellectuals as social theorists 

as well as the worth of their theoretical arguments.  These same relationships 

shape epistemic re sis tance.

Epistemic Re sis tance and Testimonial Authority

The case of Anita Hill during the 1992 Senate Judiciary Committee hearings 

of Supreme Court nominee Clarence Thomas illustrates the significance 

of claiming testimonial authority as a form of epistemic re sis tance (Col-

lins 2000, 126). In this watershed case, Anita Hill shared graphic details of 

how her former boss Clarence Thomas had sexually harassed her before a 

committee composed of white men. Thomas also testified before the same 

committee, denying Hill’s accusations and claiming that he was the victim 

of a “high- tech lynching.” The committee believed Thomas’s testimony and 

disbelieved Hill’s.

 These hearings  were a watershed event in shaping the ideological com-

position of the U.S. Supreme Court as well as highlighting the significance 

of race and gender in U.S. politics.6  Here I focus on the epistemological im-

plications of the hearings. The optics surrounding the hearings provide a 

highly vis i ble, public glimpse of what is often the private workings of epis-

temic power. In this case, the Senate Judiciary Committee drew upon osten-

sibly objective, established rules and ways of proceeding to weigh the merits 

of diff er ent stories. Yet the fact that the committee was comprised of wealthy 
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white men provided a taken- for- granted frame for ascertaining truth. Indi-

vidual senators may have held diff er ent opinions, yet they all participated in 

a homogeneous interpretive community that shared common experiences 

that accrued to them as power ful white men. The senators  were comfortable 

judging the truthfulness of African American stories. This case stood out 

 because a committee of white males judged the veracity of the testimony of 

two African Americans with similar biographies but who differed primar-

ily by their gender. The committee was tasked with evaluating two diff er-

ent versions of the same events, in essence, deciding whose testimony held 

more authority for them.  Because truth could not be determined by other 

means— there  were no cell phones or hidden recording devices to capture 

the events on camera— the committee was asked to believe one narrative 

over the other. In this case,  because Hill and Thomas  were both African 

American, gender proved to be the significant  factor.

 These hearings showcase how epistemic power worked in one highly 

public and impor tant venue to grant testimonial authority to one person’s 

story at the expense of another’s. And in this case, the stakes  were high for 

both parties. They often are in any situation that aims to adjudicate diff er ent 

understandings of the same set of events.  Whether interaction among stu-

dents within classrooms or the more diffuse weighing of scholarly explana-

tions in the practices of a scholarly discipline, less vis i ble judges determine 

whose story is more believable. Testimonial authority organizes evaluation of 

scholarship itself, deeming certain topics worthy of consideration and leav-

ing  others unheard. The members of the Senate Judiciary Committee had 

names and  faces and therefore could be held accountable for their assess-

ments. In contrast, epistemic power within scholarly communities is more 

diffuse, with judgment itself rarely resting in any one judge or even a jury, but 

rather in the epistemological rules that bind community members together.

In this sense, the testimonial authority of any one individual within a 

given interpretive community reflects the interactions among its members. 

And community members in turn regulate their interactions within an epis-

temological framework of the agreed- upon rules. As interpretive communi-

ties, classrooms, courtrooms, and faculty meetings rely on similar pro cesses. 

Testimonial authority within a given interpretive community rests on the 

ability of a person both to speak and to be heard (both Hill and Thomas 

spoke but  were differently heard). But it also rests on interactions among 

the listeners who decide the degree to which the testimony put forward fits 

within the epistemological rules of the community (Thomas’s version was a 

better fit than Hill’s story). Intersecting power relations calibrate  these inter-
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actions such that hierarchies of race, gender, sexuality, class, and citizenship 

empower some members both to speak and to be heard (the senators). Struc-

tured power relations also disempower  others who remain differentially 

heard even when they speak; Hill and Thomas both testified, yet could their 

testimony be fully heard by the senators? In essence, testimonial authority 

rests within the epistemic power relations of a par tic u lar interpretive com-

munity to determine the rules of truth.

This case illustrates broader issues of how  people who are harmed by 

the practices of racism, heteropatriarchy, capitalism, and nationalism strug-

gle to tell their stories in public. The criticism that breaks through within 

structures of epistemic power constitutes a form of epistemic re sis tance, re-

gardless of the merits of the content of such criticism. In essence, testimo-

nial authority that challenges epistemological rules concerning who has the 

authority to testify and how their testimony fits within taken- for- granted 

knowledge is a form of epistemic re sis tance. Imagine how differently  those 

hearings might have gone had Thomas and Hill both been white and privi-

leged, or if Thomas was poor and Hill affluent. Yet as Hill’s case suggests, 

when stories that criticize taken- for- granted knowledge do reach public 

venues, such stories are often ignored, disbelieved, or rewritten.7

Some scholars have interpreted this tendency to disbelieve the stories of 

subordinated individuals as a form of epistemic vio lence. Just as interpersonal 

and state- sanctioned vio lence underpin intersecting power relations by polic-

ing the borders of race, class, gender, sexuality, and similar forms of power, 

tactics of epistemic vio lence operate within interpretive communities to police 

the cherished ideas of any given group. As phi los o pher Kristie Dotson (2011) 

points out, epistemic vio lence operates through practices of silencing. Yet re-

maining  silent does not signal consent; instead, it often results from being 

silenced.  Because academics neither are equal in their ability to give testimony 

nor receive testimony in the same way, speaking from less powerless positions 

takes more skill and effort than speaking from the top. Anita Hill’s experiences 

in the Senate confirmation hearings illustrate the difficulties of exercising tes-

timonial authority in a situation where African American  women had been 

silenced. Disbelieving Hill effectively silenced  those who followed.

Dotson (2011) identifies the silencing strategies of testimonial quieting 

and testimonial smothering as forms of epistemic vio lence that are used to 

suppress the ideas of subordinated  people. Both strategies illuminate how 

and why claiming testimonial authority is especially impor tant for inter-

sectionality as a resistant knowledge proj ect. Testimonial quieting funda-

mentally silences less power ful  people by ignoring what they have to say: “A 
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speaker needs an audience to identify, or at least recognize, her as a knower 

in order to offer testimony. This kind of testimonial oppression has long 

been discussed in the work of  women of color” (Dotson 2011, 242). This 

 silencing certainly affects the face- to- face interactions of  people within a 

given interpretive community. Numerous studies have documented the 

ways in which  women students and faculty members are routinely ignored 

or their ideas dismissed in meetings. Yet this idea of testimonial quieting 

as a form of epistemic vio lence need not apply to face- to- face interaction. 

Inter pretive communities that suppress ideas that criticize taken- for- granted 

norms also reinforce this form of silencing.

Testimonial smothering constitutes another silencing strategy of epis-

temic vio lence that is especially impor tant for intersectionality. Testimonial 

smothering describes the internal self- censorship of  people who understand 

that what they have to say may not be welcome. The interpretive community 

effectively smothers an idea before it is expressed. Within a face- to- face in-

terpretive community, such smothering occurs when a person  waters down 

her ideas to make them more palatable. If a Latina scholar who finds Gloria 

Anzaldúa’s borderland analy sis impor tant assumes that her academic col-

leagues devalue her scholarly work, why should she continue to speak? The 

costs to individual scholars of repeatedly advancing arguments that one’s 

colleagues  either cannot or refuse to try to understand are exhausting. More-

over, it may not be worth the risk when confronted by individuals who wield 

inordinate testimonial authority over their subordinates. Self- censorship is 

often the cost of being heard at all.

The internal self- censorship of testimonial smothering has impor tant 

consequences for members of dominant groups who lack exposure to al-

ternative analyses that already lie within their group. For example, Gloria 

Anzaldúa’s intellectual work is wide- ranging, cutting across many disci-

plines and using multiple languages and literary devices. Anzaldúa’s pub-

lished and unpublished work over thirty years illustrates a breadth and 

depth of analy sis, with her poetry, prose, essays, and interviews constituting 

impor tant foundational scholarship for intersectionality (Keating 2009a). 

Yet Anzaldúa remains less known outside Latino/a and  women’s studies, 

in part as a result of testimonial quieting that dismisses knowledge claims 

about her work and in part  because of the testimonial smothering of indi-

viduals who fail to speak up. The outcome of such silencing is that each new 

generation must discover Anzaldúa anew.

Silencing and self- censorship go hand in hand— people who are repeatedly 

ignored quickly learn the protections of seeming acquiescence. Yet  because 
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ideas are not shared freely,  these practices harm the quality of knowledge 

itself and foster ignorance among dominant group members concerning 

what subordinate group members actually think. Such communities “quiet” 

dissident voices and by  doing so “smother” good ideas of their members.

Epistemic re sis tance occurs by rejecting  these silencing strategies of testi-

monial quieting and smothering. The corpus of Kimberlé Crenshaw’s work 

in developing intersectionality as a form of critical inquiry and praxis dem-

onstrates multiple expressions of testimonial authority. Few scholars have 

been as diligent as phi los o pher Anna Carastathis in respecting Crenshaw’s 

testimonial authority (Carastathis 2016). Rather than cherry- picking ideas 

from Crenshaw’s work that best suited her preconceived notions of what 

she thought Crenshaw meant or said, Carastathis, through a close reading 

of Crenshaw’s often- cited signature articles as well as her other scholarship, 

renders a careful and holistic interpretation of what Crenshaw actually said. 

Carastathis aims neither to celebrate or castigate Crenshaw’s work, and cer-

tainly not to commodify it to boost her own  career prospects. Instead, by 

taking Crenshaw’s work seriously, she affirms Crenshaw’s testimonial au-

thority. So often scholars invoke the intellectual production of  women of 

color such as Crenshaw without ever having read much of their work at all.8

Intellectual work, especially that of social theorists, often rests on a tra-

jectory of scholarly inquiry, sometimes over a lifetime.9 Academics who 

pre sent themselves as knowing the work of a given scholar on the basis 

of a cursory reading of a small sample of work would be suspect. When it 

comes to the intellectual work of  women of color and similarly subordinated 

groups, this treatment shows a disregard for our work. In the case of inter-

sectionality’s story, uncritically circulating the coining narrative silences and 

ignores Crenshaw’s deepening theoretical understanding of intersectional-

ity throughout her intellectual corpus. Instead, by ignoring Crenshaw’s 

subsequent accomplishments, the coining narrative simply stops the clock. 

De cades’ worth of intellectual activism dis appears, thus suppressing the 

epistemic agency of many Black  women and anointing Crenshaw as inter-

sectionality’s designated academic spokesperson. This is a stunning example 

of testimonial quieting— simply ignoring the historical rec ord and letting it 

drop from sight to allow other issues to come to the forefront.

Crenshaw has been far from alone in contributing to intersectionality as 

a resistant knowledge proj ect. But the breadth of her intellectual activism 

illustrates multiple forms of epistemic re sis tance. Crenshaw has continued 

to publish, working collaboratively with colleagues to produce material for 

the burgeoning field of critical race studies (Crenshaw et  al. 1995) and to 
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edit a special issue of a journal on intersectionality (Carbado et al. 2013). 

Crenshaw has also been active in advancing the ideas of intersectionality 

within domestic and global venues. In this regard, she also rejects the self- 

censorship of testimonial smothering. As a founding member of the Cen-

ter for Intersectionality and Social Policy Studies at Columbia University, 

Crenshaw has been involved in building an interdisciplinary institute. The 

Center for Intersectionality is devoted to bringing intersectional analyses to 

theorizing about vio lence; such theorizing draws on social action for discov-

ering intersectionality’s questions, methods, and purpose (Collins and Bilge 

2016, 50–51). Crenshaw’s involvement resembles that of the intellectuals at 

the Frankfurt school of Critical Theory, who saw the need for an interdisci-

plinary institute to respond to the threats posed by Eu ro pean fascism, and 

that of members of the Birmingham school of cultural studies, who needed 

an institutional presence for critical analy sis of postcolonial British national 

identity. Crenshaw’s involvement in global  human rights initiatives also 

speaks to the significance of theorizing in the context of praxis (Collins and 

Bilge 2016, 90). In this sense, by refusing to commodify her fame as the 

explorer who discovered intersectionality, Crenshaw rejects the impetus to 

reframe intersectionality as solely a product of academia.

Identity Politics and Standpoint Epistemology

As individuals, Anita Hill and Kimberlé Crenshaw relied on testimonial 

authority as a form of epistemic re sis tance. But when it comes to advanc-

ing intersectionality and similar resistant knowledge proj ects as collective 

endeavors, epistemic re sis tance is often a collective undertaking. Identity 

politics and standpoint epistemology constitute two impor tant dimensions 

of epistemic re sis tance for subordinated groups. Identity politics valorizes 

the experiences of  women,  people of color, poor  people, lgbtq  people, and 

similarly subordinated  people as a source of epistemic agency. By claiming 

the authority of experience, standpoint epistemology defends the integrity 

of individuals and groups in interpreting their own experiences. Standpoint 

epistemology posits that experiences and creative social action provide dis-

tinctive  angles of vision on racism, heteropatriarchy, and cap i tal ist class rela-

tions for  people who are differentially privileged and penalized within such 

systems. Given the significance of identity politics and standpoint episte-

mology in the epistemic authority of  people of color,  women, poor  people, 

and new immigrant populations, understanding how criticisms of  these prac-

tices undermine the epistemic re sis tance of subordinated groups is impor-
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tant. Overall, identity politics and standpoint epistemology increasingly 

came to be recast as flawed testimonial strategies (Collins 1998a, 201–228).

 Women, Black  people, and similarly subordinated groups routinely ad-

vance po liti cal claims in terms of the experiences that accompany negative 

identities. Yet experience as a way of knowing is routinely dismissed as mere 

opinion rather than informed testimony that illuminates the truths of being 

silenced and subordinated.10 As I discuss in chapter 5, Black feminist thought 

rests on a deep- seated analy sis of experience that has been essential to in-

tersectionality. Misinterpreting the robust understanding of identity politics 

expressed within Black feminism by recasting  these ideas as simple- minded 

(essentialized, and thereby lacking complexity) and self- serving (particular-

istic and lacking an appreciation of higher princi ples beyond one’s own self- 

interest) not only misreads the intent of critical theorizing itself; it undercuts 

an impor tant source of epistemic agency for individuals within oppressed 

groups. What sense does it make for a group that is oppressed by intersect-

ing identity categories of race and gender to refuse to or ga nize its po liti cal 

responses using the very categories that oppress it?11

Ironically, Crenshaw’s 1991 signature article on intersectionality, the same 

article that has been claimed as a classic of intersectional lit er a ture, contains 

an extensive critical analy sis of identity politics. In the article, titled “Map-

ping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Vio lence Against 

 Women of Color,” Crenshaw offers an impor tant, incisive analy sis of identity 

politics, not to jettison them, but rather to suggest that interrogating the 

strengths and limitations of identity politics for social action by and on be-

half of  women of color would benefit from an intersectional analy sis. Cren-

shaw was attentive to the needs of  women of color as individuals as well as 

how  those needs required collective agency within po liti cal proj ects. Cren-

shaw was also well aware of the robust framework of identity politics that 

the Combahee River Collective (1995) and  others developed within Black 

feminism. In fact, her criticism suggested that the forms of identity politics 

that ignored  women of color  violated the identity politics of the Combahee 

River Collective by not being intersectional enough.

This contradiction— namely, claiming intersectionality yet rejecting 

the identity politics of the intellectual- activists who advanced the ideas of 

intersectionality— seemed to signal, “we want your theoretical ideas” (inter-

sectionality), “but we  don’t want your identity politics” (its po liti cal implica-

tions).12 Crenshaw’s nuanced and critical analy sis of group- based identity 

politics, one advanced by the same figure who is widely recognized as nam-

ing intersectionality itself, focused on the significance of collective identity 
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for effective social action. Identity was an impor tant site of intellectual en-

gagement precisely  because it was always  under construction, as  were the 

politics it engendered. Crenshaw was arguing for more inclusionary politics 

within group- based identity politics, not for identity politics as a form of ex-

clusionary politics. Yet this was not the direction that subsequent academic 

discourse on identity politics took.13

Over time, identity politics became increasingly recast as an exclusion-

ary, particularistic discourse that suppressed the subjectivity of the individ-

ual. Within epistemic norms of objectivity and nonpartisanship, this seem-

ingly particularistic form of identity politics was harmful to the individuals 

who claimed it. Collective identities themselves became suspect, as did the 

collective identity politics they might engender. Recasting identity in this 

fashion overlooks antiracist and feminist politics that relied upon collective 

identity as a form of po liti cal mobilization. Intersectionality’s emphasis on 

identity could then be criticized as problematic.

The issue  here is not that the ideas of  women of color and similarly sub-

ordinated groups  were bankrupt, but rather that the  people who initially 

advanced ideas of identity politics no longer controlled the narrative. The 

story of identity politics was no longer their story to tell. The shifting in-

terpretations of identity and of identity politics illustrate the workings of 

epistemic power. The trends and patterns to deauthorize identity politics 

reflect the historically sedimented patterns of quieting and smothering that 

have upheld the dominant group’s own identity politics. Ironically, domi-

nant groups had long used identity politics and standpoint epistemology to 

advance what  were in essence their par tic u lar interests. This usage drew  little 

attention when it was masked by assumptions of universality. Yet  these same 

strategies looked diff er ent within desegregated academic settings where 

every one’s expertise supposedly carried equal merit.

Yet losing testimonial authority over the term identity politics does not 

mean losing control of the ideas themselves. When it comes to its own 

identity politics, intersectionality must guard against replicating within its 

own discourse practices of testimonial quieting and smothering of epis-

temic power. What ever it may be called, identity politics still has a place as 

a form of epistemic re sis tance. For example, Latina scholars have advanced 

a diff er ent criticism about the telling of intersectionality’s story— namely, 

that it neglects the work of Gloria Anzaldúa and similar Latina thinkers. 

Recognizing the significance of Anzaldúa’s ideas to many fields of study, as 

well as the rich contours of Anzaldúa’s theorizing, Latina scholars in par tic-

u lar have exercised epistemic re sis tance by studying and advancing many 
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of her signature ideas. While influenced by Anzaldúa, this scholarship has 

achieved a depth and breadth that both informs intersectionality and draws 

upon it. Chicana feminism has received considerable scholarly attention 

(Alarcón 1999; Arredondo et al. 2003; Blackwell 2011; Roth 2004), with con-

temporary Latina scholarship influenced by varying dimensions of Chi-

cana theorizing (see, e.g., Garcia 1997; Moya 2001). Some scholars identify 

how Anzaldúa’s ideas circulate as impor tant philosophical constructs, for 

example, Anzaldúa’s borderland/new mestiza framework and key ideas in 

phenomenology (Ortega 2001), and Chicana feminism and postmodernism 

(Moya 2001). I read this burgeoning intellectual production among Latina 

scholars as a form of collective identity politics that refuses self- censorship 

and silencing. Work like this suggests that demo cratizing the identity poli-

tics that already exist within intersectionality’s borders is more productive 

than sanctioning identity politics itself.

Criticisms of standpoint epistemology reflect similar epistemic moves 

of avoiding direct confrontation with Black  women, Latinas, indigenous 

 women, and similar members of subordinated groups that have been promi-

nent with intersectionality’s genealogy. Yet wielding epistemic power  here 

illustrates a diff er ent path of epistemic deflection. Standpoint epistemology 

rests on claiming the integrity of theorizing from one’s own experiences. 

This means seeing one’s own knowledge as situated within social contexts. 

For subordinated groups, intersecting systems of power or ga nize  those so-

cial contexts. In this sense, claiming a situated standpoint is also a form of 

epistemic re sis tance. Claiming situated standpoints, especially group- based 

standpoints, and theorizing from  those social locations can be a form of em-

powerment for subordinated groups. Resistant knowledge proj ects illustrate 

this dimension of epistemic re sis tance. Yet situated standpoints are not a 

form of exclusionary identity politics. Rather, standpoint theories claim that 

bringing multiple standpoints to bear on what counts as truth can de moc-

ra tize the pro cess of  doing social theory. This is empowering for  those who 

have been silenced within pro cesses of theorizing. Within standpoint episte-

mology, the pro cess of constructing truth is part of a dialogical relationship 

among subjects who are differently situated within interpretive communi-

ties (Stoetzler and Yuval- Davis 2002, 315).

Criticizing standpoint epistemology functions as a surrogate for criticiz-

ing unpop u lar and seemingly overly politicized knowledge claims. Criti-

cisms of standpoint epistemology deflected attention away from how theo-

rizing from situated standpoints served the interests of subordinated groups. 

Again, as was the case with identity politics, such criticisms avoided direct 
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confrontation with African American  women, Latinas, and  women of color 

who  were so central to intersectionality’s inception. How do you criticize the 

ideas of a group of epistemic agents whose standpoints  were so central to 

the formation of a field itself? At intersectionality’s inception, it was obvious 

that the  people who brought intersectionality to the forefront of academic 

consciousness  were necessary participants.  There would have been no in-

tersectionality without them. Moreover, during intersectionality’s academic 

incorporation, such direct attacks would mean that privileged academics 

would be open to counter- criticisms of their own group- based standpoints.

Instead of analyzing the ideas of the standpoints brought forth by sub-

ordinated groups— for example, the substance of Black feminism or Latina 

feminism— critics took aim at the integrity of the construct of a standpoint 

itself. The fundamental criticism of standpoint epistemology is that it is too 

particularistic and insufficiently universal. It could only produce multiple and 

partial perspectives on truth  because it lacked mechanisms to correct for its 

own bias. Yet the purpose of standpoint epistemology was never to become a 

theory of truth. Rather, standpoint epistemology is a dimension of theorizing 

that recognizes the significance of power relations in producing knowledge. 

Significantly, intersectionality provided a space that could bring  these sepa-

rate resistant knowledge proj ects into closer alignment.  Because the situated 

standpoints  were not amenable to dominant group appropriation or control, 

the entire endeavor of having standpoints at all had to be discredited.

 Women,  people of color, and other social actors who bring the testimo-

nial authority of experience (identity politics) or who cite resistant knowl-

edge proj ects as providing  viable epistemic alternatives to seemingly fair and 

impartial epistemic oppression (standpoint epistemology) face being silenced 

within established epistemic rules of conduct. In this sense,  these individuals 

confront the challenge of exerting epistemic agency within intersectionality’s 

communities of inquiry, communities that are far more heterogeneous across 

differences in power than they  were prior to intersectionality’s naming. Sig-

nificantly, this diversity of community also means that  people bring diff er ent 

sources of epistemic authority to the common proj ect of intersectionality. 

This pre sents an impor tant challenge for intersectionality in building inclu-

sive interpretive communities across epistemic differences.

What explains  these patterns? It’s no secret that African American 

 women, Latinas, and similar social actors have been central to intersection-

ality’s story. Intersectionality broke through the traditional organ ization of 

epistemic power, arriving as a story that was told by, and not about, subordi-

nated  people. Within segregated settings, Black  women, Latinas, and  others 
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could share their experiences, but they exercised minimal testimonial au-

thority within wider society to explain or analyze their own experiences. 

Intersecting power relations of race, class, gender, sexuality, nationality, age, 

and ability fostered the views of  people who  were subordinated within such 

power relations as objects of knowledge for academic inquiry. Within in-

tersectionality,  these very same populations became agents of knowledge, 

offering expert testimony on their own lives and  those of the  people who 

had subordinated them. The content of their knowledge claims certainly 

threatened the status quo, but the pro cess of challenging epistemic injustices 

was far more fundamental.

Within  these newly desegregating settings, African American  women and 

Latinas, among  others, experience a formal equality of testimonial author-

ity concerning their right to belong in the context of sedimented epistemic 

power relations that questioned their  actual testimonial practices. Speaking 

from experience threatened epistemic norms, not just  because the content 

was unflattering to elites, but more importantly,  because  doing so rejected 

the norms themselves. Discrediting the testimonial authority of historically 

subordinated groups could no longer be accomplished through tactics such 

as excluding them from educational opportunities, tracking them into less 

desirable jobs, or simply ignoring them. The Anita Hills of academia could 

not simply be disbelieved and summarily dismissed. Claiming testimonial 

authority by speaking from experience was far more difficult to discredit by 

using direct attacks on the interpretations of the experiences themselves. 

Every one had experiences with racism, heteropatriarchy, capitalism, and 

nationalism; disputing the testimony of  those brought new analyses of long- 

standing power relations to the forefront and was doomed to be a failing 

strategy. Assumptions of equity mean that all experiences with racism are 

equivalent. But as the flood of new perspectives on racism, heteropatriarchy, 

capitalism, and nationalism that rested on the testimonial authority of ex-

periencing  these systems from the bottom suggested, experiences may have 

been separate, but they  were not equal.

Discrediting  people of color as epistemic agents came less through attacks 

on their  actual arguments (e.g., informed experience) and more through 

targeting the epistemic assumptions that underlay the pro cess of legitima-

tion.  These epistemic attacks needed a continued commitment of equality, 

fairness, and objectivity to remain intact as a way of protecting the integrity 

of intellectual work. But they also aimed to erode the testimonial authority 

of subordinated  people to analyze the social injustices examined within in-

tersectional inquiry. Instead of saying, “We disagree with your intersectional 
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arguments about racism,” the polite response became, “We disagree with the 

foundations on which your arguments are premised. Your self- serving identity 

politics limit your ability to see beyond your own standpoint. Your testimonial 

authority that is grounded in experience lacks objectivity. How can you sup-

port the greater good of equality and fairness using  these strategies? Therefore, 

 because you do not play by our epistemic rules, why should we believe you?”

We seem to have come a long way from Anita Hill’s experiences in exer-

cising testimonial authority. But when it comes to intersectionality as a criti-

cal social theory in the making, is this  really the case? Within academia, the 

task ahead for intersectionality’s interpretive communities lies in applying 

 these analyses of testimonial quieting and testimonial smothering to their 

own practices.14 Intersectionality’s trajectory within the acad emy resembles 

that of any resistant knowledge proj ect that is deemed to be too threaten-

ing.15 Epistemic re sis tance constitutes a worthwhile goal for intersection-

ality’s critical theorizing, but what does this mean in practice? What are 

the pro cesses that ground epistemic re sis tance itself? Epistemic re sis tance 

moves from being a theoretical construct, an aspirational goal for what 

should happen, by attending to the pro cesses used to create knowledge. In 

this sense, methodology  matters for intersectionality  because it is a vehicle 

for producing intersectionality itself.

Why Methodology  Matters for Intersectionality

Within academic settings, the role that epistemology plays in critical theo-

rizing is often overshadowed by the emphasis placed on methodology. Each 

academic discipline has its own way of  doing  things, stressing the impor-

tance of adhering to academic conventions by following specific disciplinary 

rules. Conceptualizing research as a technical pro cess ignores the signifi-

cance of power relations in shaping research itself. Knowledge production is 

more than methodology, and methodology itself reflects the epistemological 

frameworks in which it is produced. Epistemic re sis tance makes the relation-

ships of epistemology, methodology, and power relations more transparent.

In Decolonizing Methodologies, Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2012) describes the 

need to move beyond academic debates that criticize traditional research 

practices as well as criticisms by nonacademic actors who often reject schol-

arly research as irrelevant. Instead, Smith argues that her book “attempts 

to do something more than deconstructing Western scholarship simply by 

our own retelling, or by sharing indigenous horror stories about research. In 
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a decolonizing framework, deconstruction is part of a much larger intent. 

Taking apart the story, revealing under lying texts, and giving voice to  things 

that are often known intuitively does not help  people to improve their cur-

rent conditions. It provide[s] words, perhaps, an insight that explains certain 

experiences— but it does not prevent someone from  dying” (2012, 3). Smith 

demands more from critical inquiry than mere criticism, questioning how 

useful a methodology may be to subordinated populations if it merely offers 

explanations of the existing social order that ignore impor tant social prob-

lems. Research certainly  matters for the  careers of academics. By arguing that 

research should  matter greatly for indigenous  peoples for what they need in 

their own lives, Smith also criticizes methodologies that are used to study 

indigenous  people but that take scant notice of the effects of knowledge.

Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s call for decolonizing methodology requires think-

ing through the existing relationships between epistemic power, intersec-

tional theorizing, and methodology. Methodology reflects the epistemo-

logical rules that govern scholarly inquiry.  Because methodologies work 

within unexamined assumptions of epistemic power, standard approaches 

to methodology underemphasize the significance of power relations within 

intellectual inquiry. Instead, methodology is typically understood as an apo-

liti cal, objective approach or technique being taken in a par tic u lar study, 

or the reasoning for selecting a set of methods (Smith 2012, ix). Prevailing 

epistemic power places methodological concerns outside the bound aries of 

power relations. Within this logic, calls for decolonizing methodology are 

seen as calls to introduce a politicized bias into what is assumed to be a fair, 

objective, and apo liti cal endeavor.

Thus far in this book, I have argued that intersectionality is not just ideas, 

and to tell its story without attending to power relations misreads its purpose 

and undermines its practice. I have suggested instead that intersectionality 

is inherently a critical discourse, one whose origins reflect diff er ent theo-

rizing pro cesses that have impor tant implications for methodology. Many 

scholars have raised a clarion call for resistant knowledge proj ects to decolo-

nize knowledge, and Smith’s focus on decolonizing methodologies brings 

significant theoretical insight to this endeavor. Moreover, one strength of 

Smith’s analy sis is that she suggests that while the tools of critical analy sis 

may be apo liti cal, the ways in they are used are not. Meta phoric, heuristic, 

and paradigmatic thinking that have been so central to intersectionality’s 

growth are standard critical thinking tools that can and have been used in 

many ways. The reasoning that informs the choice of methodology is the 

issue  here, not the par tic u lar tools of methods of critical analy sis.
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One way of conceptualizing intersectionality is to see it as a methodol-

ogy for decolonizing knowledge. If intersectionality can figure out a way 

to cultivate a demo cratic methodology within its own praxis, that would 

be radical. All knowledge produced within existing Western epistemologies 

becomes suspect precisely  because the validity of such knowledge rests on 

exclusionary, nondemo cratic methodologies. But again, it’s not enough to 

simply criticize this situation. How would intersectionality go about gen-

erating new knowledge that would reflect inclusionary, demo cratic meth-

odologies? Cultivating critical perspectives from a wide array of  people and 

knowledge proj ects and figuring out methodological strategies for manag-

ing  those heterogeneous perspectives is essential. In this endeavor, honing 

skills for informed dialogue not only constitutes an impor tant intellectual 

challenge but also is a po liti cal necessity.

Working Dialogically Across Differences of Power

Dialogical engagement is a core construct not only for intersectionality but 

also for the organ ization of this book.16 Rather than making an abstract 

case for dialogical engagement as a core premise of intersectionality, thus 

far I have taken a more pragmatic approach. I have situated intersection-

ality within a deeply textured critical theoretical landscape that highlights 

its multiple dialogues with disparate knowledge proj ects. Critical Theory, 

feminism, poststructuralism, liberation theory, critical race theory, British 

cultural studies, and decolonial knowledge proj ects all have distinctive un-

derstandings of the meaning of re sis tance. In this sense,  these varying un-

derstandings of the meaning of critical analy sis provide a rich set of ideas for 

intersectionality as a critical social theory in the making.

The organ ization of chapters thus far illustrates my epistemic commit-

ment to dialogical engagement. I’ve been interested in mapping the many 

influences on intersectionality’s understanding of the meaning of being 

critical. I’ve or ga nized  these dialogues by making an analytical distinction 

between critical theoretical knowledge proj ects that are inside the acad emy 

and resistant knowledge proj ects that transcend academic borders. Intersec-

tionality in the acad emy encounters a conceptual landscape of theoretical 

proj ects that cannot be ignored  because they are already assumed to be criti-

cal. Yet as I argue, such proj ects engage in epistemic gatekeeping concerning 

the meaning of critical theorizing as well as who gets to ask and answer that 

question.  These proj ects wield epistemic power within academic settings in 
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part  because they are already assumed to be critical, and in part  because of 

the stature of their advocates.

Considering the ways in which intersectionality is or might become a 

critical social theory requires casting a wide net for ideas and if available, 

knowledge proj ects that shed light on the meaning of critical analy sis.  Here 

intersectionality’s conceptual landscape within academia provides much 

guidance. I’ve analyzed the critical dimensions of select broader philosophi-

cal and theoretical proj ects of Western social theory that are part of inter-

sectionality’s academic landscape. Some explic itly aim to be critical;  others 

do not. Marxist social theory, the Critical Theory of the Frankfurt school, 

existentialism, liberation theory, and British cultural studies all have a criti-

cal impetus at their core. Other proj ects may carry the mantle of critical 

social theory, as in the case of postmodernism and poststructuralism, yet 

they might be more wedded to criticizing society than to reforming or trans-

forming it. Despite this heterogeneity, knowledge proj ects such as  these lend 

ideas to critical inquiry.  Because intersectionality in the acad emy encoun-

ters  these discourses, it can draw from a rich repository of ideas and recon-

figure them for its own purposes.

Intersectionality also participates in broader social justice proj ects that 

are also part of its conceptual landscape. By including a chapter on resis-

tant knowledge proj ects of race, gender, and colonialism, I question a core 

premise that social theorizing is primarily a Western academic endeavor. 

Resistant knowledge proj ects also have a presence within academia, but 

their inquiry and praxis are rarely confined to academia. For this reason, 

they may not be seen as sufficiently critical to merit the term theory, yet 

they are essential for intersectionality.  These heuristic distinctions between 

critical inquiry that is already deemed to be a critical social theory and that 

which is not enabled me to explore varying understandings of the meaning 

of critical inquiry.

Intersectionality’s understanding of the meaning of critical inquiry 

has also been informed by dialogues with and among the many resistant 

knowledge proj ects that transcend academic borders. This broader concep-

tual landscape contains a wide array of resistant knowledge proj ects that 

are closer to intersectionality than the ostensibly universal communities of 

inquiry of traditional disciplines. Often or ga nized by  people who experience 

domination,  these knowledge traditions are often devoted to theorizing re sis-

tance with an eye  toward catalyzing po liti cal action.  These resistant knowl-

edge proj ects concerning race, class, gender, sexuality, age, ability, ethnicity, 
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and nation typically identify resisting oppression, domination, or social 

injustice as central to their critical engagement. Having varying historical 

and con temporary expressions, this constellation of knowledge proj ects is 

more eclectic. Some are exclusively found in the acad emy;  others are not. 

Some straddle academic borders, thereby maintaining ties with academic 

and activist communities. Regardless of location, many have traditions of 

theorizing, yet the forms their theorizing takes are varied and many not be 

recognizable as theory. While not typically seen as sites of theorizing or as 

critical theories in their own right,  these proj ects provide diff er ent lenses on 

the meaning of critical inquiry.

Summing up thus far, I have argued that,  because intersectionality al-

ready has a broad albeit unrecognized context of discovery, finding ideas 

to develop intersectionality as a critical theory in the making is not a prob-

lem. The issue is not just how intersectionality  will identify ideas that can be 

placed in dialogue with one another within its own practice, but also how 

intersectionality  will manage dialogical engagement with other knowledge 

proj ects.  Whether dialogical engagement among social theories and resis-

tant knowledge proj ects, or among individuals within them, grappling with 

the contours of dialogical engagement is a fundamental methodological 

question that confronts intersectionality. It is especially impor tant to craft a 

methodology that can incorporate multiple expressions of epistemic re sis-

tance within a broader context of epistemic power.

In essence, it’s difficult to put new ideas into old epistemologies and meth-

odologies with the expectation that the result  will be more critical than before. 

To address Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s (2012) call for decolonizing methodologies, 

dialogical engagement can be the glue that catalyzes both new knowledge 

and a new po liti cal praxis. Recognizing the breadth of intersectionality’s cur-

rent context of discovery is impor tant for continuing to bring together an 

array of  people, perspectives, and ideas needed for such dialogues. In some 

ways, intersectionality itself is a meta phor for interactions among disparate 

individuals, communities of inquiry, and knowledge proj ects. Yet dialogical 

engagement is not just a theoretical idea. It is also a methodological practice.

Working dialogically, however, always occurs across differences in power. 

Power relations shape all social relations, including the impetus to work dia-

logically. Even the most homogeneous communities contain considerable 

differences in power— those distinguishing the old from the young,  women 

from men— the very categories of analy sis that have been core to intersec-

tionality itself. Naming the silencing strategies of epistemic vio lence within 

groups shows how epistemic power works in them. But  these same strate-
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gies influence relationships between groups. Such tools illuminate the ways 

in which epistemology operates as a  silent partner in research that facilitates 

both the power differentials and the practices they engender. That said, how 

might this idea of dialogical engagement generate methodological possibili-

ties for intersectionality?

The Case of Abductive Analy sis

Theoretically, dialogical engagement is commensurate with intersectional-

ity’s core theme of relationality.17 Dialogical engagement may be a worth-

while goal, one with theoretical heft. But dialogical engagement is also an 

abstraction that often remains unspecified in practice. Practically, how 

might such relationships look? What does working dialogically mean for 

intersectionality’s critical inquiry?

 Here the idea of abductive analy sis constitutes a useful framework for 

fleshing out the methodological contours of dialogical engagement.18 Ab-

ductive analy sis is a methodology that can inform both theoretical and em-

pirical research. As an iterative methodology of working with multiple and 

often disparate sources of data, it  doesn’t require specific content, theories, 

or par tic u lar methods. Rather, within abductive analy sis, inquiry constitutes 

a way of proceeding, of  doing intellectual work within a set of critical as-

sumptions concerning how it should be done. A common concern would 

lie at the center of a par tic u lar knowledge proj ect, for example, in the case 

of intersectionality, understanding social in equality, intersecting power re-

lations, and social change. An abductive approach does not decide on the 

front end which social theory is the best and then try to fit  others into its 

framework. Instead, all social theories are in play and come into dialogue 

with one another and with the social theory in question in relation to their 

common object of investigation. Such theories do not compete for domi-

nance in trying to be the best fit for explaining the topic. Instead, ongoing 

conversations should produce the best explanations.

 Because abduction is a philosophical construct in its own right (Dou-

ven 2017), one way to see how abduction might work methodologically is 

to examine how its ideas influence already established research method-

ologies (Tavory and Timmermans 2014). Ethnographic methods within 

social science research provide a framework for seeing abduction in ac-

tion. Specifically, ethnographic methodology that is informed by abduc-

tion sheds light on how social theories might be used differently within 

intersectionality.19
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One common approach to ethnographic research is to advise researchers 

to enter a field of study without any preconceived theoretical frameworks. 

Through fieldwork, a researcher aims to observe and get a feel for the ideas 

and social organ ization of a par tic u lar social group from the perspective of 

members of that group. The researcher aims not to impose his or her theo-

retical frameworks on the  people being studied, returning to social theories 

only  after the field research is complete and the researcher is back in his 

or her home institution. This linear organ ization of theory— namely, using 

theoretical ideas before fieldwork in order to shape a study’s guiding ques-

tions and paradigms, and  after fieldwork is complete— effectively eliminates 

theorizing from the fieldwork itself. As a way to reduce bias, this pro cess 

basically eliminates from the fieldwork site dialogical engagement between 

theory and data.

In contrast, abductive analy sis in ethnographic research does not bracket 

theory from data gathered in the field, but rather includes theoretical analy-

sis within  actual fieldwork. A researcher can move back and forth between 

what he or she finds in the field and existing social theories while he or she 

is actually in the field (Tavory and Timmermans 2014). When the data in 

the field do not fit the theories, the researcher sets out in search of other 

theories, some of which may not seem to be relevant to the research proj ect 

at all. This iterative pro cess of moving among theories and data sparks new 

analyses while changing the course of the fieldwork as it progresses in the 

field. One need not wait  until the end of fieldwork to test one’s data against 

established theories. Theorizing itself emerges in the pro cess of  doing the 

fieldwork.  There are certainly limitations to this approach—it  matters who 

sets out to do fieldwork and for what purpose. But this approach also points 

to opportunities for researchers to have dialogues with  people in the field 

about what they are “finding.”

Abductive analy sis is fundamentally a dialogical methodology that can 

accommodate several social theories and that, within an iterative pro cess 

of working back and forth between theories and findings, may be especially 

useful for intersectional theorizing (Tavory and Timmermans 2014). Within 

abductive analy sis, theory is never finished, but is a provisional pause or 

stopping point within an ongoing loop of experimental inquiry. Theoriz-

ing occurs within the recursive relationship between the questions, the evi-

dence, and how useful the explanations (theories) are for the task at hand. In 

essence, abductive analy sis is how we think— building questions from what 

we sense to be true from our partial perspectives, pausing to develop a “the-

ory” or explanation of the social world around us, then testing that explana-
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tion through lived experience or by seeking out alternative explanations that 

in turn change our initial partial perspectives.20 Within abductive analy sis, 

knowledge is always provisional, waiting to be tested by the same commu-

nity encountering new evidence or new prob lems or other phenomena that 

are the effect of their theorizing. Alternately, knowledge can be taken up 

by new communities of inquiry, who use the knowledge they inherit (or 

acquire) from  others as part of their analy sis. Within standard abductive 

analy sis, the relational loop lies in an experimental method of asking use-

ful questions, gathering evidence, and evaluating results. In this sense, it 

resembles standard scientific inquiry of experimental design.

Intersectionality’s idea of dialogical engagement and the premises of ab-

ductive analy sis as a methodological framework resemble one another. But 

in which ways might abductive analy sis inform intersectionality as a form 

of critical inquiry?  Here sociologist Dana Takagi’s (2015) discussion of the 

methodological needs of critical ethnic studies sheds light on the critical 

dimensions of dialogical engagement and pro cesses of abductive analy sis. 

Takagi points out that critical ethnic studies sees itself as a transformative 

intellectual field that speaks to multiple publics, is grounded in collabora-

tion, and is oriented  toward social change. Takagi suggests that ethnic stud-

ies draw upon participatory action research (par) as an impor tant form of 

ethnographic research and as a source of ideas for its critical methodology: 

“par is well known as a technique for working with communities to solve 

prob lems. But less well known is the embedded critique and rearticulation 

of conventional methods, buried, so to speak in the rules and steps— namely, 

iteration, reflection, and collaboration” (2015, 6). In this sense, Takagi uses 

par as a framework for conceptualizing broader methodological concerns 

within critical ethnic studies. Takagi is not proposing that par is the best 

method for critical ethnic studies. She suggests that par’s implied critique 

and rearticulation of conventional methods is more in alignment with the 

critical mandate of this field.

Takagi identifies collaboration, iteration, and reflexivity as three interde-

pendent princi ples of par that she sees as buried in the rules, but that, when 

excavated, constitute impor tant defining princi ples of par itself. Collabora-

tion (working dialogically) is central to par as a research design. The suc-

cess of par relies on the successful collaboration among  people who commit 

to a par tic u lar research proj ect. Within ethnographic, community- based 

work, collaboration softens the hard barriers between researchers and their 

subjects that define conventional research designs. Rather, collaboration re-

quires respecting the varying areas of expertise or specialized knowledges 



150 chapter four

that  people bring to the research pro cess. This aspect of par speaks to the 

need to broaden the context of discovery within a research proj ect. “A fun-

damental feature of par/ar is its adherence to demo cratic participation by 

 people who are likely to be affected by the research. Research questions are 

defined by practical, real- world prob lems rather than drawn principally from 

academic lit er a tures, though this does not mean questions are a- theoretical 

or irrelevant to academic lit er a ture. Research questions are co- constructed 

with  others and reflect a demo cratic pro cess of inquiry” (Takagi 2015, 6).

Defining and redefining research questions emerges from the itera-

tive pro cess of collaboration. Not only do  people bring ideas that are new 

to  others into the research proj ect, but their questions and concerns are 

changed by the iterative pro cesses of collaboration. This iterative pro cess 

also influences the legitimation phase of research. par rejects binaries of 

active researchers who produce the theories, and passive providers of data 

who become evidence for  those theories.  Because research findings are co- 

constructed across the traditional differences in power that divide research-

ers and research subjects, a wider array of  people participate in deciding 

how well the findings explain the situation at hand. Participants all actively 

contribute to constructing knowledge.

Reflexivity is a crucial ele ment of par, which requires self- reflexivity 

from individuals. Rethinking one’s own position and learning from  others 

is part of the iterative pro cess. But reflexivity is also built into the research 

design. Research may originate from any location— someone has to pro-

pose an initial plan of action— but the pro cess of  doing the research itself 

is not confined to mechanistically applying that initial plan. As Takagi 

points out, “par/ar uses the language of reflection to describe assessment 

by researcher and participants. Reflection in par/ar entertains expan-

sive notion[s] of consciousness, unconscious beliefs, intersubjectivity, and 

dialogic interaction . . .  All ele ments of the research pro cess are open for 

reflection— measures and instruments, samples, data collection, and analy-

sis are subject to reflection, fine tuning, assessment, as many times as nec-

essary. Reflection is closely related to the interpretative and collaborative 

practices” (Takagi 2015). In practice, par is difficult to do, primarily  because 

power relations generate conflict. And much conflict is hardwired into the 

very rules themselves that regulate epistemology, theories, and methodolo-

gies.  These interdependent ideas flesh out the methodological implications 

of abductive analy sis in ways that make it especially useful for critical proj-

ects generally and intersectionality in par tic u lar. par’s guiding ideas of col-

laboration, iteration, and reflexivity provide methodological guidelines for 



Intersectionality and Epistemic Re sis tance 151

working dialogically. Dialogical engagement works in theory, but its mean-

ing is developed through its practices. Building demo cratic communities 

across differences in power remains challenging. Collaboration, iteration, 

and reflexivity within any community of inquiry must grapple with the 

effects of differences in power and how social inequalities shape internal 

group pro cesses. The practices of epistemic oppression— for example, testi-

monial quieting and testimonial smothering— can operate even within the 

most motivated and critical group. Moreover, it may be no accident that 

par fell out of  favor in the acad emy during the same period when the kind 

of epistemic power leveled at identity politics and standpoint epistemology 

emerged. The pressures to eschew collaborative scholarship and social ac-

tion in  favor of individual scholarly achievement within prevailing research 

designs remains strong.

In this context of power differentials, an abstract commitment to work-

ing dialogically is not a panacea. As Stoetzler and Yuval- Davis caution, “It 

would be very naive to assume that the understanding of what is ‘actually 

pos si ble,’ feasible, affordable or a ‘reasonable demand’ in any par tic u lar so-

ciety at any par tic u lar point in history is determined by a socially or ga nized 

argumentative debate” (Stoetzler and Yuval- Davis 2002, 326–27). Instead, 

trying to communicate across differences puts teeth into dialogical engage-

ment. For example, par may express a stated commitment to demo cratic 

participation within its research design, but without some sense of what it 

means in practice to collaborate across differences in power, it may be par-

ticipatory in name only. Recognizing multiple points of view, some of which 

are obscured by power relations, some of which defy expression within an 

interpretive community that embraces a narrow epistemological frame-

work, begins the kind of dialogical engagement that sparks epistemic re sis-

tance in a diff er ent place.

Neither the elegance of a theoretical argument nor the robustness of 

the evidence that is marshaled in its defense is sufficient in shaping a criti-

cal social theory. As Linda Tuhiwai Smith points out, “From the vantage 

point of the colonized, a position from which I write, and choose to privi-

lege, the term ‘research’ is inextricably linked to Eu ro pean imperialism 

and colonization. . . .  The ways in which scientific research is implicated in 

the worst excesses of colonialism remains a power ful remembered history 

for many of the world’s colonized  peoples. It is a history that still offends 

the deepest sense of our humanity” (2012, 1). Rather, the strength of a criti-

cal social theory also rests on the terms of its participation in pro cesses of 

knowledge production as well as how its ideas and practices criticize prevailing 
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power relations.  There are no inherently “intersectional” methodologies or 

methods. But  there are ways in which intersectionality’s core premises, es-

pecially its premise of relationality, can influence methodological choices 

within intersectional scholarship. Intersectionality’s entanglements with di-

verse knowledge proj ects, the cognitive architecture that its prac ti tion ers use 

when  doing intersectionality, and the significance of power relations within 

and among communities of inquiry on intersectionality’s praxis all contrib-

ute to intersectionality’s methodological contours.

Intersectional Theorizing and Critical Self- Reflexivity

In a David and Goliath world regulated by dominant Western epistemolo-

gies and their concomitant methodologies, intersectionality cannot simply 

assume that it is playing by the same set of rules as every one  else. Critical 

theoretical proj ects resist and criticize not just the intellectual and po liti cal 

arrangements that accompany specific forms of domination, but also how 

dominant epistemologies make  these structures of knowledge notoriously 

difficult to upend. At the same time, recognizing that communities of in-

quiry are or ga nized by the testimonial practices of its members means that 

 these epistemic relations are not preordained. They can go in multiple direc-

tions. This places epistemic agency in the hands of  people who belong to a 

given community.

 Whether intentional or not, coining narratives perform a form of episte-

mological gatekeeping that erases and sanitizes the radical potential of inter-

sectionality’s more unruly dimensions. By installing a more orderly, recog-

nizable, and disciplined intersectionality that can safely fit within prevailing 

rules of epistemic power, such narratives enhance intersectionality’s aca-

demic respectability. Yet such recognition comes with the cost of enhancing 

the testimonial authority of some epistemic agents at the expense of  others. 

Some scholars want to claim the legitimacy of intersectionality as a recog-

nized scholarly perspective while leaving  behind the Black  people,  women, 

colonized subjects, poor  people, stateless  people, and similarly subordinated 

 people whose social action created it. In its place, they wish to install a new 

narrative of intersectionality that privileges academic norms of objectivity 

and universality over the seeming particularity of intersectionality’s ties to 

re sis tance.  These efforts may be well- meaning, but they are ultimately short-

sighted. Intersectionality does not aspire solely to be integrated into the pan-
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theon of academic social theories, critical or other wise. Its ties to resistant 

knowledge proj ects raise specific issues for intersectionality concerning the 

substance of its criticism of dominant knowledge and how methodologically 

critical it is for decolonizing knowledge. In this context, intersectionality’s 

ability to tell its own story is a contested site of intersectional theorizing.

When it comes to developing intersectionality as critical social theory, 

it may be time to supplement intersectionality’s accomplishments as a tool 

for criticizing social relations with more emphasis on developing its inter-

nal critical cognitive architecture. In the same way that critical race theory, 

feminist studies, and decolonial resistant knowledge proj ects engaged in 

dual forms of critical analy sis— namely, criticisms of practices that  were 

external to their discourse as well as criticisms of their internal practices— 

intersectionality’s critical analy sis may need a similarly complex critical 

eye. For intersectionality to deepen its critical theoretical dimensions, it 

needs to criticize not just the content of colonial knowledge but also its 

own taken- for- granted methodological assumptions that shape its critical 

theorizing.

Cultivating a dialogical methodology that is inclusive and demo cratic 

may be an impor tant and perhaps essential dimension of intersectionality’s 

cognitive architecture. A dialogical methodology can be used for critical 

analy sis among interpretive communities— the case, for example, of dialogues 

among critical theories and resistant knowledge proj ects. In this book, I place 

a variety of disparate knowledge proj ects in dialogue.  Doing so enables me to 

identify a range of ideas that expand intersectionality’s context of discovery. 

But a dialogical methodology can also spark critical analy sis within a given 

knowledge proj ect. The kind of critical debates within Francophone social 

theory, British cultural studies, critical race studies, feminism, and decolonial 

studies illustrate the need for internal dialogues. One purpose of this book 

is to cultivate such internal dialogues within intersectionality. In this sense, 

in this book I do not just advocate in  favor of a dialogical methodology in 

the abstract; rather, through my own methodological praxis, I explore how 

using a dialogical methodology might inform intersectional theorizing.21

For intersectionality to deepen its critical theoretical dimensions, it needs 

to cast a self- reflexive, critical eye on its own constructs, premises, and prac-

tices. Parts I and II of this book position intersectionality within a broad con-

ceptual landscape that comprises established critical social theories as well as 

a pantheon of resistant knowledge proj ects. In parts III and IV, I take up ques-

tions of the internal dimensions of intersectionality’s critical inquiry. In the 
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remaining chapters, I explore impor tant ave nues of investigation for dialogical 

engagement among  those who wish to deepen intersectionality’s theoretical 

development. I pre sent select puzzles that inform intersectionality’s prospects 

as a critical social theory. As a stimulus for self- reflexivity within intersection-

ality, the following chapters are not proscriptive but rather are diagnostic.



5

Intersectionality, Experience, 

and Community

Intersectionality’s critical theorizing  faces the challenge of defining how 

it understands and uses the ideas that underpin its own practice. Experi-

ence is one such idea, and specifying how it is defined and used within 

intersectional inquiry constitutes one impor tant goal. Competing perspec-

tives on  whether experience should count within social theorizing and, if 

so, the differential value granted the experiences of  women, Black  people, 

Latinas/os, poor  people, lgbtq  people, and differently- abled  people inform 

intersectionality’s epistemological and methodological debates. Tools of 

epistemic re sis tance used by subordinated  people— namely, testimonial au-

thority, identity politics, and standpoint epistemology— all rest on implicit 

assumptions about the utility of experience for producing knowledge. In 
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this context, developing a more robust understanding of experience within 

intersectionality, especially one grounded in the interaction of actions and 

ideas, might inform intersectionality’s critical inquiry as well as its critical 

praxis.

Specifying how social structure is defined and used within intersectional 

inquiry constitutes a second challenge for intersectionality’s critical theo-

rizing. Con temporary social theories increasingly focus on individuals and 

discourse, thereby moving away from structural analyses of collective be-

hav ior and group- based experiences.  Here the concept of community pro-

vides an analytical framework for conceptualizing social structural contexts 

that inform group- based or collective social action.1

In this chapter, I investigate how developing more robust analyses of 

experience and community might shed light on social action as a way of 

knowing. I do so by examining how  these ideas appear in two very diff er-

ent discourses. Placing Black feminist thought and American pragmatism in 

dialogue provides distinctive  angles of vision on conceptions of experience 

and community. The ideas of experience and community have been fun-

damental to Black feminist praxis, and Black feminist thought provides an 

impor tant perspective on how  these ideas work within resistant knowledge 

proj ects.  Because the ideas of social interaction, community, and democ-

racy have been impor tant within American pragmatism, this specialization 

within the field of philosophy also provides an impor tant perspective on 

 these concepts. Together,  these discourses suggest some impor tant ave nues 

of investigation for theorizing intersectionality.2

Intersectionality is in a position to learn from both discourses. Black fem-

inist thought and American pragmatism suggest that experience constitutes 

a way both of understanding the social world and of taking action within 

it. Both discourses also provide distinctive perspectives on the construct of 

community as a way of understanding social structures and collective be-

hav ior. Intersectional theorizing requires critical self- reflexivity concerning 

 these connections among experience, community, and social action.

Black Feminist Thought in Social Context

Intellectual histories provide much- needed discussions of the ideas of Af-

rican American  women thinkers, yet  those ideas need to be placed in so-

cial, po liti cal, and intellectual context.3 Rather than viewing Black feminist 

thought as a static set of ideas that sprang from the minds of a few African 
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American  women intellectual- activists, situating Black feminist thought 

within the social context of intersecting power relations better captures the 

meaning of experience and community for social action. African Ameri-

can feminist thinkers worked within specific social contexts that not only 

 shaped what they could see and what they could do, but also what they could 

imagine. The changing contours of Black feminist thought over time reflect 

ongoing efforts to solve the specific prob lems that African American  women 

experienced within broader power relations of racism, heteropatriarchy, 

capitalism, and nationalism.

African American  women have long advanced alternative explana-

tions about the complex nature of oppression in the United States as well 

as American democracy’s potential in fostering freedom (Bay et al. 2015). 

 Because Black  women experienced race/class domination in gender- specific 

ways, they  were better positioned to see how gender and sexuality affected 

their lives within intersecting oppressions of racism and capitalism. In this 

context, racism, capitalism, and heteropatriarchy have long been salient 

forms of domination for African American  women (Marable 1983a). Black 

 women’s deepening analy sis of intersectionality was catalyzed by the specific 

configurations of  these power relations both within U.S. society as well as 

within segregated African American communities.

As an intellectual arm of Black feminism, Black feminist thought con-

stitutes an impor tant case for studying how subordinated groups empower 

themselves within contexts of domination. African American  women devel-

oped Black feminist thought as a resistant knowledge proj ect that reflected 

Black  women’s po liti cal interests (Collins 2000). The ideas of intersectional-

ity have been central to that knowledge proj ect. Within Black feminism, un-

derstanding experiences with social injustices within U.S. society catalyzed 

intersectional analyses within Black feminism. Resistant knowledge proj ects 

also require social actions, both as sources of ideas and as ways of evaluating 

re sis tance itself. Experiences of trying to resist social injustices of race, class, 

gender, sexuality, and nation (citizenship) also stimulated ideas about how 

a flexible po liti cal solidarity was also impor tant for re sis tance. Within Black 

feminist thought, ideas and actions are neither elevated one above the other, 

nor conflated into each other. Rather, intellectual production and po liti cal 

action are held as distinctive yet interdependent entities. The construct of 

intellectual activism captures this creative tension between thinking and 

 doing (Collins 2013).4

Intersectionality and flexible solidarity constitute two interdependent di-

mensions of Black feminist thought that reflect this recursive relationship 
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between ideas and action within intellectual activism. Intersectionality and 

flexible solidarity both draw meaning from and shape social action within a 

specific social context. In the case of Black feminist thought, Black  women 

take action on behalf of and within African American communities. The 

contours of both also change in response to new po liti cal and intellectual 

realities. Each deepens over time in response to new constraints and oppor-

tunities of dominance and re sis tance.

Locating Intersectionality: Ida B. Wells- Barnett’s  

Anti- Lynching Campaign

Ida  B. Wells- Barnett’s (1862–1931) anti- lynching crusade illustrates how 

African American  women’s intellectual activism reflects social action as 

a way of knowing. In this case, Wells- Barnett took informed social ac-

tion in response to her experiences with the impor tant social prob lem 

of lynching, and her actions in turn  shaped her intersectional analy sis 

of vio lence.5 Ida Wells- Barnett has been remembered primarily as an ac-

tivist, an irritant in the side of William E. B. Du Bois and other African 

American leaders. Without doubt, Wells- Barnett was an activist, and an 

extremely effective one for her times. During her adult life, she partici-

pated in an impressive constellation of antiracism and  women’s rights 

initiatives. Wells- Barnett also used her journalistic  career, her speeches, 

her leadership in po liti cal organ izations, her position papers, and her 

pamphlets to advance innovative analyses concerning the connections 

between African American disempowerment and the need for social justice. 

 Because her activism and her intellectual work  were so interconnected, 

she offers a win dow into the workings of Black  women’s intellectual 

activism.6

Wells- Barnett is best known for her de cades long anti- lynching crusade 

that began in 1892  after three successful man ag ers of a grocery business  were 

lynched in an African American neighborhood just outside Memphis. Wells 

knew all three men, and she suspected that white citizens of Memphis re-

sented  these Black businessmen  because their store successfully competed 

with a white- owned store in the same neighborhood. This painful personal 

experience with lynching was a turning point in her life. Expressing out-

rage that “the city of Memphis has demonstrated that neither character nor 

standing avails the Negro if he dares to protect himself against the white 

man or become his rival,” Wells urged the African American citizens of 

Memphis to “save our money and leave a town that  will neither protect our 
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lives and property, nor give us a fair trial in the courts, when accused by 

white persons” (Duster 1970).

In response to the lynching of her neighbors, Wells- Barnett wrote a 

hard- hitting editorial that criticized the prevailing wisdom about lynch-

ing. Wells- Barnett claimed that not only  were African American men often 

falsely accused of rape, but that  because some white  women  were attracted 

to Black men, some sexual relations that did occur between African Ameri-

can men and white  women  were consensual. Fortunately, Wells- Barnett was 

out of town when this inflammatory editorial appeared, or she too might 

have been lynched. Instead, the white  people of Memphis burned down the 

building housing the African American newspaper that published Wells- 

Barnett’s editorial and threatened her life if she ever returned to Memphis. 

 These specific events marked the beginning of Ida Wells- Barnett’s impres-

sive over twenty- year crusade against lynching that took the form of touring 

to speaking events, publishing editorials, preparing pamphlets, organ izing 

community ser vices, and participating in  women’s and civil rights groups.

In her writings, Wells- Barnett provides names, dates, and graphic details 

of the horrible vio lence inflicted upon African Americans through lynch-

ing. She also details the pain of both  those who are lynched and the loved 

ones left  behind. Her pamphlet “Mob Rule in New Orleans” provides an 

especially chilling example of Wells- Barnett’s journalistic skills; in it she de-

scribes three days of vio lence that highlights its effects on African American 

victims (Wells- Barnett 2002, 153–203). Significantly, the precipitating inci-

dent concerned police officers who approached two African American men 

sitting on a doorstep engaged in conversation. The police, for no apparent 

reason, de cided to arrest them. The men resisted, an altercation ensued, and 

one of the police officers was hurt. Rather than recounting the incident from 

the point of view of the police, Wells- Barnett instead envisions how this 

event looked to Charles, one of the Black men profiled by the New Orleans 

police:

In any law- abiding community Charles would have been justified in de-

livering himself up immediately to the properly constituted authorities 

and asking [for] a trial by a jury of his peers. He could have been certain 

that in resisting an unwarranted arrest he had a right to defend his life, 

even to the point of taking one in that defense, but Charles knew that his 

arrest in New Orleans, even for defending his life, meant nothing short of 

a long term in the penitentiary, and still more probable death by lynching 

at the hands of a cowardly mob. (Wells- Barnett 2002, 158)
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In this context, Charles not only ran from the police, he did the unthink-

able of fighting back. Charles’s re sis tance to what he perceived as police ha-

rassment incensed the white residents of New Orleans such that, “unable to 

vent its vindictiveness and bloodthirsty vengeance upon Charles, the mob 

turned its attention to other colored men who happened to get in the path 

of its fury. Even colored  women, as has happened many times before,  were 

assaulted and beaten and killed by the brutal hoodlums who thronged the 

streets” (164). Wells- Barnett tells story  after story of unsuspecting African 

Americans who  were pulled from trolley cars, chased down streets, and 

murdered while they slept in their homes. Their only crime was being Afri-

can American and having the misfortune of getting in the path of mob fury. 

“Mob Rule in New Orleans” is especially eye- opening  because it refuses to 

depict African Americans as passively awaiting their fate as victims of mob 

rule, praying for salvation. Instead, it rec ords the range of African American 

reactions to mob vio lence. Most Black  people ran, hid, and tried to get away. 

 Others, like Charles, fought back. Charles was eventually killed in a hail of 

bullets, but even in reporting on his death, Wells- Barnett refuses to portray 

Charles solely as a victim.

Wells- Barnett’s analy sis of lynching illustrates the power of testimonial 

authority to highlight the point of view of subordinated  people. But it also 

lays a foundation for intersectionality’s guiding premises of using race, sexu-

ality, class, and gender as intersecting systems of power to solve social prob-

lems (see figure 1.1 in chapter 1). In this regard, her work foreshadows Black 

feminist intersectional analyses that emphasize how social structures inter-

lock to shape par tic u lar social outcomes (Combahee River Collective 1995). 

Wells- Barnett suggests that the crime of lynching grew less from the indi-

vidual psyches of individuals in lynch mobs and more from structural power 

relations of race, class, nation, gender, and sexuality that legitimated the col-

lective be hav ior of the lynch mob. Through her intellectual activism, Wells- 

Barnett lays a foundation for an intersectional analy sis of state- sanctioned 

vio lence that Angela Y. Davis (1978; see also Crenshaw 1991; Richie 2012), 

Kimberlé Crenshaw (1991; see also Davis 1978; Richie 2012), Beth Ritchie 

(2012), and  others take up much  later.

Wells- Barnett’s work on lynching lays the foundation for subsequent in-

tersectional analyses of gendered vio lence. As many authors within modern 

Black feminism point out, the strug gle to control African American  women’s 

bodies and sexuality has been a major part of intersecting power relations 

throughout the African Diaspora (Collins 2004). Wells- Barnett’s work on 

lynching advances our understanding of Black sexual politics, but not through 
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a focus on African American  women. Instead, Wells- Barnett analyzes how the 

combination of racism, heteropatriarchy, and class produced controlling im-

ages of Black masculinity that  were essential to controlling Black men’s bod-

ies and sexuality. Wells- Barnett produced a Black feminist analy sis of Black 

masculinity, one that juxtaposed white masculinity as the source of lynching 

against the humanity of Black men as the victims of this crime. Wells- Barnett 

does not advance an intersectional analy sis of the connections among Black 

masculinity and Black femininity, but she does lay a foundation for a Black 

sexual politics that draws upon an intersectional sensibility.

Wells- Barnett’s work on lynching also posits a provocative intersectional 

analy sis that incorporated sexuality. What is unique about Wells- Barnett’s 

analy sis is that she not only introduced a much- needed gender analy sis 

into analyses of vio lence, she incorporated the controversial theme of in-

terracial sexuality. Wells- Barnett’s ideas generated considerable controversy 

when she dared to claim that many of the sexual liaisons between white 

 women and Black men  were in fact consensual, and most certainly  were not 

rape. Moreover, she indicted white men as the  actual perpetrators of crimes 

of sexual vio lence against African American men via lynching and African 

American  women via rape. Consider how her comments in “Southern 

Horrors” concerning the contradictions of laws forbidding interracial mar-

riage place blame on White male be hav ior and power: “The miscegenation 

laws of the South only operate against the legitimate  union of the races: they 

leave the white man  free to seduce all the colored girls he can, but is [sic] 

death to the colored man who yields to the force and advances of a similar 

attraction in white  women. White men lynch the offending Afro- American, 

not  because he is a despoiler of virtue, but  because he succumbs to the smiles 

of white  women” (Wells- Barnett 2002, 31).

In this controversial analy sis, she reveals how ideas about gender 

difference— the seeming passivity of  women and the aggressiveness of 

men— are in fact deeply racialized constructs. Gender had a racial face, 

whereby African American  women, African American men, white  women, 

and white men occupied distinct race/gender categories within an overarch-

ing social structure of prescribed places. Interracial sexual liaisons  violated 

that space. In this regard, Wells- Barnett foreshadowed con temporary work 

on the connections between William E. B. Du Bois’s famous “color line” and 

ideas about sexuality and its role in the construction of gender during this 

same period (Somerville 2000).

In explaining lynching, Wells- Barnett also incorporates an implicit cri-

tique of capitalism and the social class politics it engenders. Mob rule went 
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on for several days, but as Wells- Barnett points out, it began to wind down 

when the “better ele ment of white citizens” realized its financial costs to New 

Orleans. Wells- Barnett offers a biting criticism of the relation between afflu-

ent white citizens who benefitted financially from Black poverty, and poor 

and working- class white citizens who comprised the mob. As she points out, 

“the killing of a few Negroes” by mobs is not especially impor tant in Louisi-

ana. But when the “reign of mob law exerts a depressing influence upon the 

stock market and city securities begin to show unsteady standing in money 

centers, then the strong arm of the good white  people of the South asserts 

itself and order is quickly brought out of chaos” (Wells- Barnett 2002, 168). 

That was the case for New Orleans: the “better ele ments of white citizens” 

became involved in suppressing the riot “for the purpose of saving the city’s 

credit” (168).

Wells- Barnett was aware of the hegemonic politics of social class among 

the “good white  people of the South” whereby affluent white  people benefit-

ted from the disadvantage of poor white  people. She also experienced how 

the color line that separated “white citizens” across social classes from their 

impoverished and disenfranchised Black counter parts sustained social in-

equality. But she was also aware of how  these broader politics of social class 

in the U.S. influenced class relations within African American communities. 

Wells- Barnett’s experiences of growing up in the South in the aftermath of 

slavery showed her the  trials of African American poverty and working- 

class life. Wells- Barnett was not born into the fledgling Black  middle class, 

but rather moved into it through education. Her experiences with upward 

social class mobility provided economic experiences that differed dramati-

cally from  those of many of her counter parts. Wells- Barnett’s participation 

in established African American and  women’s organ izations, as well as her 

newfound middle- class lifestyle, often generated friction, compromise, and 

considerable insight. Wells- Barnett may have spent much of her adult life in 

the Black  middle class, but she was not of the Black  middle class.

Ida Wells- Barnett’s anti- lynching crusade recognizes how knowledge 

itself can constitute a form of epistemic oppression (Dotson 2014). Wells- 

Barnett’s nascent intersectional analyses challenged the taken- for- granted 

repre sen ta tions of African Americans that make lynching intelligible for 

the “good white  people” of the South and the North. Before Wells- Barnett’s 

intervention, the historical rec ord on lynching advanced the thesis that Af-

rican American men deserved to be lynched, primarily  because their alleg-

edly animal- like nature compelled them to lust  after white  women. The end 

of slavery, which ended white supervision, seemingly loosened  these natu-
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ral violent tendencies among Black men. In essence, slavery had been good 

for Black men  because it suppressed their seemingly natu ral violent nature. 

Wells- Barnett directly refuted controlling images that pathologized African 

American men as being lazy, unintelligent, sexually wanton, and violent. 

The pressing need to address lynching meant that she focused on men, yet 

Wells- Barnett’s approach suggests a similar set of controlling images for Af-

rican American  women. Such images  were not simply benign repre sen ta-

tions but pivotal in sustaining power relations (Collins 2000, 2018).

Moreover, Wells- Barnett did not simply criticize this dominant story of 

white supremacy and black inferiority; she developed an alternative narra-

tive. Using her own experiences, she used race, gender, sexuality, and class 

to explain the same set of social conditions.  Because Wells- Barnett’s parents 

 were enslaved and she herself was born into slavery, she could draw upon 

the experiences of her  family and community to refute derogatory, control-

ling images of African Americans. Wells- Barnett is quite clear that African 

Americans needed to reject this dominant narrative. In the preface to her 

pamphlet “Southern Horrors,” she notes: “The Afro- American is not a bes-

tial race. If this work can contribute in any way  toward proving this, and at 

the same time arouse the conscience of the American  people to a demand for 

justice to  every citizen, and punishment by law for the lawless, I  shall feel I 

have done my race a ser vice. Other considerations are of minor importance” 

(Wells- Barnett 2002, 26). Wells- Barnett took a huge risk in challenging this 

conventional racial wisdom of Black male bestiality lurking just below the 

surface of normality— she was,  after all, threatened with death if she ever re-

turned to Memphis. Thus, her caveat that “other considerations are of minor 

importance” should be read against the context of late nineteenth- century 

politics in the U.S. South, where speaking out could be extremely dangerous.

Methodologically, how Wells- Barnett constructed her refutation of the 

historical rec ord on lynching is just as impor tant as the content of her argu-

ments criticizing the dominant discourse. Wells- Barnett’s brilliance lay in 

her decision to use the data collected by white journalists to challenge the 

prevailing wisdom on lynching. Wells- Barnett assembled an array of news-

paper articles on lynching that had been published within the mainstream 

white press. Analyzing the themes in  these articles, she argued that what 

seemed to be isolated events  were in fact part of a larger pattern of law-

lessness. Her data  were difficult to refute  because she used the very same 

data that  were reported in the mainstream press, yet recontextualized it in 

response to the concerns of African Americans. In a reversal of traditional 

ethnography, in which academics rely on native in for mants for data to fit 
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their theories, Wells- Barnett turned the white press into her “native in for-

mants.” They provided the data for her theory of lynching as a form of state- 

sanctioned vio lence that included ideas about race, gender, sexuality, class, 

and citizenship. In this sense, Wells- Barnett claimed significant testimonial 

authority within the constraints of epistemic power that rested on unques-

tioned assumptions concerning race, gender, sexuality, and class (Dotson 

2011). In the context of her times, her methodology constituted epistemic 

re sis tance (Kidd, Medina, and Pohlhaus 2017).

Wells- Barnett’s work on lynching illustrates how Black feminist episte-

mology conceptualizes and values experience as part of epistemic re sis tance 

(Collins 2000, 251–271).  Whether testifying on one’s own behalf or, as the 

case of Wells- Barnett suggested, believing the testimony of  others, lived 

experience is valued in analyzing the meaning of events. Such theorizing 

argues that, for African Americans and similarly oppressed  people, looking 

to one’s own experiences and  those of similarly situated  others is of value 

in resisting oppression. During Wells- Barnett’s era, the harm done to the 

individual African American men,  women, and  children who  were lynched 

and the harm done to African Americans as a collectivity who lived with the 

threat of vio lence served as daily reminders that victims of lynching needed 

to be believed and that the interpretations of African Americans about their 

own experiences  were of special value. Valorizing lived experiences requires 

centering on the needs of a par tic u lar group harmed by social injustice and 

finding a prominent place for analyses advanced by victims within the nar-

ratives or stories that are told about or by that group.

This understanding of experience informs Black feminist theoretical analy-

sis generally and the idea of intersectionality in par tic u lar. Wells- Barnett gen-

erated intersectional analyses about lynching  because her intellectual activism 

remained grounded in the experiences of African American men and  women. 

She disbelieved abstract theories about lynching that evaluated lynching as an 

appropriate punishment for Black male rapists, which  were advanced by the 

“white citizens.” The necessity of trying to solve the impor tant social prob lem 

of vio lence brought an urgency and commitment to intellectual activism that 

she maintained over two de cades. The corpus of Wells- Barnett’s intellectual 

and activist endeavors demonstrates a synergistic relationship between her 

ideas and activism, specifically, her analy sis of lynching as a form of state- 

sanctioned vio lence and her experiences as an African American  woman fac-

ing the vulnerabilities of living with this threat of terrorism. Her activism was 

informed by ideas, and  these same facts and new interpretations of old reali-

ties enabled her to chart an activist course for herself.
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Necessity need not be just for oneself. Within con temporary Western 

feminist sensibilities that stress personal advocacy on one’s own behalf as a 

hallmark of feminism, Wells- Barnett’s support for  women’s suffrage osten-

sibly qualifies her as a “feminist.” In contrast,  because it is overly focused 

on men, Wells- Barnett’s anti- lynching crusade seems more appropriate for 

African American social and po liti cal thought. Wells- Barnett recognized 

that,  under the conditions of harsh racial segregation that she faced, the fate 

of African Americans remained just as closely tied—if not more so—to the 

interests of African American men as to  those of white  women.  Because her 

work on lynching examines a form of sexual vio lence that fell more heavi ly 

on African American men than  women, her advocacy can be seen as sup-

porting a male- defined ethos of po liti cal strug gle wherein the concerns 

of African American men take pre ce dent over  those of African American 

 women. Yet this would be a misreading of Wells- Barnett’s activism.

Wells- Barnett’s anti- lynching campaign illustrates how the impetus for 

African American  women’s po liti cal activism often reflects a response to a so-

cial prob lem that affects African Americans as a community, for example, the 

concern for one’s  children, a loved one, and neighbors in a geographic com-

munity. But this same concern can also be generalized to African Americans 

as an  imagined community, one that experiences a shared fate, even though 

its members may never meet face- to- face (Anderson 1983). The intellectual 

activism of Ida Wells- Barnett encompasses both dimensions of community.

Ida  B. Wells- Barnett’s intellectual activism also points  toward the sig-

nificance of Black  women’s community work within Black feminist thought 

(Collins 2006, 123–160). Community work constitutes a form of reproductive 

 labor that was designed to (1) ensure the physical survival of African Ameri-

can  children and youth; (2) build Black identities that would protect African 

Americans from the attacks of white supremacy; (3) uphold  viable African 

American families, organ izations, and other institutions of Black civil soci-

ety; and (4) transform schools, job settings, government agencies, and other 

impor tant social institutions. In the case of Wells- Barnett’s anti- lynching cam-

paign, community work involved strategies that opposed state- sanctioned 

murders of African Americans as a  people or  imagined community.

Locating Flexible Solidarity: Black  Women’s Community Work

The changing contours of community work within African American com-

munities informs Black  women’s politics and Black feminist thought (Col-

lins 2006, 123–160). Prior to mid- twentieth- century social movements, 
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community work occurred primarily within racially segregated communities 

and encompassed both protest and survival politics, with survival taking the 

lion’s share of resources.7 For African American men and  women, working for 

social change constituted an impor tant path to personal dignity and individ-

ual freedom. African Americans confronted a long list of social prob lems that, 

while originating with enslavement, have had deeply entrenched, intergenera-

tional effects. For example, mass incarceration may seem to be a new social 

prob lem, but locking up Black youth was a mechanism of control  under slav-

ery,  under Jim Crow, and is codified into the thirteenth amendment of the U.S. 

Constitution (M. Alexander 2010). Yet in the face of assaults on Black men, the 

burden of community work has fallen more heavi ly on Black  women.

Within Black civil society or the Black community, many  women exerted 

leadership that was designed to help individuals within their communities 

survive, grow, and reject the practices of anti- Black racism.8 Black  women’s 

motherwork, an impor tant site of Black  women’s community work, illus-

trates the multilayered texture of Black  women’s politics (James 1993; Story 

2014). Although motherwork resembles care work, especially understand-

ings of care work as a set of princi ples for demo cratic participation (see, e.g., 

Tronto 2013),  because motherwork is deeply embedded within the survival 

politics of African American communities, it has been infused with broader 

po liti cal intent.  Whether they had biological  children or not, the work that 

Black  women did in caring for their communities constituted an impor tant 

site that si mul ta neously politicized African American  women and served for 

many as an expression of po liti cal activism.

In a world that devalues Black lives, to defend the lives of Black youth 

and aim to give  those lives hope is an act of radical re sis tance. In this sense, 

con temporary expressions of motherwork that invoke  these deep cultural 

roots bring a more politicized notion of care to po liti cal proj ects. Then and 

now, motherwork takes diverse forms. Ella Baker had no  children of her 

own, but her work with youth during the Civil Rights movement in the 1950s 

and 1960s underpins her radical demo cratic vision (Ransby 2003). In the 

1960s and 1970s, the young Black  women of the Black Panther Party for Self- 

Defense engaged in a variety of proj ects that supported Black youth as a way 

of developing their communities (Farmer 2017). Currently, local grassroots 

activists who strug gle for clean  water, better schools, job training, and more 

responsive police and social ser vices for their neighborhoods take action 

 because they care for and care about their communities. Certainly, Black 

men have performed this kind of reproductive  labor, but in the face of pub-

lic policies of mass incarceration that remove so many men from African 
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American communities, motherwork continues to fall disproportionately 

on Black  women.

In this sense, Black civil society provided an impor tant arena for Black 

 women’s po liti cal activism as well as their consciousness concerning the po-

liti cal.  Whether a moral, ethical tradition that encouraged African Ameri-

can  women to relinquish the so- called special interests of issues as  women 

for the greater good of the overarching community, or a survival politics 

that meant that if Black  women  didn’t do it, it simply  didn’t get done, Black 

 women’s reproductive  labor was placed in ser vice to Black communities. 

Within this interpretive framework, fighting on behalf of freedom and so-

cial justice for the entire Black community and for a more inclusive society 

based on social justice was, in effect, fighting for one’s own personal free-

dom. The two could not be easily separated.

Working within Black organ izations both sensitized African American 

 women to inequalities of gender and sexuality within Black communities and 

provided a venue for po liti cal action in response to gendered inequalities. 

For example, using their power as  women, many African American  women 

advocated for  women’s issues within their churches (Gilkes 2001; Higginbo-

tham 1993).  Others questioned interpretations of Christian scripture on the 

rightful place of  women, offering alternative analyses of how Black  women 

might use scripture to empower themselves (Grant 1989), of womanist ethics 

(Cannon 1988), and of the role of sexuality within Black churches (Douglas 

1999). Many African American  women developed a feminist consciousness 

in the context of working for African American civil rights (Anderson- 

Bricker 1999; Murray 1970b; Scanlon 2016). As the case of Ida Wells- Barnett 

suggests, gendered analyses  were inherently tied to racial analyses.

 Under conditions of racial segregation, Black  women certainly encoun-

tered gender discrimination in their jobs as domestic workers as well as 

unwelcome sexual harassment in public places. Many experienced sexual 

assault, making public white space a space of danger.  Under  these conditions 

of second- class citizenship, Black communities provided places of respite 

from the advances of white men and the surveillance of white  women. Yet 

Black  women who lived in racially segregated neighborhoods also experi-

enced so- called  women’s issues via daily interactions within organ izations 

that formed the public sphere of African American communities. But  there, 

as members of African American communities, they not only had obliga-

tions to uphold rigid views of Black solidarity but also opportunities to 

shape its meaning. Despite the need for Black solidarity in the face of an 

ongoing racial threat, African American  women within African American 
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civil society often questioned solidarity politics that demanded their loyalty 

without offering support for the specific issues that they encountered.

Working within the strictures of Black  women’s community work gener-

ated skills of flexible solidarity that si mul ta neously accepted and challenged 

male- defined understandings of Black solidarity. In racially segregated set-

tings where the threat of vio lence was omnipresent, Black  women’s com-

munity work required a commitment to Black solidarity as a core feature of 

po liti cal engagement. Such solidarity occurred both within and on behalf of 

African American communities. Without solidarity among African Ameri-

cans, po liti cal strug gles to upend racial domination  were doomed. Yet for 

Black  women, an unquestioned solidarity could be neither inherently de-

sirable nor effective when it rested on a male- dominated, intergenerational 

gender hierarchy. Such solidarity was rigid, and often backed up by religious 

theology or tradition, and it created roadblocks for effective po liti cal action. 

Black  women saw the need for Black solidarity, yet they calibrated their 

specific ideas and actions in flexible ways that better suited  actual po liti cal 

 proj ects. Solidarity was not an essentialist category, a bundle of rules that 

was blindly applied across time and space.

Despite the united front presented to the public, within African Ameri-

can communities, Black  women often questioned a solidarity politics that 

demanded their loyalty to Black men who not only failed to understand the 

social prob lems that Black  women encountered, but also  were often impli-

cated in creating them. Rather than rejecting solidarity politics outright, 

they chose to massage that solidarity, sometimes working with Black men 

and other times opposing them.9 This flexible understanding of po liti cal 

solidarity enabled Black  women to work to mold social action to the chal-

lenges at hand. Flexibility that was tethered to principled social action did 

not mean that such  women  were uncritically obedient, but rather that Black 

 women made strategic choices about what made most sense in response to 

the social prob lems they faced.

The reemergence of a vibrant Black feminism in the early twenty- first 

 century, and its growing transnational ties with Black diasporic feminism, 

 human rights initiatives, and similar social justice initiatives, points to the 

continuities and changes concerning intersectionality and flexible solidarity 

within Black feminism. Con temporary Black feminism explic itly self- defines 

in intersectional terms and increasingly draws upon flexible solidarity as 

a po liti cal strategy within its orga nizational practices.  These concepts of 

intersectionality and flexible solidarity appear in both physical and digital 

space. For example, essays in The Intersectional Internet: Race, Sex, Class, 
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and Culture Online (Noble and Tynes 2016) detail the varying ways that 

new communications technologies have enabled the conversations that 

formerly occurred in geographic communities to go online. Some Black 

 women intellectual- activists have managed to find a way to straddle com-

munity building within academic venues and online, using digital space for 

blogs that catalyze discussions among African American  women within the 

 imagined communities of the blogosphere. Catherine Knight Steele’s (2016) 

research on Black  women and re sis tance discourse online and the Crunk 

Feminist Collective’s blogs (Steele 2016; Cooper, Morris, and Boylorn 2017) 

are exemplary in this regard. In other cases, a new generation of Black femi-

nists has not only embraced but has deepened understandings of intersec-

tionality and flexible solidarity in its po liti cal proj ects (Carruthers 2018).

 These ideas of flexible solidarity and intersectionality continue to chal-

lenge understandings of solidarity within African American communities 

and to inform broader social justice initiatives. In her aptly titled book Mak-

ing All Black Lives  Matter: Reimagining Freedom in the 21st  Century, histo-

rian Barbara Ransby (2018) examines the intellectual and po liti cal meaning 

of the Black Lives  Matter (blm) movement. Significantly, Ransby identifies 

Black feminist politics as the “ideological bedrock of the movement” (2). 

The movement addresses the racism and vio lence experienced by lgbtq 

communities. The blm movement has grown into an international Move-

ment for Black Lives initiative. Building on the foundation provided by the 

blm movement, this broader Movement for Black Lives also rests on the 

heterogeneous particularity of local proj ects and bundles the concerns of 

many diff er ent local proj ects  under one broad umbrella. Both movements 

illustrate the challenges of both using flexible solidarity within a par tic u lar 

po liti cal community and fostering solidarity among/across po liti cal com-

munities. The initial blm movement illustrates continuity with historical 

expressions of intersectionality and flexible solidarity of Black  women’s 

community work. Yet it si mul ta neously aimed to deepen both constructs 

by widening the circle of Black lives to incorporate Black trans*  people and 

 others who face discrimination both within and outside Black communities. 

The experiences of  people  were no longer to be excluded from, as Cathy 

Cohen (1999) describes it, “the bound aries of blackness,” but rather  were 

central to Black politics itself. In essence, by using an intersectional analy sis, 

this approach expanded the meaning of Black community. Via  these activi-

ties, the blm movement emphasized the synergy of ideas and action both 

within its counternarrative concerning intersectional power relations and 

through its counter- politics grounded in collective action. Stated differently, 
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its approach to solving social prob lems drew upon intersectionality as an 

analytical tool for analyzing intersecting power relations, and flexible soli-

darity as a necessary strategy for po liti cal action.

American Pragmatism and Creative Social Action

In discussing the significance of pragmatism for con temporary social the-

ory, German social theorist Hans Joas identifies the ideas that lie at the heart 

of American pragmatism: “It is my contention that American pragmatism is 

characterized by its understanding of  human action as creative action. The 

understanding of creativity contained in pragmatism is specific in the sense 

that pragmatism focuses on the fact that creativity is always embedded in a 

situation, i.e., on the  human being’s ‘situated freedom’ ” (Joas 1993, 4).10 Joas’s 

description taps two impor tant dimensions of pragmatism— namely, its be-

lief in  human creativity making sense of  human experiences and actions 

through critical thinking, and the premise that such creativity and critical 

engagement always occurs within a social context.11

The notion of the social self is fundamental within both dimensions of 

pragmatist discourse. This social self is a  human being who is situated within 

a network of transactional pro cesses with other  people. The experiences that 

a  human being has within the social world through transactions with  others 

constitute the substance that a person uses to make sense of the social and 

natu ral worlds. Social meanings are negotiated in the space of transaction.

The notion of experience is foundational for understanding this idea of 

the social self. Take, for example, phi los o pher John Stuhr’s description of the 

centrality of experience for intersubjective understandings, or the meanings 

that  people create by interacting with one another:

They [James & Dewey] insist that experience is an active, ongoing affair 

in which experiencing subject and experienced object constitute a pri-

mal, integral, relational unity. Experience is not an interaction of separate 

subject and object, a point of connection between a subjective realm of 

the experiencer and the objective order of nature. Instead, experience is 

existentially inclusive, continuous, unified: it is that interaction of subject 

and object which constitutes subject and object—as partial features of this 

active, yet unanalyzed totality. Experience, then, is not an “interaction” 

but a “transaction” in which the  whole constitutes its interrelated aspects. 

(Stuhr 2000, 4–5; emphasis added)
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Within this expansive understanding of experience as existentially inclusive, 

continuous, and unified, individuals are not passive recipients of a finished 

social world; rather, through their relationships with one another, with so-

cial institutions, and with the environment (“the objective order of nature”), 

they actively construct their social world. Experiencing is a pro cess of living 

in the social world versus experiences as artifacts of past interactions.12

In this sense, pragmatism’s conception of  human experiences and their 

connection to the social self differ from commonsense understandings of 

individual identity whereby an individual remains who he or she is regard-

less of the social context in which he or she is located. Individuals travel 

from place to place, collecting experiences as they go, taking their accumu-

lated experiences into each new setting. Commonsense understandings of 

identity see a person as basically carry ing one essential identity from one 

social setting to the next. Once so categorized, the experiences of individual 

 women and men become reduced to each individual’s perspective, bias, or 

mere opinion. Experiences become entities that an individual collects that 

shape her or his individual identity.

Pragmatism’s understanding of experiences in social context rejects this 

understanding of identity.  Because experiencing the social world is always 

subject to interpretation and reinterpretation, identities are social phenom-

ena and as such are never finished. Rather, experiences and the identities 

they engender are always in the making; that is,  people shape their social 

worlds through the actions they take as well as the experiences that their 

actions engender. In this sense, experience has a dual meaning: it is both the 

outcome of transactions in the social world (e.g., my biography, the mean-

ing that I make of my own experiences), and it describes an active pro cess 

of being in the social world (e.g., how I experience the world as an active 

participant by living in it from one moment to the next).

By situating individual experience in the center of the social world, prag-

matism offers an analy sis of experience that valorizes its contributions to 

intellectual inquiry. The pragmatic construct of creative social action stems 

from this understanding of experiencing the social world as one that stimu-

lates critical thinking and imagination. In other words,  people do not experi-

ence the world simply by observing it, much as one watches a movie. Rather, 

they actively work at making sense of the world through critical thinking 

and imagination, and, through their actions, they shape the social world. 

For example, Ida B. Wells- Barnett did not experience the lynching of her 

friends as a benign experience with  little effect on her worldview. Instead, 

she critically analyzed the events so that she could make sense of them. And 
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in  doing so, she consulted with  others, developing a provisional analy sis of 

the  causes of lynching based on her experiences. Taking action through ex-

periences of speeches, writing, and travel not only deepened her analy sis, it 

contributed to her commitment to imagine a world without lynching.

The pragmatist concept of experimentalism in everyday life puts teeth into 

this more amorphous category of creative social action.  People experiment 

all the time, trying new  things and learning from the differences between 

what they thought would happen and what actually happened. Experimen-

talism is not taught; rather, it’s something that  people do. For example, to 

the dismay of their parents, toddlers go through a phase where they put 

every thing in their mouths. Is the baby teething or hungry, or is this a way 

of experimenting to learn what should go in one’s mouth and what definitely 

does not belong  there? The pragmatist concept of experimentalism in every-

day life resembles the kind of critical thinking that has been formalized as 

the scientific method. Within pragmatism, experimentalism refers to a way 

of thinking that makes provisional assumptions, tests hypotheses through 

experiences by determining how they adhere to the provisional assump-

tions, and then forms new provisional assumptions based on what occurs. 

This is exactly what the toddler does. Toddler truth is never certain but is al-

ways provisional and subject to change. Within pragmatist frameworks, so-

cial truths are always provisional and are always subject to reinterpretation.

This concept of experimentalism suggests that the meaning of an idea 

comes from its pragmatic use in social context, and not exclusively from 

its internal logic or from some predetermined definition. The more an idea 

circulates among  people who use it, the clearer it becomes  because it has 

been tested in the crucible of experience. Within a pragmatist methodol-

ogy, knowledge or “truths” are not absolute; they are continually reevaluated 

and reinterpreted by how well they function (their pragmatic value). Within 

this experimentalist framework, impor tant social ideas such as freedom, so-

cial justice, equality, and democracy are never finished— they gain meaning 

through use. Social prob lems are also amenable to continual revision, rein-

terpretation, and renewed social action.

As a dimension of creative social action, experimentalism is especially 

useful for critical social theory.13 For example, John Dewey avoided analy-

ses of democracy whereby intellectuals developed theories and then applied 

abstract analyses to the topic of democracy. Dewey’s approach was more 

abductive, examining how the meaning of democracy would deepen over 

time by how  people experienced and used it. Rather than developing a  grand 

theory of democracy as a po liti cal system and the ethics of trying to make it 
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happen, Dewey’s philosophy implied a more dialogical approach. In essence, 

the meaning of democracy in the U.S. would emerge from how the Ameri-

can public participated in demo cratic institutions. Dewey’s commitment to 

public education stemmed from this sense that participatory democracy 

required an educated public. The Public and Its Prob lems (1954) illustrates 

Dewey’s commitment to critical analy sis as a way of diagnosing and solving 

social prob lems. Dewey (1954) aimed to cultivate individuals whose “intelli-

gent thought” brings the best ideas to the  table for participatory democracy. 

Dewey’s work illustrates how experimentalism and developing meaning 

through social action might work.

At the same time, Dewey’s approach to democracy as well as the general 

approach of the pragmatists sidestepped a conundrum within U.S. society. 

On the one hand, pragmatism does provide impor tant conceptual tools for 

rethinking the construct of community as a site where the subjective worlds 

of  people and the objective, durable social structures they create come to-

gether. American pragmatism espoused a desire to foster  human creativity 

within demo cratic communities. On the other hand, the  imagined commu-

nities of pragmatism  were far more demo cratic than  actual communities. 

Pragmatism had far less to say about how power relations influenced experi-

ence itself and the organ ization of communities. By this omission, pragma-

tism avoided for many de cades the difficult question of how creative social 

action might work in situations of social in equality where  human freedom 

was so clearly curtailed.

Writing Social In equality into Pragmatism: Gender, Race, 

Indigeneity, and Nation

Classical pragmatist thinkers could neither understand how intersecting 

systems of power  shaped their experiences within par tic u lar communities 

of inquiry, nor did they incorporate alternative understandings of pragma-

tism into their primary intellectual proj ects. Charles Peirce, William James, 

and other members of the initial pragmatist Metaphysical Club who met 

regularly to hash out the ideas of pragmatism constituted a very small com-

munity of inquiry (Menand 2001). Moreover, the homogeneity of their 

experiences within families, communities, and academic institutions that 

valorized whiteness, wealth, masculinity, and heterosexuality meant that 

they lacked exposure to  people and ideas that lay outside their experiences.

Classical pragmatists certainly knew that social in equality existed— 

how could they miss it?— yet as privileged intellectuals, they treated it 
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as unimportant. In this regard, they could neither draw upon experiences 

that they  didn’t have, nor could they consult  others whose experiences  were 

too far outside their daily experiences. During this same period of classi-

cal pragmatism, Black feminist thinkers faced a diff er ent social context that 

made it virtually impossible for them to ignore the workings of power in 

their lives. The members of the Metaphysical Club and Ida B. Wells- Barnett 

inhabited completely diff er ent social contexts, which had corresponding ef-

fects on their social theory. Had a broader range of  people participated in 

pragmatist communities of inquiry, perhaps American pragmatism might 

have unfolded differently.

A resurgence of interest in pragmatism has catalyzed internal criticism 

within pragmatism concerning a host of themes. By the early twenty- first 

 century, a number of phi los o phers criticized the pragmatist canon by ques-

tioning its taken- for- granted truths.14 This resurgence of interest in prag-

matism made it pos si ble to bring questions of social in equality to bear on 

pragmatism as well as to ask how pragmatism might contribute to under-

standings of social in equality.

Reforming existing fields of study, especially  those with the longevity and 

cachet of American pragmatism, takes time. Reforming existing disciplines 

requires criticizing a field’s prevailing ideas and practices, ideally offering 

convincing arguments that a field itself  will benefit if its existing prac ti-

tion ers embrace change. Lasting reform is best carried out by disciplinary 

insiders— critique may emanate from outside a field of inquiry, but  people 

who already have a vested interest in the field are uniquely positioned to 

reform their discourse. This is especially the case for philosophy, a discipline 

with stringent requirements for entry.

A renewed attention to social in equality within American pragma-

tism by philosophical insiders has paralleled the resurgence of interest in 

American pragmatism itself. Three interrelated activities characterize this 

revitalization— namely, efforts to (1) remedy exclusions within pragmatism’s 

discourse, primarily by including neglected thinkers whose ideas speak to 

pragmatism’s main concerns; (2) revise pragmatism’s narrative to correct for 

existing bias, explicate existing themes, or both; and (3) when warranted, 

imagine alternative framings of pragmatism itself that are recognizable as 

pragmatism but that cannot be comfortably incorporated within pragma-

tism’s current self- narrative. Pragmatist phi los o phers have used gender, race, 

ethnicity, nation, and similar categories to criticize the pragmatist canon.

Within philosophy, analyzing the absence of gender from the pragmatist 

canon constitutes an impor tant dimension of reform. Analyzing how the 
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absence of work by individual  women phi los o phers affected pragmatism 

constituted an impor tant starting point for reform. In “Reclaiming a Heri-

tage:  Women Pragmatists,” Charlene Seigfried (1996, 40–66) examines the 

work of  women phi los o phers who drew upon pragmatist ideas, thus provid-

ing an impor tant introduction to how feminism and pragmatism have and 

might inform one another.15 Claiming Jane Addams as an impor tant prag-

matist thinker illustrates this strategy of inclusion as an impor tant one for 

reform. Addams (2002) was a phi los o pher in her own regard, and recasting 

 women thinkers such as Jane Addams, who worked outside philosophy, as 

phi los o phers and then including them within revisionist genealogies of phi-

losophy itself challenges the bound aries of what counts as pragmatism. By 

taking gender into account, much of this work on individual  women phi los-

o phers aims to revise the narrative to correct for existing bias. Incorporating 

 women phi los o phers is a promising first step that opens the door to asking 

how gendered analyses, typically but not exclusively advanced by  women, 

might provide new insights about the substance of pragmatism itself.16

Scholars of race and ethnicity have engaged in a similar pro cess of re-

claiming intellectuals, again with an eye  toward reforming the pragmatist 

canon. William E. B. Du Bois is an obvious choice  here, primarily  because 

Du Bois’s intellectual production remains so widely recognized across many 

fields (see, e.g., Lewis 1995). Du Bois’s interdisciplinary intellectual work 

draws upon history, sociology, and philosophy, thereby demonstrating a 

theoretical breadth that makes it amenable to recontextualization within 

philosophy. Du Bois initially pursued his intellectual affiliations with so-

ciology by seeking a job at the University of Pennsylvania; failing that, he 

spent a de cade at Atlanta University spearheading research on aspects of 

race. A prodigious writer, Du Bois eventually relinquished his academic as-

pirations and turned his attention to other venues. Despite Du Bois’s tenu-

ous historical relationship to philosophy, part of pragmatism’s revitalization 

has centered on investigating Du Bois’s ties to philosophical concerns.17 The 

per sis tence of social inequalities continues to push the envelope concerning 

pragmatism’s relationship to the social issue of race and ethnicity (Lawson 

and Koch 2004), as well as its utility as a framework for understanding Afri-

can American po liti cal action (Glaude 2007).

The focus on Du Bois is impor tant, yet growing interest in the works of 

Alain Locke, an equally if not more significant figure for philosophy, illus-

trates the importance of incorporating neglected figures with an eye  toward 

reforming the pragmatist canon (Fraser 1998; L. Harris 1999). As a phi los o-

pher who received his training at Harvard University  under William James, 
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Locke was directly exposed to one of the key figures of classical American 

pragmatism. Yet unlike James, Dewey, Mead, and similar classical pragma-

tist phi los o phers, as an African American scholar, Locke followed a diff er-

ent  career path. Locke’s intellectual work illustrated a scope and depth of 

philosophical inquiry, among them lit er a ture, art, drama,  music, aesthetics, 

and culture (Molesworth 2012). Locke’s understanding of race prefigured 

con temporary analyses of race as a social construction, and his analy sis of 

race and racism also introduces impor tant questions of racial hierarchy and 

power (see, e.g., Locke’s monograph Race Contacts and Interracial Relations 

[1992]).

Unlike Du Bois, Locke found an academic position as chair of the Phi-

losophy Department at Howard University that enabled him to work as a 

professional phi los o pher. Just as the exclusion of Du Bois from the so cio-

log i cal canon  shaped the development of sociology as a field (see, e.g., Mor-

ris 2015), Locke’s scholarship within the discipline of philosophy may have 

enriched the contours of American pragmatism in ways that are only now 

receiving recognition. Nancy Fraser identifies Locke’s work as expressing a 

“critical pragmatism” that not only advanced understandings of race and 

racism that foreshadow the con temporary period, but that also had signifi-

cant implications for pragmatism’s orientation to power and domination. As 

Fraser contends:

Many commentators have noted the overly integrative and idealist char-

acter of the social thought of the classical pragmatists. Their many impor-

tant insights notwithstanding, John Dewey, George Herbert Mead, Jane 

Addams, and W.I. Thomas are widely seen as having failed to give ad-

equate weight to the “hard facts” of power and domination in social life. 

Assuming the inevitable unfolding of an increasingly integrated world 

civilization, and emphasizing culture at the expense of po liti cal economy, 

they tended at times to posit imaginary, holistic “solutions” to difficult, 

sometimes irreconcilable social conflicts. Yet Locke’s 1916 lectures provide 

a glimpse of another pragmatism.  Because he was theorizing about “race” 

and racism, he linked cultural issues directly to the prob lem of in equality; 

and he stressed the centrality of power to the regulation of group differ-

ences in the United States. Thus, in contrast to the mainstream pragma-

tists of the World War I period, Locke pioneered an approach to social 

theory that took domination seriously. (Fraser 1998, 158–159)

Fraser suggests that Locke advanced critical pragmatism that si mul ta-

neously criticized the classical canon and also developed alternatives to it.18
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At some point, reform can  either give way to transformation or catalyze 

a backlash. Reclaiming Jane Addams, Alain Locke, and other neglected fig-

ures and similar reformist proj ects is impor tant, yet this strategy has its lim-

its. As the cases of Du Bois and Locke suggest, reform through incremental 

steps is slow. Within Kuhn’s framework of paradigm shifts, transformation 

would occur when pragmatism’s narrative of its own origins and concerns 

cannot be simply fleshed out or revised within its traditional framing as-

sumptions. Instead, alternative narratives emerge to replace it. Revitalizing 

con temporary American pragmatism may require casting a wider net for 

intellectuals whose ideas resemble  those in the pragmatist canon but who 

are not typically included in it (see, e.g., McKenna and Pratt 2015). This 

broader context of discovery potentially provides alternative narratives 

for American pragmatism that take social inequalities and power relations 

into account. For example, in Native Pragmatism: Rethinking the Roots of 

American Philosophy, Scott Pratt (2002) identifies a novel point of origin 

for American pragmatism, one that enables him to build a genealogy on the 

interactions among indigenous  peoples and major figures of American phi-

losophy. Pratt’s volume carefully develops three main premises: (1) the cen-

tral commitments that characterize the classical pragmatism of Charles S. 

Peirce, William James, and John Dewey are apparent much  earlier in Na-

tive American thought; (2) cases exist throughout the seventeenth, eigh-

teenth, and into the nineteenth centuries that suggest how Native American 

thought influenced Eu ro pean American thinkers; and (3) this more robust 

social, intellectual, and po liti cal context out of which classical pragmatism 

emerged suggests that pragmatism was not simply a further development 

of modern Eu ro pean thought faced with the conditions of a “wilderness.” 

Instead, American pragmatism constituted a philosophy of re sis tance that 

aimed to challenge the Eu ro pean perspective (Pratt 2002, xii).

Identifying selected core ideas of American pragmatism as originating 

with interactions among indigenous and Eu ro pean  peoples not only under-

mines pragmatism’s conventional narrative, but it stimulates new questions 

about democracy and American national identity. Drawing from patterns 

of indigenous/settler contact, this revised narrative associates the American 

origins of pragmatism with the quintessentially American social prob lem 

of how transactions among heterogeneous groups has  shaped the meaning 

of American national identity. The interactions among indigenous  people 

and their contact with Eu ro pean explorers and settlers are foundational to 

subsequent endeavors to build demo cratic communities among  people who 

bring distinctive worldviews to this pro cess. Pratt contextualizes American 
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pragmatism within its specific geographic social context and also fosters a 

temporal shift identifying pragmatism’s origins, not in the late nineteenth- 

century minds of its canonical thinkers, but rather in social interactions that 

occurred much  earlier.

 Because they criticize pragmatism’s standard assumptions concerning 

power relations and social in equality,  these strategies are crucial for reform. 

Scholars of gender, race, and indigeneity may be at the forefront of efforts to 

revitalize American pragmatism, yet the challenge of transforming Ameri-

can pragmatism goes beyond  these par tic u lar contestations. In the opening 

pages of Pragmatism and Feminism, Charlene Seigfried (1996) issues a clar-

ion call to move beyond pragmatism’s legitimated genealogy: “I . . .  begin 

by defining as pragmatism the positions developed by the members of the 

historically recognized movement of American pragmatism. But this is only 

a beginning meant to be left  behind. One prob lem that immediately arises 

is that many writers defining the movement have focused almost exclusively 

on the pragmatic method and pragmatic theories of meaning and truth and 

have drawn their inferences from articles and books specifically addressed 

to this cluster of issues” (Seigfried 1996, 5). Themes raised by critics concern-

ing pragmatism’s treatment of gender, race, and indigeneity might have been 

more centrally located within the pragmatist canon had the work by “mem-

bers of the historically recognized movement of American pragmatism” 

not been defined as coterminous with pragmatism itself. Had Alain Locke’s 

“critical pragmatism” been incorporated  earlier, American pragmatism itself 

might have been quite diff er ent.

Gender, race, and indigeneity constitute separate reformist strategies. 

By bundling  these ideas together, intersectionality can build on and poten-

tially extend  these initiatives. Intersectionality’s guiding premises poten-

tially offer new directions for existing pragmatist questions and concerns. 

 Because their scholarship draws from the intellectual production of  women 

of color within feminism, the work of  women of color phi los o phers is espe-

cially instructive  here in bringing intersectionality to philosophy generally 

and pragmatism in par tic u lar. Edited volumes such as Convergences: Black 

Feminism and Continental Philosophy (Davidson, Gines, and Marcano 2010) 

break new ground  because they draw from multiple theoretical traditions, 

placing Black feminism as an intellectual tradition in dialogue with post-

structuralism, existentialism, standpoint epistemology, phenomenology, 

and similar areas within continental philosophy. Broadening this philo-

sophical landscape creates space for more specific dialogues between Black 

feminist thought and American pragmatism (see e.g., V. James 2009).
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How diff er ent American pragmatism might have been had the intellec-

tual production of  women of color been central to its ideas and practices 

since its inception. Social in equality and questions of power  were at the cen-

ter of Black feminist theorizing, not its margins. Black feminist theorizing 

posited that racism, classism, sexism and heterosexism, and similar systems 

of oppression required new analyses of social relations as well as new social 

practices to bring them about. Conversely, how differently Black feminist 

thought might have unfolded had African American  women been able to 

work as phi los o phers. American pragmatism and Black feminist thought 

might have both benefited from the dialogical engagement that put the ideas 

of each discourse into contact with the other.

Community and Power Relations

Pragmatism potentially demystifies social structure, seeing it not as preor-

dained or handed down through time immemorial, but rather as a result of 

 human agency. Individual experiences are foundational to the social world, 

but the social world itself cannot be understood simply by aggregating in-

dividual experiences. It makes no sense for individuals to have creative and 

critical relationships that are then inserted into a social world characterized 

by such durability that it does not and cannot change. If  people’s experiences 

reflect their active engagement in their social worlds, experience becomes 

the key that joins the individual and the social, or the subjective and the 

objective worlds.

In this sense, pragmatism offers a framework for theorizing how commu-

nities are socially constructed by  human agency and how communities are 

sites of social action. Significantly, communities have lives of their own that 

often predate the appearance of any one individual member and that live on 

regardless of when an individual leaves. The construct of community holds 

varied and often contradictory meanings that reflect diverse and conflicting 

social practices.  People can share the same cultural symbols yet understand 

and deploy them differently, a situation that catalyzes varying meanings and 

practices. In this sense, the concept of community is not simply a cognitive, 

abstract construct; it is infused with emotions and value- laden meanings. 

Significantly, communities are vehicles for collective be hav ior.

 Because theorizing occurs in specific social contexts, the construct of 

community provides an analytical framework for conceptualizing social 

contexts as places where group- based or collective action occurs (Collins 

2010). Pragmatism provides some impor tant conceptual tools for theorizing 
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multiple types of communities. Community is an impor tant construct for 

theorizing collective be hav ior as a process— namely, the interactions among 

 people within a given community. But the construct of community also in-

vokes the idea of a social structure that results from the collective decision 

making of social actors. Stated differently, community is si mul ta neously a 

pro cess and a structure. Bringing a power analytic to this key idea of prag-

matism provides a language for seeing how power relations operate within 

and among communities. At its core,  people learn about social hierarchy in 

the context of community practices. They also learn re sis tance from within 

 these same settings.

But does pragmatism’s conception of community go far enough? In 

contexts of social inequalities, the malleable meanings of community itself 

can both catalyze contradictory definitions and facilitate their coexistence. 

Communities are characterized by power hierarchies both within a given 

community, such as the pecking order of epistemic agency within interpre-

tive communities, as well as among communities— namely, the hierarchical 

ranking of communities within intersecting power relations, for example, 

the hierarchies of communities of color. Ignoring  these power relations, 

specifically  those of class, race, gender, ethnicity, and immigrant status that 

 were especially prominent during pragmatism’s formative years, limits its 

theory of social action.

Despite its provocative thesis of creative social action, pragmatism re-

mains  limited as a theory of social action primarily  because it underem-

phasizes the influence of power relations both on the specific relationships 

between individuals and on how po liti cal and epistemic power structure 

the internal dynamics of interpretive communities. This means that prag-

matism often has turned a blind eye to how power relations shape the prac-

tices within its own interpretive community. Action is not guided simply 

by rationality, by considering all the options, acting, and then folding new 

knowledge back into a feedback loop of recursive understanding. Ameri-

can pragmatism remains inherently reactive to social conditions  because it 

fails to commit to a po liti cal or ethical agenda that says what it wants to 

do. Individual pragmatist thinkers have certainly been at the forefront of 

such endeavors, but pragmatism itself remains muted. Pragmatism’s versa-

tility enhances its capacity for action, yet its failure to embrace any guiding 

princi ples as central to the symbolic contours of its discourse means that its 

tools can be used for a variety of ends. This stance makes American pragma-

tism not fatally flawed, but rather incomplete.
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The absence of a power analy sis has consequences. Despite pragmatism’s 

potential, its  actual approach to social structure has tilted more  toward un-

derstanding social order than  toward understanding social change. Hans 

Joas explains this connection between pragmatism’s approach to action and 

its corresponding emphasis on social order: “Pragmatism is a philosophy 

of action . . .  It does not, however, attack utilitarianism over the prob lem of 

action and social order, but over the prob lem of action and consciousness. 

Pragmatism developed the concept of action in order to overcome the Car-

tesian dualisms . . .  Pragmatism’s theory of social order, then, is guided by 

a conception of social control in the sense of collective self- regulation and 

problem- solving” (1993, 18). Ironically, as a theory of action, social change 

within pragmatism is incremental, deliberative, and ultimately reformist. 

This approach to action and social order enables pragmatism to imagine 

that the structure of communication within communities of scientists—in 

other words, the “intelligent thought” required to participate in informed 

dialogue— should serve as the model for communities and demo cratic in-

stitutions. Dialogical engagement that is not tethered to power relations can 

quickly turn into idle conversation. Without some sort of guiding princi ples 

to help  people place value on ideas, dialogues can continue on in infinite 

loops of communicative misunderstandings that erode possibilities for so-

cial change.

When informed by an analy sis of social in equality, several characteristics 

of the construct of community make it a promising candidate for under-

standing how  people’s experiences and actions in collective contexts might 

inform intersectional theorizing (Collins 2010). First, communities consti-

tute major vehicles that link individuals to the social institutions that or ga-

nize complex social inequalities. Social inequalities of race, class, gender, age, 

ethnicity, religion, sexuality, and ability take form through social structures 

such as neighborhoods, schools, jobs, religious institutions, recreational fa-

cilities, and physical and cyberspace marketplaces. Typically hierarchical, 

 these structures offer unequal opportunities and rewards.  Whether inten-

tional or not,  people use the construct of community to make sense of and 

or ga nize all aspects of social structure, including their po liti cal responses 

to their situations. Similarly, social institutions use the symbols and orga-

nizational princi ples of community to or ga nize social inequalities.

Second, ideas about community often move  people to action, often by 

catalyzing strong, deep feelings. Community is not simply a cognitive con-

struct; it is infused with emotions and value- laden meanings.  Whether an 
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 imagined community is a place- based neighborhood; a way of life associ-

ated with a group of  people; or a shared cultural ethos of a racial, national, 

or ethnic group, or a religious collectivity,  people routinely feel the need to 

celebrate, protect, defend, and replicate their own communities and ignore, 

disregard, avoid, and upon occasion destroy  those of  others (Anderson 1983). 

This ability to harness emotions means that the construct of community is 

versatile and easy to use. Yet  these same characteristics foster unexamined 

and taken- for- granted assumptions about how communities are and should 

be (Cohen 1985). In everyday life and within much academic discourse, the 

term community is used descriptively, with minimal analy sis or explanation. 

As a result, community can be  imagined in many ways, from the micro- 

level of analy sis so prominent within social psy chol ogy to the macro- level 

analy sis of nations as  imagined communities. One can imagine community 

through the lens both of multicultural inclusion and of racism, sexism, and 

similar categories of belonging and exclusion (Yuval- Davis 2011).

In this way,  because  people exercise power in their everyday lives as 

individuals within communities, they use the construct of community to 

think and do politics. Stated differently, the construct of community pro-

vides a template for describing  actual power relations as  people live them 

and conceptualize them.  People use the idea of community to or ga nize and 

make sense of both individual and collective experiences they have within 

hierarchical power arrangements. A community is more than a random col-

lection of individuals. Rather, communities constitute impor tant sites for 

reproducing intersecting power relations as well as contesting them. Within 

a given nation- state, social inequalities or ga nize its national identity or sense 

of national community, with individuals embedded in  actual communities 

as a way of thinking about their placement in intersecting power relations. 

Thus, community constitutes a core po liti cal construct  because it serves as a 

template for po liti cal be hav ior.

Third, looking to community as a framework for the po liti cal constitutes 

one impor tant  factor in understanding the po liti cal be hav ior of subordi-

nated groups. Individuals from oppressed groups often find little space 

for their individuality both within wider society and their religious and 

ethnic communities. Liberal democracies point to individual citizenship 

rights as the bedrock of demo cratic politics, presenting promises of per-

sonal freedom by leaving the strictures of the group  behind. Yet social 

in equality means not only that individuals from oppressed groups cannot 

exercise  these rights, but also that they are unlikely to gain such rights with-

out sustained collective action. Oppressed groups need durable  collective 
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units that map onto durable social institutions. In essence, community as a 

template for power relations emphasizes collective politics over the valoriza-

tion of the individual as the primary recipient of citizenship.

Fi nally, in a context of intersecting power relations, community is never a 

finished  thing but is always in the making. A more dynamic, future- oriented 

understanding of community creates space for imagining something diff er-

ent than the pre sent and a worldview that critically analyzes existing social 

arrangements. In this sense, participating in building a community is si-

mul ta neously po liti cal (negotiating differences of power within a group), 

dynamic (negotiating practices that balance individual and collective goals), 

and aspirational. The challenge of sustaining this dynamic conception of 

community, however, lies in finding ways to negotiate contradictions.19

Intersectionality and Social Action

This chapter places intersectionality in dialogue with Black feminist thought 

and American pragmatism, two knowledge proj ects whose approaches to ex-

perience and community are relevant for intersectionality’s critical content 

and methodology.  Because intersectionality draws from multiple critical dis-

courses, it navigates an array of competing and complementary knowledge 

proj ects. Unlike both Black feminist thought and American pragmatism, in-

tersectionality is not tightly wedded to par tic u lar social groups and interpre-

tive communities— African American  women for Black feminist thought or 

professional phi los o phers for pragmatism— but instead has a much broader 

constituency. Unlike American pragmatism and, to a lesser extent, Black 

feminist thought, intersectionality has not yet crystallized into a canon with 

founding figures, a coherent narrative of its points of origin, and a list of its 

core tenets. Rather, narratives of intersectionality within academic settings 

remain contested concerning which perspectives on intersectionality  will 

prevail. I see three implications of intersectionality’s dialogical engagement 

with Black feminist thought and American pragmatism.

First, Black feminist thought and American pragmatism make impor-

tant albeit different contributions to thinking about experience in ways that 

facilitate intersectionality as a critical social theory. Black feminist thought 

demonstrates the epistemological and po liti cal significance of theorizing 

from individual experience in the context of a community with shared 

experiences, identities, and standpoints (Collins 2000, 251–271). Expe-

rience  constitutes a source of wisdom, a way of knowing that is demo cratic 
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 precisely  because it does not depend on formal education. Using experi-

ences to theorize is not a privileged way of knowing; rather, it is one way of 

knowing that may be better suited to specific questions than the content of 

formal social theories.

In this sense, the substance of experience  matters in relation to diagnos-

ing social prob lems and in figuring out ways to address them. Relying on ex-

perience as a way of knowing can bring wisdom to critical inquiry, but only 

if that wisdom itself remains  under construction. Black feminist thought 

demonstrates this use of wisdom that informs social action in struggling 

with an impor tant social prob lem. Historically, this broader proj ect of Black 

feminist thought as resistant knowledge drew from and influenced the ev-

eryday po liti cal be hav ior of African American  women in the social context 

of families, jobs, communities, and civic participation. It also  shaped how 

African American  women as leaders, intellectuals, and activists understood 

power and politics. This is impor tant  because Black  women bring a distinc-

tive sense of po liti cal action both to intersectionality and, potentially, to 

demo cratic po liti cal institutions, a sensibility that reflects how  those at the 

bottom of social hierarchies theorize power and take po liti cal action in re-

sponse to domination.

Such knowledge emphasized complex understandings of how domina-

tion is or ga nized and operates (intersecting oppressions), as well as complex 

perspectives on po liti cal possibilities within such contexts (flexible solidar-

ity). African American  women  were able to conceptualize intersectionality 

in conjunction with, and not in opposition to, their experiences of social 

action. The richness of Black feminist thought, and its ability to influence 

so many other resistant knowledge proj ects, points to the benefits of broad-

ening intersectionality’s context of discovery to include similar theorizing 

traditions whose creative social action rests on experience. Black feminist 

thought may be so central to intersectionality  because many other groups 

recognize the value of theorizing from experiences. Such groups have had 

to think through their experiences with oppression. In this sense,  these 

connections between Black feminist thought, intersectionality, and flexible 

solidarity point to how social context  matters in theorizing (experience and 

community) (Blea 1992; Collins and Bilge 2016, 63–87; Fischer and Seid-

man 2016).

American pragmatism’s theoretical analy sis of experience resonates with 

 these Black feminist sensibilities. Within American pragmatism, experience 

informs social action within the social world that in turn influences think-

ing about the social world. Pragmatism’s notion that ideas gain meaning 
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through use taps this recursive relationship between ideas and action. This 

theme of ideas- in- action or action- in- ideas is an impor tant one for critical 

analy sis. Analy sis bridges this seeming gap between thinking and  doing, or 

knowledge and power, with analy sis assigned to theory and action, to power. 

And if experience is a win dow into a critical analy sis of ideas- in- actions 

and actions- through- ideas, intersectionality’s critical theorizing might be 

similarly recursive. In essence, Black feminist thought and American prag-

matism arrive at a similar destination regarding experience, with neither 

discourse having much direct contact with the other. Both bring a dynamic 

conception of experience as ideas- in- action or actions- through- ideas, and 

both situate this understanding of experience within a notion of community.

Second, by highlighting diff er ent aspects of dimensions of community, 

Black feminist thought and American pragmatism both illuminate how 

a more robust conception of community might inform intersectionality’s 

critical inquiry. In essence, American pragmatism provides an interpretive 

framework that valorizes Black  women’s community work as a way of know-

ing. And Black feminist thought’s dual focus on intersectionality and flexible 

solidarity within community work brings an analy sis of power to Ameri-

can pragmatism. Together they suggest how a more sophisticated construct 

of community might influence intersectionality’s interpretive communi-

ties and how such communities might facilitate intersectionality’s creative 

social action. For example, by focusing on individual experiences within 

small groups, American pragmatism illuminates how epistemic power and 

epistemic re sis tance inform intersectional theorizing within a par tic u lar 

interpretive community. Yet pragmatist ideas about the pro cesses of group 

participation need not be confined to small communities. Its princi ples can 

also inform  imagined communities. But pragmatism remains  limited by 

the long- standing absence of a critical awareness concerning how social in-

equality and intersecting power relations inform its own practice. Efforts to 

reform pragmatism from within by incorporating into the pragmatist canon 

critical analyses of gender, race, and indigeneity, as well as the critical inter-

ventions of  women of color phi los o phers, are impor tant reforms.

Black feminist thought’s approach to community constitutes a template 

for understanding how power relations are or ga nized and operate. For Afri-

can American  women, social action constituted a way both of understand-

ing the social world and of taking action within it. The idea of community 

provided an essential connection between ideas and social structures. Black 

 women’s experiences occurred in communities whereby individual expe-

riences  were meaningless without some sort of collective analytical frame 
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through which to interpret them. Black feminist thought drew upon the 

idea of community as an analytical tool to describe social in equality. But the 

idea of community was also a construct of hope. Black  women’s community 

work and the Black feminist thought that it engendered contain a strand of 

visionary pragmatism that points to the collective nature of experience, both 

geo graph i cally and over time, as well as to its po liti cal nature (V. James 2009; 

James and Busia 1993; Willett 2001).

Fi nally, by bringing more comprehensive understandings of experience 

and community to intersectionality’s critical inquiry, Black feminist thought 

and American pragmatism suggest new ways to think about how social ac-

tion might inform critical theorizing. Together they suggest that intersec-

tionality’s ideas come from  people’s self- reflexive experiences within the 

intersecting power relations of their social worlds. Intersectionality’s core 

ideas and guiding premises may seem to be the insights of individual cre-

ativity. Ideas are certainly that, but they are also deeply social. And cultivat-

ing a broader interpretive community that draws on experiences as ways of 

knowing should foster rich and more complex ideas within intersectional-

ity’s critical inquiry. Ida Wells- Barnett and the members of the Metaphysi-

cal Club may seem to be unlikely intellectual partners, but intersectionality 

must make room for them both and  others. Building such a diverse intel-

lectual community for intersectionality makes it far less likely that inter-

sectionality’s ideas  will remain just ideas. This dual focus on experience and 

community highlights the significance of building orga nizational structures 

that can  house and advance intersectionality itself.

One impor tant point of this chapter is that intersectionality that aims 

to remain critical cannot be accommodated within Black feminist thought, 

American pragmatism, or any existing discourse. Nor can it make it on its 

own, rejecting the ideas of other discourses as less relevant  because they 

reflect the ideas of “dead white males” or  because they seem insufficiently 

intersectional. Rather, to grow, intersectionality must become an intellectual 

leader. It is compelled to build something anew, drawing from knowledge 

proj ects such as Black feminist thought and American pragmatism without 

defining itself in opposition to them. Nor should intersectionality be catego-

rized within any existing discourse, no  matter how critical it may seem to 

be. Instead, intersectionality would do better to commit to an open- ended 

pro cess of creative social action, incorporating the ideas and actions of  these 

and other knowledge proj ects into its own praxis.



6

Intersectionality and the 

Question of Freedom

Critical social theories often turn their attention to the question of  human 

freedom. In the aftermath of the destruction wrought by World War II, Jean-

Paul Sartre, Hannah Arendt, Zygmunt Bauman, and other Eu ro pean intel-

lectuals faced the daunting task of explaining how fascism had so severely 

curtailed the freedom of so many. When it came to the question of freedom, 

William  E.  B. Du Bois, Ida Wells- Barnett, Frantz Fanon, and Stuart Hall, 

among  others, expressed diff er ent concerns. If  people of African descent 

 were not seen as being fully  human, what guidance might critical social 

theories provide for Black freedom strug gles? Feminists also came to see 

freedom as vital for movements for  women’s emancipation and liberation, 

asking how feminism might conceptualize freedom in ways that spoke to 
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the heterogeneous concerns of  women. lgbtq  people asked a  simple but 

profound question: Why are we not  free to love whom we want?  Because 

critical social theories have a vested interest in opposing po liti cal domina-

tion, the question of freedom has been central to many resistant knowl-

edge proj ects.1

Given the centrality of freedom for so many resistant knowledge proj-

ects, I ask in what ways the idea of freedom might inform intersectional-

ity as a critical theory in the making. To dig into this question, I compare 

two perspectives on freedom by French phi los o pher Simone de Beauvoir 

(1908–1986) and African American intellectual- activist Pauli Murray 

(1910–1985). Both thinkers offer analyses of oppression and the meaning 

of freedom, and significantly for intersectionality, both conceptualize the 

relationships among race, class, gender, sexuality as part of their analy sis. 

Yet  because they rely on diff er ent ways of theorizing, the substance of their 

arguments differs dramatically. Beauvoir relies on a traditional, philosophi-

cal use of analogical reasoning that assumes certain relationships among 

gender, race, class, sexuality, and age. In contrast, Murray offers a provoca-

tive glimpse of social action as a way of knowing, one that suggests that 

intersectional theorizing about gender, race, class, sexuality, and age more 

closely resembles a meta phorical journey of analyzing experiences in social 

context.

The lives of Beauvoir and Murray lend themselves to this kind of com-

parative analy sis. Born two years apart and  dying within one year of each 

other, Beauvoir and Murray  were generational contemporaries. Both did 

significant intellectual work during the turbulent de cades of the 1920s, 

1930s, and 1940s, a pivotal period of social change. Yet their generational 

similarity means more than chronology, relating to, as Stuart Hall describes 

it, a “shared experience, a common vision, or thinking within the same 

‘prob lem space’ as it does to a mere date of birth” (2017, 44). Although they 

shared generational sensibilities, the diff er ent national and class- specific 

social contexts in which they worked influenced their distinctive visions of 

freedom. Beauvoir was a highly educated member of the French intellec-

tual elite whose social networks within French and continental Eu ro pean 

intellectual circles facilitated her philosophical  career. In contrast, despite 

holding degrees from prestigious institutions, Murray was an attorney who 

was perpetually unemployed and underemployed throughout her life. Her 

social networks consisted of highly educated African Americans like her-

self who worked in activist settings for civil rights as well as broader net-
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works of  women’s rights and  labor activists.  These diff er ent locations within 

intersecting systems of power help explain their distinctive standpoints on 

freedom.

Beauvoir and Murray both advanced impor tant analyses of  women’s op-

pression and the possibilities for freedom, albeit through diff er ent means 

and with vari ous outcomes. Beauvoir has long occupied a prominent posi-

tion within the pantheon of feminist theorists, a place mapped out by the 

initial publication of her groundbreaking work The Second Sex (Beauvoir 

2011 [1949]). Con temporary efforts to reinterpret her legacy abound, for 

example, a new translation of her core text that restores its initial mean-

ing (Thurman 2011 [1949]), an analy sis of her student diary that traces how 

her intellectual trajectory was in de pen dent of yet intertwined with that of 

Jean-Paul Sartre (see, e.g., Klaw 2006; Simons 2006), and an edited volume 

with new analyses of Beauvoir’s scholarship (Hengehold and Bauer 2017). 

Beauvoir is receiving much- deserved recognition and reinterpretation as a 

feminist and existentialist phi los o pher.

In contrast, Murray has only recently been studied as an impor tant Black 

feminist intellectual activist (Azaransky 2011; Bell- Scott 2016; Rosenberg 

2017). In the context of her sustained involvement with civil rights and 

 women’s rights strug gles, Murray was exposed not only to a wide range of 

ideas that opposed oppression, but also to the ways in which  people used 

 those ideas to advocate for freedom. Murray deepened her analyses of free-

dom less through disciplinary training and more by anchoring her unfold-

ing analy sis within specific freedom strug gles. Murray critically engaged the 

explanations of oppression and freedom offered by African American so-

cial and po liti cal thought, socialism, law as an instrument for social change, 

mainstream feminist thought, and Christian theology, trying to put their 

ideas into practice.

Despite their similarities and differences, both intellectuals expressed 

strong commitments to feminism. Beauvoir and Murray both  were criti-

cal of the treatment of  women’s oppression within their immediate social 

settings and within their respective socie ties. Each brought diff er ent un-

derstandings of race, class, gender, sexuality, nation, and age to their un-

derstandings of  women’s oppression. When coupled with their experiences 

within diff er ent interpretive communities,  these distinctive understandings 

of oppression  shaped their perspectives on freedom.
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Simone de Beauvoir,  Women’s Oppression,  

and Existential Freedom

As a major existentialist phi los o pher, Simone de Beauvoir illustrates in her 

work a par tic u lar relationship linking oppression and freedom.2 Beauvoir 

leaves a clear written rec ord on freedom, one that I excavate via reading two 

core texts that  were published almost si mul ta neously. The Ethics of Ambigu-

ity (1976 [1948]) and The Second Sex (2011 [1949]), two of Beauvoir’s most 

significant works, both engage questions of oppression and freedom. The 

Second Sex constitutes an extended treatise on the absence of freedom for 

 women.3 In contrast, The Ethics of Ambiguity, Beauvoir’s theoretical analy sis 

of existential freedom, engages core ideas within existentialist philosophy. 

Both texts illuminate diff er ent aspects of Beauvoir’s philosophy of oppres-

sion and freedom.

Beauvoir’s arguments about freedom in The Ethics of Ambiguity can be 

read by filling in one’s own examples from one’s own experiences. Abstract 

analyses such as hers often seem plausible  because, when the author and 

readers of a text share the same worldview, they typically draw upon similar 

cultural material and therefore cannot see how their shared assumptions 

shape the truth they mutually construct. But  because in this case The Second 

Sex provides the cultural material that is invoked yet unstated in The Ethics 

of Ambiguity, reading  these two books together leaves far less to the reader’s 

imagination. Beauvoir’s masterwork, The Second Sex, deals less overtly with 

the question of freedom, yet the lengthy discussion of  women’s oppression 

in The Second Sex does suggest another dimension of Beauvoir’s analy sis of 

freedom. Together the books constitute companion pieces, one developing 

Beauvoir’s theoretical arguments and the other detailing empirical evidence 

for claims about oppression and freedom.4

The Ethics of Ambiguity soars in places in spelling out the possibilities 

for  human freedom— the sense of making one’s own destiny and claiming 

one’s freedom. Beauvoir’s analy sis of existential freedom seems clear- cut. 

Her foundational claim is that all  humans are born  free (with natu ral free-

dom) and  humans can achieve ethical freedom by taking responsibility for 

their lives via social action. Yet each person seeks freedom in a context of 

ambiguity.  There are no easy answers, no social scripts to follow for  human 

freedom, no certainty, only ambiguity. Rejecting  grand theories that seem-

ingly have all the answers, she argues that “morality resides in the painful-

ness of an indefinite questioning” (Beauvoir 1976 [1948], 133). This is the 

space of ambiguity, of not knowing all the answers or even  whether one’s 
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efforts  will produce answers at all. Yet claiming this space of ambiguity con-

stitutes a core princi ple of existential freedom.

Beauvoir sees this space of ambiguity as a space of possibility. The per-

sonal choices of  humans shape the experiences that we have and our under-

standing of our own experiences. Freedom is always a state of becoming, 

of making choices whereby  people experience the world. Ambiguity shapes 

both  human choices—of never knowing with certainty in the moment of 

choice  whether one choice is better than another— and the ambiguity of the 

situations in which  humans make choices. Via this commitment to  human 

experience, Beauvoir conceptualizes freedom as taking shape via creative 

social action and not through passive contemplative reflection. Beauvoir is 

clear that moving  toward ethical freedom is not something that occurs as 

“indefinite questioning” in one’s head, but is linked to actions in the world. 

Take, for example, her description of artists: “In order for the artist to have 

a world to express he must first be situated in this world, oppressed or op-

pressing, resigned or rebellious, a man among men” (Beauvoir 1976 [1948], 

78). In other words, each  human being must stake a place in the world 

through action in order to move  toward freedom itself.5

The perpetual striving of creating oneself via experience underpins Beau-

voir’s notion of creative freedom. Beauvoir notes:

To  will is to engage myself to persevere in my  will. This does not mean that 

I  ought not aim at any  limited end. I may desire absolutely and forever 

a revelation of a moment. This means that the value of this provisional 

end  will be confirmed in defi nitely. But this living confirmation cannot 

be merely contemplative and verbal. It is carried out in an act. The goal 

 toward which I surpass myself must appear to me as a point of departure 

 toward a new act of surpassing. Thus, creative freedom develops happily 

without ever congealing into unjustified facticity. The creator leans upon 

anterior creations in order to create the possibility of new creations. His 

pre sent proj ect embraces the past and places confidence in the freedom 

to come, a confidence which is never disappointed. (1976 [1948], 27–28)

Social action within such ambiguity is fundamentally an ethical commit-

ment that sees one’s own creative freedom as tied to that of  others. Indi-

vidual striving underpins Beauvoir’s notion of existential freedom, yet such 

freedom is actualized within the social world. Ethics  matter, not as rules, but 

rather as aspirational touchstones for creative action within the social world. 

“Ethics does not furnish  recipes any more than do science and art,” Beauvoir 

contends. “One can merely propose methods” (Beauvoir 1976 [1948], 134). 
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The Ethics of Ambiguity suggests that a commitment to existential freedom 

for oneself and for  others is an ethical ideal in its own right. Beauvoir recog-

nizes the tensions between aspiring  toward the ideal of existential freedom 

(transcendence) and the real ity of oppression. Defending herself against the 

claim that existentialists  were gloomy and nihilistic, she argues, “We believe 

in freedom. Is it true that this belief must lead us to despair? . . .  it appears to 

us that by turning  toward this freedom we are  going to discover a princi ple 

of action whose range  will be universal” (23).

The Race/Gender Analogy and  Women’s Oppression

In both Second Sex and Ethics of Ambiguity, Beauvoir relies on analogies 

of gender and race to structure her arguments, making repeated compari-

sons between the status of  women and Black  people.6 Criticizing this ap-

proach, Margaret Simons observes that Beauvoir’s comparison of slavery 

and  women’s oppression remains  limited both by her characterization of 

slavery and by an ethnocentric description of  women’s lives that general-

izes from her own cultural viewpoint (1999, 26–28). Kathryn Gines offers a 

related criticism in her essay “Sartre, Beauvoir, and the Race/Gender Anal-

ogy: A Case for Black Feminist Philosophy” (2010, 36), contending that the 

race/gender analogy limits philosophy’s understanding of intersectionality. 

 Because Beauvoir uses the categories of race, gender, class, ethnicity, and 

age to construct her arguments about freedom and  women’s oppression, her 

work seems to be intersectional  because  these familiar categories of analy-

sis are pre sent. Yet how Beauvoir uses  these categories speaks to the kind of 

intersectional analy sis she pre sents, or  whether it is intersectional analy sis at 

all. This issue is especially significant  because Beauvoir is a well- known phi-

los o pher working within an interpretive community with substantial epis-

temic power. How she builds her case about  women’s oppression is just as if 

not more significant than the substantive contours of her arguments.

The race/gender analogy appears repeatedly in both The Ethics of Ambi-

guity and The Second Sex. Beauvoir returns frequently to the meta phor of 

 women as slaves to explain  women’s oppression, an idea that makes sense 

within Beauvoir’s assumptions about Black  people.7 The theme of Black 

 people as slaves also appears frequently, providing an impor tant conceptual 

meta phor that travels uncritically via related meta phors of prison, enslave-

ment, and entrapment. Beauvoir uses ste reo types of Black  people as incar-

cerated, ignorant, unaware of their own lack of freedom, and happy with 

their predicament. Via this meta phoric shortcut, Beauvoir uncritically ac-
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cepts scientific discourse and popu lar culture that recasts African American 

culture as carefree and already strangely “ free.” Via the race/gender analogy, 

Beauvoir uses Black  people as an already known entity to invoke slavery as a 

touchstone for her claims about  women’s oppression.

Beauvoir quite rightly contends that ideological justifications for varying 

forms of oppression resemble one another. Take, for example, the following 

passage where Beauvoir draws upon analogies to point out the ideological 

similarities of oppressions of Black  people,  women, and Jews. Beauvoir has 

the makings of an intersectional analy sis  here that might have explored the 

interconnected experiences of  these groups. Instead, she holds fast to the 

basic race/gender analogy and moves to exclude Jews from it:

This convergence is in no way pure chance:  whether it is race, caste, class, 

or sex reduced to an inferior condition, the justification pro cess is the 

same. “The eternal feminine” corresponds to “the black soul” or “the Jew-

ish character.” However, the Jewish prob lem on the  whole is very diff er ent 

from the two  others: for the anti- Semite, the Jew is more an  enemy than 

an inferior, and no place on this earth is recognized as his own; it would 

be preferable to see him annihilated. But  there are deep analogies between 

the situations of  women and blacks: both are liberated  today from the 

same paternalism, and the former master caste wants to keep them “in 

their place,” that is, the place chosen for them. (Beauvoir 2011 [1949], 12)

The early part of this passage makes the case that the ideological justifica-

tions for the oppression of  women, Black  people, and Jews (gender, race, and 

ethnicity) resemble one another. By the end, however, Beauvoir classifies 

Jews in a distinctive category based on the nature of the perceived threat. 

Jews constitute enemies that can be killed. In contrast,  women and Black 

 people share a common inferiority and should be dominated.

Beauvoir cannot seem to extract herself from analogies, substituting 

other categories that highlight the centrality of the race/gender analogy. 

Compare, for example, the logical chain of  women, Black  people, and Jews 

in the passage above with the analogical reasoning of  women, Black  people, 

and  children in The Ethics of Ambiguity that follows:

. . .  To the extent that  woman or the happy or resigned slave lives in the 

infantile world of ready- made values, calling them “an eternal child” or 

“a grown-up child” has some meaning, but the analogy is only partial. 

Childhood is a par tic u lar sort of situation: it is a natu ral situation whose 

limits are not created by other men and which is thereby not comparable 
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to a situation of oppression . . .  the child is ignorant  because he has not 

yet had the time to acquire knowledge, not  because this time has been 

refused to him. To treat him as a child is not to bar him from the  future 

but to open it to him. (Beauvoir 1976 [1948], 141)

In this passage, the idea of the child performs a diff er ent function than 

that of the Jew. The Jew is an  enemy whose strength constitutes a threat. In 

contrast, the child resembles the inferiority of  woman and Blacks. Yet the 

child can escape this inferiority of de pen dency by simply growing up. In 

this sense, the child becomes the trope for natu ral freedom, a baseline for 

evaluating the unfreedom or oppression of  women and Black  people. The 

child can escape subordination. They cannot.

 Because age as a category of analy sis is underemphasized within inter-

sectionality, it is in ter est ing to see how prominently it figures in Beauvoir’s 

analy sis of  women’s oppression. Beauvoir’s analogical thinking casts Black 

 people as slaves, and  children as beings without history. The following pas-

sage from The Ethics of Ambiguity illustrates how analogies of race and age 

that rest on this premise enable Beauvoir to replicate ste reo types of non- 

Western  women as underdeveloped:

 There are beings whose life slips by in an infantile world  because, having 

been kept in a state of servitude and ignorance, they have no means of 

breaking the ceiling which is stretched over their heads. Like the child, 

they can exercise their freedom, but only within this universe which has 

been set up before them, without them. This is the case, for example, of 

slaves who have not raised themselves to the consciousness of their slav-

ery. The southern planters  were not altogether in the wrong in consider-

ing the negroes who docilely submitted to their paternalism as “grown-

up  children.” To the extent that they respected the world of the whites the 

situation of the black slaves was exactly an infantile situation. This is also 

the situation of  women in many civilizations; they can only submit to the 

laws, the gods, the customs, and the truths created by the males. Even 

 today in western countries, among  women who have not had in their 

work an apprenticeship of freedom,  there are still many who take shelter 

in the shadow of men. (Beauvoir 1976 [1948], 37)

Three categories of  people lack fully  human, adult consciousness— children, 

for whom infantilization is a natu ral and temporary state; Black  people, 

whose infantilization results from the trauma of being slaves; and non- 

Western  women, whose submissiveness to men enslaves them.
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Beauvoir’s treatment of class also falls victim to the analogical thinking 

of her race/gender analogy.  Because Black  people are so closely associated 

with slavery, they become a class like no other, one without internal distinc-

tions of economic status, gender, or citizenship. Their race signifies their 

class. Bracketing Black  people from the very category of class, defines class 

by default as white, Western, and focused on working- class men. Beauvoir’s 

depiction of the proletariat is brief and seems designed to strengthen her 

theoretical analy sis of  women’s oppression: “Proletarians are not a numerical 

minority  either, and yet they have never formed a separate group. However 

not one event but a  whole historical development explains their existence 

as a class and accounts for the distribution of  these individuals in this class. 

 There have not always been proletarians:  there have always been  women” 

(Beauvoir 2011 [1949], 8). With the white proletariat granted history and 

therefore situated within class relations, Beauvoir turns her attention to 

Western, white, bourgeois  women, again through use of analogy:

They have no past, no history, no religion of their own, and unlike the 

proletariat, they have no solidarity of  labor or interests; they even lack 

their own space that makes communities of American blacks, the Jews in 

ghettos, or the workers in . . .  factories. They live dispersed among men, 

tied by homes, work, economic interests, and social conditions to certain 

men— fathers or husbands— more closely than to other  women. As bour-

geois  women, they are in solidarity with bourgeois men and not with 

 women proletarians; as white  women, they are in solidarity with white 

men and not with black  women. (8)

Beauvoir’s analogical reasoning puts her on a slippery slope. One would 

think that with  women’s oppression defined via analogies with Black  people, 

Jews,  children, non- Western  women, and white male proletariats, no space 

remained for  women’s freedom. Yet Beauvoir does identify a category of 

the  free  woman by the end of The Second Sex. In an especially troubling 

passage Beauvoir argues: “It is understood that the male has integrated the 

forces of the species into his individuality, whereas the  woman is the slave 

of the species . . .  it is out of the question to think of her as simply  free. 

In France, especially, the  free  woman and the easy  woman are stubbornly 

confused, as the idea of easy implies an absence of re sis tance and control, 

a lack, the very negation of freedom” (Beauvoir 2011 [1949], 730).  Women’s 

oppression is so complete that they are the “slave of the species.” This con-

struct makes sense as a plausible hypothesis that emerges from Beauvoir’s 

analogical reasoning.
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Interestingly, Beauvoir’s analogical reasoning positions Western white 

 women as being worse off than  children, Jews, Black  people, and white 

working- class men  because (1)  children have natu ral albeit not unfettered 

freedom; (2) Jews possess history that provides evidence both of their oppres-

sion as well as traditions that resist it; (3) Black  people are so resigned to their 

downtrodden state that they no longer feel the pain of slavery; and (4) pro-

letarian white men possess a  union history of solidarity for resisting class 

oppression.  These groups all have something that  women lack.  Women’s op-

pression rests on premises established by Beauvoir’s treatment of  these other 

groups:  women are denied adult status and treated like  children;  women 

have no history of themselves like Jews do;  women’s subordination resembles 

that of enslaved Black  people; and unlike Western white working- class men, 

 women lack vis i ble traditions of effective po liti cal protest and organ izing.

The effect of this method of theorizing through the use of analogies is 

a curious privileging of  women’s oppression. Beauvoir’s claim that  women’s 

oppression is universal, fundamental, and unique is explicit. In the intro-

duction to The Second Sex, she argues that the self/other relationship of 

man/woman is like no other:

 Women are not a minority like American blacks, or like Jews:  there are 

as many  women as men on earth. Often, the two opposing groups con-

cerned  were once in de pen dent of each other;  either they  were not aware 

of each other in the past, or they accepted each other’s autonomy; and 

some historical event subordinated the weaker to the stronger: the Jewish 

Diaspora, slavery in Amer i ca, and the colonial conquests are facts with 

dates. In  these cases, for the oppressed  there was a before: they share a 

past, a tradition, sometimes a religion, or a culture. (Beauvoir 2011 [1949], 

7–8)

Comparing  people without history ( children) to  those who have histories 

that they strug gle to control (Jews, Black Americans, and the colonized) to 

 those whose power and authority enable them to make history (men) leaves 

 women curiously within history yet without one of their own.

 Women’s Oppression as a Test of Existential Freedom

Beauvoir’s analy sis of freedom in The Ethics of Ambiguity is highly useful as 

a tool for imagining po liti cal be hav ior. Yet placing the main arguments of 

The Ethics of Ambiguity in dialogue with  those of The Second Sex reveals a 

fundamental irony— the abstract existentialist argument regarding freedom 



Intersectionality and the Question of Freedom 199

as the state of being for  human beings falters on the shoals of  actual unfree-

dom (gender oppression) of  women. Stated differently, Beauvoir theorizes 

freedom in the abstract yet has a much harder time imagining her own ar-

guments working in the concrete world of  women’s oppression. This incon-

sistency is not necessarily a contradiction or a conceptual slippage. Rather it 

represents the challenge of working within two distinct sets of assumptions: 

the former clearly framed within the epistemological and methodological 

frameworks of philosophy, and the latter more closely aligned with the em-

piricism of social science. Interestingly, Beauvoir’s philosophy proj ect and 

her social science proj ect may have had diff er ent goals, yet Beauvoir relies 

on analogical thinking in both.

Beauvoir’s approach to  women’s oppression in The Second Sex seemingly 

undercuts her own arguments. Via Beauvoir’s analogical thinking, entire 

categories of  humans are exempted from this strug gle for ethical freedom, 

for acceptable and not so acceptable reasons. The child as archetype, for ex-

ample, “escapes the anguish of freedom” (Beauvoir 1976 [1948], 36), as do 

slaves and submissive  women who choose to remain childlike. Beauvoir’s as-

sumption that broad swaths of the population lack agency and po liti cal  will 

enables her to narrow her search for  free  women to  people very much like 

herself. Beauvoir casts a sharp eye on privileged  women in the West, finding 

them complicit with gender oppression: “It is then that we discover the dif-

ference which distinguishes them from an  actual child: the child’s situation 

is imposed upon him, whereas the  woman (I mean the western  woman of 

 today) chooses it or at least consents to it” (38).

The sole chapter in Second Sex that examines  women’s agency and social 

action comes late in the text. The section titled “ Toward Liberation” con-

tains one chapter titled “The In de pen dent  Woman.” This chapter focuses 

exclusively on educated Western, white, and, given the examples, most 

likely French  women. Viewing educated, white French  women as standard- 

bearers for  women’s freedom installs  women very much like Beauvoir at the 

center of analy sis. The main challenges that face the French in de pen dent 

 woman (i.e., the emancipated, liberated, or  free  woman) resemble Beauvoir’s 

own experiences. Drawing upon one’s own experiences as an in de pen dent 

 woman for insight is one  thing. Installing one’s own group experience at the 

center of the possibility for all  women’s freedom is entirely another. Beauvoir 

ignores the agency of non- Western and working- class  women just as thor-

oughly as she perceives men as ignoring  women.

Social action for  women also becomes stymied within Beauvoir’s frame-

work. She dismisses the arguments of some feminists as polemical  because 
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they frame their demands for  women in terms of  women’s relation to men. 

Feminists try to prove  women equal to, superior to, or inferior to men. For 

Beauvoir, framing po liti cal demands as  women’s issues is passé. In contrast, 

impartial  women like herself (her use of the “we” is telling in this passage) 

stand at the front line of liberation:

I think certain  women are still best suited to elucidate the situation of 

 women . . .  it is not a mysterious essence that dictates good or bad faith 

to men and  women; it is their situation that disposes them to seek truth 

to a greater or lesser extent. Many  women  today, fortunate to have had all 

the privileges of the  human being restored to them, can afford the luxury 

of impartiality: we even feel the necessity of it. We are no longer like our 

militant pre de ces sors: we have more or less won the game . . .  many other 

prob lems seem more essential than  those that concern us uniquely: this 

very detachment makes it pos si ble to hope our attitude  will be objective. 

Yet we know the feminine world more intimately than men do  because 

our roots are in it. (Beauvoir 2011 [1949], 15)

Not only are  women who are not like Beauvoir complicit in their own 

domination— the case of “militant” feminists getting it wrong  because they 

lack objectivity and impartiality— Beauvoir finds it difficult to consider that 

 women other than  those in her own circles have agency or analy sis. This is 

a major contradiction that seems to undercut her foundational claim that 

all  humans are born with natu ral freedom and  humans can achieve ethical 

freedom by taking responsibility and social action.

Beauvoir’s analy sis in the chapter “The In de pen dent  Woman” comes 

closest to specifying how she approaches the question of freedom. Yet  here, 

too, the argument is so bent on bending data to fit into a  women’s oppres-

sion framework that even the achievements of  women who might approach 

freedom are rendered inadequate. Economic in de pen dence is not enough: 

“One must not think that the  simple juxtaposition of the right to vote and a 

job amounts to total liberation; work  today is not freedom” (Beauvoir 2011 

[1949], 721). Achieving a profession comes with its own set of special chal-

lenges: “Even the  woman who has emancipated herself eco nom ically from 

man is still not in a moral, social, or psychological situation identical to 

his. Her commitment to and focus on her profession depend on the con-

text of her life as a  whole” (723). Beauvoir also pre sents the dilemma of the 

“emancipated  woman”: “She refused to confine herself to her role as female 

 because she does not want to mutilate herself; but it would also be a mutila-

tion to repudiate her sex” (Beauvoir 2011 [1949], 723). Moreover, for  women, 
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no  matter what their accomplishments, appearances still  matter: “The 

 woman . . .  knows that when  people look at her, they do not distinguish her 

from her appearance: she is judged, respected, or desired in relation to how 

she looks” (724). Sexuality provides special challenges: “It is in the area of 

sex that the most difficult prob lems  will arise” (725).

In an especially telling passage, Beauvoir takes pains to plead the case 

of the intellectual as a special category of in de pen dent  woman: “The in de-

pen dent  woman— and especially the intellectual who thinks through her 

situation— will suffer from an inferiority complex as a female” (Beauvoir 

2011 [1949], 725). She then goes on to describe the burdens on in de pen dent 

 women, their inability to keep up with beauty rituals, their lack of elegance, 

how they try to act like the other  women but fail. Her realization: “If she has 

trou ble pleasing men, it is  because she is not like her  little slave  sisters, a pure 

 will to please” (726; emphasis added). The demeaning “ little slave  sisters” 

constitutes the logical end point of recurring analogies.

Simone de Beauvoir’s core existentialist premise is that  people who  were 

 free at birth spend the rest of their lives in search of the freedom that was 

lost when they  were thrust into the world. Yet, even though men and  women 

may both be born  free, it seems that  women  will have a much harder time 

becoming  free again, if ever,  because male domination has so profoundly 

rigged the deck. The world that she paints in The Second Sex is indeed 

grim, and one won ders how  women could gain freedom when the weight 

of the world was so heavi ly stacked against them.  Women exist in a space 

of perpetual domination, a state of immanence, never reaching male tran-

scendence. If Beauvoir herself, with so many advantages, could not reach 

freedom, then what hope was  there for all the other  women? Beauvoir’s mas-

terful rendition of  women’s oppression seemingly squeezes the life out of 

existential freedom.

Pauli Murray, Intellectual Activism, and Social Justice

Beauvoir arrived at her analy sis of  women’s oppression and freedom by 

working within the bound aries of conventional scholarly practice, in this 

case, analogical reasoning as a convention of philosophy and Western social 

theory. Beauvoir is often held up as a feminist icon, but this close read of her 

philosophy of  women’s oppression and existential freedom raises questions 

about the substance of her feminist theory. Similarly, Beauvoir’s analy sis of 

 women’s oppression is clearly critical of oppression, yet her methodology of 
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analogical reasoning undercuts her main ideas. In brief, neither her theory 

of  women’s oppression and existential freedom nor her method of theoriz-

ing through the use of analogies is intersectional. The categories of race, 

gender, ethnicity, age, and class are all  there, but are defined and used in 

ways that are not intersectional.

I was able to use Beauvoir’s own words in generating this analy sis. By 

comparing the treatment of the ideas in two signature texts that  were au-

thored by Beauvoir, I examine how her use of analogical reasoning made 

connections among categories of race, gender, class, age, and ethnicity. I 

could not use the same strategy with Pauli Murray, and this too is part of 

the story of  women’s oppression. Like Beauvoir, Murray did author her own 

ideas, yet unlike Beauvoir, Murray was also an activist.  Because Pauli Mur-

ray and similar African American  women are typically categorized as activ-

ists and not intellectuals, studying Murray’s theoretical work raises special 

challenges that do not occur in studying Simone de Beauvoir and similar 

feminist phi los o phers.8 Murray was an intellectual activist whose criti-

cal analy sis was informed by a lifelong commitment to African American 

freedom strug gle but not confined by it. Murray would more appropriately 

describe herself as struggling for social justice. Freedom and social justice 

 were not replacements for one another. Rather, social justice was a broader 

framework that encompassed the particulars of freedom strug gles.

Studying Murray’s ties to intersectionality requires a diff er ent strategy 

that sees social action as a form of theorizing and informed po liti cal ac-

tion as central to critical social theory. The trajectory of Murray’s journey 

throughout her life course, where she moved among categories of race, class, 

gender, sexuality, and nation, constitutes a meta phor for intersectional theo-

rizing.9 This approach requires interpreting biographical information and 

experiences as central to the pro cess of intellectual production. The ideas 

themselves constitute the tip of the iceberg, vis i ble signs of far broader intel-

lectual engagement.  Because Murray was both a writer and an activist, I am 

interested both in what Murray thought as well as what she did. Moreover, 

Murray’s life course was guided by a search for social justice that took her 

into and through diff er ent interpretive communities of race, class, gender, 

sexuality, and nation. Murray was a renegade, always living in a borderlands 

space and expressing a mestiza consciousness long before Gloria Anzaldúa 

(1987) provided the language to name this space. Stated differently, Mur-

ray’s journey was one that tested and continually reframed Beauvoir’s notion 

of existential freedom via experience and social action. Significantly, Mur-
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ray’s embrace of existential freedom potentially informs understandings of 

intersectionality.

During diff er ent phases of Murray’s life, race, gender, class, sexuality, na-

tion, and age as systems of power,  either singularly or in combination,  were 

differentially salient in shaping her experiences and social action.  Because 

Murray did not have access to an intersectional framework (she contrib-

uted to building one), she theorized about the social prob lems that she en-

countered, using the categories that made the most sense in a given social 

context. It is impor tant to point out that Murray’s deepening intersectional 

framework does not map neatly onto a par tic u lar stage or event in her life. 

While it’s tempting to argue that Murray had a “race” phase in the 1920s and 

1930s and a phase of emerging gender consciousness in the 1960s, the extant 

scholarship on Murray does not yet support  these claims.

Rather, a better interpretation suggests that systems of power may be 

theoretically intersectional, yet in practice, some forms of oppression  will be 

especially salient during par tic u lar periods of time and in par tic u lar social 

contexts. In Murray’s case, some aspects of social in equality  were more ap-

parent to her as forms of oppression in large part  because of her social loca-

tion. Murray had access to African American social and po liti cal thought 

that conceptualized po liti cal action as an ongoing freedom strug gle. This 

discourse was well known within Black civil society, or ga nized through es-

tablished community institutions, involved  women and men, and had in-

tergenerational components. Murray’s individuality was honed within the 

context of this ongoing freedom strug gle that examined how racism, class 

exploitation, and the denial of citizenship framed social in equality.  These 

 were public concerns that  shaped the contours of African American com-

munities.10 Yet Murray si mul ta neously experienced other aspects of social 

in equality as private concerns. When it came to gender and sexuality,  there 

was no readily available community for her that provided language for her 

personal strug gles. Gender and sexuality  were always  there, but they became 

publically salient as categories of analy sis  later in her life when she was able 

to find and contribute to building  women’s communities.11

The meta phor of a journey animates this pro cess of discovery as a 

lifelong learning pro cess of recognizing and using the distinctive catego-

ries of intersectionality.12 This meta phor of a journey also grounds the 

idea of creative social action in po liti cal action. In this sense, the impor-

tance of Murray’s journey lies in how it fleshes out abductive analy sis as a 

methodology— namely, how her critical posture  toward social  injustices, her 
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dialogical engagement with multiple interpretive communities, her ongoing 

self- reflexivity and willingness to reconsider her position, and her consistent 

commitment to social justice serves as a rubric for intersectional theorizing. 

The significance of Murray’s contributions to intersectionality lies not only 

in the content of her intellectual production, but also in her praxis.

The Journey as a Meta phor for Creative Social Action

The meta phor of the journey encapsulates how Murray experienced systems 

of race, class, gender, sexuality, and nation during her life course. Black com-

munities emphasized freedom as a fundamental goal of a formerly enslaved 

population.13 American leaders and intellectuals engaged in ongoing debates 

about the “race” question. Within the confines of Black communities, they 

debated the best course of action to oppose racial segregation both in the 

U.S. and worldwide.

During her lifetime, Murray was exposed to a broad spectrum of Afri-

can American social and po liti cal thought concerning the best way to de-

feat racism. This rich intellectual tradition for civil rights and racial equality 

exerted an impor tant influence on Murray’s commitment to social justice. 

Murray was twenty- one years old in 1931 when the infamous Scottsboro 

Boys case of unfounded interracial rape preoccupied Black intellectual and 

po liti cal circles. Murray was twenty- four years old in 1935 when the Spanish 

Civil War erupted and African American intellectuals debated the merits 

of Black Internationalism, with many choosing to travel to Eu rope in sup-

port of democracy. She was in her early thirties in 1945 when, in the after-

math of World War II, African American troops who fought for democracy 

abroad  were denied democracy at home via racially discriminatory policies 

in housing, education, and employment, effectively a racial segregation that 

belied American demo cratic postures in a global context. Murray came of 

age as an intellectual during a period in which communism, Black Inter-

nationalism, civil rights, and Black nationalisms (the remnants of the Gar-

vey movement and the rise of the Nation of Islam)  were all debated within 

African American social and po liti cal thought. Gandhi’s effective strategic 

use of nonviolence and a long- standing civil rights strug gle that took new 

inspiration from his ideas  were not abstractions for her. She was exposed to 

radical Black po liti cal and social thought of the 1930s and 1940s (before the 

McCarthyism of the 1950s), to the po liti cal philosophy of a staunch non-

violence campaign as a way of toppling racism, as well as to radical Black 

nationalism of the 1960s and 1970s (Adi 2009; Kelley 1994; Putnam 2009).
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Despite racism’s predominance within U.S. society as well as within 

African American social and po liti cal thought, Murray refused to reduce 

every thing to race.14 Murray learned firsthand how class inequalities and 

the social prob lems they engendered also affected large numbers of white 

Americans. Poor whites’ experiences of being evicted and struggling to find 

work resembled  those of Black  people. Foundational to her po liti cal devel-

opment was her own economic situation and how much racism did or did 

not explain about it. Murray graduated from college in 1933, the worst pos-

si ble time to finish school and try to start a  career.  Because she was an Afri-

can American  woman, even if times had been good, no one would hire her. 

Murray was poor in New York City, with barely enough money to pay rent. 

At the height of the Depression, with no job prospects in sight, she hitched 

rides on freight trains across Amer i ca. As she reminisced, “the national toll 

caused by unemployment, which I glimpsed in the  faces of the hordes of 

men and boys who haunted freight yards and lived in hobo jungles, and the 

strug gle for survival I had experienced briefly on the road, made my own 

prob lems seem comparatively mild” (Azaransky 2011, 10–11).  After some 

time, she was able to find work with the Worker’s Education Proj ect (wep), 

a program of the Works Proj ect Administration  under the New Deal. The 

social conditions that Murray witnessed while travelling around the U.S., 

her experiences working with wep, and her own economic precariousness 

offered a perspective on poverty and class that affected her intellectual work.

The 1930s and 1940s constituted a significant period for Murray, a time 

characterized by her po liti cal education as a “young radical” (Azaransky 

2011, 9–35). Murray’s attentiveness to the interconnections of racial oppres-

sion and class exploitation deepened during this period. In 1940, she was 

offered the position of travelling secretary at the Workers’ Defense League 

(wdl) to raise money on behalf of Odell Waller, a Black sharecropper who 

had been convicted of killing his white landlord. Her travels in a broader 

national context deepened Murray’s analyses of the issues facing African 

American communities. As Murray travelled the country arguing Waller’s 

case, her impassioned speeches about the need for equal protection  under 

the law provided a platform for her increasingly sophisticated views on rac-

ism and nation- state power. Murray worked tirelessly to save sharecropper 

Odell Waller from execution, not by a mob, but by the very government 

that should have protected his rights. Murray came to see the significance 

of democracy, citizenship, and the need to engage the federal government 

for African American empowerment. The wdl and Murray  were no match 

for state power. The state of  Virginia executed Waller. The failure of their 
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direct action campaign left Murray and  others with unanswered questions. 

What difference did it make to have abstract freedoms (rights) on paper if 

one could not exercise them (Azaransky 2011)? Murray de cided to attend 

law school.

Murray’s formal affiliation with feminism occurred in the aftermath of 

 these multilayered experiences with racism, capitalism, and the differen-

tial use of nation- state power. In the 1940s and 1950s, Murray’s analy sis of 

 women’s oppression became more vis i ble, most likely in response to a series 

of events that caused Murray to modify her individualistic understandings 

of gender to one of seeing  women as a collectivity whose oppression resem-

bled but was not the same as African American oppression. One incident 

stands out as a catalyst. Despite a stellar  career at Howard Law School, and 

expecting to be offered entry to Harvard University that was reserved for 

the top gradu ate from Howard, Harvard refused to admit her  because she 

was a  woman. Murray had been violating gender norms her entire life, but 

events like this showed her how gender was individually experienced but 

was at root a collective, structural concern. Murray’s individualized rebel-

lion concerning norms of gender and sexuality became public when she be-

came involved in feminism. Murray’s understanding of the intersections of 

racism and sexism became more nuanced as she moved through her life. By 

the time Murray advanced her analyses of gender in her signature writings, 

during the same period as Beauvoir, Murray’s work increasingly expressed 

an intersectional sensibility about racism and sexism (Murray 1970b; Mur-

ray and Eastwood 1965).

By con temporary standards, Murray would most likely be seen as trans-

gendered. Murray’s experiences with sexuality remained a private theme 

throughout her life, taking form in her letters to friends and within her po-

etry. She did not write about her sexuality, nor did she use the theme of her 

individual identity as the catalyst for broader discussions of sexuality. It is 

clear, though, that sexual identity was an impor tant theme in Murray’s life, 

as an adolescent and young  woman. Murray often dressed in men’s clothes 

and was mistaken for a boy. As a young  woman, she consulted a physician to 

see  whether her gender could be changed. Then- prevailing views on sexu-

ality and on sexual identity explained Murray’s belief that she was in the 

wrong body as an individual aberration, the chance event of bad luck or 

some sort of moral failing. Had Murray come to see sexuality itself as a system 

of oppression, she might have found meaning in Beauvoir’s philosophy of 

existential freedom. For most of her life,  there was no social movement to 

queer gender or sexuality.
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This brief biography introduces the complexities of Murray’s experiences 

with race, class, nation, gender, and sexuality.  These systems of power  were 

theoretically all  there, all of the time, yet they became differentially salient to 

Murray in response to specific experiences during her lifetime.  Because the 

life and ideas of Pauli Murray have only recently garnered academic atten-

tion, I can only sketch out a provisional analy sis of Murray’s contributions 

to intersectionality. Murray did understand the importance of authoring her 

ideas, and through her writings she exerts testimonial authority over the 

meaning of her own life. But  there is so much that we  don’t know and may 

never know.

However, the corpus of Murray’s written work does provide promising 

evidence for developing this meta phor of the journey as a frame for inter-

sectional theorizing. During diff er ent phases of her life, she wrote two au-

tobiographies that map her changing po liti cal analyses (Murray 1978 [1956], 

1987). Murray’s autobiographies  were written in first- person prose, yet by 

con temporary standards, they reveal far less about her intimate life than 

con temporary memoirs. Murray’s  legal writings also  were directly tied to 

vari ous aspects of the civil rights movement. While teaching law in newly 

 free Ghana, she co- authored a textbook on the constitution of Ghana (Mur-

ray and Rubin 1961). Murray’s po liti cal writings on feminism have yet to 

be published in a volume of collected works, but they do provide access to 

her ever- developing analyses of gender (see, e.g., “The Liberation of Black 

 Women” (1970, 87–102). Murray became an Episcopal priest late in life, and 

her sermons offer another lens on her lifelong commitment to social justice 

(Murray 2006). A resurgence of interest in Murray within religious studies 

shows the breadth, growth, and substance of her ideas (Pinn 2008).

Murray’s public writings dealt with race and gender, yet her private writ-

ings showed far more self- reflexivity and self- doubt than her public persona. 

Murray’s poetry provides insight to her innermost thoughts. Published in 

1970, her book Dark Testament and Other Poems contains se lections of her 

poetry, some of which she copyrighted as early as 1939. Her poetry expresses 

her private, intimate voice, one that could not be conveyed as freely in the 

1930s as  today. Murray’s letters to her teacher and mentor Caroline Ware, a 

correspondence that began in 1943 and ended with Murray’s death in 1985, 

constitute yet another piece of a published rec ord of Murray’s intellectual 

development in her own words (Scott 2006). Pauli Murray wrote constantly 

across diff er ent genres; the forms her writing took demonstrate a breadth 

that remains underappreciated within con temporary scholarly emphases 

on specialization. For example, Murray’s work was situated within debates 
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about the meaning of poetry for democracy (Peppard 2013). Unfortunately, 

Murray’s lifelong precarious economic situation of being chronically unem-

ployed and underemployed meant that she neither got “a room of her own” 

in which to write, nor saw her work published as she would have wished.

Reconstructing Pauli Murray’s Intersectional Theorizing

Thus far, I have suggested that Pauli Murray’s intellectual activism reflected 

her ongoing strug gles to understand how race, class, nation, gender, and 

sexuality  shaped both her individual experiences as well as the social organ-

ization of the society around her. In essence, Murray’s creative social ac-

tion reconfigured Beauvoir’s abstract analy sis of existential freedom, not as 

a birth pang of throwing oneself into the unknown, leaving all that is known 

 behind, but rather as a more pragmatic, ongoing journey of freeing oneself 

from the constraints of social injustices and taking what is worth knowing 

with you.  Because she never fit comfortably anywhere, Murray did not re-

treat into herself. Instead, Murray chose to throw herself into a  future that 

she strug gled to craft, thereby creating herself anew. Moreover,  because she 

did so in the context of intersecting power relations of race, class, gender, 

and sexuality in the U.S. context, her journey  toward freedom foreshadowed 

not only the content of intersectionality as a form of critical inquiry, but also 

an impor tant mechanism for intersectional theorizing itself.

But where is the evidence for this argument?  Because Pauli Murray was 

an intellectual activist, even though she believed in authoring her own ideas, 

she often lacked the time or resources to do so. Developing a comprehensive 

analy sis of how her work informs intersectional theorizing means working 

with what she left us. That said, in order to examine  whether and how Mur-

ray’s experiences deepened her intersectional perspective, we need more 

secondary analy sis of Murray’s life and works that analyzes how her books, 

published work, speeches, and journalistic work form a holistic, ongoing 

critical theoretical proj ect.

No two books authored by Murray lend themselves to the same read-

ing strategies that I deployed in analyzing the two philosophical works au-

thored by Beauvoir. Fortunately, two biographies about Murray’s life detail 

her experiences and provide a win dow into her thinking.  Because they  were 

published at the same time, they also lend themselves to a comparative 

reading strategy. Rosalind Rosenberg’s Jane Crow: The Life of Pauli Murray 

(2017) and Patricia Bell- Scott’s The Firebrand and the First Lady: Portrait of a 

Friendship (2016) fill an impor tant gap in scholarship on Pauli Murray. Both 
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biographies not only lay a scholarly foundation for studying Pauli Murray’s 

journey  toward freedom, but also point  toward a more complex analy sis of 

intersectionality itself. By taking diff er ent perspectives on the same material, 

both books illustrate that the story of Pauli Murray’s connections to inter-

sectionality  will be written and rewritten for some time.

When it comes to intersectionality, each biography relies on a diff er ent 

interpretive framework. Bell- Scott frames Murray’s commitment to the 

strug gle for social justice as the core analytical framework for her volume, 

one that originates in Murray’s long- standing involvement with civil rights 

and racial justice proj ects, and that deepened and expanded over the course 

of her life. The years of the 1930s through the 1960s are central to Bell- Scott’s 

biography, a time period when Murray developed increasingly sophisticated 

analyses of racism, poverty, sexism, and the centrality of nation- state in-

stitutions in remedying social injustices.  These years laid a foundation for 

Murray’s participation in and analy sis of diff er ent aspects of the strug gle 

for social justice that unfolded in subsequent de cades. Bell- Scott also makes 

the surprising editorial decision to highlight Pauli Murray’s friendship with 

First Lady Eleanor Roo se velt as a core orga nizational tool for The Firebrand 

and the First Lady. Characterized by mutual re spect, their friendship oc-

curred during this impor tant historical era when norms of race and gender 

 were changing. Within their friendship, Pauli Murray was a “firebrand,” a 

term of endearment coined by Eleanor Roo se velt, who saw Murray as an 

irritant. Murray respectfully thanked Mrs.  Roo se velt for her support for 

progressive  causes, but also consistently encouraged her to do even more.

In contrast to Bell- Scott’s framework, Rosenberg’s Jane Crow pre sents a 

panoramic view of the long arc of Pauli Murray’s entire life that highlights 

Murray’s gendered sensibilities in relation to race. Murray understood the 

concept of Jane Crow not just as a meta phor for intersections of race and gen-

der inequalities that took concentrated form for African American  women, 

but also as a solid  legal doctrine that might influence law as an instrument of 

social change. The term Jane Crow challenged the male bias within the civil 

rights movement, arguing in essence that an intersectional analy sis of race 

and gender would be needed to address the economic inequalities that  were 

par tic u lar to African American  women. Rosenberg titles her volume Jane 

Crow as a way of acknowledging  these interconnections.

By examining Murray’s ideas and experiences, The Firebrand and the 

First Lady and Jane Crow shed light on diff er ent aspects of intersectional 

theorizing. First, in their renderings of Murray’s biography, both books 

draw upon race, class, gender, and sexuality as categories of analy sis, yet 
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they place diff er ent analytical weight on  these concepts. Whereas Bell- Scott 

focuses on Murray’s antiracist po liti cal strug gles against economic exploi-

tation and state- sanctioned vio lence, Rosenberg takes pains to trace how 

sexuality and gender  shaped Murray’s life choices and actions. In a sense, the 

books read as complementary narratives, one placing race and class front 

stage and the other, gender and sexuality. This kind of analytical emphasis 

is pos si ble with the life of any historical figure, yet  because Murray’s intel-

lectual and po liti cal work engaged all of  these categories, it lends itself espe-

cially well to this treatment.

When synthesizing Murray’s life using works from such disparate genres, 

as well as across diff er ent periods of time, it is impor tant not to impose con-

temporary sensibilities on the life of a historical figure as a way to speak 

to con temporary audiences. In this regard,  because Bell- Scott focuses on 

Murray’s public life, she has an easier task than Rosenberg. Murray’s pub-

lic rec ord on race, class, and gender exists across many archives, including 

Murray’s own. Emphasizing Murray’s friendship with Eleanor Roo se velt, a 

recognizable public figure, further narrows Bell- Scott’s frame to social jus-

tice actions, primarily in the public sphere. While warm, the letters between 

Murray and Roo se velt avoid the kinds of personal disclosures often shared 

by close friends. Bell- Scott’s analy sis is also in keeping with conventions 

within Murray’s own autobiographies as well as with historical strategies of 

Black  women’s narrative traditions of deliberately protecting their privacy 

via cultures of dissemblance (Hine 1989).

During the years of her friendship with Eleanor Roo se velt, Murray held a 

series of jobs that never paid her what she was worth or allowed her to gain 

financial security. Yet she stayed involved in progressive po liti cal  causes, pre-

dominantly antiracism endeavors. During this period, Murray wrote repeat-

edly to Eleanor Roo se velt, often asking the first lady to get the president’s 

ear about something that Murray found to be especially egregious. Eleanor 

Roo se velt could have simply walked away from this “firebrand” who was 

never satisfied with Roo se velt’s well- meaning albeit cautious responses to 

the race prob lem. Murray could have given up as well, abandoning the kind 

of incremental change that “ladies” like Roo se velt endorsed. Yet neither did.

Murray’s friendship with Roo se velt was one of Murray’s many friend-

ships with white and African American  women that she held dear. Yet the 

significance of Murray’s par tic u lar friendship with Eleanor Roo se velt lies in 

what Bell- Scott is able to say about Pauli Murray’s understanding of social 

justice work. From diff er ent generations, Pauli Murray and Eleanor Roo se-

velt bridged historical eras when race and gender relations  were dramati-
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cally changing. Roo se velt served as a quasi- mentor to Murray, yet the ways 

in which they influenced one another illustrate the significance of dialogue 

across differences of power that characterize race, class, and generation. 

Murray was on a short list of  people who challenged Roo se velt’s beliefs and 

actions. And Roo se velt appreciated her honesty. Conversely, Roo se velt of-

fered Murray the wisdom of a broad perspective on social issues and the 

wisdom of experience. As a lone wolf carving her own path, Murray appre-

ciated Roo se velt’s support, but as a firebrand, she came to her own conclu-

sions. One strength of Bell- Scott’s volume is that she  doesn’t try to resolve 

the tensions within this ongoing relationship, or ga nized via a friendship. 

Rather, by leaving this shared commitment to social justice open- ended, 

Bell- Scott suggests that the strug gle for social justice was larger than  either 

Murray or Roo se velt and would have been impoverished if  either  woman 

had abandoned the other.

In contrast, Rosenberg develops a provocative argument about how 

Murray’s personal experiences with her identity catalyzed her critical per-

spectives on race and gender. Focusing on Murray as an individual en-

abled Rosenberg to highlight Murray’s racial and gendered identities as 

paramount, thus supporting her exploration of how Murray resisted the 

seemingly fixed bound aries of race and gender. Murray’s multiracial and 

multiethnic identities constituted an impor tant theme in her life, provid-

ing evidence for Rosenberg’s thesis that Murray consistently challenged the 

fixed bound aries of race. Murray’s writings certainly provide ample evi-

dence for this thesis. For example, Murray named her first autobiography 

Proud Shoes: The Story of an American  Family (1978 [1956]). Written during 

the 1950s, a period when the U.S. government aggressively questioned the 

patriotism of progressive artists, intellectuals, and activists, Murray aimed 

to expand the meaning of what it meant to be American. Murray’s volume 

eschewed understandings of racial identity that rendered a person a Negro 

who had “one drop” of Negro blood. Instead, Murray saw herself as fully 

American, claiming all aspects of her multiracial heritage. Murray did not 

want to assimilate into a preconceived notion of race; rather, she wanted to 

change its meaning such that American national identity would include as 

equals persons like herself and her  family. In this sense, Rosenberg situates 

Murray’s po liti cal action, and the specific actions that Murray took in the 

context of her times, in support of a vision of racial equality that prefigured 

con temporary color blindness.

Rosenberg also places far more emphasis than Terborg- Penn on the signif-

icance of gender and sexuality throughout Murray’s life. Jane Crow examines 
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Murray’s growing analytical awareness of gender, beginning with the co-

nundrum that her sexuality and gender presented for her in her childhood. 

Jane Crow sheds light on how Murray rebelled against the conventional cat-

egories of sexuality and gender to which she was assigned. Her refusal to 

accept  these categories stimulated lifelong questions concerning gender as 

a fixed category of analy sis. Murray strug gled with her gender identity in 

childhood and adolescence, believing that she was  really a male in a female 

body. Sexuality was also a catalyst for Murray’s gender identity. She was at-

tracted to straight  women, not as a lesbian, but rather as if she  were a man. 

Initially, Murray thought the explanation for the mismatch of her gender 

and sexuality with prevailing conventions lay within biology itself. This con-

viction propelled her to consult medical personnel in search of scientific 

reasons why she felt so strongly that she was in the wrong body. Murray was 

clearly de cades ahead of po liti cal, medical, and theoretical research that un-

derpins con temporary analyses of the socially constructed nature of gender 

and sexuality.

In this sense, neither Murray’s racial identity that defied binary catego-

rizations of black and white, nor her gender identity that rejected binary 

categorizations of masculinity and femininity, could be accommodated 

within prevailing understandings of race, gender, and sexuality. Rather than 

capitulate to social norms concerning race, gender, and sexuality, Murray 

rejected such norms  because they  limited her personal freedom. Murray 

was armed with experiences, yet the theoretical tools that she had at hand 

throughout her lifetime could only yield  limited results. Murray’s actions 

as a “firebrand” and her refusal to go willingly to her assigned intellectual 

and po liti cal places give credence to Rosenberg’s understanding of Murray’s 

life as animated by racial and gender identifications. But Murray was also a 

“firebrand” in the context of structural oppressions of race and gender that 

animated her critical analy sis of social justice.

Second, when it comes to conceptualizing Murray’s journey as a meta-

phor for intersectional theorizing, identifying what both books underem-

phasize also merits review. Significantly, neither book pre sents capitalism 

as a core analytical category within their narratives or within Pauli Murray’s 

life. Class is certainly  there, but it  doesn’t explain much of anything beyond 

Murray’s economic status at given points in her life. By highlighting gender 

and race, respectively, Jane Crow and The Firebrand and the First Lady both 

treat class as a descriptive, structural background  factor, and by  doing so, 

work within taken- for- granted assumptions of capitalism. Yet depictions 

of Murray’s economic insecurity and vulnerability, let alone her poverty at 
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vari ous points in her life, are no substitutes for a class analy sis that might ex-

plain both the trajectory of Murray’s economic life as well as how that trajec-

tory influenced her critical inquiry. If economic insecurity was such a  factor 

in her life, one that she shared publically with so many other  people, why 

 didn’t Murray herself analyze the obvious? Was class so taken for granted 

within existing racial analyses that she, like  others, assumed that conquer-

ing racism would level the class playing field? Was Murray reticent on the 

issue of class  because it became increasingly dangerous for her to be so by 

the 1950s?  Because Rosenberg seems to be more attuned with responding 

to the mantra of race, class, gender, and sexuality, she is careful to include 

all four categories of analy sis. For example, Rosenberg relies on current de-

bates concerning how the norms of Black middle- class respectability with 

an assumed Black patriarchy constrained Murray.  Because Murray worked 

closely throughout her entire life with African American men, she certainly 

was positioned to see patriarchy in action within African American com-

munities. Yet what are the effects of a more distant but potentially more 

power ful patriarchy by white men on Murray’s choices and analyses?

Reflecting a similar trend within intersectionality itself, the absence of 

a class analy sis is a missed opportunity within both books. The 1930s  Great 

Depression elevated questions of capitalism and socialist and communist re-

sponses to it in a global context. Pauli Murray was living in New York during 

this period, a time of heightened po liti cal awareness among African Ameri-

can activists and intellectuals who increasingly examined how capitalism 

and racism  were intertwined. With friends and colleagues who  were part 

of this intellectual community, Murray was familiar with  these questions, 

understanding how racism in the U.S. was tied to cap i tal ist development. 

Like  others during this period, Murray developed a critical perspective on 

capitalism, yet seemingly did not tie it to her increasingly critical analy sis of 

racism. In the 1940s and 1950s, Murray may have felt pressured to play down 

any radical class analy sis of  either racism or sexism, recognizing the chill-

ing effects of the Cold War on U.S. domestic politics. By emphasizing race 

and gender/sexuality, respectively, neither book treats class as an analytical 

category, and in  doing so, both position capitalism and its class relations as 

a backdrop for racial and gender analyses. In this regard, both books write 

to the sensibilities of con temporary U.S. audiences wherein class analyses 

remain secondary to other theoretical frameworks.

Similarly, resembling their treatment of class, both biographies also have 

less to say about nation as a category of analy sis. This is an in ter est ing edito-

rial choice  because, as an attorney, Murray was well aware of how the U.S. 
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nation- state facilitated racial oppression. Despite the tireless efforts of Ida 

Wells- Barnett’s anti- lynching campaign, lynching persisted with  little gov-

ernment intervention or censure. Achieving social justice was not just a 

 matter of personal politics, but was a collective proj ect that required analy-

ses and action concerning national belonging, nationalism as an ideology, 

and national identity.

Murray’s sustained attention to making American democracy work pro-

vided an impor tant venue for her analyses of social justice. Murray’s autobi-

ographies are preoccupied with questions of citizenship, national belonging, 

and race. Murray recalls that when she graduated from college in 1933, she 

wanted to write her  family history as part of her aspiration to become a 

writer. Yet her pathway to being a published author was repeatedly blocked. 

In Proud Shoes, published two de cades  later, Murray invokes her  family as 

meta phor for a broader strug gle for an inclusive, socially just American na-

tional identity. Murray aimed to unsettle the dominant American narrative 

that relegated African Americans to second- class citizenship. In the intro-

duction to the 1978 edition of Proud Shoes, Murray reflects on her own jour-

ney: “The writing of Proud Shoes became for me the resolution of a search 

for identity and the exorcism of the ghosts of the past. No longer constrained 

by suppressed memories, I began to see myself in a new light— the product 

of a slowly evolving pro cess of biological and cultural integration, a pro-

cess containing the character of many cultures and many  peoples, a New 

World experiment, fragile, yet tenuous, a pos si ble hint of a stronger and 

freer Amer i ca of the  future, no longer stunted in its growth by an insidious 

ethnocentrism” (xvi).

Terborg- Penn and Rosenberg provide substantive descriptive material 

on American politics, but discourses of citizenship that are so central to na-

tionalism and nation- state policies are not major analytical themes in  either 

volume. Fortunately, Sarah Azaransky’s book, The Dream Is Freedom: Pauli 

Murray and American Demo cratic Faith (2011), fills this void. Azaransky 

examines how Murray looked to broader discourses of citizenship, being 

aware from a young age of the gaps in the dominant narrative about Ameri-

can identity and the discriminatory be hav ior that faced its African Ameri-

can citizens. This is the tension between the promise of U.S. democracy and 

the real ity of unequal citizenship. Murray  didn’t just want to be included 

into American democracy as it currently existed— she wanted American 

democracy to have a more accurate accounting of its own princi ples and 

actions. Murray advanced an alternative argument of what it might mean to 

be an American, one that rests on equality and social justice.
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Fi nally, The Firebrand and the First Lady and Jane Crow both offer pro-

vocative evidence that Murray’s understandings of race, class, gender, and 

sexuality within a framework of social justice constituted a precursor for 

intersectionality as a form of critical inquiry and praxis (Collins and Bilge 

2016). Reading  these two volumes together provides diff er ent puzzle pieces 

for understanding Murray’s  actual and potential contributions to con-

temporary understandings of intersectionality. At varying points in her 

life, not only did Murray emphasize race, class, gender, sexuality, and, with 

Azaransky’s contribution, nation as categories of analy sis;  because she took 

creative social action across and within multiple interpretive communities, 

Murray was positioned to see race, gender, sexuality, class, and nation as 

intersecting phenomena.

 Because Murray lived such a long life that reaches out in so many diff er-

ent directions, con temporary scholars often emphasize the part of Murray’s 

biography that most appeals to them. For example, queer scholars and activ-

ists find inspiration in Murray’s courage as a trans person and acknowledge 

her accomplishments within queer theory. Similarly, religious activists are 

attracted to Murray’s late- in- life embrace of religion, bringing newfound 

recognition to the centrality of ethics to Black  women’s intellectual work 

and politics (Pinn 2008). This piecemeal approach can make impor tant ad-

ditions to ongoing debates in a given field. Yet no  matter how well intended, 

the fact that many distinctive and seemingly unconnected interpretive com-

munities increasingly claim Murray as an icon for their respective proj ects 

can flatten the complex, intersectional nature of her life and work. Prema-

turely assembling pieces of Murray’s life— neatly categorized into gender, 

or sexuality, or race, or class— into one synthetic narrative that seemingly 

demonstrates her growing awareness of intersectionality is tempting. This 

approach may advance intersectionality yet inadvertently pre sents a nar-

rative about Murray’s life that she herself might not recognize. Mapping 

Murray’s deepening intersectional framework onto a  simple linear model 

that assigns consciousness of racism, or heterosexism, or gender oppression, 

or capitalism to a par tic u lar stage or series of events in her life course is not 

only premature; it may also be incorrect.  There is simply not enough schol-

arly evidence for this perspective.

The meta phor of the journey seemingly provides a more useful orienting 

strategy for understanding Murray’s search for social justice, her subsequent 

understandings of freedom, as well as the methodological implications of 

this journey for intersectional theorizing. Murray’s life work illustrates a 

critical praxis model of moving within and through diff er ent systems of 
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power, specifically race, class, sexuality, nation, and gender. Murray’s  angle 

of vision on the interrelationships among  these forms of in equality did not 

emerge full blown. Instead, Murray engaged categories that seemed most 

salient for advancing social justice in a specific social context, then drew 

insight from other categories that  were salient in other social contexts.

Murray grappled with varying types of in equality, some more prominent 

during some phases of her life than  others. The arc of her biography sug-

gests that she refused to  settle on one system of power— namely, race, class, 

gender, sexuality, nation, or age—as more fundamental than  others. Instead, 

she attended to the system or systems that  were most salient to her experi-

ences during diff er ent phases of her life, putting her  earlier knowledge in 

dialogue with that gained  later on in life. Rather,  because she was engaged 

in a broader strug gle for social justice, she kept multiple systems at play with 

increasing complexity as her life progressed. Murray used her experiences 

with social action and with intellectual production as touchstones for analy-

sis, yet her individual experiences and the standpoints they engendered did 

not determine her analy sis. Murray was a critical thinker, and her patterns 

of critical engagement looked both ways: to the social relations of the com-

munities of which she was most closely aligned (for most of her life, this 

was the African American community), as well as to broader communities 

that seemingly lay outside her immediate concerns, for example, the  labor 

movement, the  women’s movement, the social justice actions of religious 

organ izations, and broader initiatives in support of American democracy 

writ large. Via this analy sis, Murray was also open to multiple alliances, with 

white feminists, with African colleagues who challenged her understand-

ings of what it meant to be American, with poor African Americans whose 

desperate economic situations  were so central to her views of social justice, 

and even with Eleanor Roo se velt.

Pauli Murray’s work resonates with the idea of visionary pragmatism 

within Black feminist thought, but it carries such thought into diff er ent are-

nas (James and Busia 1993). Informed by Black  women’s community work, 

Black  women had a distinctive, intersectional  angle of vision on the notion 

of freedom that was associated with African American social and po liti cal 

thought. They also had a more expansive experiential understanding of the 

kind of po liti cal solidarity that would be needed in moving  toward freedom. 

This visionary pragmatism that embraced social action as a way of know-

ing the social world and of theorizing social in equality fostered a pragmatic 

understanding of how change occurs in the social world. The strug gle for 

freedom required a concomitant commitment to social justice, and moving 
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 toward social justice required flexibility and per sis tence. Pauli Murray may 

never have used the phrase “visionary pragmatism” to describe her journey, 

yet her actions speak just as loudly as her words.

Implications for Intersectionality

Simone de Beauvoir and Pauli Murray followed diff er ent paths to engage 

the question of freedom, each achieving partial perspectives on its mean-

ing. Beauvoir was able to live as, in her words, an “in de pen dent  woman” 

within French society. As a well- known phi los o pher and prominent mem-

ber of French intellectual circles, Beauvoir enjoyed the time and material 

resources that she needed to write and to practice her craft. Her status as a 

phi los o pher in a privileged interpretive community enabled her to develop 

a groundbreaking analy sis of  women’s oppression that remains a signature 

text of feminism. Yet Beauvoir also had difficulty looking beyond her own 

experiences in ways that granted all  women the agency that she possessed. 

Her thesis of existential freedom was compromised by her reliance on the 

race/sex analogy to make the case for  women’s oppression. Beauvoir’s partial 

perspective on freedom reflected  these experiences.15

Murray made her way through life as a diff er ent kind of in de pen dent 

 woman, never achieving economic security and po liti cal protection. Murray 

neither had the refuge of belonging within any one community, including 

Black communities, nor did she express a desire to do so. Her travels among 

multiple, diverse communities fostered a distinctive perspective on what it 

would take for a person like herself to be  free. Murray could not focus on 

freedom as an abstraction, but rather engaged ideas of freedom as a state of 

becoming, a pro cess of moving  toward freedom that affected her own life. 

For Murray, the meaning of freedom was grounded in its achievement, one 

that was calibrated through pragmatic action. Her  legal writings, autobiog-

raphies, and poetry reflected a hope that achieving social justice and fairness 

would facilitate freedom. Despite its scope, Murray’s perspective on freedom 

was also partial and unfinished, leaving us a historical rec ord that has yet to 

be fully examined.

Neither Beauvoir nor Murray developed a coherent narrative that ex-

plained how their analy sis of the meaning of freedom went beyond their 

own circumstances. The partial perspective on freedom that each provides 

has two implications for intersectionality, one substantive and the other 

methodological.
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First, this chapter cautions that the mere appearance of categories such 

as race, class, gender, and sexuality, among  others, within a critical analy sis 

does not mean that an argument is necessarily intersectional. Beauvoir and 

Murray both attended to similar categories, and for many scholars, Beauvoir 

seemingly offers the most comprehensive intersectional analy sis  because she 

incorporates more than one category in her analy sis. She could have made 

the decision to write about “ women’s oppression,” leaving readers to imag-

ine which  women she had in mind. Instead, she develops her analy sis of 

freedom by relying on a race/gender analogy that incorporates other catego-

ries of analy sis. Her argument contains categories of gender, race, ethnicity, 

class, and age, using her assumptions about how they are related to build her 

case. Her categories are related, but is her argument intersectional?

In contrast, Murray ostensibly takes on fewer categories, examining race 

and gender in her analy sis of Jane Crow (Murray and Eastwood 1965) not 

by comparing them, but by examining their interconnections. In this work, 

Murray explains  women’s oppression not through analogy, but by arguing 

how race and gender are related. Focusing on the particularities of African 

American  women’s experiences in a context of race and gender discrimi-

nation informed her intersectional analy sis. Beauvoir and Murray both see 

connections between gender and race but advance diff er ent arguments. 

How is intersectionality served by  these two approaches?

The answer may lie in how each thinker  handles the idea of difference 

wherein the relationships of categories can be understood in oppositional 

or relational terms. Frameworks of oppositional difference stress compar-

ing entities as being  either same or diff er ent. Such binary thinking assumes 

that entities are separate, distinct, nonoverlapping, and opposite (e.g., men 

are from Mars and  women are from Venus). In contrast, frameworks of re-

lational difference recognize distinctions, yet seek patterns of connection 

among entities that are understood as diff er ent. For relational difference, the 

challenge lies in uncovering points of connection, overlap, or intersection 

(e.g., men and  women may be diff er ent but their gender experiences are 

interconnected). Comparing race and gender within assumptions of oppo-

sitional difference would ask, How are racism and sexism alike and unlike 

one another? In contrast, comparing race and gender within assumptions of 

relational difference would ask, What does the relationship between racism 

and sexism reveal about  these entities as separate systems of power as well 

as how they shape one another?16

This distinction between oppositional difference and relational differ-

ence sheds light on how Beauvoir and Murray approached the relationship 
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of categories of race and gender. Beauvoir’s comparative use of race and gen-

der seems more closely aligned with frameworks of oppositional difference, 

with impor tant consequences for her critical theoretical analy sis of  women’s 

oppression. In this regard, Beauvoir’s analogical thinking that seeks similari-

ties and differences between  women’s oppression and that of Black  people 

reflects traditional ideologies of Western science and philosophy. Ideologi-

cally, analogical thinking rests on a logical cir cuit that assumes that  children 

are like animals (naturally  free), that blacks are like animals, that  women are 

trapped by their biology (animals being more embodied), and that  women 

are childlike (Stepan 1990). Beauvoir is certainly aware of the power of ideol-

ogy—in The Second Sex she details the pernicious effects of gendered ideol-

ogy. Yet uncritically relying upon a framework of oppositional difference 

that equates Black  people,  children, poor  people, animals, and  women limits 

her analy sis. Ironically, Beauvoir provides the tools to make an argument 

about the interconnected oppressions of Black  people and  women but fails 

to do so.

Murray’s social theorizing seems more wedded to ideas of relational 

difference, perhaps  because her experiences as an activist inform her criti-

cal theorizing. Murray’s activism put her in dialogue with many diff er ent 

kinds of  people, where the success or failure of a par tic u lar proj ect rested 

on finding common ground. Building co ali tions among distinctive proj ects 

required identifying points of similarity and difference among them. Afri-

can American  women’s experiences with flexible solidarity illuminate how 

relational difference works within the context of Black  women’s community 

work. This framework of relational difference might underpin the idea of 

flexible solidarity. And this idea of flexible solidarity, and by implication, re-

lational difference, speaks to impor tant issues of intersectional praxis. As an 

African American intellectual- activist whose critical praxis moved among 

multiple po liti cal proj ects, and had multiple forms of expression, Murray’s 

understanding of both oppression and freedom became increasingly sophis-

ticated  because she was constantly looking for connections between ideas 

and action.

Beauvoir and Murray both relied on comparative thinking, but as this 

distinction between oppositional difference and relational difference sug-

gests, not in the same way. Beauvoir’s analy sis of  women’s oppression was 

compromised in large part by how her use of analogical reasoning compared 

 women with other similarly oppressed groups, an approach that suppressed 

intersectional analy sis. She used the familiar terminology of gender, race, 

class, and age as categories of analy sis, yet the way that she did so provided 
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a partial perspective on oppression and freedom. In contrast, Murray relied 

on comparative analy sis by bringing what had been learned in one proj ect to 

the next, changing the meaning of both in the pro cess. The trajectory of her 

intellectual work resembles American pragmatism’s theme of experimental-

ism. Murray’s critical analy sis of oppression deepened via social action as a 

way of knowing, with experiences informing the meaning of oppression and 

freedom. Neither Beauvoir nor Murray had a comprehensive perspective 

on the meaning of freedom. In this context, superficial comparisons that 

elevate Beauvoir as a theorist who provides theoretical analy sis for Murray, 

who tests  those ideas through social action, are especially shortsighted.

Second, this comparative discussion of Beauvoir and Murray raises ques-

tions of how dialogical engagement might inform intersectionality’s critical 

theorizing. Murray and Beauvoir  were contemporaries; how in ter est ing it 

would have been had they been able to meet and share ideas. Yet how might 

such a dialogue proceed without some criteria for managing the differences 

between two  women who lived such diff er ent lives? And their lives  weren’t 

just diff er ent, they  were unequal. In this regard, Murray’s friendship with 

Eleanor Roo se velt models dialogical engagement across a substantial differ-

ence in power. Both  women learned to listen to one another and both cali-

brated their ideas for their par tic u lar conversations. This theme of dialogues 

across differences of power is impor tant for intersectionality’s interpretive 

communities, primarily  because such dialogues illuminate partial perspec-

tives. Without dialogical engagement, whose partial perspective on freedom 

should be believed? And if we pick Murray over Beauvoir, or vice versa, what 

criteria are we using in making such a choice?

When it comes to freedom, placing the ideas of Beauvoir and Murray 

in dialogue illuminates the complementary nature of abstract analyses of 

existential freedom and theorizing that emerges from creative social action 

in working for freedom. Existential freedom is meaningless without critical 

praxis, yet critical praxis needs theoretical ideas such as existential freedom. 

This suggests that the respective contributions and limitations of  these dif-

fer ent ways of theorizing intersectionality itself may be compromised when 

it emphasizes one over the other. This case suggests that conceptions of ex-

istential freedom not only emerge from critical praxis, but also are tested by 

the ability to influence it. This view incorporates experience as impor tant in 

shaping knowledge. But more importantly, it also points to the significance 

of intentional social action. Similarly, critical praxis without a community 

and a goal is aimless and in effec tive.
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Murray’s intellectual activism not only prefigures the core ideas of inter-

sectionality’s content, but also informs the kind of dialogical engagement 

that might ground intersectionality’s methodology. Murray’s strategies of 

drawing upon experience and social action over time, framed by an ethical 

commitment to social justice, suggest that the meta phor of a journey is an 

apt description of her intellectual activism. Murray’s journey is less one a 

“success story of grasping  toward freedom” and more “an alternative route 

to what could not be transcended.  There is something dialectical about this 

pro cess: the imperatives of identification are perpetually paradoxical” (Hall 

2017, 22). Murray’s identifications of race, class, gender, sexuality, age, and 

nation  were differently salient,  either singularly or in combination, during 

diff er ent phases of her life and, as a result, remained “perpetually paradoxi-

cal.” Theoretically, they  were all  there all the time, but critical praxis required 

seeing them and using them when they  were the best fit for the situation at 

hand. In this regard, Murray’s journey fostered a deepening intersectional 

analy sis.

Owning the power of a language, a culture, a style of communication 

can be the mark of power for individuals and for interpretive communities. 

Yet without established interpretive communities that cultivate communica-

tion, individuals remain scattered and this communicative power remains 

unrealized. Dialogues are essential  because no one individual or interpre-

tive community can wrap its arms about the magnitude of intersectional-

ity itself, nor can the arguments of a small number of intellectuals or the 

practices of one resistant knowledge proj ect become the template for inter-

sectional theorizing. Just as Beauvoir and Murray had partial perspectives 

on freedom, many  others have similarly partial understandings of a host 

of themes. When it comes to freedom or any other topic, the challenge for 

intersectionality lies in theorizing the relationships among them.
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Relationality within Intersectionality

The idea that race, gender, class, and similar phenomena are maintained 

through relational pro cesses now functions as such a taken- for- granted tru-

ism that intersectionality’s insight of recognizing  these categories of analy sis 

as interconnected is no longer novel (Phoenix and Pattynama 2006, 187). 

Intersectionality has not been alone in its embrace of relationality.1 Within 

academia, the idea of relationality is widespread, reappearing across social 

science proj ects as diverse as relational sociology (Powell and Depelteau 

2013), network analy sis (Castells 2000), and conversational analy sis, as well 

as proj ects that aim for greater citizen participation in demo cratic pro cesses 

(see, e.g., Sirianni 2009). Relationality lies at the heart of theoretical analyses 

of social in equality, the case with class relations within Marxist social theory. 

Within a global context, terms such as international and transnational signal 

new understandings of how po liti cal phenomena are interconnected. Given 



226 chapter seven

the significance of relationality to the very construct of intersectionality, as 

well as the growing attention to relationality within academia, intersection-

ality has much at stake in distinguishing itself within the multiple and cross- 

cutting uses of the term relationality that now exist. Relationality constitutes 

a core theme of intersectionality’s paradigmatic thinking (see  table  1.1  in 

chapter  1). If relationality is so central to intersectionality, developing a 

more comprehensive analy sis of this core theme is an essential task for in-

tersectionality’s theory- building proj ect.2 But how is relationality currently 

understood and used within intersectionality? Moreover, how might  these 

understandings of relationality inform intersectionality’s critical theorizing? 

 These questions are impor tant for clarifying how relationality has and might 

be used for intersectionality as critical social theory.

In this chapter, I examine relational thinking within intersectionality by 

exploring the relational logic that informs intersectionality’s scholarship 

and activism. I sketch out three modes of relational thinking— namely, re-

lationality through addition, articulation, and co- formation.  These modes 

of relational thinking constitute focal points for how I see intersectionality’s 

prac ti tion ers conceptualizing and using relationality.  Because they inform 

intersectionality’s critical inquiry,  these three focal points of addition, articu-

lation, and co- formation map how relationality is used within intersectional-

ity.3 Within my discussion of addition, articulation, and co- formation, I also 

include a preliminary analy sis of how each form of relational thinking poten-

tially informs the question of how to theorize intersecting power relations. 

Gaining a better grasp on relationality is especially impor tant for sharpening 

intersectionality’s analy sis of intersecting power relations. The relational na-

ture of power relations has been an impor tant guiding premise of intersec-

tionality since its inception. But what is the evidence for this claim?

 Because addition, articulation, and co- formation constitute starting 

points for relational thinking, not end points for analyzing relationality, 

they offer one way of organ izing the thinking tools that  people take into 

varying intersectional proj ects. My argument in this chapter concerning re-

lationality within intersectionality is speculative and provisional. It is meant 

to spark dialogue about intersectionality’s paradigmatic thinking— namely, 

how relationality might be developed as a core theme and the ways in which 

intersecting power relations inform intersectionality’s guiding premises (see 

 table  1.1). Sharpening intersectionality’s critical edge requires developing 

agreed- upon understandings, however provisional, of its core constructs 

and guiding princi ples.
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Additive Frameworks

For many of intersectionality’s prac ti tion ers, relational thinking through ad-

dition is a malleable thinking tool that lends itself to diff er ent uses. Additive 

approaches often signal what’s missing, revealing how the absence of race, 

gender, sexuality, and similar categories compromises a par tic u lar study, 

theory, or set of practices. The heuristic use of intersectionality often relies 

on additive frameworks, the case, for example, of adding race and gender to 

studies of work. 

Additive frameworks may seem to be  simple, yet their strategies funda-

mentally disrupt taken-for-granted knowledge. Individual researchers, ac-

tivists, and prac ti tion ers have found additive strategies to be quite useful 

for par tic u lar studies. Yet when it comes to applying additive strategies to 

bodies of knowledge created by communities of inquiry, additive strategies 

take on a diff er ent meaning. For example, adding intersectionality into a 

well- established field can generate debate about  taken- for- granted frame-

works. Depending on the case, the field can undergo a paradigm shift. A 

more daunting task lies in trying to add together fields of inquiry that have 

developed in de pen dently. When a field of inquiry has under gone additive 

changes— the case, for example, of  women’s and gender studies being receptive 

to analyses of sexuality, and conversely, sexuality studies being attentive to 

the gendered nature of material— a new framework may emerge that draws 

from the separate parts. New terms such as heteropatriarchy seemingly com-

bine  these separations. Intersectionality itself emerged as a field of inquiry 

that initially added together what had been separate. Before intersectional-

ity emerged, class, race, and gender each functioned as dominant or master 

categories in their own right, with their own communities of inquiry and 

concerns. Yet  because each of  these categories has a distinctive genealogy, 

the pro cess of adding them together illuminates vari ous aspects of the ad-

ditive pro cess.

Despite their seeming simplicity, additive strategies fundamentally chal-

lenge the logic of segregation that underlies social relations and their know-

ledge proj ects. Relationality through addition disrupts the logic of segrega-

tion that underlies Western knowledge. This core logic of segregation has 

several distinguishing features. First, within the logic of segregation, every-

thing has one place, a place has meaning only in relation to other places, 

and  every place has its rank. This logic of segregation underpins racism, 

sexism, heterosexism, nationalism, colonialism, and similar structures of 
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power. In this context, relational thinking of any kind is not just a small 

task but rather challenges the categorical logic that underpins Western 

epistemology. Second, knowledge proj ects generate ideologies that classify 

ideas,  people, and social practices within legitimated segregated space.4 The 

workings of this logic of segregation for colonialism, nationalism, racism, 

sexism, and similar systems of power has been criticized, but it is impor tant 

to point out that this same logic underpins practices that do not seem to 

be implicated in power relations. For example, practices such as dividing 

knowledge into specialized fields of study, or even distinguishing between 

the sciences and the humanities, is part of this categorical logic that under-

lies  Western social thought. In essence, the norms of the logic of segre-

gation are remarkably similar to the norms of normal science— namely, 

a belief in classification, objectivity, linearity, and empiricism (Harding 

1986; Collins 1998a, 95–123). Fi nally, maintaining segregated spaces re-

quires maintaining bound aries. To distribute social goods, one needs to 

know who truly belongs to the category at hand and who is an interloper. 

Citizenship debates are very much about this issue of belonging (Davis 

2011). Boundary maintenance as part of a logic of separation also informs 

how epistemic power is exercised in deciding who gets to do intellectual 

work in the first place.5

During the initial excitement accompanying intersectionality’s discovery, 

addition seemed to be one step that might move intersectionality closer to 

more complex forms of relational thinking. Yet transcending the logic of 

segregation via additive strategies is more daunting. Categories of race, class, 

gender, sexuality, ethnicity, age, and ability, as well as critical discourses that 

have grown up around them, are not free- floating ideas unmoored within 

social relations. Instead, interpretive communities disagree on the meaning 

of each category of analy sis just as staunchly as po liti cal communities dis-

agree on the politics of  these terms. Trying to add two ideas together within 

intersecting power relations highlights the challenges of dialogical engage-

ment across differences in power. Moreover,  because unequal power rela-

tions do not simply dis appear within intersectional spaces, but rather can 

reor ga nize themselves within  those spaces, intellectual vigilance is needed, 

even for what seems to be  simple addition.

One danger with  simple addition lies in privileging one’s own favored cat-

egory as the so- called master category of analy sis and accommodating lesser 

categories by adding them into the master category. Simone de Beauvoir’s 

analy sis of  women’s oppression treats gender as a master category; she added 

the categories of race, ethnicity, class, and age into her gendered analy sis. 
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Beauvoir views gender both as her object of investigation and as her pri-

mary analytical category. In contrast, she sees race, age, and class as descrip-

tive, self- evident entities, many of which did not need analy sis at all. If the 

ideas of “Black  people” and “slave” become interchangeable, with the slave 

experience used as the archetype of race itself, adding them together  really 

becomes less “adding into” than “adding onto” what is already assumed to 

be true. In this case, incorporating ideas about race, age, ethnicity, and class 

did not result in a better explanation of how intersecting oppressions shape 

gender oppression. Rather, Beauvoir’s analogical reasoning simply added in 

other categories of analy sis that upheld her hypothesis of the fundamental 

nature of gender oppression (Beauvoir 2011 [1949]).

Relationality through addition may be better approached by adding 

together categories over time rather than all at once at one point in time. 

This shift suggests that the temporal sequence by which  things are added 

together elevates relationality through addition as a theoretical tool for in-

tersectionality. Theoretically, one can add together gender, race, and class 

in any order. But practically, the sequence in which one adds a par tic u lar 

category to  others  matters (V. Smith 1998). The meaning of one category is 

changed when it is added to another. Pro cesses of dialogical engagement 

within intersectional inquiry resemble a journey, where the starting point of 

one’s journey provides a point of origin and shapes subsequent knowledge. 

One starts in gender and “adds in” additional categories by incorporating 

class, or starts in ethnicity and moves  toward sexuality, or stands on a prior 

intersection of race and class to move  toward ability. Engaging the social 

world, even a critical engagement of the social world, from such diff er ent 

points of origin provides diff er ent outcomes. For example, Pauli Murray’s 

journey  toward intersectionality reflected the particulars of her life. Another 

individual who engaged in a similar intersectional journey might draw upon 

diff er ent experiences, thereby adding categories in a diff er ent sequence. 

Mechanistic understandings of relationality through addition that draw on 

simple mathematical addition to understand this dimension of intersec-

tional inquiry overlook the richness of possibilities of additive approaches.

The Challenge of Adding Class

The treatment of social class within intersectionality illustrates some of 

the challenges of adding together distinctive knowledge proj ects. Class 

has been a curious master category within the triad of race/class/gender. 

Some critics quite rightly point out that class has been neglected within 
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intersectionality (Acker 1999). Yet class reappears within intersectionality, 

sometimes as a hypervisible category that is mentioned so often that it loses 

meaning (chapter 4’s discussion of the repetition of Crenshaw’s “coining” 

narrative comes to mind); as a descriptive, nonanalytical category referenc-

ing class identities within a system of social stratification; and as an analyti-

cal category within Marxist social thought that analyzes capitalism and the 

social relations it engenders (see chapter 2). Given the differences among 

markedly diff er ent versions of class, which class is being invoked when it is 

added together with race and gender?

The shorthand term class often does too much heavy lifting within in-

tersectional scholarship, precisely  because prior questions of which types 

of class analy sis are being added into intersectional proj ects remain unex-

plored. For example, West and Fenstermaker’s influential article “ Doing 

Difference,” published as part of a symposium in Gender and Society, ig-

nores the structural contours of class and capitalism in  favor of imagining 

how class is performed (West and Fenstermaker 1995). This extension of the 

poststructuralist idea of performativity to class was criticized for its erasure 

of structuralist analyses of class (Collins 1995). By itself, examining how 

 people perform class identities is not a prob lem. The broader issue concerns 

the significance of ignoring structural class analyses that offer analyses of 

po liti cal economy, capitalism, ideology, and class relations in  favor of under-

standing class fundamentally as a per for mance.

Apparently alarmed by the treatment of class within intersectionality, 

some scholars of social class have resisted intersectionality’s additive strate-

gies, arguing that Marxist social theory already provides an adequate ex-

planation for social in equality. And  because it does,  little need exists to add 

class into intersectionality. Rather, intersectionality would be better served 

if it  were, in fact, added into Marxist class analy sis. The value added by in-

tersectionality lies in strengthening a preexisting class analy sis by adding 

into it race, gender, or both. From this perspective, class is a master category 

that can be reformed by intersectional criticism, but is not itself in need of 

transformation.

The significance of Marxist social theory’s analy sis of class cannot be ig-

nored, primarily  because Marxist social theory has had such a strong influ-

ence on Western critical social theory itself. And as part of that Western 

critical theoretical tradition, intersectionality draws from this stock of West-

ern knowledge. One can trace a significant albeit unacknowledged influence 

of selected ideas from Marxist social theory on the critical social theories 

and resistant knowledge proj ects described in chapters 2 and 3. The Criti-
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cal Theory of the Frankfurt school, Fanon’s liberation theory, critical race 

theory, some strands of feminism, and British cultural studies have taken up 

varying ideas from Marxist social theory for their own proj ects. This does 

not mean that  these proj ects are derivative of Marxist analy sis, or that they 

would self- define as influenced by Marxist social theory. Rather, many criti-

cal social theories have been engaged in dialogues with the ideas of Marxist 

social theories without attribution.6

Rather than trying to add class into intersectionality, working with ex-

amples of class analy sis that are already within intersectionality may be suf-

ficient. It’s less that no class analy sis exists within intersectionality than that 

class is conceptualized using uneven patterns within intersectional analy sis. 

The intellectual production of Angela  Y. Davis is instructive  here. Davis’s 

early scholarship has a robust analy sis of capitalism at its core that prefigures 

intersectional analyses. Take, for example, her signature article “Rape, Rac-

ism and the Cap i tal ist Setting” (1978), published a de cade before Kimberlé 

Crenshaw’s groundbreaking article on intersectionality and vio lence against 

 women of color. Tellingly, Davis’s analy sis of rape as a tool of vio lence par-

allels Ida Wells- Barnett’s analy sis of lynching offered de cades  earlier. In 

this sense, Davis invokes these analyses of vio lence against  women. But in 

Davis’s argument, capitalism is a significant analytical category. It  doesn’t 

determine vio lence against  women of color but rather is an essential dimen-

sion of explaining its contours. Davis provides an argument that combines 

rape (sexual vio lence  toward  women), racism (slavery as a police state), and 

slavery as a par tic u lar instance of a cap i tal ist setting within one synthetic 

argument.  Because this article precedes the naming of intersectionality as a 

framework of analy sis, Davis does not add race, gender, and sexuality into 

capitalism, nor does she add class as proxy for capitalism into prevailing 

views on race, gender, and sexuality. Rather, her early work shows how an 

innovative critical analy sis can emerge from an initial strategy of adding 

together entities that seemingly do not go together. The trajectory of Davis’s 

work writ large suggests that beginning with relationality through addition 

may seem straightforward, but the pro cess of working dialogically through 

addition reveals new questions and connections that may not have been 

available before.7

 These debates about social class within intersectionality identify an 

impor tant challenge for intersectionality’s theory building. The ongoing 

pro cess of incorporating additional categories of analy sis seemingly desta-

bilizes understandings of intersectionality that are already in place. How 

many categories can be added in before intersectionality itself becomes 
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meaningless? Feminist phi los o pher Judith Butler seems to suggest as much 

with her summary dismissal of intersectionality as something that deterio-

rates into ever- smaller categories into a meaningless “ etc.” Butler identifies 

an impor tant challenge to an intersectionality that simply continues to add 

new categories of analy sis without self- reflection about how each category 

changes all the  others. Yet uncritically assuming that intersectionality is a 

 simple assemblage of seemingly similar entities that when added together 

produce intersectionality trivializes this discourse.

Grappling with  these challenges of relational thinking through addi-

tion involves carefully assessing how intersectionality is changed by ever- 

expanding categorical growth.  These debates concerning the treatment of 

class within intersectionality suggest that simply adding categories into 

one another is insufficient. Taking seriously the argument that class itself 

rests on diff er ent ontological foundations as intersectionality’s other catego-

ries, Floya Anthias and Nira Yuval- Davis observe that “class, gender and 

race may be dependent on diff er ent existential locations, but they are not 

manifestations of diff er ent types of social relations with distinct causal bases 

within distinct systems of domination” (1992, 109). In other words,  there’s no 

such  thing as an in de pen dent race, class, or gender effect—no such  thing as 

“purely gender.” Rather, the knowledges developed within a logic of segrega-

tion can take intersectionality only so far. At this point, additive conceptions 

of relationality foreshadow articulation as another aspect of relational think-

ing, one that brings diff er ent insight to intersectional analy sis.

Relational Thinking through Articulation

Stuart Hall’s (2017, 91) conception of articulation provides a solid analytical 

starting point for exploring how relationality through articulation informs 

intersectionality.8 For Hall, the term articulation has a “nice double mean-

ing” that invokes social relations and ideas. In its first meaning sense, the 

term articulation refers to a joint or juncture, such as among bones, a mov-

able joint. Using a meta phor of the coupling and uncoupling of the front 

and rear sections of a truck, Hall posits that to work as a truck, the two 

parts become connected or articulated to one another through a specific 

linkage. The distinctive parts of the truck remain intact, yet the focus shifts 

from the parts of the truck to the varying ways that trucks can be created 

using diff er ent configurations of parts. With tangible objects, neither part 

is changed in the pro cess of articulation, but rather the articulation creates 
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a new, complete truck. An articulation is thus “the form of the connection 

that can make a unity of two diff er ent ele ments,  under certain conditions. It 

is a linkage which is not necessary, determined, absolute and essential for all 

time” (Grossberg 1996, 141).

This use of articulation suggests that society is not an organic totality, 

but rather constitutes a series of moving parts with an overall structure that 

reflects the dynamic patterns of  those parts. When it comes to the organ-

ization of intersecting power relations, this dimension of articulation pro-

vides a framework for the changing relationships among multiple systems 

of power. In essence, racism, sexism, capitalism, nationalism, homophobia, 

and xenophobia, among  others, are articulated differently in and across 

varying social contexts. Relationships among systems of power are contin-

gent and not fixed. And  because society is not or ga nized via rules that can 

predict structural outcomes, intersecting power relations reflect strug gles 

concerning how the ele ments of society  will be articulated (Mercer 2017, 9).

Hall’s second meaning of articulation focuses on the interconnection 

of ideas with each other as well as how ideas and society interrelate. Hall 

suggests that a theory of articulation is both a “way of understanding how 

ideological ele ments come,  under certain conditions, to cohere together 

within a discourse, and a way of asking how they do or do not become ar-

ticulated, at specific conjunctures, to certain po liti cal subjects” (Grossberg 

1996, 141–142). This second meaning refers to how language “articulates” or 

brings new ideas by combining existing ideas into new patterns, by attach-

ing new connotations to them, or both. Within this use, sets of ideas can be 

coupled and uncoupled, yet both the new entity as well as the separate parts 

are changed by  these transactions.  Because language and communication 

always occur in social context, this understanding of articulation invokes 

the ideas- in- action and action- in- ideas of American pragmatism.

This dimension of articulation raises some impor tant questions for inter-

sectionality as a form of critical inquiry. For example, what are intersection-

ality’s core ideas and how did they come to “cohere” the way that they did? 

How would intersectional analy sis be changed if diff er ent ele ments  were 

articulated, for example, examining how ability and religion informed pub-

lic policies? Moreover, what are the connections between intersectionality’s 

ideas and “po liti cal subjects,” or  people who  either advance  those ideas or 

are represented by them?

Both meanings of articulation are impor tant for intersectional theoriz-

ing. For example, when it comes to theorizing social in equality, articulation 

posits that arguments are always provisional. Rather than trying to prove the 
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truth of any one perspective, this approach looks for multiple articulations 

of race, class, and gender, among  others, in explaining social in equality, 

wondering why some interpretations prevail over  others in specific social 

contexts. Articulation posits contingent, non- necessary connections be-

tween diff er ent practices, for example, between ideology and social forces, 

between diff er ent ele ments within ideology, between diff er ent social groups 

within a social movement, and between diff er ent knowledge proj ects. Ar-

ticulation focuses on the significance of ideas in structuring relations of 

domination and re sis tance. Within the logic of articulation, one impor tant 

task of intersectional theorizing is to examine how varying relationships, 

both unintended as well as actively cultivated, foster or retard par tic u lar in-

tersections. Stated differently, intersectional theorizing should try to explain 

social phenomena using provisional analyses that can be perpetually recast.

 Because the notion of conjunctures is informed by both uses of articula-

tion, it constitutes an especially rich construct for examining how knowl-

edge shapes and is  shaped by intersecting power relations.9 Conjunctures 

are places that connect vari ous parts. In some cases, a seeming crisis at the 

conjunctures of  factors— for example, the combination of circumstances and 

events that propelled right- wing governments to power in 2016— catalyzes 

a crisis that lends itself to intersectional analy sis. New understandings of 

social prob lems can also emerge from such crisis situations, for example, the 

outpouring of intersectional scholarship  after Hurricane Katrina and similar 

seemingly natu ral disasters.

The notion of conjunctures raises questions about new knowledge that is 

produced via pro cesses of articulation in the space of conjuncture. Often, 

the appearance of a new term signals a new articulation of existing ideas and 

practices. Pauli Murray’s creation of the term Jane Crow to describe how rac-

ism and sexism took par tic u lar form in the experiences of African Ameri-

can  women also illustrates the use of articulation as a strategy of critical 

theo rizing. Murray recognized that no term existed that could explain how 

racism and sexism together  shaped the experiences of African American 

 women. Murray was familiar with both racism and sexism, studying both 

and living both. She created the term Jane Crow as a way of naming this 

conjuncture in  actual relations (Murray and Eastwood 1965).

French feminist Colette Guillaumin’s term sexage illustrates how relation-

ality through articulation might draw upon the idea of a conjuncture among 

discourses to explain a par tic u lar intersection. In Racism, Sexism, Power and 

Ideology, Guillaumin (1995) develops a feminist materialist analy sis of sex-

age as a conjuncture among capitalism, racism, and sexism as articulating 
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systems of power. Expanding Marxist social theory’s materialist analy sis of 

how capitalism appropriates the  labor power of  people, Guillaumin argues 

that capitalism appropriates not just the  labor but also the very bodies of 

 people. Seeing this bodily appropriation as an impor tant similarity between 

racism and sexism, Guillaumin uses analogies to foreground similarities in 

the pro cesses of producing the categories “race” and “sex,” neither of which 

exists as a biological entity or as a natu ral social group. Guillaumin’s subse-

quent analy sis of sexage is informed by her analy sis of racism as a system of 

appropriation of black bodies and sexism as an appropriation of  women’s 

bodies. Guillaumin initially approached racism and sexism as analogous, 

but used their resemblance to one another to develop her social theory of 

sexage. By examining racism and sexism as articulating systems of power, 

Guillaumin’s creation of sexage is situated in the historical and analytical 

conjunction between racism, sexism, and capitalism.10

Articulation and conjunctures may be more vis i ble in times of crisis, 

but conjunctures that seem ordinary may be invisible  because they are so 

taken for granted. The premise that systems of power mutually construct 

one another is fine at face value, but certain ideas and practices must be 

more impor tant than  others in their ability to do so. Saturated sites of power 

or conjunctures where systems of power meet provide a starting place and a 

lingua franca for analyzing power itself that are si mul ta neously grounded in 

 actual social pro cesses and include space for theoretical analy sis. Saturated 

sites of intersectionality constitute hypervisible sites of intersecting power 

relations and have this feel of an impor tant conjuncture. They are places 

where intersecting systems of oppression converge, yet they are not static. 

They change as the systems to which they are attached change.

Saturated sites are theoretical tools for analyzing the conjunctures of in-

tersecting power relations. Take, for example, how reconceptualizing the 

construct of the  family as a saturated site of power invites new insight on 

relationality through articulation. Each of the major systems of power that 

currently fall  under intersectionality’s framework— gender, class, sexuality, 

nation, race, ethnicity, ability, and age— often rely on varying claims about 

 family. We know a fair amount about how distinctive scholarly traditions 

discuss social in equality generally, and  family in par tic u lar, within a given 

system of power. For example, Western feminists  were one of the first groups 

to question taken- for- granted, naturalized ideas of  family within gender as a 

system of power (Collier, Rosaldo, and Yanagisako 1992; Thorne 1992). Using 

the relationships that  women had with their families—as  daughters,  sisters, 

wives,  mothers, and grand mothers— feminists raised impor tant questions 
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about gender in equality. During this period of formation, Western gender 

scholars and activists made impor tant contributions in analyzing how the 

Western, middle- class  family ideal differentially benefitted  women, harmed 

them, or both (Coontz 1992). Similarly, unlike gender scholars, and perhaps 

in partial response to sustained attacks on feminism as being antifamily, 

scholars of race and ethnicity have defended  family as an impor tant protec-

tion against the worst assaults of racism and xenophobia. African American 

scholarship has strug gled with a dominant discourse that uses frameworks 

of Black  family dysfunction to explain every thing from school achievement 

to poverty.  These diff er ent uses of  family within mono- categorical analyses 

of social in equality— for example, from  either gender as a system of power 

or race as a system of power— use diff er ent conceptions of  family to explain 

gender and racial in equality, respectively. Using articulation to analyze rhe-

toric and organ ization of  family shows how, despite wide variability across 

social contexts, the social institution of  family serves a similar function 

across intersecting systems of power. Ideas about  family form the bedrock 

of all socie ties. Families may be or ga nized differently from one society to 

the next, yet families underpin impor tant social functions of gaining citi-

zenship rights, regulating sexualities, and intergen er a tion ally transferring 

wealth and debt.  Family rhe toric and practices or ga nize social inequalities 

of gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity, religion, class, and citizenship, yet they 

normalize social inequalities by naturalizing social pro cesses (Collins 1998a, 

2001).11

Sometimes par tic u lar conjunctures among multiple systems of power 

produce recurring social prob lems that cannot be ignored. For example, in-

tersectionality has generated a solid research tradition on vio lence (Collins 

1998c, 2017b); vio lence also constitutes a saturated site of power relations. 

 Because vio lence has long been a topic of concern for feminists, antiracist 

organizers, scholars, community organizers, and prac ti tion ers, a rich body of 

knowledge about vio lence that is informed by intersectionality exists across 

multiple fields of study and forms of po liti cal praxis. Within intersectional-

ity, vio lence has long been accepted as an impor tant social prob lem. Gender 

vio lence of domestic abuse, incest, and sexual harassment in the workplace 

is far more vis i ble than in the past. Repeated waves of refugee populations 

and the growth of numbers of stateless  people often reflect the catalyst 

of state- sanctioned vio lence and warfare in home countries. Armed with 

awareness of the scope and dynamics of vio lence as a social prob lem, schol-

ars and activists involved in antiviolence proj ects have elevated awareness 

of vio lence as a social prob lem. Understandings of gender vio lence, racial 
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vio lence, and sexual vio lence, among  others, have been greatly informed 

by intersectional frameworks. In this sense, relationality through articula-

tion seems especially well suited to the critical problem- solving focus of 

intersectionality.

Vio lence provides a win dow into the connections among multiple sys-

tems of power. Much of this lit er a ture has drawn upon intersectionality’s 

guiding assumption that systems of power mutually construct one another 

in shaping social prob lems and social phenomena writ large.12  Here, drawing 

upon the knowledge base on vio lence that has been catalyzed by intersec-

tionality might shed light on one core theoretical premise of intersectional-

ity. Vio lence might serve as a navigational tool for investigating intersec-

tionality’s core theoretical premise that systems of power mutually construct 

one another. Stated differently, focusing on vio lence may provide a win dow 

into the workings of capitalism, colonialism, racism, and heteropatriarchy as 

distinctive systems of power as well as how vio lence constitutes a common 

thread that binds them together. If vio lence is or ga nized at the conjuncture 

of multiple systems of power, what does this mean?

Vio lence as a Saturated Site of Intersecting Power Relations

This growing understanding of vio lence as a social prob lem potentially il-

luminates how vio lence may be essential to the organ ization and operation 

of intersecting power relations. Stated differently, vio lence is not just an 

“add-on” to power relations, one of many strategies for enforcing domina-

tion. That it most certainly is, but vio lence and power relations may also be 

closely intertwined. Across varying social contexts, the use or threat of vio-

lence has been central to power relations that produce social inequalities, for 

example, rape and domestic vio lence within sexism, lynching within racism, 

and hate crimes against lgbtq  people.

Vio lence may be essential to capitalism, colonialism, racism, and sexism, 

yet the characteristic forms that it takes within  these systems of power vary 

considerably. Across distinctive systems of power, some forms of vio lence 

are more vis i ble than  others, the case, for example, of the interpersonal vio-

lence of domestic abuse that  women experience (sexism); the hate speech 

targeted  toward Muslims, Jews, and religious minorities within multicul-

tural democracies (religious intolerance); the routinized vio lence of extra-

judicial policing of racial and ethnic minorities (racism); and militarism as 

the state- sanctioned vio lence of warfare (nationalism). This does not mean 

that other expressions of vio lence do not exist. Rather, some expressions  will 
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be more vis i ble than  others, leaving the impression that other expressions of 

vio lence are less impor tant.

Despite the ubiquity of vio lence, theoretical analyses of how vio lence 

and intersecting power relations are interconnected remain elusive, pre-

cisely  because the characteristic forms that vio lence takes within racism, 

colonial ism, and heteropatriarchy vary tremendously. Treating vio lence as 

a saturated site of power relations wherein the workings of power within and 

across capitalism, colonialism, racism, and heteropatriarchy are especially 

vis i ble provides an entry point into theorizing intersecting systems of power. 

 Saturated sites bundle together practices, social institutions, repre sen ta tions, 

and patterns of everyday social interaction that appear and reappear across 

seemingly separate systems of oppression. Saturated sites are impor tant 

 because their hypervisibility and ubiquity makes the points of convergence 

or transactions of intersecting power relations more vis i ble.

I see several reasons why focusing on vio lence as a saturated site of in-

tersecting power relations is impor tant for intersectionality’s theoretical de-

velopment. First, vio lence and similar saturated sites are impor tant nodes 

within power relations that or ga nize and facilitate interconnected or inter-

locking systems of power. Stated differently, vio lence constitutes a form of 

conceptual glue that binds intersecting systems of power together (see, e.g., 

Collins 1998c). Yet vio lence is more than the conceptual glue that theoreti-

cally joins multiple systems of power; as a constellation of practices, vio lence 

is also essential to organ izing and managing power as domination.  People 

do not go willingly to their assigned places.  Here the connections between 

hate speech and violent acts, the routinized and normalized nature of vio-

lence, and the mechanisms that legitimize this entire endeavor from within 

distinctive systems of power become more vis i ble within frameworks that 

see vio lence as one node of the connective tissue of systems of power.

Second, conceptualizing vio lence as a saturated site of intersecting power 

relations opens up new pathways for conceptualizing domination. Vio lence 

is clearly an impor tant dimension of capitalism, colonialism, racism, and 

heteropatriarchy as distinctive forms of po liti cal domination. The expansive 

lit er a ture on po liti cal domination, which has largely developed uninformed 

by intersectional frameworks, does provide impor tant clues concerning in-

tersecting power relations. For example, by distinguishing racisms of exter-

mination or elimination (exclusive racisms, such as Nazi genocide) from 

racisms of oppression or exploitation (internal racisms, such as racial seg-

regation in the U.S., racial apartheid in South Africa, and colonial racisms), 

Etienne Balibar (1991) provides a crucial intervention in critical racial the-
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ory. Balibar argues that  these ideal types are rarely found in isolation, and 

that connections among  these types are more common. Zygmunt Bauman’s 

classic book Modernity and the Holocaust (1989) develops this thesis of a 

racism of extermination, extending Balibar’s argument beyond nationalism 

to link racisms of extermination to modernity itself. Po liti cal theorist Han-

nah Arendt had  little theoretical interest in racism, yet her parallel histories 

of domination within the magisterial The Origins of Totalitarianism (1968) 

resonate both with Balibar’s thesis of internal and external racisms and Bau-

man’s analy sis of racism and modernity.  Because intersectional analy sis of 

vio lence reframes vio lence not as a  matter of  human nature or circumstance, 

but as fundamental to power as domination, conceptualizing vio lence as a 

saturated site of intersecting power relations provides a potentially impor-

tant perspective on po liti cal domination.

Heteropatriarchy, neo co lo nial ism, capitalism, racism, and imperialism 

constitute forms of oppression that characterize global geopolitics, take 

diff er ent forms across nation- states, and catalyze social in equality. Inter-

sectionality’s emphasis on intersecting systems of power suggests that dis-

tinctive forms of oppression  will each have its own power grid, a distinc-

tive “matrix” of intersecting power dynamics (Collins 2000, 274–276). For 

example, intersections of racism, capitalism, and sexism within the U.S.  will 

differ from  those in Brazil, producing a distinctive matrix of domination 

within each nation- state as well as in relations between the two nation- 

states. Both nation- states may share general histories of domination, for 

example, how their extensive engagement with the African slave trade, as 

colonies and as  free, demo cratic nation- states, was integral to their incor-

poration in global capitalism. Yet the distinctive patterns that domination 

has assumed within each nation- state differ dramatically; racial, class, and 

gender domination in the U.S. and Brazil can neither be reduced to one 

another nor to some general princi ples of domination absent the specifics 

of their histories.

Fi nally, conceptualizing vio lence as a saturated site of intersecting power 

relations also sheds light on resistant knowledge proj ects of antiviolence ini-

tiatives.13 Viewing vio lence as hegemonic and omnipotent can frame small 

actions to resist it as ineffectual and doomed to failure. But conceptualizing 

antiviolence initiatives as also being saturated sites of intersecting power 

relations invites entirely new questions concerning the types of ideas and 

actions that oppose vio lence. When vio lence becomes naturalized and nor-

malized to the point where it becomes invisible, po liti cal domination seems 

hegemonic. Yet when po liti cal actors peel back this hegemonic veneer and 
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resist hate speech, violent acts, and routinized and normalized institutional-

ized vio lence, their po liti cal actions can have far- reaching effects.

Allowing vio lence to remain uncontested reifies oppression as natu ral, 

normal, and hegemonic. Alternately, po liti cal activism and re sis tance that 

investigate how vio lence binds together seemingly disparate systems of 

power can have impact far beyond  simple po liti cal opposition. Such contes-

tation shows how expressions of vio lence are not discrete events but rather 

form part of an interconnected  whole that refutes po liti cal domination as 

hegemonic. One act of intellectual or po liti cal re sis tance, when joined with 

many other such ideas and actions across multiple systems of power, can 

have considerable cumulative effect. Unmasking vio lence as illegitimate 

within one specific location can have repercussions that reach far beyond 

the case at hand. Such reframing of antiviolence within intersectional 

frameworks can foster understanding of power as empowerment, the op-

posite of domination.

Vio lence as a saturated site of intersecting power relations lies at the 

heart of domination, and pressure applied to nodes where power relations 

interconnect potentially resists domination across multiple, interconnected 

systems of power. In this sense, conceptualizing vio lence as a saturated site 

of intersecting power relations highlights the significance of seemingly indi-

vidual and disconnected acts of re sis tance,  because it shows how antiviolence 

ideas and actions are themselves interconnected.  Whether racism or sexism, 

re sis tance is always pre sent, even if it seems to be invisible. Just as vio lence 

is routinized within social institutions, immanent and tangible po liti cal re-

sis tance also persists.  Because the possibility for re sis tance and protest exists 

within po liti cal domination, targeting saturated sites of intersecting power 

relations as venues for po liti cal re sis tance  matters. An intersectional analy sis 

that attends to po liti cal domination captures the complexities and instabili-

ties that characterize how oppression and re sis tance coexist.

Keeping an eye on vio lence as a touchstone for such analy sis is a pre-

scient reminder of what’s at stake for getting it right.  Because vio lence is so 

deeply embedded in the fabric of many socie ties, it is unlikely to yield to the 

efforts of any one theory or group of social actors. Yet, just as intersecting 

oppressions are far from static, forms of po liti cal re sis tance that are simi-

larly flexible are well positioned for such sustained intellectual and po liti-

cal strug gle. In this endeavor, developing a more sophisticated theoretical 

analy sis of forms of relationality within intersectionality should illuminate 

new connections between intersecting systems of power and new possibili-

ties for po liti cal re sis tance.
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Relational Thinking through Co- formation

Relational thinking through co- formation adds another layer of complex-

ity to intersectionality’s critical theorizing. While theoretically compelling, 

how would one go about pragmatically theorizing co- formed phenomena 

of any kind, let alone something as daunting as intersecting systems of 

power? How does one move beyond co- formation as an abstract, theoretical 

argument? Comparing relationality through articulation and relationality 

through co- formation may clarify what’s at stake. Articulation comes closest 

to describing what  people actually do when they engage in intersectional-

ity’s critical theorizing. And, as the discussion of vio lence as a saturated site 

of intersecting power relations suggests in the previous section, relational 

thinking through articulation can retain the distinctiveness of vari ous parts 

that need not be assembled in the same way.  Because articulation is contin-

gent and produces varying conjunctures,  whether expressions of vio lence or 

systems of power, the vari ous parts can separate and re- form. Articulation is 

inherently flexible, open- ended, and resists closure.

In contrast, co- formation seemingly dissolves the categories themselves, 

aiming for a universal argument or theory of intersecting power relations. 

It’s meaningless to argue that race and gender co- form one another without 

assuming that they are separate entities. In this sense, co- formation more 

often lies in the imagination of an individual thinker or theorist than is ham-

mered out in  actual social relations. As a result, co- formation is far easier to 

imagine intellectually than it is to achieve methodologically or to “find” in 

the social world using standard tools of social science research.

I’ve approached relationality through addition and articulation as forms 

of relational thinking that might inform intersectional theorizing.  These 

modes inform pro cesses of theorizing and provide a methodology for  doing 

intersectionality (e.g., dialogical engagement and analy sis of saturated sites 

of power at the conjunctures of power relations). In contrast, co- formation 

posits holistic analy sis of a seamless pro cess of mutual construction of race, 

class, and gender as phenomena. It seems to describe a real ity that it can 

neither observe nor study empirically. As a result, the idea of relationality 

through co- formation  either becomes purely a philosophical view from 

the humanities that is off limits to social scientific theorizing, or it  faces the 

daunting task of proving itself by methodologies that  were developed for 

other purposes. Intersectionality can offer guiding premises that race, class, 

and gender are interdependent and mutually construct one another (see fig-

ure 1.1). But is it pos si ble to use co- formation as a methodological strategy to 
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build a critical theory about mutually constructing systems of oppressions? 

Would that theory provide sufficient evidence for the utility of co- formation 

itself? The challenges of theorizing co- formation and its pos si ble methodol-

ogy are daunting.

When it comes to intersectional theorizing that relies on co- formation, 

the fundamental differences in how vari ous disciplines and fields of study 

conceptualize social theory as well as the pro cesses used to generate it influ-

ence the diff er ent approaches that  people take. This harkens back to my dis-

cussion in chapter 1 of the differences between how social theory is under-

stood and practiced within the social sciences and the humanities. Western 

social sciences rest on a specific view of social theory that has a par tic u lar, 

recursive relationship to empirical data. Within sociology, po liti cal science, 

economics, geography, and anthropology, theorizing emerges in explaining 

the truths of the social world. The social world itself is not simply a holis-

tic, self- evident entity that can be understood solely by thinking about it. 

Rather, the social world has structures that can be uncovered via scientific 

pro cesses. Social theories emerge from empirical data, but the truth of social 

theories lies in  whether they can be tested.

Despite the daunting challenge of theorizing co- formation, social theo-

rists working within the social science conventions have laid a foundation 

for examining co- formation as an object of analy sis.14 Efforts to examine 

complexity as an impor tant dimension of intersectionality are especially 

promising in theorizing co- formation. In a widely cited article, “The 

Complexity of Intersectionality,” Leslie McCall (2005) provides a provi-

sional template for thinking through the relationship between complexity 

and intersectionality. McCall identifies three methodological approaches 

that scholars of intersectionality use when making sense of analytic “cat-

egories” (such as race, class, gender, and so on); each approach treats the 

complexity of such categories differently. McCall provides a useful tax-

onomy of categorical thinking that aligns with broad philosophical trends 

of Western knowledge.15 British sociologist Sylvia Walby (2007) also sets 

about the difficult work of examining the connections between social in-

equality, complexity, and intersectionality.16 Walby shows the challenges 

of operationalizing the idea of co- formation within the social sciences, 

especially for research that wishes to develop a theory of co- formation that 

is adequate for intersectionality, or that aims to incorporate co- formation 

within its methodological approaches to social phenomena.  These are 

promising directions for the social sciences, yet theorizing relationality 

through co- formation may benefit from additional ways of working be-
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yond  those suggested by the traditional approaches of McCall and Walby, 

among  others.

The humanities’ diff er ent approach to social theory fosters a correspond-

ingly distinctive approach to theorizing co- formation. Philosophy, literary 

criticism, history, and the humanities theorize about impor tant questions. 

Theorizing about broad philosophical topics such as democracy, in equality, 

freedom, social justice, and power stem from efforts to make sense of the 

 human condition.  There are no right or wrong arguments, no absolute 

truths, only better or worse arguments. Thus, the humanities more often 

offer reading strategies for interpreting the social world. Discourse analy sis 

and textual analy sis examine less the “truth” of co- formation as an entity and 

more the ways in which co- formation may work. For example, in Not Just 

Race, Not Just Gender: Black Feminist Readings, literary critic Valerie Smith 

(1998) uses Black feminism to explore what it means to use intersectional-

ity as a mode of cultural or textual analy sis. Via a series of chapters that 

focus on a topic that seemingly engages only one category of experience— 

race, class, sex, or gender— over and above the  others, Smith examines how 

the “ostensible dominance of one category masks both the operation of the 

 others and the interconnections among them” (1998, xiv–xv). Smith artfully 

shows how race was already in a text that ostensibly was about gender, and 

how gender permeated racial analy sis.  Because the worldviews of separate 

areas are so distinct,  there is a tendency to claim the area with which one is 

most familiar and try to add the rest in. Yet her simultaneous reading strat-

egy suggests that the chapters can be read in any order  because the category 

that is assumed to be missing is already  there. Smith’s analy sis resonates with 

the theme of saliency invoked in Pauli Murray’s intellectual journey  toward 

an intersectional analy sis— race, class, gender, and sexuality  were theoreti-

cally  there all along, but intersectionality, the act of discovering what is al-

ready  there, marks coming to the recognition of co- formation.

 Because intersectionality encompasses both social sciences and humani-

ties, it can be conceptualized alternately as a social theory that guides the 

search for truth and as a social theory that guides the search for social mean-

ing. Each of  these approaches has implications within intersectionality for 

relational thinking through co- formation. When it comes to co- formation, 

the challenge for intersectionality lies less with the distinctions between the 

social sciences and the humanities and more with how the social sciences 

and the humanities both adhere to the assumptions of Western epistemol-

ogy. Fundamentally, co- formation is a holistic concept. In essence, analyzing 

co- formation within the premises of Western logic basically tries to put back 
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together holistic views of the social world that Western logic itself aimed to 

destroy. Regardless of  whether one works in the social sciences or the hu-

manities, Western epistemological and methodological tools  were designed 

to destroy holistic entities in order to make sense of them. This is the idea of 

dissecting something to see how it works, or breaking down text to see how 

it makes meaning.17

Relationality through co- formation lies at the heart of intersectionality 

itself, and I have taken pains in this book not to begin with existing schol-

arship on co- formation within intersectionality, but rather to uncover the 

layers of analy sis that are required to deepen relational thinking through 

co- formation. In this volume I make a distinction between top- down and 

bottom-up theorizing that informs my arguments. I have not started with 

the work that explores co- formation itself, identifying core constructs and 

then applying  those ideas to intersectionality on the ground in order to 

ascertain intersectionality’s theoretical contours. Instead, I have focused 

on identifying the methodological tools that would be needed to ground 

an  argument about co- formation in intersectionality’s social context as it 

is actually unfolding. In meeting the challenges of theorizing relationality 

through co- formation, meta phors provide an impor tant methodological 

tool for such theorizing.

Metaphors of Co-formation

Meta phoric thinking that actively resists Western colonial knowledge and 

epistemic practices may be especially useful for envisioning co- formation 

and intersectionality. By broadening intersectionality’s context of discovery, 

I see three meta phors that emerge from the knowledge proj ects of subordi-

nated  people that stimulate alternative ways of thinking about co- formation. 

Each emphasizes diff er ent aspects of the social world as holistic and each is 

grounded in specific social relations.

Chicana feminist Gloria Anzaldúa’s meta phor of borderland theoriz-

ing, with its components of borderland space, border crossing, and mestiza 

identity, provides one such meta phor. Anzaldúa’s classic text Borderlands/

La Frontera (1987) invokes relationality through co- formation as a way to 

theorize the space of intersectionality’s crossroads. Resting on concepts of 

the new mestiza and mestiza consciousness, Anzaldúa’s borderland theo-

rizing invokes the ethos of co- formation. As Patrick Grzanka points out:
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Her “borderlands” . . .  signify a geographic, affective, cultural, and po liti-

cal landscape that cannot be explained by binary logic (black/white, gay/

straight, Mexican/American,  etc.) or even the notion of liminality, that is, 

the space between. Anzaldúa’s borderlands are a very real space of cutting, 

overlap, collision, vio lence, re sis tance, blending and complexity; si mul-

ta neously, the borderlands are nearly unrepresentable insomuch as no 

singular scientific, geometric, or cartographic framework can adequately 

capture the dynamic, co- constitutive pro cesses that characterize life in 

the borderlands. In this sense, Anzaldúa’s work exemplifies the concept 

of intersectionality . . .  because Anzaldúa denies any logic that presumes 

 there  were ever discreet dimensions of difference that collided at some 

par tic u lar point: in the borderlands, mixing, hybridity, unfinished syn-

thesis, and unpredictable amalgamation  were always already happening, 

and are forever ongoing. (2014, 106–107)

The construct of borderlands is a spatial metaphor of co-formation. 

Anzaldúa’s borderland theorizing highlights the po liti cal nature of borders of 

all sorts and the challenges of navigating them. By pointing out how move-

ment across spatial and symbolic borders is rarely smooth, and how borders 

themselves are always contested in some way, Anzaldúa’s borderland space 

resembles intersectionality’s impetus  toward co- formation. This is a power ful 

meta phor that illustrates the interdependence of entities that are articulated 

not as finished proj ects, but rather as necessarily connected and perpetu-

ally co- forming.  These borders cannot be uncoupled and reassembled at  will 

 because they take symbolic form, existing in memory, and as tangible material 

borders of nations, racial categorization, and gender binaries.  Because bor-

ders are walls that have symbolic and material meanings, they are perpetually 

unstable. They cannot be theorized out of existence as pure discourse, yet they 

are amenable to analy sis via postmodern social theory’s deconstructive tools.

In claiming mestiza identity, Anzaldúa valorizes borderland spaces as 

sites of intellectual and po liti cal engagement. She uses her own experiences 

as a way of knowing to theorize the dynamic, changing, and unstable nature 

of borderland identifications. Such identifications are always  under con-

struction, as are borderland spaces as spaces of possibility. The borderland 

meta phor signals an epistemic shift for intersectional theorizing. Western 

frameworks of centers and margins within a logic of segregation fade into 

a construct of the borderlands as a space of heterogeneity, multiplicity, and 

transgression that constitutes a touchstone for critical theorizing. Inter-

sectionality’s spatial meta phor of the crossroads is not a dead space where 
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durable roads converge and then continue on, unaffected by crossing the 

intersection. Instead, for intersectionality’s critical theorizing, intersectional 

spaces are better conceptualized as borderland places where ideas co- form 

via dialogical engagement. In this sense, this meta phor references border-

land space as a dynamic yet structured set of interactions that,  because they 

constantly form and re- form over time and within space, encapsulate co- 

formation. Intersectionality is a space of co- formation.

Live jazz provides yet another meta phor for imagining co- formation, 

both the pro cess of creating the  music as well as the  music itself as a holistic 

outcome of co- formation. The holistic experience of the live per for mance is 

real— the  people who play the  music and  those who experience the  music 

and are moved by the experience do not exist in virtual space, but rather are 

real to one another in context of community. One can still trace the varying 

parts— the score, the instruments, the feel of the room— yet the  music itself 

is entirely new and,  because it is live, always unique.  Because live jazz assem-

bles a par tic u lar constellation of  people where improvisation holds sway, no 

two creative events are ever the same. But improvisation does not signal an 

absence of structure. In order to be recognized as jazz, live events may re-

semble one another and share certain structural similarities. The ele ments of 

the meta phor of jazz— call and response, a leader of the group, and involve-

ment of the listeners— provide a framework for per for mance, but something 

new is created that cannot be repeated. A complex co- formation occurs at 

each event that illustrates the collective nature of creative social action. Live 

jazz can also be transcendent, offering its participants an invitation to enter 

a space of universal experience where the everyday world falls away, and 

the new world of co- creation via experiencing jazz takes its place. Jazz as 

live per for mance speaks to the fleeting yet durable nature of co- formation, 

something that ceases to exist once its musicians stop playing, yet that its 

co- creators take with them through emotions and memories.

Jazz provides a distinctive epistemological basis for co- formation, one that 

reflects the influence of indigenous African worldviews and their cultural 

reinterpretation throughout the African diaspora. Moving from meta phors 

of sight that are so central to Western social theory (seeing the coupling or 

uncoupling of trucks) to meta phors of sound that carry value within non- 

Western cultures (storytelling, poetry,  music, and dance as creative collec-

tive endeavors) suggests new ave nues of investigation for intersectionality. 

 Because jazz is a synthetic soundscape, drawing from and borrowing from 

vari ous aspects of Western and non- Western sounds, jazz constitutes a con-

juncture among multiple cultures. Jazz works within yet changes the rules of 
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Western  music itself. It is si mul ta neously part of material relations of articu-

lating systems and a site for imagining articulation. Jazz may be the meta-

phor of co- formation, with the actions of creating jazz illuminating aspects 

of articulation.18 When it comes to  actual social relations, the complexity 

of melodic lines, moving singularly or in combination, suggests a kind of 

articulation that resembles social dynamics. Rather than envisioning a so-

cial group as a constellation of  people, one might envision a social group as 

having its own rhythm, sound, feel, or “vibe.”  Music becomes a universal 

language for dialogical engagement.19 Jazz as a metaphor for co-formation 

provides an alternative pathway for conceptualizing intersectionality as a 

site of co-formation.

Within Western socie ties, spaces of live co- creation such as jazz, dance 

parties, and spoken word poetry carve out alternative ways of experiencing 

and interpreting the social world. Yet because intersectionality is such a 

Western concept, honed within a Western epistemology, this question of 

alternative conceptions of co- formation within existing Western epistemo-

logical frameworks remains open. In his article “The Spider’s Web: Creativ-

ity and Survival in Dynamic Balance,” Bill Cohen (2001) uses the meta phor 

of a spider web as an entry point into an alternative way of imaging social 

structure and our experiences with it. By offering a pathway for under-

standing the complexities of indigenous worldviews, Cohen’s rich use of the 

meta phor suggests the holistic thinking of co- formation.20 Cohen eschews 

the academic tendency to create a generalized indigenous worldview that 

erases the particularities of indigenous  peoples. Rather, Cohen remains fo-

cused on the particular— namely, taking responsibility for his narrative by 

situating himself in his story as an Okanagan educator, whose narrative is 

devoted to problem- solving for Native youth. Cohen opens his article with 

a provocative question: “What is your vision for positive change for First 

Nations  people?” (2001, 140). His meta phoric use of a spider’s web is not 

designed to be seen as part of an essentialized indigenous worldview. Rather, 

his use of that meta phor seems more closely aligned with traditions of teach-

ing through storytelling. Cohen’s notion of the web draws upon the world 

view of Okanagan  people concerning the interconnectedness of life itself: “A 

central ele ment of Okanagan world view— and, I venture, Indigenous world 

view generally—is the belief that  humans are not the supreme beings on the 

planet; and that although  humans are pretty special, our health and vitality 

are directly related to the health and vitality of the natu ral world of which we 

are a part” (142). Cohen provides a detailed discussion of the world or web 

of interconnections, not to pre sent the “truth” of an indigenous worldview, 
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but to revisit how core ideas of the Okanagan  people might form a founda-

tion for educating youth. He pre sents a complex cosmology, one grounded 

in a spiral of creativity. As Cohen notes, “the spider’s web reflects aware-

ness, creativity, structure, and symbolizes the interplay between creativity 

and survival” (144).

The web is an organic entity, not just the remnants of past creativity left 

as evidence of the spider’s actions. Instead, the weaving of the spider’s web 

becomes central to Cohen’s meta phoric use of this story. Weaving stories 

together in a web invokes the narrative dimensions of  doing social theory. 

Cohen notes that “the vision I share is a weave or synthesis of story, his-

tory, theory, poetry, epistemology and creativity— a web. This weaver is a 

21st- century Okanagan learner and teacher, artist, poet, and lately critical 

theorist and phi los o pher. I pre sent my ideas as a contribution to a continu-

ing dialogue” (2001, 140). Cohen avoids romanticizing indigenous ways of 

knowing as somehow having ready- made answers to modern prob lems. Re-

jecting nostalgia, Cohen offers a restorative vision that looks to the past to 

envision “positive change for First Nations  people.”

Through this interpretation of the ideas of one indigenous  people, the 

meta phor of the spider’s web provides a provocative glimpse into the impli-

cations that alternative, indigenous, non- Western worldviews have for inter-

sectionality. Within Cohen’s discussion of the worldview of the Okanagan 

 people, the need to theorize co- formation seems nonsensical  because it is 

based on a logic that entities that have been separated need to be put back 

together. Rather, this view of co- formation aims to step outside of colonial 

logic to reimagine a holistic world of connectedness and interdependence 

for the  future. We as  human beings may be “pretty special,” but our “health 

and vitality are directly related to that of the natu ral world of which we are 

a part.” In this sense, the meta phor of the spider’s web sparks insight and 

offers a diff er ent way of envisioning the social world and  human social in-

teraction as already co- forming. It signals a diff er ent politics and a diff er ent 

ethics.

By stepping outside the epistemological conventions of Western theo-

rizing, each of  these meta phors offers alternative starting points for re-

lational thinking through co- formation and for rethinking the meta phor 

of intersectionality itself. The first meta phor from Latina feminist thought 

suggests that co- formation was part of the emergence of intersectionality 

itself; the second meta phor reflects how oral aesthetics of a Black diasporic 

soundscape moves beyond the limitations of Western epistemologies of 
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sight and seeing; and the third meta phor draws from the knowledge tradi-

tions of indigenous  peoples to reimagine the connectedness of all living 

creatures.

Meta phors  matters for epistemic re sis tance  because they do not simply 

criticize what is; rather, they imagine what is pos si ble. In this case,  these 

three meta phors of borderlands, jazz, and the web are not unknown within 

Western epistemologies. But when Western knowledge proj ects discover 

and often appropriate  these terms, the social context that animates  these 

distinctive ways of viewing the world, as well as the  women and  people of 

color who authored  these ideas, often drops from sight. Decontextualization 

and abstraction are the hallmarks of how Western epistemologies exercise 

epistemic power. Terms such as borderlands, jazz, and the web may con-

tinue to circulate, but they become redefined when they are annexed for 

diff er ent purposes. For example, the complexities of Anzaldúa’s borderlands 

theorizing is supplanted by its overuse. Jazz is now a subject in some college 

conservatories of  music, ensuring that it receives institutional recognition. 

But where are jazz and related forms of African American  music being cre-

ated in live venues? Similarly, the fields of network analy sis, information 

sciences, complexity studies, and globalization studies, among  others, have 

all been influenced by the construct of the web (see, e.g., Castells 2000; Urry 

2005), yet with very diff er ent questions and perspectives than  those sug-

gested by the meta phor for the spider’s web. The meta phor of the spider’s 

web is not the internet, with its core contribution one of providing a super-

ficial term for a new paradigm.

The examples in this chapter and throughout this book, such as meta-

phors of the borderlands, jazz, and the spider’s web, all provide partial 

perspectives on and potentially promising approaches to co- formation as 

relationality. Together they highlight both the possibilities for a broader 

context of discovery and the difficulties of dialogical engagement for the-

oretical work. The epistemological bound aries that circumscribe theory 

routinely exclude many ways of theorizing. Such bound aries are drawn 

such that certain forms of theorizing— for example, theorizing through 

social action, or creation through the arts— fall outside the bound aries of 

theorizing itself, if, in fact, such work is recognized as theoretical at all. 

While significant, the work of scholars such as Gloria Anzaldúa, the spi-

der’s web that lacks a designated author, and jazz as a collective endeavor 

can remain marginalized or appropriated within the social theories of 

Western epistemologies.
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Relationality and Intersectionality

My analy sis of relational thinking through addition, articulation, and co- 

formation pre sents a provisional framework for describing relationality 

within intersectionality. Each conception highlights how a par tic u lar under-

standing of relational thinking has or might be used within intersectionality 

itself.  Because  these modes of relational thinking aim to solve specific social 

prob lems, they gain meaning through use. They are not pristine, static, mu-

tually exclusive entities; rather, they distill the essence of ideas in action.

 Because this is a provisional framework, I close this chapter with several 

implications of my argument thus far. First, when it comes to intersectional 

inquiry, I pre sent addition, articulation, and co- formation as equally use-

ful forms of relational thinking; one does not signify a better approach to 

intersectionality than the  others.  Here I reject the assumption that underlies 

much Western social theory: a linear narrative of pro gress from seemingly 

 simple to ever- higher forms of achievement. Within this assumption, co- 

formation represents a more advanced form of relational thinking than its 

additive and articulatory counter parts, supplanting them with its greater 

complexity. As examined  here, relationality through addition, through ar-

ticulation, and through co- formation are equivalent strategies, each with its 

own characteristic complexities. In  doing the work of intersectionality, some 

forms of relational thinking may be better than  others for the task at hand. 

Scholars and activists take up diff er ent forms of relational thinking within 

the communities of practice to which they owe allegiance that are applicable 

to the social prob lems they aim to solve. Collectively, they provide naviga-

tional tools for thinking through how varying understandings of relational-

ity stimulate distinctive analyses of intersecting power relations.

Second,  these categories of relationality through addition, articulation, 

and co- formation are abstractions that, when read together, provide a pro-

visional map of relationality within intersectionality. In this sense, they 

contribute to intersectionality’s cognitive architecture (see figure 1.1). They 

also speak to why methodology  matters for intersectionality.  Because un-

derstanding relationality through addition, articulation, and co- formation 

stresses the pro cesses of  doing intersectional work, having a specific proj ect 

in mind grounds intersectional analy sis.21 My analy sis of vio lence as a satu-

rated site of power provides one such proj ect that has been central to inter-

sectionality itself. Yet  there is much theoretical work to be done in analyzing 

relationality and power. The question of theorizing intersecting power rela-

tions, especially  those that are vis i ble through the lens of vio lence, means 
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asking what conceptions of relationality inform our understandings of in-

tersectionality in general and of intersecting power relations in par tic u lar. 

Examining how vio lence and similar saturated sites of intersecting power 

relations are or ga nized and operate constitutes a provocative direction for 

theorizing intersecting power relations. If systems of power are intercon-

nected and mutually constructive in shaping vio lence and similar phenom-

ena, what does this mean? Relationality is a core construct of intersectional-

ity, and intersectionality alludes to the relational nature of power.

Finally, it may be time to build on the body of knowledge and praxis 

produced by intersectionality’s meta phoric, heuristic, and paradigmatic use 

in order to take a closer look at relationality itself. While I pre sent relational 

thinking through addition, through articulation, and through co- formation 

as analytically discrete, in practice they are interconnected, recursive, and 

inform one another.

Additive approaches catalyze new questions and perspectives that emerge 

from the pro cess of trying to combine what was formerly seen as distinctive. 

One impor tant contribution of additive approaches lies in how they sus-

tain the analytical and po liti cal integrity of distinctive entities; for example, 

race is not the same as gender, and class is not the same as race. This focus 

suggests that  these entities, which carry diff er ent histories, diff er ent inter-

pretive communities, and diff er ent areas of emphasis, cannot be substituted 

for one another. They resemble one another, but they are not equivalent. 

Additive conceptions constitute useful ways of checking the bound aries of 

a given discourse; for example, the pro cess of adding class and sexuality to-

gether may reveal patterns of overemphasis or underemphasis in each.

In contrast, articulation suggests ways that the pro cess of putting into dia-

logue race, class, and gender, for example, might work. Articulation theorizes 

how diff er ent discourses might be connected, making sure to emphasize 

the contingent and provisional nature of connections. Moreover, articula-

tion retains a focus on social context as an impor tant dimension of the 

saliency of connections. Its construct of conjunctures provides an analytical 

framework for exploring how systems of power intersect. Together, addition 

and articulation provide impor tant methodological tools for intersectional 

theorizing.

The construct of co- formation references an in- between space— not just 

between disciplinary knowledges of the social sciences and the humanities, 

but more importantly, between Western and non- Western epistemologies. 

Intersectionality names this in- between, dynamic, liminal space on the bor-

ders of entities that are ostensibly separate and diff er ent. Intersectionality 
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 faces the challenge of taking a closer look at articulations that occur in inter-

sectionality’s crossroads or border space. Yet at what point does articulation 

flow smoothly into co- formation, primarily by dissolving the old categories, 

and perhaps generating new ones? Perhaps the space of intersectionality is 

inherently a space of co- formation, awaiting a new language that better de-

scribes what happens  there.



8

Intersectionality without Social Justice?

Intersectionality is often perceived as fundamentally critical of unjust socie-

ties  because social justice seems to be so central to many of its proj ects. It 

certainly seems that intersectionality is on the side of social justice. Social 

movements for worker’s rights,  women’s equality, reparations for Black and 

indigenous  peoples, antidiscrimination protections for lgbtq  people, immi-

grants’ rights movements, and similar po liti cal proj ects draw upon intersec-

tionality as a frame for their social justice work. Overviews of intersectionality 

routinely depict it as a form of resistant knowledge that is inherently dedicated 

to social justice (Collins and Bilge 2016; Dill and Kohlman 2012; Granza 2014; 

May 2015). Yet despite this widespread assumption, is intersectionality inher-

ently committed to social justice? Is social justice a defining feature of intersec-

tionality itself, or might its commonsense association with progressive  causes 

mean that intersectionality’s advocates simply assume that it is?
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One way of exploring  these questions is to examine a discourse that is 

generally recognized as explic itly not grounded in social justice princi ples 

but that also makes relational thinking central to its logic and practices.1 

When it comes to social justice, eugenics proj ects seem to be as far from 

intersectionality as one can get, serving, for many, as a poster child for so-

cial injustice. Socie ties that embrace eugenic philosophies typically aim to 

transform social prob lems such as unemployment, increasing crime rates, 

childbearing by unmarried adolescents, and poverty into technical concerns 

that are amenable to social engineering by the nation- state. Eugenics proj-

ects combine a “philosophy of biological determinism with a belief that sci-

ence might provide a technical fix for social prob lems” (Proctor 1988, 286).

Placing intersectionality in dialogue with eugenics, a discourse that is not 

committed to social justice, illuminates the significance of ethical criteria 

within intersectionality as a critical social theory. Eugenics achieved promi-

nence as normal science in the absence of self- regulatory ethical practices 

within its own discourse. How  else could its prac ti tion ers produce knowl-

edge that upheld racism, heteropatriarchy, colonialism, and nationalism 

without some forms of scholarly collusion that ignored the ethical implica-

tions of their scholarship? As discussed throughout this book, assumptions 

that research is inherently objective  because epistemologies mandate that it 

be so fall short. When interpretive communities claim that social justice or 

similar normative princi ples are the responsibilities of individuals and not 

of their own communities of inquiry, they overlook how neglecting their 

own ethics has very real effects on the questions, methods, and social conse-

quences of scholarship. Hence, the question of ethics is especially impor tant 

for intersectionality’s prospects as a critical social theory.

The Relational Logic of Eugenics

Despite its popu lar association with Nazi Germany, eugenics, as a scien-

tific discourse, has been far more ubiquitous than this highly vis i ble and 

troubling case (Goering 2014).2 Before World War II, eugenics proj ects en-

joyed a long and storied history within both Western science and the public 

policies of many modern nation- states, influencing public health experts, 

welfare reformers, and policy- makers (Barrett and Kurzman 2004; Wein-

dling 1999, 180). Originating in the United States and  Great Britain, eugen-

ics movements proliferated in Eu rope, North and South Amer i ca, and the 

Soviet Union in the 1920s. Many other nation- states, among them China, 
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India, South Africa, and Australia, also supported public policies that  were 

informed by eugenics proj ects. Historically, such proj ects can be divided 

into three periods: the pre– World War I period, when eugenics emerged in 

tandem with the founding of Western sciences, social sciences, and humani-

ties; the interwar period, during which the science of eugenics more directly 

informed public policies; and the post– World War II period, when eugenics 

proj ects seemingly dis appeared. Throughout this history, eugenics proj ects 

 were a site of intellectual and po liti cal contestation; scholars, politicians, and 

ordinary citizens lobbied both for and against eugenics.3

The use of eugenics in the German nation- state (1933–1945) remains the 

archetypal example of eugenics primarily  because the German government 

implemented the ideological tenets of eugenics to their logical conclusion 

within public policy. Armed with a scientific rationale provided by the sci-

ence of eugenics, the Nazi state systematically killed, imprisoned, or engaged 

in medical experimentation on millions of  people. In this sense, the use of 

eugenics as a scientific discourse guided and legitimated extreme state- 

sanctioned vio lence. Genocides had happened in prior eras between groups. 

But the science of eugenics was associated with the po liti cal emergence of 

the modern nation- state. This modern state went beyond turning a blind eye 

to its citizens’ lawlessness (the case of lynching) or killing citizens via state- 

sanctioned capital punishment. In this case, the state was an active agent in 

organ izing and administering state- sanctioned vio lence on a massive scale.

The name may have changed, but the logic that underlies eugenics per-

sists. By the 1950s, the term eugenics was so maligned that it vanished from 

scholarly and public policy arenas. Despite the disappearance of the term, 

the ideas of this once dominant framework persist within con temporary sci-

ence and public policy (Barrett and Kurzman 2004). As Troy Duster (2003, 

2015) points out, the visibility granted eugenics within past scientific and 

national practices, coupled with the departure of formal eugenics proj ects, 

fails to account for the potential albeit invisible effects of eugenics within 

con temporary science. Following Duster, scholars have studied how the 

term eugenics may have been abandoned  after World War II, yet the logic of 

eugenics may have ongoing effects on both science and public policy.4

Eugenics proj ects provide a compelling and instructive case of how a 

scientific discourse, absent an ethical commitment to social justice, helped 

reproduce social in equality. In constructing their overall argument, eugen-

ics proj ects assembled scientific and commonsense beliefs about bodies, 

fitness, evolution, reproduction, science, and the state, as well as about 

ability, race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, age, and nation. Eugenics was not 
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an explic itly racial proj ect (Omi and Winant 1994). Race, or ethnicity, or 

ability, or similar categories of analy sis  were not its main object of inves-

tigation. Rather, eugenics drew upon  these categories of analy sis within a 

relational framework that was implicitly intersectional. In essence, eugenics 

was a coded discourse about ability, race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and na-

tion that, by bundling together ideas from  these distinctive categories, had 

an effect that was broader than any one strand of its analy sis. Significantly, 

eugenics relied on a relational logic whereby ideas of ability, race, gender, 

and ethnicity reappear throughout its discourse. Eugenics was not an inten-

tionally intersectional proj ect, but rather a proj ect whose overarching goals 

relied on relational thinking that resembles intersectionality’s own.

Eugenics has been studied within scholarship on Western science, typi-

cally in conjunction with analyses that emphasize the organ ization of eugen-

ics within a par tic u lar academic discipline or the significance of eugenics 

within public policy. Eugenics proj ects used ideas about race, gender, class, 

sexuality, ethnicity, age, and citizenship from biology, anthropology, history, 

sociology, and similar academic disciplines. Conversely, the ideas of eugen-

ics influenced many of the core concepts of academic disciplines that seem-

ingly  were unrelated to  these categories of analy sis. Existing scholarship on 

eugenics also indicates that eugenics was certainly connected, in varying 

ways, to categories of ability, race, ethnicity, religion, gender, sexuality, age, 

and nationality (citizenship status). For example, scholarship on scientific 

racism that characterized vari ous academic disciplines examines how such 

fields provided the interpretive frameworks and empirical evidence for eu-

genics proj ects (Tucker 1994). Other lit er a ture focuses on eugenics itself, 

exploring how biology, sociology, anthropology, history, and medicine con-

tributed diff er ent sets of ideas to eugenics (T. Duster 2003, 2015).

Some of this lit er a ture moves beyond the race- only or gender- only 

frameworks to investigate how eugenics was involved in how systems of 

power themselves are interrelated. In this regard, feminist scholarship on 

nationalism and eugenics provides an especially rich source of intersectional 

analy sis of eugenics. For example, Nancy Stepan’s monograph “The Hour of 

Eugenics”: Race, Gender, and Nation in Latin Amer i ca (1991) uses an inter-

sectional framework to examine the history of eugenics in Latin Amer i ca. 

Drawing upon queer theory, Nancy Ordover’s volume American Eugen-

ics: Race, Queer Anatomy, and the Science of Nationalism (2003) brings an 

impor tant queer analy sis to standard approaches to eugenics. Wendy Kline’s 

book Building a Better Race: Gender, Sexuality, and Eugenics from the Turn of 

the  Century to the Baby Boom (2001) traces how approaches to reproduction 
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and female sexuality articulate with eugenics in the United States. While this 

lit er a ture provides a solid foundation for seeing eugenics as an intersectional 

knowledge proj ect, this lit er a ture does not focus on how eugenics operated 

to connect multiple systems of power.  Here I sketch out such an argument, 

suggesting that part of the success of eugenics laid in its ability to bundle to-

gether ideas from the treatment of race, ethnicity, religion, gender, sexuality, 

class, age, and ability within scientific disciplines as well as commonsense 

understandings of  these same categories.

Eugenics proj ects illustrate a chain of relational reasoning whereby race, 

gender, and similar categories of analy sis gain meaning from one another 

(Stepan 1990).5 Scientific understandings of intelligence, vio lence, emotion, 

motivation, rationality, and similar constructs seemingly reflect universal 

categories that apply to all  humans, yet ste reo typical ideas about ability, 

race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and nationality are often embedded in the 

meanings of the terms (Collins 2018). Through the use of meta phors and an-

alogical reasoning, a less familiar concept is explained in terms of one that is 

more known. Take, for example, how understandings of intelligence reflect 

commonplace ste reo types of  women, men, blacks, and  children that assume 

that  women are childlike and less intelligent than men, blacks are childlike 

and less intelligent than whites, and thus  because both  women and blacks 

are childlike and less intelligent than white men,  women and blacks are both 

inferior. In this way, race, gender, and age become bundled together in a 

chain of meaning.  These same ste reo types underlie conceptions of rational-

ity and emotion, constructed as essentially diff er ent: blacks are less rational 

and more emotional than whites, blacks are less rational and more violent 

than whites, and  women are more emotional and less rational than men; 

thus  because blacks and  women are less rational and more emotional than 

white men, blacks and  women are both inferior to white men.  These concep-

tions of intelligence, rationality, and emotion contribute to understandings of 

constructs of vio lence and sexuality that become comprehensible within this 

chain of analogical reasoning. Another strand of analogical reasoning under-

pins constructs of normality and abnormality. In this chain, blacks are sexu-

ally deviant  because they engage in non- normative (excessive) heterosexual 

sexuality, white homosexuals are sexually deviant  because they engage in 

non- normative (insufficient) heterosexual sexuality, and  because blacks and 

white homosexuals both engage in non- normative sexual practices, they are 

both inferior to straight white  people (Stepan 1990, 1991, 9–14). Via a chain 

of reasoning that accommodates flexible combinations of race, gender, sexu-

ality, class, religion, ability, ethnicity, and national identity, scientific ideas 
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can be explained and seem plausible  because they seemingly reflect “what 

every body knows.”

 These ideas of intellectual inferiority, the distinctions between rational-

ity and emotions, and phenomena such as vio lence and sexuality become 

mapped on the social groups that carry ste reo types. When joined with the 

framework of evolution,  these ideas and the racialized and gendered ideas 

that make them comprehensible take on added meaning. Evolution explains 

social change in the natu ral world as a gradual, natu ral pro cess of survival 

of the fittest. When applied to social relations, the theory of evolution or 

social Darwinism provides an overarching framework explaining ostensibly 

naturalized hierarchy among individuals and, more importantly, among social 

groups. Within evolution as an explanatory framework, universal, seemingly 

benign concepts of intelligence, rationality, emotions, vio lence, and sexual-

ity begin to explain group differences. Drawing on this relational logic about 

group difference, eugenics proj ects provide a rationale for social hierarchy and 

its consequences for unequal citizenship. Treating  people differently is a rea-

sonable outcome when  people themselves are inherently diff er ent.

Eugenics proj ects positioned the prob lem of social in equality within this 

overall explanatory framework of evolution and social Darwinism. The rela-

tional logic that is described  here both explains social in equality and offers 

a remedy for fixing it. In this sense, eugenics itself offers a familiar approach 

to prob lem solving within Western epistemologies. Three unifying princi-

ples within eugenics discourse draw upon this relational logic— namely, 

(1) a body politics of immutable difference; (2)  family as a mechanism for 

naturalizing and normalizing hierarchy; and (3) the importance of social en-

gineering for national well- being. Using  these princi ples, eugenics proj ects 

explain the links between the seemingly natu ral world (body politics), the 

social world (families as a template for naturalized hierarchy), and the po liti-

cal world (nation- state solutions for eliminating in equality). Significantly, eu-

genics proj ects also offer policy options for bettering society through science.

Body Politics and Immutable Difference

Eugenics proj ects conceptualized bodies as sites of immutable difference 

and used this basic assumption to explain social phenomena. Classifying 

bodies into categories of immutable differences that  were permanent and 

not subject to change was foundational to eugenics arguments (Collins 

2004, 87–116)—in other words, a unique essential nature as being  either a 

 woman or a man, or black or white, or heterosexual or homosexual. Im-



Intersectionality without Social Justice? 259

mutable difference and oppositional difference worked together. Once the 

diff er ent bodies  were categorized, eugenics proj ects routinely ranked them 

and assigned them social value. This sorting and ranking of bodies seem-

ingly transformed the immutable differences of bodies into social conditions 

that  were unresponsive to change.6

Intersectionality’s categories of race, gender, sexuality, and ability  were 

impor tant in laying a foundation for eugenics’s approach to body politics. 

Concepts of ability/disability draw from  these fundamental assumptions of 

essential and immutable differences. Within medical models, socie ties view 

ability and disability as rooted in the body;  these models conceptualized 

ability and disability as overriding characteristics of each body. Physical dis-

abilities may be more vis i ble  because they can be seen on bodies, but  mental 

disabilities that ostensibly reside inside the body seemingly have a similar 

essence. Eugenics discourse used an evaluative language of fit and unfit, a 

binary that meshed with scientific discourses about normality and abnor-

mality with moral discourses of normal and deviant.

Arguing that disability is socially constructed, con temporary scholarship 

in critical disability studies rejects  these views of Western science (Wasser-

man et al. 2016). Critical disability studies suggest that the social meanings 

attached to all bodies is socially determined and is not inherent in bodies 

themselves. The discourse on disabled bodies highlights this pro cess of so-

cial construction, one that views discourse on ability and  actual bodies as 

recursively linked. In this way, a body politics of essential and immutable 

difference rests on notions of normal and abnormal bodies that underlay 

discourses of normality and abnormality, of fitness and unfitness, as well as 

the meaning of socially determined categories of ability and disability.7

 Because eugenics proj ects drew heavi ly on frameworks of immutable 

difference that invoke a core meta phor of normality/abnormality, this idea 

of immutable difference shapes categories of human/nonhuman (e.g., who 

counts as a fully  human being); categories of personhood (e.g., individu-

als may all be  human in some sense, but they may not be the same kind 

of  human); and how understandings of racial, ethnic, gender, and religious 

groups reflect this logic. The conceptual progression from a biological 

 human to a person or  human being moves from the purely biological (the 

natu ral world); to the social world ( humans as social animals that require 

domestication, containment, or extinction); and to groups (natu ral social 

units that structure the social world).

Setting bound aries between  humans and animals on the basis of their op-

positional differences was central to this proj ect. By comparing the bodies and 
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be hav iors of  humans and animals, biology, anthropology, sociology, history, 

and similar academic disciplines have spent considerable time researching 

what it means to be  human. Theoretically,  these comparisons may seem 

clear- cut, but practically, the nature of the relationship of  humans and ani-

mals has been and continues to be a  matter of po liti cal and scientific  debate. 

The  Great Chain of Being privileges some groups over  others on the basis 

of their resemblance to animals. The same binary categories of rationality/

emotion, intelligence/instinct, controlled/violent, and domesticated/wild 

that emerge in the chain of reasoning from ste reo types become applied to 

the bodies of  humans and animals. Within an anthropology that grew in 

conjunction with colonialism,  people of African descent and indigenous 

 peoples became classified as primitives whose bodies  were more natu ral, 

sexual, emotional, and violent than  people who enjoyed the civilizing influ-

ences of Eu ro pean culture (Torgovnick 1990).

Neither fully  human nor fully animal, indigenous  people and  people of 

African descent have occupied a borderlands space in this body politics of 

immutable difference. Such  peoples  were deemed to be closer to animals 

than other categories of  humans. Moreover, the emergence of a racial biology 

that linked inferiority with immutable, biological differences meant that the 

stigma of race was seen as intergenerational and permanent. As primitives, 

 people of African descent and indigenous  people carried the stigma of im-

mutable difference with them wherever they went. Across diff er ent national 

contexts, this classification and ranking of bodies has  shaped discourse about 

 people who became described as “primitive” (Torgovnick 1990).

In the United States, neither indigenous  peoples nor Black  people, Amer-

i ca’s so- called primitives,  were seen as being able to assimilate into Ameri-

can society.8 The worldviews of both groups incorporated a distinctive 

relationship with the natu ral world, yet within colonial frameworks, both 

groups  were seen as  people from the “wild” whose humanity was in ques-

tion. Taming the wild animal in each group required removing them from 

the “wilderness” through conquest, enslavement, or both. For indigenous 

 peoples, enslavement failed, thereby fostering a reliance on conquest and 

mass incarceration in reservations. For  people of African descent, enslave-

ment was more successful in its ability to appropriate bodies for  labor and 

reproduction. Viewing both groups as primitives required strategies of do-

mestication, discipline, and control.

Modern understandings of race and practices of racism in a global con-

text rest on  these body politics. Shifting down from the more generalized 

 human race to the level of the races that, when added together, comprise 
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the  human race enables the body politics that classify individuals to be ap-

plied to group be hav ior. By segmenting the  human “race” into smaller racial 

units, this type of thinking allows diff er ent groups to be racialized or con-

structed as racial opposites, depending on the needs of the specific po liti cal 

and economic context. The meta phors applied to Black  people and other 

groups racially constructed as inferior are often similar to  those applied to 

weak groups. Seen in this context, the jump from seeing individuals with 

putatively weak characteristics— the “imbeciles, the maimed, and the sick” 

as categories of disability, for example—to viewing entire groups or “races” 

as inherently weak (e.g.,  women as emotionally and physically weaker than 

men and Black  people as intellectually inferior to whites) becomes easier to 

fathom. The bodies carry the stigma of ability or disability that informs a 

more generalized notion of ability for groups.

 Family and Naturalized Hierarchy

A second unifying princi ple of eugenics proj ects relied upon  family rhe toric 

and practices to explain social hierarchy. As Anne McClintock observes, “the 

 family image came to figure hierarchy within unity as an organic ele ment 

of historical pro gress, and thus became indispensable for legitimating ex-

clusion and hierarchy within nonfamilial social forms such as nationalism, 

liberal individualism and imperialism” (1995, 45). So- called normal families 

are expected to socialize their members into an appropriate set of societal 

norms. Hierarchical relations of gender, age, and ability within families articu-

late with the placement of the  family unit within hierarchical social relations 

of race, class, and citizenship.  Family thus becomes a site of reproducing 

social hierarchy or resisting it. While individuals typically learn their as-

signed place within hierarchies of race, gender, ethnicity, sexuality, national-

ity, and social class within their families of origin, they si mul ta neously learn 

to view such hierarchies as natu ral social arrangements rather than socially 

constructed ones. Social hierarchy and social inequalities become natural-

ized and normalized  because they are associated with seemingly natu ral 

pro cesses of the  family.

Naturalized hierarchy within families lays the foundation for under-

standing systems of hierarchy outside  family bound aries. For one, hierar-

chies of families as normal and abnormal install one  family type, and by 

implication, the social relations within it, as normal and natu ral. In Western 

socie ties, the nuclear  family long held sway as the ideal  family type, studied 

in science, celebrated in popu lar culture, and enjoying public policy benefits. 
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For another, hierarchies of gender, wealth, age, and sexuality within  actual 

 family units correlate with comparable hierarchies within society. Other so-

cial institutions, for example, the media or the workplace, often understand 

and or ga nize their own practices through the rhe toric of  family. For exam-

ple, familial relationships among  fathers and sons or  mothers and  daughters 

can influence how faculty and students understand mentoring relationships 

within academic departments and programs.

Eugenics proj ects explic itly drew upon what families symbolize and on 

 actual practices as a template for explaining social hierarchy. The ubiquity 

and universality of  family fostered the basic idea that  family is the building 

block of society. According to Western logic, the  Great Chain of Being that 

categorized life itself into a social hierarchy that privileged the West as the 

highest form of civilization drew meaning from differential understandings 

of some families as superior to  others. Such proj ects understood  family as 

an ostensibly natu ral entity  because it was ubiquitous, universal, and seem-

ingly part of the natu ral order of living beings. Within this logic, the non- 

normative families and cultures of indigenous  peoples, as well as  those of 

non- Western groups formed within slavery, colonialism, and imperialism, 

contributed to their backwardness. Significantly, non- normative families 

within sovereign nation- states also  were suspect as sites for backwardness 

and the deterioration of civilization.

In contrast to idealized versions of  family that mask  these relations, 

 actual families remain or ga nized around varying patterns of hierarchy.9 

Families teach entitlement and responsibility via how they are or ga nized 

and how they function. Most families have a specific authority structure 

that articulates with  family ideals of their given religion, community, ethnic 

group, or national culture. For example, parents demand obedience from 

their  children (age); firstborn sons are granted authority over their younger 

siblings (age); firstborn sons, and increasingly firstborn  daughters, inherit 

 family wealth or debt (class);  mothers and  daughters submit to their  fathers, 

husbands, and  brothers (gender); and  children are expected to carry on the 

 family itself through heterosexual marriage (sexuality). Families are expected 

to remain racially, ethnically, and religiously pure by passing on culture to 

their offspring. Individuals may negotiate  these  family ideals as separate en-

tities, yet collectively they foster hegemonic understandings of  family that 

are more often performed than analyzed.

This internal hierarchy within families informs institutional norms of 

entitlement and responsibility (Williams 1995). The significance of kinship 
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systems is especially impor tant for the idea of nation as the distribution of 

citizenship rights. Nation is often conceptualized as synonymous with one’s 

“ people” and all that goes into that  imagined category. A working definition 

sees the construct of nation as equivalent to “ people” or population. The 

term nation can reference the physicality of population or social group, and 

has close affiliation with “tribe,” ethnic group, and in many socie ties “race.” 

In this sense, the construct of nation gains meaning from related constructs 

of ethnicity and race. Ethnicity comes closest to this idea of peoplehood, one 

of a group that has a distinctive history and culture, and that is often seen 

as premodern and dating before the modern nation- state. In contrast, race 

as claimed as a sense of peoplehood is typically assumed to be a modern 

invention. The term race carries multiple meanings, yet it routinely refers to 

a group of  people, for example, the generic use of the term race to mean the 

 human race, or race as synonymous with ethnic groups, such as at turn of 

the twentieth  century with reference to the Irish as a race, the Italian race. 

Modern definitions of race  and ethnicity have changed over time. For ex-

ample, European ethnic groups became Americans by using their ethnicity 

to get jobs. They then erased their ethnicity by assimilating into a white, 

American identity. Becoming American meant becoming white.

Constructing ideas about nation on the foundation of body politics of 

immutable difference conjoined with  family rhe toric and practices illus-

trates how the relational logics of ability, race, gender, sexuality, and age 

all inform one another in constructing the ideas of nation, nation- state, 

and nationalism. For example, the understandings of naturalized hierar-

chies that are associated with families inform understandings of first-  and 

second- class citizenship within a nation- state as well as immigration poli-

cies (e.g., which  people belong to the nation or national  family at all). 

Hierarchy may be determined by order of arrival:  either birth order or im-

migration order. In the United States, claims that early- migrating white, 

Anglo- Saxon Protestants are entitled to more benefits than more recent 

immigrants of color reflect this notion. Or hierarchy accompanies gender. 

In many families, girls and boys are treated differently regarding economic 

autonomy and freedom to move in public space. This differential treatment 

serves as a foundation for sex- typing occupations in the paid  labor market. 

As is the case with all situations of hierarchy,  actual or implicit use of force, 

sanctions, and vio lence may be needed to maintain unequal power relations. 

The question is how all this provides a link from eugenics proj ects to the 

modern nation- state.
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Social Engineering and the Nation- State

A third unifying princi ple of eugenics proj ects concerns their emphasis on 

social engineering as a legitimate function of the nation- state. Social en-

gineering rests on the belief that the nation- state has a justifiable interest 

in encouraging and discouraging specific be hav iors within its citizenry. For 

example, tax policies do not simply collect money to support government 

functions. They also encourage certain be hav iors; in the U.S., for example, 

single  people are taxed at a higher rate than married  couples, thereby pe-

nalizing  those who remain single. This logic of rewarding good  people and 

punishing bad ones constitutes a taken- for- granted dimension of public 

policy.

Eugenics tied social engineering to issues of biological and social repro-

duction. For eugenics proj ects, regulating the reproductive capacities of so-

cial groups constituted public policy for the public good. So- called positive 

eugenics policies should encourage “fit” persons and population groups to 

reproduce, whereas negative policies should discourage “unfit” ones from 

 doing so. Public policies to regulate reproduction had an ethical mandate 

to better society. In practice, punitive population policies regulated the 

biological reproduction of  women, men, able- bodied  people, members of 

diff er ent racial and ethnic groups, and young  people. Not every one had a 

right to reproduce. On the basis of  people’s classification as desirable or 

undesirable citizens, or  whether they  were seen as citizens at all, social 

engineering policies aimed to produce more or less of seemingly desirable 

 people.

Social engineering rests on a conception of the modern nation- state as 

an “ imagined community” of  people with shared interests (Anderson 1983). 

As  imagined communities, modern nation- states can define their national 

identities and national self- interests through demo cratic institutions of 

equality of citizenship that reject views of naturalized hierarchy. Theoreti-

cally, participatory democracies as  imagined communities can accommo-

date heterogeneity, multiculturalism, and difference within national iden-

tity. Such states have a self- interest in cultivating the talents of all citizens so 

that they can contribute to the state’s well- being. Alternately, nation- states 

can define their national identity and self- interests via government policies 

that see the nation- state as facing ongoing threats. Such states perceive some 

of their citizens as internal threats to the nation- state’s well- being and neigh-

boring external nation- states as threats to their national identity. Eugenics 

policies can be annexed to both understandings of the nation- state as an 
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 imagined community; many eugenics policies have been implemented by 

demo cratically elected governments.

Sociologist Zygmunt Bauman (1989) argues that eugenics as science ex-

emplifies an “activist, engineering attitude  toward nature and  toward itself ” 

that characterized the modern world from the Enlightenment on. Within 

this scientific logic of the modern world, “science was not to be conducted 

for its own sake; it was seen as, first and foremost, an instrument of awe-

some power allowing its holder to improve on real ity, to re- shape it accord-

ing to  human plans and designs, and to assist it in its drive to self- perfection” 

(70).10 Social engineering by the state thus reflected the impetus  toward 

 human betterment, drawing upon eugenics as normal science to assist with 

 these national proj ects.

Social engineering proj ects that are implemented by state bureaucracies 

require a more uniform understanding of social groups. When state appa-

ratuses embrace a logic of eugenics, they typically implement public poli-

cies that differentially target what they see as diff er ent populations within 

the same nation- state. In this regard, demography as a scientific discourse 

provides planning tools that help the nation- state categorize and manage 

populations (Zuberi 2001; Zuberi and Bonilla- Silva 2008). As a signature 

discourse of modern social science, demography offers a series of tools and 

perspectives that assist the state in classifying bodies as male and female, 

as well as categorizing families and racial and ethnic groups. As a field that 

studies patterns of birth, death, marriage, and immigration, demography 

has been central to the creation and manipulation of population groups. 

In this endeavor, demography both legitimates the categories that underpin 

eugenics arguments about desirable and undesirable populations and also 

contributes to the managerial functioning of the state by collecting data on 

such categories (Zuberi 2001). As scientific constructions, populations ide-

ally describe the families, ethnic and religious groups, and genders in a given 

society, but the concept of population refers to a discreet analytical category 

created by researchers and policy analysts.

Take for example, how the category “unwed teen  mothers” creates a 

population group that can be studied as a social prob lem in ways that allow 

researchers to examine patterns of race, age, class, and ethnicity within this 

statistical category. Within eugenics thinking, the emphasis is not on the 

social prob lems that unwed teen  mothers might experience but rather on 

unwed teen  mothers as a social prob lem for the nation- state (Gordon 1994). 

Interest in this population seems to wax and wane in relation to costs to 

the nation- state. But in what ways are unwed teen  mothers a social group? 
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Is  there a homeland for this group? Are they a “ people” or a “nation” in the 

traditional sense of race and ethnicity? Would they recognize themselves as 

part of a bigger tribe of “ mothers”? Seeing the social world through the de-

mographic lens of populations enables certain kinds of scientific questions 

to be pursued and forecloses  others.  Because such groups are used for com-

parisons, definitions of population groups should remain fixed from one 

proj ect to the next. The existence of the field of critical demography suggests 

that demography itself is not the prob lem. Rather,  because specifying the 

contours of populations and designing appropriate population policies on 

the basis of that classification has been an impor tant dimension of eugenics, 

eugenics proj ects have drawn upon demography as a modern framework for 

classifying  people.

Social engineering lies at the heart of the ideology and public policies of 

eugenics proj ects (Bauman 1979). Such proj ects uphold the legitimacy of 

controlling populations in the national interest. Public policies of nation- 

states aim to manage the size and composition of the national population, 

ostensibly for the public good, through, for example, jobs, housing, school-

ing, health, and the fair distribution of resources. In  doing so, they rely on 

categories of unequal citizenship that draw from ideas of naturalized hi-

erarchy. Moreover, in their efforts to shape the reproductive capacities of 

populations within a given nation- state, eugenics proj ects advance a form 

of social engineering that draws on the body politics of fit and unfit bod-

ies. State- sanctioned policies that encourage or discourage childbearing and 

childrearing by desirable or undesirable populations constitute forms of 

population control that fall disproportionately on  women. State- sanctioned 

policies of immigration that shift in relation to the perceived needs of the 

nation constitute another form of population control that falls more heavi ly 

on racial/ethnic groups.

German nation- state policies during the Nazi era of 1933–1945 bring 

transparency to the logic of eugenics. More importantly, they illustrate the 

implications of social engineering carried to its logical extreme within a 

modern nation-state. One sees in this example how the logic of eugenics 

influences both the  causes and the consequences of unequal citizenship. Po-

liti cally, the Nazi nation- state implemented eugenics in three main ways. 

First, they divided humanity into categories of immutable difference— for 

the German population,  these  were Aryans and Jews, Germans and foreign-

ers, heterosexuals and homosexuals, men and  women, and able- bodied and 

disabled  people.  These categories  were ranked using binaries of oppositional 

difference (e.g., deserving and undeserving, fit and unfit) and assigned 
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value in relation to national interests. Second, using ideas about social evo-

lution and degeneracy, the Nazi state used  these categorical differences to 

explain national identity, prosperity, and decline. It blamed Jews, the Roma 

 people, homosexuals, and po liti cal dissidents for failed economic and po-

liti cal policies, and it labeled  these groups outsiders in the homeland of the 

German national  family. Such groups not only  were blamed for Germany’s 

past failures; their continued presence hindered its  future pro gress. Fi nally, 

the state designed population policies for their unequal citizens, control-

ling birth through policies that encouraged and discouraged childbearing 

among diff er ent categories of  women, and policies targeted to the already 

born through favorable treatment for desirable  people and genocidal poli-

cies for  others (Zuberi 2001).

Public policies need not be explic itly about race or gender or ability, and 

the relational logic of eugenics that makes  these policies intelligible need 

not name intersectionality’s familiar categories of analy sis. The public dis-

course of eugenics did not pre sent itself as a theory of ability, race, gender, 

sexuality, or class. Rather,  these ideas made eugenics comprehensible. When 

it comes to public policy, eugenics proj ects link the body politics of natu-

ralizing and normalizing hierarchy (often through the rhe toric of  family) 

with national agendas that imagine nation- states as  imagined communities. 

They explain the links between the seemingly natu ral world (body poli-

tics, now comprehensible through categorization and ranking), the social 

world (families as a template for naturalized hierarchy), and the  imagined 

national community (nation- state policies). Not only do they provide an 

explanation for a hierarchy of unequal citizenship, they offer an analy sis 

of social change. Evolution constituted the overarching model for explain-

ing this naturalized hierarchy as well as social change, with related ideas 

concerning degeneracy tapping a series of fears. Evolution of the ideas fit 

and unfit mapped onto  actual  people who became associated with societal 

success or failure. A given society or nation can improve by increasing its 

share of the right kind of  people, and can stave off its decline by containing 

or removing the wrong kind of  people. Stated differently, more desirable 

populations need to increase their numbers while less desirable popula-

tions not only need to be discouraged from increasing their numbers but 

removed from society altogether.

Despite the decline of eugenics as a legitimate scientific discourse, its uni-

fying princi ples persist. Core concepts within Western science and the social 

practices that it upholds and that  were central to eugenics proj ects— for ex-

ample, social engineering for common good, evolution as the survival of the 
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fittest, and mea sur ing the value of life on the basis of the ability to contribute 

to social good— continue to hold sway. The impor tant idea  here is that proj-

ects with disparate po liti cal perspectives can draw upon a common set of 

princi ples concerning bodies, families, and national interests. Such proj ects 

may no longer be called “eugenic,” yet  these unifying princi ples can continue 

to influence public opinion and public policy.

As is the case with eugenics, knowledge proj ects need not intentionally 

focus on race, class, gender, sexuality, and nation, yet such proj ects can rely 

on a similar relational logic. In the U.S., for example, the strident language of 

immigration debates draws upon repre sen ta tions of Latino mi grants as un-

worthy  human beings who are undeserving of  legal protections. Similarly, as 

the case of marriage equality initiatives suggests,  family remains a contested 

site of public debates. Policies that result in unequal citizenship— whether 

punitive policies of mass incarceration, fiscal policy that gives homeowners 

lucrative tax advantages, or immigration policies that aim to manage access 

to citizenship— rest on implicit assumptions of social engineering that is tar-

geted to specific categories of citizens. State intervention in reproductive is-

sues remains a contentious issue, shaping debates on abortion, reproductive 

rights,  family leave, and access to contraception by minors. The assumption 

that the state should intervene is largely taken for granted, even among po-

liti cal groups that seemingly oppose such intervention.

Eugenics and Intersectionality

The post– World War II era represents an impor tant conjuncture when vis i ble 

support for eugenics ideologies diminished and vocal support for social jus-

tice increased.  Human rights proj ects and social movements increasingly took 

a stand against the kind of social injustices that eugenics typified. Collectively, 

 these distinct initiatives for gender, racial, class, and sexual equality pointed 

 toward intersectionality as a reasonable next step for a growing global com-

mitment to social justice. The difference between eugenics and intersectional-

ity seemingly marks a mid- twentieth- century break whereby intersectionality 

as a discourse committed to social justice displaced the  earlier logic of eugen-

ics. In some ways, intersectionality and eugenics can be seen as mirror images 

of one another that pivot on their relationships to social justice.

As discourses, eugenics and intersectionality do not share the same ob-

jectives, the same prac ti tion ers, the same time period, or the same po liti cal 

goals. Yet eugenics offers significant insight for intersectionality’s challenge 

of evaluating the criteria that inform its critical theorizing.
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First, eugenics provides insight into how relational logic can help repro-

duce and legitimate social in equality. Eugenics proj ects and intersectionality 

both rely on a similar relational logic in constructing their respective core 

constructs and guiding premises. The relational logic of eugenics has several 

characteristics: (1) it constructed its arguments about social in equality by 

situating ideas about race, class, gender, ability, sexuality, ethnicity, and age 

drawn from distinctive disciplines into a new overarching scientific logic; (2) 

it provided a compelling explanation for social in equality; and (3) it enabled 

eugenics proj ects to advance an activist agenda regarding social in equality 

that demonstrated the pragmatic use of eugenics for public policy.11 Once 

installed as normal science, eugenics proj ects  were not content to explain 

the world and instead aggressively set out to change it. Eugenics proj ects 

make power relations especially vis i ble  because they si mul ta neously link 

multiple systems of power and influence the organ ization of power relations. 

This case of eugenics suggests that other proj ects that do not call themselves 

intersectional may rely upon a similar relational logic with a comparable 

effect. Conversely, it also suggests that proj ects that self- identify as intersec-

tionality may be far more variable than assumed, with some more dedicated 

to social justice than  others. Specifying how the relational logic within eu-

genics was tied to specific po liti cal outcomes suggests that relational logic in 

and of itself may be necessary but not sufficient for intersectionality.

Second, eugenics can be seen as a saturated site of intersecting power 

relations that make the interconnections among systems of power especially 

vis i ble.12 Saturated sites bundle together practices, social institutions, repre-

sen ta tions, and patterns of everyday social interaction that appear and re-

appear across seemingly separate systems of oppression. Conceptualizing 

eugenics as a saturated site of power relations not only enables us to see how 

the practices of eugenics— for example, public politics of nation- states— 

constitute mechanisms of power, but also illuminates how narratives shape 

power relations. Eugenics had clear ties to state and economic power, had 

an identifiable discourse that reflected and  shaped multiple communities 

of prac ti tion ers, and was complex and unstable, with the contingency that 

outcomes  were not deterministic but rather might have many pos si ble out-

comes. Although or ga nized differently, eugenics does the same intellectual 

work as vio lence and  family at the conjuncture of multiple systems of power. 

Eugenics may serve a similar function in contributing to the articulation of 

systems of power.

In this sense, eugenics proj ects provide insight into the nature of rela-

tionality itself. My sense is that eugenics proj ects demonstrate relationality 
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through articulation. Eugenics is situated in the conjuncture among mul-

tiple knowledge proj ects and, as a discourse, articulates them in new ways. 

 Here, articulation refers to Stuart Hall’s description of how language “articu-

lates” or brings forth a set of ideas by combining existing ele ments into new 

patterns or by attaching new connotations to them (Grossberg 1996, 141; 

Hall 2017, 91). Within this use, sets of ideas can be coupled and uncoupled, 

yet both the new entity and the separate parts are changed by  these trans-

actions. In this case, articulation is both a way of understanding how the 

ideological ele ments of race, class, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, and nation 

came,  under diff er ent po liti cal conditions, to cohere within eugenics as a 

discourse. Eugenics demonstrates articulation in action. Such proj ects could 

be taken up by many communities of inquiry, primarily  because they could 

make the conceptual leap of explaining less familiar aspects of social real ity 

by relying on what they knew to be true. They themselves had contributed 

the material on race or gender. Articulation also investigates how  these ideas 

become attached to par tic u lar po liti cal proj ects (Grossberg 1996, 141–142). 

In this case, eugenics was able to influence public policy. Eugenics proj ects 

also point  toward articulation over time that catalyzes a new overarching 

scientific logic that rests on relational thinking of co- formation. Within 

Western science, the categories of race, class, gender, age, sexuality, age, and 

nation have become so interdependent that they are taken for granted and 

indistinguishable within scientific discourse.

A third insight from eugenics concerns the differential salience of race, 

gender, sexuality, and age as categories of analy sis in crafting specific eugen-

ics proj ects from one social context to the next. In essence, eugenics theo-

retically drew upon race, class, gender, age, sexuality, ability, and nation— 

these categories  were all  there all the time. Yet practically, some  were more 

prominent and vis i ble, even while  others seemed to be benign background 

 factors.  There was no fixed frame of race/class/gender that could be eas-

ily transported from one setting to the next. Instead, categories of analy sis 

 were differentially salient within diff er ent eugenics proj ects. The strength 

of eugenics lay in its malleability and elasticity; its universal logic could be 

tailored to the particulars of local contexts.

This issue of saliency is significant for seeing how the combination of 

categories is what  matters, not that par tic u lar categories must always be pre-

sent in order for an analy sis to be intersectional. Take, for example, how 

 categories of ability and nation  were especially salient ideological axes or 

anchor points for eugenics proj ects. Eugenics could not have functioned 

without ideas about normality and abnormality that rested on interpretations 
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of able and disabled bodies as well as po liti cal proj ects of social engineer-

ing. For eugenics proj ects, the concept of disability was fundamental. Ability 

was not a marginal category to be added into eugenics as an afterthought. 

Rather, incorporating (dis)ability mandates rethinking intersectional analy-

ses of eugenics itself. Much of eugenics discourse becomes comprehensible 

in terms of the saliency of disability as a category of analy sis. Nationalism, 

for example, draws heavily upon ideas of ability and disability in under-

standing national identity and public policy. The notion of able and disabled 

bodies appears in lit er a ture on nationalism and masculinity, for example, 

the duty of able- bodied men to protect  women,  children, their property, and 

their homeland (nation). The related question of a person’s fitness or unfit-

ness to serve the nation also draws from understandings of ability/disability. 

 Women are seen as being less fit for combat and similar ser vice responsibili-

ties of able- bodied men, but they are especially fit for reproduction;  women’s 

bodies are valued for their abilities in sexual plea sure, childbearing, and 

childrearing. Debates about the suitability or fitness of nonwhite  peoples for 

access to education, jobs, housing, and citizenship also links a body politics 

of normality/abnormality and fitness/unfitness to social agendas of deserv-

ing and undeserving. The saliency of categories of ability and nation within 

eugenics discourse points to the necessity of attending to par tic u lar social 

contexts.

Fi nally, eugenics proj ects illustrate how social theories have po liti cal 

outcomes, especially when the interpretive communities that advance them 

aim to shape public policy. Ironically, taking inspiration from one premise 

of Marxist social thought, eugenics as science set out not only to explain but 

also to change the world. Ideas  matter, often long  after the par tic u lar con-

ditions that  shaped them fade away. This seems to be the case with eugen-

ics: the resilience of its ideas has been its most significant feature. The idea 

that nation- states should engage in some forms of social engineering for 

the public good is a taken- for- granted truism of modern demo cratic states. 

Arguments advanced by conservative and progressive politicians alike may 

disagree on the content of specific state intervention— for example,  whether 

abstinence or sex education constitute the better way of addressing un-

planned teenage pregnancies—or even the scope of social engineering by 

expanding or shrinking the state itself, but they share a commitment to so-

cial engineering broadly defined as a legitimate responsibility of the state.

The resilience of the ideas of eugenics raises an impor tant question: How 

do knowledge proj ects, especially critical social theories, sustain themselves 

over time? Eugenics persisted  because its advocates continued to embrace 



272 chapter eight

its princi ples and fight for them in po liti cal arenas. Even  after its prac ti-

tion ers  stopped using the term eugenics, eugenics’s influence continued, not 

 because eugenics ideas  were inherently superior to other explanations of 

social in equality, but rather  because  these ideas exercised epistemic power 

and that had built up over time. Bundling together ideas about ability, race, 

class, gender, sexuality, age, ethnicity, and nation as categories within eugen-

ics proj ects became so taken for granted as normal science that they  were 

unremarkable. Normal science itself then relied on its taken- for- granted 

premises that ostensibly did not contain  these categories to help reproduce 

the material conditions of racism, sexism, and similar systems of power. This 

par tic u lar discourse illustrates the workings of epistemic power and why it 

is so difficult to upend. Relying on institutional roots in science and govern-

ment, the logic of eugenics persisted  because the norms of normal science 

made certain questions pos si ble while precluding  others. Eugenics prac ti-

tion ers had no need to defend their questions, methodologies, and findings 

 because they worked within epistemological frameworks that they them-

selves created and protected.

Ideas  matter, but they are unlikely to  matter much without advocates 

who aim to institutionalize  those ideas within the institutional structures 

of any given society. Having the power to set the rules of what  will count as 

truth (e.g., epistemic power) has greater impact than criticizing knowledge 

created within  those rules. Epistemic re sis tance to the rules themselves is 

far more formidable than  simple criticism or dissent. Do intersectionality’s 

proponents express a similar commitment to the “truth” of their own ideas 

and practice? In many ways, this kind of certainty is anathema to prevailing 

academic norms that eschew absolute truths. Paying attention to the terms 

 under which intersectionality is developed and finds institutional support 

shifts attention from theories of power to the po liti cal realities of institu-

tional practices. Within academia, the shrinking institutional support for 

transformative scholarship is maintained through strategies of epistemic 

dominance. Practices of testimonial smothering and quieting can be effec-

tive strategies for suppressing epistemic re sis tance (see chapter 4). The signs 

of past critical proj ects can remain on university doors, masking the shells 

that remain. In this context, intersectionality  faces the challenge of building 

sustainable communities of inquiry that see the development of intersec-

tionality as a critical social theory as a po liti cal necessity.

When it comes to institutionalizing intersectionality, what  will the long 

arc of intersectionality be? Eugenics drew upon a relational logic to advance 

a po liti cally successful knowledge proj ect that lacked a commitment to 
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social justice. Significantly, eugenics proj ects provide a clear sight line for 

intersectional analyses of con temporary power relations, precisely  because 

ideas drawn from past eugenics proj ects persist, albeit differently or ga nized, 

within con temporary social relations. What kind of sight line  will intersec-

tionality provide for intersectional proj ects in the  future? Eugenics proj ects 

 shaped science and the state during a period when both  were undergoing 

substantial social change. When armed with the same relational logic as well 

as a commitment to social justice, what might intersectionality accomplish 

during a con temporary period of social change?

Intersectionality and Social Justice

 Because intersectionality has traditionally been closely associated with social 

justice proj ects, a commitment to social justice is often assumed to be one 

of its signature dimensions. Yet moving into academic settings that did not 

prioritize social justice raised a new question: Was intersectionality’s com-

mitment to social justice sustainable? Intersectionality has been changed by 

its institutional incorporation, but in what direction and to what effect?13

No longer taken for granted, intersectionality’s relation to social justice is 

increasingly a  matter of debate. Some academics interpret intersectionality’s 

weakening ties to social justice proj ects as a good  thing, arguing that bring-

ing social justice and similar po liti cally contentious issues into intersectional 

research erodes intersectionality’s academic stature. Social justice may be an 

appropriate topic for intersectional analy sis, but incorporating a commit-

ment to social justice into the normative structures of intersectional inquiry 

is epistemologically inappropriate and methodologically suspect. Using so-

cial justice as a princi ple to guide intersectionality’s critical inquiry allegedly 

clouds the kind of objectivity needed for strong theoretical analy sis. More-

over,  because social justice has been so heavi ly implicated in po liti cal action, 

intersectionality’s scholarly rigor and objectivity would be compromised by 

committing to par tic u lar po liti cal ends (e.g., reducing social in equality) and 

claiming par tic u lar ethical princi ples (e.g., social justice).

Intersectionality’s shift away from the assumed particularities of race, 

class, and gender and  toward seemingly more universal Western social 

theory indicates, for many, a maturing of the discourse. Some counsel that 

intersectionality  will benefit from jettisoning its ties to African American 

 women, Latinas, and similarly subordinated social actors who  were pivotal 

to intersectionality’s formation (Nash 2008).  Because they seem to be mired 
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in a particularistic, self- serving identity politics that ostensibly undermines 

universalistic criteria, they are ill- equipped to contribute to intersectional-

ity. In an epistemological context that preaches the value of decontextual-

ized objectivity, proj ects that seem unduly po liti cal or politicized ( unless 

they represent the interests of  those in power) are typically devalued. From 

this perspective, in order to ensure its survival, intersectionality should aspire 

to fit into academia’s existing epistemological and methodological stan-

dards. This would mean bringing intersectionality’s theorizing into align-

ment with the standards of traditional social theory. Given the corporate 

university’s embrace of neoliberalism, this advice seems prudent (Nash and 

Owens 2015). Assimilating and claiming disciplinary respectability are at-

tractive survival strategies, yet they may ultimately be failing strategies both 

for intersectionality as a critical discourse as well as for the intellectuals who 

follow this advice.

Yet, while well- intentioned, striving to be just another traditional social 

theory within academia may not be enough to shield intersectionality from 

the tough ethical and po liti cal questions raised by social injustice. Funda-

mentally, social justice proj ects not only criticize social inequalities as being 

unjust, they routinely and explic itly work to dismantle them. And such proj-

ects need not be positioned outside academia within grassroots proj ects or 

broad- based social movements. Critical social theories with a social justice 

ethos have carved out space within academia as well. Much academic inquiry 

has been implicitly, if not explic itly, informed by some sort of commitment 

to social justice. Max Horkheimer’s analy sis of Critical Theory identified a 

commitment to social change and, by implication, to social justice as a core 

premise of critical social theory itself. Frantz Fanon’s liberation theory had 

direct ties to anticolonial social movements that wanted social justice. Brit-

ish cultural studies was animated by the social injustices of class, ethnicity, 

and citizenship within British society, creating a new field in which to theo-

rize  those relations. Within intersectionality’s genealogy, as well as that of 

 these and other critical theories within the acad emy that inform it, critical 

analy sis has been placed in ser vice to this overarching ethical objective.

This commitment to social justice is especially apparent within resis-

tant knowledge proj ects. For example, critical race studies, feminist studies, 

and postcolonial studies all express an explicit commitment to making the 

world more just. The significance of Frantz Fanon’s liberation theory tran-

scended its ties to existentialism; Fanon’s ideas also contributed to a broader 

proj ect of philosophies of strug gle within the African diaspora (Outlaw 

2017). His work, along with that of  others, provided intellectual re sis tance 
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within  actual liberation strug gles. Moreover, the search for social justice 

has constituted a necessary and defining feature of Black feminist thought, 

one that shapes intersectionality and flexible solidarity as impor tant di-

mensions of this knowledge proj ect (Collins 1998). It is no accident that Ida 

Wells- Barnett’s autobiography is titled Crusade for Justice (A. Duster 1970). 

Her antilynching campaign and her long  career as an intellectual activist 

 were explic itly devoted to social justice.

Uncoupling intersectionality from its commitment to social justice 

might garner academic legitimation for intersectionality, but it also might 

undermine the integrity of intersectionality’s critical inquiry. The meaning 

of critical social theory is far from settled, and as I explore in chapter  2, 

intersectionality needs to tread carefully in analyzing the contributions and 

limitations of critical social theory in the acad emy. Postmodern social the-

ory, for example, provides a power ful set of analytical tools for criticizing 

society;  these tools can be used in ser vice to social justice. But such tools 

need not be used for this purpose. Moreover, poststructuralism’s rejection 

of the  grand narratives of the Enlightenment makes it impossible to recon-

cile a commitment to social justice within poststructuralism’s epistemologi-

cal framework. Moving too far away from its intellectual and po liti cal roots 

in grassroots social justice initiatives as the cost of academic respectability 

may strip intersectionality of its critical vision. Eschewing a commitment to 

social justice and its po liti cal implications may irreparably change intersec-

tionality, and not for the better. How effective a critique can intersectionality 

launch against social injustices when it seems to benefit from and is com-

plicit with social inequalities within its own academic backyard?

Rather than assuming that social justice is implicitly part of intersection-

ality, the question of intersectionality’s ties to social justice constitutes an 

impor tant and ongoing question for theorizing intersectionality itself. Social 

justice has been a core construct of intersectionality, but what are the ben-

efits and risks of taking an ethical position in  favor of social justice as part 

of intersectionality’s guiding premises ( table 1.1)? During times of po liti cal 

upheaval, when social inequalities and social injustices intensify, this is not a 

theoretical question.  Because academic and activist communities both claim 

intersectionality, the answers to this question have impor tant consequences. 

Social justice is one of intersectionality’s core constructs that reappears 

across heterogeneous intersectional proj ects. Relationality, social in equality, 

and social context all constitute themes that describe the content of intersec-

tionality as well as methodological choices that shape such proj ects. Power 

operates in a diff er ent register, providing a core construct that distinguishes 
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intersectionality from other proj ects that do not take power into account. In 

contrast, social justice may seem to be more contingent. The detailed analy-

sis of eugenics presented in this chapter illustrates how a knowledge proj ect 

can cognitively resemble intersectionality but also lack a commitment to 

social justice. The case of eugenics raises an impor tant question about the 

necessity of thinking through how a commitment to social justice as one of 

intersectionality’s core constructs might inform its guiding premises.

An explicit or even implicit commitment to social justice need not be 

a guiding premise of intersectionality. Some forms of intersectional schol-

arship do quite well and make impor tant contributions without explic itly 

referencing social justice as essential to their proj ects. For example, ongo-

ing debates about how intersectionality might inform existing paradigms 

for health policy; disparities in health outcomes; and the clinical practices 

of doctors, nurses, and patients have stimulated new questions and schol-

arship.  These scholars and prac ti tion ers certainly are sensitive to issues of 

social in equality and social injustice, but  these are not their main concerns. 

They may not see their scholarship as part of a social justice proj ect. In this 

sense, using intersectionality as a heuristic device can contribute to much- 

needed paradigm shifts. Across research and practice, health researchers 

raise a wealth of new questions that deepen intersectionality. Does it  really 

 matter  whether scholars who make impor tant contributions to intersection-

ality explic itly claim a commitment to social justice?

The challenge that intersectionality now  faces is to figure out how to ac-

commodate the heterogeneity of the perspectives and practices of its current 

prac ti tion ers. Throughout this volume, I have cautioned against prematurely 

elevating one expression of intersectionality above  others, calling instead 

for dialogical engagement across disciplines, methodologies, identifications, 

social theories, and po liti cal practices as essential for developing intersec-

tionality as a critical social theory. I have also cautioned that differences 

within and among the interpretive communities that ground the knowledge 

proj ects that do and potentially can shape intersectionality are not simply 

differences in points of view. Instead, they signal real differences in power.

The challenge of this volume is to think through the implications of  these 

 actual and potential practices for intersectionality as a critical social theory. 

Intersectionality’s visibility within and across a variety of knowledge proj ects 

is all well and good, but what characterizes the essence of intersectionality 

itself? What is essential to its very being? Relationality is a core construct for 

intersectionality that infuses intersectionality’s guiding premises. Might so-

cial justice be a comparable unifying princi ple? Working dialogically across 
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differences in power requires some sort of common goal, vision, or unifying 

framework, not to suppress differences, but rather to hold them together. 

Social justice (or a similar term that expresses a similar ethical sensibility) 

may provide that unifying framework. In this sense, social justice may not 

be tangential to intersectionality’s epistemological frameworks, but rather 

may provide an impor tant orienting strategy for intersectionality’s critical 

inquiry, especially as the field continues to grow.

Yet even identifying social justice as a unifying princi ple raises addi-

tional issues. It’s easy to say that you are for social justice. But what exactly 

does that mean? And what does it mean within intersectionality? How so-

cial justice appears within areas of intersectional inquiry and praxis is more 

significant than  whether intersectionality writ large pays lip ser vice to some 

amorphous idea of social justice.  Because understandings of social justice 

vary across activist and academic communities, the meanings of social jus-

tice that are available to intersectionality are similarly heterogeneous (Sen 

2009). The issue for intersectionality is less one of claiming an agreed- upon 

definition of social justice and more of acknowledging that varying under-

standings of social justice emerge from and inform diverse intersectional 

proj ects. Stated differently, depending on social context, distinctive and 

often competing views of social justice may align with diff er ent dimen-

sions of intersectionality. I raise  these questions to identify work that is yet 

to be done concerning social justice for intersectionality as critical social 

theory. It’s impossible to analyze  whether social justice should or should 

not be central to intersectionality’s critical analy sis without specifying what 

sense of social justice one has in mind. Intersectionality’s multifaceted ap-

proaches to working for social justice resonate with core ideas within an 

expansive, interdisciplinary scholarly lit er a ture on social justice (Reisch 

2016).14 It also encounters the widespread use of the term justice within po-

liti cal activism. Just as the term critical has become a prefix for a range of 

proj ects, the term justice is used as a suffix for con temporary activist proj-

ects and movements as a way of signaling critical intent. The convention of 

referring to activist proj ects by referencing the word justice seems increas-

ingly commonplace— the case, for example, of the environmental justice 

movement. The use of the term justice can also identify specific dimen-

sions within an existing social movement, as in the case, for example, of the 

distinctions between reproductive rights and reproductive justice within 

feminism. Informed by this broader idea of social justice, the term justice 

seems to travel freely among activist proj ects. Sometimes it is aligned with 

traditional categories of race, class, and gender, but often it is not.  These 
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uses do not supplant social justice as a universal construct, but rather aim 

to further specify its contours.

If social justice is to be a unifying princi ple for intersectionality, inter-

sectionality needs to develop a critical analy sis of how it conceptualizes and 

uses social justice.  Because this lit er a ture is so vast, the work of feminist 

theorists and phi los o phers in criticizing traditional scholarship approaches 

to social justice may be especially useful.15 For example, Iris Young, in her 

classic work Justice and the Politics of Difference (1990) as well as throughout 

her scholarship (2011), provides an impor tant critical analy sis of how justice 

must take oppression into account. Similarly, feminist po liti cal phi los o pher 

Nancy Fraser (2009, 100–115) provides a comprehensive interpretive frame-

work of social justice as parity or equality of participation— namely, that 

each individual has an equal right and an equal opportunity to be in a public 

or social group.16

Attending to the relationship between disability and social justice pro-

vides impor tant directions for how intersectionality might develop a critical 

analy sis of social justice (Mladenov 2016; Wasserman et al. 2015, 2016). Teo-

dore Mladenov points out that criticizing how assumptions of interdepen-

dence and self- sufficiency articulate with conceptions of equity and social 

justice has been an impor tant dimension of critical disability studies: “Criti-

cal disability studies emphasizes that all  humans rely on infrastructures 

and relations of support . . . .  We are just temporarily able- bodied, but even 

when able- bodied we are still interdependent—it is just that in such periods, 

the infrastructures of support and care that we depend on remain invisible 

or unrecognized, receding in the background of familiarity or hidden in the 

realm of power” (2016, 1235).

Mladenov’s analy sis of de pen dency, in de pen dence, and interdependence 

provides an impor tant set of analytical tools for seeing how  these ideas un-

derpin ideas of social in equality and social injustice. He discusses the chang-

ing value of self- sufficiency as a social norm  under industrial capitalism 

whereby in de pen dence gradually became the norm and dependence a de-

viation. The desirable subject or citizen is a rational, in de pen dent decision- 

maker who is  free from external or internal constraints. The undesirable 

subject or citizen is one who relies on  others, particularly the state, for as-

sistance.  These social relations can be reformed via more humane forms of 

assistance. As feminist theorists have pointed out, the very notion of de-

pen dency is fundamental to the architecture of the welfare state, fostering 

categories of deserving and undeserving citizens who are deserving and un-

deserving of care (Gordon 1994). Yet for Mladenov, a transformative strat-
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egy would seek to “deconstruct self- sufficiency— for example, by exposing 

self- sufficiency as rooted in relations of interdependence” (2016, 1232).

Replacing the in de pen dent/dependent binary with a notion of interde-

pendence provides a radical challenge to the ideology of self- sufficiency that 

valorizes the in de pen dent individual and stigmatizes de pen dency. Drawing 

upon both feminist studies of the social welfare state and the insights of 

critical disability studies, Mladenov contends that “the perspective of the 

caregiver endorsed by feminists needs to be complemented by the perspec-

tive of the recipient of care highlighted by disability scholars— other wise, 

the citizenship of the former could overpower the citizenship of the latter” 

(2016, 1234). In essence, the construct of interdependence brings yet another 

vocabulary to intersectionality’s relational thinking. By stressing the inter-

connected, dynamic nature of intersecting power relations, of the communi-

ties that or ga nize such relations, and of relationships among individuals, this 

construct of interdependence can inform debates within intersectionality 

about social justice.

A commitment to social justice has been such a common thread of 

feminism, decolonial proj ects, critical race studies, and similar resistant 

knowledge proj ects that, as is the case with critical disability studies,  these 

proj ects may be impor tant sites for critical analy sis of social justice. Just as 

critical disability studies fosters a rethinking of interdependence, resistant 

knowledge proj ects potentially offer a rich tapestry of ideas about social 

justice that illustrate how social action as a way of knowing contributes to 

intersectionality.  Because theorizing often emerges from and contributes 

to social action, resistant knowledge proj ects are attentive to how ideas are 

negotiated within unjust communities of inquiry. Within grassroots activ-

ism and broader social movements, this recursive relationship between 

ideas and creative social action informs critical analy sis. The ideas- in- action 

and actions- through- ideas in activist settings constitute a distinctive form 

of theorizing that elevates the significance of social justice.  Because  these 

groups confront similar prob lems, they draw upon varying understandings 

of justice to craft specific po liti cal proj ects. In  doing so, they bring multifac-

eted understandings of social justice, both implicit and explicit, to intersec-

tionality as a critical social theory in the making.

In crafting multifaceted understandings of social justice, intersectional-

ity draws upon both this legacy of social justice within social movements as 

well as the conceptual vocabulary provided by feminist theory, critical dis-

ability studies, and other resistant knowledge proj ects. Just as the term inter-

sectionality facilitated new relationships among vari ous social movements, 
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so too might new understandings of social justice benefit from dialogical 

engagement among intersectionality’s heterogeneous prac ti tion ers.

How Ethics  Matter

Within much of academia, social justice has been the elephant in the room, 

one that has to be ignored in order to carry on with academic business as 

usual. Social justice is often a topic of scholarly inquiry, as in, for example, 

courses on philosophies of social justice or professional courses on business, 

law, or medical ethics. Substantial improvement has occurred in regulating 

the ethical practices of some forms of scholarship— the case, for example, 

of responding to medical experimentation on African Americans and vul-

nerable populations without their consent by installing institutional review 

boards (irbs) that review medical and social science research proj ects.17 This 

is a step in the right direction, yet few fields claim ethics as part of their own 

self- regulatory practices. One can find a code of ethics that scholars within a 

field are encouraged but not required to follow. Yet few formal mechanisms 

exist for censuring the substance of scholarship on ethical grounds, for ex-

ample, as  either pursuing unethical ends or knowingly producing dangerous 

knowledge. Instead, ethical concerns are relegated to informal mechanisms 

such as individual conscience or assuming that a community of scholars can 

self- regulate its own be hav ior regarding its epistemic practices.

In this book, I challenge this view.  These institutional and informal 

strategies are a step in the right direction, but intersectionality may need 

a stronger ethical touchstone than this. Such a strategy would involve an 

ongoing commitment to a unifying ethical princi ple that would be revisited 

and reinterpreted as part of intersectionality’s critical inquiry. It would also 

encompass mechanisms for evaluating such practices. In making this claim, 

I am arguing neither for nor against any par tic u lar ethical claim or way of 

bringing ethical concerns into intersectionality. Thus far, I have examined 

social justice as one such princi ple, in part  because it has been central within 

intersectionality, and in part  because social justice is a win dow into broader 

ethical concerns. The ways in which ethics generally, and the treatment of 

social justice in par tic u lar, remain circumscribed within academic venues 

are impor tant considerations for intersectionality’s critical inquiry.

Intersectionality may seem to be on the side of an ethics that embraces so-

cial justice, yet as I discuss in this chapter, this assumption cannot be taken for 

granted. Moreover, with so much attention granted social justice, it is impor-



Intersectionality without Social Justice? 281

tant to point out that other terms have invoked similar ethical commitments. 

Freedom, equality, and democracy are also terms that invoke impor tant West-

ern ethical traditions that have been highly meaningful for Western socie ties 

and for the aspirations of subordinated  people. Black and indigenous  people 

resisted slavery, colonialism, and imperialism by aspiring  toward freedom. 

 Women also invoked the emancipatory language of freedom, as in the case 

of Beauvoir’s conception of existential freedom as a form of re sis tance to 

 women’s oppression. Western demo cratic socie ties have expressed a commit-

ment to fairness, equal treatment, and equal opportunity for all  people and 

citizens. Grounded in classical liberalism, the term equality invokes certain 

ethical ideas concerning how  human beings should treat one another. The 

idea of democracy that rests on equal opportunity and equal participation of 

citizens shares much with intersectionality (Collins 2017a).

Intersectionality’s relationship to ethics has been an impor tant albeit im-

plicit theme in this book, precisely  because Western social theories routinely 

position the ethical implications of their ideas and practices outside intellec-

tual business- as- usual. If ethics are a personal  matter, individual scholars are 

the ones who should take responsibility for them. Moreover, within Western 

epistemologies, po liti cal action also receives distinctive treatment.  Here po-

liti cal action is seen as biased and nonobjective, and therefore should remain 

outside scholarship itself. When combined,  these perspectives on ethics and 

politics as lying outside the collective responsibility of interpretive com-

munities make it more difficult for intersectionality to take ethical stances 

within academic venues, especially if such stances seem overly politicized 

or biased.

Intersectionality has to grapple with the politics of how ethics are or-

ga nized and conceptualized within academic venues. Ethical concerns are 

often treated as special topics within professional fields, for example, as 

courses in business ethics or medical ethics. The organ ization of disciplines 

through specializations also influences which fields have responsibility for 

studying and researching ethics. As a specialization of Western philosophy, 

the study of ethics reflects epistemological, secular frames of Western phi-

losophy, which historically has advanced a critical analy sis of religion. Simi-

larly, positioning ethics as the specialized knowledge of religion effectively 

ghettoizes ethical concerns within divinity schools as the proper location 

for critical analy sis of religion. Philosophy and religion both have impor tant 

contributions to make to an analy sis of how intersectionality might engage 

ethics. But it is difficult to have this conversation within the institutional and 

epistemological constraints of academia.
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My sense is that academia does not lack a commitment to ethics. Rather, 

it has been more committed to a secular ethics that emphasizes the goal of 

protecting individual rights at the expense of protecting the rights of groups 

and communities. Secular ethics are vital for upholding freedom of speech 

for individuals, which underlies the  free exchange of ideas. Such ethics are 

essential for critical analy sis itself. I value the protections that  free speech 

provides for my own intellectual work. Yet I also won der  whether a secular 

ethics that valorizes individual rights over the collective needs of communi-

ties can ever be enough. Within academia, for example, how can ethics be 

managed within a situation of hyper- individualism that turns students and 

faculty alike into entrepreneurs, salespersons, and consumers?

Intersectionality also has a complicated relationship with how ethics are 

or ga nized and conceptualized in nonacademic settings. Ethics are central 

to or ga nized religions, with the theologies and core texts of world religions 

open to many diff er ent interpretations. Varying interpretations of the same 

religious texts often have huge social consequences, many of them quite 

tragic. The issue is less with a religion, but rather with its interpretation. 

For example, within many religions, fundamentalism has harmed  women, 

 children, and other vulnerable  people. In response, across a range of reli-

gions,  women have or ga nized against fundamentalism (Dhaliwal and Yuval 

Davis 2014).

Despite the impor tant focus on fundamentalism and religion,  here I focus 

on what the faith- based ethics of religious traditions often do for  people that 

the secular ethics of academia cannot. Faith- based ethics provide princi ples 

for living daily life and in  doing so, give meaning to everyday life. They also 

offer explanations for phenomena that are seemingly beyond  human com-

prehension. Faith- based ethics take on issues of the meaning of life, birth, 

death,  human suffering, evil, and beauty— themes that typically have not 

been central to secular ethics.  Whether faith- based explanations can be em-

pirically verified or true is not the point. Instead, faith- based traditions offer 

meaning to the difficulties of life itself, even if, ironically, the explanation is 

one of not knowing.18

Significantly, in bringing a worldview on the meaning of life to their 

adherents, faith- based traditions have the ability to harness emotions, 

passions, and commitments to ideas that are bigger than individual self- 

interest. Faith- based ethics are collective and communal, gaining strength 

from a community of believers. Body politics need not be wedded to the 

individualism and notions of immutable difference of eugenics proj ects. 

Body politics can be collective and tied to community constitutions, offering 
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meaningful experiences that animate pragmatism’s notion of creative social 

action. This sense of belonging to something bigger than oneself resonates 

with the collective aspirations of subordinated  people. Social movements 

that have been able to invoke the power of faith- based traditions and place 

them in ser vice to ethical ideas such as freedom and social justice can cata-

lyze substantial social change. Martin Luther King  Jr.’s ability to mobilize 

Americans to build a beloved community was informed by analy sis, but 

would have been impossible without its adherents’ faith that such a commu-

nity was worthwhile and pos si ble. Critical analy sis can provide clarity, yet 

ethical commitment, especially if or ga nized via faith- based understandings, 

catalyzes action. In this regard, when grounded in communities, faith- based 

ethics do considerable po liti cal work.

For intersectionality, the tensions between secular and faith- based ethics 

means that the spaces for critically examining the meaning of social justice 

and similar ethical ideals has been both circumscribed within the acad emy 

and positioned outside it.  Because many of intersectionality’s adherents who 

are not in the acad emy also claim religious or spiritual ways of knowing, 

 these tensions create challenges for intersectionality. For example, within 

the secular ethics of the acad emy, the binary framing of reason and faith 

within assumptions of oppositional difference leaves  little room for explor-

ing the relational differences of  these categories. Ironically, this binary de-

piction of secular knowledge and religion aligns with the very same binary 

categories that intersectionality has set out to dismantle.  These binaries 

of reason/emotion, mind/body, male/female, white/black, and rationality/ 

irrationality, for example, provide yet another epistemological constraint for 

 people who are categorized as emotional, embodied, female, Black, and ir-

rational. The relational logic of eugenics illustrates the significance of this 

binary thinking for structuring social in equality. At the same time, this same 

thinking pre sents a challenge within religious communities. Some replicate 

 these ideas within their ranks, requiring unquestioning loyalty from their 

members.  Others actively engage social hierarchies, trying to unpack their 

influence on their own practice. Even the most dedicated faith- based tradi-

tions continue to strug gle with ideas of social hierarchy within their own 

theologies and practices that naturalize and normalize in equality. Faith itself 

can be empowering for some adherents while disempowering  others.

 These issues of the orga nizational politics of ethics as well as the sub-

stance of ethical ideas raise impor tant issues for intersectionality as a critical 

social theory in the making. Secular ethics and faith- based ethics both speak 

directly to intersectionality’s need to evaluate the meaning of its own praxis. 
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They both grapple with the power of ideas, pointing to how  people use and 

interpret ideas as central to their practice. The combination of rationality 

and faith need not be oppositional; rather, they can inform one another. 

Both potentially contribute to intersectionality’s broader proj ect. Yet the 

kind of critical analy sis and the kind of faith  matters.

Consider, for example, how faith- based ethics are used within many re-

ligious traditions to encourage their adherents to understand how ethical 

princi ples provide guidance but not certainty in understanding the meaning 

of the social world, and how secular ethics are used within the acad emy to 

encourage intellectuals to critically examine all aspects of the social world, 

especially their own analyses and practices. In both cases, the meanings of 

ideas lie not in texts themselves but in their interpretation. The meaning of 

the ideas within the theology of religion or the theory of science lies not in 

the substance of the texts, but rather in how  people interpret  those texts. 

Critical analy sis is central to both discourses. The content of  these proj ects 

differs: one focuses on the wisdom gained by serious reflection on the mean-

ing of their shared scripture, and the other focuses on inherited knowledge 

traditions. Moreover,  because emotions and beliefs come into play for both 

the secular ethics of the acad emy and the religious ethics of or ga nized reli-

gions, both can draw upon similar passions in their adherents in defense of 

their respective  causes.

Within both venues, a commitment to social justice can carry a depth 

and sophistication that can move  people to action. Yet as the rise of ultrana-

tionalism suggests, passionate commitments that remain untethered from 

informed critical analy sis can be fraught with danger. Academic and reli-

gious communities alike face the danger of blind faith, whereby members 

simply believe and obediently follow, regardless of the content of discourse 

itself. Religious fundamentalism and fascism illustrate the pitfalls of blind 

faith in religious theologies and po liti cal ideologies. Social theories can fall 

victim to the same groupthink if their adherents are not equally vigilant 

in challenging their own cherished epistemological beliefs. Intersectional-

ity as critical social theory must stand for something, yet it needs to remain 

critical and open- ended at the same time. Understanding any set of ideas ex-

clusively through the lens of applying dogma (regardless of the ideas them-

selves) through blind faith rather than critical analy sis of dogma (including 

one’s own) constitutes an impor tant ethical challenge for intersectionality. A 

dogmatic, rigid intersectionality that masquerades as critical social theory 

may be worse than no intersectionality at all.
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I have been careful throughout this book to point out that the meaning of 

ideas is not intrinsic to the ideas themselves. Rather, it lies in how  people use 

 those ideas, not solely through intellectual prowess or po liti cal action, but 

also through how their ethical commitments inform their ideas and actions. 

Part of intersectionality’s appeal may lie in its usefulness to individuals who 

are searching for meaning within their everyday lives; in its utility to mobilize 

individuals and communities in support of broader social and ethical goals 

(e.g., social justice); and in its versatility to have diverse meanings for seg-

ments of society distinguished by ability, social class, ethnicity, race, gender, 

sexuality, immigrant status, age, and religion. This malleability constitutes in-

tersectionality’s promise and its danger. To fulfill its promise, intersectionality 

must examine its own ethical position within the intersecting power relations 

that it analyzes, hopefully embracing its potential as critical social theory. This 

does not mean embracing the ideological perspectives of any established po-

liti cal party, religion, or set of customs, but rather taking a stand by defend-

ing the right to be critical. Both inside and outside academic venues,  those of 

us who support visionary ideals of freedom, democracy, truth, equality, and 

social justice must come to terms with how our scholarship and activism fa-

cilitate or erode  these ideals.  Because intersectionality has been so closely as-

sociated with  these ideals,  those of us who work with intersectionality must 

critically assess how intersectionality’s ethical commitments influence our 

inquiry and practice.
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Intersectionality and Social Change

Intersectionality offers a win dow into thinking about the significance of 

ideas and social action in fostering social change. Although intersection-

ality has been consistently aligned with visionary ideals such as freedom, 

social justice, equality, democracy, and  human rights, neither change itself 

nor intersectionality’s connections to such change is preordained. The only 

 thing that is truly certain about  human existence is that it  will change, but 

not necessarily in the evolutionary, linear fashion of Western notions of 

pro gress. Rather, social change is a cyclical pro cess brought about by  people, 

whereby what was once new has become old, and what once seemed old 

has become new again. This is the concept of the changing same: we sense 

that “ we’ve been  here before,” but it all feels diff er ent. In this social context 

of the changing same, we are acutely aware that no one has experienced 

what we now face. New forms of telecommunications and transportation, 
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and new social prob lems of environmental damage and militarization that 

characterize an interconnected, new world order are game changers for the 

twenty- first  century. Nostalgia for an  imagined past that never was may be 

seductive. Yet we cannot cling to scripts that have already been written for 

us and simply follow the rules. Our families, schools, religious institutions, 

and cultural beliefs signal the strong pull of tradition, but through critical 

analyses we can reinterpret  those traditions and imagine new possibilities 

for ourselves and our socie ties. Our current ideas and actions become the 

new traditions.

During times of such vis i ble and contentious change, it’s reasonable to 

question the worth of intellectual work, especially when everyday social 

prob lems seem so pressing. Yet  because  we’ve been  here before, we cannot 

search for certainty, but rather for critical analytical tools that  will enable us 

to grapple with the ever- changing contours and durable effects of impor tant 

social prob lems. In a time when weapons of mass destruction are real and 

not imaginary, critical inquiry that does not shy away from tough questions 

is essential. Critical social theory that refuses to look away from the hard 

questions that accompany oppression and social injustice is needed more 

now than ever. Change is not new, and critically analyzing a changing social 

world has been the special task of critical social theory.

When it comes to social change, the ideas that I examine in this book 

reflect only a small sample of the myriad ways that  people try to change 

the world through the power of their ideas. Intersectionality is not the only 

knowledge proj ect that engages in social prob lem solving, but it is one that 

speaks to the complexity of a changing social world. Moreover, intellectual 

work that falls  under intersectionality’s umbrella is far broader than I have 

examined  here. I’ve focused on the theoretical dimensions of intersection-

ality, seeking ways to map what’s  there with an eye  toward understanding 

intersectionality’s critical theoretical possibilities. Yet in examining intersec-

tionality, I’ve drawn inspiration from the questions, analyses, and actions 

of activist proj ects that have been vital to its creation and sustenance. Such 

proj ects bring distinctive worldviews to social prob lem solving as well as 

demonstrate a degree of commitment to social change.  Those of us who 

come from  those spaces have an obligation to recognize them and speak out. 

I’ve also relied heavi ly on social theory from diff er ent academic disciplines, 

in part  because such theories bring impor tant insights to intersectionality’s 

theoretical work, and in part  because such knowledge defines disciplines of 

power within the pantheon of academia’s gatekeeping practices. By setting 

the epistemological terms of what counts as knowledge,  these areas occupy 
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the belly of the beast, as it  were.  Those of us who have been able to enter 

 these spaces have an obligation to speak up and speak out.

In Intersectionality as Critical Social Theory, I approach intersectionality 

as a critical social theory in the making. This book is neither an uncritical 

cele bration of intersectionality nor a premature rendering of its ultimate de-

mise. This proj ect does not aspire to move beyond intersectionality, leaving 

the pre sent  behind for some better,  imagined  future. Rather, by engaging 

in a self- reflexive look at intersectionality’s current organ ization and prac-

tices, this volume is a pragmatic effort to make intersectionality work in the 

here- and- now and to prepare for the  future. In this book, I provide a set of 

analytical tools for intersectionality’s prac ti tion ers, current and  future, who 

want to develop intersectionality’s critical analyses with an eye  toward social 

prob lem solving and social change. Strengthening intersectionality’s theo-

retical core is essential for meeting this goal.

Throughout this book I’ve used the constructs of truth, power, and eth-

ics as touchstones to guide my analy sis. The search for truth constitutes an 

impor tant— and in many ways the most contentious— dimension of my 

investigation into intersectionality as critical social theory. Truth is not an 

absolute. Instead, the rules that determine what counts as truth mean that 

some truths count more than  others. My focus on epistemology in this vol-

ume stems from the need to specify the rules of theorizing as well as what 

counts as social theory. Epistemology is crucial for understanding why some 

truths are pre sent in intersectionality’s knowledge base while  others remain 

neglected, as well as whose truths are believed and whose are dismissed. 

How we come to believe in what we see as true is just as impor tant as the 

substance of the ideas that we take as true. Most of us synthesize truths that 

are produced by  others and that we find believable. Despite the blurring of 

fact and fiction within po liti cal discourse, knowing that some provisional 

truths are substantially stronger than  others is essential to critical analytical 

work. No one can definitely prove the truth of climate change. But the evi-

dence for such truth is all around us. No one can definitely prove the truth 

of a sexual assault that has no witnesses. But the evidence for sexual assault 

as a social prob lem brought forward by  those harmed by such practices well 

 after the events themselves should be evidence enough. The truth of each 

survivor can be disputed, but the truth of the pattern itself can no longer be 

denied.

Developing a robust analy sis of power is crucial for understanding inter-

sectionality as a critical social theory in the making. Rather than positioning 

politics outside of social theory, I see power relations and the politics that 
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they engender as central to critical theorizing. Power is an overused term in 

academic circles, signifying much but saying  little that is theoretically new 

about the workings of domination and oppression, and, more importantly, 

about po liti cal re sis tance. I focus on the pro cesses of theorizing in order to 

highlight the multifaceted workings of power relations, politics, and intel-

lectual re sis tance within and for intersectionality.  Because dominant social 

theory in the West is often poorly equipped to explain complex social in-

equalities and re sis tance to them, it can inadvertently stand in the way of 

social change. In contrast, for many of its prac ti tion ers, intersectionality is 

a knowledge proj ect of re sis tance that aims to bring about change. Without 

po liti cal re sis tance  there would be no intersectionality. Power relations are 

never so absolute that they eliminate all dissent. They are never so inviolable 

that all we can do is imagine a better yet unattainable world. This view belies 

all the hard work of so many  people who contributed to building intersec-

tionality. Intersectionality’s survival and growth are a testament to intellec-

tual and po liti cal re sis tance.

Ethics constitutes a third touchstone for analy sis in this book. The treat-

ment of social justice within activist and academic settings constitutes an 

impor tant dimension of this volume. When diff er ent interpretive commu-

nities hold diff er ent ethical values, the knowledge they produce is similarly 

impacted. In this book, I challenge the simplistic binary of heroic activists out-

side academia who uphold the banner of social justice juxtaposed to the ethi-

cally bankrupt academics who look away from social injustices. I also reject 

the equivalent analy sis that juxtaposes seemingly backward, everyday  people, 

many of whom are mired in religion, to the enlightened intellectuals whose 

cosmopolitanism and secularism offers a way forward for every one. Intersec-

tionality as I understand it has no place within  these narrow epistemic boxes. 

Instead, I pre sent a self- reflexive critical analy sis of intersectionality itself that 

raises more fundamental questions: What is the place of ethics within intersec-

tionality as critical social theory? What role should ethics or normative princi-

ples play within intersectionality’s methodology or way of arriving at truths? 

Can ethical issues such as social justice be so neatly cordoned off and ignored 

 because they seemingly lie outside intersectionality’s theoretical concerns?

 These themes of truth, power, and ethics not only lie at the heart of how 

we might theorize intersectionality, they speak to what it means for intel-

lectual work to become and remain critical during times of social change. 

Developing intersectionality’s potential as a critical social theory rests on at-

tending to questions of how we know what we know (the truths of epistemol-

ogy), what social actions are pos si ble within the complex social inequalities 



that or ga nize our daily lives (the politics of power), as well as our agency 

and actions in response to the social injustices that confront us (the commit-

ments of ethics). Together,  these themes of truth, power, and ethics shape 

the contours of social change. They also constitute cutting- edge concerns for 

sustaining intersectionality’s critical analy sis.

When it comes to developing intersectionality as a critical social theory, 

in this book I focus on the ideas and actions of individuals and groups that 

aim to bring about social change. I’ve certainly read my fair share of social 

theories that explain social order— namely, how oppressions are or ga nized 

and why they seem so invincible. Such theories offer significant insight on 

the durability of social inequities, but they typically have less to say about 

social change, save how difficult it  will be. Yet I think it is impor tant to high-

light knowledge proj ects whose understandings of truth, power, and ethics 

point  toward meaningful social change. The resistant knowledge proj ects 

that have had the most influence on intersectionality  didn’t just study how 

racism, or heteropatriarchy or class oppression,  were pillars of the social 

order, hoping to mitigate the damage done by such systems by producing 

ever more eloquent analyses of oppression. Instead, their reason for existing 

was to change  these systems of oppression. Some did so via their ideas and 

arguments, whereas  others placed more emphasis on po liti cal action. Signifi-

cantly,  these resistant knowledge proj ects incorporate a normative commit-

ment to social justice, equality, freedom, and  human rights as central rather 

than peripheral to their critical proj ects.

Is some sort of commitment to social justice required for intersection-

ality’s critical analysis? More importantly, should it be? This book raises 

these questions, yet the answers lie within us. As the rise and fall of eugen-

ics suggests, the ways in which we take up particular sets of ideas, within 

specific social contexts and at certain points in time, may matter more than 

most of us realize. The methodologies that we choose to use to analyze our 

worlds shape the truths that we find. And the diverse paths that we follow 

to come to intersectionality’s common ground frame the dialogues we can 

have when we get there. When it comes to intersectionality as a critical so-

cial theory, asking the wrong questions is a far bigger problem than offering 

eloquent answers to what seem to be the right questions. Intersectionality is 

well on its way to becoming a critical social theory that can exert intellec-

tual leadership in bringing about much-needed social change. In this sense, 

intersectionality is not just ideas, but has an important role to play in the 

social world.
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Chapter 1. Intersectionality as Critical Inquiry

 1 Several articles and books offer overviews of intersectionality’s content (see, e.g., 

Carastathis 2016; Collins and Bilge 2016; Dill and Kohlman 2012; Hancock 2016; 

May 2015).

 2 Michel Foucault’s use of genealogy provides an impor tant methodological 

framework for this book (Foucault 1980; Koopman 2011). Genealogy is a histori-

cal methodology that traces the emergence and descent of the technologies and 

practices used to produce discourses—in this case, discourses of intersectionality. 

Genealogy is also a form of po liti cal critique that diagnoses how such discourses, 

practices, and technologies are embedded in unequal power relationships—in 

this case, how shifting patterns of unequal power relations frame the emergence 

of intersectionality. A genealogical account of intersectionality would not as-

sume nor seek to posit any so- called scientific hypotheses about intersectionality. 

Rather, a genealogical account would examine the social structures of power and 

knowledge that made it pos si ble for thinkers to produce claims about intersec-

tionality in the first instance. Genealogy constitutes an alternative to the linear 

narratives of history and causal analyses of social science.

 3 Phi los o pher John Stuhr’s (2000) description of American pragmatism also pro-

vides a useful way of thinking about intersectionality as a field: “It may be de-

fined by its exponents’ common attitudes, purposes, philosophical prob lems, 

procedures, terminology, and beliefs. It is in virtue of such a shared complex 

of features that we identify, understand, and differentiate philosophical devel-

opments, movements, and ‘schools of thought.’ Such a unity of character, we 

must recognize, is not a single and  simple essence, some necessary and sufficient 

Notes
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feature of classical American philosophy, some property pre sent always and only 

in classical American philosophy. Instead, it is an identifiable configuration, a 

characteristic shape, a resemblance, an overlapping and interweaving of features 

(pre sent to differing degrees in the writings of the individual phi los o phers) that, 

as a relational  whole, pervades and constitutes this philosophy and  these phi los-

o phers” (2–3).

 4 Conceptual meta phor theory provides a comprehensive analy sis of how meta-

phors contribute to understanding and experiencing one kind of  thing in terms of 

another (Lakoff and Johnson 2003, 4). Lakoff and Johnson offer a far more com-

prehensive analy sis of conceptual meta phors than I can attempt  here: “When we 

say that a concept is structured by a meta phor, we mean that it is partially struc-

tured and that it can be extended in some ways but not in  others” (13). Cognitive 

pro cesses of conceptual meta phors include structural meta phors, orientational 

meta phors, and ontological meta phors. The basic experiences of  human use of 

space give rise to orientational meta phors. Most of our fundamental concepts 

are or ga nized in terms of one or more spatialization meta phors, with the idea 

that  these spatial meta phors are rooted in physical and cultural experience and 

explain social phenomena.  People’s experiences with physical objects, especially 

their own bodies, provide the basis for a wide variety of related meta phors that 

in turn shape ways of viewing events, activities, emotions, and ideas as entities 

and substances (Trout 2010, 25). The example of personification whereby physi-

cal object (or concept) is further specified as being a person, “Intersectionality 

tells us, or intersectionality did . . .” possibly explains why personal narrative is so 

prominent within intersectionality, both in the personal narratives of individuals 

and in the meta phor of telling intersectionality’s story. “We conceptualize our 

visual field as a container and conceptualize what we see as being inside it. Even 

the term ‘visual field’ suggests this” (Trout 2010, 30).

 5  Because conceptual meta phor theory examines how meta phors work within crit-

ical thinking about the social world, it sheds light on intersectionality’s resilience. 

In a study of the use of meta phors in the Spanish press’s treatment of corruption, 

Isabel Negro (2015, 213–216) provides an extensive bibliography of conceptual 

meta phor theory as well as a discussion of recent developments in the field.

 6 Gloria Anzaldúa is increasingly recognized as a major feminist theorist. See, for 

example, Mariana Ortega’s introduction to a cluster of articles in Hypatia, a jour-

nal of feminist philosophy, that examines how “recent Latino phi los o phers and 

theorists disrupt and, at the same time, enrich traditional philosophical under-

standings of knowledge, selfhood, liberation, and transformation” (2016, 313).

 7 Judith Butler’s work (1990, 1999) has greatly influenced this burgeoning approach 

to identity, especially through the workings of queer theory. Butler’s impor tant 

idea of performative subjectivities is often linked with intersectionality’s frame-

work of interconnected and co- forming phenomena. Yet, Butler has distanced 

herself from intersectionality. See, for example, Butler’s dismissive comments 

about intersectionality in her classic work, Gender Trou ble (1999, 182). Ironically, 
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many  people draw upon both Butler’s arguments concerning performativity and 

intersectionality’s insights concerning co- formation to the point where intersec-

tionality is often understood as a social theory of identity.

 8 In chapter 3, I develop this theme of the relationship between particularity and 

universality by examining intersectionality’s ties to resistant knowledge tradi-

tions with social action components. Critical race studies aims to resist racism, 

feminist studies resists heteropatriarchy, and decolonial studies resists neo co lo-

nial ism. In this sense, each proj ect reflects the par tic u lar social prob lems con-

fronting Black  people,  women, and colonized  people. Yet each proj ect also sees 

beyond the particulars of any one group.

 9 I use Kuhn’s work  here not as a theory to be tested, but rather as a heuristic or 

rubric for approaching intersectionality. Kuhn’s framework for changes within 

science have been criticized from many directions. But  because his basic frame-

work has been extrapolated from the specific context of science, this approach 

to paradigms is itself useful as a heuristic (Kuhn 1970). In Chaos of Disciplines, 

Andrew Abbott (2001) offers a more complex and comprehensive analy sis of how 

knowledge changes in the social sciences. His analy sis of constructionism is espe-

cially significant for intersectionality.

 10 Relationality is such an impor tant core construct that I take it up in varying 

places throughout this volume. Subsequent chapters emphasize one or more of 

 these paradigmatic constructs, presenting diff er ent configurations of them in 

relation to relationality; for example, critiques of Simone de Beauvoir’s use of 

categories of race and gender as a feminist analy sis of  women’s oppression that 

lacks an intersectional analy sis (Gines 2010); Emirbayer’s (1997) manifesto for a 

relational sociology that makes no mention of intersectionality; and analyses of 

globalization via lenses of complexity and network analy sis that make scant men-

tion of race, gender, sexuality, and similar categories of power (Torres 2012).

 11 The idea of standpoint epistemology is grounded in the concept of social con-

text.  People who occupy multiple social locations within intersecting power re-

lations catalyze varying standpoints, epistemologies, and knowledges (Stoetzler 

and Yuval- Davis 2002). This heterogeneity within social context can be a source 

of new ideas— again, the potential to contribute to an innovative intersectional 

analy sis.

 12 I have written extensively about  these premises in “Intersectionality’s Definitional 

Dilemmas” (2015) and in Intersectionality: Key Concepts, co- authored with Silma 

Bilge (2016, 25–30). The version of intersectionality’s guiding princi ples presented 

 here builds on this prior work.  Because I engage  these premises throughout the 

volume, I list them in  Table  1.1 and examine them more thoroughly in  future 

chapters. I’m less interested in investigating the truth of  these vari ous premises 

(e.g., testing them empirically) than in interpreting how  people use them within 

intersectional practice.

 13 Social theorist Craig Calhoun further specifies  these distinctions between so-

cial sciences and the humanities. Calhoun contends that theory constitutes the 
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“systematic examination and construction of knowledge—in the case of social 

theory, knowledge about social life” (1995, 4). When it comes to knowledge about 

the social world, Calhoun identifies a distinction between truth and meaning, 

which he describes as “causal” and “narrative,” that invokes the distinctive ap-

proaches of the social sciences and the humanities: “[Social theory] may be 

causal or narrative in form, with each form suggesting diff er ent approaches to 

generalization and specification. While causal reasoning may be applied to dis-

crete events, it is more commonly used in social science to refer to classes of phe-

nomena, treated as internally equivalent, that influence other classes of similarly 

equivalent phenomena . . . .  Narrative [reasoning], conversely, is often described 

as inherently particularizing but (1) the particularities may be global (as in narra-

tives of world history), and (2) comparisons among narratives facilitate a form of 

general, cross- situational knowledge” (4).

Chapter 2. What’s Critical about Critical Social Theory?

 1 This use of the term critical resembles a similar use of the prefix post to signal a 

temporal sense of being  after something to which one is connected but that is 

no longer central, for example, postcolonialism, postmodernism, poststructural-

ism, post- reality, and post- feminism. The use of both prefixes indicates the use of 

othering— namely, marking the bound aries of a proj ect by appealing to what it is 

not. Upon occasion, a proj ect invokes both meanings. For example, David Hoy’s 

Critical Re sis tance: From Poststructuralism to Post- Critique (2004) combines 

both signifiers, aiming to tease out the critical dimensions of re sis tance implied 

within poststructuralism and theoretical proj ects engaging in post- critique. This 

is a worthy cause, yet the chapters in the book follow a familiar logic. Chap-

ters on the intellectual traditions of Nietz sche, Foucault, Bourdieu, Levinas, and 

Derrida invoke the figurehead of a school of critical thought, with a chapter on 

post- Marxism using the prefix post to signify the Marxism social theory in the 

aftermath of Marxism.

 2 Many philosophical traditions and the theories that they engender also lend 

themselves to this kind of comparative analy sis, for example, postmodernism, 

poststructuralism, positivism, Marxism, phenomenology, and critical realism. I am 

in no way suggesting that the three areas discussed  here are the only or the best 

cases for my argument.

 3 I’ve been using the term discourse as being equivalent to related commonsense 

terms such as narrative or story. Yet discourse has a specific meaning that has gen-

erated considerable attention to discourse analy sis. In this text, discourse refers to 

the complex system of power relations in which ideas, actions, beliefs, and prac-

tices construct both subjectivity and social structures. Communities of inquiry 

 matter  because they point to a power analytic that potentially explains why we get 

certain expressions of critical social theory, when we get them, and their effects.
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 4 Standard renditions of social theory rely on intellectual histories of ideas, effec-

tively treating the social context in which theories develop as a passive backdrop 

for the active pro cess of theorizing.  Here I’ve taken a diff er ent approach, claiming 

a broader understanding of discourse that sees critical inquiry as influenced by 

the recursive relation between power relations and knowledges that ensue and 

that, in turn, shape power relations (Foucault 1980). Critical discourse not only 

includes the knowledge (ideas, actions, and beliefs) developed in a given social 

setting, but also refers to how intellectuals are situated within social institutions, 

the opportunities and constraints they experience, as well as how their theoreti-

cal and methodological choices are part of power relations.

 5 The critical theory of the Frankfurt school has had a broad and impor tant effect 

beyond the intellectuals discussed in this section. For example, the work of Jür-

gen Habermas resonates with  those of other philosophical traditions, such as the 

resemblance between the critical theory and American pragmatism (Joas 1993; 

Gross 2007).

 6 Throughout this book, I use the more generic term fascism to allude to an ideol-

ogy and set of practices that  were associated with specific events within Germany 

or Italy but that go beyond  these specific cases. Germany became a fascist nation- 

state when the Nazis assumed power within its government. This is the fascist 

threat that Frankfurt school scholars faced. The fall of the Nazi state did not 

eliminate fascism. I take up this theme of fascism throughout this volume, espe-

cially in chapter 8. For accessible introductions to fascism, see Passmore (2002), 

Albright (2018), and Stanley (2018).

 7  Here I focus on British cultural studies as the initial expression of cultural studies 

writ large. The field of cultural studies is simply too broad for me to do it justice 

 here. Cultural Studies, a massive 730- page book that contains forty papers that 

 were delivered at a 1990 conference in the United States, marks an impor tant 

moment when the ideas of British cultural studies  were taken up by thinkers 

from distinctive disciplinary backgrounds and concerns (Grossberg, Nelson, and 

Treichler 1992). This volume provides a map of the field as it was emerging, one 

that rejected disciplinary bound aries in  favor of a methodology of drawing from 

“what ever fields are necessary to produce the knowledge required for a par tic u lar 

proj ect” (Nelson, Treichler, and Grossberg 1992, 2). The editors point out that the 

field of cultural studies “in fact has no distinct methodology . . .  It’s methodology, 

ambiguous from the beginning, could best be seen as a bricolage. Its choice of 

practice . . .  is pragmatic, strategic and self- reflective” (2). In this section, I rely 

on Lee’s (2003) overview and analy sis of the field.

 8 Hall has written extensively on vari ous aspects of the work issuing from the Cen-

tre through the 1980s (Hall 2017; Mercer 2017b; Morley and Chen 1996).

 9 Louis Althusser’s (2001) thesis of the state ideological apparatus identified new 

ave nues of investigation with increased emphasis on cultural analyses. Ironically, 

this was a dimension of French Marxism that travelled into the British context 

during a period when Marxism in France was grappling with its post– World War 
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II legacy. For a discussion of how the ideas of Althusser and other Marxist theo-

rists laid a foundation for cultural studies, see Lee (2003, 86–89).

 10 In this regard, this scholarship on how young  people, Black  people,  women, and 

similarly subordinated groups used popu lar culture to empower themselves im-

plicitly criticizes Horkheimer and his thesis of how mass culture cultivates po-

liti cal passivity. This approach to culture is also in stark contrast to scholarship 

that evaluated culture primarily through the lens of aesthetic criteria (form), for 

example, Pierre Bourdieu’s Distinction (1984), a classic that argues that cultural 

differences distinguish the bourgeoisie from the working classes. British cultural 

studies explored how  people from diff er ent social classes used culture for a vari-

ety of purposes.

 11 The relationship between race and ethnicity informs both scholarship and pub-

lic policy in Britain. This is a complex topic that I can only mention  here. For 

an overview of some of the ideas and key figures in the multiculturalism in the 

1990s, see the essays in Barnor Hesse’s edited volume Un/settled Multiculturalism: 

Diasporas, Entanglements, Transruptions (2000). Stuart Hall provides a conclud-

ing essay on multiculturalism.

 12  Because British cultural studies was grounded in critique, it was open to criti-

cisms from within its own ranks. Race and gender made impor tant interventions 

in the emerging intersectional framework of British cultural studies. For a discus-

sion of  these internal critiques, see Lee (2003, 124–137). The critical progression 

within British cultural studies seems to be an initial analy sis of class and nation 

that shifts to make room for race and ethnicity and that is changed yet again 

through the lenses of gender and sexuality. For an example of Black feminist 

criticism that was influenced by British cultural studies, see Hazel Carby’s (1992) 

essay on multiculturalism.

 13 In chapter  8 I examine how eugenics constituted another quite diff er ent dis-

course that was intersectional but not recognized as such. Other discourses may 

be intersectional as well, a course for  future empirical investigation.

 14 This can be explained in part by the dismantling of the Centre itself, leaving 

the ideas of cultural studies scattered across multiple institutional locations. 

When the Frankfurt school’s Institute was exiled, it found an impor tant patron 

in Columbia University. In contrast, cccs could not replicate the energy of its 

initial years at the University of Birmingham by moving to another university. 

I cite  these institutional histories  because they speak to how academic institu-

tions wield considerable power in legitimating entire fields of study as well as the 

 careers of individual scholars.

 15 Stuart Hall and Pierre Bourdieu both advance similar arguments about the in-

terconnections of culture and structure, yet Hall and Bourdieu are not treated 

as theorists of similar stature. Bourdieu’s vocabulary of habitus, field, position, 

vari ous types of capital, and so on to develop reflexive sociology located in a 

third space that encompasses both structure and subjectivity/culture resonates 

with Hall’s understanding of culture. Habitus can also be read as a theory of cul-
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ture. Stuart Hall’s work can arguably be positioned in the same space, engaging a 

similar proj ect: linking structure and culture in ways that move beyond Marxist 

base/superstructure (ideology) arguments. Bourdieu’s and Hall’s work both have 

merit and have received substantial attention in their respective national settings. 

Yet Bourdieu receives greater recognition as a social theorist within American 

institutions, whereas Hall is only now being discovered.

 16 In chapter 7, I take up this connection in greater detail in an analy sis of additive, 

articulated, and co- forming conceptions of relationality within intersectionality.

 17 A small group of French intellectuals who shared similar experiences laid the 

foundation for postmodern social theory and poststructuralism. They are Jean- 

Francois Lyotard (1924–1998), Michel Foucault (1926–1984), Jean Baudrillard 

(1929–2007), Pierre Bourdieu (1930–2002), and Jacques Derrida (1930–2004). 

Except for Derrida, who was born in Algeria into a Jewish  family, the remain-

ing theorists  were born in France to Christian families. They attended many 

of the same schools during their formative years and had similar early  career 

experiences. Except for Baudrillard, all studied philosophy and all spent some 

time in North Africa. Lyotard taught philosophy at a lycée in Algeria between 

1952 and 1959, Derrida taught at another Algerian lycée between 1957 and 1959, 

and Bourdieu served in the French army, taught at a university, and conducted 

research in Algeria between 1956 and 1960. Foucault taught at the University 

of Tunisia between 1965 and 1968.  These theorists all also had impor tant ties to 

Marxism. Althusser’s influence was significant in the academic and po liti cal de-

velopment of Foucault, Bourdieu, and Derrida. Althusser was at the École Nor-

male Supérieure when Foucault, Bourdieu, and Derrida studied  there. Whereas 

Derrida was not affiliated with any Marxist organ ization, all the other theorists 

 were involved in associations and activist groups to some extent. Lyotard was 

a member of Socialisme ou Barbarie between 1954 and 1963. Foucault was a 

member of the French Communist Party from 1950 to 1953. Baudrillard was in-

volved in the formation of the Franco- Chinese  People’s Association in the 1960s. 

Whereas  these three seemingly rejected Marxism in the late 1960s, Bourdieu 

was involved in the worker’s movement  until the end of his life. I do not discuss 

French Marxism in this chapter but include this information to suggest that 

the major figures of poststructuralism  were all involved in rejecting Marxism in 

some fashion. They all also had exposure to the cultures and politics of North 

Africa.

 18 Significantly, most tried to make sense of the altered social relations brought 

about by po liti cal demands for equality within France and freedom from French 

colonial rule. The thesis that massive social upheaval fosters parallel intellec-

tual disruptions seems especially apt for understanding the theoretical changes 

within French intellectual circles during the decolonial era (Turner 2006).

 19 I focus on Fanon, but examining the impact of Mahatma Gandhi on liberation 

strug gles in India, the crown jewel of the British empire, provides another  angle 

of vision on colonial relations during this same period.
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 20 As subsequent commentary on Fanon’s legacy points out, Fanon did not get 

every thing right. The work on Fanon is expansive and growing, including a revi-

sion of his biography (Cherki 2006); Fanon as an intellectual (Posnock 1997); 

his status as an Africana existentialist phi los o pher (Sithole 2016); and critical 

commentary on Fanon’s intellectual influence (Bhabha 2004 [1963]; Hall 1996a). 

 There has also been increased attention to specific themes within the corpus of 

his work. See, for example, papers presented at the Conference on “Fanon on the 

Fact of Blackness” (Read 1996). See also work on how Fanon has been recast for 

Western audiences. In his foreword to the 2004 edition of The Wretched of the 

Earth, Homi Bhabha recognizes the challenges of “Framing Fanon” for privileged 

audiences in Eu rope and North Amer i ca. Broadening the French intellectual 

context, for example, points to Francophone theories advanced by intellectuals 

within decolonial po liti cal strug gles as not only critical; they aimed to be libera-

tory or emancipatory.

 21 Claiming a border space as a site of creativity is an impor tant theme within the 

work of Latina and Third World feminists. See, for example, Gloria Anzaldúa’s 

impor tant discussion of the new mestiza in her classic work Borderlands/La Fron-

tera (1987). I return to this theme in chapter 7.

 22 For example, see works such as Amilcar Cabral’s “National Liberation and Cul-

ture” (1973); Stokely Carmichael and Charles Hamilton’s Black Power: The Politics 

of Black Liberation in Amer i ca (1967); Pauli Murray’s “The Liberation of Black 

 Women” (1970b); Manning Marable’s “Beyond Identity Politics:  Towards A Lib-

eration Theory for Multicultural Democracy” (1993). I develop  these ideas of li-

bration and freedom more fully in chapter 3’s discussion of resistant knowledge 

proj ects and chapter 6’s comparative analy sis of the treatment of freedom in the 

work of Simone de Beauvoir and Pauli Murray.

 23 Phi los o pher Eduardo Mendieta provides an alternative reading of the relation-

ship of academic discourse and activist thinking. Mendieta identifies a “Philoso-

phy of Liberation” as a philosophical movement and method of  doing philosophy 

that emerged first in Argentina during the late 1960s and spread throughout Latin 

Amer i ca in the early 1970s. Mendieta contextualizes liberation philosophy within 

Latin American philosophy, but he also sees it as a “chapter within the broader 

history of Eu ro pean philosophy”  because “even as it defined itself as a critique of 

Eurocentrism and the hegemony of Eu ro pean philosophy, it has evolved out of 

and made use of its philosophical currents, movements, concepts and debates” 

(Mendieta 2016, 1).

 24 This is a  matter of some debate. Sartre’s biography points to his critical engage-

ment with anti- Semitism, anticolonialism, and antiracist proj ects, within his 

books of essays titled Anti- Semite and Jew (1995 [1948]) and Colonialism and 

Neo co lo nial ism (2006 [1964]). At the same time, as we move beyond the solitary 

genius model of intellectual work to view it as more collaborative and collec-

tive, one won ders how much Sartre did on his own. The revisionist scholarship 

on Simone de Beauvoir, a feminist phi los o pher who worked closely with Sartre, 
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suggests that Beauvoir also contributed to existentialism’s development. I take up 

this issue in chapter 6.

 25 Poststructuralism is a movement in literary criticism and philosophy begun in 

France in the late 1960s. Drawing upon the linguistic theories of Ferdinand de 

Saussure, the structuralist anthropology of Claude Lévi- Strauss, and the decon-

structionist theories of Jacques Derrida, it held that language is not a transparent 

medium that connects one directly with a “truth” or “real ity” outside it. Rather, lan-

guage is a structure or code whose parts derive their meaning from their contrast 

with one another and not from any connection with an outside world. Writers as-

sociated with the movement include Roland Barthes, Jacques Lacan, Julia Kristeva, 

and Michel Foucault. Other prominent poststructuralist thinkers are Jean Baudril-

lard, Judith Butler, Giles Deleuze, Luce Irigaray, and Jean- Francois Lyotard. Judith 

Butler’s philosophy illustrates how poststructuralism has influenced her work (see, 

e.g., Butler 1990, 1993). The three main ideas of decentering, deconstruction, and 

difference that I use in this chapter are variations of the key characteristics of 

poststructuralism as applied to knowledge production (Collins 1998a).

 26 Marxist social thought also influenced liberation strug gles, and its ideas reap-

peared across specific proj ects. While liberation strug gles  were about capitalism, 

they  were also antiracism strug gles. Significantly, Marxism’s traditional emphasis 

on capitalism and class analy sis provided scant interpretive space for analyses of 

racism, colonialism, and similar systems of power. Then and now, Marxist intel-

lectuals who prioritize cap i tal ist class analy sis as explaining every thing have been 

ill- positioned to hear the demands of liberation movements that or ga nize around 

categories of racism and colonialism. Individual intellectuals certainly have been 

able to see beyond this framing assumption that classical Marxist analy sis ex-

plained every thing. See, for example, Balibar (2007). Balibar’s scholarship on 

race, class, and nationalism is significant in bringing the insights of class analy sis 

to what can be seen as a precursor to intersectionality (Balibar 1991; Balibar and 

Wallerstein 1991).

 27 Bourdieu has had an impor tant influence on sociology. His signature work, An 

Invitation to Reflexive Sociology, has made an impor tant contribution to interpre-

tive sociology (Bourdieu and Waçquant 1992). His scholarship also has  shaped 

social theory, for example, The Logic of Practice (1980) and Distinction: A So-

cial Critique of the Judgement of Taste (1984). Bourdieu’s ideas about habitus and 

forms of capital have been taken up within education. See, e.g., Bourdieu and 

Passeron (1977).

 28 This perspective on Fanon and liberation theory was not marginal to Bourdieu’s 

thinking but rather seemingly informed his  later thinking on antiracist and anti-

colonial po liti cal activism. With Loïc Waçquant, Bourdieu published in 1999 an 

article titled “On the Cunning of Imperial Reason.” The catalyst for the article was 

Michael Hanchard’s volume Orpheus and Power (1994) on the Black conscious-

ness movement in Brazil. Echoing Fanon’s (1963) notion of the importance of 

national culture, Hanchard argues that constructing a Black consciousness was 
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part of Afro- Brazilian re sis tance to racism. A lively and contentious debate in 

Theory, Culture and Society ensued, with scholars of color criticizing Bourdieu 

and Waçquant’s assumptions concerning the agency of subordinated groups. For 

a representative response within this debate, see Hanchard’s (2003) response to 

Bourdieu and Waçquant’s initial article.

 29 I devote an entire chapter in Fighting Words to this theme (Collins 1998a). To 

clarify, the tools themselves can be power ful interventions for proj ects that aim 

to decolonize knowledge. In Fighting Words, I argue that the ideas of decentering, 

deconstruction, and difference  were prefigured in Black feminism. My criticism 

lies not with poststructuralist tools but rather with how poststructuralist dis-

course implicitly upholds conservative po liti cal proj ects while seeming to do the 

opposite. Specifically, during the 1990s, poststructuralism provided  little guid-

ance concerning the growth of mass incarceration as public policy. It seemed to 

be a social theory that, by criticizing both the Enlightenment ideals that guided 

social movements and the group- based identities of social movements them-

selves, weakened social justice initiatives. This reflects less the ideas themselves 

than how individuals used poststructuralist ideas. It also speaks to the distinc-

tions between social science and narrative understandings of critical theorizing. 

One form of theorizing may be unsuited for addressing the questions raised by 

the other.  Because intersectionality encompasses both social science and narra-

tive traditions, it must adjudicate  these differences.

 30 Imagining par tic u lar laypeople drives this point home. Black  people,  women, 

Latinas, and working- class white men can all be inserted into the category of 

laypeople who are in need of liberation. In essence, crafting narratives of libera-

tion that such laypeople can neither understand nor confront  because they are 

excluded from critical theory’s tight- knit intellectual community undercuts the 

critical aspirations of the theory itself. This is a damning critique that goes be-

yond standard criticisms of the language of Habermas, Bourdieu, and other con-

temporary social theorists as being dense and difficult to understand. The failure 

goes far deeper than an inability to make ideas clear to a broader public. Rather, 

the use of dense, insider language constitutes a form of epistemic power. The 

form that discourse takes becomes part of relations of ruling, ironically itself a 

barrier that a “discourse on liberation” would have to overcome. Certainly, dense 

language can be translated for laypeople, yet this introduces the additional ques-

tion of how to evaluate translations that speak to the needs of laypeople. Dense 

language can contain power ful ideas, but for whom and for what purpose?

Chapter 3. Intersectionality and Resistant Knowledge Proj ects

 1 A word on how I am using the term Global South in this book. This term refer-

ences a geographic location: Africa, Latin Amer i ca, Asia, the Caribbean, and 

the  Middle East. But the term Global South also refers to power relations of 
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 formal colonialism and con temporary neo co lo nial ism that sustain con temporary 

global social in equality. Within this power framework, it is pos si ble to have colo-

nial relations of domination and subordination within the “Global North,”  either 

as remnants of internal colonialism within colonial powers, as in the case of Ire-

land within the United Kingdom, and within white settler socie ties, as in the case 

of Black and indigenous  peoples within the United States and Brazil. For work on 

internal colonialism, see (Blauner 1972) and (Hechter [1975] 2017).

 2 Critical social theorizing within the nation- states of the Global North can dem-

onstrate a similar critical ethos. Broader po liti cal strug gles of re sis tance have 

always needed in de pen dent knowledge proj ects that  were designed with the in-

terests of  women,  people of color, the working poor, colonial subjects, and sexual 

and religious minorities in mind. Campaigns for  women’s suffrage, rebellions 

against dictatorships in the Amer i cas, antislavery initiatives, or  unionization of 

domestic workers seemingly exemplify re sis tance. When it comes to re sis tance, 

po liti cal proj ects of antiracism, feminism,  unionization, and the liberation strug-

gles of anticolonialism could not have gone forward without some sense of resis-

tant knowledge at their core.

 3 Like intersectionality,  these gained considerable visibility within the acad emy in 

the late twentieth and the early twenty- first centuries. I selected  these par tic u lar 

sites  because their ideas are closely aligned with  those of intersectionality. Many 

of the intellectuals working in intersectionality also work within one or more 

of  these areas. Many of the  people discussed in this volume may be associated 

with par tic u lar areas but have not been confined by them, for example, Gloria 

Anzaldúa, Stuart Hall, Frantz Fanon, and Kimberlé Crenshaw. To foreshadow, 

this chapter contains extensive discussions of William E. B. Du Bois and Edward 

Said, and  future chapters include similar discussions of Pauli Murray. Many of 

 these intellectuals are not well known within Western social theory. That’s exactly 

my point and why I spend so much time on them  here. Moreover,  these fields 

influence each another, and their ideas also align with many of intersectionality’s 

paradigmatic concepts.  Because each resistant knowledge proj ect is also con-

nected to broader forms of po liti cal action, each provides a distinctive  angle of 

vision on critical theorizing within the acad emy. Ideas themselves, especially 

critical ideas, know no strict bound aries.

 4 I introduce critical theorizing through praxis  here in relation to the needs of 

resistant knowledge proj ects. As discussed in this chapter, critical theorizing 

through praxis analyzes social action as a way of knowing for social justice proj-

ects. In chapters 5 and 6, I return to this theme through an extended discussion 

of social action as a way of knowing.

 5 I recognize that some readers may see my focus on race in the United States as 

itself a strategy of American national dominance. This is a rhetorical choice made 

in order to make this argument manageable; it is not an intellectual oversight. 

Within the U.S. acad emy, race has often been treated as an ancillary issue that 

primarily concerns racial minorities, rather than as a major category of analy sis 
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that explains social in equality. Yet, given the colonial history of genocide against 

indigenous  peoples and the enslavement of African  peoples in the U.S., race and 

racism have been fundamental to American national identity (Collins 2001).

Throughout the book, I signal how broader proj ects of decolonizing knowl-

edge have influenced freedom strug gles generally and proj ects for national lib-

eration in par tic u lar, including  those in the United States. Critical race theory 

writ large is fundamentally transnational. This discourse has been influenced by 

the liberation theories of Fanon and  others who have raised concerns about the 

lack of freedom for  people of African descent. It has also been influenced by 

broader proj ects of anticolonialism and anti- imperialism.  Here I focus on critical 

theorizing that aims to resist anti- Black racism in the United States, one impor-

tant response within academia to this broader narrative.

 6 Up to a point, they are right. Ideas about race permeated Western knowledge 

proj ects, yet race was typically seen as derivative of other seemingly more fun-

damental theoretical concerns associated with a par tic u lar discipline or school 

of thought. Racial knowledge remained scattered across several academic disci-

plines, often as an unmarked signifier attached to some other concern. Biology, 

sociology, history, lit er a ture, po liti cal science, economics, medicine, and educa-

tion have all had distinctive and often storied traditions of scholarship that pro-

duced knowledge about race, and that often used race as part of some other proj-

ect. For example, biology ostensibly sought to understand  human intelligence 

and capacity for morality, yet scientific findings grounded in racial logic provided 

evidence for white superiority. Yet  these  were not primarily theoretical discourses 

about race, even though ideas about race  were central to their scholarly proj ects. 

Moreover,  because racial scholarship focused on empirical questions and con-

cerns, racial theory was an afterthought.

 7 Emirbayer and Desmond’s volume, The Racial Order (2015), provides a pristine 

example of  these tendencies. In their opening pages, they mention in passing 

the scholarship by African American thinkers and broader insights from critical 

race theory. By mentioning scholars of color but not engaging their ideas, they 

dismiss William E. B. Du Bois and similar intellectuals as having good ideas but 

not producing scholarship that was sufficiently theoretical to be considered as 

racial theory. Safely bracketed away as providing empirical data for their argu-

ment, the authors proceed to develop a new racial theory for sociology that draws 

upon three core figures. Ironically, they select Pierre Bourdieu, described  earlier 

in this chapter as expressing such a negative reaction to Frantz Fanon and the 

Algerian revolution, as one of three main theorists for their argument. This is a 

textbook case of how to build an argument by excluding or containing your crit-

ics—in this case, antiracist discourse, much of it raised by African American and 

African diasporic scholars. Emirbayer and Desmond identify the poor quality of 

racial theory within sociology as the main social prob lem within the field. They 

then set out to remedy this prob lem by using traditional social theory (which 

itself has been deeply implicated in reproducing racism) as a remedial template. 
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In essence, they reduce race to a neglected topic within social theory that can 

be remedied by drawing upon existing social theory. Yet  because existing social 

theory itself is predicated on a  century of racial exclusions, the result is a book 

that yet again leaves scholars of color outside the bound aries of social theory. The 

framing of critical race theory within this text illustrates many of the tenets of 

chapter 4’s discussion of epistemic power.

 8 In this book I provide examples of African Americans whose intellectual pro-

duction was situated both inside and outside academia and that used diff er ent 

epistemological criteria. Fixing this prob lem goes beyond recruiting African 

Americans and similarly excluded intellectuals of color into academia. In this 

volume, I entertain the vari ous strategies of re sis tance that Black intellectuals 

used to do intellectual work. Specifically, for strategic reasons,  those who  were 

able to attain tenuous academic jobs in mainstream institutions had to package 

their antiracist theorizing within academia’s normative standards. Despite his 

credentials in history, philosophy, and sociology, Du Bois was denied an aca-

demic position at the University of Pennsylvania.  Others gained jobs in histori-

cally Black colleges and universities, sites that provided more freedom for their 

intellectual production (e.g., Du Bois at Atlanta University and Alain Locke at 

Howard University; see chapter 5).  Others never gained entry in the first place, or 

they left to work within other venues such as teaching and journalism (e.g., Ida 

Wells- Barnett [chapter 5] and Pauli Murray [chapter 6]).

 9 Racial formation theory is not the progeny of African American social and po-

liti cal thought. It certainly demonstrates the influence of such thought, as well as 

analyses informed by Marxist analy sis of class relations and a poststructuralist 

focus on discourse analy sis. Conceptualizing race, racism, racial in equality, and 

racial injustices as situated within the recursive relationship between social struc-

tures and cultural repre sen ta tions, racial formation theory explains both racial 

order and racial change.

 10 Racial formation theory retains the agency of individual  human actors as well 

as the actions of groups. I return to this relationship between ideas and actions 

throughout this book. American pragmatism’s notion of creative social action 

comes closest to describing how racial proj ects specifically, and knowledge proj-

ects more generally, work (see chapter  5). Racial formation theory’s emphasis 

on  human agency is reminiscent of existentialism’s claims that  people make 

their own real ity (see chapter 2 as well as Beauvoir’s thesis of existential freedom 

in chapter  6). Unlike existentialism’s focus on the individual, racial formation 

theory emphasizes group knowledges and their roles in social change. Resistant 

knowledge proj ects are fundamentally collective, a position I explore in chap-

ter 5’s discussion of Black  women’s community work. See also chapter 4’s discus-

sion of epistemic re sis tance within groups. Critical social theory itself can be seen 

as a knowledge proj ect.

 11 The concept of racial proj ects is useful for critical theorizing of African Ameri-

cans, Latinos, Asians, Muslims, indigenous  peoples, and similarly subordinated 
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social groups, where racism works to suppress resistant knowledge proj ects and 

malign critical analyses that do enter public space. By providing a theoretical 

discourse that explains the group- based resistant knowledge proj ects produced 

by subordinated groups, racial formation theory articulates with standpoint epis-

temology (Collins 1998a, 201–228).

 12 This statement and the identity politics it engendered constituted a form of epis-

temic re sis tance. I provide an analy sis of this issue in chapter 4.

 13 Butler herself makes mention of both Beauvoir and Sartre in the 1990 preface to 

Gender Trou ble (xxvii) and to poststructuralism in the 1999 preface to the same 

volume. In this way, Butler’s work takes diff er ent inspiration from French existen-

tialism (Sartre and Beauvoir) and poststructuralism (chapter 2). My close reading 

of Beauvoir juxtaposed to the work of Pauli Murray brings a critical intersec-

tional lens to Beauvoir’s work (chapter 6).

 14 The criticisms of queer theory  were equally if not more telling as queer theory’s 

criticisms of structuralism. In the 1999 preface to Gender Trou ble, Judith Butler 

acknowledges the influence of poststructuralism on her work. Butler, describing 

her work as that of cultural translation, notes that “poststructuralist theory was 

brought to bear on U.S. theories of gender and the po liti cal predicaments of femi-

nism” (Butler 1990, ix). By the 1990s, Butler was, as she puts it, well aware that 

the “critiques of poststructuralism within the cultural Left have expressed strong 

skepticism  toward the claim that anything po liti cally progressive can come of its 

premises” (ix).

 15 For a survey of key issues within sexuality studies, an enormous, interdisciplinary 

endeavor that criticizes a host of framing assumptions of Western knowledge, see 

Fischer and Seidman (2016).

 16 The emergence of heteropatriarchy as a term signaling the joining of theories of 

gender and sexuality raises impor tant issues for intersectionality’s understand-

ings of relationality. In chapter  7, I introduce addition, articulation, and co- 

formation as three forms of relational thinking within intersectionality. The join-

ing of gender and sexuality required a period of articulation— namely, forming 

provisional intellectual co ali tions and alliances among the interpretive commu-

nities that advanced each discourse. At what point did the perceived need for a 

new term arise? My sense is that heteropatriarchy accommodates the distinctions 

of articulation but names a permanent co- forming relationship.

 17 In this book, following Bettcher (2014), I use the term trans as one of a set of terms 

for describing the complex identifications of gender- nonconforming  people. Bet-

tcher provides an accessible yet substantive discussion of terminology as well as 

a genealogy of the emergence of trans discourse. The intellectual production of 

Pauli Murray, who in this book is treated as an impor tant figure within intersec-

tionality, demonstrates how the absence of the analyses that became central to 

trans politics affected her critical thinking (see chapter 6).

 18 Intellectuals within the West do take up impor tant themes, but to be credible, 

this work must adhere to the standards of Western epistemologies. Topics such 
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as how Western discourse imagines colonial spaces, the contours of anticolonial 

re sis tance, how the West looks from non- Western spaces, and  doing intellectual 

work that falls both inside and outside the West reappear across postcolonial 

analyses (Gandhi 1998; Goldberg and Quayson 2002; Loomba 1998; Williams and 

Chrisman 1994).

 19 The anthology Colonial Discourse and Post- Colonial Theory: A Reader, published 

in 1994, provides a provisional map of the contours of the field of postcolonial 

theory. Interestingly, postcolonial theory gained visibility in the acad emy in the 

1990s, the same de cade as intersectionality. Moreover, many of the figures in-

cluded in the reader on postcolonial theory are also included in the 1992 anthol-

ogy Cultural Studies (Grossberg, Nelson, and Treichler 1992). This suggests that 

more fluid bound aries among postcolonial studies, cultural studies, and intersec-

tionality existed in the 1990s. Each of  these fields followed a diff er ent trajectory as 

its ideas became more codified into academic canons. For narratives of postcolo-

nial studies that mapped the fields as they appeared at the time, see (Gandhi 1998; 

Loomba 1998). For retrospective narratives published  after  these seminal works, 

see the anthology Relocating Postcolonialism (Goldberg and Quayson 2002).

 20 For example, Toni Morrison’s Playing in the Dark (1992) examines how an un-

marked whiteness characterizes American lit er a ture.

 21 A number of intellectuals identify how their social location shapes their intel-

lectual production; for example, Gloria Anzaldúa in Borderlands/La Frontera. 

Themes of forced migration, exile, and statelessness reappear in the work of many 

other con temporary intellectuals.

 22  There is a substantial body of lit er a ture of feminist engagement with postcolonial 

studies. For a summary of  these debates, see (Gandhi 1998, 81–101).

 23 The very term postcolonial invokes specific notions of space and time that reify 

Western categorical notions of sovereign space and linear time. Terms such as 

premodern, modern, and postmodern invoke colonial discourses that relegated 

natives to premodern colonial space that existed outside of time (anthropology); 

to modern space of a relationship between modern sovereign nation- states with 

dominion over their colonies and empires; and to postmodern space that sig-

nals the fragmentation of this social order and, with the emergence of sovereign 

nation- states, a postcolonial period. As used within social theory, the term post-

colonial seems undercut by the new realities that challenge  these linear assump-

tions, and by new social actors who seem far less vested in criticizing Western 

theoretical debates (reform) than in creating new knowledge and practices.

 24 In Racial Oppression in Amer i ca, Bob Blauner (1972) develops the thesis that Af-

rican Americans are an internal colony within the United States and as such are 

exploited through American capitalism. Originally published in 1975, Michael 

Hechter’s Internal Colonialism (2017) investigates a similar thesis. Presenting the 

Irish as the Celtic fringe of British national identity, Hechter contends that their 

treatment constitutes a colonial relationship. British national identity thus rests 

on its ties to both its internal colonies, such as Ireland, and its external colonies.
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 25 Interest in critical race theory in the acad emy seems to wax and wane in response 

to changes in broader racial politics. When Black social movements are active, as 

in the case of the civil rights movement in the 1950s, the Black Power movement 

in the 1960s and 1970s, and the con temporary Black Lives  Matter movement, aca-

demic interest in questions of race and racism, but not necessarily antiracism, is 

more prominent. When seeming quiescence sets in, scholarly interest often wanes.

Chapter 4. Intersectionality and Epistemic Re sis tance

 1 The coining narrative is ubiquitous and does not need extensive citations. My 

concern is not with the substance of the scholarship that uses the coining frame-

work. My point concerns the cavalier use of this narrative, in the same way that 

researchers label intersectionality as a theory. Being critical, however, requires 

being self- reflexive about all aspects of one’s own practices. It is in this spirit that 

I offer the following criticism of the coining narrative.

 2  Here I draw upon Albert Memmi’s (1965) discussion of colonialism as a relation-

ship between three main categories of social actors— namely, colonizers who accept 

colonialism, the colonized who refuse, and an interim category of colonizers who 

refuse. This third category of colonizers who refuse occupy a liminal space between 

the other two, expressing varying patterns of collaboration and contestation.

 3 In this regard,  there are parallels  here between Kimberlé Crenshaw and Pauli 

Murray in how both saw law as an instrument for social change. Crenshaw was 

positioned at the intersection of antiracism and feminism and used law to analyze 

both the contradictions that she found  there as well as pos si ble solutions to them. 

Murray expressed a similar sensibility several de cades  earlier (see chapter 6).

 4 In this chapter, I rely on feminist phi los o pher of science Sandra Harding’s cat-

egorization of epistemology, methodology, and methods as a useful rubric for 

thinking through the interconnections of theory and praxis for intersectional re-

search (Fonow and Cook 2005). Within Harding’s (1987) schema, epistemology 

constitutes an overarching theory of knowledge that shapes research. For exam-

ple, structuralism and poststructuralism provide epistemological frameworks, 

whereas methodology encompasses the broad princi ples of how to conduct re-

search within the epistemological assumptions (e.g., qualitative and quantitative 

social science research methodologies). Methods are the par tic u lar techniques 

used in the course of scientific research that address where and how best to utilize 

specific methods (e.g., interviewing and survey analy sis).

 5 Specific interpretive communities gain or lose authority by how they are placed 

within academia itself. Practices such as patterns of citation, themes of journal 

articles, articles selected for student readers, invitations to deliver keynote ad-

dresses, and the composition of panels at academic conferences collectively shape 

who gets to speak about and for intersectionality, and how credible and believ-

able their testimony is.
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 6 This case provides a provocative example of how a male- defined narrative that 

presented Black male suffering as synonymous with the racial oppression of Black 

 people exercised epistemic power over a Black  woman’s challenge to that narra-

tive. This case highlights the often contentious gender politics within African 

American communities. In an essay titled “Whose Story Is It Anyway? Feminist 

and Antiracist Appropriations of Anita Hill,” Kimberlé Crenshaw (1992) weighed 

in on  these dynamics. Crenshaw analyzed how narratives of subordinated groups 

can be appropriated by more power ful groups and annexed to their  causes. In this 

case, Anita Hill’s testimonial authority to speak from the intersectional location 

of being a Black  woman did not fit within  either antiracist or feminist narratives 

at that time.

 7 The televised 2018 congressional hearings of now Supreme Court justice Brett 

Kavanaugh demonstrated an eerie resemblance to the Thomas hearings. Like 

Thomas, Kavanaugh was also accused of sexual harassment, and like the  earlier 

hearings, the testimony of Kavanaugh’s accuser was also disbelieved.

 8 For example, the phrase “the master’s tools  will never dismantle the master’s 

 house” is the title of a signature essay in Audre Lorde’s classic volume  Sister Out-

sider (1984). Lorde’s writings  were fundamental to the foundations of modern 

Black feminism, modern feminism, and intersectionality. In this par tic u lar essay, 

Lorde takes white feminists to task for their exclusionary practices at a literary 

conference, basically accusing them of using the “master’s tools” in organ izing 

the conference. Lorde criticized the terms  under which she was included in the 

conference, exercising epistemic re sis tance through this essay by criticizing not 

just the substance of the conference but how it had been or ga nized. The sophis-

tication of Lorde’s analy sis dis appears in the uncritical circulation of the phrase. 

How many  people who use this phrase know its origins, or have even heard of 

Audre Lorde?

 9 For example, Michel Foucault’s Power/Knowledge (1980), Pierre Bourdieu’s Dis-

tinction (1984), and Judith Butler’s Gender Trou ble (1990) are all impor tant books. 

Yet neglecting their intellectual trajectory by reading them as decontextualized 

social theories does not do justice to them.

 10 This testimonial tradition reappears in the critical intellectual production of 

 women, taking form in autobiographies, speeches, and first- person narratives 

as a format for fiction. See, for example, testimonial autobiographies such as I, 

Rigoberta Menchu, testifying about how militarism in Guatemala affected Indian 

 people (Menchu 2010); Child of the Dark: The Diary of Carolina Maria de Jesus, 

a memoir that details her experiences as  mother in a Brazilian favela (de Jesus 

2003 [1960]); and  Woman at Point Zero, a novel by Egyptian feminist Nawal El 

Saadawi’s (2015) that uses the format of a first- person testimonial of a  woman 

convicted of murder as critical commentary on gender politics.

 11 The resistant knowledge proj ects of liberation theory, existentialism, British cul-

tural studies, critical race theory, feminism, and decolonial studies all attend to 

identity as a site of po liti cal analy sis, albeit differently. Proj ects such as  these reflect 
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the integrity of a group to or ga nize in relation to common interests and to iden-

tify with critical analyses advanced by a par tic u lar interpretive community. Simi-

larly, American pragmatism and Black feminist thought both contain analyses of 

experience and creative social action that suggest that identity politics and stand-

point epistemology, broadly defined, can be impor tant if not essential ele ments 

of demo cratic communities. This does not mean that  these ideas are beyond criti-

cism, but rather that they should be critically examined on their own terms.

 12 To foreshadow, in chapter 5, I examine Black feminist thought’s critical theorizing 

as a resistant knowledge proj ect. I argue that Black feminist thought’s core ideas 

of intersectionality as a theoretical perspective on the social world and flexible 

solidarity as a form of po liti cal praxis that is grounded in communities highlight 

the significance of experience and social action within critical theorizing. Both of 

 these ideas inform Black feminist thought and intersectionality. The criticisms of 

identity politics and standpoint epistemology that are assumed to be associated 

with intersectionality constitute one way to weaken the epistemic re sis tance of 

such proj ects.

 13 Identity politics within academic discourse may have waned in popularity, but 

the use of identity politics has persisted in other venues. A comparative analy-

sis of identity politics within hip hop and within academia illustrates the sig-

nificance of how diff er ent interpretive communities understand and use identity 

politics (Collins and Bilge 2016, 114–135).

 14 In a testament to testimonial smothering, few scholars are sufficiently diligent in 

searching for and citing the scholarship of  women of color and similarly subor-

dinated intellectuals.  Because intersectionality is so vast, a thorough analy sis of 

practices of coerced silencing within it is an impor tant empirical question. Tac-

tics of testimonial smothering within intersectionality can best be traced by the 

thematic mapping of scholarly publications that claim intersectionality in some 

fashion since its naming. This mapping would embed a thematic analy sis within 

the testimonial community of intersectionality as evidenced by how this idea 

unfolded within journals, textbooks, conference proceedings, edited volumes, 

and solo- authored monographs. This analy sis would take note of certain stylistic 

practices, for example, the “mentioning” of Crenshaw’s work as an agreed- upon 

proxy. It would also identify emerging themes within intersectionality (e.g., sexu-

ality) as categories of analy sis or the con temporary shift to materialist and struc-

tural analyses.

 15 See, for example, my analy sis of how Black  women’s knowledge and Black femi-

nist thought navigated the pro cesses that I describe  here (Collins 1998a, 11–43).

 16 I use a methodology of dialogical engagement to structure this book. For ex-

ample, this chapter introduces how working dialogically across differences of 

power is an impor tant methodological premise for intersectionality. Many of the 

other chapters  here rely on a strategy of reading that is informed by dialogical 

engagement. For example, the dialogical reading of Black feminist thought and 

American pragmatism in chapter 5 compares the two discourses for insight about 
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experience and social action. Similarly, the analy sis in chapter 6 of how Simone 

de Beauvoir and Pauli Murray conceptualized freedom pre sents dialogical en-

gagement, not between discourses but between individual intellectuals. I’ve also 

placed chapters next to each other so that they can be read dialogically, showing, 

for example, how the critical social theories in chapter 2 and the resistant knowl-

edge proj ects in chapter 3 collectively shed light on the meaning of being critical. 

Through this organ ization, I aim to ground my theoretical analy sis of intersec-

tionality in a methodology that upholds my theoretical claims.

 17 Understandings of relationality shape research proj ects; it  matters what concept 

of relationality a par tic u lar researcher has in mind when she or he claims to be 

engaged in intersectional inquiry. Varying conceptions of relationality also map 

directly onto  actual social relations of social in equality.  There too it  matters how 

social actors both envision their relationships to  others as well as act on  those 

beliefs. Relationality is an impor tant core construct both within con temporary 

social relations and in the epistemological concerns of intersectionality, yet the 

question remains— What conceptions of relationality do  people have in mind 

when they engage in intersectional inquiry and praxis? How do scholars and ac-

tivists conceptualize the relationships among race, class, gender, sexuality, age, 

ability, nation, and age as systems of power and as social formations, and the 

social practices that ensue?

 18 The construct of abduction, drawn from pragmatist philosophy’s concept of ex-

perimentalism (see chapter 5), provides a useful methodological framework for 

intersectionality. Pragmatism itself had no political aims, yet drawing upon prag-

matism’s abductive framework to develop intersectionality’s critical methodology 

is especially promising. Throughout this book, I take the position that placing 

intersectional theorizing in dialogue with pragmatism is highly productive in 

developing intersectionality as a critical social theory. Pragmatism constitutes 

a social theory that provides orienting concepts for addressing existing social 

prob lems. Yet, as explored  here, pragmatism also contains impor tant method-

ological implications. Together they suggest a framework for a critical methodol-

ogy whereby pragmatism fleshes out the pro cesses of  doing critical theoretical 

work, whereas the tenets of critical social theory provide a more expansive list of 

qualities that characterize that pro cess. Phi los o pher Lara Trout’s (2010) analy sis 

of the work of Charles Peirce provides an impor tant philosophical foundation for 

analyzing this work. See also Igor Douven’s (2017) treatment of abduction as a 

philosophical construct.

 19 Ethnography has a storied history within qualitative social science research tra-

ditions (Denzin and Lincoln 1994). My treatment  here examines a small segment 

of a very broad methodological area. Resistant knowledge proj ects of gender, 

race, ethnicity, and similar categories of analy sis have investigated the possi-

bilities and limitations of ethnographic research for their respective areas. For 

feminist analyses of social science research with an emphasis on ethnography, 

see Craven and Davis (2013) and DeVault (1999). For an impor tant discussion of 
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how intersectionality might inform so cio log i cal research, see Choo and Ferree 

(2010).

 20 I conceptualize the methodology that I use in this book as one of textual ethnog-

raphy. It involves the abductive framework of putting theories in dialogue with 

one another. But instead of examining the social world via fieldwork with  people, 

a range of texts constitute my data. My approach resembles but differs from dis-

course analy sis.

 21 For example, in this volume, I rely on abductive analy sis to investigate the mean-

ing of being critical. My discussion of intersectionality and its related critical 

knowledge proj ects in academia (namely, broader critical theories of the Frank-

furt school; British cultural studies; and liberation theory, existentialism, and 

poststructuralism within Francophone social theory) is supplemented with select 

resistant knowledge proj ects (namely, critical race theory, feminism, and decolo-

nial studies). Together,  these proj ects provide a provisional map of how knowl-

edge proj ects make diff er ent contributions to the same goal— namely, being 

critical. This use of abductive analy sis requires comfort with ambiguity versus 

certainty.

Chapter 5. Intersectionality, Experience, and Community

 1 Communities are alternatively romanticized as places where individuals find a 

comfortable home or demonized as obstacles to individual fulfillment. Yet com-

munities constitute impor tant sites that or ga nize power relations (Collins 2010). 

The discussion of interpretive communities in chapter 4 points to how epistemic 

power works within and among communities.

 2  These two discourses have diff er ent histories within the acad emy. Black feminist 

thought examines the contours of Black  women’s intellectual production within 

U.S. and African diasporic spaces (Collins 2000).  Because African American 

 women have been highly vis i ble in cultivating intersectionality, Black feminist 

thought has been pivotal in shaping intersectionality’s cognitive architecture. 

American pragmatism is a subdiscipline within philosophy, itself a relatively 

small discipline whose centrality to Western knowledge grants it influence be-

yond the small number of professional phi los o phers. The ideas of American 

pragmatism have influenced fields such as education and sociology (Gross 2007). 

 Because scholars across several disciplines and national contexts have applied 

pragmatism’s core ideas to a variety of questions, pragmatism has recently en-

joyed a scholarly revitalization (Bern stein 1992). Significantly, pragmatism’s long- 

standing academic rec ord points to intertwining genealogies both of pragmatism 

and academic disciplines, and of Black feminist thought and similar resistant 

knowledge proj ects.

 3 Note that social context is a core construct within intersectionality (see  table 1.1 in 

chapter 1). It is a broad category that is invoked but not specified.  Here I focus 
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on two aspects of social context: First, I discuss the external social context that 

influences the content of Black feminist thought. This external social context is 

or ga nized via intersecting power relations that produce the complex social in-

equalities that characterize Black  women’s experiences. I also focus on the in-

ternal social context of life within African American communities.  Here I also 

use intersectionality’s guiding premises to analyze Black feminist thought within 

social context (see figure 1.1 in chapter 1).

 4 Black  women’s historiography emphasizes  these kinds of connections between 

ideas and action (see, e.g., Thomsen 2015). Black  women’s history provides a foun-

dation for Black feminist thought. Impor tant scholarship that framed the field of 

Black  women’s historiography includes that by Giddings (1984) and Hine, Brown, 

and Terborg- Penn (1993). Significantly, the combination of intellectualism and 

activist involvement differs from one African American  woman to the next— 

differences of personal choice, circumstances, opportunities, and coercion.

 5 Black feminism as a social justice proj ect and Black feminist thought as its intel-

lectual center have been inextricably linked, taking diff er ent forms over time in 

response to challenges facing African American  women (Collins 2000). The per-

sis tence of vio lence constitutes one deep- seated challenge. As such, within Black 

feminist thought, vio lence constitutes one catalyst for developing an intersectional 

analy sis of both vio lence itself and the intersecting power relations that engender 

it (see Collins 1998b). In this case, as a form of state- sanctioned vio lence, lynch-

ing was the vis i ble tip of the iceberg of a constellation of practices that devalued 

Black life. Figuring out ways to survive within and to contest the forms of vio lence 

that touched their lives constitutes an impor tant thread that runs through African 

American  women’s intellectual activism. I return to this question of vio lence as a 

social prob lem that requires intersectional analy sis at vari ous points in this book.

 6 Black feminist scholarship has recently investigated the scope of Wells- Barnett’s 

intellectual work (see, e.g., Collins 2002; Giddings 2008).  Until the emergence 

of the modern Black feminist movement in the 1970s, Wells- Barnett remained a 

neglected figure within African American historiography, largely  because Afri-

can American  women’s history was neglected. The resurgence of work in African 

American  women’s history created a new context for reclaiming neglected fig-

ures such as Wells- Barnett. Angela Davis’s 1981 edited volume  Women, Race, and 

Class positioned Wells- Barnett within the burgeoning interest in race, class, and 

gender studies largely catalyzed by Black feminism, and it contextualized Wells- 

Barnett’s analy sis of lynching within this emerging interpretive framework. In 

a similar vein, the essays on African American  women in Bettina Aptheker’s 

 Woman’s Legacy: Essays on Race, Sex, and Class in American History (1982) also 

explored the significance of Wells- Barnett’s anti- lynching campaign to Black 

 women’s po liti cal activism for  women’s suffrage.

 7 Within demo cratic socie ties, institutional politics examine the mechanisms of 

governance, viewing elected officials, bureaucrats, voters, and citizens as bona 

fide po liti cal actors. Lacking citizenship rights, at one time being defined as less 



316 Notes to Chapter five

than  human, Black  women have historically been denied positions of power and 

authority within U.S. social institutions. Protest politics in the public sphere com-

plements liberal definitions of institutional politics, typically framed through a 

focus on social movement activism. In contrast, survival politics, the hard work 

needed to ensure that a group of  people is prepared to enter public institu-

tions and is capable of protest, constitutes the bedrock of community politics 

 because it is associated with the private sphere and is black, female and poor. 

Mid- twentieth- century social movements created opportunities for many Black 

 women to enter institutional politics.

 8 I am using the terms Black civil society, Black community, and Black public sphere 

interchangeably to refer to the constellation of organ izations that stand between 

African American families and broader civil society. In this sense, African Amer-

icans are not just individuals within white society.

 9 African American  women  were not of like mind in sharpening their understand-

ings of intersectionality and solidarity. For example, many African American 

 women who worked in the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee during 

the civil rights movement experienced a growth in feminist consciousness as a 

result of the organ ization’s gender politics (Anderson- Bricker 1999). In contrast, 

 others failed to challenge hierarchies of gender and sexuality, arguing that focus-

ing on issues that seemingly lay outside civil rights agendas would dilute antiracist 

action. Similarly, African American  women have long held multiple perspectives 

on and taken an array of actions within Black religious organ izations. Many Af-

rican American  women used the theology of a male- run church to advocate for 

gender equity, whereas  others questioned their ministers’ interpretations of Chris-

tian scripture on the rightful place of  women (Higginbotham 1993). Some left 

churches altogether, finding other faith traditions more suitable to their po liti-

cal perspectives. Black  women  were more likely to encounter  women’s issues via 

daily interactions within organ izations that formed the public sphere of African 

American communities than within formal feminist organ izations.

 10 Joas also points out that this dimension of American pragmatism has garnered 

criticism: “It is precisely this emphasis on the interconnection of creativity and 

situation that has given rise to the repeated charge that pragmatists merely pos-

sess a theory that is a philosophy of adaptation to given circumstances. This ac-

cusation fails to perceive the antideterministic thrust of the pragmatists. In their 

view the actors confront prob lems  whether they want to or not; the solution to 

 these prob lems, however, is not clearly prescribed beforehand by real ity, but calls 

for creativity and brings something objectively new into the world” (1993, 4).

 11 Standard accounts of American pragmatism approach it as a subfield of philoso-

phy, whose classic version emerged in the U.S. context from the late 1880s to the 

1940s. Charles Peirce, William James, John Dewey, and George Herbert Mead are 

routinely mentioned as seminal figures in the classical pragmatist canon. A series 

of anthologies of the works of key figures in the field provide a generally agreed- 

upon history of American pragmatism (late nineteenth- century origins to con-
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temporary expressions as a uniquely American philosophy) that is explained 

by the following provisional chronology: (1) the founding of the field, primarily 

through seminal essays and actions of participants in the “Metaphysical Club”; (2) 

the maturing of the field through the copious works of phi los o pher John Dewey; 

(3) a period of decline during the 1940s and 1950s, when Dewey’s ideas went out 

of  favor; and (4) a period of resurgence and revitalization, marked by new social 

movements in the 1960s and 1970s and the increased scholarly attention to the 

ideas themselves in the 1980s to the pre sent.

According to the stock story, by the 1980s and 1990s, American pragmatism 

became revitalized in the acad emy, especially within philosophy. Two phi los o-

phers are identified as spearheading this movement. Richard Rorty (1999) ap-

proached it as a neopragmatist. German phi los o pher Jürgen Habermas also 

turned to American pragmatism for its utility in shaping his theories of commu-

nicative action and democracy, a move that further gave legitimacy to the field. 

It also reappeared within other disciplines that had drawn upon pragmatism but 

had not recognized it as such. Given the period of quiescence, the revitalization 

of American pragmatism has been significant.

I am presenting a very general depiction of pragmatism. For useful introduc-

tions, Cornelis De Waal’s On Pragmatism (2005) provides a solid summary of 

the main ideas and history for philosophy students. Hans Joas’s Pragmatism and 

Social Theory (1993) emphasizes expressions of pragmatism in the U.S. and Eu-

rope. Not all histories of pragmatism are uniformly favorable. Cornel West’s vol-

ume The American Evasion of Philosophy: A Genealogy of Pragmatism (1989) aims 

to broaden the pragmatist canon to include themes and thinkers that routinely 

did not appear in histories. Focusing on pragmatism as a subfield of philosophy, 

West aimed to show pragmatism’s potential utility for a more demo cratic agenda. 

Scott L. Pratt (2002) engages in a similar proj ect. Pratt also examines the con-

nections between pragmatism and philosophy, yet casts a much wider net than 

West and  others by incorporating the encounter between native  peoples and 

settlers as core. Still within this tradition of linking pragmatism within the con-

fines of philosophy specifically and social theory in general, Larry A.  Hickman’s 

Pragmatism as Post- Postmodernism: Lessons from John Dewey (2007) exam-

ines the provocative thesis that pragmatism may constitute the next step  after 

poststructuralism.

 12 In this regard, pragmatism and phenomenology share impor tant framing assump-

tions about the socially situated nature of  human consciousness (Gross 2007).

 13 This construct of experimentalism highlights the significance of critical analy sis 

for creative social action as a way of knowing. In this book, my analy sis of critical 

thinking within intersectionality is informed by a pragmatist understanding of 

experimentalism (see figure 1.1 in chapter 1). For example, within intersectional-

ity, when individuals identify and use meta phors in new ways, use heuristics for 

solving prob lems, and foster paradigm shifts in what has been taken to be true, 

 these actions are basically experimental. The distinctive aspects of intersectionality’s 
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cognitive architecture draw upon basic ideas of critical thinking as tools for cre-

ative social action. Similarly, dialogical engagement is fundamentally a pragma-

tist approach to experience, the case, for example, of abductive analy sis as a way 

of theorizing (see chapter 4). When sufficient creative and critical work has been 

done, pro cesses of creative social action may catalyze critical social theories.

 14 Some critics returned to figures whose associations with pragmatism had been 

neglected, for example, Ralph Waldo Emerson (West 1989, 9–41). Other work 

explored thinkers who had been neglected within the pragmatist canon, most 

notably, William E. B. Du Bois (Posnock 1998; West 1989) and Jane Addams (Sei-

gfried 1996). In other cases, figures who  were routinely associated with other 

fields  were analyzed for their ties to pragmatism, the case, for example, of see-

ing Jürgen Habermas as carry ing on the ideas of the Frankfurt school’s Critical 

Theory (Joas 1993, 125–153). Casting a wider net also sheds light on how historical 

figures who  were foundational to American democracy potentially influenced 

con temporary understandings of pragmatism, the case, for example, of Benjamin 

Franklin (Campbell 1999; Pratt 2002).

 15 Reclaiming the work of prominent feminist phi los o phers who are not associated 

with pragmatism has also been promising. For example, the corpus of Simone 

de Beauvoir’s scholarship has received considerable and long overdue attention 

(see, e.g., Hengehold and Bauer 2017). I make a similar argument in chapter 6 

regarding the treatment of the work of Simone de Beauvoir within existentialism. 

Discussions of canonical existentialism routinely point to Sartre, Camus, Fanon, 

and other male figures, often aligning Beauvoir with existentialism based on her 

association with this group. More recently, Beauvoir has been treated as an ex-

istentialist phi los o pher in her own right, with some critics asking how her ideas 

might have  shaped the existentialist ideas that are routinely attributed to Sartre.

 16 Several works stand out in this endeavor, among them, Charlotte Seigfried’s 

“Shared Communities of Interest: Feminism and Pragmatism” (1993, 1996); and 

Shannon  Sullivan’s (2000) reading of John Dewey’s pragmatism with an eye 

 toward reconfiguring gender, as well as her analy sis of the intersections of prag-

matist and continental feminisms ( Sullivan 2015).  These efforts to examine the 

relationship between gendered analyses, which may or may not be feminist, and 

pragmatism can open up new ave nues of investigation.

 17 See, for example, Cornel West’s analy sis of Du Bois as a “Jamesian Organic Intel-

lectual” (1989, 138–149), or Ross Posnock’s (1998) analy sis of Du Bois’s pragma-

tism and its lineage. Sociology has also engaged in a similar proj ect of identifying 

and incorporating the intellectual work of individual African American think-

ers, many of whom  were excluded from the field. Aldon Morris’s (2015) analy-

sis of how Du Bois’s exclusion from sociology  shaped its subsequent trajectory 

advances a similar argument.

 18 The authors in Leonard Harris’s edited volume The Critical Pragmatism of Alain 

Locke (1999) take up this thesis, offering essays discussing Locke’s treatment of 

value theory, aesthetics, community, culture, race, and education.
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 19 In this regard, the symbolism associated with community is key, with the elastic-

ity of the symbol serving as a mea sure of its effectiveness. Symbols are often most 

useful when they are imprecise: the specific content of a given po liti cal proj ect is 

less significant than how the construct of community enables  people to imagine 

new forms of community, even as they retrieve and rework symbols from the past 

(Cohen 1985).

Chapter 6. Intersectionality and the Question of Freedom

 1 The ideas of freedom and social justice are often used interchangeably within 

intersectionality, but they have diff er ent histories and mean diff er ent  things. The 

thinkers cited in this paragraph and throughout this book draw on diff er ent un-

derstandings of each term.

 2 Beauvoir’s status as a major existentialist phi los o pher in her own right provided 

access to  people, places, and ideas that  were unavailable to  people of a diff er-

ent class, race, or citizenship. As a privileged intellectual, Beauvoir travelled in 

rarefied circles where ideas  were debated by a relatively small number of  people. 

Beauvoir experienced gender discrimination, but few dared to question her le-

gitimate participation in existentialism; the fact that she was a bona fide philo-

sophical insider is taken for granted and constitutes the starting point for analy-

sis. For example, the impor tant archeological work done concerning the degrees 

of influence that Sartre and Beauvoir had on one another’s work aims to correct 

the historical rec ord that routinely takes the intellectual production of  women 

and attributes it to men (see, e.g., Simons 1999, 2006). Beauvoir’s relationship 

with Sartre may have reflected both of  these responses. Con temporary revision-

ist scholarship on Beauvoir’s relationship with Sartre suggests that they  were in-

tellectual co- partners to a much greater degree than existing scholarly rec ords 

suggest (Klaw 2006; Simons 2006). Despite the significance of this excavation of 

Beauvoir’s original contributions to existentialism, the fact of her inclusion can 

be taken for granted.

 3 In The Second Sex, Beauvoir does a masterful job of unpacking the sexism of 

dominant discourse. For English- speaking audiences, the eight- hundred- page 

translation by Borde and Malovany- Chevallier provides a more accurate rendition 

of Beauvoir’s arguments than  were previously available (Beauvoir 2011 [1949]). 

Correcting errors in the original translation, and restoring substantial sections 

of original text, the 2011 translation provides ample evidence for both Beauvoir’s 

diligence as a scholar as well as her analy sis of male domination and  women’s op-

pression. I remain astounded that Beauvoir was able to use the extant scholarship 

that was available to her in the late 1940s at such an early point in her  career (she 

was thirty- eight) to produce a work of such scope, insight, and lasting value.

 4 I also consulted Amer i ca Day by Day (1999 [1954]), Beauvoir’s memoir of her 

four- month sojourn in the United States in early 1947, for additional evidence 
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concerning the experiences that  shaped Beauvoir’s analy sis. This memoir docu-

ments Beauvoir’s reflections in 1947, the year prior to the publication of The Ethics 

of Ambiguity and The Second Sex. I pre sent this material more fully elsewhere 

(Collins 2017c).

 5 Pragmatism’s experimentalism offers a view of  human rationality and choice that 

might inform existentialist perceptions of  humans as choosing freedom  because 

they cannot rely on tradition. When it comes to freedom,  these connections 

among American pragmatism and existentialism might spark impor tant ave nues 

of investigation for intersectionality as critical social theory.

 6 Beauvoir’s analogical reasoning has roots in Western epistemology. Abbot identi-

fies the use of analogy as a core search strategy for the heuristic use of intersection-

ality. As a thinking tool, variations of analogy can be sources of insight for one’s 

own puzzles and prob lems. Analogies provide new  angles of vision on the familiar: 

“The origins of analogies are generally well concealed by  those who use them. And 

analogy often provides only the starting point for an argument, which must then be 

carefully elaborated and critically worked out on its own” (Abbott 2004, 118).

 7 I discuss the significance of meta phors for critical thinking in chapter 1. Beau-

voir’s analogical reasoning relies on a chain of meta phors that each give meaning 

to the  others.

 8 Scholarly analy sis of African American feminist- activist Pauli Murray’s intel-

lectual production remains in its infancy. Yet Murray is receiving long overdue 

accolades for her lifelong contributions to social justice proj ects for race, gender, 

and class equity. In a 2017 article titled “The Many Lives of Pauli Murray” in the 

New Yorker, Kathryn Schulz heralded Murray as an architect of the civil rights 

strug gle and the  woman’s movement and asked readers a provocative question: 

“Why  haven’t you heard of her?” That same year, Yale University renamed one of 

its colleges  after her, making her the first African American  woman so honored. 

The publication of two book- length biographies of Murray’s life within a year of 

one another— Rosalind Rosenberg’s Jane Crow: The Life of Pauli Murray (2017) 

and Patricia Bell- Scott’s The Firebrand and the First Lady: Portrait of a Friend-

ship (2016)— speak to Murray’s growing importance within  women’s history and 

Black feminist thought. Moreover, many of the fields of critical analy sis that are 

most closely associated with intersectionality have shown varying degrees of in-

terest in diff er ent aspects of Murray’s life.

 9 Cognitive strategies of using meta phors and analogies are fundamental to how 

 humans make sense of the world. We build on what we think we know, often root 

meta phors that seemingly need no explanation, in order to extrapolate from the 

familiar to the unfamiliar or unknown. Regardless of content,  because meta phors 

are pervasive in everyday life, they form the bedrock of thought and action (La-

koff and Johnson 2003 [1980]; Trout 2010). Root meta phors serve as touchstones 

that make unfamiliar phenomena comprehensible. Comparative or analogical 

thinking (e.g., how entities do or do not resemble one another) build on meta-

phors to enable  people to make sense of the world.
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 10 Murray most likely was familiar with the works of William E. B. Du Bois, Oliver 

Cox, Alain Locke, and  others who advanced antiracist analyses, often in con-

junction with other categories, for example, Du Bois’s The Souls of Black Folk, 

Oliver Cox’s Race and Class, and the works of major figures of the Harlem Re nais-

sance. Anna Julia Cooper’s work on the Haitian Revolution may also have been of 

interest.

 11 During this period, Murray wrote publicly about her multiracial identity and 

privately about her sexual identity. In both cases, she “strug gled to negotiate the 

construction of her own experience at the same time that she resisted normative 

accounts of who she was,  either as a multiracial person or as a  woman who loved 

other  women sexually” (Azaransky 2011, 9). This early self- consciousness about 

identity seemingly informed Murray’s  later claims that imagining new identifica-

tions can inspire greater demo cratic possibilities for all Americans.

 12 This meta phor of the journey resonates with abductive analy sis in American 

pragmatism. Murray’s biography grounds  these ideas in her specific proj ect of 

working for social justice.

 13 Resembling the existential freedom of existentialism’s focus on individual con-

sciousness, the collective freedom of an African American community also re-

quired creating itself anew in response to changing racial conditions. In his book 

Freedom Dreams (2002), historian Robin D. J. Kelley pre sents an idea of a “Black 

radical imagination” that underpins vari ous periods of social activism, as well as 

the themes that  were particularly prominent during  those periods. Notably, Kelley 

identifies Black  women generally, and Murray as a figure whose long involvement 

in civil rights and feminist activism was part of a collective Black freedom strug gle 

(2002, 138).

 14 It is impor tant to point out that race and class have not always been seen as 

discrete within African American social and po liti cal thought. Con temporary 

intersectionality overlooks critical traditions of antiracism that incorporate cri-

tiques of capitalism. Similarly, African American intellectual- activists who in-

corporated gender into Black intellectual production grappled within an unequal 

analytical relationship between race and class. For example, in her analy sis of 

slavery and reproduction, Angela Davis’s (1978) critique of capitalism incorpo-

rates a gendered analy sis into a class- based understanding of slavery. Manning 

Marable’s (1983a) gendered analy sis of racism and capitalism demonstrates a 

similar sensibility.  These seeming additions to the lit er a ture on colonialism, capi-

talism and racism constitute impor tant revitalizations of the fields.

 15 This idea of partial perspectives articulates the open- endedness of meta phors 

within theorizing. As conceptual spatial meta phors, neither intersectionality nor 

the idea of the borderlands provide coherence, consistency, or closure. Both travel, 

sometimes working in tandem for some proj ects and apart in  others. Yet when a 

concept is structured by a meta phor, it is only partially structured and can be ex-

tended in some ways but not in  others (Trout 2010, 13). The puzzle of intersection-

ality lies in exploring the characteristic ways of thinking within intersectionality’s 



322 Notes to Chapter six

contributing discourses. Discourses of race, class, gender, sexuality, age, ability, 

and nation all rely on meta phoric thinking; as partial perspectives, their meta-

phoric thinking is similarly partial.

 16 Dialogical engagement involves comparative thinking. Comparative analy sis is 

an impor tant dimension of critical thinking, typically in search of sameness or 

difference.  Here I compare the ideas of Beauvoir and Murray on the topic of 

freedom in order to highlight similarities and differences in how they understood 

this idea.

Chapter 7. Relationality within Intersectionality

 1 Quantitative and qualitative research methodologies also draw on diff er ent as-

sumptions about how one studies the social world; the objectivity of the scien-

tific method as a way of approaching truth differs dramatically from interpre-

tive traditions that account for the social location of the researcher. The idea of 

relationality also reappears across distinctive Western philosophical traditions; 

pragmatism, phenomenology, and critical realism each take diff er ent positions 

on how central relationality is within their analyses of the social world. By claim-

ing the interconnectedness of  peoples, generations, and the natu ral environment, 

relationality also invokes alternative epistemologies of indigenous  peoples. Col-

lectively,  these proj ects signal a conceptual shift that rests on “a tradition of rela-

tional thinking about the social world . . . [that] conceives of social life as consist-

ing in pro cesses not substances, in dynamic, unfolding relations rather than in 

static, unchanging,  things” (Emirbayer and Desmond 2015, 79).

 2 Throughout this book, I aim to lay a foundation for such an analy sis by using 

relationality as a fundamental premise to guide my argument. For example, in 

chapter 4 I discuss how working dialogically across differences of power is an 

impor tant methodological premise for intersectionality, and I pre sent abductive 

analy sis as one methodological tool for  doing so. I also rely on dialogical en-

gagement by pairing discourses that do not typically go together, for example, a 

dialogical reading of Black feminist thought and American pragmatism in chap-

ter 5, and a discussion of relational thinking within the work of Beauvoir and 

Murray in chapter  6. I’ve also placed chapters next to each other that can be 

read dialogically, for example, how the critical social theories in chapter 2 and 

the resistant knowledge proj ects in chapter 3 shed light on the meaning of being 

critical. Aiming for an analy sis of relational difference, I pre sent  these proj ects 

as diff er ent from one another yet interconnected in how their approach to being 

critical might inform intersectionality.

 3  Here I take a similar approach to conceptualizing relationality as I did in ana-

lyzing intersectionality’s cognitive architecture. To identify  these focal points, I 

surveyed a range of documents in order to see how researchers and theorists 

conceptualized relationality within their proj ects. This involved reading empiri-
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cal works, especially in the social sciences, to identify how the varying definitions 

of intersectionality reflected certain understandings of relationality. Ideas about 

dialogical engagement within the work of critical theorists who are not typically 

associated with intersectionality— for example, Stuart Hall, Zygmunt Bauman, 

and Michael Burawoy— has also been useful for mapping  these focal points. 

Scholars within intersectionality itself have also cast a self- reflexive eye on this 

topic, albeit not consistently and not in the same way.

 4 Simone de Beauvoir provides an exhaustive analy sis describing how gender ide-

ology facilitates women’s oppression by using the category of woman to struc-

ture women’s assigned places. Working- class men,  women, lgbtq  people, and 

African Americans may seem to go willingly to their assigned places, especially 

when confronted by hegemonic ideologies that naturalize social in equality. On 

a societal level, however, individuals inherit specific social positions and must 

grapple with the positive and negative attributes associated with their assigned 

places. Controlling images can be part of relations of rule when  people accept 

social relations, but they also can be part of relations of re sis tance when  people 

refuse to stay in their assigned places (Collins 2018).

 5 The concept of essentialism, a set of ideas that assumes that  people who share 

assigned social classifications also share basic biological or cultural attributes, is 

one way of justifying what are basically socially constructed bound aries. Pauli 

Murray railed against such essentialism, rejecting prevailing norms of masculin-

ity and femininity  because she believed that she was a man in a  woman’s body; 

she also rejected prevailing categories of racial identity as  either Black or white, 

pointing out that her  family of mixed- race individuals was also an American 

 family. Segregation of all sorts highlights practices of disciplinary power needed 

to sustain relations of inclusion and exclusion, but for many individuals, such 

segregation merits re sis tance (Foucault 1979).

 6 When it comes to relationality as a topic of intersectional investigation, Marxist 

social theory contributes the impor tant construct of class relations for explaining 

social in equality and social injustice.  Because Marxist social theory has had such 

a long and storied history within Western knowledge proj ects, especially in Eu-

rope, one sees many efforts to incorporate race, gender, ethnicity, and sexuality 

as formerly missing systems of power into an overarching class model.

 7 It may not be that it is too complicated to incorporate class, or that class already 

explains every thing, but rather that  there may be other sources of re sis tance to 

intersectionality among Marxist social theorists. The critics of intersectionality 

are right. Critical analyses of capitalism that are  either added into or added to-

gether with similar categories are neglected within intersectionality.

 8 I ground this discussion in British cultural studies. But the ideas of articulation 

reappear in other settings. Relationality through articulation also can be found 

in the work of African American sociologist Oliver  Cromwell Cox (1945, 1948). 

Cox’s declarations that “race relations can be studied as a form of class exploita-

tion” (Cox 1945) and “we can understand the Negro prob lem only in so far as we 
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 understand their position as workers” (Cox 1948) seem antithetical to intersec-

tionality. Yet, despite its tendency of giving primacy to class analy sis, discarding 

it would be misguided, as it overlooks the fact that the type of analy sis Cox offers 

is part of the same effort of establishing linkages and relations between systems 

of domination.

 9 Within historical materialism, a conjuncture signals a rupture that is associated 

with social change. “In setting his sights on crisis moments ‘where cultural pro-

cesses anticipate social change,’ Hall directs our attention to surfaces of emer-

gence that give us analytical access to the potential for transformation latent in 

each historical conjuncture” (Mercer 2017, 10).

 10 Collette Guillaumin and Simone de Beauvoir both rely on analogical reasoning 

to theorize  women’s oppression. Beauvoir launched a highly effective critique of 

deterministic systems of thought, marshaling copious evidence of  women’s op-

pression to show that  women  were a group, that they  were an oppressed group, 

and that they  were unfree. Yet by comparing  women’s situation to that of  others 

who also  were oppressed, Beauvoir developed her analy sis of  women’s oppression 

by relying upon a troubling use of analogical reasoning whereby “ women are like 

 children” or “blacks are like animals.” Beauvoir focused on the master category 

of  women’s oppression and added in, via analogy, race, ethnicity, age, and class as 

descriptive and often ste reo typical categories.

 11  Family is a universal social institution. The construct of community fulfills a 

similar function, serving as a taken- for- granted framework for how  people think 

and do politics, as well as an ideological template for imagining po liti cal groups 

(Collins 2010). Vio lence,  family, and community are essential for reproducing 

and resisting po liti cal domination within racism, sexism, class exploitation, and 

homophobia. Yet  because  these core constructs also operate as saturated sites of 

intersecting power relations, they offer possibilities for re sis tance that transcend 

any one system.

 12 For example, the ways in which vio lence as a social prob lem has catalyzed 

intersectional analyses has been a recurring theme within Black feminist 

thought. Vio lence has constituted the vis i ble tip of a very large iceberg: Black 

feminist intellectuals and activists quickly found out that the specific expres-

sion of vio lence that most concerned them could not be remedied exclu-

sively within the confines of any one system of power. For example, Ida Wells- 

Barnett’s crusade against the lynching of African Americans constitutes one 

such case (chapter 5); Pauli Murray’s reactions to witnessing the execution of 

sharecropper Odell Waller (chapter 6) another; and Angela Davis’s analy sis of 

rape as a form of state sanctioned vio lence yet another (this chapter). U.S. Black 

feminism’s impetus  toward intersectionality has been informed by the need to 

respond to expressions of vio lence across time and space.  These ideas may be 

essential to Black feminism, but this perspective is in no way peculiar to Black 

feminism.
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 13 Articulation and rearticulation can contribute to analyses of po liti cal action and 

social change. Hall makes an impor tant contrast between a provisional mode of 

temporary closure that is receptive to revision, thereby staying open- ended, and 

an approach that aims for finality. In his interpretation of Hall, Kobena Mercer 

argues that “the arbitrary closure . . .  is not the end but . . .  makes both politics 

and identity pos si ble” (2017, 19).

 14 A small but significant scholarly lit er a ture examines co- formation. The idea of 

mutual construction is often a taken- for- granted truism that reappears across 

intersectionality. The methodological conventions within interpretive fields such 

as philosophy and literary criticism facilitate theorizing complex entities such 

as intersectionality. Philosophical areas of ethics, epistemology, and aesthetics 

theorize about the meaning of the social world, offering interpretations that are 

validated and refuted through dialogical engagement with other comparable 

discourses. Literary criticism offers another interpretive tradition wherein co- 

formation is more compatible with using or theorizing co- formation. Within 

 these interpretive traditions, texts are typically used as data for analy sis. Ironi-

cally, such traditions use inductive approaches to theorizing, selecting a text and 

then explaining its meaning. Yet the epistemic power of this way of proceeding 

often remains invisible. Co- formation, for example, may be completely plausi-

ble when one text is used as the exemplar but nonsensical if another is selected. 

 Here I focus on social science theorizing that might be useful in developing 

co- formation.

 15 Anticategorical analyses deconstruct categorical bound aries by exposing their 

socially constructed nature; intercategorical complexity strategically assumes the 

real ity of such categories in an effort to document social inequalities between 

diff er ent categorical groups. The third approach, intracategorical complexity, 

adopts analytic features of anticategorical and intercategorical complexity by 

deconstructing categories while strategically accepting their existence in an ef-

fort to document social inequalities within a “master” category. McCall (2005, 

1779) points to the work of Crenshaw (1991) and other feminists of color as work-

ing within this intracategorical register of analy sis. Notably, McCall recognizes 

that varying types of methodological approaches shape diff er ent intersectional 

knowledge proj ects (1774).

 16  There are some methodological distinctions  here. The idea of co- causality comes 

closest to relationality through co- formation. But whereas co- formation assumes 

equal theoretical weight for each dimension of the relationship— for example, race, 

gender, and class are theoretically all conforming in any situation—co- causality 

resembles intersectionality’s theme of salience to determine which entities are 

more impor tant than  others.

 17 As a colleague of mine once described it, Western philosophy often seeks knowl-

edge about life through death. The classic case lies in killing and then dissecting 

an animal in order to see its component parts.  These parts may reveal the 
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categories that made the animal  whole, but they cannot explain life itself, nor can 

putting the animal back together make it  whole or bring it back to life.

 18 The idea of contrapuntal motion in  music theory seems apt  here. Contrapuntal 

motion, the general movement of two melodic lines with re spect to one another, 

resembles articulations by bringing together formerly distinct entities into a new 

sound of some sort. Yet contrapuntal motion offers several ways in which sounds 

or melodies can be coupled together. It is impor tant that each melodic line main-

tains its in de pen dence within the collective melody (jazz provides a rhythmic 

and melodic example of  these general princi ples). Melodies accomplish this 

through four types of motion: (1) contrary motion, or the same direction with 

the interval between them changing; (2) similar motion, or melodies moving in 

the same direction with the interval between them changing; (3) parallel motion, 

which refers to melodies in the same direction and at the same interval; and (4) 

oblique motion, whereby one moves while the other remains at the same pitch.

 19  There are simply some places that Pierre Bourdieu cannot go, let alone imagine 

(see the chapter on working class culture in Bourdieu’s Distinction [1979]).

 20  There is no “indigenous worldview” implied by my use of the spider’s web. The 

debates within and about indigenous studies as a field of study are wide- ranging, 

and I do not attempt to summarize them  here. Using the framework of this book, 

the ideas of what I would call indigenous knowledge proj ects are intellectually 

heterogeneous, localized, and global. They represent the many diff er ent indig-

enous  peoples. Or gan i za tion ally, the concept of “indigenous studies” has arisen 

out of preestablished local departments such as Maori studies in New Zealand, 

Aboriginal studies in Australia, and Native studies in Canada and the United 

States. Brendan Hokowhitu describes the theorizing that comes for this his-

tory: “It is extremely impor tant that the universalising and reductive concept of 

indigeneity does not pretend to have the capabilities to underpin local Indig-

enous studies departments, lest we follow the universalising footsteps of Eu ro-

pean modernism . . .  Indigenous  peoples  will continue to theorise their existence 

through the sharing and comparison of localised knowledges, for it is the com-

plexity of the ‘glocal’ Indigenous positioning that demands and  will determine 

the development of a more coherent multi- layered Indigenous studies discipline” 

(2009, 103). For discussions of  these issues, see Hokowhitu et al. (2010); L. Smith 

(2012).

 21 I encourage readers to bring a specific proj ect to the reading of this material. One 

reading strategy might be asking oneself which mode(s) of relational thinking 

best describes the idea of relationality one has in mind in one’s own work. The 

use of  these modes of thinking unfolds and shifts over time, with some modes 

more appropriate than  others for specific social prob lems or components of re-

search proj ects. Just as intersectionality remains a dynamic knowledge proj ect, 

 these concepts of relationality provide malleable conceptual tools for a variety of 

intersectional proj ects.
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Chapter 8. Intersectionality without Social Justice?

 1 This distinction harkens back to the discussion of traditional and critical social 

theory in chapter 2. In essence, social justice marks the difference between  these 

two theoretical proj ects. Chapter 2’s discussion of the meaning of critical also lays 

a foundation for the arguments presented  here.

 2 Sociology illustrates how implicated eugenics was within Western disciplines. In 

the early twentieth  century, sociologists grappled with varying aspects of emerg-

ing eugenics discourse. Issues of race, gender, class, nation, and eugenics  were 

openly debated within The American Journal of Sociology, a foundational journal 

for the field. Several articles on eugenics preoccupied early sociologists, among 

them pieces by Francis Galton in 1904 and 1905, and one by Lester F. Ward in 

1912–13. A 1907 article by Edward A. Ross entitled “Western Civilization and the 

Birth Rate” engendered a lively discussion in the journal. Venues such as this il-

lustrate the working through of a range of ideas concerning race, ethnicity, class, 

gender, sexuality, nation, age, and ability across national settings and during an 

impor tant formative period for both imperialism and the knowledge proj ects 

that it engendered.

 3 Eugenics had never gone unopposed (Barrett and Kurzman 2004; Weingart 

1999).

 4 A burgeoning lit er a ture examines the con temporary aspects of eugenics (T. 

Duster 2003, 2015). See, e.g., the essays in Wailoo, Nelson, and Lee (2012).

 5 For a detailed analy sis of how this chain of reasoning works, see my discussion of 

Beauvoir’s analy sis of  women’s oppression (chapter 6).

 6 Body politics is based on selecting some aspects of bodies as being more salient 

than  others (color, genitalia) and categorizing and valuing bodies accordingly, 

then categorizing existing groups or constructing new ones based on  those cri-

teria. Associated with the impetus for classification of Western science, the cat-

egorization of body politics can create new social groups, sui generis, or build 

on existing social groups. The issue is how the logic of essential and immutable 

difference that rests on ideas of normality and abnormality contribute to a hier-

archy among groups.  Here eugenics drew upon preexisting groups as understood 

 under colonial relations of slavery and imperialism and slavery for ranking social 

groups.

 7 Theoretically,  because ability is so fundamental to and yet so often invisible 

within ideologies and practices of multiple forms of oppression, it may be an 

impor tant construct for developing relationality through co- formation. If so, the 

invisibility of ability within intersectional discourse may stem more from the 

centrality of ideas about ability and able- bodiedness to power itself. Ideas about 

ability naturalize and normalize social in equality to the point where they become 

invisible. By highlighting the interconnections of core ideas within one discourse, 

the body politics and use of biology to explain social pro cesses within eugenics 

proj ects become prominent.



328 Notes to Chapter eight

 8 Largely provided by Eu ro pean anthropological discourses emerging with impe-

rialism, the notion of Blacks as primitive framed understandings of Africa and 

 peoples of African descent (Bash 1979; Torgovnick 1990). As McKee points out, 

“ because they [Blacks] had lived in rural isolation in the South, they  were re-

garded as the nation’s most backward  people, and that was how they appeared in 

the so cio log i cal lit er a ture” (1993, 8).

 9 At the turn of the twentieth  century, colonialism, imperialism, the growth of 

wage  labor, and the aftermath of slavery all  shaped understandings of  family. In 

this po liti cal and interpretive context, elites identified the nuclear  family ideal as 

the template for evaluating families of all sorts. This par tic u lar  family form is useful 

in that it constituted the ideal  toward which all families should strive, yet it was and 

remains virtually impossible to achieve for the majority of the world’s population.

 10 Bauman continues: “Gardening and medicine supplied the archetypes of con-

structive stance, while normality, health, or sanitation offered the arch meta phors 

for  human tasks and strategies in the management of  human affairs . . . .  Garden-

ing and medicine are functionally distinct forms of the same activity of separating 

and setting apart useful ele ments destined to live and thrive, from harmful and 

morbid ones, which  ought to be exterminated” (1989, 70). Bauman’s overarching 

point is that eugenics proj ects follow a logic of social engineering that sees the 

state as actively involved in shaping its national interests through population pol-

icies. This seems to be the belief that all share, with disagreements about which 

areas the state should manage and which areas it should leave alone.

 11 In chapter 7, I examined relational thinking through addition, articulation, and 

co- formation within intersectionality as a way to analyze the pro cesses of rela-

tional thinking within intersectionality.  Here I focus on the content of a par tic u lar 

relational argument. The question of how eugenics proj ects actually constructed 

this argument is an empirical one. Stated differently, diff er ent strategies of rela-

tional thinking many have been more closely associated with aspects of eugenics. 

How might relational thinking through addition, articulation, and co- formation 

drawn from race, gender, and similar categories shape the new overarching sci-

entific logic?

 12 Theoretically, conceptualizing eugenics as a saturated site of power relations en-

ables intersectionality to drill down into the knowledge/power nexus to flesh out 

Foucault’s genealogical approach to knowledge/power relations.  Because eugen-

ics proj ects are local and specific, yet global in scope, they provide a brake on the 

rush  toward ungrounded abstraction.

Such sites also illuminate re sis tance, precisely  because they are so impor tant 

to reproducing social hierarchy. In this sense, saturated sites are impor tant nodes 

within po liti cal and intellectual fields that provide vital interconnections among 

po liti cal, intellectual, and moral fields. Saturated sites of power relations provide 

the language for po liti cal contestation as well as the practices that make power 

relations vis i ble. Identifying sites that have been effective in explaining social in-

equalities of race, gender, sexuality, class, nation, and age, especially if the work-
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ings of such sites remain invisible, constitutes an impor tant tool for intersectional 

theorizing.

 13 Many knowledge proj ects that predate intersectionality and that border it have 

encountered similar challenges of institutional incorporation. Participants in 

mid- twentieth- century social justice proj ects routinely took their commitment 

to social justice for granted. Their intellectual activism existed to oppose op-

pression and to facilitate social justice. Such proj ects drew upon ethical frame-

works that spoke not primarily to the substance of their po liti cal proj ects, but 

to why their proj ects  were necessary. Moving into the acad emy changed every-

thing when taken- for- granted assumptions concerning social justice came  under 

epistemic scrutiny. Black feminism and similar social justice proj ects found an 

increasingly inhospitable environment within colleges and universities that con-

tinuously remade themselves in the image of the neoliberal marketplace. Many 

fields of study that  were or ga nized during this period of academic incorporation 

grapple with this question of how social justice informs their praxis. For exam-

ple, the edited volume Interdisciplinary and Social Justice (Parker, Samantrai, and 

Romero 2010) surveys many such fields, documenting their progression from 

criticizing academic disciplines, to criticizing the interdisciplinary fields that 

emerged from that critique, to investigating interdisciplinary claims for social 

justice. Collectively, the essays in that volume raise impor tant questions about 

the need for interdisciplinary fields to look beyond their own par tic u lar concerns 

and  toward something that binds them together. Work such as this raises impor-

tant questions concerning the compatibility of resistant knowledge proj ects with 

academic norms that resist social justice initiatives.

 14 In searching for a more nuanced understanding of social justice for intersection-

ality, the vast scholarly lit er a ture on justice that specifies, for example, distribu-

tive, restorative, and reparative types of justice provides an impor tant vocabulary 

for conceptualizing social justice. Focusing on themes of equality of opportunity 

and treatment, distributive justice emphasizes equal treatment and equal oppor-

tunity within major social institutions. Actualizing distributive justice remains 

central to many activist proj ects. Yet, by recognizing the harm that has been 

done by unjust systems of race, class, gender, and sexuality, activist proj ects have 

also advanced claims for restorative or reparative justice. While recognizing the 

significance of distributive justice, social movement actors are far more likely 

to see the need for social action to grant restitution to victims of harm and to 

repair society itself. Distributive justice does not challenge the individualism of 

neoliberalism. In contrast, claims for reparative and restorative justice are espe-

cially compatible with the collective ethos of subordinated groups whose po liti cal 

sensibilities encompass a politics of community. Depending on social context, 

 these distinctive and often competing views of social justice— for example, the 

distributive justice claims of the cap i tal ist marketplace versus the restorative and 

reparative justice claims of subordinated  people— can align with varying expres-

sions of intersectionality.
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 15 The work of phi los o phers has been especially helpful  here in providing analyses 

of justice that have impor tant implications for aspects of intersectionality (see, 

e.g., Dieleman, Rondel, and Voparil 2017; Fraser 2009; Willett 2001; Young 1990).

 16 According to Fraser, achieving parity of participation rests on three sets of social 

justice strategies— namely,  those of economic re distribution, cultural recognition, 

and po liti cal repre sen ta tion. For intersectionality in search of a unifying princi-

ple, a tripartite emphasis on re distribution, recognition, and repre sen ta tion as di-

mensions of social justice has impor tant implications for intersectionality’s exist-

ing achievements and its plotting of  future directions. For Fraser, re distribution 

is associated with deep structural economic changes of socialism. A strategy of 

re distribution could foster reform or transformation. It could “promote surface 

reallocations of economic inputs without touching the under lying structures that 

generate economic in equality, or it could attempt deep level economic restruc-

turing” (Mladenov 2016, 1229). Fraser discusses recognition as similarly broad. 

In her words, it “is not  limited to the sort of valorization of group differences that 

is associated with mainstream multiculturalism. Rather, it also encompasses the 

sort of deep restructuring of the symbolic order that is associated with decon-

struction” (Mladenov 2016, 1229). “A strategy of recognition could seek to affirm, 

on the surface level, previously devalued differences or commonalities that tran-

scend differences; or, alternatively, could attempt to transform culture in- depth 

by deconstructing the under lying frameworks that produce differences in the first 

place” (1229). Repre sen ta tion follows a similar path of reform or transformation. 

Repre sen ta tion “encompasses both ordinary- political demo cratic pro cesses such 

as . . .  voting in national elections, and meta- political pro cesses that determine 

who is entitled to participate in ordinary- political pro cesses” (1229). Such strate-

gies  either affirm the existing system by trying to reform it, or try to transform 

the existing system. Economic re distribution, cultural recognition, and po liti cal 

repre sen ta tion can each accommodate social reform or social transformation, 

but only transformation can achieve real change” (1237).

 17 Specific cases of this phenomenon include the infamous Tuskegee syphilis ex-

periment and the harvesting of the ge ne tic material of Henrietta Lacks. Phar-

ma ceu ti cal companies’ appropriation of indigenous knowledges and ecological 

materials also illustrate this pro cess.

 18 To clarify, my discussion of faith- based traditions is not meant to celebrate or ga-

nized religions. Rather, I aim  here to point to the power of faith itself. I recognize 

that or ga nized religions come with their own set of challenges. This is a huge 

topic that is beyond the scope of this book. I  will say that ranking religions ac-

cording to predetermined criteria such as tolerance and backwardness is part of 

the colonial legacy. The meaning of the religious scripture lies in the interpreta-

tion of its sacred “texts” and in how  people take up  those interpretations within 

social action. The same premises that I use in studying intersectionality can also 

be used to study religions.
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