ideas and thinkers

Intersectionality
and feminism
Exam links
Edexcel and AQA exam specifications focus
on debates about the nature of feminism,
core feminist values and feminist ideas and
thinkers.

I

ntersectionality recognises the fact
that people have multiple identities.
It is simplistic to think of people only as
women or men, black or white. As well
as belonging to racial and ethnic groups,
people have gender and sexual identities,
and see themselves as part of a particular
social class. You cannot properly understand
a person without taking all these aspects of
them into account.

Kimberlé Crenshaw
and bell hooks
The term intersectionality was coined by
Kimberlé Crenshaw, but one of the first
Kimberlé Crenshaw

feminist thinkers to articulate the ideas later
developed by Crenshaw was bell hooks. In
her seminal 1981 treatise Ain’t I A Woman?,
bell hooks explained how the experience of
black and white women in the USA differed
because while white women experienced
only gender discrimination, black women
experienced prejudice based on both their
race and their gender.
Black women were also, bell hooks noted,
at the bottom of the heap in terms of their
wage earning power — on average bringing
home less money than either white women or
black men. Unless, bell hooks wrote, all these
types of discrimination were recognised, they
could not be effectively countered.
Kimberlé Crenshaw not only saw the sense
and relevance of bell hooks’ argument but
also expanded it, pointing out the many other
forms discrimination could take, including
classism,
xenophobia,
homophobia,
transphobia, ableism and heterosexism. A
woman’s experience can, Crenshaw argues,
be affected by any of these things, and
often women suffer from multiple forms of
prejudice at once. For example, a woman who
is foreign, black and poor is likely to face
more discrimination than one who is simply
black and poor, but the latter is still worse
off than a black woman with the advantage
of wealth.

What are the key points
of intersectionality?
Race and gender discrimination
intersect
The key insight of intersectionality is not
that people encounter a variety of forms of
discrimination — it is that these different
forms of discrimination intersect. Black
women face discrimination not only as black
people and as women but also specifically as
black women.
Crenshaw uses the analogy of a traffic
intersection to explain this. Imagine there is a
road labelled ‘racial discrimination’ running
from west to east, and a road labelled ‘gender
discrimination’ running from north to south.
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A black woman would stand at the point
where the roads cross.
The analogy is helpful in part because it
is so easy to build additional roads into it —
ones representing discrimination based on
class or sexual preference, for example. It is
also easy to see the many difficulties faced by
the person positioned at the point where all
these different roads intersect. The same idea
can also be demonstrated by a Venn diagram
(Figure 1).

Intersectional discrimination often
goes unrecognised
As soon as she recognised the phenomenon
of intersectional discrimination, Crenshaw
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was keen to raise awareness of it. She
knew that part of the reason intersectional
discrimination persisted was because it had
fallen under the radar as a form of prejudice.
For example, in the legal case of De Graffenreid
v General Motors, five black women brought
a case against General Motors alleging
discrimination. The ground for the suit was
the sacking by General Motors of all of its
black female employees in 1970.
The district court treated the racial and
sexual discrimination claims as separate, and
dismissed them both. The race claim was
dismissed on the grounds that General Motors
had continued to employ black men, and the
sexual discrimination claim on the grounds

that it had continued to employ white women.
The court did not recognise that the plaintiffs
might have been discriminated against as
black women. The case demonstrated that
existing remedies would not necessarily be
effective for addressing discrimination that
occurred on two or more fronts.

Mainstream feminism focuses on
the concerns of white, middle-class
women
Part of the reason that there were no remedies
against intersectional discrimination,
Crenshaw argued, was because feminism
was an overwhelmingly white and middleclass movement, with little understanding

9

26/07/2018 12:36

Box 1

Classroom debate

‘Intersectionality has narrowed the scope of
feminism, rather than broadened it.’ Discuss.

campaign on issues that were specific to
them, such as how the police and the courts
dealt with cases of sexual violence against
black women.

Conclusion
Intersectionality is a simple way of explaining
how women can be disadvantaged not just by
the different aspects of their identity but by
the way these work together. It is more than
an explanation, however. In recognising the
diverse and complex experiences of women,
intersectionality opened up feminism not
only to new groups, but also to individuals
whose experiences, however unique, were
now seen as enlightening and important to
the movement as a whole.

Exam-style questions
Black women are more likely than
white women to work in low-paid jobs

of the specific needs of non-white women.
Mainstream feminists who spoke about
the concerns and experiences of women as
a whole marginalised women of colour in
the process. For instance, in publicising their
struggle to achieve equal pay with men, white
feminists obscured or ignored the fact that
black women had not even achieved pay
parity with white women.

How did intersectionality
broaden the feminist debate?
It highlighted the differences in
women’s experiences
Intersectionality brought greater attention to
the concerns of women from racial and ethnic
minorities, and highlighted how divergent
their experiences were from those of white
women. Black women, for example, were
more likely both to head households and to
work outside the home than white women,
and thus tended to experience patriarchy
differently.
Whereas a major problem with patriarchy
for white women was that it denied them
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opportunities in the workplace, a major
problem for black women was that it
criticised them for taking traditional
masculine roles. By drawing attention to
issues such as these, intersectionality made
feminism relevant to women to whom it
had previously had little to offer.

It made feminism relevant to all
women
Intersectionality also generated a debate
within feminism, by forcing white women
to acknowledge that they were, in some
senses, a privileged class, and helping white
feminists to see how naïve they had been
in proclaiming to speak for all women. Bell
hooks had been motivated to write Ain’t I A
Woman? because she was disappointed in a
feminism that was principally driven by the
concerns of white, middle-class, universityeducated women, who thought only about
their own desire to achieve equality with men
from the same backgrounds.
Hooks and Crenshaw inspired non-white
feminists from a variety of backgrounds to

1 To what extent did intersectionalism
challenge traditional feminist thinking?
(Edexcel-style)
2 With reference to feminist thinkers you
have studied, explain and analyse how far
feminism addresses the needs of all women.
(AQA-style)
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