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Intersectionality: Marxist Critical Observations

MARTHA E. GIMENEZ

I

WHAT IS INTERSECTIONALITY? Is it a theory? Is it a method? 
At best, it is a descriptive approach which, through empirical 
research, can ascertain the relative contribution of the fac-

tors that interest the researcher (gender, ethnicity, national origin) to 
the problems or issues affecting the research subjects. A great deal of 
information can thus be gathered which, under favorable conditions, 
can potentially serve as the basis for social policies, organizational 
changes, provision of social services, and so on. Besides serving the 
academic interests of its practitioners, intersectionality research can 
potentially be of use in a variety of institutional contexts.

The meaning of intersectionality is captured by statements such as 
these: “Class locations, in intersection with race/ethnicity and sexual-
ity, shape women’s survival projects” (Brenner, cited in Russell, 2007, 
33); “Gender, class, race/ethnicity, and sexuality are factors in women’s 
lives” (Russell, 2007, 34).
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262 SCIENCE & SOCIETY

These statements assume that race/ethnicity, sexuality and other 
identities are always socially and economically relevant and are always 
intersecting and significant in their effects upon all women’s lives. 
They apply to women in general, i.e., to all women, in all classes. They 
apply also to men. This idea that everyone is located at the intersec-
tion of identities is a truism, to the extent it registers the fact that, 
in a complex and heterogeneous society such as the United States, 
academics and the media take it for granted that everyone can be 
sorted according to these categories, and it is assumed that these 
categories are also relevant for the research subjects themselves and 
for everyone who lives in this society.

II

Intersectionality is the logical culmination of the critique of early 
feminist theories arising from black women’s political and theoretical 
analyses and from postmodern treatments of the subject. The critique 
of assertions about women in general (e.g., “sisterhood is powerful”), 
had it taken Marxist theory and the Marxist theory of class seriously, 
would have yielded very different results. The tendency toward uni-
versalizing the experience of middle-class white women could have 
been counteracted with a focus on differences in class locations which, 
while dividing women on the basis of class, creates an underlying 
commonality of economic and political interests among women of the 
same class, regardless of racial, ethnic and other differences. Aware-
ness of women’s class location, and of the problems and opportunities 
associated with class location, could have been used as the basis for 
research examining how the impacts of class are affected, intensified 
or minimized, for example, by gender, race, ethnicity, and citizenship 
status, and how capitalist employers might manipulate the racial, 
ethnic and other divisions among working-class women in their own 
interests, for example to pay lower wages.

III

The initial reaction against the abstract notion of woman that charac-
terized early feminist theory led to the rise of the trilogy — the race, 
gender and class perspective that postulated their mutual effects and 
offered a variety of metaphors to describe how they acted together: 
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triple oppression, interplay, interrelation, interconnection, and many 
others. Eventually, intersection became the metaphor of choice, finally 
becoming “intersectionality,” expanding the trilogy to include the 
rising number of oppressions and identities around which sectors 
of the population organized in the pursuit of social and economic 
rights. Intersectionality studies have become not only the core of 
feminist research but the favored approach in the social sciences. 
From the standpoint of Marxist theory, intersectionality is a powerful 
ideology that obscures the meaning and significance of class and class 
relations, even among those who should know better. For example, 
a social scientist whose publications might lead one to consider him 
knowledgeable about Marxist theory states that “there is no point 
to talk about class without making it clear that it is backward to talk 
about class without speaking about gender and race” (Yates, 2006, 
115, cited in Russell, 2007, 34).

In itself, this statement makes no sense because it does not specify 
the level of analysis at which it is appropriate to consider class in con-
junction with gender and race. A fundamental problem inherent in 
blind allegiance to the ideology of intersectionality is the neglect of 
the complexity of Marxist theory. Such neglect is understandable only 
among feminists and social scientists who either reject Marx and Marx-
ist theory or have but a superficial acquaintance with Marx’s work and 
Marxist scholarship. It is not a matter of distinguishing “micro” from 
“macro” levels of analysis, but of differentiating between the abstract 
level of analysis of the theory of the capitalist mode of production, as 
depicted in Capital, for example, and the historical level of analysis 
of social formations, i.e., the level of analysis of a specific country or 
region where capitalism is the dominant mode of production. It is 
also the matter of acknowledging the historicity, i.e., the capitalist 
origins of the taken-for-granted identities, categories of analysis or 
“axes of inequality” whose “intersections” constitute the foundation 
of intersectionality. Women and men, abstractly considered, have a 
trans-historical existence. At what level of capitalist development, and 
under what historically specific conditions is it possible to argue that 
women are oppressed “as women”? What is the relationship between 
capitalist accumulation, slavery, the rise of racial ideology and the 
notion of race?

When examining class at the level of analysis of the capitalist mode of 
production, it would make no sense to take into account gender, race or 
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other forms of oppression. Class is identity blind. Far from being an 
error, or a problem in need of correction, this “blindness” indicates 
that the logic of class relations, exploitation and capital accumulation 
is indifferent to the actual individual characteristics of capitalists and 
workers. At this level of analysis, what matters for capitalists is that 
surplus labor can be extracted from workers whatever their imputed 
or acknowledged identities may be; capitalists themselves, these iden-
tities notwithstanding, ought to behave as capitalists, rationally mak-
ing decisions about the use of technology, automation, location of 
investments, outsourcing, locking workers out, and so on, in order to 
maintain the profitability of their enterprises. Class location inflicts 
its burdens and opens possibilities to workers and capitalists alike; 
for both, it is a matter of economic survival. To make the point more 
concretely, female, black and “Hispanic” capitalists cannot be expected 
to behave differently from their white male counterparts. Capitalists, 
whether from Latin America, Asia or Africa are just as ruthless as 
“white” Western capitalists. White male workers, though their wages 
might be higher, are just as exploited as female and non-white work-
ers, in the sense that the surplus they produce is taken from them.

At the level of analysis of the social formation (e.g., the United States), 
the aggregates of individuals sharing the same class location are 
divided in terms of a variety of criteria such as gender, race, national 
origin, citizenship status, sexual orientation, marital status, ethnicity, 
religion, etc. To each of these divisions corresponds an ideology that 
reifies these divisions, endowing them with a reality that transcends 
history and mirrors the platitudes of functionalist sociology; e.g., in 
all societies there are families, gender, religion, racial and ethnic 
divisions and so forth.

IV

The trilogy, developed in response to the critiques from black and 
Latino feminists, had the merit of keeping alive the awareness that 
race, gender and class as categories of analysis came from the 1960s 
struggles against inequality, oppression, and exploitation. But the 
disconnect between these struggles and their unacknowledged class 
foundations and the reduction of class to an individual identity led, 
politically, to civil right struggles, to struggles for equal access to 
employment, equal social and political participation and so forth; 
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academically, it led to the rise of theories of oppression whose basic 
starting point was the idea that oppression was irreducible to class. 
An example of this idea:

All socialist feminists see class as central to women’s lives, yet at the same 
time none would reduce sex or race oppression to economic exploitation. 
And all of us see these aspects of our lives as inseparably and systematically 
related; in other words, class is always gendered and raced. (Holmstrom, 
cited in Russell, 2007, 34.)

What does it mean to say that class is central to women’s lives? Isn’t 
it central to men’s lives also? And isn’t it central to everyone living in 
a capitalist society whatever their gender and race? Are all aspects of 
oppression irreducible to class? For example, aren’t working-class and 
poor women oppressed when denied, by cost and legislative measures, 
control over their reproductive lives whereas affluent women are not 
affected? And it is interesting that class is tacitly understood, in Holm-
strom’s statement, as the working class. There is more to class, how-
ever, than exploitation; class is also a terrain where cultural patterns 
develop, where the members of the different classes are reproduced 
daily and generationally; furthermore, class is also central to capitalist 
women’s lives as well as to the lives of affluent women. It is the source 
of their privileges, and ability to outsource most of the labor their 
household and children’s maintenance requires to paid domestic 
workers, who tend to be mostly women, often undocumented or non-
white. Finally, what does it mean to say that “class is always gendered 
and raced”? What is the nature of the “inseparable” and “systematic” 
relations between class, race and gender?

V

Intersectionality not only expands the number of “axes of oppression” 
beyond the trilogy but solidifies their presence in the American col-
lective consciousness, blind to class in its theoretical and historical 
dimensions but exceedingly aware of and accepting of gender, racial, 
ethnic, citizenship status, national origin, ability and other differences 
that ideologically justify the persistence of inequality. Research on 
the elusive nature of the intersections among oppressions may be of 
academic and consciousness-raising value, but little else. The main 
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value of intersectionality is ideological, for it reinforces the divisions 
within the working class, pitting workers against each other, exacer-
bating sexism, racism, xenophobia, and nationalism.

Writing about race and racism, Fields states:

Nothing handed down from the past could keep race alive if we did not 
constantly reinvent and re-ritualize it to fit our own terrain. If race lives on 
today, it can do so only because we continue to create and re-create it in our 
social life, continue to verify it, and thus continue to need a social vocabulary 
that will allow us to make sense, not of what our ancestors did then, but of 
what we ourselves choose to do now. (Fields, 1990, 118.)

The ubiquitous presence of intersectionality is the form in which 
today we create and re-create those racial, gender and other divisions 
that obfuscate the crucial importance of class as the source of most 
of the grievances individuals perceive through the lenses of oppres-
sions. We live in times of economic upheavals as global capital destroys 
“labor aristocracies” and reduces some sectors of the working classes to 
19th-century conditions. It is in times like these that “. . . it is necessary 
to distinguish between the material transformation of the economic 
conditions of production . . . and the legal, political, religious, artistic 
or philosophic — in short, ideological forms in which men become 
conscious of this conflict and fight it out” (Marx, 1970, 21).

Identities, whether in themselves or brought together in the form 
of complex or intersectional identities are the ideological form du jour 
through which most people become conscious of their problems and, 
in their eyes, their causes; e.g., unemployed or downwardly mobile 
working-class men blame women, immigrants, non-white workers. In 
the United States, the right’s successful efforts to eradicate class, class 
consciousness, and class politics from political ideology, and the left’s 
successful efforts to avoid “class reductionism” and “economic deter-
minism,” joined together to deviate political and theoretical attention 
away from class — as a structural foundation of capitalism, as a macro-
level relationship, and as a social location independent of individuals’ 
consciousness — toward the variety of individual characteristics used 
by capitalists to divide the work force, create invidious distinctions that 
pit workers against each other, and contribute to undermining their 
potential to unite in struggles for a greater share of the surplus they 
produce. The result has been the politics of civil rights, the rise of the 
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new social movements, and the fragmentation of political struggles 
now centered on the various individual characteristics that employers 
and communities and institutions use to exclude, oppress, stigmatize 
and economically exploit female and male workers; i.e., sexuality, 
gender, race, ethnicity, citizenship status, and so on.

Unlike class politics, excluded from American politics since the 
aftermath of World War II, identity politics do not threaten the system; 
in fact, these are the politics of those who seek admission into the 
system through laws declaring illegal the discrimination, in important 
areas of social and economic life, against women, racial and ethnic 
minorities, sexual minorities, and so on. Struggles against discrimi-
nation are important and their success opened up opportunities for 
individuals belonging to the discriminated groups. However, class 
and its effects can be ignored, but not eliminated; widespread recog-
nition in politics, mass media and mass culture of the problems and 
successes of women and non-whites, coupled with silence about the 
fate of the working class as a whole — which includes most women and 
members of racial and ethnic minorities — dialectically contributed 
to crystallize the racial self-identification of the white working class, 
already fueled by the opportunism of conservative politicians before 
the rise of Trumpism.

The results of the November 8, 2016 election, however, show the 
dangerous side of identity politics, and what happens when racial, 
gender and other divisions supplant class in mainstream political 
discourse, and people are encouraged to find their worth not in 
the work they do but in their nationality, their European ancestry, 
their religion, the consumer goods they can afford, and the color 
of their skin. Both presidential candidates appealed to the identity 
of their political base; the liberal candidate appealed to racial and 
ethnic minorities, women and LGBT voters with occasional refer-
ences to creating jobs for the “middle-class,” one of the euphemisms 
politicians use to refer to the working class. The candidate who 
won, with the support of two-thirds of white voters without college 
degrees and 80% of white evangelicals (Lilla, 2016, 2), appealed to 
the working-class left behind by trade policies and globalization, 
focusing tacitly on the white working class through a xenophobic, 
anti-immigrant, racist rhetoric. This does not imply that all white 
workers are racist and Lilla (2016) makes this point in a clear and 
thought-provoking way:

G4623.indd   267 3/6/2018   12:38:51 PM



268 SCIENCE & SOCIETY

[The liberal] obsession with diversity has encouraged white, rural, religious 
Americans to think of themselves as a disadvantaged group whose identity 
is being threatened or ignored. . . . they are not reacting against the real-
ity of our diverse America [but] against the omnipresent rhetoric of iden-
tity. . . . Liberals should bear in mind that the first identity movement in 
American politics was the Ku Klux Klan, which still exists. (Lilla, 2016, 5.)

I am not arguing that the hegemony of identity politics in the United 
States is due to intersectionality; I argue that together with its previous 
form, the race, gender and class trilogy, intersectionality supports or 
legitimizes identity politics. As Lilla points out, “the fixation on diversity 
in our schools and in the press has produced a generation of liberals 
and progressives narcissistically unaware of conditions outside their self-
defined groups, and indifferent to the task of reaching out to Americans 
in every walk of life” (Lilla, 2016, 2). According to Heller, students’ “req-
uisite vocabulary is acquired in college. If the new campus activism has a 
central paradigm, it is intersectionality” (Heller, 2016, 30). Given the aca-
demic entrenchment of intersectionality, it is unlikely that this and other 
critiques may eventually have some effect, either on the continuing aca-
demic and cultural hegemony of intersectionality or on identity politics. 
The alternative to intersectionality is the return to class, acknowledging 
the class nature of American society and the relations of oppression that 
fragment it by crafting a different political discourse that unites, rather 
than divides: we are not men, women, black, Latino or Latina, and so 
on; we are working-class men, working-class black women, working-class 
Latinos, and so on. Thus identity would be brought back from the heights 
of theory to the materiality of people’s lives. The rise of nationalisms and 
extreme right-wing politics in Europe and the USA should alert us to the 
need to move beyond intersectionality, beyond identity politics; to end, 
once and for all, the “retreat from class” (Wood, 1986).
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Intersectionality: A Marxist Critique

BARBARA FOLEY

INTERSECTIONALITY ADDRESSES QUESTIONS of vital impor-
tance to anyone — scholar or layperson — who is concerned 
with matters of social justice and committed to understanding the 

kinds of causality that give rise to the egregious inequalities pervad-
ing present-day society. My students at Rutgers University–Newark — 
 especially the sophisticated ones who are attempting to theorize ways 
to understand, resist and combat these inequalities — refer constantly, 
if somewhat vaguely, to things (whether movements or identities or 
just plain ideas) that “intersect.” In order to assess the usefulness 
of intersectionality as an analytical model and practical program, 
however  — and, indeed, to decide whether or not it can actually be 
said to be a “theory,” as a number of its proponents insist — we need 
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