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Intersectionality: A Young Scholar Responds

SHANA A. RUSSELL

BY THE TIME I STARTED graduate school in 2008, intersection-
ality was the primary pedagogical approach for humanities and 
social science scholars. This is certainly still true. It is the kind 

of thing one might find in department brochures and on academic 
association websites. When I first encountered the term, as an MA 
student at a private, majority-white women’s college in Massachusetts, 
I thought it was simply another term for inclusivity. “Intersectionality” 
made space for women like me in graduate programs. It is the reason 
that the relevance or rigor of my research on black working-class 
women is not questioned. Credit for this achievement belongs to the 
black women who fought for the inclusion and legitimacy of this kind 
of work in academic spaces. In the years since I began graduate school, 
I have had the distinct privilege of meeting some of these women who 
told me that their aims were simple. They wanted to see themselves 
and their histories in scholarly literature. And in that sense, if my own 
work is any illustration, they succeeded.

With this in mind I’d like to offer an answer to the question 
alluded to by this forum: what is intersectionality? The term was coined 
by legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw as a vehicle for assessing social 
dimensions of difference (race, class, and gender) within a juridical 
context. It has since lost its contextual specificity. In academic and 
social justice circles, the term has been expanded and now asserts that 
the aforementioned sociopolitical categories (in addition to sexuality, 
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disability, national origin, etc.) are intertwined and interconnected. 
While Barbara Foley argues that the term may have descriptive useful-
ness, she, Hester Eisenstein, and I agree that it is not, to use Eisenstein’s 
words, “a serious form of political or social analysis.” Intersectionality 
is merely a descriptor. It does not interrogate the processes by which 
institutions of oppression produce lived experiences or explain the 
nature of their interconnectedness.

The biggest problem with intersectionality, however, exists in its 
use and not in its definition. In social justice circles, “intersectional-
ity” demands that organizations and individuals tackle the entire (and 
constantly growing) checklist. In university classrooms, the usefulness 
of scholarly texts (past and present) is examined in accordance with 
how well they do the same. In other words, one cannot talk about 
one dimension of difference without talking about all of them. The 
absence of “intersectionality” is presented as the downfall of every-
thing from mainstream feminism to contemporary films to political 
candidates. While Crenshaw sought to use intersectionality as a way to 
understand and expand the paradigms of the justice system, current 
proponents of the term use it to identify what they see as barriers to 
justice and fairness. Being intersectional, in the current moment, 
means pointing out when things are not intersectional and little else. 
It is, in short, a sort of ideological gate-keeping.

To historicize the term, scholars and activists present a purported 
genealogy of black female intellectuals. These foremothers, a list that 
includes everyone from Sojourner Truth to Angela Davis, are placed 
in a neat and tidy linear timeline. By virtue of interrogating their own 
subject positions as black women, this collective group of scholars is 
said to represent the origin of theorizations of race, gender, and class. 
The assumption is that all roads lead to “intersectionality.” There is 
an imagined consensus among scholars of the last three centuries 
regarding the relationship between blackness, labor, and woman-
hood. This origin story assumes that each scholar would arrive at the 
same conclusion: that race, class, and gender are intersectional and 
weighted equally.

In reality, however, there are a number of productive intellectual 
tensions among black women scholars. For example, Anna Julia Coo-
per invoked both feminism and antiracism to advocate for educational 
opportunities and social uplift for black women. Claudia Jones’ theory 
of superexploitation is a Marxist–Leninist analysis of the situation of 
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black women workers. And although the Combahee River Collective 
advocated for socialism in “A Black Feminist Statement,” their analysis 
was largely sociocultural. Thus, although intersectionality relies on 
theories of difference, in order for this constructed genealogy to work, 
ideological differences among scholars are unwittingly eliminated 
from the analysis.

While I am critical of intersectionality’s lineage of foremothers, 
I understand the impulse. Perhaps what is presented as a problem of 
theory is really a problem of representation. Again, feminism serves 
as a useful example. The problem with mainstream feminism is not 
that the social and political problems it identifies are not relevant for 
women of color. It is that women of color are not represented either 
in its ideology or its iconography. The same could be said of the labor 
movement and the ways that early socialist feminists took issue with 
the perpetual representation of the worker as male.

The problem of representation is often coupled with an assump-
tion that the presence of, for instance, black women workers always 
equates to an interrogation of race, gender, and class as analytical 
categories. This assumption removes each scholars’ writing from its 
historical context. It also misses the significance of the way that intel-
lectuals used the subjects of their research to offer new insights into 
the broader contexts of their work. A concept like superexploitation 
expanded the theoretical boundaries of Marxist analysis. Similarly, 
Crenshaw’s early writing challenged the limitations of the judicial 
system. In my own research on domestic workers, I focus on the theo-
rization of black women’s labor in works of fiction, primarily from 
the interwar period. Categories like “black” and “woman” are, for 
me, a given.

In spite of this, my peers and colleagues often praised my work 
for its “intersectional approach.” I found it difficult, at first, not to 
succumb to an analysis that viewed the race, gender, and class sta-
tus of my research subjects as intersectional and equally important. 
Luckily the archives provided my research with a sharper focus. Black 
women labor activists, while they were attentive to the racialized and 
gendered dynamics of their labor, were interested in asserting them-
selves as skilled workers who were worthy of dignity and legal protec-
tion. By being attentive to the history, as Lise Vogel suggests we do 
in her contribution to this forum, I believe I was able to circumvent 
the almost compulsory nature of intersectionality in the interest of 
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a more focused and concrete theorization. What mattered to these 
women in this moment was their status as workers. As a result, that is 
what matters to me as a scholar and historian.

In the same vein, I would like to conclude by complicating the 
notion of “identity politics,” as mentioned by Martha Gimenez and 
Hester Eisenstein, as that which represents a shift away from class poli-
tics. The lineage that proponents assign to intersectionality obscures 
the class analyses (and sometimes overt Marxist politics) that were 
central to what might be called “identity movements.” The contempo-
rary narrative of the Civil Rights Movement centers on legal victories 
related to voting and integration. Yet, oral histories and archives reveal 
the economic analyses that underlay nearly every grassroots initiative 
that contributed to the broader national movement. The oft-heralded 
March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom (though it was later com-
promised) was the brainchild of labor organizer A. Philip Randolph. 
The march’s subtitle, “for jobs and freedom,” envisions liberation in 
terms of economic equity. The Montgomery Bus Boycott was largely 
a movement of domestic workers, who made up the majority of the 
city’s bus passengers and connected the ability to freely use public 
transportation to achieving dignity and respect for their labor.

The Black Panther Party, while they are often characterized as a 
black nationalist movement, embraced Maoism as a central part of 
their developing ideology. Party co-founder and chief theorist Huey 
Newton characterized the Panthers’ revolutionary vanguard as the 
lumpenproletariat, a term coined by Karl Marx. Socialist feminists 
have been a constant presence in gender-based movements, despite 
the rampant anti-communism of the postwar period. The Chicano 
movement and the movement for welfare rights could also be char-
acterized as workers’ resistance movements. In my view, the centrality 
of gender, race, and national origin to these movements should not 
be allowed to diminish the significance of their economic analyses.

While I am hesitant to give legitimacy to intersectionality as a 
research methodology, I am not sure that highlighting the gendered or 
racialized contexts of oppression is the sole cause of the shift away from 
Marxism. Contemporary liberal and left-leaning social movements, 
even as they scramble to make sure their ideology is intersectional, 
often fail to make their efforts relevant to the working class, regardless 
of where they fall on the political spectrum. Even so, contemporary 
Marxist scholarship also suffers from the problem of representation. 
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While the majority of the world’s workers are people of color, the 
most visible and celebrated theorists, past and present, are, with a 
few exceptions, white men. This is not a challenge that can be over-
come by reasserting the primacy of Marxist theory. Marxism’s answer 
to intersectionality should be to consider the ways that gender and 
race, as social dimensions of difference, broaden our understanding 
of capitalism and class exploitation.
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