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Intersec– 
tionality–

Barbara Smith with the Combahee River Collective in 1979
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Social categories 
⦙ Race, gender, disability, ethnicity, sexuality …

⦙ Central to sociological research

⦙ Used to explain differences in outcomes, role 

expectations, etc.

⦙ Key explanations of inequality and 

discrimination 

Often studied separately 
⦙ Social categories usually studies as separate 

topics.

⦙ E.g. “Sociology of race and ethnicity”

Intersectionality 
⦙ Intersectional sociology maintains that 

studying social categories (like race, 
disability, class, gender, sexuality, …) 
separately impedes our understanding of 
those categories

‘Ethnic group’ menu from https://
www.findapprenticeship.service.gov.uk 
(accessed January 2021)
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DeGraffenreid v. General Motors (1976) 
⦙ Term “intersectionality” coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw to 

explain the outcome of a workplace discrimination lawsuit at 
General Motors 
Crenshaw, Kimberlé. "Demarginalizing the intersection of race and sex: A black feminist critique of 
antidiscrimination doctrine, feminist theory and antiracist politics." u. Chi. Legal f. (1989): 139.


⦙ GM had many Black men working in their factories, and many 
white women working in their offices, so the court found no 
evidence of racial or gender discrimination
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Social categories are not independent 
⦙ “Rather than examining gender, race, class, 

and nation as distinctive social hierarchies, 
intersectionality examines how they mutually 
construct one another.” 
Collins, Patricia Hill. “It’s All In the Family: Intersections of Gender, Race, and 
Nation.” Hypatia 13, no. 3 (August 1998): 62–82.


⦙ The experiences of, e.g., Black women is not 
just the experiences of being Black “plus” the 
experience of being a women

Intersectional analyses 
⦙ Look at the way that multiple, overlapping 

social categories affect a social outcome

⦙ E.g. how can the intersection of gender, race, 

and class help us explain why Black women are 
360% more likely to die during pregnancy than 
white women in the United States? 
https://www.cdc.gov/reproductivehealth/maternal-mortality/pregnancy-mortality-
surveillance-system.htm


⦙ E.g. “The intersectional/interlocking nature of 
racism, sexism, classism, and colonialism 
compound the vulnerabilities faced by 
Aboriginal women in Canada.”  
Gilchrist, Kristen. 2010. “‘Newsworthy’ Victims?” Feminist Media Studies 10 (4): 373–
90.

https://www.vox.com/identities/2018/1/11/16879984/serena-williams-childbirth-scare-black-women
https://www.cdc.gov/reproductivehealth/maternal-mortality/pregnancy-mortality-surveillance-system.htm
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Barbara Smith at a 1979 
rally. Photo by Ellen Shub, 
via New Yorker
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