Introduction to intersectionality

My name is Elizabeth Wynn, I'm the Equality and Diversity Manager at the Babraham Institute, and
today I'm going to be giving you anintroduction to intersectionality. I'm going to cover the origin and
development of thistermandideaas well as explain how it can be used to betterunderstand and
challenge inequality.

The term intersectionality was coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw. She firstuseditinapaper she
publishedin 1989: “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of
Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics.”

So you'll notice that thiswas published inalegal journal and Crenshaw was, and still is, alegal
scholar, so she was talkingabout discrimination in the legal contextin the United States. She had
come across a lot of cases inthe 70s and 80s where black women were bringing discrimination cases
that the courts were unable or unwilling to prosecute.

(Sorry, we’ve gotthe cat joiningus now.)

So I'm not, she references three specific cases in this paper, and I'm notgoing to go into themin any
detail, butjustto give a summary of the type of thing thatshe was observing. Atinthistime inthe
States, there were alot of automotive plants, manufacturing plants that would have jobs for
women, so secretarial and admin jobs, but they would only hire whitewomen in them, and they'd
have jobs for Black people that were manufacturing, floor work jobs, but they would only hire Black
men.

So thisleftblack womenwho wanted to work there ina very difficult position because they found it
very difficulttogetjobsandif they did get jobs at these types of factories thenitwould be difficult
for them to get promotions. Butwhen they brought discrimination cases against theiremployers,
the courts would say, well, thisisn'tanissue of gender discrimination because women asawhole
aren't affected, andit'snotan issue of race discrimination because Black peopleasa whole aren't
discriminated against. So Crenshaw felt that there was clearly a gap in the legal system that meant
that these cases of discrimination weren't being understood and therefore they



The Combahee River Collective Statementwhich was published in 1977, I'm justgoing to read this
highlighted part here. “The most general statement of our politics at the present time would be that
we are actively committed to struggling against racial, sexual, heterosexual and class oppression and
see as our particulartask the development of integrated analysis and practice based upon the fact
that the major systems of oppression are interlocking.”

Both of these groups, they're not using the word intersectionality but they're clearly talkingabout
the same issues: the fact that there's no way to combat discrimination by focusing onindividual
categories, because that's not the reality of people's lived experiences.

Andthe reason that a lot of people were thinking about this at thistime, Black womenin Americain
the 70s and 80s, is because thiswas a development of Black women's experiencesin the 60s with
the civil rightsand women’s liberation. So when black women were involved in the civil rights
movement, they found that they experienced sexism. When they were involved inwomen'’s
liberation movements, they found they experienced racism. And they also found thatin both cases,
the issues that those movements were focusing on weren't necessarily the ones that were most
importantand relevantto them.

So thisisthe contextinwhich Kimberlé Crenshaw developed her theory of intersectionality. As | said
itwasn'ta new thing, a new idea. She just came up with thisword which described the phenomenon
quite well. And as | said she came up with thisword in 1989, over 30 years ago now, and it was
quickly picked up inacademiclegal circlesand



| thinkit'simportant to also note that all three of these movements are led by Blackwomen and
women of colour. Black women and women of colour have absolutely been leading the way on this,
on thisissue.

So Crenshaw did not give a single definition of intersectionality in her paper. One milestone, | guess,
inintersectionality becoming more mainstream was it being added to dictionaries. Itwas added to
the Oxford English Dictionary in 2015 and they define itas: “The interconnected nature of social
categorisationssuch asrace, class, and genderas they apply toa givenindividual or group, regarded
as creating overlapping and interdependent systems of discrimination or disadvantage.”

So thisisthe definition. Ithinkit's quite dense and | also don'tknow how good of an explanationitis
so I'm going to try to give more of an explanation, and I hope that, | hope that youfindit useful. So
indefiningwhatintersectionality is:

It's acknowledging the fact that people experience the world differently based on their combination
of characteristics. So that's our Venndiagram. Intersectionality is also alens for understanding the
ways different forms of inequality work together. Andin fact, they can often make each otherworse.
It's also a framework for challenging discrimination and inequality.

Soitis avery complexideaand the fact thatit has these different facets, it can be quite confusingif
someone doesn'tspecify when they're talking about intersectionality how they meanit. Soldon't
thinkit's strange that there isa lot of confusion around what exactly intersectionality means.

I'm going to move on now to talkingaboutintersectionality asa lensand a framework, but before |
do I wantto quickly talk about what intersectionality isn't because intersectionality is often
misunderstood and mischaracterised. So intersectionality isnot abouta “new hierarchy of
victimhood”, “identity politics on steroids”, or “oppression Olympics”. There's sometimes this
misconception around intersectionality thatit's about, ‘Oh, that person has six marginalised
identities and you only have two so they are more importantand worthy person than you,’ or
something. T



Anotherthingisthat we can notice is that within ethnicgroups, the average difference between
menand women’ssalaries also varies. So, forexample, forwhite and Black people, the gender pay
gap ismore pronounced thanitisfor Chinese and East Asian or Arab people.

| have anotherexample, and thisone's from Americaso the ethnic categories used hereare different
than the oneswe use inthe UK. And thisisabout reasons womenwith STEMdegrees take jobs
outside of theirfield. Thisis something that EDI work in STEM focuses on quite often. Women tend
to leave STEM and leave academiaat higher rates than men and figuring out why and how we can
bringthose rates more in line isa major focus of a lot of EDI work in STEM. But this data shows that
the reasonswomen leave them canvary a lot depending on their ethnicity.

Native Hawai’ian Pacific Islanders overwhelmingly leave because of family reasons, whereas Black
women are primarily leaving STEM because they can't find jobs and Hispanicwomen cite working
conditions






