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The scope of this paper is by no means large enough to even begin to address the various 

ways in which feminist writers have used intersectional analysis (or similar methods 

under different appellations) to wrestle with the intricacies of oppression. However I will 

bring together, and compare and contrast a few examples of successful intersectional 

analysis, including Patricial Hill-Collins’ essays “Defining Black Feminist Thought”, and 

“U.S. Black Feminism in Transnational Context,” Lata Mani’s “Multiple Mediations: 

Feminist Scholarship in the Age of Multinational Reception”, Nira Yuval-Davis’ 

“Human/Women’s Rights and feminist Transversal Politics,” Mari Matsuda’s “Beside 

my sister, facing the enemy: legal theory out of coalition,” and finally Gloria Anzaldúa’s 

“La Conciencia de la Mestiza: Towards a New Consciousness” 

 Presumably since the very first self-proclaimed feminists attempted to define their 

own position, develop political and pragmatic strategies for overcoming discrimination 

and oppression, and establish a rhetoric of consciousness, mobilization, and change, they 

ran into complex and overlapping categories where boundaries and limits are blurred and 

clear distinctions are awkward and often impossible. Anyone who has every suffered 

oppression because of his or her race, gender, class, sexual orientation, age, nationality, 

ethnicity, political beliefs, religion, or any other socially constructed category, has most 

likely tried to understand what it is that establishes her as the “other” and in so doing, 
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may very well have come across some inextricable connections in and among the reasons 

for her oppression. 

 For every individual on the planet there is a corresponding unique and distinctive 

perspective of her relation to the whole of humanity, and no other being in the universe 

could ever fully comprehend this particular place. However, with humankind’s 

tendencies towards categorization and even racialization1, we are assembled into groups 

either willingly or not, and divided into factions that oppose one another due to skin 

color, sexual preference, economic status, and any number of defining traits. With nearly 

every duality there comes a relationship of hierarchy; an axis of power with one side as 

the dominating force and the other as the dominated. As each person is a composite of the 

uncountable qualities that make her a unique being in this diverse world, who she is 

encompasses a legion of definitions. To some she might be a mother, so others a teacher, 

to others a woman, to others a patron, to others an employee, etc. What arises out of the 

complexity of humanness is a hard-to-pin-down nexus of interlocking, sometimes self-

reinforcing relationships between the ways we are perceived, the things that can become 

objects of oppression. 

 As far back as 1977 the Combahee River Collective recognized that in coming 

together as victims of racism and sexism they discovered that they also had heterosexism 

and economic oppression in common, and in attempting to define their politics found that 

they were “not just trying to fight oppression on one front or even two, but instead to 

address a whole range of oppressions. We do not have racial, sexual, heterosexual, or 

                                                
1 Racialization refers to processes of the discursive production of racial identities. It signifies the extension 
of dehumanizing and racial meanings to a previously racially unclassified relationship, social practice, or 
group. To be put simply, a group of people is seen as a "race", when it was not before. (Wikipedia: 
Racialization) 
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class privilege to rely upon nor do we have even the minimal access to resources and 

power that groups who possess any one of these types of privileges have.” Over the years 

these Black feminists understood that struggles of race, class, and sex often occurred 

simultaneously and were hard to separate. They embraced identity politics and believed 

that the only people who were determined to see their liberation from oppressions due to 

sex, class, and race, were themselves, and that success would come out of them 

collaboration to end their own oppression. One important thing to note however is that 

the Combahee River Collective did believe in hierarchical oppression and that their being 

Black women situated them at the “very bottom.” (FTR, p. 107)  

 Patricia Hill-Collins’ essay “Defining Black Feminist Thought” (1990) tackles the 

issue of the intersection of sexism and racism, while suggesting who she believes can and 

cannot rightfully call themselves Black Feminists. She argues that the conflation of the 

terms woman and feminist and identifying being of “African descent” (FTR p. 341) are 

not problematic when determining the prerequisites of being a Black Feminist. Hill-

Collins points out the hypocrisy of the Combahee River Collective’s statement that “as 

Black women we find any type of biological determinism a particularly dangerous and 

reactionary basis upon which to build a politic” since it is their belief that only African-

American women can be Black Feminists. In attempting to define Black Feminism and 

who can be a Black Feminist, Hill-Collins acknowledges the “complex nexus of 

relationships among biological classification, the social construction of race and gender 

as categories of analysis, the material conditions accompanying these changing social 

constructions, and Black women’s consciousness about these themes.” (FTR. P. 342) She 
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recommends specifying the relationship between a Black woman’s standpoint and 

theories that interpret her standpoint. 

 Hill-Collins recognizes that diversity among Black women produces different 

perspectives. She argues that although all African-American women encounter racism, 

their social class standing has everything to do with how that racism is experienced. She 

also argues that sexual orientation plays a role in that experience. “Ethnicity, region of 

the country, urbanization, and age combine to produce a web of experiences shaping 

diversity…” (p.344). However, not all categories are created equal according to Hill-

Collins. She argues that while race and gender are both socially-constructed, gender relies 

more heavily on biological criteria and thus she argues that classifying African-

Americans into specious racial categories is more difficult than distinguishing males from 

females. It is here that I believe Hill-Collins falls into an easy trap since she is conflating 

sex and gender when she claims that gender is biologically determined.  

 She also argues that the construction of race and gender differ in that unlike 

groups with distinct histories, geographic origins, cultures, and social institutions, women 

as a category lack an identifiable tradition. However, she concedes that this does not 

mean that women are characterized by more differences than by similarities. 

 She argues the importance of merging though with action, theory with activism, 

and that in order for Black women intellectuals to succeed they must ask the right 

questions and investigate all dimensions of a Black women’s standpoint with and for 

African American women. She advocates the importance of coalitions with other groups 

with “distinctive standpoints” (351) and says that “no standpoint is neutral because no 

individual or group exists unembedded in the world.” Finally she admits that Black 
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women can produce Black Feminist thought separated from other groups, however other 

groups cannot produce Black feminist thought without African-American women at the 

center. She is not advocating separatism, but autonomy in order to coalesce with other 

groups experiencing oppression. Hill-Collins argues that Black women intellectuals are 

central in the production of Black Feminist thought for several reasons: 1) only African-

American women can “feel the iron” because they are the only one’s that “experienced 

race, gender, and class oppression as Black women experience them,” 2) Black women 

intellectuals provide unique leadership for Black women’s empowerment and resistance, 

and 3) they alone can create the create the group autonomy necessary for effective 

coalitions with other groups.  

 Finally she argues a humanist or as Alice Walker calls it a “womanist”2 stance 

and quotes Anna Julia Cooper claiming that ultimately Black women’s struggles are part 

of a wider struggle for human dignity and empowerment.  

We take our stand on the solidarity of humanity, the oneness of life, and the 
unnaturalness and injustice of all special favoritisms, whether of sex, race, 
country, or condition…The colored woman feels that woman’s cause is one and 
universal; and that …not till race, color, sex and condition are seen as accidents, 
and not the substance of life; not till the universal title of humanity to life, liberty, 
and the pursuit of happiness is conceded to be inalienable to all; not till then is 
woman’s lesson taught and woman’s cause won- not the white woman’s nor the 
black woman’s, not the red woman’s but the cause of every man and of every 
woman who has writhed under a might wrong. (Anna Julia Cooper as quoted in 
the Feminist Theory Reader p. 354). 
 

Ten years later, in her essay “U.S. Black Feminism in Transnational Context” (2000) 

Hill-Collins embraces an intersectional paradigm more directly both in terms of 

explaining U.S. Black women’s experiences of oppression, but of other groups as well. 

She says that by employing intersectional analysis, one can “shed new light on how 
                                                
2 “when one is committed to the survival and wholeness of entire people, male and female.” (Alice Walker 
as quoted in the Feminist Theory Reader, p. 354) 
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domination is organized.”  She discusses a matrix of domination which is an “overall 

social organization within which intersecting oppressions originate, develop, and are 

contained.” (p. 228) She mentions that such domination occurs institutionally as well and 

she astutely says that just as intersecting oppressions are context-bound, so do they 

change with the times, and thus perpetuate domination albeit in different guises and 

forms. Using an example of intersecting oppressions of race, class, gender, and sexuality 

within the U.S., Senegal, and Britain, she notes that domination is structured differently 

in these three places. “Thus, regardless of how any given matrix is actually organized 

either across time or from society to society, the concept of a matrix of domination 

encapsulates the universality of intersecting oppressions as organized through diverse 

local realities.” (p.228)  

 Her essay continues to use intersectional paradigms to explain both the U.S. 

matrix of domination and Black women’s individual and collective agency within it. The 

strategy that Hill-Collins recommends to overcome the challenges of theorizing 

intersecting oppressions is to reject binary thinking and identity politics, and replace it 

with transversal politics which she says emphasizes coalition building that takes into 

account the specific positions of “political actors.” She quotes Nira Yuval-Davis; 

“Transversal dialogue should be based on the principles of rooting and shifting- that is, 

being centered in one’s own experience while being empathetic to the differential 

positioning of the partners in the dialogue…the boundaries of the dialogue would be 

determined by the message rather than its messengers.” (As quoted in Hill-Collins’s 

essay “U.S Black Feminism in Transnational Context” p. 245)  
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 June Jordan in her “Report from the Bahamas” (1985) realizes that usual race and 

class concepts of connection, as well as gender assumptions of unity do not apply well in 

her hotel when she meets her cleaning lady, and in thinking through her recent 

experiences rather finds connections in atypical places such as between her and her male 

jewish student and between Bobby Sands and Martin Luther King, Jr.  She writes, “And 

when these factors of race and class and gender absolutely collapse is whenever you try 

to use them as automatic concepts of connection. They may serve well as indicators of 

commonly felt conflict, but as elements of connection they seem about as reliable as 

precipitation probability for the day after the night before the day.” (FTR, 165) She sees 

the difference between a common identity that happens because one feels it, and the 

assumed common identity because society says there should be one. 

 Rhacel Salazar-Parreñas in her essay “Servants of Globalization: Women, 

Migration, and Domestic work discuses Filipino/a migrant workers all over the world and 

the alienation and sense of dislocation they experience. As part of a multi-national 

diaspora these Filipino workers share common experiences of non-belonging and social 

exclusion. Her subject level of analysis takes into account these workers situatedness in 

“multiple and intersecting axes of domination” (FTR p. 198) and underscores their 

“marginal location in multiple discursive spaces of race, gender, nation, and class.” She 

suggests in her conclusion that in order to understand this analysis one must understand 
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“globalization and its corresponding macrostructural trends as well as the institutional 

processes that function as the regimes in which the subject is regulated by structural 

forces in society.” (ibid, p. 201) 

 In “La Conciencia de la Mestiza: Towards a New Consciousness”, Gloria 

Anzaldúa, a Mexican-American lesbian advocates for a tolerance of ambiguity in terms 

of one’s standpoint. She quotes a poem by Gina Valdés: “Hay tantísimas fronteras que 

dividen a la gente, pero por cada frontera existe también un puente. (There are so many 

borders that divide people, but for each border there also exists a bridge)”. Anzaldua’s 

speaks of the Chicana situated in a “Gringo world” as a particularly powerful case of 

intersecting identities simply because she neither belongs wholly to her Spanish, Native 

American, or Latino culture. Suffering simultaneously from sexism, racial discrimination, 

and often class-related oppression, the chicana finds herself ensconced in the world of the 

“other” and the only escape to this, Anzaldua suggests is a celebration of the hybridity of 

her race, the “mestiza consciousness” which is “where the possibility of uniting all that is 

separate occurs.” (FTR, p. 256) The work of the mestiza consciousness is “to break down 

the subject-object duality that keeps her a prisoner and to show in the flesh and through 

the images in her work how duality is transcended.” A consummate intersectional 

theorist, Anzaldua expresses her particular standpoint as a lesbian as “the supreme 

crosser(s) of culture, homosexuals have strong bonds with the queer white, Black, Asian, 

native American, Latino, and with the queer in Italy, Australia and the rest of the planet. 

We come from all colors, all classes, all races, all time periods. Our role is to link people 

with each other- the Blacks with Jews with Indians with Asians with whites with 

extraterrestrials.” 
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 R.W. Connell contests “hegemonic masculinity” and argues that the subordination 

of gay men is a central feature of this constructed paradigm. Marginalization of men of 

color as well as of the global South align with the discrimination experienced by gay 

men. She suggests that in order to understand gender we must “go beyond gender” and 

that likewise “we cannot understand class, race or global inequality without constantly 

moving towards gender.”  She argues that gender relations are “a major component of 

social structure as a whole, and gender politics are among the main determinants of our 

collective fate.” (FTR, p. 236) Her intersectional analysis of gender, race and class 

demonstrates a complete rejection of the normative definitions of masculinity and a belief 

in the dynamic and fluid definitions of these categories and how they relate to one 

another. 

 “I am your sister: Black women organizing across sexualities” by Audre Lorde is 

a powerful expression of one African-American lesbian’s stand for her own voice against 

stereotypes, foundationless bigotry, and hegemonic epistemology. She addresses racism, 

heterosexism, and homophobia, and urges her sisters regardless of their sexual orientation 

to reject their own personal fear of difference and realize that the oppression that causes 

Black women to suffer is not so different from the oppression that causes Black Lesbians 

to suffer. “Even if you do believe any of these stereotypes about Black Lesbians, begin to 

practice acting like you don’t believe them.” (FTR p. 279) 

 In her essay “Beside my sister, facing the enemy: legal theory out of coalition” 

Mari J. Matsuda reflects upon her participation in the 1990 Conference on women of 

Color and the Law in 1990. She believes in autonomy without separation, coalition 

building across communities of difference, and her particular approach in attempting to 
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solve the challenges of intersecting dominations is to advocate “asking the other 

question” meaning trying to see relationships of other types of subordination where 

another is more obvious.  

 She introduces contrasting writings of three feminists and through them considers 

the process and substance of coalitions. Finally she concludes with suggestions of 

substantive theory that can come from working in coalitions. She states outright that 

“because I believe that the most progressive elements of any liberation movement are 

those who see the intersections (and the most regressive are those who insist on only one 

axis), I am willing to risk breaking coalition by pushing intersectional analysis.” She 

argues for conscious self-knowledge, engagement not estrangement, autonomy not 

separation. She speaks of the opportunity for learning that comes out of the discomfort of 

a conversation about oppression and states, “the comfort we feel when we avoid hard 

conversations is a dangerous comfort, one that seduces us into ignorance about the 

experiences of others and about the full meaning of our own lives.” (FTR p. 293)  

 She demonstrates through the three writers the frustrations and challenges that 

come from working in coalition but has an answer to the question, “is it worth it?” She 

states, “we cannot, at this point in history, engage fruitfully in jurisprudence without 

engaging in coalition, without coming out of separate places to meet one another across 

all the positions of privilege and subordination that we hold in relation to one another.” 

(FTR, p. 294) 

 Matsuda 

 Some of the challenges that can arise when trying to theorize oppressions as 

multiple, interlocking, historically and culturally specific are the following: 
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1)unintentional (or intentional) prioritizing of one type of oppression over another or 

what some critics call “Oppression Olympics”3 a.k.a. who has it harder or better, 

2)assumptions that people who belong to the same category necessarily experience the 

same kinds of oppression and will therefore relate to each other on that level, 3)conflation 

of stereotypes.  

 Ultimately I believe understanding intersectionality is essential to gaining social 

and political equality for all of humankind, and for the wholesale eradication of 

oppression. All of the feminist authors above use intersectional analysis to further their 

understanding of the multiple and interlocking systems of oppression that keep women 

and other groups from enjoying social and political freedom. They realize that while each 

individual has her own standpoint, that one standpoint is powerless by itself to cause 

change in a world of hegemony and discrimination. Whether by encouraging transversal 

politics in conjunction with coalition building or by simply individually “asking the other 

question” to enrich our own understanding and strengthen our own agency, they present 

excellent alternatives to additive analysis, stereotyping,  

 

Web of experiences – Patricia Hill Collins (0. 344) 

Matrix of domination 

Nexus 

 

                                                
3 http://theangryblackwoman.com/2009/08/02/intersectionality/ 


