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We dedicate this book to the future of our profession.
May philosophy live up to its promise and its obligations.
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INTRODUCTION TO WHY RACE AND GENDER
STILL MATTER: AN INTERSECTIONAL
ANALYSIS

Namita Goswami, Maeve M. O’'Donovan and Lisa Yount

Our anthology is an important contribution to an undertheorized, emerging
area of discussion within and surrounding academic philosophy; the anthology
supports a conversation that has set its sights on nothing less than transforming
the discipline. The very act of publishing a collection such as the present one,
a collection that embodies the diversity and intersectional engagement about
which itis writing, is important. The contributors are diverse in age, professional
status, ethnic background, regional location and area of expertise, and together
their voices produce a far richer account of why intersectionality in philosophy
matters than any single introductory essay could on its own. Our rask in che
Incroduction, then, is to orient the work of the rext and its authors; we do so
both by interrogating the general framework of intersectionality — its definition,
irs hist()ry and its reception in the acadcmy — and by arguing that })hilosoplly
as an academic discipline benefits from embracing intersectional inquiry. The
volume engages intersectionality, first and foremost, as an attempr to disrupt
the epistemic closure so easily sustained by tradidon. In these pages, philoso-
phy emerges through voices whose soundings must be heard with the kind of
theoretical secularism that transgresses disciplinary and topical boundaries. We
believe that race and gender still matter — until chey don

Dcﬁning Intersectionality

Generally speaking, intersectionality has been characterized as an awareness, an
approach, an analysis, a tool, a strategy, a method and a theory.' For some, the
degree of variation and ambiguity in the term is reason enough for critique: a
lack of definitional precision is equated with a lack of conceprual precision. Oth-
ers suggest it is more important to understand what intersectionality does and
what it enacts, as a form of praxis, than what its definition ought to be.” As Kim-
berl¢ Williams Crenshaw, Sumi Cho and Leslie McCall explain: ‘[A]nswers to
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questions about whar intersectional analysis is have been amply demonstrated by
what people are deploying it to do’* Furthermore, there is a deliberate and nec-
essary open-endedness to intersecrionality that makes it challenging to classify.

An intersectional approach is expected to be fluid enough to adape to the
context at hand - the conventions of a discipline, the policies of an organization,
the practices of an institution, ctc. — to reveal oppression that was obscured in
that given context, and, in the revealing, make room for possible transforma-
tion. As a transformative methodology, intersectionality ‘caprures not just the
static outcomes of the problem it brings into view but its dynamics and lines of
force as well’ Inrersectionalivy is marked by the kind of Hexibility that attends
to particularicy while resisting definitional categorization. As such, it looks and
performs differendly against different backdrops, while maintaining a general
core of commitments across contexts, It is imporgant to consider, therefore,
the provisional intention of the framework when analysing definitions of inter-
scctionality. Alchough definitional and methodological certainty may grant
conhdence-inspiring predictability, expectations of certainty and predictabilicy
support rather than challenge the formulaic categorizations of difference thar
necessitated intersectional approaches in the firse place.

Perhaps the most sustained overview of intersectionality and ics trajectories
can be tound in “Toward a Ficld of Intersectionality Studies: Theory, Appli-
cations, and Praxis. Here Crenshaw, Cho and McCall offer an operational
dchinition:

Intersectionality is best framed as an analytic sensibility. If intersectionaliry is an
analyric disposition, a way of thinking about and conducting analyses, then what
makes an analysis interseetional 1s not its use of the term ‘intersectionality’ nor its
being situated in a familiar gencalogy, nor its drawing on lists of standard citations,
Racher, what makes an analysis intersectional = whatever terms it deploys, whatever
its iteration, wharever its field or discipline - is its adoprion of an intersecrional way
of thinking about the problem ot sameness and difference and its relation to power,
This framing [conceives] of categories not as distince bur as always permeated by
other categories, fluid and changing, always in the process of creating and being cre-
ated by dynamics of power.”

This description encompasses a cluster of commitments thart are central to what
intersectional work ascribes. Imersccdonality aims to focus awareness on the
experiences of people and the way in which those experiences are shaped and
marked by social dynamics and forces. Such attunement requires sensitivity to
multiplicity and the ability to apprehend complex constellations of race, gender,
class, sexuality, ability, nation and the like. In describing or naming these constel-
lations and cheir effects, intersectional approaches allow marginalized groups to
be recognized in ways that are often hidden in plain sight, and, in doing so, to
have their realities expressed from grounds sufficiently complicated to open up
possibilities for corrective response.
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We believe that Crenshaw, Cho and McCall’s emphasis on the problem of
sameness and difference and its relation to power generates a worthy philosophi-
cal quest: can we properly employ a concept of non-antagonistic difference?
Given that conceprual systems exclude difference for coherence and legibility,
implicd in the motivation to engage in intersectional work is a commitment to
pluralism. The ability to see and attend to whar is revealed by such work necessi-
tates an understanding of difference that is non-oppositional. Because difterence
is not ncccssarily or inherently antagonistic, plumlism as an orientation towards
divcrsicy, and an appreciation for the way that divcrsity strcngthcns perspectives,
provides a more complete picture of cruth. In short, intersectionality is both plu-
ralistic in nature and a way ofcncoumging, pluralism in practice.

The History of[nterscctionality

Taking scriously the claim that intersectionality involves a sensibility and a way
of thinking that are atrentive to questions of sameness and difterence and power
relations, that it foregrounds the ways that social categories align and converge
to confer privilege and domination, one can trace (proto)incersectional analy-
ses back for centuries. However, as is well known, it was Kimberlé Crenshaw’s
groundbreaking work in critical legal scudies that firse articulated the term for
the academy. In "Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black
Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Anti-
racist Politics) intersectionality was introduced as

a heuristic term to focus artention on the vexed dynamics of difference and the
solidariries of sameness in the context of antidiscrimination and social movement
politics. It exposed how single-axis thinking undermines legal chinking, disciplinary
knowledge production, and struggles for social justice.

In several class-action discrimination cases, Crenshaw showed how public policy
designed to further social justice could, in practice, disadvantage black women
employees. Pointedly using ‘Black women as the starting point)” Crenshaw’s
analysis revealed how race and gender discrimination combined to produce spe-
cihic effects on black women’s lives.® In the cases described, black women were
denied redress as black women, through boch anti-discrimination and seniority
policies; because, on the one hand, blackness was unreflectively being associated
with black men and, on the other hand, womanhood was unreflectively being
associated with white women, black women were left unjustly unrepresented.
In an article a few years later, ‘Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Idencity
Politics, and Violence Against Women of Color, Crenshaw elucidated chree
intersectional frameworks: structural intersectionality, political intersectional-
ity and representational intersectionality.” Scructural intersectionality depicts

how macro-level socio—political structures — white supremacy, pntriarcl]y, capi-
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talism, colonialism, ableism, heterosexism, climate change, etc. - intersect to
make experiences of groups and individuals qualitatively different from one
another." Political intersectionality indicates the places where an individual’s
various political identities may come into conflict. For example, according ro
Crenshaw, women of colour are too often required to choose between mutually
opposing identities — black and female' — while black men and white women
rarcly experience such ‘intersectional disempowerment’® Representational
intersectionality conveys the way chat particular groups or individuals are inter-
pellated within scructures that impact how they are constructed by ochers as
subjects and how they construct themselves as subjects." In this third domain
of intersectional analysis, we see that institutional discourse often fails to con-
vey the experience or consequences of marginalization such that marginalized
groups or individuals are left using (only) personal narrative and histories to
explore the impress of profound inequalities in their daily lives."

Ultimately, Crenshaw reminds us that eliding race when taking up gender
reinforces the oppression of people of colour,” and anti-racist perspectives thar
clide patriarchy reinforce the oppression of women.'® For women of colour,
embracing a single-lens focus, rather than an intersectional one, consolidates the
invisibility of black women, foreclosing the possibility of a more empowering
political discourse."”

Reflecting on the field of intersectional studies after more than ewenty years
of intersectional projects, Crenshaw, Cho and McCall identify three main ways
that intersectionality has been rypified. In conducting such a broad survey, their
objective is to instigate further examination of how intersectionality as a con-
ceprual framework and practical politics disrupts inequalities.' Projects of the
first type engage in systemic applications of intersectionality in ‘context-specific
inquiries’ - seen in things like research or teaching' — comprising practical appli-
cations of intersectionality or examination of dynamic intersectional analytics.™
Additionally, projects of chis kind strive to render intersectional analyrical
frameworks answerable to empirical realities. As such, disciplinary investments
become subject to a ground-up approach whereby empirical rescarch informs
discipline-based methodologies.!

The second rype consists of conceprual analyses. Such analyses examine the
content conveyed by the concepr of intersectionality, both in terms of scale of
intervention and in terms of the conceprual framework’s exemplariness as an
analytic methodology.™ Such interrogations reflexively follow the history of
intersectionality as ic emerges across disciplines; they include questions regard-
ing the framework’s development and adaprations. Here conceprual labour also
includes examination of whether or not intersectional analyses continue to reso-
nate with the lives they are meant to better, remaining vigilane for the exclusions,
omissions and disavowals that constitute any conceprual system.



