What is intersectionality
and why do | need it?

@ "M SO SORRY,” I SAID AS MY PHONE u_cmmm_u_ bmﬁzq
H.:Onn. you excuse me.for a minute? I rﬁ.ﬂ this—thing I
need to take care-of with my kids really quick.” .
My dinner companion graciously b.ommn.m in: nnmw% maa
I rushied upstairs to ‘my botel room, to my Fm.ﬁom... .Ooﬂn
™ T said to myselfas I tried to quickly run
knew that every minute, this took made.
. and mote and more a liar, No, there

Ol ...COmEOn ..
the online program. 1
me more.and-more rude, a

was o issue with my kids, and yes, it’s pretty shitty to use.

themn as an excuse (hey, consider it-a rare indulgence for wﬁm_n.

mmﬂnﬁnmv- © ™
have to leave our dinner to go run. a program 10 block ...:n.E”,
mmbm_m of Twitter trolls who think I hate black men before this

¢T70

). But T 'was damned if I was going to say; “Sorry, 1
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shit goes viral and I can never use Twitter again.” There’s no
rescaing dinner after that.

It had started quietly enough weeks earlier. T had found
.out that a famous black male musician was coming, to town to
peiform. This musician .A.Sr.o shall remain nameless) was long
believed by many, including mysélf; to be a sexual predator of
multiple young black women and teenage. girls, How could a
‘man.so notorious for suspicion of suich heinous offeénses sell
out an-aregna in liberal Seattle? How was this man still rich

- and famous? I tweeted out some of my frustration, express-

ing the desire that, if he’d never see jail time due 16 a society
that did not value black womanhood, he would at least be
forever reminded -of his misdeeds in m...n«x venture he tried to
undertake. Plus-a lot of swear words, I was-angry. I really-care

- about the plight of black- women and girls. The Tweets got

some likes and a few retweets, but, as I said, society doesn’t

. really value black womanhood; and the conversation didn’t
gain much traction.

That is, untl, Hotep Twitter got hold of my Tweets. To
Hotep Twitter (think black mén’s rights activists with the
added fun of wildly inaccurate Egyptian origin mythology, on
Twitter), the fact that T would use so many swear words on a
black man dccused of assaulting multiple young black women
led them to only one conclusion: T hated black men.

Not only-did I hate black men, but I was on the side of
the lynch mobs, on the side of .nrn.m&Hoo_»no-w%o.:.wmmnmnn.
[ was the house Negro, the high-yellow bed wench who'd
spread her legs for her white master (for real, these are words
that have been sent to me). And before L knew what was hap-
pening, I had thousands of angry black men (and some black
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women) interrupting my dinner with buzzes on my phone
notifying me that they were working as hard as possible to
drown my T'witter feed in hatred. |
‘To those clamoring to send me hateful messages, T had
betrayed black people with my comments against a black mu-
sician. I had taken the side of white oppressors by speaking so
publicly about a black fan’s crimes. But this is because theit
idéa of blackness and the oppressions that black people face did
not include black women and .nrn..mﬁonmmn.ow.m.nmm&onm we face
from being both black and women. While they were fighting
to defend this black man, they were giving little thought to
his black female victims or.the other black women ‘who may
r.mﬂn. been harmeéd by seeing someone so EE&M _Soﬁ.ﬁ. .m.an
_Hm.mu.:bm black women lauded so publicly, This sort .om hirtful
denial of the various oppressions that I and many others have
mo .:u&.m».ﬁn is something I'm often forced to noEn.nown.I:Ms.
office meetings, ih social justice forums, in feminist activist
grotps, in governmeni and social programs-aimed at fighting
inequality—and, most often, on the Internet. |
1"d seen the consequerices of this sort of anger at people
who demand that their vaiious identities be takén into ac-
count when &wnﬁm&a.m Targer social groups-and I’d seen how
quickly this anger can turn into a full-scale online mob. ﬁﬂ_
seen how these campaigns. of harassment can take on a life. of
their own; lasting weeks, months—even years. I knew that it
could lead to doxxing nu_d@&mn.m, where angry Internet. vigi-
lantes publish your home address and work info to the miasses,
T knew that there was a limited amount of time to contain this
problem before there would be no saving- my on_:nn. presence:
and 1’d have to leave my Twiiter account for dead. Twitter

72

What'is intersectionality and why do | need it?

may seem to many like a frivolous thing to be in a panic over,
but it is not just a fun online community for En.. Twitter is
a huge part of my job. As a black woman, it is very hard to
build a platform for your writing in a white male~-dominated
Enm..cw.ﬁg that shows little interest in giving black women reg-
ular columins or placing them behind a news anchor’s desk.
Twitter is a huge tool in finding and E&Euﬁ.ﬁm my audi-
ence, and it is how miary editors who want to commission the
work of women of color find me. I simply could not afford
to be pushed off of thar platform. I scrambled to block as
many of these attackess as I could in an attempt to stem this
assault in as much time as I felt T could be away without wor-
fying my very paticnt dinner companion too much or making
her feel abandoned. Then T closed my laptop, said an atheist
prayer for the best, and went back downstairs to apologize
and finish dinner. .

By the next day, the uproar had mostly died down. I’d
been ible to cut off access to my account to a large number
of Twittér sers that online instigators ‘were hoping to send
to my page to harass me. When the retirnon troll investment

(the barrage of hate met with my frantic pleas and denials)
hiad proved underwhelming, the builies had moved on.

I breathed a sigh of relief at-the crisis averted. But then I

‘was almost as quickly overcome with sadness. All T had done

was express anger at the abuse of black women, all I had done
was ask people to care aboutus as theydid about othets. AllT
had done . was ‘ask for the fight for black lives to include black
women, too, and for that, I had to block tens of thousands
of black people—my vnoEn,I%re wanted me to pay for my
audacity.
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And I, like 50 many other prominent black women on so-

cial media, felt very alon¢ and very abused. Because in our
struggle for justice and equality, we arc often exploited and
discarded. White women-will heap praise on-my words calling
for the destruction of the patriar chy, and then turn around
and ask why I have to “be so divisive” or say dismissively that
I “sound like Al Sharpton” when I dare bring up race. Black
meri will follow me by the dozens after -each essay T write
calling out White Supremacy, but will forget all of that and
call me a “feminist tool of slave masters” when I demand that
black women be treated with respect and dignity by every-
one—even black men. And even though Black: Lives Matter
-was founded by black women, even though black women have
been at the heart of every feminist movement in this country’s
history—nobody marches for us:when we are raped, when we
are killed, when we are denied work and equal pay: Nobody
marches for us.

Tntersectionality, the belief that our social justice move-
ments must consider-all of the intersections of identity, priv-
ilege, and oppression that people face in order to be just and
effective, is the number one requirement of all of the work that
I do. When I firsc learned about intersectionality in college, T
honestly had no idea what a Wcmn part of my life it would later
become. What was at first an interesting if not abstract theory
1 wrote about for college papers became a matter of my polit-
Hn& ‘social, spiritual, and yes, even physical survival. Because I
am not capable of cutting myself to picces. I'm 1ot capable of
cutting away my blackness in order to support feminism that
views the needs of women of color as divisive iriconveniences.
T’m not capable of cutting away wornanhood in order to stand
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by black men who prey on black women. I’'m a black woman,

each and every minute of every day—and T need 'you to march
for mé, too.

WHILE THIS BOOK 1S. ABOUT.RACE, I’M SURE YOU KNOW
that we as people are far more than just cur race, But éven
.m.:.ﬁrﬁ our experience of race is shaped by far more. than j just
our skin color-and hair texture. And just as racial identity i is
not the o:_% type of identity in our society, ractal oppression is
not the only form of oppression in oursociety. Racial privilege
is not the: only form of privilege in our society.

‘Each of us has a myriad of identities—our gender, class,
race, sexuality, and so ‘much more—that inform our experi-
ences in life and our interactions with the world. As we saw
* ‘when we were checking our privilege, the different hierarchies
privileges, and oppressioiis. assigned to these identitics mmwnm
our lives in many ways. These privileges and oppressions do.
not exist in a vacuum, however, and can combine with each
‘other, compound each other, mitigate ¢ach other; and ¢ontra-
dict each other.

We walk through the world with all our identities at once
- and therefore our day has an endless number of possible com-
. Enmnoﬁm of outcomes depending on how individual events and
 situations we encounter interact with our individual identitics.

I’'m a black, queer woman. If I'm harassed on the: street,
I don’t know if it is bécause I'm ‘black, if it’s because I’'m
& woman, or if it’s bécause I’m queer. In fact, it may be all
_ three reasons at once. But many of our social justice move-
ments would fail to consider the ways in which our multiple
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identities interact, or intersect (for example; when feminist
mnoc_@m are-discussing how to fight the street harassmient of
wonieit ). .

As a black, queer, middle-class woman, my queer iden-
tity: may often be: overlooked by aiti-racist or feminist move-.
ments; my female identity may be overlooked by anti-racist or
queer Movements; my black identity may be oﬁwn_oo_ﬂn& by
feminist or queei movements; and my middle-class identity
may well cause me to overlook poor people in all movements.
And when that happens, none of them can really help me or
many others. .

This is very often the case in our movements, and our so-
ciety at large. Feminist movements, for example, often fail to
consider the different needs-and challenges that many womien
of color face when they differ from what white women face.
T've &ouw a faif amount of work in support-of reprodictive
fights, and I’m still surpriscd it how often reproductive rights
groups claim that they are fighting for reproductive rights for
all women, yét consistently ignore the documented racial bias

in the medical field that keeps many women of color from.

accessing teproductive healthcare, tegardless.of law.

So how does this happen? How do our social justice ef-
forts so often fail to rnau the most vulnerable in our pop-
ulations! This is primarily a.result of unexamined privilege.
Becanse of how nmnm_w..osﬁ privilege is examined, even our so-
cial justice movements will tend to focus on the most privi-
leged and most well represented people within those groups.
Anti-racism groups will often tend to prioritize the needs of
straight-men of color, feminist groups will tend to prioritize
the needs of white women, LGBTQ groups will tend to pri-
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oritize the sieeds of white gay cisgender men, disability rights.
groups will tend to prioritize the needs of disabled white men.
Hgmm—un where this leaves a- disabled Latinx trans woman on
any group’s priotity list. Because the needs of the most privi-
leged are usinally the ones prioritized, they are often the only
ones considered when discussing solutions to oppression and
inequality. These solutions, not surprisihgly; often leave the
pbn_.n_._uménmnn_.vom&..mmcnm inour movements behind.

The. idea of M.n.nnm.mnnn.on&m% provides a'more inclusive al-
terpative to the status.quo. Coined by the brilliant race the-
orist and civil rights activist Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989, the
term “intersectionality” was born from Crenshaw’s work to
shed light on’ the ways in which experiences in both race and
gender intertwine to uniquely impact the lives of black women
and women of color. Crenshaw referred to those intersections
of race and gender as intersectionality and stressed the need
to consider intérsectionality in ‘our social justice movements.

Intersectionality as a theory and practice was quickly ad-
opted by prominerit black ferninists to describe the need: they
saw for a more holistic view of race and gender; From there
intersectionality spread to-a large section of feminist scholar-
ship andactivism and was expanded to iriclude class, ability,
and mnﬁﬁmmmw as well.

H.bﬁnwmnnmouu.:g and the necessity of no:mmmﬁmnm intérsec-
tionality, applies to more than just our social justice efforts.
Our government, education system, economic system, and
social systems all should consider intersectionality if they have.
any hope of effectively serving the public.

Intersectionality helps ensure that fewer people are left be-

ind and that our efforts to:do better for some do not make
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things far worse for others. Intersectionality helps-us stay true
to our values of justice and equality by helping to keep out
privilege from getting in our way, Intcrsectionality makes our
systems more cffective-and more fair.

So wm.Eﬁnnmnnmoame makes all of our social justice efforts
so-much better, why isn’t it a more prominent part. of out so-
cial justice. movements? I believe there are mauy reasons that
may be why social justice movements have beeii stow to adopt
-intersectional practices:

o Intersectionality slows things down. Theé simple truth
is, when you dre only considering the needs of a select
few, it’s a lot €asier to-make what looks like progress-than
when you have to consider the needs of a diverse group
of people. This is wheré yon often hear people say things
like, “Well, fet’s just work on what the majority needs
mnmﬂ and we’ll get to the rest later.”

» Intersectionality brings people face-to-face with their.

privilege. People, in general, do not like to recognize the
ways in-which they may be unfairly advantaged over other
@nc.w_n. To embrace intersectionality is to also embrace
the knowledge of those advantages and to acknowledge

that your advantages may have kept you from first secing.

the. disadvantages others face, This becomes even stick-
ier in social justice moverents whete you are targeting

oppression. When you are supposed to be fighting the.
evils of “the man” you don’t want to realize that you’ve:

become “the man” within yotur 6wit movement.
» Intersectionality decentralizes people who are used
to being the primary fociss of the movements they
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are a-part of, If your needs have always been among the
prioritized in your social justice moyements, that is go-
ing 1o feel like the natural order of things for you. Hm.nﬂuﬂ
well have not even occurred to you that .oﬂ.rn_..m within
your movement have never felt prioritized. While you
may, in theory, want others to have equal priority within
your movements, when put into practice, that does mean
less time and attention for your specific needs—and that-
can feel really unfair, even if it isn’t.

» Intersectionality forcés people to intéract with, listen
to, and consider people they don’t usually interact
with, listen to, or considet. People like to form groups
with people they corisider “similar” to themsélves. Many
of us spend alot of oar days with “people like ns”—people
with similar backgrounds, goals, identities, and personal-
ities. ‘This is human nature. This also im¢ans that our so-
cial. wnmmnn.mmona often self-segregate in this way as well.
Intersectionality requires that we break free from these.
divides and reach out to people ‘we have not reached out.
to inn the past: While many people would not consider this
unpleasant, it is often ﬁbn@_ﬁwoﬁ.m_u_nrl.mﬂ._nmmn at first.

These challenges to intersectionality are not easy to over-
come, but it is worth the effort. I strongly believe that the.
vast majority of people who set out to fight racism, sexism,
ableism, and other forms of oppression do so bécause they
really do want to make the world a better place for all. people.
Bitt if you don’t eimbrace intersectionility, even if you make
progress for somé, you will look arouind one day and find that
you’ve become the oppressor of others.
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So-how do you increase the intersectionality in your discus-

sions of race? Here are some questions to ask yourself:

How might race, gender, sexuality, ability, class, or
sex impact this sabject? You don’t have to have the ex-
act-answers to this question, but asking it of yourself will
give you ideas of other viewpoints to seek out.

Could the identity differences between me and the
person Pm talking with about race be contributing
to our differences of opinion or perspective?

Are the people in my racial justice conversations mb&
the opinions being considered truly representing the
diversity of identities that interact with the subject
miatter being addressed? |
Does my scholarship of racial justice reflect the n_.@ﬂ.-
sity of identities impacted by Hmnmm_.owmﬂnmmm.cbm Who
writes the books and articles I'm using to help inform
my opinions? |

Am T listening to people whose identities and experi-
ences differ from mine?

Am T looking. for what I don’t know? Am I asking

people if they notice anything missing from Ew racial

justice efforts? | |
Am I shifting some focus and power away from the

most privileged in the conversation? Am I letting
those we don’t hear from very often speak first? Am. 1

making conversation accessible to everyone who warits
to participate? Am I prioritizing the opinions of those
who are often overlooked?
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s AmI wnoﬁ&bm a safe space for marginalized people
to speak out? Ifyou find yourself saying, “Well, disabled
people nevertalk to me about this” or, “I just never hear
from black wormen,” then you need to ask yourself why
and what you can do to-make people feel safe to speak
up around you. Privilege has been used to silence people
for so long, that you wil reed to put out the effort to let
people know that you will value.and respect their input,
Don’t expect that. trust to form Immediately with your
intentions.

It’s not enough for you to personally beélieve in intersec-
tionality. We need to start demanding. Eﬂo_..mnnn_oumrg of all
those who seek to join us in our social i justice movements. If'
you want to call ittention to the need for greater focus on
intersectionality in 'your discussions. of race and racial justice
efforts, here are some things to remember:

* Most people don’t know what intersectonality is,

and unknown words. can put people on the defen-
sive. You may need to explain further, with examples of
the intersecting identities not being considered, if you
don’t want people to just pretend like they understand
w_.; then never put intersectionality into practice,

t's often best to start first with real-life. examples
Om how this conversation or project could be tore
intersectional.

» The concept of intersectionality is more easily under-

stood when viewed as an opportunity to do better
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and do more, instead of just an examination of the
ways in which these efforts are failing.

« Intersectionality is absolutely always important to all
discussions of race and social justice; do not let other
people buily you ot of .mio.nmm&bm it. It is important
that our efforts to end oppression for some do not per-
petuate oppression of others.

Remember, while embracing intcrsectionality is vital for
our efforts of fighting racism and other oppression, it applies
to-all aspects.of our lives, not just our movements. Who gets
to speak-at company mieetings? Whom do you vote for? How
is your child’s school curricutum developed? Who is consid-
ered when developing environmental policy? Everything we
do publicly can be made more inclusive and uplifting with
intersectionality; and everything we do can become exclusion-
ary and oppressive without it. Intersectionality, and the recog-
nition and confrentation of our ptivilege, can make us bétter
people with better lives.




