1.

Introduction to Intersectionality

While law prcfessor Kimberlé Crenshaw coined the word “intersection-
aliry" in 1989.1 the notions of cver]apping and converging idenrities
and social institutions had been part ot black feminisc thcughr since the
d:l‘_!,rs of Anna Ju]ia Cooper and Ida B. Wells. Crenshaw gave a name
to this cohcept that explaills how black women’s experiehces of the
ways overlapping identities (in this case gender and race) uniquely shape
their experiences as “black women” within social institutions, such as
work and law. Crenshaw drew speciﬁca"y from court cases thar high—
lighred the ignored effects of intersections in the lives of black women.
In Ds‘Gn{ﬁE‘nr{f{f v, General Motors, for examp]e. five black women sued
General Morors for discriminarion. They claimed thar General Motors’
system of sehiority disadvalltaged black women because the company
had not hired black women prior to 1964 and thar made black women
most vulnerable to che sehioriry- based ]avci‘Fs that cosr all of the black
women hired after 1970 their 1o|:>s du ring a recession. The court found in
favor of General Motors, dcchnng that black women were not a spccm]
class to be protected. The court stated that the lawsuit eicther had to claim
discrimination on the basis of sex or on the basis of race but not both.
General Motors, the court poim—ed ourt, had hired women long before
1964—white women—and therefore the plainriiﬁ could not claim sex
discrimination. The courr also dismissed the race discrimination claim
and tnccuraged the plainrit"rrs to join another race-discrimination com-
p|:|int against GM. The women refused, noting that their claim was one

1. Kimberlé Crenzhaw, "‘Dcma:gina]izing the Interzection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminize
Critique of Antidizeriminatien Dectrine, Feminist T]'leor}_.' and Anciracize Politicz,” Um'wrsif}' 0f
C.ru'mgn Lega]’ Forum 1 [1‘)3‘)}: 13087,
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of both race and sex discrimination. The court reiterated its belief char
“black women” were nor a prcrected category, aH‘lrming what Cren-
shaw explains as protections that only apply if black women’s experi-
ences coincide either with the experiehces of white women or of black
men.?

In naming inrersecriclla]iry, Crenshaw gave socia]justice theorists and
activists an important ool for atmlyzihg the nuances and comp|exiries of
oppression. The word has now become ubiquitous in social justice the-
ory and practice, but its roots in the rhecnzmg of black women are cru-
cial to a full Lmderstandmg of its multifaceted and simultaneous ana|y5|s
and appllcanon, parncu|:|r|y a3 we move toward developmg a method of
intersectional theology.

WHAT IS INTERSECTIONALITY?

[l1tersecr1om|1w is a rool for nnnlyms that takes into account che simulea-
neously experlenced multlple social locations, identities, and institurions
that shape individual and collecrive experience within h1erarch1ca||y
structured systems of power and pri\.'i|ege. In other words, intersection-
:lliry is a lens for Lmdersmndihg how gencler, race, social class, sexual
identiry', and other forms of difference work concurrenrly o shape peo-
p|e and social insticutions within mulriple rel:ltionships of power. It is
ka]eidcscopic, consrahr]}r rendering shi&ing patterns of power visible. It
is confluent, a juncture point where idenrities, locations, institutions, and
power How together creating somerhing new. It is a praxis—ah ohgoing
locp of action-reflection-action—thar integrares social 11|st|ce—or1e|1ted
rheory with activism roward social justice on the ground so that rheory
informs practice and practice informs rhecr}r.

Social justice is a structuring of institutions and rel:ltionships so that
pecple’s basic needs are mer, people are treared wich equity and fairness,
differences are welcomed and valued, and economic, social, po|irica|, and
religious equality is achieved. Intersectionality’s greatest impacts have
been in community organizing roward social justice and in the acadelny
in fields such as women, gender and sexuahw studies, ethnic studies,
and culrural scudies and, to some extent, in more ctraditional d1sc1phnes
such as SOClO]Og)J, law, and polmca] science. For examp]e, theories of
inrersectionalir}r have been cenrral in che rransformation of women, gen-
der, and sexu:ﬂiry studies as a discip|ine so that issues of race/ethnic-
ity sexual 1dent|ry social class, abiliw, and other forms of difference
are deep]v and mexmcably embedded in contemporary feminist rhought

2. Crenzhaw, ”]Jemarginalizihg the Interzection,” 14143,
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and pedagogy. In STEM felds, intersectional rhinking has led to exam-
inarion of the disparate experiences of whire women, women of color,
and LGBTQ scientists and engineers in the field and recent analysis of
the impact of social differences on the way science iself is done and
imerpreted Intersecrional :malysis helps us understand why Larina and
black women sciencises are frequenr]v mistaken for janitors, when their
whire counterparts are not,’ or whv the gehder and sexual |de|1r1ry of a
scientist or research subjecr can affect the resules of a s.tud)(.4 Using an
intersecrional lens helps us view phencmetm in more complicartd and
huanced ways thart pay special atrention to social differences, institutions,
and power.

The next sections provide a brief overview of the history and work-
ings ofihtersectionaliw that can begill to advance theologica] thinking
toward an intersectional center Tradmomlly, theolcgv has assumed a
whirte, male, hererosexual, able-bodied subject with very lictle self-
reflection on the impact of thec]ogmns social location on rheology. In
other words, for most of Christian history. stmight white male theolo-
giahs have spoken for everyohe else, as if their theo|ogies do not reflect
the bias of their own social positions and power. This has meant that our
rheo|ogies have been parrial, a reflection of on]y a very small slice of the
whole of human experience. In many ways, we have missed out on a
great deal we could have learned about God and ourselves by‘ ignoring
and subordinaring the experiences and theo|0gica1 reflecrions of most of
humanity. An intersecrional center demands thar theology artend o dif-
ference and power and recoghize the s1gmﬁcant contributions to theol-
ogy from diverse contributors and the limirations of rheologles that only
reflect a dominant or sing]e—axis view.

3. Brigid Schulte, “Black and TLatina Women Scientizzz Sometime: Mistaken for ]aniters,"
H’Tfa:ﬁ:fﬂgiﬂﬂ Poast, ].:elaruzzr)-I 6, 2015, hups:r’r’rinyur],com."ycxdrqrq,

4. Richard Harriz, “A Scientizt'z Gender Can Skew Bezearch Rezules,” N'I‘lLJanuar},r 1o, 2018,
hn]:»s.."}'rl nvurl com/ybbbulns.

5. For a full c‘pl ication of the COI'J'IPIC'(I tiez and huahces of |hrcrsccr|ona||n how CVET,
we suggest Viviah M. May’s Pursuing Tn!sﬁ(rfromfrf}. bm’rmlm(g Dominant Imaginaries [2015},
Ange-Marie Hancock's Iﬂfﬁfer!iomfff}': An Intellectual Histery (2016}, and Patricia Hill Collins
and Sirma Bi|.g:s Tn!ﬁ:erfiomfff} (2016). Theze work: offer much greater dcprl’l than we can
prcmdc in thiz incroductory volume and will serve a: mgmﬁc:mr sources of information, ques-
tionz, and chaﬂ:ngfe for those seeking o do intersectional rhm]og}f
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF INTERSECTIONALITY IN
BLACK FEMINIST THOUGHT

Wcmen s and gender studies prcfessor Vivian May defines intersecrion-

ln'y as “a justice- oriented approach to be taken up for social analysm and
critique, for pohnca] strategizing and orgahizing, for geherating hew
ideas, and for excavating su ppressed ones, all wich an eve toward disru pt-
ing dominance and cha]]engillg systematic inequa]iry "¢ This complex
Lmdersrandmg of mrersecuonahw as a rheory and an acrion-oriented
method has evolved in the past few decades across the d1vers1ry of fem-
inist scholars, but its roots are hrm]y in a tradition of black feminist
rhcughr that gender studies and po|'1rical sciehce professor Ange-Marie
Hancock roots in black women’s activism.”

As ear]}r as 1851, Sojourher Truth raised issues of intersections of race
and gender in her famous “Ain’t [ a Woman™ speech in which she high—
lighred the interp]ay of race and gender in contemporary desigmtions
of womanhood. Anna _[1||i:| Cooper’s 1892 A Toice ﬁom the South ny a
Black aman qf the South anticipared inrersecriclm]iry, recoghizing the
links berween her race and her gender. Also, in the 1890s, Ida B. Wells
connhected issues of race and gender in her :mri—lynching work.

Feminist activist Frances Beal’s 1969 essay, “Double Jecpardy: To Be
Black and Female,” eritiqued sexism within cthe Black Power movement
and racism wichin white feminism. The 1977 Combahee River Collec-
tive’s statement added heterosexism to the mix of inrer]ocking systems of
oppressioh. The Collective noted that they found it “difficult to separate
race from class from sex oppression because in [their] lives rhey are most
often expenenced smm]tanecus]v "8

Poet and womanist scholar Audre Lorde identified the American
"lnyrh1ca| norm” as “whire, thin, male, young, heterosexual, Christian,
and Fm:mcia"y secure” and warnhed that pe0p|e could not simp]}r idellrify
only the way(s) they are outside the mythical norm burt they must also
nclmow]edga the ways rhey also benefir from che facets of idenriry thar
reside within the mythica] norm.” For exnmple, she noted the ways
white women often assumed gende.r as the “primary cause of all oppres-

6. Vivian M. May, Pursuing Iﬂ!erserffonm[ﬂy, U:Lteefn[r'u‘g Diominant Imaginaries (New York:
Routledge, 2015), 228.

7. Ange-Maric Hancock, Intersrrtiaﬂmrr'fy: An Intellectual History (wa York: Oxford Univer-
sity Preas, 2016), 38.

8. Audre Lorde, “A Black Feminizt Stacement,” in Wards dfF:'re.' An Aurkafax'y of:’lﬁimn—
American Feminist Tlmnf.fﬁ, ad. 'I}eﬁ.wr')-I Guy—sheﬁ'a" (Mew York: The MNew Frez=, 1995), 234,

9, Audre Lorde, 'Age TRace, Clazs, and Sex: Women Rec]eﬁning Difference,” in Sister Out-
sider: Essays and SPetrJrFS. Ind ed. [Bcrk:]cy. CA: Cromzing Prees, 200?). 11s.
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sion” while ighoring differences of race, class, sexualiry, and age among
women. Moreover, she arguecl that oppressed peoples cahhot give pri-
ority to ohe form of oppression over another but must engage all of the
intersectrions at the same time:

I was born Black, and a woman. [ am trying to become the strongest person
I can become to live the life I have been given and o help effect change
toward a livable future for this earth and for my children. Az a black, |esbian,
feminist, socialist, poet. mother of two including one boy and a member of
an interracial couple, I usually find myzelf pare of some group in which the
majority defines me as deviant, difficult, inferior, or just plaih “wrohg.”

From my membership in all of these groups | have learned that oppression
and the intolerance of difference come in all shapes and zexe: and colors and
sexualities; and that among thoze of us who share the goals of liberation and
a workable future for our children, there can be no hierarchies of oppres-
sioh. | have learned that sexism and heterozexism both arise from the same
source as racism. . ..

Within the lesbian community I am Black, and within the Black com-
muniry [ am a lesbian. Any acrack againse Black people is a lesbian and
gay isue, because I and thousands of other Black women are part of the
lesbian community. Amy arrack against lesbians and gays is a Black issue,
because thousands of lesbians and gay men are Black. There iz no hierarchy
of oppression.

I cannor afford the luxury of hghting one form of oppression only. I can-
not afford to believe that freedom from intolerance is the right of ohl}-‘ ohe
particular group. And I cannor afford to choose berween the fronts upon
which [ must bartle these forces of discrimination. 0

For Lorde, the srruggle against oppression must, of necessity, be multi-
faceted and simultaneous because oppressions b}r sex canhot be separared
from oppressions by race, by class, by sexualiry, bj.r age. By giving voice
to the need to artend to our simultaneous locations of oppression and
privi]ege and declarillg her refusal to parse out ohe identiry over ahother,
Lorde articulated key facets of intersecrional thecry that underline the
complexities ofidellriry that must be cenrral in intersectional rhinking.
In 1990, sccio|ogist Patricia Hill Collins further comp]icared our
Lmdersrandings of how power is orgahized by e]aboraring the “matrix of
domination,” the means by which intersecting oppressions are regu]ared
rhrough social institutions such as the Elmi|y, goverhmment, education,

10. Audre Lorde, “There Iz Mo l‘lit:rarc]'l}-I of O]Jpressions,“ in I Am Your Sister: Collected and
Urt‘pnbfiﬂma[ Writings n_lfd.u:."rf Lorde, ccl,]oh nerea B. Cole and Bcv:rl}r Gu}'—shcﬁ'a” (Mew York:
Oxford Universicy Prezz, 2000), 219-20,
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and religic—r‘..Jl Her concept reccgnized the importance of contexr for
analyzing how the martrix of domination organizes oppression. While
oppressions of gender, race, class, and sexualiry are all embedded in the
matrix, the ways relarionships of power are stru ctured around these dif
ferences vary from context to context. She exp|ail1s, “Domination is
structured diﬂ:erellﬂy" in different times and p|:lces In other words, “The
umversnllw of i intersecting oppressions” is orgamzed rhrcugh diverse
local realities.”™? Collins adds social institurions as another s1gl1|ﬁcanr
variable that must be considered in examining systems of oppression. 5o,
for examp]e. ina chaprer on the black church, anthropc]ogist, women's
and black scudies scholar, and former co]]ege president_]ohnerta B. Cole
ahd women’s studies professcr Be\-erly Guy- Sheftall note, *“The Black
church is an institution thar is a critical site for the subordination of
women and the perpetuation of conservarive gender 1deolog1es on the
one hand; and a place where womanist and feminisc theo|0gians chal-
lenge such ideas and pracrices of inequality and envision the kind of
‘beloved communiry’ that is constructed on principles of gender equal-
ity."™ Womanisim is ah ahti-sexist, ahti-racist, :mti—imperia|isr theoreti-
cal lens thar centers the experiences and perspectives of black women.
Orher black feminist chinkers such as Bever]v Smich, Angela Davis,
Chery| Clarke, bell hooks, and Barbara Smith have added to the complex
Lmdersmndmgs of how difference and power work at the intersections.
And while intersecrionaliry is clearly rooted in the work of black
women, other women of color have also eng:uged in ﬁJrrhering complex
and nuanced rhinking in their own polirica] stnlgg|es. Cherrie Moraga
and Gloria Anzaldiia’s coedited collection of writings by radical women
of color, This Brr'dge' Called My Back, was an important early work in
drawing togerher the discinee yet over|app'1l1g experiences of gende.r,
race, class, and sexualiry in the theorertical, autobiographical, poetic, and
artistic works of women of color. Anzaldiia also deve|opec| the conhcept
of mestiza consciousness thar derives from ]ivillg in the “borderlands,”
her image for the in-berween spaces occupied by those who embody
mu]rip]e oppressed identities. Other important works that high|ight dis-
tincr, overlnppihg experiences arose from Asian American women such
as Cathy Song and Kitty Tsui (Making Waves'*) and Native women

11. Parricia Hill Collinz, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of
Empowermem, Ind ed. (New Yark: Rout'eclge. 200’0). 227-28.

12, Collinz, Black Feminice T{mugk!‘ 22E.

13, J'ol‘merra B. Cols and Bever]},r Guy—Sheﬁ'alL Gender Talk: The S?ruﬂfefor Tomen's Eqm]'r'f‘p
in AJ|§1'(:.m American Communities (New York: Ballantine, 2003), 105.

14. Asjan Women United of California, ."l-'laf«ffl»t{g| Waves: An Anf.rm]'ng}' nfﬁ"n’ﬁﬂ\gs b}' and about
Asian American Women (Bostoh: Beacoh, 1‘)91},
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such as Elizabeth Martinez (Unzertling Ourselves's). While a great deal
of intersectional thihking centers oh the Global North, women of the
Global South such as Musa Dube and Kwok Pui-lan have also raised
issues of rransnarionalism and cross-border re]aricllships Each of these
apprcaches hlghlighrs the parncuhr srruggles faced bv women bazed on
different races, sexualities, classes, and ages and underlines the need for
lJUIlEIIIlg alliances and coalitions across differences.

UNDERSTANDING INTERSECTIONALITY

[I1tersecriona|irj.r. Vivian May explains. is a “prob]em—so]ving ap-
proach."“-" It is actioh-oriented, and so perhaps the better question is
not what iz intersectionahry, but whart does it do?!7 As a liberation po|i—
tics, intersecrionaliry makes power visible,18 parricular|y where resistance
and dominance often collude to subordinate nuances and ccmp]exi—
ties of intersections.!® Impcrranr]w_,r, inrerstcrionnﬁr}r is not an additive
:Ll.upmu:;.ch;ml rather it is an approach that holds multifaceted identities and
systems of oppression in mind as simultanecus and lmlrua]]y shapillg
forces thar situate people difFerenrly within the matrix of domination.
This ccmplex and nuanced rhinking moves us away from single—axis
analysis (gender or race or sexuality) to matrix thinking, allowing us
to attend to in-group inequiries as well as inequities across groups.”
It rejects either/or rhinking in favor of both/and, and it demands real-
world npplicarions o ever}rday life and to social structures.?? As Parricia
Hill Collins and Sirma 'Bi]ge remind us, il1rersecriom|ir}r’s focus on peo-
p|e’s real lives opens space for diverse perspectives;® in other words, dif-
terent people provide different :ma|yses of the same phenomena. And
in intersectional rhinking, this :lmlysis is alw:lys biased roward justice.*
As Vivian May exp]ams mrersecriotmhw is not neucral: “Intersectional
work takes a stand against 1|1eq1|a|1w and harm and m-ertly aims for
social transformation and lneamngfu] change. 25

15. Unze tt]ing Minnezota Collecrive, Un_frfrllr'ng Ourselves: Rfﬂsrﬁons and Res nurrtjﬁ:rDrron-
structing Colonial Mentality, 2009, heepe//tinyurl.com/ycqezgxu.

16. May, Pursuing Intersectionality, 19.

17. Patricia Hill Collins and Sirma Bilgc, Iﬂteriectinnmrﬂy (Cambridgt: l‘olir}' Preas, 2016). 5

18. Haneock, Iﬂferjirffonmrify: An Intellectual History, 57.

19, Il.’l.a}r‘ Pursufnl\g Iumsertr'onmffr}" wili.

20. May, Pursuing Intersectionality, 3.

21. May, Pursuing Iﬂtfﬂerﬁonﬂff%}-‘, 4.

22, L’La}n Pursur'n.\g Iﬂtsﬁtrﬁonﬂfr’f}" 5.

23, Collinz and Bi]ge, Inmserﬁonaffz}', 13,

24, May, Pursuing Iurrrserrr'onrzir'?}'. 28.

25, May, Pursuing Intersectionality, 23-29.,
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Keeping intersectional thillking at the center, however, is not easy.
May warns of “s|ippages” that can send us back into sillg]e—axis think-
ing.”® For examp]e. in an attempr o make inrersectionaliry more “uhi-
versal,” we may acnla”y depoliticize or deracialize it.2” In other words,
we cah argue thar everyonhe’s idenriry' is inrersecrional withour exploring
the po|irica1 ramifcations of those differences within systems of hierar-
chical gendercd and racialized power. Ihtersectiohs are hot just abour
idenrities; they are also abourt institutions and systems of power that also
intersect and give shap«e. We can also creare hierarchies of oppression
that s|ip from illtersectiona]iry’s core commitment to simultaneous mul-
tifacered alm]‘_!,rsis. bell hooks illustrares this when she contends thar fem-
inists should nor try to bond over shared experiences of vicrimization as
womeh or some abstract notion of womanhood, bur rather they should
bond over a shared po|itic:|1 commitment to elldillg sexist oppressioh. s
We also lose sighr of the intersections when we focus on the oppressiohs
that affect us withour paying artention o the ways systems of power and
privi]ege also advallrage us at the same time. As early as 1083, feminist
scholar and publisher Barbara Smith noted the difﬁculry, for exnmple,
for many liberarion groups to include hererosexism in their atmlysis. She
wrote, “Despite the ]ogic and clariry of Third World women’s :malysis
of the simu]raneir}r of oppression, people of all races, progressive ones
included, seem pecu|iar1y reluctant to grasp these basic truchs, especia"y
when it comes to incorporating active resistance to homophobia into
their e.verydaj,r lives."2 May cautions that such sing|e—axis rhinking uhi-
versalizes the experiences of some as if rhey can represent all, obscuring
differences wichin groups, as well as the power relations thar work in
and between groups.*® Ange-Marie Hancock worries also abour the pos-
sibilities of the co-optatioh ofintersectionaﬁr}r when scholars attempt to
use it within the existing onto|ogical and epistenm]ogica| frameworks of
their disciplines. It thus becomes a “tool for reform ar che margins” rather
than a “framework with the porel1ria| o radically reform our structures
of government and pub]ic |:ic:r|ic'1es1 as well as ro make other ch:mges.”:”

For Collins and 'Bi]ge, key to intersecrional atmlysis is undersrnnding
how power is org:mized. The‘_!,r note four “distincrive yet interconnected

26, l\d.a}r‘ Pursm'nk' irnm'serﬁonafr'z}', 15.

27, May, Pursuing Inmserﬁomffr}'. ix.

28. bell hooks, Feminist Tfuaf‘p ﬁ'om Margin to Center, 2nd ed. [Cunbridg:. MA: Sourh End
Prezz, 2000), 47.

29, Barbara Smith, =I—loh'm[::ljol}i:!.: “’h}' Ering It Up:™ in The Truth That INever Hurts: Writ-
inps on Race, Gender, and Freedom (Ncw Bruhzwick, NJ: Rutger: Univerzicy Prees, l‘_?')S}, 112,

30. Smith, “Homophobia: Why Bring It Up?,” 82

31, Hanceck, Iﬂferjtr!r’nn.-znrﬂy: An Intellectual History, 13.
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domains ofpcwer: inr&rpersclm], discipﬁlmr}r, culeural, and scruccural. ™2
The interpersclm] domain of power is the domain where individuals
interact and relate to one another across various advzmtages and disad-
vantages. The d15c1p|1lmnr domain cfpower is how the rules work, how
power operates to "d1sc1p11ne pecple s lives rhrcugh the optiohs afforded
or not afforded to them. The cultural domain of power is the ideas
and messages that shape our ulldersmndings of difference and power
(the playing field is level; we live ih a meritocracy where people are
rewarded acccrding to their elCForr}. Fina"y, the strucrural domain of
power is the munla”y reinforcing relations of gender. race, class, sexual-
ity, nation, and social institutions.® Through these four domains, power
and resources are distributed inequitably across differences, producing
and reproducing social inequality.

CORE CONCEPTS OF INTERSECTIONALITY

Collins and T.'.i|ge delineate six core concepts cfinrersecrionnliry thar will
be especia]]y useful in deve]oping an intersectional th»ec:]c:gy:34

1. Social inequaliry: Intersectionality recognizes the simultaneous
and mulnp]e factors that contribure to social inequaliry. Rather
than seeing social inequality as the product of only one fac-
tor—class or gender or race—intersectionality challenges us to
see social inequality as the product of the interactions of differ-
ence within social insticutions.

!J

Power: Power is cohstructed, maintained, and distributed in
the interacrions of gender, race, nation, and orher forms of
difference within il1rer|0cking systems of oppression. Power
relations, Collins argues, must then be aha]}rzed both ar the
intersections and across the domains of strucrural, discip]ilmry,
cultural, and interpersonal power.*

3. Re]atlclm]ll’y Re|at10na|1rv demands a both/and apprcach
racher than an either/or approach It centers interconnections
and ccmpllcarad relatlonshlps rather than smgle facrors or staric
entities.*

32, Collinz and Bi]g\:‘ irnm:ertr'onafr'r}" 7.

3. Collinz and Bi]g\:‘ irnm:ertr'onafr'r}" 7-13.
34. Collinz and Bilge, Intersectionality, 25-30.
35. Collinz and Bi]gt, Inm.ferﬁonafff}', 27.

36, Collinz and Bi]g\:. Inrrr:errr'amfr'r}'. 28.
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4. Social contexr: All power relations occur within a context, and
so intersectional thinking requires we consider the historical,
social, intellecrual, pc]itical. and re|igicus contexts that give
shape [0 our :ma|ysis. This approach opens up the possibiliry for
distinct and diﬁ'ering perspectives that add to and complicare
our own and helps us understand difference irself?”

w

Complexiry: By reﬁlsing a single—axis :lll:l|ysis, inrersectionaliry
creates space for comp|exiry, Huidir)-', anhd even contradiction in
our undersrandings of power, privilege, inequa]iry, and resis-
tance. This complexiry is what makes intersecrional rhinking
so difheult and inclines us roward "s|ippagts” if we do nor keep
illrersecrionahry at the forefront of our thinking.

6. Social Justice: Inrersecriclm]iry, as May has argued, is biased
toward social j Jjustice. We engage in intersectional th1|1k1|1g in
order to act in the world to brmg about challge that dismantles
oppressive systems and creates inclusive and equitable systems

FO[ EI]I PCOPI&.

Intersectional alm]}rsis, then, funcrions with its bias toward justice to
uncover and restructure power relations b}r dislmnding oppressive ide-
o|0gies, practices, and institutions. Activist and scholar Ahge]:l Davis
demonstrares che importanhce of intersectional rhihking in her :mnly'sis of
the women’s movement. She cha"enges white feminists who acted as if
progress for women were a separate issue from race and social class, as if
there were “such a phenomellon as abscract womanhood absrracr]y suf-
fe.rillg sexism and ﬁghring back in an abstract historical context.” She
points out that such an abstraction can olﬂy arise when ana|ysis ofgen—
der occurs in isolation from intersections with race and class: “Thar state
of abstraction turns out to be a very speciﬁc set of conditions: white
middle-class women sufFering and respchdillg to the sexist attitudes and
conduct of white middle-class men and calling for equality with parric-
ular men. This approach leaves the existing socioeconomic system with
its fundamental reliance on racism and class bias unchnllel1ged.”-°‘3

To avoid these slippages, May encourages us, then, ro understand
mtersecrlonahw as an ep1stem0]og1ca| pracrice, an onrc]og1ca| project, a
coa11r|ona| pollnca] orientation, and a resistant imaginary.* These con-
cepts will prove essential in devel oping intersectional rheologles.

As an episremologica] practice, inrtrsecriolmliry “artends ro knowers’

37. Collinz and Bilge, Intersectionality, 28.
38. Angtla Davis, Women, Culture, Politics (Ncw York: Vintage, 193‘)}, 18,
39, May, Puriuing Iumser.h‘onrzir't}'. 34,
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social location.™® It includes lived experience and rejects any assumption
of a normative center.* Because intersectional thinking assumes all
knowers are siruariclm]]}r locared in different relarions ro power, it
underscores the inherent po|'1tic:|1 nature of kncwledge and the pro-
ducrion of know]edge. Knowledge. then, is not objecrive and neurtral
but deep]y embedded in power relations, and so intersectionaliry calls
for questioning of whe is an authoritative knower, who has access to
kncwledge, who has access to the prcducrion ofkllow|edge. whom does
kncwledge serve?*? Because those witch greater social power have typ-
ic:l"y had greater access o the producricll and discribution of knowl-
adge, their ideas have usua]]y prevailad as dissenrihg narratives have been
silenced and made invisible. Intersectional thihkihg uncovers these hid-
den discourses and affords them epistemologica] privilege in undersrand-
ing how power and oppression operare.

As an cllrologica] practice, ihtersectionaliry highlighrs mulrip]iciries of
idencities. In other words, people are “onrologica]]y p|L|ra]”: rhe.}r exist
simulmneous]}r in mulriplt relarions to power and idenrities: rhey are at
the same time constrained |:>y power, resistaht to hier:lrch}r, and often
complicir with domination.# Thiz means intersectionality understands
idenciries not as separab]e enrities bur as rhoroughly inregrared, mutu-
ally shaping and reinforcing forces. Idellriry categories, however, are not
static essences but shiﬁing frames in and rhrcugh which pec—p]e experi-
ence the world. They are not, as scciologist and women’s studies profes—
sor Irene Gedalof exp]ains, “srraighrfonv:lrd descriprions of pre-existing
realities bur are discursive constructs thar ccutinua”y produce the reali-
ties rhey claim to describe.™+ Insisting thar we are “the same and differ-
ent,” rather than privi|egil1g ohe idenrity over another, emphasizes how
idenrities are constituted by intersections so we understand that gen-
der is not sepnrnb]e from race or sexual identiry or other factors.* Inter-
sectional rhinking allows us ro understand peop|e as more than a single
aspect of idemir}r. Instead this both/and apprcach allows for the com-
p|exiries and contradictions and refuses fr:lgmehtation of the self into the
atomized compartments of either/or rhinking. May argues that rather
than fixed positions, idenriries are orientations toward the world thac

40, M.a}n Pursul'ng Inmserﬁonaffr}', 34,

41, May, Pursuing Intfn’erﬁomzfr't}'. 34,

42, May, Puruing Intersectionality, 34-36.

43, May, Pursuing Inffﬁerﬁomafff}', 39,

44, Irene Gedalef, “Samenesz and Difference in Government _Equ::llir).-I Talk,” Ethmic and
Racial Studies 36 [2{)12}: 3.

45, L’\-‘La}r‘ Pursuing Inmserﬁonaffr}', 42,
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allow us ro p|um|3 intersections, over|aps, contradictions, comp|icities,
and resistances.*

Siglliﬁcallﬂy, illrersecrionaliry is also a coalitional pc]irics; it cha]]enges
us to work together across differences to creare chahge toward soci:||j1|s—
tice in such a way that we do not fragment ourselves or deny‘ any aspect
of ourselves. American studies prcfessor Duchess Harris calls it “polywo—
cal.™ A cealitional politics toward social justice requires a self-reflexivity
thac pays attention o our privi]eg—es as well as our oppressions and rec-
oghizes that we may have to give up some of those privi|eges in order to
engage in the work of_iusrice.

Fiha"y, May argues, ihtersectioh:ﬂir}r is a resistant imaginary. Intersec-
ticlm]ity calls for us to shifr the center, to move the experiences of the
margimﬁzed from the periphery and to hear the voices of those
who are usual]}r silenced by social power and hierarchy‘. This re-
memberillg of otherwise |1eg|ecred histories can he.]p us see the disjunc—
tures and disrupriclls of mu|tip|iciry and can make hidden resisrances
visible.#® In other words, inrersectionaliry demands a “countermemory”
that reads the existihg archive “againhst the grain.™ This lens helps us see
the hisrory and effects of imbalanced power relations and denaturalizes
oppression by uncovering its operations. It allows us to question the his-
torical accounts we have been given and exp|cre the silences to unearth
the srories of those margilm]ized within dominant discourses. Intersec-
ticlm]ity then creartes space to create the stories to which we should have
had access,* and soto a great degree intersecrional thinking relies on the
re-membered imaginations of poets and novelises as well as socic]ogisrs
and rheo]ogi:ms.

WHY DOING THEOLOGY AT
THE INTERSECTIONS MATTERS

[l:ten:ectionalir}r is siguiﬁcanr for rheo]ogy in a number of ways. For
oo long, rheology has been done by whire heterosexual Western men
who have treared rheo]ogy as scmerhillg pure, pristine, and nonsyn-
crerisric. Theology has most]y been a monochromatic and one-sided
discourse thar does not take serious]“v voices from the Global South or

46. May, Pursuing Tnfsﬁerﬁomfff}', 47.

47, Duchezs Harriz, “All of Wheo | Am in the Same Place’: The Combahes River Collective,”
Womanist T{mor‘y and Research 2 [1‘)‘)‘)}: 16.

48, May, Pursuing Iurfr:errr'onrszr}'. 53,
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voices of women or voices of other nmrginalized groups. This singu-
lar one-sided voice has dominared much of our Christian hisrory to the
detriment of groups of peop]e it marginalized Therefore a2 new method
and approach to domg theo|ogv is ]ong overdue and hecessary. Engag-
ing in a new theo|ogv that will be liberative for all people and especl:l"y
for the oppressed and the margllmllzed is critical.

New forms of liberation theologv ehlerged in the 1960s that took seri-
ously the context and social location of those who were experiencing
oppression, subordinarion, and margmallzanon. Bur these liberative
voices were J'nosr|y one-dimensional in rackling and undersmnding their
nmrginaﬁzarion and oppression. In search for a theo]ogy‘ that examines
and takes seriously the interconnectedness of lives and the intersections
of oppressive powers, we believe that intersectiolm]ity is ah essential tool
in developing a liberarive rheolog_v for the oppressed and nmrginaliz,ed
across and inclusive of all differences.

[htersectionalir}r as a method for theolog}r can be siglliﬁcant and
nleanillgl:ul. Vivian May e)(pl:lill:v.1 “Everyone has intersecting idenrities
and all of us live within inrer]ocking scructures of raced and gendered
social seratification.™! In other words, each of us has gender. race, sexual
idellril’y, social class, and other forms of social difference, and we all live
within re|arionsl1ips and social institutions that confer advanrage and dis-
advanrage based on those identities. As May argues, 1|1rersecr|on:||1h,r is

“relevant to and ‘abour’ all af us, and it is not nentral.™ This marters for
rheo|ogy because we do rheo|og}r from those idenrities and within those
inrerlocking systems of oppression. Cermin.l}r the contexrualized theolo-
gies of liberation take note of the identiries and systems that shape the
rheo|ogians elrgaged in feminise, queer, womanist, Latin American, and
other forms of liberation theologies. Many times, however, even these
contextualized rheologies |1eg|ect a full account of the ways identities
and institutions o\.'er]ap and shape one another. They may shift the cen-
ter to ah oppressed group, but rhey ofren remain single—axis forms of
rheo|ogy. For examp|e, Larin American liberation theo]ogy focused pri-
mari|y oh socioeconohic dispariries berween rich and the poor. As a
hew way of cloing rheology, Latin American liberation rheo]og)-' arose
out of poor base communities that experienced poverty and lack of eco-
nomic resources for their families and communiry. Yet this new focus
did not consider the impact of otherjuncrures with economic oppres-
sion. Despite its commirment ro reforming the economic |£|ndscape for
the poor, Latin American liberarion theo]ogy failed to examine issues

51. May, Pursuing Intfﬁerfr’omfff}', 25,
52, May, Pursuing Iumsertr'onmffr}', 12

14  GRACE JI-SUN KIM AND SUSAMN M. SHAW

of colonialism, gellder, race, and sexualiry that interconnecr and overlap
with socioeconomic concerns.

On the other hand, a great deal of tradirionalfsysremaric rheology pro-
ceeds as if marters of conrext, social location, and systems of oppression
are irrelevant to the doing of rheology. Vivian May’s poinr, thac all peo-
p|e have inrersecring identities, is parricu]arly salient when app]ied to
rradmonal!sysremanc rheo|ogv because whire, heterosexual men do sill
write from a pamcu]ar social location that is often rendered invisible and
assumed ro be normative. In other words, rrad1r1ona|fsvsremar1c rheology
proceeds as ifit is somehow neutral and ob]ecnve buile only from sacred
texts and/or reason, somehow divorced from the overlappmg identities
and social location of its authors.

For examp]e. one of the most influential theo]ogical voices of the
twenrieth century was Karl Barth, who relied on the Bible and did
not value context or social location when doing theo]ogy. Barth’s work
appeared in response to much of the liberal rheology thar offered an
enculrurated undersrandlng of tl'leo|ogv Barth wanted ro disassociate
any human search for or approach to God, as Barth believed in a top-
down rheology. For example, Barth understood the Spirit as coming
from above and not from below. For Barth, revelation in Jesus Christ
was hot oh.ly sufficient: it was also conlplere.i“- According to Barth, we
come to know God through Scripture and thus do not need categories
such as the social sciences, psychology, science, and literature to help us
do rheology. Revelation is complete in Jesus.

Ange-Marie Hancock’s explicarion ofinrersecriolmlity also reminds us
that intersectionalir}r is hot a cohcept that can simply be added to the
rheo|ogical toolbox. Instead, intersectiollalir)-' should radic:l"y reform the
onro]ogies and epistemo|ogies of rheo]ogy so thar issues of social differ-
ence, power, and Jusrice are always central in our theo]ogizing Diraw-
ing on l1rer:|r1,r and social rheor)- traditions, she argues that we produce
knowledge within i interpretive communiries and these i interpretive com-
munities have pamcuhr gendered and racialized histories that macter in
the kllowledge they construct.”* For rheo]ogy, this means that the white-
ness, maleness, and hererosexua]iry of most rheologians rhroughour his-
tory matters and should be subjecr to inrerrogatioh as much as their
reasoning and biblical exegesis. Going forward, thiz means thar the the-
o|ogies of the future should no longer proceed as if social locations and
systems of oppression are irrelevant; rather rheologies, including those
written by whire, heterosexual men, muse shift episremo|ogies o begin,

53, Kirzteen Kim, The H'ol}' Spirit in the Torld: A Glabal Conversation (l\dar}rl:noll. MY: Orbiz,
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not in abstraction or in a texr, bur in a contexc char shapes abstract rea-
soning and textual analysis. And that reasoning and alm]ysis should, as
May argues, be biased rowardjusrice.

DOING THEOLOGY AT THE INTERSECTIONS

Vivian May offers four commitments chat theo|ogizms can borrow to
guicle rheologizirug that is intersectional:>

1. “Honer and foster inrersecrionalir}r’s antisubordination orien-
tation.” Because it is biased toward Justice, intersectionaliry
rejects the subordination of individuals or groups. For theol-
ogy. this suggests focused arrention roward constructing the-
ologies that purposefully destabilize structures of power and
facilitate inclusion and equity.

(=]

“Draw on inrersecriol:a]iry’s matrix approach o meaningﬁlny
engage with hererogeneir}r, enmeshment, and di\.'ergehce."
May ehcourages us to l(eep on center differences within care-
gories so we dont negate in-group differences and ignore the
impact of, for exalnple, the intersection of race with gellder.
This also allow us, she argues, to unearth "la}rers of suppressed
meaning” and "unpack” dominant exp]almrions. In rheology,
this arrenciveness allows us ro ask unexpected and disruprive
questions and problelnarize assumed and accepted cohvehtiohs.

3. “Take up inrersecrionalir}r’s invirarion to follow opaciries and
to read against the grain.” T-‘.eading against the grain invites us
to approach traditional theo]ogica| notions with skepticism and
to make visible the workings of power in our usual way of
rhinking abour rheologica] docrrines and pracrices. It encour-
ages us ro move the voices of the marginalizerl to the center of
our theo]ogizing and recoghize theo]ogical sources outside the
ry'pica| norms of tradirional rheo]ogies.

4. “Set aside norm emulation as a philosopl‘licaUpolirica]fresearchf
policy [and we would add ‘lrheological’] straregy.” Inrersec-
rionaliry invites rheo]ogy © cha]lenge its own discip]inary
horms ahd to embrace imaginhative, clla”enging1 and disrupri\.'e
ways of doing rheology thar resisc hierarchy and work roward
justice. An intersectional approach demands thar we rethink

55, May, Pursuing Inffﬁerﬁormfff}', 229,
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our ways of doing rheology and formulare theo|ogica] methods
that embed an intersectional lens.

Embracillg intersectional thinking means that we should approach doillg
theology by questioning assumprions that are rooted in the norms of
dominant culoure, purposefull}r pursuing justice, embracillg the com-
p|exiries and contradictions, and refusing to do rheology as usual. A
recent examp|e of such intersecrional work in rheology is womanist
queer rheo]ogian Pamela R. Lighrsev’s Our Lives Matter: A Tomanist
Queer Thmfogy nghtsev ties her intersectional theo|og|z1ng closelv o
the aims of j justice. She writes, “Nort unique to womanist scholarshlp
is this work’s intersectional ana|ys1s that exp|ores the impact of race,
gellder, class, gellcler irlenriry, and sexual orientarion on the rheo|ogical
Lmdersrandings of LBTQ Black women. These poines ofdeparrure from
whar some call ‘orthodox’ Western theo]ogy remain crirical to the work
of womanist scholars because these sub]ecrs are mgmhcanr to the peace
and reconciliation of the peoples of this g]oba] world.™ Slgmhcandy,
she also identifies her orientation and l11srory in the Wes]eyan tradition
of the United Methodist church as another axis ofidenrir}r to be analyzed
as part of her intersecrional work.

While some thinkers critique contextual and intersectional thinking as
breaking peop]e apart into smaller and smaller unies, intersecrional chink-
ing does not lose its broader relevance to all of us bv its attencion to the
spemﬁc derails of individual lives. Instead, intersectional tlnnkmg adds
comple:clry o our theo|og|es thar is more reflective of the diverse realities
of differenrly sitnated lives. The ever—changillg subjecrs of intersecrional
thinking chal]enge rheologies that declare themselves absolute truch and
remind us that none of us has a decontexrualized and unmediared knowl-
edge of ultimate realir}r or the divine. To approach ah approximation of
larger realities we must be inclusive in our allal}rsis to account for diver-
sity, and we must be direcred roward justice as we center our examina-
tions of power and hierarclly as inherent parts of our rheologies.

We imagine intersectional rheologv as kaleicloscopic Intersectional
theo|ogv isa desrablllzmg rheologv that reminds us thar our rheologlcal
ideas are alwavs rencative, and rheology is always an ongoing process.
A ka|e1doscop1c rheology is one thac is consranrly changmg with each
turn of perspective; it holds multiple {and sometimes comperting) views
in mind ar the same time. [t makes visible the dil'l"erenrlj.r situared know-
ers ahd the coh1p|ex web of relatiohships and social institutions in which

56. Pamela R. T_,ighbaey. Owr Lives Matter: A Womanist Queer T.lamlnf}' (Eugene. OR: Pick-
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it is embedded. It is cohtihgent and recoghizes its owh rootedness in
the social location of the theologian and within il1rer|ccking systems
of oppression. Siglliﬁcanr]y. it is also self-—reflexive, a]ways interrogating
itselt for possib]e compliciries with structures of subordinaring power
and seeking relevancy roward socia]_jusrice for all peop]e.

Intersectional rhinkillg is rooted in and values narrarive ways of
khowing.57 It is a]ways contextualized and pays attentioh to difrerehﬂy
situated knowers. For intersectional theo|ogy, this means story is a start—
ing p|ace, parricular|y subjugared stories that illuminate the mechanisms
of power across idenriry categories and social institutions within systems
of oppression. In the next chaprer, we offer a comparative and contrast—
ing relling of some of our own stories to reveal the wcrkings of differ-
ence and power ih our owh lives and te demonstrate the movement from
story to theo]ogy thart is intersectional.

57, May, Pursuing Iutfrferﬁomfr'f}'. 20.
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QUESTIONS

What is your social location? Where do your gender, race/eth-
hiciry, sexual idehrir}r, social class, abi]iry, age, hatioh of ori-
gin, and re|igi0l1 intersect and situate you within structures
of social, pc]irica]. economic, and re|ig1'cus power? How does
your social locarion affect the wWays you do theo|cgy? How can
this awareness help you be arrentive to the rheo]ogies of people
who are diﬂ"erehr]y located and allow those rheo|ogies to be in
dialogue with your owh beliefs?

Wh}r is situating our understandihgs of inte rsecrioh:ﬂiry within
black feminist thou ghr essential for work roward social justice?

What assumptions undergird your rheolcg}?? Whac assump-
tiohs mighr pe0p|e in other social locations hold? How mighr
those assumptions cha"enge or enhance your own?

How has your rheo|ogy been formulared in an either/or frame-
work? Does a theo|ogy of both/and seem inviring to you?

How has a sillg]e—:lxis rhillkillg limited your perspective or
Lmdersmnding of your owh experiences? How has single—axis
thillkillg universalized your experiences as if rhey represent all
people’s experiehces?

We produce khow]edge, ihchlding rhec]og)-', within inrerpre-
tive communities. Whar role does your interpretive commu-
hiry play in how you think abour God, sin, salvation, the
church? How mighr other interpretive communities add o
your undersr:mdings?

This chapter touched on power and power relations. Have you
experienced power negnrive|y? How can power be used for
building each other up and working rowardjustice?

How do you ehsure your theo|cgizing is not complicir with
strucrures of dominarion and subordination? How do you
ehsure your theo]ogizillg is biased toward Justice?



