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Exploring Intersectionality 

Celebrating Intersectionality at 30 
In May 2019 the LSE hosted a Celebration of 

Intersectionality at 30. The event was 

punctuated by a skilfully crafted lecture on the 

subject by Professor Kimberlé Crenshaw, who 

conceptualised the term back in 1989.  

To give insight into its meaning and relevance, 

Professor Crenshaw drew on examples from 

her own lived experience where her 

positioning in society as a Black1 girl and a 

Black woman compromised her dignity, and 

opportunities available to her, through a 

combined racist, misogynist narrative. She 

explained that initially there was no universally 

understood vocabulary to articulate the 

combined subordination particular to Black 

girls and Black women’s lived experience; their 

stories were missing from Western models of 

feminism and Anti-racist policies. However, 

through her work as a lawyer, representing 

cases of discrimination both in public arenas 

like the work place and the private arena of the 

home, Kimberlé Crenshaw came to construct a 

language conveying how systems of power 

oppress Black girls and Black women by 

ignoring the ‘overlapping’ nature of their 

identities and how they are then situated 

through social structures as a result of this 

practice. 

 

 

 
1 A note on terminology. Descriptors are a problem! In 
writing this paper I have tried to be specific about the 
communities of women that I am referring to rather 
than grouping all women, who are not white, into one 
homogeneous group and labelling that group Black 
Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME). This can be divisive 
and overlook the needs of particular demographic 
groups of women. In this paper the term Black is used to 
describe people of African and African Caribbean 

She described this ‘overlapping’ phenomenon 

as intersectionality. The term has been used 

widely since to describe the systemic 

processes upheld through social structures, 

that subordinate members of other 

community groups, such as people who are 

gay, transgender or disabled, to name a few.  

The lecture left a group of Black and Mixed 

heritage women, who attended the 

conference, asking, ‘how can we use the 

intersectionality framework to support us in 

understanding our own lives and what can we 

usefully take into the work we are doing in 

our varied professional roles with young 

people?’  

We acknowledged the need to meet again - 

soon! 

‘Intersectionality – Backtalking’ at the LSE 

On July 25th, 2019 - the hottest day of the year 

in London - 16 Women of Colour gathered in 

the dense heat of the Graham Wallace Room 

to engage in some deep reflective practice. 

The event was jointly organised by Partnership 

for Young London (PYL) and the Gender 

Studies Department of LSE. The fact that we 

wanted to rumble with tough issues in 39 

Degrees Celsius, and rising, was testament to 

everyone’s commitment and tenacity to 

improving our lives and those that we work 

with.  

 

 

backgrounds. The term Mixed Heritage is used to 
describe people who are of African or African Caribbean 
and  white European or white non-European 
backgrounds. The term Women of Colour is used when 
collectively describing women specifically from the 
aforementioned groups and does not include women 
from other demographic populations like, for example, 
Latinas, Middle Eastern or Asian women. 
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General points 

If we look at legislation for equality through a 

linear lens (for example looking at housing 

primarily from the perspective of able-bodied 

people, or provision for children and families 

primarily from the perspective of heterosexual 

people) – we negate the experiences of those 

who do not fall ‘neatly’ into those groups.  

The youth sector still has a strong tendency to 

compartmentalise the identities of young 

people and then create policies subsequently; 

meaning that it inadvertently becomes 

ineffective in supporting the needs of young 

people whose identities straddle several 

demographic groups. 

When we are looking at the life chances of 

different social groups as professionals 

through the prism of intersectionality, we are 

being called to recognise and address the fact 

that our life chances are constructed 

differently; they are largely dependent on 

factors such as class, race, gender, whether we 

are able bodied or disabled etc,  as well as 

personal circumstances and character traits. 

Once we acknowledge this, we must then 

interrogate how they are constructed 

differently and what action we need to take in 

response to what we now know. 

Intersectionality prompts us to make the 

connections between different factors of a 

person’s identities, their lived experience and 

how they are positioned in society. For 

example, in her lecture, Professor Crenshaw 

illustrated how ‘race makes a difference in 

how gender is addressed, and gender makes a 

difference in how anti-racism is noticed 

understood and addressed’ (Crenshaw, 2019). 

 

 

The Agenda for the Circle of Women 

We looked at some key principles of 

intersectionality and then tried to apply the 

findings to examples from our own lives where 

we back talked against injustice. 

Important Note for Readers 

Following are three examples that were 

shared by women in the session 

It is important to acknowledge that this 

briefing paper does not have the capacity to 

look at the complex, underlying causes and 

impact of these examples in depth. The 

purpose of providing them is to suggest how 

one might begin the analytical process of 

understanding and interpreting these 

illustrations of women’s lived experience if 

some of the basic pillars of the 

intersectionality framework are applied.  

Example one 

The first example came from a young Black 

woman who explained that she only noticed 

differential treatment around her identity in 

terms of race and gender when she left the 

culturally diverse neighbourhood she lives in 

to  commute to work in the suburbs of London, 

which traditionally, are not as multi-cultural as 

inner-city boroughs. She explained how she 

felt conscious of moderating her behaviour to 

fit in (and be accepted in) the new 

environment.  

What do we understand about her lived 

experience if we look at it through the lens of 

intersectionality?  
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This young Black woman has been positioned 

as ‘other’ (i.e. treated as being different from 

the norm or mainstream) in terms of identity 

as a Black person, a woman and a young 

person. As these three aspects of her identity 

intersect, they compound the discrimination 

she experiences. This is constructed and 

reinforced through the systemic processes 

that exist within the organisation that she 

works for. Other young Black and Mixed  

Heritage Women have shared similar 

experiences in focus groups run by PYL this 

year, where they said they felt they had to 

resort to personal strategies to navigate the  

world of work which might involve adapting 

their behaviour so as not to feed into wider 

narratives about Black people being 

‘troublesome’ young people being ‘anti-

establishment’ and young Black women being 

‘unruly’, ‘aggressive’ ‘loud’ and generally 

‘harder to control’.  

Example two 

The second example came from a Mixed 

Heritage woman. She shared two important 

factors of her experience with members of the 

group. The first was an overriding sense of 

anger. In the moment she articulated it she 

couldn’t name the source, but the feeling in 

the room was palpable. Other women in the 

circle fully identified with that overwhelming 

wave of emotion that often has no safe space 

to be explored so is constantly stuffed down - 

but never goes away. Her example highlighted 

a fundamental aspect of women and girls’ 

socialising; which is being schooled to remain 

silent. Much of the harm inflicted on women 

and girls is reliant on them not ‘back talking’ 

against maltreatment.  

 

 

The second illustration this group member 

shared related to race. She spoke about how 

she is situated in society as a Mixed Heritage 

woman caught at the intersection of three 

different racial groups; white women, Black 

women and Mixed Heritage women. This is a 

common trope in testimonies from people 

who are of Mixed Heritage (Barn, R. and 

Harman, V. 2006).  

Whilst it is recognised that where a person of 

Mixed Heritage may align themselves in terms 

of racial identification is to some extent a 

personal choice; how society ‘decides’ to 

situate them may overrule that personal 

choice, and  impact how  they experience the 

world because of the institutionalised practice 

of trying to homogenise the experiences of 

people of the African Diaspora and categorise 

them ‘conveniently’ into  boxes. This does not 

consider the, often, competing needs of 

people from Dual/Mixed Heritage groups.  

Example three 

In this example the term Women of Colour is 

used to discuss the experiences of both Black 

and Mixed Heritage Women.  

The third example relates to gender-based 

violence. It is recognised that gender-based 

violence happens across all socio-economic 

and ethnic groups. We also know it can happen 

to men as well as women. However, research 

shows that victims are generally women and 

most women face barriers to leaving violent 

relationships. Research also supports the 

belief that Women of Colour face additional 

challenges to leaving abusive partners than 

peers from other ethnic groups (Crenshaw, 

1991).  
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How do we approach understanding gender-

based violence experienced by Women of 

Colour if we look at the issue through an 

intersectional lens? 

What aspects of their lived experience are 

intersecting? 

Race – whilst it is recognised that many 

agencies provide effective wrap around 

services for the survivors of domestic violence 

there are still instances where professionals 

trying to understand the behaviour of people 

of African and African Caribbean descent 

interpret concerning behaviour through a race 

lens. For example, being reluctant to call out 

the violent behaviour of perpetrators who are 

Black for fear of being accused of being racist 

(Bernard, 2016). 

Women of Colour are more likely to seek out 

their own networks for support than to go 

through social services for fear of reprisal from 

a partner or other family or community 

members. Furthermore, such victims of 

domestic violence must weigh up seeking help 

from public services, against reinforcing 

stereotypes about Black people. Examples 

include assertions that they are pathologically 

violent, which may further criminalize a 

demographic of men whose identities are 

already racialized within institutions like the 

criminal justice system and the healthcare 

system (ibid).  

Women of Colour may also face being 

ostracised from their communities for 

speaking out and possibly not being believed 

that the violence is happening. Women can 

remain vulnerable even once they have left a 

violent relationship through the coercion and 

control of the ex-partners; particularly where 

children are involved. 

Gender - Whilst it is true that Black  and Mixed 

Heritage women find solidarity and emotional 

support in the networks of friendships they 

maintain together; it is argued that the 

enduring image of the ‘strong Black woman’ 

has been used as an excuse to justify 

oppressive practices like romantising their 

resilience and viewing them as being more 

able to endure excessive levels of physical and 

emotional stress than white women (Afifi & 

Davis, 2019).  

Class - although domestic violence does occur 

across all socio-economic classes there is a 

strong correlation between this form of 

violence and poverty. Further to this, Women 

of Colour tend to be in lower paid employment 

or unemployed and will therefore, face greater 

financial hardship if they leave violent 

partnerships (Crenshaw, 1991). 

So we understand that when we are looking at 

people’s lived experience through the lens of 

intersectionality we are being  urged to join up 

the varying aspects of their identities to gain 

clarity about potential discriminatory 

treatment, rather than trying to 

compartmentalise different aspects of their 

lives and address their perceived needs in 

isolation.  

 

Image by Drew Sinclair based on the original illustration in The 

Urgency of Intersectionality | Kimberlé Crenshaw 
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Summary 

Intersectionality provides a frame to help 

examine the nuanced and complex ways that 

people are positioned within society and 

treated subsequently, as a result of that 

positioning. Organisations can reinforce 

oppression through a lack of knowledge and 

training on the complex and overlapping 

nature of people’s lived experience and then 

misjudge how best to support them. 

We must acknowledge and share our 

successes in terms of how we address issues of 

(in)equality in our work and encourage the 

healthy practice of being more critically 

curious in how we interpret ours and other 

people’s behaviour. Furthermore, we should 

utilise networks more effectively to share tried 

and tested strategies for challenging 

oppressive practice, be it in the workplace or 

in our communities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Moving Forward 

Sitting in a safe space with other Black and 

Mixed Heritage Women to share insights and 

maintain a sense of connection was a visceral   

experience. It provided an opportunity to ‘be 

seen’ in a world proliferated with messaging 

that often implies Black and Mixed Heritage 

women should make themselves small and go 

unnoticed in order to avoid being 

misrepresented or misunderstood. This is yet 

another form of silencing; another form of 

maltreatment. 

 

One of the most compelling action points from 

the session back in July was to create more 

opportunities to revisit The Circle –  

‘This conversation needs to continue…’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sandra Vacciana 20/09/2019 

 



 

6 
 

References 

Bernard, C., and Harris, P. (2016) Safeguarding 

Black Children: Good Practice in Child 

Protection. London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers 

Barn, R., and Harman, V. (2006). A Contested 

Identity: An Exploration of the Competing Social 

and Political Discourse Concerning the 

Identification and Positioning of Young People 

of Inter-Racial Parentage, The British Journal of 

Social Work. 36 (8), 1309–1324.  

[Accessed August 2018].  

Crenshaw, K. (1991) Mapping the Margins: 

Intersectionality, identity Politics, and Violence 

Against Women of Colour, Stanford Law 

Journal Vol. 43, No. 6 pp. 1241-1299  

 
Crenshaw, K. (2019) Intersectionality at 30: A 
Celebration Hosted by the Gender Studies 
Department 
http://bit.do/fbrz2 
 
 [Accessed August 2019]  

Crenshaw, K. (2016) The Urgency of 

Intersectionality | Kimberlé Crenshaw  

http://bit.do/fbrAh 

 [Accessed September 2019] 

Davis, S. (2019) The “Strong Black Woman 
Collective” Theory: Determining the Prosocial 
Functions of Strength Regulation in the Groups 
of Black Women and Friends, Women’s Studies 
in Communications 
 pp. 20-35 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Wright, C., Maylor, U. et al. (2016) 
Young Black Males: Resilience and use of 
Capital to Transform Social ‘Failure’: Critical 
Studies, Education Vol 57 Exclusion, 
Programmes and Social Justice pp. 21-34 
https://bit.ly/2QzT1fM 
[Accessed August 2019] 
 

Resources 

Crenshaw, T. (2016) Intro to Intersectionality 
http://bit.do/fbrAJ 

[Accessed September 2019] 

Simpson, J. (2009) Everyone Belongs: A Toolkit 
for Exploring Intersectionality 

CRIAW-ICREF.CA 

http://bit.do/fbrA8 

 [Accessed August 2018] 

Thanks to Nadine Chambers, Helen Sanson, Zoe 
Nation, Capreece Good, Kate Steward, Lucia 
Pedrioli, and staff at the Gender Studies 
Department of LSE; to all the women who attended 
the event in July and shared their stories in The 
Circle 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

http://bit.do/fbrz2
http://bit.do/fbrAh
https://bit.ly/2QzT1fM
http://bit.do/fbrAJ
http://bit.do/fbrA8

