
Legislation, policies and initiatives when focusing on identities all too often overlook the 

context that people operate in and the scale and scope of the choices available to them. 

Instead, the characteristics that define identity such as race, class, gender are seen in 

isolation, as static and are compartmentalised as if unconnected rather than being viewed as 

part of a bigger interconnected, multilayered and fluctuating picture, which intersect identities.   

 

The way that all people experience life is both unique, different and similar at the same time. 

However, by viewing identity in isolation or through the very narrow lens of one or two 

characteristics, the unique, different and similar dimensions that shape it are lost. As such, by 

overlooking the uniqueness, differences and similarities a very unequal and skewed playing 

field is created that ends up either focusing more on one identity at the expense of another i.e. 

men over women or focusing on one fixed narrative of the primary identity which ignores the 

fact that identities are situated in one or more secondary identities, in addition to their primary 

one, for example, primary identity: woman; secondary identities: Black, British, African, West 

African, Ghanaian...and so on. 

 

By seeing identity in isolation or through the lens of one or two characteristics, legislation, 

policy and initiatives fail to see both the obvious, as well as nuanced differences that a person’s 

identity has.  When a lens is chosen, such as class or race, in which the identity is seen 

through, all too often this characteristic becomes the focus for politicking by making this the 

sole problem that people face, when in fact it is just but one of several markers that intersect 

a person’s lived experience. What is also often overlooked are the structural elements that 

intersect and compound these lenses such as health, poverty, language and so on, as they 

are barriers which further push people to the margins of their overall identity. What is lost when 

looking at identity in a narrow way is that the characteristics are dynamic and change 

depending on the context; sometimes they are the primary focus, sometimes they are 

secondary (Crenshaw, 1995). 

 

The way that identity is framed through these lenses can also lead to over-focusing or under-

focusing on markers (Crenshaw, 2000). When markers are over-focused upon, the lived 

experiences of big subset groups of that identity are placed within the larger framework of the 

overall group identity, which in turn obfuscates the intersectional issues that the subset groups 

have, by failing to recognise what these might be and how they are shaping their lives. For 

example, the pay gap for women is often discussed in terms of men’s pay versus women’s 

pay through the lens of sexism. However, by absorbing all women’s stories into one 

overarching narrative means that voices of other sizable subset groups and the issues they 

face are lost, for example, Black British women although they will encounter sexism, they will 

also be other forms of discrimination, such as racism, that curtails their pay. Conversely, when 

markers are under-focused upon, the lived experiences of small subset groups of that identity 

are either overlooked, not recognised or only addressed in passing as part of the overall group 

identity, for example, Black British disabled women who are over 40. 

 

There is also a tendency to conflate identities in a way that homogenises them, for example, 

describing women as Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) overlooks the uniqueness, 

differences and similarities within these three groups as well as creating a false/positive about 

the relationships between them. In addition, the description is also reductionist, as the lack of 

definition of what Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic means belies the size of scale of each of 



these characteristics and multiple separate histories and identities contained within those 

words.  

 

By analysing identities in such a limiting way, policymakers fail to take into consideration the 

multifaceted way that the various characteristics that intersect in people’s lives differ 

depending on the context and will present and produce varying degrees of choices and 

decisions thus outcomes, in what on paper looks like fairly similar positioned groups of people. 

What legislation, policies and initiatives are not doing is identifying, understanding and then 

incorporating the dynamic effects of intersection on a person’s identity depending on the 

context in which they are positioned.  

 

For example, Universal Credit was supposed to help people manage their finances through 

one payment and to encourage people into work. However, the reality is that men and women 

depending on their multiple identities and how they intersect have been affected in very 

different ways, for example, it has been shown to disproportionately affect women, who are 

single parents and who are workers through erratic payments leaving them without enough 

money. Yet, the choices and decisions that these women make and the outcomes that follow 

will vary the amount of exposure to poverty they face due to the way that their multiple 

identities are located and intersect in their individual contexts. Thus, everything from family 

structure, beliefs, ethnicity, education, disabilities etc will also dictate how the effects of 

universal credit affect woman, who are lone parents and workers. 

 

Policymakers must acknowledge that legislation, policy and initiatives affect how women and 

men are defined in regards to resource allocation. The narrow contexts in which they place 

identity and the lenses that are used determine whose needs are met and how. 

Intersectionality could overcome the problem of placing the needs of one group over another 

or homogenising groups by avoiding making decisions based narrow definitions through the 

development of deeper knowledge and understanding of how identity in context affects people 

depending on their situation.  

 

If an intersectional approach was taken when deciding upon legislation, policy and initiatives 

it would overcome the limitations of the current way of seeing through very narrow parameters, 

which lead to over-simplistic explanations of how people experience life and one-size fit all 

solutions. By adopting an intersectional approach the complexities of people’s lived 

experiences and the uniqueness, differences and similarities that make them so nuanced and 

disparate will be identified, understood, recognised and addressed.  

 

Intersection allows legislation, policy and initiatives to acknowledge that there are variations 

and as such outcomes can be based on identifying macro and micro systemic issues and the 

extent these problems pose depending on the context that the identity is located in.  

 

Interesting examples: 

“It’s just everywhere”: A study on sexism in schools – and how we tackle it 

Female knife possession crimes in England rise by 73% 

 

Helen Sanson 

 

 

https://ukfeminista.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/Report-Its-just-everywhere.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2019/aug/08/female-knife-possession-crimes-in-england-rise-by-73
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