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When Kimberlé Crenshaw coined the term 30 years ago, it was a
relatively obscure legal concept. Then it went viral.

By Jane Coaston

There may not be a word in American conservatism more hated right now
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system” SODFLQJ QR @&t&rhasakthl pedpl® on top.
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| met Kimberlé Crenshaw in her office at Columbia Law School on
ODQKDWWDQYY 8SSHU :HVW 6LGH RQ D UDLQ\ GD\ LQ -I
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That brings us to the concept of intersectionality, which emerged from the

iIdeas debated in critical race theory. Crenshaw first publicly laid out her theory

of intersectionality in 1989, when she published a paper in the University of

&KLFDJR /HIDO )RUXP WLWOHG 3'HPDUJLQDOL]LQJ WKH
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As Crenshaw details, in May 1976, Judge Harris Wangelin ruled against the
SODLQWLIIV ZULWLQJ LQ SDUW WKDW 3EODFN ZRPHQ’
separate, protected class within the law, or else it would risk opening a
33DQGRUDYTYV ER[" RI Pdul@ éebhand o He/heakiih the law:

“The legislative history surrounding Title VII does not indicate that the goal of
the statute was to create a new classification of ‘black women’ who would have
greater standing than, for example, a black male. The prasg of the creation of
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seriously, they actually try to master them, or at least try to read the sources

WKDW WKH\ DUH FLWLQJ IRU WKH SUR&SRMLWLRQ 2IWH
LOWHUVHFWLRQDOLW\ DQG WKHUH DUH DQ\ QXPEHU R
case, but what many people have heard or know about intersectionality

FRPHY PRUH IURP ZKDW SHRSOH VD\ WKDQ ZKDW WKH\
WKHPVHOYHYV ~

How the right sta rted worrying and learned to fear intersectionality

Beginning in 2015 and escalating ever since, the conservative response to
intersectionality has ranged from mild amusement to outright horror. In 2017,

writer Andrew Sullivan argued that intersectionality was a religion of sorts: In

his view, LQWHUVHFWLRQDOLW\ 3SRVLWY D FODVVLF RUWK
human experience is explained 2 and through which all speech must be

filtered. Its version of original sin is the power of some identity groups over

others. To overcome this sin,youneedfLUVW WR FRQIHVYV L H HFKHEF
SULYLOHJH 1 DQG VXEVHTXHQWO\ OLYH \RXU OLIH DQCGC
WKDW NHHSV WKLYV VLQ DW ED\ ~

When you talktoconVHUYDWLYHV DERXW WKH WHUP LWVHOI |
measured. They say the concept of intersectionality 2 the idea that people

experience discrimination differently depending on their overlapping identities

2 LVQIYW WKH SUREOHP % H F Daxiter foDNatioDaY RevieywJ H Q F K
who described LQWHUVHFWLRQDOLW\ DV 3SWKH GDQJHURXYV |
idea is more or less indisputable.

3$Q $1ULF Ddan $arHdgoing to experience the world differently than an
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hierarchy of oppression but, in practice, an inversion of it, such that being a
white straight cisgender man is made anathema.

3:KHUH WKH ILJKW EHJLQV ~ JUHQFK VDLG 3LV ZKHQ LC
GHVFULSWLYH WR SUHVFULSWLYH ~ ,W LV DV LI LQWHU
which conservatives had no real problem, until it was spoken.

In a 2018 clip for Prager University , an online platform for conservative
HGXFDWLRQDO YLGHRVY SXQGLW %HQ 6KDSLUR GHVFU!
of identity politics in which the value of your opinion depends on how many

victim groups you belong to. At the bottom of the totem pole is the person
HYHU\ERG\ ORYHVY WR KDWH WKH VWUDLJKW ZKLWH PI
6KDSLUR FRQFOXGHV 3% XW ZKDW GR , NQRZ" ,fP MXV\

In an interview, Shapiro gave me a definition of intersectionality that seemed


https://www.prageru.com/video/what-is-intersectionality/
https://www.vox.com/2015/11/10/9704210/missouri-president-chancellor-protests

of course, they actually do, and the people at the top of our current identity
hierarchy are more concerned about losing their spot than they are with
eliminating those hierarchies altogether.

S:KHQ \RXYUH JRLQJ WR VLIJQ RQ WR D SDUWLFXODU FL
identity, exactl\ KRZ ZDV \RXU LGHQWLW\ SROLWLFV GLIIHUH
WR FULWLTXH"" &UHQVKDZ VDLG 3, WYV MXVW D PDWWH
VHHP WR EH PRVW FRQFHUQHG DERXW ’

7TKHUHYTV QRWKLQJ QHZ DERXW WKLV VKH FRQWLQXHG
people, from the very beginning of the civil rights movement, who had

denounced the creation of equality rights on the grounds that it takes

VRPHWKLQJ DZD\ IURP WKHP ~

To Crenshaw, the most common critiques of intersectionality 2 that the

WKHRU\ UHSUHX HFQWW HD ¥ QraNattlRlly affirmations of the

WKHRU\YV IXQGDPHQWDO WUXWK WKDW LQGLYLGXDOV
intersect in ways that impact how they are viewed, understood, and treated.

Black women are both black and women, but because they are black women,

they endure specific forms of discrimination that black men, or white women,

might not.

%XW &UHQVKDZ VDLG WKDW FRQWUDU\ WR KHU FULWLI
SDQ HIIRUW WR FUHDWH WKH ZRUOGLMQRZ L GDHNUKNHIG

VKH VDLG WKH SRLQW RI LQWHUVHFWLRQDOLW\ LV WF
,Q VKRUW &UHQVKDZ GRHVQYW ZDQW WR UHSOLFDWH

cultural structures just to give people of color power over white people, for

example. She wants to get rid of those existing power dynamics altogether 2

changing the very structures that undergird our politics, law, and culture in

order to level the playing field.

Still, as CrenshDZ WROG PH 3SOHQW\ RI SHRSOH FKRRVH QR
prism [of intersectionality] necessarily demands anything in particular of
WKHP ~

The conservatives | spoke to understood quite well what intersectionality is.

KDWTV PRUH WKH\ G Ldd Qyfimerdettiohalitiz & Wdgaktbhcept,

or intersectionality as an idea. (I asked Shapiro this question directly, and he

VDLG 3WKH RULJLQDO DUWLFXODWLRQ RI WKH LGHD E
SUREOHP °~ 5DWKHU WKH\fUH GHHBAG\ FRQFHUQHG E\ !
intersectionality, and moreover, what they concluded intersectionality would

ask, or demand, of them and of society.






