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5 Truths About Colorism That I've
Learned As a Black Woman In NYC
KRISTIN COLLINS JACKSON NOVEMBER 18, 2014

During the summers in my tween years, I would pile on several layers of

SPF and avoid the sun as if vitamin D was a poison that would inevitably

kill me. While my classmates laid out in the sun, desperately trying to

bronze their bodies, I found myself trying to do the opposite. Sun damage

was not my concern, and skin cancer hadn't even entered my vocabulary.

I avoided the sun because I knew that as soon as my skin started to darken, I

would inevitably be on the receiving end of jokes such as "Oh, sorry I

couldn't see you because it's night time." ose jokes about my skin were a

dime a dozen during my childhood in a predominantly white environment.

I grew up constantly dreaming of a different life, a life where we were not

the only black family in my town, a life where I could openly talk about my

culture without isolating my peers — a life that couldn't be lived in my

small town in New Hampshire. But as I later learned, colorism didn't just

exist in places without people of color. It exists everywhere.
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Colorism is the principle that those with lighter, fairer skin are treated with

a higher regard than those with darker skin, and it happens both between

racial communities and within them. Media outlets have long been accused

of using Photoshop to lighten darker-skinned folks in order to make them

more appealing to the masses. During Obama's first run for president,

sources audaciously pointed out that our first black president was a light-

skinned man, suggesting that he may not have been elected or had the same

opportunities to be elected if he were darker-skinned. is discrimination

has historical roots — during slavery, lighter-skinned black people often

worked in the house, while darker-skinned black people were relegated to

work in the fields.

e exact racial makeup of my mother's side of the family cannot be

effectively traced due to slavery. Believe it or not, slave owners didn't exactly

document where their slaves were coming from, and history-erasing of slaves

was definitely a thing, too. It is clear that we have substantial Native Indian

blood in our family, and on my dad's side there is Scottish blood that stems

from a handsy slave-trader generations ago. My blood has many shades of

brown in it — my mother and several of her sisters would be considered

"light-skinned" and many of her brothers have darker chocolate skin tones;

my father seems to be one of the few medium-skinned folks on his side of

the family, with most of the women and men being lighter shades of brown.

Before I understood colorism and even before I fully understood racism, I

envied my lighter cousins and the looser curls that flowed so easily down

their backs, moving with the wind. I was jealous that they had the same

ancestral roots as I did but could have more opportunity than me simply

because their skin was several shades lighter than mine.

http://www.theroot.com/articles/culture/2013/05/colorism_in_hollywood_can_michelle_obama_bring_change.html
http://www.npr.org/blogs/newsandviews/2007/10/for_lightskinned_only.html


I may have thought the envy I felt would stop when I moved to New York

City. But, though colorism is one of the worst types of discrimination, it in

itself does not discriminate. It exists everywhere, in all cultures, and in all

races. When I joined a dating site soon after relocating here, I learned that

colorism was alive and growing in one of the most diverse cities in the

world.

I joined an online dating site because I liked the idea of a digital dating

agent working on my romantic life while I was at work. I had never been

too shy to make the first move and, since there is nothing to lose with online

dating, I wasn't shy about messaging more boys more often. I had no shame.

But then I began reading beyond the funny "what people notice first about

you" blurbs. Users could state their racial preferences in a partner, and even

though you'd think people would be turned off by someone who said they

only wanted to date certain races, most people included this info.

As I scrolled through potential mates, my confidence ebbed tremendously. It

was as if I had somehow entered the "No Blacks Allowed" Twilight Zone. As

I looked through the long list of acceptable ethnicities on a potential mate's

profile, my heart would sink when my race was left off his list of racial

preferences.. is was something that I was no stranger to with white men —

although I still found it shocking to be in a place as culturally open as NYC

and still only want to date someone your own race — but I was shocked to

see that black men were not always open to dating black women.

Even when I felt I had passed the racial preference test, there were times

where I would get down to the "you should message me if" profile section

and see that someone actually went out of their way to specify what TYPE

http://blog.okcupid.com/index.php/your-race-affects-whether-people-write-you-back/


of black girl they would date. Whether it was a simple "no weaves" or "I

prefer lighter skin tones" the message was not subtle. I heard it loud and

clear.

I was offended, but I had to realize that I didn't want to date someone who

needed to be told that just because they had not found a black female like

me attractive before, for whatever reason, didn't mean they never would. I

didn't want to date someone who could blindly make a declaration of their

racial preferences on the Internet or in private. I deleted my account.

But even though I was no longer online dating, the observations I made in

that forum stuck. I began to notice colorism in my dating life and at my job.

It seemed that colorism was everywhere and it made me incredibly paranoid.

When OkCupid sent me a random statistic on why black women are the

least dated demographic, I climbed on a soapbox and declared that I was

above dating and needed to focus on my career — but really, dating had

hurt my feelings.

Once my eyes were open to a world of colorism outside the black

community, thanks to online dating, it was incredibly hard not to notice the

colorism within my community. Since I opened my eyes to colorism that

constantly surrounds me, I've learned these five truths. Colorism drives our

community apart and reinforces harmful stereotypes about black people that

have existed for hundreds of years.

1. Colorism Doesn't Just Affect Those with Dark Skin

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tpH8pkz3iow


I once watched a friend of mine sit on a panel during a discussion on

colorism; she sat confidently and elegantly while listening to the darker

skinned women on the panel glorify white men who dated dark-skinned

women and admonish dark men who dated light-skinned women. My

friend's mother is white and her father, black. I found myself angry that she

would need to defend her skin tone and her place in the black community.

e cruel assumption was that for our light-skinned counterparts, life is

filled with rainbows, freebies, and a shitload of opportunity.

e idea is that white privilege can be extended to our light-skinned

counterparts and that they do not face the same extent of important black

issues such as police brutality or less opportunity for professional growth. In

reality, light-skinned people face additional prejudices that challenge their

authenticity in the black community.

2. Colorism Doesn't Only Affect Women

Colorism paints light-skinned men as being soft, effeminate, and snooty —

an unfounded stereotype that has run rampant on the Internet. e hashtag

"LightskinnedNiggasBeLike" on social media full of memes or gifs to poke

fun at our light-skinned counterparts and create a distinction between us

that is disguised as being humorous.

3. Colorism Is Not Specific to the Black American
Community

ink only blacks are suffering from and indulging in colorism? e

Huffington Post enlightens us by showing us a recent video on children's

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/01/13/colorism-discrimination-iyanla-vanzant_n_4588825.html
http://iconosquare.com/tag/lightskinnedniggas
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/claudio-e-cabrera/dominican-colorism_b_3900808.html


attitudes toward race, which is a take on a study that was originally

conducted well over  years ago. Just like in the s, when a child was

told to choose between a white and a black doll, the child favored the lighter

doll each time.

e new study depicted children in the Dominican Republic, where the

majority of natives are of African descent. Oddly enough, those darker-

skinned kids were still choosing the lighter-skinned dolls as opposed to those

that looked just like them. Asians and Indians also deal with colorism,

which is evident with the myriad bleaching creams and beauty products

heavily available on the market for them.

4. Colorism is NOT an Acceptable Form of Racism

For most of us, colorism IS racism. e notion that one skin tone is superior

to another connects us directly with the racism that has existed in America

and around the world for centuries based on color. In America, we are still

battling institutional racism between different races, and it's hard for some

to grasp the notion that the same bigotry exists within our own races,

because if you've been denied something because of the color of your skin,

why then, would you do that to people of your own race?

5. Colorism Starts With Our Media, Institutions, and
Ourselves

Colorism affects us in different ways because of our environments and

experiences. Ebony magazine discussed an interesting notion that darker

women have lost confidence and need to be told they are beautiful to end

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/claudio-e-cabrera/dominican-colorism_b_3900808.html
http://www.thedailystar.net/lifestyle/skin-lightening-hazards-50626
http://www.ebony.com/news-views/5-things-you-need-to-know-about-colorism-784#axzz3BVm6nyLY
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colorism. For me, colorism isn't about some people finding me "less

conventionally beautiful" because of my skin tone. I usually chalk that up to

blindness. For me, colorism starts with our media, accurately portraying

dark-skinned women without lightening techniques, addressing the issue by

engaging all cultures, and ditching the notion that we all crave to be the

fairest of them all.
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“black-ish” Dealt With Colorism In 22
Minutes…And It Worked
JANUARY 16, 2019

Last night, someone tweeted that she really hoped that “black-ish” didn’t

“both sides” the conversation in their highly anticipated colorism episode.

But that is exactly what they did. And it was a risk.

We all know that when we talk about colorism in the Black community, it’s

generally a one-sided discussion. Lighter skinned people have more

privilege, so their stories of struggle or inequality are often met with

resistance, disbelief or apathy.

But in last night’s episode, everyone got a chance to share their side.

ABC's 'Black-ish' - Season Five

https://madamenoire.com/1056310/black-ish-talked-about-colorism-in-22-minutesand-it-worked/


It all started when Diane’s face was completely obscured in a class photo

because she wasn’t lit properly. Naturally, her parents were ready to turn up,

run up to the school and raise hell. But Diane said that she didn’t want them

to do any of that. Instead, she said that everyone takes bad pictures on

occasion and that it wasn’t a big deal.

While she was cool with it, her parents were not and the school picture was

the catalyst into a discussion about colorism in the Black community and its

roots in American slavery, where lighter-skinned slaves received preferential

treatment, worked easier jobs, closer to White people and subsequently had

better connections and opportunities after slavery.

e pattern continues today. So the thought of tackling such a concept in a

-minute sitcom on network television is ballsy, to say the least.

And while I don’t think anyone would argue that the conversation was

exhaustive, they did it, coming for everybody across the spectrum.

Junior drops a huge bombshell when he walks in the room announcing that

everyone in their family is colorist, especially Dre, the show’s protagonist

and narrator. It’s a fact both he and Ruby immediately dispute. When Junior

and Rainbow remind them of the jokes they’ve made at the expense of their

complexion–at the expense of their Blackness, Ruby responds with, “Light-

skinned people have problems like rich people have problems.”

Well…

en Dre and Ruby go on to list the ways in which light-skinned Blacks

have it better. Ruby says they’re seen as the standard of Black beauty, noting

https://diverseeducation.com/article/6306/
https://www.theroot.com/the-lighter-the-skin-the-shorter-the-prison-term-1790864659


that only one dark skin woman is celebrated every ten years. Dre shares that

lighter-skinned Black people earn more than darker skinned Blacks and even

serve shorter prison sentences.

All facts.

But if you thought it was going to be an episode where one side of the Black

community was left voiceless, then you thought wrong. It’s rare that Junior

has a serious moment with Dre. In fact, he’s often used as the show’s comic

relief with his odd way of seeing the world. But when Dre follows his son

upstairs after the discussion got heated in the kitchen, Junior drops

something heavy on his head.

“You love light skinned women but think light skinned men are soft.”

Dre, immediately defensive, seeks to refute that claim. But Junior shares that

he sees it in the way he treats Jack, his younger, slightly darker brother and

the way he perceives Junior’s actions. Jack dances at the drop of a dime and

spent his soccer game picking flowers, but Dre regards Junior as his “softer”

son. Meanwhile, Jack’s actions are explained away with, “at’s just Jack.”

e measure of whether a show is handling a topic with any level of success

is the manner in which people are able to relate to it. And watching “black-

ish” last night, so many stories came rushing back to my mind.

I remember this egg-nog colored boy, who I was in an internship program

with, shared that playing football in high school and college, he had to be

more aggressive than he would have been just to prove to his competitors

and even his own teammates that he wasn’t soft.

https://diverseeducation.com/article/6306/
https://www.theroot.com/the-lighter-the-skin-the-shorter-the-prison-term-1790864659


Afterward, Ruby and Dre chimed in about their experiences. But before

they could go on for too long, Diane interrupted them to say that for as

much as everyone had to say, they still couldn’t relate to her, the darkest one

in the family.

As she shared various events, we see cuts and flashbacks of Diane

experiencing things that are all too familiar within the Black community.

She goes to a makeup counter to try on red lipstick and a dark-skinned

woman at the makeup counter tells her that shade isn’t for women with their

complexion.

It reminded me of my own mother, who for decades steered away from red

lipstick and even red clothes, at the warning of my grandmother. It wasn’t

until her fifties that she discovered not only did the color suit her well, she

liked wearing it.

When Diane recounted being called “pretty for a dark-skinned girl,” my

husband chimed in to share that someone had said something similar to

him.

“I felt that.”

My husband, Soils, was only half-way watching the episode, and I assumed

he was doing that thing he does where he makes some type of outlandish

claim to get my attention. And when he took his index finger and rubbed

his arm, I knew he was joking.

“What do you know about being pretty for a dark-skinned man?” I asked.

“Dark-skinned Black men aren’t judged by the same standards dark skinned



women are.”

And while he might have been joking at first, his tone changed when he

shared a real story. He was in a cab, making conversation with the driver

when the man asked where he was from.

When Soils said South Africa, the man immediately denied it. “No.”

I wasn’t there, but I can imagine my husband chuckling slightly at the man’s

refusal to accept his origin story.

“Yeah, I’m from South Africa.”

e cab driver said, “You don’t even look like an African…Usually, Africans

are not that handsome.”

en, in an attempt to describe the way Africans “generally look,” the cab

driver quickly waved his hand back and forth over his face to illustrate some

type of unspeakable, unsightly feature all African people share.

My husband reminded him that Africa is an entire continent and the people

there don’t share one look.

After that story, I knew the “black-ish” episode had struck a chord. I’ve had

several conversations about colorism with my husband, mostly from the

perspective of Black men and their preference for lighter-skinned women.

But never had it unearthed that story. And it made me wonder what type of

conversations Black families across the country were having and will have

about the topic because of this show.
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Colorism is such a sore subject because it speaks to the ways in which White

people’s racism, which is so deep, so nuanced and so effective, that it’s

permeated the beliefs we hold about ourselves. And that’s a tragedy we’re not

always ready to address. But I love the ending words from last night’s

episode, “We need to love ourselves out in the open because nothing gets

better in the shadows.”
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Black People Have Every Right to
Distrust You For Being Light Skinned
RAD FAG OCTOBER 17, 2016

Community gathers in front of the Wellington Avenue Church of Christ in

Chicago, IL for a vigil in honor of TT Saffore. Photo credit: Love and

Struggle Photos

My dad is Black and from the US. My mom is Scottish-Irish. I came out

very light skinned. For most of my early childhood I was universally read as

white. It wasn’t until I hit puberty and entered into a largely Puerto Rican

middle school that I started being seen as Latino—a shock both because I

am not, but also because I had rarely been identified by others as a person of

color before.

https://radfag.com/2016/10/17/black-people-have-every-right-to-distrust-you-for-being-light-skinned/


ough I grew up in a somewhat racially and economically diverse

neighborhood, my family is wealthy. My class status in addition to my light

skin called my Blackness into constant question in class, in my after school

program, and wherever else I met other Black people. Most of the slang and

cultural cues I picked up to help me fit in were learned from friends,

neighbors and Black popular culture, because they were not present in my

household.

In Chicago where I currently live, other Black people usually do not

acknowledge me. On my way to the train, passing folks on the sidewalk,

there is usually no eye contact made, no attempt at a connection. Only

when I am walking with my roommate, or another Black friend are the

acknowledgements—head nods, handshakes, good afternoons—directed

towards me through proximity. e racial context I inhabit changes quickly

based on who I’m standing with, talking to, or whose arm is linked in mine.

In the youth work I do—both professionally and as an independent

community member—I often reach out to other light-skinned, half-white

and white-passing young people. I see them grappling with identity, self-

acceptance, with where they fit into the larger Black community, and the

struggles currently renting that community apart. I try my best to hold their

pain, make room for their confusion, while also underlining the most

important thing I can teach them: Being light skinned is a privilege, not a

struggle.

I have always loved being Black. I have always loved other Black people.

Having to fight for my place in the Black community, being called upon

almost constantly to demonstrate my authenticity, prove my worthiness to



self-identify, has at times left me exhausted, wounded, and enraged. Because

I hold so much pain around not being seen as Black, it is easy for me to

forget that there is a much greater amount of pain that comes with being

seen as Black.

As a queer person, some of the ugliest anti-Blackness I’ve experienced has

come from other queer people of color. At clubs and bars, in online chats, “I

don’t like Black guys, but you’re cute,” or, “You’re lucky you don’t look

Black,” are offered as actual pickup lines, not occasionally but frequently.

Because these lines disgust me, it can be hard to remember that these

moments, too, are a mark of my privilege. My body and my identity are

being invested with value, and even when it comes from folks who won’t be

coming anywhere near my bedroom, it still lends weight and power to my

whiteness.

Across the board, we as light-skinned people have more power and access

than is just. Economically, in education, opportunities for growth and

prosperity are extended to us more regularly than dark-skinned Black

people. When we accept those opportunities, we are more easily absorbed

into the institutions that harm other Black people while providing us with

benefits. We are at less risk of police and state violence, less likely to be seen

as threatening or dangerous in ways that would drag us into the carceral

system.

In movement and activist spaces, there are too many of us in leadership

roles, too many of us called on to speak to issues we are undeniably less

impacted by than darker-skinned members of our community. We need to



step back from these positions of authority; other Black people have the

right to question our authority when we don’t.

I am patient with the young, light-skinned, half-white and white-passing

people I have these discussions with. It took me years—well into my adult

life—to truly comprehend that the baggage I carried around my light skin

had been given to me not by other Black people, but by the racist systems

that invest my whiteness with power, shielding me from at least some of the

violence rained down on so many others in my family, neighborhood and

larger community. e tension between me and other Black people, which I

still experience, is manufactured by the structures that give me power and

value just for being a little closer to whiteness than they are.

Other Black people have every right to check me, distrust me, and even

dislike me for this reality. While I claim as much part in creating it as they

do, I am the one who benefits from it. I am the one who is charged with

giving up my light-skin privilege, making myself dangerous to the structures

that imbue me with a greater humanity just for being light. When I neglect

to do this, I betray other Black people. I am the betrayer, not them.

What I try to teach young, light-skinned people is that the harm sometimes

hurled at us from other Black people comes from a pain we don’t experience.

It is the knowledge that our lives are made easier, our passage through the

world a little safer, just for looking, being a little less Black. e injustice at

the core of this tension is anti-Blackness, not anti-lightness. Every time we

expect our experiences to be centered, that our stories of mistreatment as

light-skinned people take the fore, we are contributing to this injustice. We



are subtly refocusing Black struggle on ourselves, in a world that already

gives us more focus, more attention and encouragement.

Centering ourselves means using our pain to erase the pain of others. It

sends the message that light-skinned suffering—on offshoot of white

fragility—is in greater need of addressing than actual anti-Blackness, and the

white supremacy that generates it.

is is why “mixed” is an identifier I do not use. It is a term which privileges

those of us who happen to know who some of our non-Black ancestors are,

and which fails to acknowledge that most Black people on this planet are

mixed—if not racially, then ethnically, culturally, geographically. In so

doing, it actually erases histories of sexual violence and “mixing” that have

occurred for centuries—long before it was ever spoken about in the open.

All our Black identities are layered, and the fact of my having a white parent

does little to make my experience of Blackness more nuanced than anyone

else’s. We can acknowledge the complexities of our varied roots, without

imagining that separate categories of Blackness are needed—especially ones

designated for those who are read as something other than Black, a position

that always comes with privilege.

e most important lesson being light skinned has taught me, and what I

try to pass on to other light-skinned Black people, is this: When other Black

people distrust or dislike you for being light skinned, it isn’t actually about

you. It’s about the pain we all experience as a mistreated people, and that

you experience less of as a light-skinned person. Understanding the rage

others in community feel as something they have a right to is about creating



room for that rage, validating it and the deep trauma it is based in. Even

when we feel it is misdirected at us, it is something we still must learn to

make space for as Black people with light-skin, educational and economic

privilege.

Understanding rage as something the more mistreated members of my

community have a right to express has liberated me from the need to defend

or prove myself. Recognizing that rage as something I did not create, but

which I am responsible for minding and addressing, means I don’t have to

take the shade or distrust I sometimes receive from other Black people as a

personal challenge. It is just something for me to hold. It doesn’t belong to

me, yet it is a reminder of the imbalances that exist within our own

community, and that reflect the racial and economic imbalances of the

world outside of it.

I don’t need to feel targeted, for in reality, I am not. I don’t need to feel

aggressed, for in reality, it is dark-skinned Black people who are expected to

absorb the aggressions of white supremacy—from employers and landlords,

police and politicians, and from other Black people, usually Black people

that look and act like me. e idea that folks who occasionally lash out as a

result of their own oppression are oppressing me is a dangerous falsehood,

and that attitude poses the real distraction from the ways racism is actually

harming our communities.

Healing wounds within the Black community can only come from fighting

white supremacy, the system which has generated them. Fighting together

doesn’t mean fighting in the same way. e voices that have been ignored are

the ones in need of centering. e identities with the least social value



should be the ones imbued with the most by our movements, as we attempt

to build up concrete alternatives to the xenophobia, patriarchy, transphobia

and class stratification that mark the current order. No Black person should

be silenced, but Black people who are men, cis, wealthy, skinny, abled-

bodied, lighter, formally educated should see it as part of their work to step

back, and hold up the voices of Black people who are women, femme, hood,

fat, immigrant, disabled, queer, trans, and dark skinned.

Two weeks ago, the BTGNC Collective staged a vigil and shutdown in

honor of TT Saffore, a Black trans woman killed last month on Chicago’s

west side. As one of the participants, I spent a great deal of time interfacing

with the police who were called to the scene, putting on my best smile,

digging down to find my most warm, respecting voice. I do not relish

engaging law enforcement, but know it is safer for me to do so. I know I will

be read as nonthreatening, trustworthy, even before I smile and nod, before

my tone conveys docile admiration. Stepping up to talk to police is a means

of using my light skin to keep them away from my dark-skinned family–

folks who will be seen as suspicious and threatening before they say or do

anything. By making sure I dealt with law enforcement, other Black, trans

and gnc participants were able to grab megaphones, hold banners and lead

the procession, instead of worrying about defending themselves from the

police.

Decentering light-skinned identity is decentering whiteness. Dismantling

our privilege means stepping up in moments of danger to protect our

comrades, and stepping back when it is time to speak, to rally, leaving

visibility up to the folks whose voices go most unheard. Making room for

the unbridled expression of Black rage means that those of us who are

https://radfag.com/2016/10/05/turnup4tt-a-public-statement/
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sheltered from the brunt of anti-Blackness should be quiet, should use our

privilege to allow greater space for other Black people to vocalize their

resentment, their pain and their needs.

It’s really that simple.
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Feminism 101: What is White Passing
Privilege?
CATHERINE PHAM DECEMBER 16, 2017

Design by Jennifer Dodge

Racial passing is when someone’s features cause them to be mistaken for

another racial or ethnic group. Depend on what race or ethnicity people

pass as, they can experience different treatment which can be advantageous

or detrimental. White passing privilege is the additional privilege some

people of color (POC) are afforded when their features, such as skin color or

hair texture, cause them to be mistaken as white. For instance, white passing

Latinx people will most likely avoid being racially profiled, questioned about

their citizenship or lack thereof, or doubted for their English-speaking skills

or education status. Prominent actors of color like Rashida Jones, and

Keanu Reeves tend to be white passing — because their white appearances

https://femmagazine.com/feminism-101-what-is-white-passing-privilege/
https://everydayfeminism.com/2014/05/non-white-passing-well/
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allow them to get larger, more multidimensional roles rather than being

typecast.

White passing POC must acknowledge that they undergo different

experiences because they are read as “white” by others. People with white

passing privilege face little discrimination compared to other members of

their communities who are not able to hide their racial identities and are

thus constantly fighting for the value of their existence.

White passing privilege is entrenched in colorism, which is defined by Alice

Walker in her book “In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens” as the “prejudicial

or preferential treatment of same-race people based solely on their color.” In

the U.S., the history of colorism can be traced back to slavery, when lighter-

skinned enslaved people would often work in the house as servants and

cooks, whereas darker-skinned enslaved individuals were normally forced to

work in the fields.

Colorism is also perpetuated by the Eurocentric beauty standards that

penetrate different communities. Light skin is idealized most prominently in

communities of color and associated with higher socioeconomic status, less

damaging racial stereotypes and desirability. Skin lightening products — a

billion-dollar industry — are a global commodity. For instance, Unilever’s

Fair and Lovely skin lightening cream is rampantly advertised and purchased

throughout Southeast Asia.

Young women of color are particularly influenced by Eurocentric standards

that sell acceptance and desirability. White women still dominate fashion

and media, and so do white beauty standards. erefore, it is not a
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coincidence that the most well-known women of color considered beautiful

— such as Zendaya, Jennifer Lopez and Rihanna — have lighter skin and

straight hair.

However, white passing privilege is not the same as white privilege. People

who are white passing are considered so because they contradict the narrow

racial stereotypes perpetuated by white people, and, as Niloufar Haidari

notes, these “borders of whiteness are policed often in self-interest rather

than out of genuine attempts by inclusivity.”

e concept of white passing, which is inherently defined by and centered

around white people, implies that a white passing person’s experiences are

invalid because they fall into the strict external definitions of “whiteness.”

Moreover, this implication dismisses an individual’s heritage and culture

solely due to their white-resembling appearance. Skin color is only one

aspect of a person’s race and ethnicity, which affects and includes their class,

cultural traditions and political beliefs.

Moreover, the standards that define “whiteness” are not solely based on skin

color, but instead change over time to implicate the power of certain groups

and the simultaneous disenfranchisement of others. For example, prior to

/, Iranians were usually considered “white” by white Americans, but

increased Islamophobia altered the social perception and treatment of

Iranian-Americans. Iranian-Americans are often detained for “extra security

measures” at airports or prevented from entering the U.S. without a travel

visa if they had visited Iraq within the past five years. Although the

definition of whiteness is fluid, it has always signified superiority and
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privilege within an unfair system designed to benefit its subjugators at the

undeniable cost of marginalized communities.

Our feminism must be increasingly intersectional, or cognizant of the

differences in oppression people face due to their race, gender, sexual

orientation, class and other factors. Individuals must recognize their

privilege, even if they experience oppression due to other aspects of their

identity, and use this privilege to speak up for those who do not have the

power to do so.
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How To Do Intersectionality
RINKU DECEMBER 18, 2017

Over the last five years, intersectionality has become a buzzword and an

accountability standard for social change organizations and leaders. It is so

commonly used that a recent look at intersectionality results on Twitter

reveals everyone from the United Nations Development Programme to IBM

claiming it. But there’s also much confusion about what it means and how

to practice it. Two patterns especially trouble me – conflating the word

“intersectional” with the word “identity,” and applying intersectional

analysis inconsistently. ere are lots of great examples of intersectional

organizing for us to learn from, and the pay off can be profound when we

get it right.

https://mavenroundtable.io/rinkusen/politics/how-to-do-intersectionality-VMDT82Ef0kKj0pMsNo-ulQ/


An analysis, not an identity

A few months ago, I took the survey that measures my privilege posted by

Buzzfeed India">Buzzfeed India. ere was a long list of statements like “I

grew up with two parents” and “I’ve never been a victim of violence for my

race.” I checked the ones that were true for me. I got the following message

with my score of  out of  points of privilege. “You’re not privileged at

all. You grew up with an intersectional, complicated identity, and life never let

you forget it.” (emphasis mine)

But intersectionality is an analysis related to identity, not an identity in

itself. Everyone has multiple identities. Systems of hierarchy have been

created around our identities, and the combinations (or intersections) of

those systems affect how life goes for us. Some of these identities give us a

leg up, while others push us a rung down the ladder. e combination of

identities can compound (or diminish) advantage or compound (or relieve)

harm, and there are perhaps endless variations. e point of intersectional

practice is to look at all these possible combinations of privilege and

vulnerability, rather than just stopping with the ones that apply to us,

whoever we are.

So we wouldn’t say that someone had a complicated, intersectional identity

because we all have that. ere is nothing more complicated about my

identity than that of a White, middle class, straight man. e important

question is whether those identities are explicitly acknowledged as we

address any issue in community life.

Professor Kimberlé Crenshaw laid out this theory and called it

intersectionality in the late s and early s, putting a name to

https://www.buzzfeed.com/soniathomas/how-privileged-are-you?utm_term=.ddoaYa0Ay#.foK1K1bjM
http://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1052&context=uclf


something that had been the practice of Black feminists and other women of

color for centuries.

Crenshaw writes that you could find an anti-racist practice and a feminist

practice, but you could hardly ever find them in action together. Anti-racist

and feminist politics created constituencies by imagining and acting for an

essential “type,” the dominant image of a raced person being a man and a

gendered person being White.

When the primary subjects of anti-racist politics are men, and those of

feminism are White women, the particular needs of women of color to be

free from both racism and sexism are ignored at best and compounded at

worst, often with life and death consequences. As a result, anti-

discrimination law brings relief to only some victims. When we’re trying to

get relief for women experiencing, say, police violence, the remedies are

weak because they’ve all been designed with someone else in mind.

In domestic violence policy and practice, for example, feminists insisted that

violence affects all women equally to prevent domestic abuse from being

dismissed as a minority problem. “All women” were actually White, middle

class women; policies created to address domestic violence assumed access to

services that poor women of color did not have. Some battered women’s

shelters required residents to participate in group therapy sessions, but

monolingual Spanish-speaking immigrant women could not comply. e

 Marriage Fraud Amendment required immigrants to be married for

two full years before applying for permanent residency. at rule created a

barrier to reporting abuse and accessing resources – caught between the

threat of violence and the threat of deportation, many immigrant women

http://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1052&context=uclf


chose the violence. ese policies and practices were created without an

intersectional analysis.

Crenshaw’s recent work in starting the SayHerName campaign expresses

her critique of anti-racist strategy that isn’t also feminist. e campaign

elevates the stories of women killed by police and seeks recourse in their

cases, which receive far less attention than the killings of men. Andrea

Ritchie’s book Invisible No More tells dozens of stories of Black women and

other women of color being raped, beaten and killed by police. She names,

among many others, Sandra Anton, Rosann Miller, and Alecia omas,

whose situations mirrored those of Rodney King, Eric Garner and Freddie

Gray, but whose names are unknown to most people. A truly intersectional

analysis would identify the mechanisms that enable abuse and target those

for change. Considering the intersection of race, gender and disability, for

example, Ritchie calls for policies that do not involve police in addressing

mental health breakdowns, but rely instead on community-based crisis

interventions.

To be intersectional (and also effective), then, we have to consider how a

problem plays out differently for different people, raising the likelihood that

we will come up with remedies that actually solve the problem for all.

Good practice

e qualities and skills that matter most for intersectional leadership are

curiosity, listening, openness and creativity. By asking questions, we can look

at a problem not just through the lens of our own experience, but also those

of others whose identities might make them vulnerable to harm. Find out

http://www.aapf.org/sayhername/


who else might be experiencing the problem you’re solving, seek them out

(or respond when they seek you out), listen to them deeply, share your truth

and apply that new understanding to your strategy.ere are lots of great

examples to choose from. e standard isn’t how intersectional is your

identity, but how intersectional is your analysis? Regardless of identity, the

analytic tools are always available to help us solve problems for everyone.

One of my favorite stories comes out of Idaho. In , e Idaho

Community Action Network (ICAN ), which organizes White, Native

American and Latino poor and working class families, took up a campaign

to get eligible children onto the State Children’s Health Insurance Program

(SCHIP). Such children had been regularly denied enrollment. To diagnose

the problem, ICAN ran a matched-trio testing project. ey sent in trios of

Native, White and Latino families that they knew were eligible and tracked

the outcomes by race. Twenty-six of the  families were denied.

ICAN found that the long, complicated application form was a barrier –

easy to check the wrong box and hard to figure out after it was done. e

SCHIP office hours forced applicants to miss work to deal with the denial.

But the group also found out that the Latina mothers were asked intrusive

and racist questions like “how many of the kids in this family are ‘illegal?’”

ICAN demanded a new form, new hours and new training for the

caseworkers on dealing with immigrant applicants. If they hadn’t done

intersectional research, accounting for race as well as class, they wouldn’t

have solved the problem for everyone.

But what if you’re in a situation that isn’t so multiracial, or so multi, multi in

other ways? ere are legitimate reasons for a group not to include everyone.

http://idahocan.org/


at’s why we have coalitions.

In Oregon, the statewide farmworker organization is called Piñeros y

Campesinos Unidos del Noroeste (PCUN ) and has -year history of

winning. By the early 's, conservatives had placed an anti-gay measure on

the statewide ballot. When LGBT activists marched through the PCUN

Director’s hometown, dozens of farmworkers met them at the edge of town

– part welcome and part loving confrontation. e farmworkers invited the

LGBT folks to dinner and dialogue, where they talked about why the

movement had never reached out to farmworkers, and the sources of

homophobia among Latinos.

Working together, the two communities beat that ballot measure, turning a

-year trend. A year or so later, they beat back the first anti-immigrant

ballot measure. ey’ve been working together ever since, not just to resist

the awful, but also to win the good. It’s not that PCUN had hundreds of

out LGBT members, or even one as far as I know. e lesson lies in PCUN

knowing that there are certainly gay Latinos, and that an attack on gay

rights would strengthen the forces that also attack farmworkers. ey do

their work with an intersectional lens that doesn’t essentialize the

farmworker as a straight man, or a queer person as exclusively White, and

that led them to this alliance.

Consistency Matters

Many people think of “intersectional” as a stand-in for “most marginalized.”

But that’s problematic, partly because “intersectional” isn’t an identity in

itself, but also because “most marginalized” is so often defined by our own

http://www.pcun.org/


blind spots, created by whatever privilege we may have. Even those of us

with disadvantaged identities have more power than some others. U.S.

citizens have more power than immigrants; documented immigrants more

than undocumented; undocumented children over undocumented adults. I

could go on.

e problem with making “intersectional” a form of identity is that it hides

true dimensions of privilege and power. Class privilege is often improperly

weighted. I’m not saying that class trumps everything else, but money at the

very least gives us more options for dealing with racism or sexism.

Buzzfeed tells me that I have almost no privilege – I am among the most

marginalized. But my class privilege and positioning offer significant

protection. My experience of airport security, for example, is greatly aided

by my TSA PreCheck status, for which my organization paid the application

fee. I get “randomly” stopped a lot, but not nearly as much as I would be

going through the regular security line. If we use my experience but don’t

take my class privilege into account, we might come up with a remedy for

civil rights at airports that most people can’t access.

Here’s where I think we could be more consistent in our application. We

tend to apply intersectional theory to the situations that strike our sympathy

nerves. We recognize compound harm when there’s a person with several

oppressed identities, like female, queer and rural, and a couple of privileged

ones like able-bodied and employed. We can easily acknowledge that being

able-bodied and employed did not wipe out the experiences of being a

woman, being queer or living in a place the system had abandoned.



But when racial justice activists are confronted with a person who is White,

male and poor, we too often act as if the whiteness and the maleness totally

mitigate the effects of the poverty. ey do not. How could they? Being

White and male might lessen a lot of harm, but it could not possibly negate

all the discrimination poor people face. If we are concerned with the

situation of Muslim men with money, we don’t argue that the money or the

maleness protects them totally from the harm of Islamophobia. We know

that this could never be the case.

Intersectionality is an enormously helpful theory of identity, power and

change. What we do with the complex analysis it generates is up to us, but

the best examples suggest that there are a lot of people to organize and a lot

of solutions to pursue. We can get to them fastest with a consistent and deep

practice of, quite simply, looking at systems through multiple lenses. e

point isn’t to get into smaller and smaller cohorts defined by identity, but to

understand our lives and each others’, all the better to combine forces and

win.

Edit: this story has been corrected since publication. e  Marriage

Fraud Amendment was the source of the two-year requirement. e source

was previously named as the  Immigration and Nationality Act, which

created a waiver for victims of domestic violence.
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Abstract 
This article identifies five key considerations for adopting and mainstreaming intersectionality: the language and 

concepts that are used: the complexities of difference and how to navigate this complexity; the choice of focusing on 
identities. categories., processes. and/or systems; the model that is us~ to explain and describe mutually constituted 
differences; and the principles that determine which interactions are analyzed. The author argues that In the process 
of mainstreaming intersectionaJity. It is crucial to frame it as a form of social critique so as to foreground Its radical 
capacity to attend to and disrupt oppressive vehicles of power. 
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Over recent decades, the study of multiple. co-constituted 
differe.nccs has taken a strong hold in strands of femi· 
nism under the rubric of interscctionality. lntersccrional· 
ity, asAngc-M•ric Hancock (2007, 63) rcccnlly noted, is 
not simply a n<>rmative·theorctical argument but also a 
research paradigm. 1 As such~ rather than limiting intcrscc· 
tionality research to "a content spccializ.ation in popula· 
tions with int.crsecting marginalized identities·• (Hancock 
2007, 64), th is analytic paradigm can be widely applied 
to the study of social groups, relations, and contexts, so as 
to go beyond the conventional scope of nonwhite women. 
On this basis, as a framework of analysis that is widely 
applicable to· various relations of marginality and privi· 
lcgc, intcrsectionaliry can be integrated into mainstream 
social science ways of conducting research and building 
knowledse. 

The notion of mainstreaming intersectionality is appeal
ing for many reasons. As Ann Phoenix and Pamela 
Pattynama (2006, 187) note, it foregrounds a richer ontol
ogy than approaches that attempt to reduce people to one 
category at a time, it trea1s social positions as relational. 
aod it makes: visible t.he multiple positioning that con· 
s1itutes everyday life and the power relations that are cen
tral to it. As 'veil, in addition to producing new theories 
of discrimination and important epistemological insights, 
intersectional ity brings fresh perspectives on n1any legal 
and policy arenas related to human rights, lhe family, 
employment. crin1inal Jaw, and inunigration (Carbado 
and Gulati 2000-2001, 70 I). It does so by pushing against 
hegemonic disciplinary, epistemological, theoretical, and 

conccprual boundaries:. Overall, the mainsU'Ca.lning of inter· 
scctionality benefits political science and other social sci· 
cnces because it expands and deepens the tools available 
to conduct, catalogue., and interpret research. 

But what precisely about intcrscctiooality should be 
mainstrcamcd?1 This can be a complicated question to 
answer because lhere is contestation about intersectionality 
within feminist theory. Like other research paradigms, not 
only is intersectionality constantly evolving, but feminists 
also differ in their understanding of it and adopt a wide 
range of empirical and nonnative tools. The contestability 
an1ong feminists is not itself my concern, for this reflects 
the diversity and flexibility of intersectionality frame· 
worlcs and indicates openness to further reflection, clarifi· 
cation, and inquiry. But precisely because intersectionality 
is a burgeoning and contested framework, my $0als are to 
first to outline and clarify a set of theoretical consider· 
ations that are important for adopting this research para· 
digm; this may be particularly useful for those unfamiliar 
with intcrscctionality and interested in exploring the value 
of mainstreaming it. Second, I seek to engage in some of 
the existing debates among scholars of inteniectionaJity so 
as to prescribe directions that foreground what I see as lhe 

'University of the ft'Uer Vallty. Abbotsford, Canada 

Co..-..pondlnj ""-chor. 
Rka Kaut Ol'ramooo. University of the Fraser Valley, 
Department of Philosophy & Political Science. 33844 Kina: RoMS. 
Abboulo<d. BC V2S 7H8, C.nada 
EnW> Rita.O""""°n@u'v-<> 



 

Dhomoon 

central component of this research paradigm: critique of 
the work and effects of power. Broadly, by critique I 
mean that fonn of analysis that denaruralizes what is 
caken as given~ thus Sb-0\lt·ing that subjectivity is struc
tured by language; that the universal unified subject of 
rcaoon is a taJsity; and that grand narratives are inadequate 
explanations of political life. While I refer to critique spe
cificalJy as the radical conte;\tualization or deconstruction 
of the meanings of texts or symbols, the processes by 
which texts and symbols are inteq>reted and given mean
ings, and the privileging and penalizing relations of power 
associated "'ith these meanings. the more general meaning 
of critique allows for intersectionality to be deployed in a 
variety of ways while maintaining a focus on po"'·cr. 

Specifocally, I present five <:Onsiderations when adupt
ing intersectionality. The five considerations relate to 
(I) the terminology and scope of this research paradigm. 
(2) the benefits and pitfalls or focusing on identities and 
categories of ditTerence, or on processes and systems of 
differentiation, (3) the complexities of subject formation 
that are bought 10 light through this research paradigm 
and bow these can be unpacked. ( 4) the models most use
ful in describing and operatio-nalizing this research para
digm, and (5) ho'v the analyst chooses which interactions 
10 srudy. 

I. The Concept and 
Language of lntersectlonallty 
As its starting poin~ intcrsectionality opposes the idea that 
subject formation and identities arc unified and autono
mous. Hancock (2007, 64) sp<:<ifics that intencctionality 
is based on the idea that more than one category should be 
analyzed, that categories matters equally and that the rela
tionship bet\veen categories is an open empirical question, 
that tbere exists a dynamic interaction bct'A·ccn individual 
and instirutional fa.clOrs, that members within a category 
are diverse, lbat analysis of the individual or set of indi· 
viduals is integrated with institutional analysis, and that 
empirical and theoretical claims arc both poosible and nec
essary. In general, as Brah an<I Phoenix (2004, 76) state, 
intersectionaUty refers to "the complex, irreducible, var
ied, at:'ld variable effects \Vhich ensue when multiple axes 
of differentiation~conomic,, political cultural. psychic. 
subjective and experiential- intersect in historically spe
cific oontexts. ·• 

While the language of intersectiooalily has been 
popularized since al least the 1980s, the framework for 
examining the relationship between multiple interrelated 
modalities of difference has l>ccn a long-standing feature 
of various social struggles. ~ncluding women .. centered 
and feminist fights against racism. colonialism, and slav
ery (King 1988, 42-43; Sm.itb 2006, 16). It is therefore 
imponant tQ ~c!Y1Qw!~ge how lheori~ and pnacticcs of 
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\\•bat we now call intersectionality were developed prior 
to the populariutioo of this concept and that our contem
p()rary lenses shape ioterpretatioos of this analytic and 
p()litical 1001(Hancock2008). These b.istories ofintersec
ticnality and the contesration among feminises about the 
tenu and scope of intersectionality indicate the value of 
critically reflecting on this framework, even as it is embraced 
for ilS unique contributions to understanding social and 
political life. 

The term interseclionality was specifically coined and 
developed by American critical race scholar Kimbcrlc 
Crenshaw (I 989, 1994) as a way to address legal doctri
nal issues and to \vork both within and against the law. 
Cn:nshawuscdthcm<'laphorofintcrscctingroadstodcscribe 
and explain the ways in which racial and gender discrimi· 
na:tion compounded each other. In h.cr work on discrimi· 
na:tion against black \vomcn, she argvcd that a single-axis 
framework maintained a focus on e-ither race or sex and 
subsequently failed to consider how marginalized women 
arc vulnerable to both grounds of discrimination; thus, 
even a combination of studies abou1 women and studies 
about race often erased the experiences of black v.·onten. 
The road metaphor specifically served to describe the 
'vay in which a minority group navigates a n1ain crossing, 
\vbcreby the racism road crosses with the streets of colo
nialism and patriarchy, and "crashes" occur al the inter
sections. Where the roads intersect, there is a double, 
triple, multiple, and many-layered blanket of oppression. 

Crcnshaw's fom1ulation of intersectionality has been 
enormously significan~ as it further opened up a conceptual 
sp.ace through which to study how various oppress.ions 
\\'Ork together to produce so1nething unique and distinct 
from any one fomt of disc.ri.m.ination standing alone.) And 
indeed many fe1ninisL~ have used aod developed the idea 
of intersectionality. although not all center the law or c.hc 
language of intersectionality io their analysis. Patricia Hill 
Collins (2000, 18), for instance, uses intcrsectionality to 
refer to "particular forms of oppressions, for example, the 
intersections of race and gender, or of SiCXuality and nations." 
She understands theS<! to be mi¢i'()-ie'vel processes n:gard
ing how eac.h individual and group occupies a social posi
tion, which are located within a system of ''interlocking 
oppres .. "'>ions." The no1ion of interlocking oppression, for 
Collins, refers 10 the macro-level connections that link 
systems of oppres..i;ion such as race, class, and gendc-r. 
Together, argues Collins, the micro (iotersectional) and 
macro (interlocking) processes shape oppression. Thus, 
for Collins~ the concepts of intersectionality and inter
locking are complementary. 

Other feminists have moved a'vay fron1 the tenninology 
of interseetionality. Shcrenc Razack, for instance, expresses 
a pretfrence for the tenn interlocking because the emphasis 
differs fro1n il)tersectionality. "Interlocking systems," she 
states, "need one lll)(ltber, and i.n lracing tho complex 
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ways in y,•hich they secure one another, we learn boy,• 
\\'omen are produced into positions that exist symbiotically 
but lllerarchically. We begin t-0 undcr.;tand, for c'8mplc, 
how domestic workers and professional women arc pro
duced so that neither exists without the other" (Razack 
1998, 13). For Razack, interlocking systems of patriarchy, 
white supremacy, and capitalism are upheld through rela
tions of penalty and privilege that cannot be extracted 
from each other . . A.nother tenn used is that of multiple 
j eopardy. This concept has h.:e.t developed by Deborah 
K. King (1988, 47) in referwce to black women'Hxperi
cnces, specifically 10 push against the idea that race and 
sc:< arc analogous. and agaios.1 the additive idea that rac· 
ism and sexism equals double jeopardy and ... racism plus 
sexism plus classism equals rriple jeopardy." King modi· 
fies the idea of double and rriple jeopardy so as 10 attend 
to multiple simultaneous oppressions and to the multipli
cative relationships among chem as well. This she fonnu· 
lates as "racism muhiplied by sexism multiplied by 
classism" (King 1988, 47), For King, nor only is the con
ccpl of multiple jeopardy used to describe oppression, 
but it also provides a way to define and sustain a multi
ple consciousness that is essential for black women's 
liberation and to resistance against the "ioterstructure 
of the oppressions of racism., sex.ism, and classism" 
(King 1988, 72). Verna Kirkness (1987-1988, 413)use.• the 
phrase "'discrimination-within-discrimination" to describe 
the ways in v.•hich Indigenous womc.n in Canada have 
been marginalized 001 j ust as v.•omen but also as sub
jects marked by racism and colonialism. Kirkness cites 
the struggle for Indigenous women to gain the vote and 
1he Indian Act (which affects the status, rights, privileges, 
and governance issues of Indigenous peoples) as two 
examples of discrimination-within-discrimination. 

In addition to tenllS such as, interlocking, multiple jeop
ardy. and discrimination-within-discn·minaJion, scholars 
have used such tem1s as mulriple consciousness {l\itatsuda 
1992; King 1988), and mulrip/iciry (Wing 1990-1991), 
multiplex epi.<remologies (Phoonix and Pattynama 2006, 
187), translocalional positionality (Anthias 2001 ), multi
dimensionality (Hutchinson 2001 ), inter-connectivities 
(Valdes 1995), and synrhesis (Ehrcnreich 2002). Some 
al-w make a distinction behvecn systemic i.otersectional· 
ity and constructionist intcrsectional.ity (Bredstrom 
2006), or what Nira Yuval-Davis (2006, 198) refer.; to as 
positional and discursive interSectionality. Others. such 
as Wendy Brown (1997. 86)and Ja-">ir Puar(2007, 211-15), 
see the concepl of inrersect ionality as fundamentally 
flawed. And ye1 other.; do oot rely on the language of 
interScclionality but nonetheless speak to the imp0ssibil· 
ity of separating our aspects of idenrificarion and oppres
sion. Andrea Smith (2005), for example, argues that 
the struggle for indigenous sovereignty and the struggle 
against sexual violetl(;c cannol be separa1ed because the 
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appropriation of Indigenous land occurred and occurs 
through gender violence. 

While all these differcnr concep1ioos and renns em.brace 
the significance of examining mul tiple co.constituted 
differences, what are analysts and practitioners to make 
of the cootestalion? Jn my own \\'Orte I. have moved a\\1ay 
from the language of in1ersec1ionalily. While Crenshaw's 
use of this concept renccts 1he vie'v that aspects of iden
tification and power do 001 exist apiart from each other, 
the metaphor of intcr.;ccting roads has come to falsely 
suggest that there arc separable:, puce, containable \\•ays 
to analyze- subject formation and power. As Creosb.a\\' 
(2010) has recently noted, this is contrary IO her coocep
tiOfl, which was premised on a dynamic notion of inter· 
sectionality, whereby lhe roads emerged from various 
histories, became politically relevant because of histori
caJ repetition, and \\'ere constituted th.rough movement 
that affected P<'<>ple and exisring strucrures. 

While no oonccpl is perfectly al>le 10 caprure all the 
00111plcxitics of irreducible foims of dilference. ~an alter
native to ''intersections," I have tendc<l to use the language 
of interactions as a way to describe, explain, and critique 
the ways in which processes of dilferentiarion dynamically 
function through one another and enable each other; they 
do not exist apart from one another, although the character 
of these processes and their effects are varied and indeter
minate. These processes arc both genenued by the f0<0es of 
power and constitute relations of J)O\ver. I say more about 
lhe role of power later, but for nOYl I simply \\'Mt to note 
thal there does not need tu be single, universally agreed 
concept; such a presumption would itself leave wtques
tiooed concepts that have emerged in speci.fic geopolitical 
contexts (hence· leading to American~entric conceptions 
of intersectionality). Rather, it is necessary to be precise 
about the critical capacity of <..-oncept:s chosen and be open 
to different tenns as theories develop. Put differently, as a 
tool that is premised on critiquing bounded conceptions of 
difference, the discourse of inlersectional.ity must it~lfbe 
subject to scrutiny. At the same lime. there is a need for a 
Ae'.l\el'\\I tenn that is both reoognizallle and descriptive of 
the kind of work intersectionality bas come to refer to 
(McCall 2005, 1771). ln these insrances. my preference is 
for the term intersectional·l)pe. This tenn signals the con
testation within feminist work while also providing a rec· 
ognizable framework. 

II. The Subject of Analysis: From 
Identity and Categories to 
Processes and System s 

A :second consideration concerns the focus of analysis. In 
interscctional·type work, at least four aspects of socio
p111iti<4I lif~ biwe ~n and contiP\!e to be studied: rhe 
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identities of an individual or set of individuals or social 
group that are marked as different (e.g., a Muslim woman 
or black "'omen), the categories of difference (e.g.1 race 
and gender), the processes of differenriatio11 (e.g., racial
ization and gendering). and the systems of domination 
(e.g., racism. colonialisn1, sex.is1n, and patriarchy). Some· 
times dlese four aspects of an.alysis are distinct, and other 
times they merge into one another or a combination exist-;. 
In my vie,v. all four are consistent with intersectional types 
of analysis. But while terms such as black (identity), race 
(category), rtu:ialization (process), and racism (system 
of domination) are sometimes used interchangeably and 
simultaneously, each emphasizes something different in 
our unde-rstanding of subject formation, difference, and 
po'''cr, and thus it cannot be assumed that they are doing 
the same analylic work. 

In this section I explore what is bought into view and 
what is eclipsed when the focus of analysis is on each of 
these aspects. I conclude that. in combination, the study of 
processes and systems is most effective at analyzing the 
complex dynamics of power. While. not unique to one dis
cipline, the study of processes and syste1ns is already fea
tured in political science (e.g., the study of procedures, 
arrangements ru1d structures of government), but the frame· 
\\1ork of intersectionality also adds to an understanding of 
processes and systerns becau.c;e it provides a multidinlen
sional analysis of how po\ver operates and its effects on 
ditTereot levels of political life. For example, it can foster 
inquiry into how and \Vby nleani.ngs of racial deviancy are 
produced and organi>.ed in everyday systems of whiteness 
(e.g., codes ofbehavior, laoguage, and dress), beyond the 
focus on government and the st.ate. 

Identities of lndividuols and Social Groups 

Much feminist in1ersectiona l-type analysis focuses on 
the individual or social group marked as oppressed. The 
focus on identities ollen occurs through case studies and/ 
or narratives of various oonw-hite women, as individuals, 
as a general group, ot as a specific group. This k.ind of 
embodied knowledge has been significant for several rea
sons. First, it has emphasized and celebrated the voices. 
experiences. situated knowledge. and per.;pc<:tives of those 
traditionally marginalized and erased in political sc.-:iencc 
and other conventional disciplines. To manage the corn
plexity of different experienoes, the focus is often on the 
social location at the intersection of single dimensions of 
multiple categories (McCall 2005, 1781). Second, cxpc· 
ricnces located in a particular identity provide a way to 
belong 10 a social group and thus open up collective· rela
tionships, shared Spaces for living, and a "'ay for m.argin
aJi:(.ed peoples occupying mu_ltiple locations to advance 
thei.r own agency and own agendas of justice. Third, as well 
a.~ providing knowledge about Olhe!li, a more nuanced 
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analysis of identities marked by privilege has developed." 
Fourth, the focus on individual or gr<lup identity has situ
ated the uniqueness of specific indi,_.idual or group expe
riences and knowledge, and this embodied knowledge 
serves to contextualize oppression, discrimination, sul>
ject fomiation, and fomls of resistance. 

There are, ho\\•ever, two main risks that arise from 
focusing on intersecting identities, both of v:hich fen1i
nis ts who adopt a social constructionist or deconsbUCtive 
lens are a'vare of. The fi rst concerns the problem of essen~ 
1ialism1 "'hereby the boundedness of identity becomes 
O\•erconOaled and rigid even when multiJ>le axes of iden
tity are considered. Not only is a singular di1nension of 
iden1ity interpretable in many ways.. but there i.~ also no 
ideal or au1hentic ~·ay of living an identity, son1e identi
ties are legally imposed rather than self-eonstituted, and 
identity-based approaches can have the effect of falsely 
piu.ing one identity against another (e.g., cultural identity 
vs .. gender identity). Moreover, essentializing identity 
claims demand that differences are p laced into easily rec
ogni7.able categories, when in fact some identities defy 
no rmalized categorizations. Even in theories of alternate 
identities, such as hybrid or mestiza ide.ntities, the risk of 
socking 'vholencss and ordered identities is not abse.nt 
(Beltran 2004). In short, reductive a(..-counls of idc.ntity 
cast the analysis in tc-nns of adjectives and nouns ntthcr 
than historicizcd contexts (Brown 1997, 94), and naml· 

tives of identity politics tend to be conflated 'vi1h descrip
tions ofpositionality (Yuval-Davis 2006, 195). 

To add to the problem of essentialism, while an intcr
sectional-rype analysis of identities may slan o ff as a 
critique of 1nultiple faces of domination, it can end up 
re:iterating the very nonns it aims to challenge. For exam~ 

pl.e, while the reference lo ··~·omen of color" (which cuts 
across several identity raced-clasSt?d~gendered groups) 
honors the legacy of activists and sdholars who pioneered 
a space for marginalized subjects, it is, as Himani Bannerji 
(2000, 28-34) notes, also associated with theracistandseg· 
regationist language of apartheid and the American Sooth, 
rhr is, "a colored wo""1ll." Allhough !he SJ'OUP identity of 
'V-1omen of color" does have relevance in distinguishing 
In.digenous "'omen from other oony.·hite women i.n places 
su.ch as Canada and the United States, 13annerji argues that 
it also unwiniogly evades naming ·whireness and Jegiti
rn.i.zes the dominant ideological y,,•orkings of diversity 
politics that erase I.he ruling discourses of gendered white
ness and capitalism. Cenainly it is true that the notion of a 
nwnolithic and totalizcd subjc..-ct is cast and regulated in 
various institutionalized discourscs---thc la""· for instance. 
rarely recognizes the complex. internally diverse and 
divided subject and focuses instead on SpCCific identities 
(Brown 1997, 92; Iyer 1993-1994}-but this is precisely 
what an intersectional-type paradigm of analysis can cri
tique and challenge. 
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Categories of Difference 

In feminist theory, identities and categories of difference 
are often conflated with one another (Yuval·Davis 2006, 
203·5). For instance, the identity of a South Asian woman 
becomes interchangeable with, or a stand·in for. the 
categories of race, class, and gender. In this regard, the 
benefirs and pitfalls raised above regarding the study of 
identil)' are tied up with the sllJdy of categories. feminists 
are, of course, not unaware of the pitfall<. As McCall 
(200$) sa.ys, frnii_njm have developed !l!!ti,at~sorica! 
approaches that decoosttUct existing systems of cate· 
gori1..atioo. i.ntracategoricat approac.hes in which the expe
riences of a single social group are defined by an intersectioo 
of multiple dimensions, and intercategorical approaches 
in which there are complex relat.ioos among multiple 
groups within and across identities and analytic catego
ries. These are important tC(hniqucs for countering hege
monic \Vays of seeing difference, identity, and J)O\ver, and 
indeed categories can be useful starting points because 
these punctuate points of connection and disjunclurc. 
However. like the focus on identity, the study of catego
ri(.."S risks ovcrdc.te.rmining the autonomy and essential 
characteristics of a category, with the effect of reproduc~ 
ing existing hegemonies. 

In addition, the focus on categories has produced 
what Patricia A. Monture (2·007, 199) calls the "raco
clas~ge.nder trinity." In the context of the law, Angus 
notes that the emphasis on intersecting issues of race. 
class. and gender indicates that decision makers are 
directly unsettled by the gendered nonwhite subject. As a 
respon.~. scholars of intersectional·type work have 
deployed this paradigm to inter\fene in legal structures 
that assume and demand the unil)' of a rights-bearing sub
ject by foregrounding race-class-gender. This trinity is 
al.so a reminder that \\1hite feminisms have marginalized 
issues of race and to a lesser .. xtent class, and thus there 
is value in eKamin.ing this specific set of intersecting 
categories. Yet even when raee aod class are considered 
in relation to gender, there is somelimes an imposed sta
bility to 1he lrinity that nliSS;eS the variations that arise 
from different contexts. Furthermore, the priority 
assigned to the race-class- gender trinity has often 
meant that .. some forms of o-pprcssion arc ex.plained as 
more. damaging than others" (Monturc 2007, 199). Eliz
abeth Martinez (1993) aptly calls this the ''Oppression 
Olympics," whereby "groups compete for the mantle of 
'most oppressed' to gain the :attention and political sup
port of dominant groups as they pursue policy remedies. 
leaving the ove.rall system of stratification unchanged" 
(Hancock 2007, 68). In othe.r words, while the materi· 
alities and discourses related to race-class- gender can· 
not be ignored nor fully transcended, the mantra of these 
categories can be exclusionary. 
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Importantly, the privilege assigne<I to this lrinil)' is not 
intrinsic to the study of categories but indicative of the 
choices researchers have made (and in some cases had to 
make) in specific historical contexlS. An intersectional
typc research paradigm can be and has been applied, for 
instance:, to an analysis of the dynamjcs among categories 
of race, gender, class, and sexuality (Fogg-Davis 2006); 
disability, sexuality, and gendering (Garland-Thom_son 
2002); disability, race, culture, and colonialism (Kliewer 
an<! Fitzgerald 2001); and postcolonialism and queer 
(f!awley 2001). As such, it is important to consider what 
an:a.lysts have invested in studying the lrinity of race
class-gender and not other interactive categories. This 
critical reflection has the potential to1 open up unexpected 
a\'enuesof exploration. At the sarne time, by simply expand· 
ing the analysis to include )'et more categories or a differ
ent set of primary intersecting categories, the reification 
of one grouping of difference merely gets reconfigured 
rather than dismantled. 

Processes of Differentiation 
and Systems of Domination 
Al.though much feminist theorizing has focused on identil)' 
intersections and lhe intersections among different kinds 
of categories, I want to dnHv out two other aspects that 
arc present in some feminist theory, sometimes implicitly 
and other times explicitly: an analysis of the interactive 
processes and syst.enJS. By processes I am referring to the 
ways in which subjectivities and social differences arc 
produced, such as through discourses and practices of gen
dering, racializ.atlon, cthnicizarion, culturalization, scxual
ization, and so on. By S)'Ste.ms I am referring to historically 
constituted structures of domination such as raci:,m, colc>
nialisn1, patriarchy, sexism, capitalism., and so on. The 
focus in both cases is not on the intersection itself but on 
what the interaction reveals about power. This attention 
to power, as the subject of struggle and the subject of 
tra.nsfonnation, gives an intersectioMl·typc research par
adigm its critical edge. 

To be c-lear, it is not that representations of identity or 
categories of difference do not matt.er. but these are ide
alUy examined by contextualizing the processes and sys
tems that constinue. govern. and counter difference. In 
Fc>ucauldian terms. the focus of analysis is not therefore 
strictly on an individual, a category, a group, or an institu
tion (although these are not absent either) but on the 
techniques of power. Among others, Mary Hawkesworth 
(2003) makes this point in her study of active processes of 
racing and gendering-rather than what she cbaracterizes 
as individual attributes or demographjc characteristics of 
race and sex-which affect thecxperi"'1CeS, social locations, 
struggles, and polirics of resistance of congresswomen 
of color. Through an analysis of how racing-gendering 
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operates 10 produce "difference, political asymmetries, and 
social hierarchies that create the dominant and the subordi· 
nalc" (Hawkcsworth 2003, 53 l), she invcs1igit1cs the spec
ificities of power at the epistemological. individual, social, 
and institutional levels. 

While a contextual examination of the processes of sub
ject formation and systems of domination is not immune 
from an overdetenninative understanding of difference, it 
foregrounds Lc;sues of power in ways that the focus on 
identity and categories ma.<ks. Specifically, lhe study of 
proc~¢$ atl4 systems 4ri!Yi'$ ~tt~ntion ~way fro•n "4ift¢r. 
ent" identities and bodies per se to the specific processes 
and conditions in which representations of difference are 
socially organized. In doing so. the analysis exposes the 
myth !hat identities naturally preexist and lhe fallacy that 
subjects have identities. This i:n tum draws anention to the 
doing or making of d!fftrence and serves to show that sub
jects are socially produced M identities and are engaged 
in the production of subjecli\1ities through institutional
i1.ed discursive processes. lo short. the focus on processes 
and systems shills lhe gaze from the Olhered identity and 
category of Otherness 10 a critique of the social produc
tion and organization of relations of Othcring and nonnal
ization. Some have used quotation marks around idc.ntities 
and categories to emphasize 1lhal these .,.. socially cor>
structed. Bur quotation marks are inconsistently used or 
overused, as has been the case with the category of race 
(Razack 1998, 165), and they continue 10 be wed lo rep
resent group identities and categories as iflhey arc really 
existing (..'Oltectivities rather than socially produced signi
fier.; of ideological processes (Miles 1989). 

In making the shift away ftom ovcrdc.tc1TI1incxl claims 
made about identities and categories, the specific pro
(..'t'SSCS and systems of differentiation that constitute and 
govern subjcc1s as these ide:nh'ties can be directly and 
explicitly critiqued. While such deconstruction is not 
unique to intcrscxtionality, the study of interactive prcr 
cesscs and systems opens up critical accounts of the spec
ificities of power, including an analysis of what practices 
of differentiation do to social relations. how difference 
making organizes subjects in varied and changeable 
ways, bow subjects perform and resist modes of differen
tiation, and how interacting processes of differentiation 
and systems of domination are reflected and configured 
through eac.h other. 

Ill . The Complexity o f Subject 
Formation and Power: Situated 
Comparisons 

A third consideration when deploying an interscctional· 
type research paradigm is how to analyze the complexity 
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of subject formations, differences, and vehicles of power. 
The complexity arises for three rcas0ns. First, this frame
\\'Ork. expands the focus from one dimension of analysis to 
many dimensions; and it simultaneously enables an analy
sis of the relationship among different dimensions. In par· 
ticular, an intersectional·typc framc\vork starts from the 
premise· that each process of differentiation and system 
of domination needs each other to function. Fello'vs and 
Razack (1998, 335) slate, 

$y$te1n~ Qf <>ppr¢~iQJt (c~pitali$P\, lntpl}J'i~i.sm, 

patriarchy) rely on one another iin complex \\1ays. 
The "interlocking" eftCct means that the systems of 
oppression could not be aeco1npltshed \\1ithout gen
der and racial hierarchies; impe.rialis1n could not 
function without class exploitation., sexism, hetero
sexism. and so on. 

Tbe relalionship between these systems has been inter
preted in many diJferenl ' "'ays. For no,v, I simply want to 
note I.bat a complex. relationship exists be.tween multiple 
processes and systems and that this relationship goes 
beyond a unidimensional analysis. 

Second, an understanding of in1bjcct fonnation and 
power is further complicated by an interscctional·typc 
research paradigm because it serves to capture evt'l)'day, 
subjective. structural, and social levels of differentiation. 
Collins ( 1990, 227) refers lo these di ffcn:.nt levels as "the 
level of personal biography; lhc group orcommunily level 
of the cultural context created by race, class, and gender; 
and the systemic level of social institutions ... Anthias 
(1998) and Yuval-Davis (2006) refer to these different 
levels as social divisions that take on organizational, inter· 
subjective, experiential, and representational fonllS. An 
analysis of these different levels complicates an under· 
standing of subject formation and power by illuminating 
that it is not simply that interactions: occur, but di.at these 
occur in varied ways and different sites of political life. 

Issues of subject formation and power are complicated 
in a third way because the focus shifts from a binary-based 
w1derstanding of difference to one i.n \\1hicb differing 
d<!CJl'es and fomis of penalty and privilege are considered. 
As Collins (1990. 229) notes. an analysis of interlock
ing oppressions reveals that there are few pure victim.~ or 
oppressors, for each "'individual derirves varying amounts 
uf penally and privilege from the mulliple systems of 
oppression which frame: everyone's lives ... As such, .. an 
i.odividual may be an oppressor, a member of an oppressed 
group, or simultaneously oppressor and oppressed'' 
(Coll.ins 1990, 225). By a11cnding lo these varying degrees 
and fom1s of difference, the analyst c.:an avoid what 
Fellows and Razack (1998) refer 10 as "lhe race tu inno
cence," whereby subject• marked by one fonn or multiple 
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foms of Otltemess claim their own marg.inali1y is lhe w\>rse 
one and fail to interrogare their complicity (however 
unevenly manifest) in the p0sition of other Others. ln fail
ing to pursue how we are implicated in the conditions that 
unevenly structure the lives of others, Fellows and R:uack 
warn that we fail to undo our own subordination. 

A.n intcrsec-tional-typc analysis may or may not at1cnd 
to all three aspects of complexity, namely, (I) the tela
tionship between interactive processes and systems, (2) 
the different levels at whic.h interactions occur, and (3) 
thC' differing degrees and fonns of p:na1ty and privil~ge. 

Bui when it docs not, it is important to name and consider 
what kinds of complex relations and dynamics arc being 
foregrounded and which arc missed or undcrcxamin<Xi in 
the analysis and why. 

Moreover, the complexity raises questions about how 
to •ndertake analysis. Briefly, I want to suggest that the 
complexity can be examined by undertaking "sitwtcd 
comparisons.,. First, situated comparisons can entail com· 
paring how one kind of process interacts 'vith others! for 
exainple, how interactive processes of racialization and 
gendering function in a specific context and how these 
compare to interactive processes of racialization and cul· 
turaliution, raciali2ation and disableism. and racializa· 
tion and class differentiation in similar contexts. This kind 
of comparison would be LLWful in illwninating which inter· 
actions are salient in a specific set of historic.ally consti
tuted social relations. Second, comparisons can be made 
bet1¥een interactions at different levels of social life so as 
to distinguish differing manifestations and degrees of 
per,alty and privilege so as to highlight variation beN:een 
and within groups. Third, comparisons can entail a cri
tique of how relative distinctions among those signified 
as South Asian women, black v.•on1en, Japanese women, 
Sooth Asian men, and white women (for example) di:rer· 
ent:y operate to sustain and uphold conventions of mas
culinjty and white- privilege- over time and space. 
Prec.iscly because subjec.t forrnation.s are complex, there 
is a need to pull bac-k and contextualize v.rhat the 1nulti
phc1ttcs produce spee1fically anct generaJly in compara
tive and relational contexts, which necessarily entail> an 
analysis of history from different perspectives. 

IV. Models of lntersectional-Type 
Analysis: A Matrix of Meaning-Making 
A fuurth consideration when adopting an intersectional
lyj>' ftumewo<I<. is the choice of model to describe and 
cxs;,Jain lhe relationship among multiple interacting aspects 
of p0wer and difference. These models of intersectionality 
ha'e emerged as a way to push against the idea rcprcsc11tcd 
in Figure I that identities, categories, processes, or syste-ms 
operate in isolation, and illustrate instead that these e:dst. 

Politkal Research Quarterly 64( I) 

Figure I. Identity as a concep( 
Source: Rummen' (100), 1-i). 

Firure 1. Radial approach 
Source: Rurnmens (2003, 16). 

perform, and func.tion through one aoother. As well, 
intersectionality c-hallcnges the notion that differences 
arc located outside the subject (as in Figure 2), such that 
they c.an be extracted as pure, contained, and noncontra
dic-tory entities. As a way to depict the ideas behind inter
sectionality, some have imagined multiple differences 
that are added to each other and/or overlap (Figures 3 and 4 ); 
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Figi.1l"e l. Inte rsecting categon es 
Sou-r<e- C:irOO.do ~l'ld Gut.ti (2000-2001. 705; 

ll~fll/Uldt-

--
Fig_u.-e 4. Ml1lt1ple intersec.ting u;le1l(1tie s 
SOl.l:te: R\1mmc:n$ (200), 17), 

'Bid' 

however, differences are not only n1utuaUy constru::tcd 
but also co-consoucted in differing ways, depending on 
the context. Other models importantly atten1pt to address 
the hierarchy of multiple aspects of identity for not all iden
tities are equally relevant in all contexts (as in Figwes 5 
and 6), but these tend to suggest that multiple aspec:s of 
identity are separable and quantifiably more or le~ rele· 
vant in a fixed way. As well, while Figure 7 importmtly 
signals multidimensionality, in terms of both identity and 
different levels of social life, this model still maintains a 
sense of boundedness and isolation from other "set!" of 
intersections. 

On the whole, while so1ne of these models illus:r.ue 
hov.• one set of interactions might occur and how differ
ences can be unequal in imponance, none of these indi
cate that there arc contingently fonned relationships and 
patterns ber.-.•ee.n multiple and differing sets of interactive 
pro:::esses and systems. and none adequately capture ho\v 
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figure S. Sta<king approach 
Source· Rumm('ns (200:J. I~) 
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these relationships mighl vary at different levels oflife and 
across time and space. In short. in describing identity and 
oppressions in fixed and simplified ways, these models 
limit critiques of powc.r and collapse into a positivist tra
dition that assumes that there are stable preexisting pat· 
terns that are fully kno\vable, objective, temporally and 
spatially bound, and generalizable. 

The image of a "matrix,·~ although not entirely satisfac· 
tory, may be better equipped at capturing the complex 
workings of power. The idea of a matrix hlls been devel
oped by Collins (1990, 2000) in her two edilions of Black 
Feminist Thought. Collins (2000. 18) deploys the notion of 
a "rnatrix of'dornination" to reter to how in~i.ng oppres· 
sions are actually organi?:ed chrough structural. disci· 
plinary, hegemonic, and interpersonal domains of power. 
'fhe matrix of domination, she states, de.~rihes the "over. 
all sociaJ organization \Vithin \\1hicb intersecting oppres
sion originate, develop and are contained" (Collins 20001 
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Figure 6. Centrifugal approach 
Sou-ct: RuMmeni (2003, 16). 
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fisure 7. MuJtidimensional approach 
Sou'C·e.: Rummens (2003, 20). 

228-29). For Collins ( 1990, 24-25), interlocking syst?ms 
of oppression are understood a4i "part of a single, histori· 
caJly creared -system." As one example, Collins cites case 
studies of American black w0tne1i who head households. 
'fhJOugb the case she deploys the matrix of domination 
ide1 so as to attend simultaneously to racially segmented 
locil labor market and community patterns, changes in 
IOCll political economjcs, and established racial and gen
der ideologies for a given location. As 'vcll as deton
structing Euroccntrism and "masculinist analyses lhat 
implicitly rely on controlling images of the matriarch or 
the welfare mother," Collins (1990, 224) argues thaJ the 
matrix of domination provides a way to center black 
women's experiences and revise constraining definitions 
of family and community. 

Ora,ving from Collins, I want to develop and expand 
lhe n1atrix idea so as to foreground the productive focces 
of po\\•er (i.e .• the processes of differentiation} as well as 

PoNtknl Restorch Quarttrlf 64(1) 

Figure a. A matrix of meaning-making 
Source:jang (2010). 

domination (i.e., systems of domination). f refer to this 
as a "matrix of me•ning-making." The idoa of a matrix of 
meaning-making aims to foreground an expanded Fou
cauJdian understanding of poy.·¢t so as to <:apt:ure the ways 
in which processes of differentiation and 5ystems of dom
ination interrelate. The focus of analysis is thus not "just" 
domination but the very intc-ractive processes and struc
tures in which meanings of privilege and penalty are 
produced~ reproduced, and resisted in contin,gent and 
relational ways. While it may not be possible tO <kvelop a 
diagram of a matrix of meaning-making on paper or in 1ext 
form because it entails movement among mulliple inter
actions and across time, dimensions, and levels, Fig
ure 8 provides some sense of what this might look like. 
Figure 8 may appear to be impcncerablc as a research and 
policy tool, but I present it as a pictorial rtprc$entation of 
lhe paradigmatic shift that an intcrsce1ional-type lens 
invites. Compared to the other models t.1at tend to sug
ge.<t that clearly defined boundaries exist between differ
ent identities and categories> the image used to represent a 
matrix of meaning-making reflects 1he shifting fusions of 
multilayenxl and relational differences. These aspec.ts of 
difference making are not newly explored through the 
matrix concept-a.~ section I indicates, there are many 
ways of conceptualizjng the complexities of diffcrencc
but the matrix idea is a helpful tool to imagine power and 
subjec1 formation outside the dominanc bounds of liberal 
individualism and to foreground the dynamic character of 
difference making. 

In particular, the advantages of this model are direefold. 
First. rather than analyzing identhy s1andpoints and cat
egories as if they are fixed and knowable, the matrix of 
meaning-1naking serves as a depiction of the movement 
and refractions among interactions, the rel:ltionship among 
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processes and seis of i.nteractio.os. differing levels or depths 
of political l.ife, and the larger picture in which differences 
are connected. It is an image that represenis the shifting, 
messy, indeterminate, dynamic, and multilayered move
ments of difference mak.ing. These shifts do not pre
clude locating contingent specificities of difference and 
power. But they are methodologically and epistcmologi
caUy significanl becaw;e an iotcrsectionality-type framc
\\'Ork reveals that knowledge about difference and power 
is inevitably incomplete and panial and ahus a singular 
project or method is simply inadequate to address all of 
the complexities of a matrix of meaning-making. instead, 
there is value in simultaneously deploying complemen
tary quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods that are 
grounded in soc.:ial constructivism. Hawkes\vorth's (2003, 
532-33) study of the marginalizarion of congresswomen 
of color and legislative pfa(;ticcs, for instance, brings 
tog.ether interpretative theory (henneneutics) with "the 
con<..-cpt of interscctionality and the theory of gendered 
institutions" and "employs a multimcthod approach, com· 
bining textual analysis of in·teiview data with a case 
study." In her approach, intersccrionality and interpreta· 
tivc approaches arc in sync in that they both help identify 
the mechanisms and processes through which systemic 
}X>\Ver is maintained and rc..created, and both foster 
investigation into the meanings and effects of social and 
political phenomenon in relation to "cultural and linguis
tic practices, historical tradition.i;. and philosophical 
frameworks" (Hawkeswonh 2003, 533). 

Second, the mauix of meaning-making foregroWld• the 
relational character of difference and subject fonnation. It 
serves to capture the id<a that it is not possible to radically 
critique and th<refore disrupl one process and system without 
simultaneously disn1pting other processes and systems 
precisely because they are eruneshed. The extent of disrup
tion is ,'llJiable depending on the specific interactions aJ1d 
practices at play, but ultimately there camlOt be, for example, 
radical change to systems of racism without radical change to 
systems of sexism, capit'llism, homophobia, disableism, and 
so on. Such a conclusion has political im~lications for ii 
points toward the need for alliances /JefW{!en difterent kinds 
of activist spaces and movenlent~ and changes ~vith{n 
activist circles that displace the primacy and presumed sta
bility of one or t\\•o or three kind~ of oppression .. 

Third, the matrix of mcaning·making moves the theo
retical analysis away from a b inary conception of power 
(dominant-subordinate) and indicates instead that because 
we all occupy differing degrees and forms of privilege and 
penalty 'h'e are ah\•ays and already i.mplicatcd in the con· 
ditions that structure a matrix. for instaoce, the pn.x:esses 
of meaning-making that relationally constitute differences 
betv.·een subjects marked as nonwhite wo1nen are unevenly 
implicated in the conditions that give meaning to white 
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supremacist patriarchal nonns. Situated comparisons of 
differing degrees and forms of Othering and normaliza
tion provide a way to examine and disrupt the complcxi· 
ties named above. 

V. The Choice of Interactions: 
Centering Power 
The final consideration concerns the choice of Y.<bich inter· 
ac1ions to study. While it may seem unsatisfactory, there 
arc no universal grounds on how to know which interae· 
tions should be studied. It may be thot the choice of which 
interactions is dctennincd by analytic inteHigibility or 
data availability, that analysts examine the specific social 
identities and categories that are most directly affected 
in any given siruation (Simien 2007), that case studies 
emphasize that some interactions over others, or the 
specific fom1 of interactions to be studied may be deter
mined by how a politic.al issue is fran1ed by the media or 
gc>vemment. Signs of injury, such a.co social stigma, lack of 
access to social networks, and penalizing anirudes and 
activities, are also useful rnarkers of\\'hich interactions to 
study, as Lisa Garcia Bedolla (2007) higblighis. And it 
n1ay also be that the choice is determined by a particular 
social justice issue or sense of eng.aged subjectivity, in 
which the analyst has preexisting knowledge and is pas
sionate about a panicular set of in1erac1ions and bow 
these relate to praclices of resistance (Jordon-Zachery 
2007). Many of these reasoo.s may be simultaneously at play 
too, and none are precircumscribc.:d. 

Whatever the motives are fordetennining y.•hich inter· 
actions to study, there is, in my mind, a general princi· 
pie that directs inter-sectional-type \VOrk, one in ""·hich the 
choice of interactions is drive.n by the chosen scope and 
tar.get of critique. By critique I am referring to that praxis 
that refuses and thus disrupts a cal.citied and definitive 
way of understanding diffc.rencc, subjects, and subjectiv· 
ity. David Couzcn Hoy (2005, 89) refers to this praxis 
in Foucau_ldian tenns as ... critique as. desubjectivization." 
wbich "means that critique functions uot only by provid
ing an alternate account of 'vbo you .are and what you do, 
bu.t by dissolving your sense of who you are and disrupt
ing your sense of what the right thing to do is." Critique, 
as Foucault noted~ docs not provide p redetermined direc
tives but instead is "an instntment for those who fight, 
those who resist and refuse \Vhat is. Its use should be in 
processes of con.flict and confrontation, essays in rofusaf' 
(Foucault 2000, 236, emphasis added). Simply put, cri
tique is a form ofdeconstrUCtion. As Bedolla (2007, 238) 
no.tcs, by definition intersectionalil)' should deconstruct 
the conceptual practices of po"•er; this can be done in 
many ways, as interscctionality is a flexible frame\\'Ort. 
The pu_rpose is to "keep in mind that any extant ordering 
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[of identity] is likely a polilicall produc1" rather lhan natural 
(Bedolla 2007, 240). In sum, the cons1.irutive feature of 
an int·ersectional-type rescarc.h paradigm is a critique of 
the Yi'Ork of power-hO\\' it operates, its effects, and the 
possibilities of transformation . 

The critiq·ue of dominant \vays of examining, theoriz
ing, and organizing difference has without doubt been the 
foundation of intersectional-type \VOrk and has occurred 
in many ways, thus signaling toe Oexibility oflhis rcscarch 
paradigm. As a mode of critique. intc.,.cotional-type the
ory and practice seeks to decenter 'vornan as the nonna
tive subject (Brah and Phoenix 2004, 78), examine 
existing categories and refuse to accept any social group
ing as natural (Bedolla 2007), question the separation of 
theory and practice (Simien 2007), and challenge hege
monic practices of nation building, state pov.·er, and donll· 
nant cpistcmologics. Overall, then, an intemx:rional-type 
research paradigm seives I<> not simply describe and 
explain complex dynamics of po\ver in specific contexts 
and at different levels of soc ial life but also critique or 
deconstruct and therefore disropt the forces of po'ver so as 
to offer alternative v..·orldviews. This disruption entails a 
self.reflexive critique of the analyst and her or his own 
implication in the matrix of meaning.making, specifi· 
cally her or his relationship, to kno\\•ledge production 
and research subjects. Th.is can make iniersec1ional-type 
resean:h challenging, for it demands a willingness to address 
sometin1es uncomfortable relations of implication in the 
production and organizatioo of wtequal power relations. 

Conclusion 

I have identified five componc!nts for consideration 'vben 
operationaliiing an intCJ"Sectio.nal-type research paradigm. 
Fir>'!, 10 fo.-eground the impomncc of critical self-reflection 
v..-ithin feminist theory, concepts should remain subject to 
change, and dogmas about terms and disc""'ive frames 
need to be pcf1jistently reevaluated. Second. a shift from 
studying identities and categories to studying processes 
and systems avoids reduclive forms of analysis and 
fosters instead more rigorous critique of hov..• and why 
differences are interpreted i.n privileging and penalizing 
"'ays. Third, the analyst can unpack and address some 
of the operations and effect< of complex subject forma
tions by decon."ltructing specific interactions through situ· 
ated comparisons. Fourth) the matrix of mcaning·mak.ing 
is a useful 'vay of pictorially capturing the interactive. 
unbounded) and relational dynamics of productive 
power. Finally, to opera1ionalize the radical capaciry of 
interscctional·type work, it is crucial to foreground it as 
a fonn of political critique th.at examin_es why the social 
world is configured the way it is and that confronts the 
v..•ork of power. 

In considering these five areas. the value of critiquing 
the work and effects of forces of power and of main
streaming intersectionality as a fonn of critique becomes 
clearer. On a theoretical level, this analytic framework 
leads a shift from a unidimcnsiona) to complex under· 
standing of difference and powe-r, specifically so as 10 

capture the actual complex realities of our subjectivities 
and invite an explanation as to why and with what effcc:t 
identities and categories become totalizcd (Grillo l 995). 
A c;ritical analysis of this complexity reveals that subjee· 
tivity is differently and differentially constituted through 
relations of privilo-gc and p<.'Il8lty, with rcal material effects. 
These differences arc understood as mutually rc inforc~ 

ing and relational, thereby challenging the norion that 
some forms of difference are intrinsically separable and 
more significant than others. 

On an epistemological level, this research paradigm 
raises questions about power and knowledge. While the 
primary focus of existing intcrscctional~typc research has 
been on including and pluralizing ma:rginalizcd voices and 
experiences, this paradigm also reveals knowledge about 
what (and not just who) is taken as given or normalized. 
Attention to the relationship between power and knowl· 
ed_ge leads the analyst to inquire into the very presupposi· 
tions and foundations of how we knoVi.• what \l.'e kno'v and 
h<>w this consequently configures and constitutes sociopo
litical differences. It is certainly the case that other research 
pa:radigms also question dominant universalizing and nor· 
malizing truth claims, but the focus of an intersectional· 
type framework on varying degrees a:nd fonas of privilege 
an<! penalty also challenges reified knowledge claims that 
are presented as alternatives to prevailing and hegemonic 
ooes regardless whether these come from subjects marked 
as dominant or subordinate. 

Furthennore. an intersectionality·type research para· 
digm gives funher legitimacy to meth<>ds of analysis 
grounded in interpretative and critical theory. While antira· 
cist feminists such as bell hooks (1994, 63) have long 
deployed oral traditions, narratives, storytelling, biogra· 
ph.y, and personal restimony, these methods fucc. criricism 
because they are not seen as positivist, rigorous, tbeoreti· 
cal, or scholarly enough. Yet methods considered antiposi
tivist arc traditional tools of existing intersee.tionality· 
type· work because they center situated and experiential 
knov..•lcdgc. Certainly. some intersectional·type work 
ne-eds to be decolonized so as to center Indigenous 
ap.proaches. and more tools need to be developed to 
funher und""'tand what it means to simultaneously <>ecupy 
privileged and penalizing subject positions. Nonethe· 
less) the traditional methods deployed to activate an 
intersectional·typc paradigm can expand and deepen 
the set of tools avaHablc to deconstruct the work of 
power. 
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Finally, Ibis paradigm of analysis can lead to a form of 
political praxis based on critique, wbercl>y critique of power 
disrupts the ways in which interactive processes differently 
and differentially constitute relations of privilege and pen
alty. Critique of the operations of this matrix of mcaning
making not only cultivates alliances (as noted earlier) but 
also renders an opening to alternative ways of constituting 
subjecti\rity and social relations. And it is this possibility 
of reconstituting subjecti,.;ty and social relations diffcrcntly 
that gives intersecrional·type work its radical potential. Its 
value is best realized when it ,explicitly works against the 
interactive technologies of power and disrupts the normal· 
ization of what is seen 3S nec.essary. natural, and univer· 
sal. Ultimately. it is this capacity to disrupt and thereby 
open up y,•ays of understanding difference and subject 
fonnation in alternate kind~ of ways that makes intersec
tionality-type work relevant to social struggles and to 
intellectual life, and precisely what must be centered a• Ibis 
paradigm of analysis becomes further mainstreamed. 
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Notes 

I. fnterscctionality is both a political projecl that furthers 
W<ial justice (Hankivsky andi C<H11lier W08) and a resean:h 

H I 

paradigm. In this article I focus on interscctionality as a 
research paradigm tl:iat offers a framcy,·orlc within which 
"''orktvicws and theories arc buih and v.1hH:b b.as ontologi
cal. epistemological, and methodological dimensions. In 
examining the form and character of' political life (ontol· 
ogy). investigating what can be t.no"''n (epistemology). 
and developing and deploying 1ools of analysis (methods), 
interS«tiooality specifically operatt<malizes interpretivism 
and critical theory rather thao positi,,ism, whereby realities 
and knowledge are treated as complex, fluid, subjectjve, 
discursive, socially coostructed1 products of ar.d productive 

of po"·er, and subjec1 lo individual and social action. Wbile 
positi\'iSt melhods such as statistical data analysis ean pro
vide some insights abollt intersectionality, these are Jess 
consish:nt with in1erscctionality betause they are based on 
studying static, categorical, error-froc variables rather than 
fluid and changeable forms and degrees of ditTerenoc. Sec 
Hawkes\\'orlh (2006) for further discussion on the limits of 
positivist methodologies. 

2. Mainstream political sc.icncc is not unav.'are of multiple, 
overlapping fonns of diffcrcnoe.. foir many theories invoke 
images of the individuals who are constirutcd by intcrsoct· 
iog vectors of idcotity, C'\o'cn if the 1.anguagc is never used. 
Historically, for ex.ample, John Locke developed his notion 
of rcasoo as a function of interactive discourses gender and 
class (Hirschmann 2007) and his theory of property through 
interacting discourses of colonialism. ableism, and gendering 
in unacknowledged and exc-lusiooary ways (Ameil 1994). 
While his work did not directly oonfron1 stereotypes and the 
forces of power that crea1e and sustain inequity. it iltustrates 
tba1 thc mainstream is not unaware o·f multiple, overlapping, 
and irreducible fonns of difference. 

3. Crenshaw's 'vork has extended be·yood race and law to 
sociology, political geography. ecooomjcs, critical psych(). 
therapy, pos1colonial studies (Grabham et al. 2009, I) as 
well as an expanded critical legal community that addresses 
the inlerconneetivity between discourses of race and sex in 
relation to sexual minorities (Valdes. 2000). 

4. See, fo, example, Ruth Frankcnbc:'l!'s (1993) study of white 
women, Linda Faye Williams's (~OOl) analysi.s of '"''elfare 
policy in the context of white privilege and class differences 
in the Uni led States, and Vivien Namai1te 's (2005) work oo 
transgcodcrism and gender privilege. 
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"For we know that our patchwork heritage is a strength, not a weakness. We
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because we have tasted the bitter swill of civil war and segregation, and emerged
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old hatreds shall someday pass; that the lines of tribe shall soon dissolve; that as the
world grows smaller, our common humanity shall reveal itself, and that America
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I. INTRODUCTION

A. Lines of Tribe

It is important to begin by explaining why I take the title of my essay from
the statement in President Barack Obama's 2009 Inaugural Address: "the lines of
tribe shall soon dissolve." During the address, his words affected me and they
remained with me long afterward. President Obama may very well have meant what
he said in a metaphoric or figurative sense; I have certainly been provided with many
interpretations and assurances by most that a literal meaning was not his intent and
that he instead spoke in a good way of the beneficial melting of divisions between
us.

It serves my purposes, however, to complicate the statement's usage and to
choose not to lose the opportunity to consider it in a literal sense given the history of
our country, and not only our country, but the whole of the American continent. That
is to say that there is a belief that the dissolution of the lines of tribe', in fact, can
result in good and in peace. It is the chilling language and metaphor of colonists. I
am familiar with the history of the good that white reformers thought would come
from detribalization of Indigenous Peoples in the United States. Detribalization
efforts severely weakened the lucky, but destroyed and disappeared others, and, in
doing so, opened vast tracts of lands for, yes, the peaceful settlement by others. We
have seen the lines of tribe dissolve, and not in a poetic sense, but violently.
President Obama's reference to tribes brought to mind the modem tribal peoples the
United States is engaged with in Iraq, Afghanistan, and within its own boundaries.
There can be hope for a peace that does not require that the lines of tribe dissolve.

Additionally, President Obama's words evoke a picture that connects to my
present work on Indigenous identity. The words evoke an image that modem day
tribes, in their utilization of blood quantum, may be hastening along. To a tribal
person, "the lines of tribe shall soon dissolve " means the end of a tribe's existence.
There is no Indigenous identity without the existence of tribe, or "the People." Such
words convey the failure to recognize the significance of tribalism, of the United
States' history with tribes, and of the sense of how near we came in this country to
its literal meaning. The statement, spoken as metaphoric prophecy, focused my
attention on the lynchpin of tribe (that is the continuation of "tribe", or "the People")
to Indigenous identity and the link between blood quanta, the line of tribe, and
dissolution.

B. Color Spectrums, "Quantum Theory, " and Performance ofldentity

This essay is a reflection on a presentation I gave on Indigenous identity at
the LatCrit Colloquium on International and Comparative Law titled Globalizing
Equality Theory, Constructing Material Justice: The Next Critical Project in Paris,
France at CITE Universitarie during the summer of 2010. The presentation was part
of a panel on Comparative Conceptions of Equality addressing the question: Are

2. 1 use "lines of tribe" in this essay to represent those persons recognized by Indigenous
Peoples as belonging to "the People" and being within the "line" separating them from others. I recognize
"tribe" is a contested term. I use it here because it is word that has been applied to Indigenous Peoples and
is a vernacular term in discourse among Native peoples.
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there global patterns to the homologous development of nationhood and sovereignty
alongside the disestablishment of indigeneity?

In Section II, I discuss the background of my research project on Indigenous
identity, specifically the color and race spectrum of Indigenous identity that I have
devised to consider the operation of privilege and power internally and externally. In
Section III, I touch on the internal conflict within tribes that can be caused by
competing legal traditions. In Section IV, I discuss my presentation, which focused
on Indigenous identity. I briefly address several different issues Indigenous identity
raises, including how Indigenous nations in the United States address tribal
membership and the dis/placement of the Indigenous legal tradition in relation to the
modern law of membership. Having traveled to the Colloquium following two
months of living outside of Quito, Ecuador, I also briefly comment on initial
observations of Indigenous identity in Ecuador. I specifically consider the
performance of identity through dress as an initial comparative analysis of the
construction of Indigenous identity between the two, New World, north/south, settler
nations.

C. Escaping the Law of White Space

In Section V, I shift my attention to an incident that occurred during the
Colloquium, involving the act of complaint of a student, a member of the
Colloquium audience. I focus on the act of complaint rather than the actual
complaint itself; as the act carries the power to disrupt no matter the illegitimacy of
the complaint. The micro aggression of complaint allows me to bring in an ongoing
analysis of my experience in the white space of legal academia where the norm is to
resist bringing issues of race, color, and privilege into the study of law and into a
critique of the institution, more broadly. I reflect on complaint and connect it to some
of my experiences. These include student gaps in self-learning and critical analysis,
the operation of stereotype, and the specific challenge in shifting paradigms,
especially in terms of considering Indigenous normative frames. All these complicate
the ability of students to make connections, which becomes evident when the
dominant knowledge frame is no longer privileged. Further, complaint is connected
to my discussion of the external operation of the race/color spectrum and the
rejection of the legitimacy of analysis, judgment, and competency of knowledge
bearers, especially those who are street-raced as not white. Sometimes complaint is
an assertion of "the law of white space"3 when suspension of that law overwhelms
those benefited by or accustomed to its operation.

3. See generally Peter Goodrich & Linda G. Mills, The Law of White Spaces: Race, Culture
and Legal Education, 51 J. LEGAL EDUC. 15, 16 (2001) (discussing the operation of "the law of white
spaces" as "the emotional and epistemic relationship between.. white participants that gain ., experience
in the exclusion of students [or faculty] of color.").
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II. INDIGENOUS IDENTITY

The complexity of Indigenous identity in the twenty-first century is part of
the broad title of a research project that I have worked on over a period of time. I
have considered Indigenous identity in multiple ways. I am interested in the
relationship between identity and in/formal law, including (1) the employment and
reliance by many United States tribes on blood quantum to determine membership,
(2) Indigenous law and principles (as opposed to non-Indigenous law and principles)
and their application to identity, (3) the inconsistency of internal and external
constructions of identity (internal and external both in respect to the self and to the
Indigenous community), and (4) how identity has been affected as Indigenous
Peoples have moved from a purely Indigenous concept of themselves as "the People"
to the United States government's construction of Indigenous Peoples as "domestic
dependent nations." 4 Over time, this resulted in many tribes, legislatively pressured
to organize as such by the United States, adopting constitutionally organized
representative democracies that currently operate alongside the United States'
federation of national, state, and local governments. These changes, thus, shifted "the
People's" concept of themselves to a reconstruction of "the People" with a non-
Indigenous and peculiarly American concept of membership in a quasi-state. I assert
that this movement of "the People" to domestic, dependent nations challenges
Indigenous self-concepts of identity.

A. Race and Color Spectrum

I initially began my work by considering how race and color operate in
respect to Indigenous identity and give rise to power internally among tribal peoples
in the United States. I conceived race and color as creating a spectrum across which
Indigenous Peoples, mixed both inter-racially and inter-tribally, are situated in
respect to their identity as "the People." I want to center on both race and color.
Color, in particular, with a focus on its privileges and burdens. Externally, the
society that has engulfed tribal peoples is a race and color conscious one. This
invariably influences tribal peoples internally. Color, race, and inter-tribal mixture
also impacts Indigenous identity or membership internally. Inter-tribal mixture adds
an important dimension that is lost when only inter-racial mixture is considered and
is most visible internally and practically invisible externally.

The color spectrum has a core, or center, which I represent as red5 with the
two outer extremes progressing to black on one side and brown to white on the other,
representing at least four of the major groups in the southwestern United States-

.6
mestizo , white, Indigenous, and black. It has provided a visual device to consider

4. Cherokee Nation v. Georgia, 30 U.S. 1, 17 (1831).
5. I use red to represent Indigenous Peoples and brown to represent mestizos and to

differentiate between the two; although, I have used brown as the color representative of Indigenous
Peoples.

6. 1 purposely use mestizo to refer, specifically, to that segment of the Latino population that
arose from the blend of the native population with Spanish colonizers and other races after contact.
Mestizos arise from a mixture of Indigenous with other races but have moved from tribal identities - often
in the first generation after mixture. It is not a term used widely in the United States, where it has been
replaced with Chicano or Mexican American; it is used more frequently in Central and South America.
There is a segment of the Latino population in New Mexico that refers to themselves as Hispanic; to the
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tribal affiliation, race, and color more critically within a tribal frame.
By employing a spectrum, I do not seek to reify color and racial oppression

like the Casta paintings of New Spain in the 1700s to 1800s.7 I utilize the spectrum
as a device to illustrate the inconsistency and contradiction of law, to critically think
of color and race, particularly as they operate internally, and to map the line created
by current policies of blood quantum theory alongside an analysis of Indigenous
identity, employing Indigenous thought and principles. My goal in devising a
spectrum is to ground my work on identity in the reality of the operation of race and
color in Indigenous communities. I use race and color in a stark way so that they do
not slip and fall from a discussion which must include color (meaning non-white) on
color racism, inter and intra-color and racial hierarchies, privilege (especially of
gender), and complex inter-tribal relationships. Further, my color/race spectrum has
a tribal line which represents the legal line beyond which descendents of Indigenous
Peoples are not recognized or which is in/voluntarily crossed by those who lose their
tribal affiliation or connections and become detribalized.

I find a color spectrum allows consideration of how race and color (1) give
rise to power, (2) affect identity, (3) operate beneath the surface to create diverse
in/formal law, and (4) create an important layer in considering the complexity of
Indigenous identity. How mixture and color privilege-creating both red privilege
and white privilege lead to "overclaiming" (whether exaggerated or outright
fraudulent), and "underclaiming" (rejection of an Indigenous identity, covering or
passing) and come into play are also more easily captured when considering race and
color in the context of a spectrum. The color/race spectrum helps to map both color
and race and exposes the nuanced ways they operate in respect to Indigenous
identity.

Finally, it is important to situate this work. My experience is in the
southwest border region of the United States and in particular with Pueblo peoples in
New Mexico. My spectrum reflects this geography. Undoubtedly, where mixture has
occurred predominantly with whites, or other groups in other regions of the country,
a tribal color spectrum would reflect that mixture and red may not comprise the
actual center, and it may or may not remain privileged. However, it is my assertion
that, internally, red is centered among southwestern Indigenous Peoples in the color
spectrum and this centering explains the different reactions to Indigenous Peoples
according to where they fall on the spectrum. It also gives rise to a concept of
Indigenous, or red, space, though its operation and analysis is fundamentally
different from white space. The spectrum is perceived differently internally and
externally and these perceptions are profoundly affected by race politics in the
United States. The spectrum allows a critical analysis of that influence.

extent that this population has mixed with the indigenous population, they would also be included with the
mestizo in my spectrum. However, as the racial category of White includes Latinos, my spectrum is more
accurately a color/racial spectrum. My intent is to explicitly consider color; I emphasize color - that is,
red, brown, black, and white.

7. Ilona Katzew, Casta Painting: Identity and Social Stratification in Colonial Mexico,
http://www.gc.maricopa.edu/laberinto/falll997/castal997.htm (last visited April 10, 2012).

2012] 8 1



BERKELEYLA RAZA LAWJOURNAL

B. External Operation-Complexity of Mixture and Race Traitors

Color, often in combination with gender, accent, and dominant language
mastery, also affects stereotypical judgments about competency or intellectual
capacity. Racial mixture has also been related to presumptions of the in/competence
of Indigenous Peoples. Though such language has long since been dropped from
United States federal law and policy, its legacy continues to operate against
Indigenous Peoples, primarily through color privilege and burden. The competency
level of people is stereotypically assumed to be less the further the person is on the
spectrum from whiteness. This was dramatically shown in an experiment in which
people were shown videos of a White, Asian, and Black musician performing a piece
of classical music and were asked to rank their performances. Consistently, the white
performer was ranked as providing the best performance, followed by the Asian, and
the Black musician. It was then revealed that all three video performances used the
same audio track, the only difference was the visual image of the performers. There
was no difference in fact between the performances of the three musicians, except
their racial identity and color.

Racial appearance, therefore, can affect appraisals of in/competency.
Historically, "full-blooded" Indigenous persons were not presumed legally
competent under the law to manage allotments of land parceled out to individual
Indians under the Burke Act, which amended the General Allotment Act; they were
not, apparently, as competent as persons with less than one-half Indian blood, who
were deemed competent.9 This stereotype of presumed incompetency continues.
Thus, the closer Indigenous peoples are to whiteness, the more competence will be
ascribed to them; the closer they are to an Indigenous phenotype, and the darker they
are, the less competent they are presumed. It is not by accident that in the academy,
for example, one will find far fewer Indigenous Peoples from the center core of the
spectrum, than from either end. Many more, however, will be from the left side of
the spectrum and to the left of the center because white and lighter skin is privileged
and presumed more competent.

However, there are complicated racial dynamics that come into play with

8. See Richard Delgado, Rodrigo's Eleventh Chronicle: Empathy and False Empathy, 84 CAL.
L. REV. 61, 95-97 (1996). 1 utilize the idea of the helpful, white, race traitors who bring up race and
challenge white privilege, except that I apply it to Indigenous mixed-race race traitors. That is, I recognize
that the Indigenous spectrum includes mixture with all races, but I find the idea of race traitor helpful to
discuss those mixed race Indigenous Peoples who, though within the "lines of tribe," appear to others to
be of another race but challenge their color or racial privilege and aggressively claim their Indigenousness.
I also use it in its classic sense, which is to describe those who tum against their own race, in this case
their Indigenousness, to align with the dominant race as it fits their interest. I find the theory of mixed-race
race traitors to be an important idea to explore fully in the context of the Indigenous color/racial spectrum.
Depending on the color space one is in, race treason can be threatening or non-threatening. Further,
internally, Indigenous race traitors can challenge red privilege in the same way white race traitors
challenge their own structures of color and race privilege to support the acceptance of those of Indigenous
mixed identity. Race treason operates differently internally and externally and is either rewarded or
punished depending on its threat to dominant power and privilege.

9. See FRANCIS PAUL PRUCHA, THE GREAT FATHER, THE UNITED STATES GOVERNMENT AND
THE AMERICAN INDIANS 882-883 (unabridged vol. 1 & 2, 1984). Patents in fee were "issued to Indians
who had less than one-half Indian blood," and "to those with more than half Indian blood if they were
found to be "competent" under the Burke Act of 1906, 34 Stat.182-3, which amended the General
Allotment Act of 1887 (Dawes Act), 24 Stat. 388, and the April 17, 1917 Declaration of Policy in the
Administration of Indian Affairs whose "guidelines.. set blood quantum as a norm". (Emphasis added.)
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respect to Indigenous identity that add to the complexity of the race/color spectrum
externally. For instance, a stereotypical appraisal based on one's Indigenous identity
can be overcome to the extent a raced Indigenous person appears or closely mimics
and performs whiteness in speech, dress, mannerism, and affiliation no matter where
they fall on the race/color spectrum when they are in white space. Externally, such
an Indigenous person is a non-threatening "race-traitor ". A non-threatening race-
traitor aligns with whiteness. Thus, an Indigenous person, white in appearance who
claims the privilege of whiteness, or if, of color, performs whiteness and adheres to
the operation of the law of white space (that is-observes the silencing of race, color,
culture and their privileging or disabling impacts in white space) is non-threatening
because s/he does not challenge white space and race-traitor because, though
Indigenous, s/he does not align with that identity to challenge and resist the law of
white space. Indigenous non-threatening race-traitors are rewarded with greater
access into white space.

To complicate matters further, there is the threatening race-traitor, which
for purposes of the Indigenous race/color spectrum is one who appears white,
mestizo, or black, but identifies exclusively with their Indigenous tribal affiliation
and refuses to adhere to the law of white space. Threatening because they disrupt
white space by refusing to adhere to the law of white space and refusing to maintain
silence around race, color and culture and race-traitor because, though they appear
white, mestizo, or black, they identify, affiliate, and align with their Indigenous
identity, often challenging the prejudices of the racial group to which they are street-
raced. However, because of their non-Indigenous racial appearance that lends them
their race-traitor status, this group, especially those closest to whiteness, often does
not experience the same type of prejudice as those within the Indigenous center of
the spectrum. They do, however, experience marginalization and rejection because of
their refusal to adhere to the law of white space and the resentment generated from
being a traitor to their street-race.

C. Internal Operation-Complexity, Red Privilege, and Purity Myths

The color/race spectrum operates internally. However, it is important to
discuss its internal operation carefully because, though the spectrum itself does not
change, its internal application, interpretation, and use does. Internally, within tribal
space, everything shifts in complicated ways.

Internally, the externally threatening race-traitors become non-threatening
race-traitors, but color may continue to affect their acceptance and place limits on
them internally. The externally non-threatening race-traitors become threatening
race-traitors internally, if they do not adjust their behavior. There is recognition that
some behave the way they do externally to survive in white space; but color will also
affect their ability to transition internally. Internally the concept of race-traitors must
be understood in the context of historical and present-day oppression, assimilation,
acculturation, and tribalism. This explains why even non-threatening race traitors
(those who identify exclusively with their Indigenous tribal affiliation can be resisted
and why lowering of blood quanta becomes controversial. A nuanced understanding

10. This is what makes racial performance in dress, as is seen in Ecuador, of such import. It
rejects the performance of a mestizo or white identity.
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of race and color and its operation is essential when tribes address membership
criteria.

The most important shift internally with respect to the color spectrum,
however, is the shift from white privilege to red privilege. Generally, those who are
at the core of the red tribal spectrum are privileged internally and those at either end
of the color spectrum enjoy less privilege the further to either end of the spectrum
they fall. While all within the tribal spectrum's line of tribe are tribal members,
color and racial privilege factor in; although color and race do not operate in the
exact manner as they operate externally. Specific Indigenous histories of interaction
with the races beyond the Indigenous core, as well as with specific tribes are critical.
There are histories of oppressive or aggressive relationships that carry threat to the
core identity of the tribe as well as cooperative relationships, and sometimes both
over a span of centuries. Color, race, and tribalism must be critically analyzed in
respect to the line of tribe. Notions of race traitors, color privilege, un/conscious
racism, and tribalism can assist in the analysis of Indigenous identity internally.

The refrained color hierarchy, which privileges red internally, operates
relative to the color hierarchy of the dominant society. The status of those mixed
with white, mestizo, and black generally follows that same hierarchy internally.
However, historical interaction, oppression, and present-day racial relations impact
the hierarchy both to reify and to defy the color hierarchy. Race treason is fluid and
more complicated with those who are mixed and able to claim more than one race
internally and externally. The treacherous beauty of race-traitors is that they can be
helpful externally and internally as bridges, but because of their mixture they have
also represented tension and assimilative threat to the center. Externally, the further
the tribe moves from the center of the spectrum in numbers the more an authentic
identity is questioned, creating a challenge to the tribe collectively and to its
individual members. Does the line dissolve when the tribe shifts racially from the
center core? This question is one reason why tribes, especially the very small onesl2
benefit from an open and broad critical discourse and analysis of Indigenous identity.

A unique dynamic of identity that exists internally and must be understood
and considered is the bundle of Indigenous values embedded in Indigenous legal
tradition related to one's connection to the People, the land, life ways, and language.
If a person is not connected in one or more of these ways, the person, though legally
a tribal member, can lack an Indigenous identity that weakens the existence of tribe.
Accordingly, it behooves tribes to critically analyze identity and membership
collectively. Likewise, one can overclaim an Indigenous identity by claiming an
identity that was lost due to the disconnection to the Indigenous community that has
not been retained over one or more generations. A person can also lose this
connection in his/her lifetime affecting future descendants.

11. Mixture can lead to power struggles internally and the role of color, language, race, and
outside forces can shift power along the color/race spectrum leading, even, to the oppression of the core.
However, the core remains critical from an Indigenous frame and my color spectrum reflects this, as will
my Indigenous legal tradition frame.

12. See D. GETCHES, ET AL., CASES AND MATERIALS ON FEDERAL INDIAN LAW 14 (5h ed.
2005) (Of the 562 federally recognized tribes, 121 have more than 1,000 members, with the largest, the
Cherokee Nation having 281,069 identifying as American Indian alone and 390,902 identifying as
American Indian in combination with other races. This means nearly three-quarters of U.S. tribes have
less than one thousand members.).
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Thus, detribalization, even of those who are members, can occur in one
generation. Historically, detribalization was encouraged through federal Indian
policy. The results of the federal policies of assimilation and termination included
the breaking up of tribal lands into individual allotments, boarding schools,
monolingual (English) education, criminalization of religious practices, and
relocation. Detribalization through the legal loss of tribal affiliation has become the
new challenge to tribal continuance. It is a challenge over which the tribes are in
control.

Finally, a critical aspect of Indigenous identity that is difficult to represent
on the spectrum is inter-tribal mixture. The federal government introduced the notion
that a person could not be affiliated with more than one tribe. Most tribes do not
recognize any other tribal affiliation except their own in determining membership or
determining tribal blood quantum.' 3 This represents a major loss of Indigenous
identity to both the tribe that does not factor other tribal identity into tribal
membership criteria, and to those whose Indigenous identity is discounted. It is
counter to the complete absorption of other Indigenous peoples by the affiliated tribe
that the federal policy forces on those of mixed tribal parentage. It also represents a
loss to the building and strengthening of inter-tribal relations through marriage.
Mixed tribal people, it seems, are acutely aware of this potential.

III. CONFLICTING LEGAL TRADITIONS

A. The Intervention of the Common Law Tradition

Color and race are not the only dynamics operating in respect to Indigenous
identity. The second part of my early analysis is a consideration of how law-in this
instance, both federal law and tribal law-treats Indigenous identity, much of which
has been explored in both federal Indian law and Native studies scholarship.
Formal law defines Indian status differently, creating confusing distinctions in
formal law by making some people Indigenous for one purpose or time, but not for
another. The federal government recognizes tribal membership and creates a political
status. Thus, while Indigenous Peoples or Native Americans are racialized, those
who are members of tribes also have a political status. Tribal membership provides
specific tribal rights recognized by the tribes and the federal government that

13. The Constitution of the Cree Tribe of the Rocky Boy Reservation is one such exception.
14. The writing of John LaVelle, The General Allotment Act "Eligibility" Hoax: Distortions

of Law, Policy, and History in Derogation of Indian Tribes. 14 WICAzO SA REVIEW 251 (Spring 1999)
and Paul Spruhan, Indian as Race/Indian as Political Status: Implementation of the Half-Blood
Requirement under the Indian Reorganization Act, 1934-1945, 8 RUTGERS RACE & THE LAW REV.
(2006); A Legal History of Blood Quantum in Federal Indian Law to 1935, 51 S.D. L. REV. 1 (2006), and
The Origins, Current Status, and Future Prospects of Blood Quantum as the Definition of Membership in
The Navajo Nation, 8 TRIBAL L. J. 1 (2008) address the legal history of blood quantum from a federal
Indian law perspective. J. Kehaulani Kauanui's HAWAIIAN BLOOD, COLONIALISM AND THE POLITICS OF

SOVEREIGNTY AND INDIGENEITY (2008) on blood quantum and the Kanake Maoli (Native Hawaiians),
takes a broader look at federal Indian law, Hawaii state law, and the Kanake Maoli legal tradition, in
addition to considering American racial politics. Circe Sturm's BLOOD POLITICS, RACE, CULTURE, AND
IDENTITY IN THE CHEROKEE NATION OF OKLAHOMA (2002) on the Cherokee and Laura Gomez's on the

MANIFEST DESTINIES, THE MAKING OF THE MEXICAN AMERICAN RACE (2007) Mexican American in New

Mexico have also been very helpful. The scholarship by others who have written, or who have presented
their scholarship in this area, has significantly advanced this part of the research.
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group consciousness, cohesion, and equality. Uniformity and oneness become
principles of group cohesion. Such visual performance of identity is powerful. A
person so clothed cannot pass when it is convenient and, though an individual, that
person is immediately identified as part of a group for good or bad. In 2007,
Rigoberta Mench6 Turn, the 1992 Nobel Peace Prize recipient and Guatemalan
K'iche' Indigenous woman, was asked to leave an exclusive hotel in Cancian where
she was waiting in the lobby to meet a contact. She was not recognized by the hotel
employees, and was targeted as not "belonging" because of her attire that identified
her as an Indigenous woman.31 As I discussed with a student after my presentation,
Eduardo Galeano, in Open Veins ofLatin America: Five Centuries of the Pillage ofa
Continent, states that the very dress that distinguishes Indigenous Andean women
today arises from an edict from Charles III at the end of the Eighteenth Century. 32
Charles III imposed the dress on Indian females of the Andean altiplano that was
copied from the regional costumes of Estremaduran, Andalusian, and Basque peasant
women.33 What Galeano broadly asserts was a mark of servitude and oppression has
since become a symbol of Indigenous identity, belonging, and resistance.
Performance of identity resists imperial culture, imitation of the west, assimilation
and absorption, the melting pot, and openly displays Indigenous affiliation,
especially where one is free to perform or dress as one chooses. Resistance to power
creates power. Such resistance, through performance of Indigenous identity, causes
me to consider the cohesion of the self and the group identity, where identity is
asserted inwardly and outwardly simultaneously. How this external display of
identity is interpreted internally and connects to the nation state's attempt to control
Indigenous identity is part of a larger historical and legal analysis. Nevertheless, such
a wide performance of Indigenous identity through dress presents an interesting
contrast to performance of Indigenous identity in the United States and suggests
points of difference in treatment of identity in the two nations worth exploring,
including assimilative pressures, population, and women's lives, to name a few.

V. LAW SCHOOL, WHITE SPACE, CRITICAN RACE, AND
COMPLAINT

Our colloquium panels were part of the Tulane Law School Paris Study
Abroad program. After the Colloquium presentations, I became aware of a student
complaint-a microagression. The complaint was made to the faculty who employed
the Colloquium panel presentations as a part of the classes on international and

31. Rory Carroll, Hotel Mistakes Nobel laureate for Bag Lady, THE GUARDIAN (Aug. 16,
2007), http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2007/aug/17/international.travelnews. See also Judith M.
Maxwell, Ownership of Indigenous Languages: A Case Study from Guatemala, in INDIGENOUS
INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY RIGHTS 187-89 (M. Riley ed., 2004) (In Guatemala, in order to wear Spanish
attire, one had to speak Spanish. One could not hold public office unless one wore Spanish attire. To
become enfranchised, one had to give up ethnic attire. In the late seventies, Mayan men adopted a
"solidarity jacket." "The legal ban on Mayan dress has been lifted. Dress is recognized in the Peace
Accords and in the Guatemalan Constitution as a protected right of the Mayan communities and not tied to
language use or ability.").

32. EDUARDO GALEANO, OPEN VEINS OF LATIN AMERICA: FIVE CENTURIES OF THE PILLAGE
OF A CONTINENT 47 (25th ed. 1997).

33. But see LYNN MEISCH, OTAVALO: WEAVING, COSTUME AND THE MARKET 118 (1987)
(regarding the dress of Otavalo women stating, "[t]he women's dress is the closest to Inca costume worn
anywhere in the Andes."). It is the Otavalena/o dress that I observed in Quito.
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comparative law to their Cite Universitaire students, most of whom were law
students from the U.S. I deliberately leave the specifics of the complaint vague
because that is how I experienced it as a visiting colloquium speaker. Upon hearing
of a student complaint, though, I felt affected, despite the fact I was only tangentially
involved. It caused reflection on complaint in relation to my work in the academy.
Therefore, here, I consider complaint in the displacement of the law of white space
in law school and in relation to lived experience as opposed to addressing the
specific complaint voiced. I imagine the complaint emerging, if not directly, at least
tangentially, from the result of a struggle with the shift from the usual law school
class room in which the law of white spaces is honored. Individuals can carry the law
of white spaces into any space, including a LatCrit colloquium, and the perceived
lack of adherence to that law can emerge as a complaint.

I consider this disruption in the spirit of memorializing an aspect of the
colloquium for those who were not there. It was a wonderful colloquium, an
invigorating day of interaction among LatCrit theorists who were serious and excited
about presenting their work to other respected LatCrit scholars and the students in
the study abroad program. It became the highlight of the three months I spent outside
the U.S. at the beginning of my sabbatical. Student complaint drew me back to
consider that which has been a challenge for me in law school institutional space and
I reflect on student complaint generally and what I teach, in a way that is allowed by
sabbatical distance.

I begin with the general absence of the mindset to teach oneself in law
school and the increasingly important need for students to bring such a mindset into
law school. Much of the knowledge presented in the law school classroom does not
necessarily invite the student to move beyond what and how it is presented in the
classroom and the texts, or beyond the analysis that students learn they should expect
to be judged by in class examinations, in their written papers and ultimately, in the
bar examinations which will permit them to practice law. A deeper legal education,
therefore, requires students, who wish to graduate with more than the ability to
analyze law in the specialized way law schools are designed to train law students, to
possess the ability to teach themselves more than that specialized analytical skill.

Complaint that arises when a shift away from the law of white space is
introduced is a telltale sign of an education that has failed to teach its students, as
Donaldo Macedo in Literacies ofPower: What Americans Are Not Allowed to Know
describes it, to read the world critically.3 5 For those from settler nation states, a
lifetime of participation in the mainstream educational systems, indoctrinates, rather

36
than educates young minds regarding many things, including the relationship of the
Indigenous population to the formation of nation states. Both positive (the
contributions and accomplishments) and negative (the demise, subjugation and
oppression) are collapsed into fleeting references to the encounter and disappearance

34. 1 traveled first to Ecuador for two months to take part in a English-Spanish language
exchange program being developed for Indigenous Peoples between UNM and the Universidad de San
Francisco de Quito and then to Paris for the Colloquium, Switzerland and England with my husband,
Robert, and our twelve year old son, Fabrice. I have always found it invaluable to view the United States
externally and to travel with family to other countries.

35. DONALDO MACEDO, LITERACLES OF POWER: WHAT AMERICANS ARE NOT ALLOWED TO
KNOW 16 (2006).

36. Id. at 36.
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of Indigenous Peoples in the national discourse of the birth of nation, despite their
relevance to the very opening of place to build a nation and to the questioning and
understanding of the political theory that could arise in the face of their existence and
"disappearance." The extra-constitutional, as well as the constitutional presence of
Indigenous Peoples is relevant knowledge. For most law students, if it is acquired, it
must occur through independent critical analysis and thought, especially because it is
not generally taught in law school, except in the handful of federal Indian law
courses taught across the country. However, even in these courses, a critical read of
the world is essential, particularly if one is Indigenous.

As Paulo Freire and Macedo suggest, students who possess the ability to
read the world critically incorporate a historical and cultural reading of the world and
move beyond a technical training devoid of political, social and critical analysis.3 7 A
technical understanding of the law in itself is insufficient. Fragmentation of
knowledge inhibits contextual understanding and makes it difficult to link law, a
lived world experience, and social, cultural, and institutional relations of power and
privilege. The questioning of the relevance of a lived experience to a legal education
can also be explained in respect to the compartmentalization and specialization of
knowledge. As law is taught in isolation to other disciplines, and perhaps to the
history of Other in particular, the suggestion that issues of the Other complicate the
learning of law, are irrelevant, unhelpful and derogatory to white privilege is not
surprising.

By way of example, I focus here on the particular link of the relevancy of
Indigenous language and identity to comparative constitutionalism, specifically to
the Constitutions of the United States, M6xico and Ecuador. All three Constitutions
address Indigenous Peoples. The identity of the Indigenous Peoples referred to in
each becomes critical by virtue of the fact that the identity of Indigenous Peoples
must be addressed in the interpretation of the Constitutions. Language becomes an
issue in respect to the dominant language in which the Constitution itself is written,
the protections, if any, afforded to language rights under the Constitution, as well as
the legal tradition represented by a Constitution, which make Indigenous rights
embedded in an Indigenous legal tradition nearly incomprehensible to the civil and
common law traditions in which language or law is not associated with land.
Literacy and access to legal education for Indigenous Peoples, which allow them to
have their own technical experts, are sub-issues.

The Indigenous Panel required the students to ask themselves (or the
panelists) many questions, assuming they sought to connect the panel presentations
with their class on comparative constitutionalism and cultural rights. The most basic
questions to pose would query into the historical and present treatment and
relationship of Indigenous Peoples to the constitutions of nation states, in particular,
those of the American nation states discussed-the United States, M6xico and
Ecuador. Questions such as, how/do the Constitutions of the United States, M6xico,
and Ecuador situate Indigenous Peoples? How is Indigenous identity a subject of
comparative constitutionalism? How/why is an Indigenous identity or language of
any import to constitutionalism? How do language rights fare under the Constitutions

37. MACEDO, supra note 35, at Foreword.
38. The specific class our panel on Indigenous language and identity replaced was the class on

comparative constitutionalism. The class was considering cultural rights.
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of Mexico and the United States? In the United States, what is the relationship
between tribal constitutions and the United States Constitution? These questions, in
part assume the student sees there is a relationship between Indigenous Peoples, their
Identity, and Language issues and comparative constitutionalism. The problem runs
a little deeper than a student's ability to self-teach and to probe through self-
generated questions if it is asserted that identity and language issues of Indigenous
Peoples are irrelevant to comparative constitutionalism. The above questions one
might pose are connected to the assumptions one has already made about the
relationship between Indigenous Peoples and constitutionalism and about the worth
of the subject matter itself.

The typical law school class room is classic white space where, as analyzed
by Goodrich and Mills, "the emotional and epistemic relationships between the white
participants" and "their internal relationship" is considered and where race, color,
culture and their privileging or disabling impacts is not recognized and is either
silenced or denied. Thus, the relevancy of Indigenous Peoples to constitutionalism
must be independently mined outside the white space of the typical law school class
on constitutional law. But there is more going on in the white space of legal academy
that ties to the issues of color, race, and Indigenous legal tradition that I am exploring
in my research on the external reaction to Indigenous identity.

Generally, there is a silencing of knowledge of the Other, as well as
silencing of the knowledge frames of the Other in western education. The concept of
Indigenous intellectualism is alien. As Freire states, "The intellectual activity of
those without power is always characterized as nonintellectual." 40 Additionally,
outside of red space, red, street-raced Indigenous Peoples are not typically privileged
as knowledge bearers, particularly the more western the subject matter. The
presumption of incompetency is a challenge of the academy to most people of color.
Color, often in combination with gender, accent, and dominant language mastery,
affect the association with competency or intellectual capacity. The Indigenous
academicians closest to whiteness are deemed more coherent, relevant, and
intellectual than those from or closest to the Indigenous core.

The Indigenous panelists presented their research in the context of the
Colloquium theme, seeking to answer the question selected, Are there global
patterns to the homologous development of nationhood and sovereignty alongside
the disestablishment of indigeneity? in the affirmative. For students of comparative
constitutionalism the connections were there to be made. It required that students
actively engage in their own learning, beginning with the most basic question of how
Indigenous Peoples and tribalism fit vis-d-vis both the historical and the modem
constitutional nation state. It was something students minimally knowledgeable
about the history of Indigenous Peoples, apart from the national mythologies, could
be expected to do; however, critical analysis of the social and political order requires
willingness to question. Students who expect discussions of law to be framed neatly
in a "legal issue, rule, analysis of law and conclusion" framework do not easily
employ the skill of making connections themselves through questioning, self-
generated research or an expectation that they (the students) themselves are to
answer the question of "how does what is addressed connect?" However, students

39. Goodrich & Mills, supra note 3, at 16.
40. MACEDO, supra note 35, at 102-03.
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can also be hindered by judgments regarding the competency of raced knowledge
bearers to address topics previously explored only under the law of white space,
where notions about the relevancy of what is discussed, and the irrelevancy of what
is not discussed, are formed.

The challenge is not only upon the professoriate at professional schools but
upon our entire educational system to produce students who function as self-
teachers, as participants in their education. It requires students to look further into
what is covered or to make a connection with what was not covered. I did not learn
all I needed to learn in law school. Once I left, I sought out what I had not learned,
and it made me appreciate the skill of self-teaching. Throughout my own education I
encountered only two such students, one at the undergraduate level and one at the
professional school level. They provided me with a model of self-teaching. Both
explored on their own narrower subjects mentioned, but not expounded on in class in
the form of books. Such simple acts made a strong impression on me and opened a
portal to the student aspect of learning.

Part of my self-teaching comes from the chthonic legal tradition. It is a legal
tradition unlike all the other legal traditions, requiring a paradigm shift in how one
thinks of the law. The Indigenous legal tradition in itself can be challenging to law
students because it is embedded in an Indigenous knowledge base that is not easily
understood by students whose frame of law is the common law legal tradition.
Perhaps it is the subtext of Indigenous legal tradition that carries a questioning of the
common law tradition. After years of teaching in the legal academy where the law of
white space operates I can speak to the difficulties of piercing frames, shifting
paradigms, and shattering stereotypes. Who or what is worthy of consideration is
best responded to by students who first ask how is what I am hearing connected to
the subject I am studying-that question in itself will launch the student on the all
important road to self-teaching. That the students do not ask, however, is evidence
that they have succumbed to the compartmentalization and specialization of
knowledge and does not serve to prepare students to expand their knowledge base.

The Colloquium occurred at the beginning of my sabbatical; a sabbatical I
sorely needed to recover from micro-aggressions in academia, like that captured by
the act of complaint at what was an amazing gathering at the Paris Colloquium. It did
not make my year sabbatical seem long enough. In retrospect, it was a valuable
aspect of the colloquium to process.

What I ultimately considered is the need, at all levels of our educational
system, to impress on our students the responsibility for developing their own
spontaneous or organic intellectualism, as professional specialization and a reliance
on spoon-fed knowledge is dangerous to their own education.

VI. CONCLUSION

I returned home to a tribal election to amend our Constitution to lower the
blood quantum required for tribal membership and a challenge to the election to rule
on as a member of the Appellate Court. As I mentioned earlier, the measure failed.
As I continue my work on Indigenous identity I consider how change must be
adjusted to, and how that adjustment can be difficult. If, however, we keep our sights
on core principles that should not change, the line of tribes will not dissolve, it will
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adjust. And the "illusion of the ONE-TRIBE NATION"41 will prove itself just that,
an illusion.

41. DAVID WOJNAROWICZ, CLOSE TO THE KNIVES: A MEMOIR OF DISINTEGRATION 153 (1991).
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To the Queer Black Kids
MAY 09, 2013

by Mia McKenzie

Yesterday, while driving, I was stopped at a light and I saw a little boy,

maybe six years old, waiting with his mother to cross the street. e way he

stood, with one hip jutted out and a hand on the other hip, filled me with

happiness. He had very large eyes and long lashes and as he looked around,

he seemed to take everything into his small self, his eyes bright with

excitement over the woman selling strawberries on the corner, and the

sounds coming from the barber shop. As they started to cross the street, as

they started walking, the mother reached over and grabbed the boy’s

shoulder and said, “Stop walking like that!” e boy’s entire demeanor

https://www.bgdblog.org/2013/05/201359to-the-queer-black-kids/
https://www.bgdblog.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/bgdbwsmaller.jpg


changed. His shoulders rounded, his head lowered. I couldn’t see his eyes

anymore.

I thought about all the boxes black children are forced into. All children are

forced into boxes, but for black children there is a particular urgency about

it. When his mother said what she said, her voice sounded angry, cruel, but

also scared. Because for black bodies, it’s a matter of survival, always. I don’t

need to quote statistics. You know what I’m talking about. If you don’t, then

this message is not for you.

is message is for the queer black kids, queer in all kinds of ways, including

but not limited to different, gay, quirky, dykey, and fabulous, who are learning

right now that they shouldn’t walk like that. Who are being told right now

that there is shame in not being small enough to fit neatly into a box

marked boy or girl. Who are being fooled into thinking that those boxes

mean anything at all.

I want you to know I see you. With your hip out to one side. With your

wide eyes. I want you to know that we are out here, too, that we were once

you (in a way, because no one is exactly you), and we know.

We know how confusing it is when people talk about wanting you to be

free, and then do everything they can to keep you from being free. We know

what it is to wonder how freedom could possibly look like just the same old

box.

Your mother may be trying to protect you. But hurting someone yourself to

keep others from hurting them is really no kind of protection at all. I wish



your mother knew that. I wish a lot of mother’s knew it.

Anyway, I just want you to know that I am out here, that we are out here

and that we love the way you walk. at it fills us with happiness to see you

being who you are, whoever you are. at there are people who cross your

path every day and come away better for it. at you are a gift.

Keep switchin’ them hips.
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Get Mia McKenzie’s debut literary novel, e Summer We Got Free. It’s a

finalist for the Lambda Literary Award!

Want to support a queer cause that doesn’t already have access to 

hundreds of millions of dollars and hundreds of lobbyists? Awesome!

SUPPORT Black Girl Dangerous and help amplify the voices of queer and

trans* people of color!

LIKE us on Facebook

http://www.amazon.com/The-Summer-We-Got-Free/dp/0988628600/ref=tmm_pap_title_0
http://blackgirldangerous.org/donate/
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Black-Girl-Dangerous/184890874945927
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Untangling the Racialization
of Disabilities
An Intersectionality Critique Across
Disability Models1

Alfredo J. Artiles
Mary Lou Fulton Teachers College, Arizona State University

Abstract

This article advances an intersectional perspective in the analysis of racial inequities in
special education so that theoretical refinement of this problem will strengthen educational
equity research and theory. Racial disproportionality in some disability categories continues
to affect a sizable number of students in the United States, with dire long-term consequences
for the educational trajectories of these learners. After more than four decades, the
problem continues to be debated in research, practice, and policy circles. There is
consensus among researchers that the racialization of disability embodies complexities
that defy linear explanations. But this debate has overlooked the potential of intersectionality
to document complexity and to transcend the individual-structure binary that tends to
permeate previous scholarship. Indeed, intersectionality’s explicit attention to how the
complexity of people’s everyday experiences is connected to larger historical processes
could offer key insights. I analyze how disproportionality research has addressed the
intersections of race and disability (along with other markers of oppression) through a
contrapuntal reading of works framed with medical, social, and cultural disability models.
I conclude with reflections for future research on racial disparities in special education
that is mindful of intersectional complexity.

Keywords: Disability, Race, Intersectionality, Disability Models, Contrapuntal Analysis

DISRUPTING ORTHODOXIES IN THE RACIALIZATION OF DISABILITIES

The quest for educational equity has been elusive and fraught with paradoxes through-
out the history of American education, particularly for racial minorities and disabled
learners. These two groups have complicated and politically charged histories linked
to assumptions of deficit often used to justify inequities. Both have endured signifi-
cant barriers and injustices ranging from limited access to educational resources to
overrepresentation in poorly funded schools and negative post-school outcomes
~Anyon 2005!. Although massive political and technical resources have been deployed
in efforts to secure educational equity, remedies for one group can have deleterious
consequences for the other, thus muddling the effects of well-intentioned justice
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projects. For instance, under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act ~IDEA!,
students with disability diagnoses are extended rights and entitlements intended to
ensure educational equity, on the assumption that disability diagnosis is beneficial to
covered students. However, this guiding assumption has been critiqued by racial
minority groups who have argued that disproportional diagnoses of disability in
students of color creates a “double bind” that further compounds the structural
disadvantages that each group has historically endured ~Artiles 2011!.

The racialization of disability is of concern because disability diagnoses for racial
minorities often have concomitant negative consequences, such as educational seg-
regation, limited access to the general education curriculum, and a host of negative
long-term outcomes ~Artiles 2003!. This problem is connected to poverty, geograph-
ical location, cultural practices, and ideologies of difference ~Albrecht et al., 2012;
Artiles 1998!. Moreover, it is visible across a range of disabilities—including high-
incidence categories such as learning disabilities, intellectual disabilities, emotional0
behavioral disorders, and speech0language impairments—accounting for approximately
4 million students ~i.e., two thirds of the special education population! ~U.S. Depart-
ment of Education 2009!.

The evidence has consistently shown that African American learners have sub-
stantially higher probabilities than their counterparts to be diagnosed with high
incidence disabilities. At the national level, these students are three times more likely
to be diagnosed as intellectually disabled and over 200% more likely to be diagnosed
with emotional0behavioral disorders. American Indian0Alaska Native students have
a 50% greater chance than their peers to be identified as learning disabled ~U.S.
Department of Education 2006!. Latino0a students are overrepresented in some
categories in certain regions, states, and school districts, though not at the national
level ~Artiles et al., 2011!.

These statistics defy easy explanation. For instance, despite the disproportionate
poverty rate among these groups ~e.g., Latinos0as!, racial inequities are not observed
in disability categories generally associated with biological causes linked to poverty,
such as sensory and orthopedic impairments and multiple disabilities ~Losen and
Orfield, 2002!. Moreover, after controlling for poverty, race still makes a significant
contribution to predicting a disability diagnosis ~Skiba et al., 2008!.

While the problem is long-standing, the racialization of disability has received
more attention in the last decade ~Waitoller et al., 2010!. Federal government actions
have intensified: there is an increase in the number of published studies acknowledg-
ing federal funding support, technical assistance centers have been created to address
the problem, and there have been key changes in IDEA ~i.e., requirements for
reporting, monitoring, and eliminating racial inequities in placement patterns!. Despite
progress, unsettling questions remain unanswered: How do legal protections for one
marginalized group—e.g., people with disabilities—become sources of inequities for
another marginalized group, such as racial minority students? What types of evi-
dence would be needed to document the ways in which the equity agenda of the
IDEA collides with racial groups’ search for justice? Why have research and policy
communities given so much attention to this longstanding problem in the last ten
years? Perhaps more importantly, why have the historical and cultural sedimenta-
tions of race and disability, and their complex intersections, not been theorized and
analyzed in this scholarship?

The racialization of disability has not occurred in a vacuum. Scholars have
documented how “disability has always been racialised and how race has been con-
ceived as disability” ~Bolaki 2011, p. 48!. Since at least the nineteenth century, race
and disability have been intertwined and linked to ideologies of evolutionary
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hierarchy—“nonwhite races were routinely connected to people with disabilities,
both of whom were depicted as evolutionary laggards or throwbacks” ~Baynton 2001,
p. 36!. Moreover, attributions of disability were often used to justify the institution of
slavery and deny basic rights to African Americans ~Baynton 2001!.

Douglas Baynton argued that “not only has it been considered justifiable to treat
disabled people unequally, but the concept of disability has been used to justify dis-
crimination against other groups by attributing disability to them” ~2001, p. 33,
emphasis in original!. The racialization of disabilities reminds us that racial minori-
ties have been consistently subjected to such “double bind” discrimination ~Artiles
2011!. Unfortunately, the racialization of disability scholarship has been dominated
by the notion of “damage imagery”—the idea that African Americans and other
racial minorities “are and historically have been psychologically damaged” ~Scott
2007, p. 1!. It is typically assumed that damage imagery is the byproduct of innate
inferiority and0or the sequela of poverty or inferior cultural practices; the result is
deficit-driven narratives about racial minorities in which mental and cognitive pathol-
ogy are paramount ~Scott 2007; Valencia 2010!.

Despite recurrent historical convergences, scholars in psychology, education,
and medicine artificially maintain a divide between race and disability, enforcing
troubling silences and invisibilities. Key dimensions of marginalized groups are
simultaneously visible and invisible. How and for what purposes do scholarly com-
munities manage to maintain what Ned Mitchell ~2011! described as the “absent
presences” of raced and disabled bodies? What work is accomplished when race and
disability are kept in separate spheres? ~Bell 2011!.

Most scholarship on the racialization of disability has been grounded in the
so-called “medical model” in which the unit of analysis is the individual, completely
devoid of social or historical influences. My colleagues and I have found a profound
silence about race in research based on this model ~Artiles et al., 1997!. The medical
model fragments the individual, focusing either on race or on disability, rarely
examining the interplay of race and disability with other key dimensions such as
social class and gender.

Social and cultural models of disability have also been used, though to a lesser
extent, in analyses of racial inequities in special education. The social model locates
disability in a societal plane, “conceptualized as a discourse of opposition, directed pri-
marily against societal oppression” ~Schillmeier 2010, p. 4!, particularly against bar-
riers imposed by an ableist society, prejudices and biases against disability, and deficit
models that dismiss the lived experiences, viewpoints, potential, and contributions of
disabled people. The cultural model, in turn, raises the question of the social construc-
tion of disability, though it has been less concerned with the perspective of disabled
people as a minority group, and more with the inequities endured by racial minorities
as they are disproportionately placed in special education ~Patton 1998!.

We know little about how scholarship based on these models has paid attention
to the historical intersections of race and disability, how it has framed justice ques-
tions, and the similarities and differences among the analyses conducted from the
vantage points of medical, social, and cultural models. Given these substantial gaps,
an alternative interdisciplinary analytical project is needed. Two theoretical aspects
are central to this project.

First, we need to use the lens of intersectionality to analyze these bodies of
research for “@r#ace and disability are always imbricated with gender, sex, sexuality,
and class” ~Dolmage 2011, p. 27!. The notion of intersectionality emerged in critical
race theory, and has been subsequently developed in the social sciences and human-
ities, precisely as a resource to understand the complexity of people’s identities and
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experiences in stratified institutions and societies ~Collins 2003; Crenshaw 1991!.
Intersectionality is a useful theoretical framework to understand the tensions between
the lived experiences of people with multiple intersecting identities and communi-
ties’ needs for identity politics: racial minorities and disabled people need group
identities for material and symbolic purposes, but this does not mean group catego-
ries are essentializing artifacts as community members embody complex intersectional
identities ~Crenshaw 1991!. Intersectionality attends to identity categories—such as
race and disability—because they have meaning, social gravity, and consequences;
indeed, “power has clustered around certain categories and is exercised against
others” ~Crenshaw 1991, p. 375!. Thus, intersectionality affords crucial insights
about the racialization of disability, compelling us to focus on both the power of
assigning categories to individuals and on the authority of those categories “to have
social and material consequences” ~Crenshaw 1991, p. 376!.

Second, we can benefit from a contrapuntal reading of intersectionality in the
scholarship produced from the medical, social, and cultural models. Contrapuntalism
links ideas and practices that are regarded as being opposites or in contradiction,
thereby revealing points of contact across these bodies of work that are not readily
apparent. “A contrapuntal reading is to emphasize and highlight the disjunctions, not
to overlook or play them down” ~Said 1993, p. 146!. From a contrapuntal standpoint,
we are compelled to cross the liminal spaces between different disability lenses. As
Said explained in the context of discussing exile, “@b#ecause the exile sees things both
in terms of what has been left behind and what is actual here and now, there is a double
perspective that never sees things in isolation” ~p. 60, emphasis added!. Thus a crucial
implication of a contrapuntal analysis is an unceasing concern with what to read ~i.e.,
disproportionality research grounded in seemingly contradictory models of disabil-
ity! attached to an unremitting mindfulness about how to read—i.e., being reminded
of the “intertwined and overlapping histories” ~Said 1993, p. 18! of race and disabil-
ity as they intersect with gender, social class, and language. Through a contrapuntal
analysis we can “be able to think through and interpret together experiences that are
discrepant, each with its particular agenda and pace of development, its own internal
formations, its internal coherence and system of external relationships, all of them
coexisting and interacting with others” ~Said 1993, p. 32!.

What can we gain from using the double vision of a contrapuntal analysis of
intersectionality to read disproportionality research across medical, cultural, and
social models of disability? First we can gain insights about blind spots in these
literatures to understand how various categories and domains of experience have
been disaggregated; such analysis will allow us to read these categories and realms of
experience in an integrated fashion and as mediated by institutional processes ~Ribet
2010!. Moreover, a contrapuntal reading of intersectionality in this research litera-
ture will enable us to claim that

disability and race do more than intersect in order to reinforce or intensify
ideological stereotypes . . . it is not simply that the inherent, acquired or attrib-
uted characteristics possessed by members of racial groups are interpreted based
on a white supremacist construct of ability. Literally physical or psychological
disablement ~as well as social and political subordination! can also be a process
that results in disability imposed through racial power relations ~Ribet 2010,
p. 217!.

Thinking through critical interdisciplinary questions can help us approach the racial-
ization of disabilities from a more complex perspective. These questions include: How
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has research on the racialization of disabilities examined the historical entanglements
of race and disability? How has it examined intersections in categories of difference
~e.g., race, disability, social class, gender!? What insights about racial inequities in spe-
cial education result from the analysis of research based on purportedly opposing mod-
els of disability? I argue that a contrapuntal analysis of the racialization of disabilities
using an intersectional prism promises important insights into these questions and illu-
minate generative and enduring questions about educational justice. Following Chris
Bell ~2011!, this analytical project enables us to keep alternative disability models in
conversation with one another; it will ultimately assist us to re-interpret the cultural
dynamics of difference that mediate representations of marginalized groups.

I first provide an overview of research on disproportionate representation, var-
ious disability models, and intersectionality. I then present a contrapuntal critical
reading of intersectionality in the scholarship on the racialization of disabilities
across disability models, and conclude with reflections on future inquiries into this
topic.

SETTING THE CONTEXT: RACIALIZATION OF DISABILITY RESEARCH,
DISABILITY MODELS, AND INTERSECTIONALITY

Why Are There So Many Minority Students in Special Education?
A Historical Outline

The research on why there are so many minority students in special education ~see
Harry and Klingner, 2006! paints a complex picture in which individual factors, insti-
tutional practices, organizational forces, and fiscal and bureaucratic pressures contrib-
ute to the racialization of disability ~Skiba et al., 2008!. There is little consensus on a
theoretical explanation of the problem; some studies do not even specify the theoret-
ical frameworks that guide their analyses. Research has tended to examine the role of
individual or structural factors, mostly from a quantitative perspective ~Waitoller et al.,
2010!. This literature commonly concludes that a disproportionate number of racial
minorities live in poverty, which in turn can mediate the onset of certain disabilities,
particularly those conditions with biological etiologies. For instance, American Indians0
Alaska Natives are overrepresented in the category of deaf-blindness, and along with
African Americans, are disproportionately diagnosed with developmental delays. How-
ever, developmental delays are not consistently diagnosed with clear biological roots.
Indeed, this diagnosis tends to be grounded in a view of human development that largely
ignores its cultural roots ~Rogoff 2003!. There is evidence of systemic forces at play—
e.g., student race makes a significant contribution to risk of being identified as dis-
abled, even after statistically controlling for poverty level; students who are racial
minorities tend to be placed in segregated programs more often than their White coun-
terparts with the same disability diagnosis ~Skiba et al., 2008!.

Nonetheless, some commentators still question whether the racialization of
disabilities is a problem, claiming that concerns are likely grounded in an opposition
to special education. They overlook the significance of the problem. First, disproportion-
ality raises the question of misidentification in the case of overrepresentation, and
exclusion from services in the case of under-identification. Second, overrepresenta-
tion adds another layer of marginalization and disadvantage for racial minority
students—particularly since disability identification is closely associated with long-
term negative consequences that include persistent lower academic achievement,
higher risk of placement in the juvenile justice system, higher school dropout rate,
and lower access to higher education ~Artiles et al., 2010!. Third, these commenta-
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tors overlook the specific arguments involved: critics of the racialization of disabili-
ties remind us of the histories of using disability to justify inequities for disabled
people as well as for racial minorities and women, of the material and symbolic
negative consequences of the entanglement of race with disability and its relation to
the concept of the “normal.”

Changes to federal law in 2004 require states to track and address racial dispro-
portionality. This legal change was welcomed by most commentators as a step
forward. But confusion about the new legal requirements and manipulations of racial
disproportionality definitions and metrics, along with converging pressures stem-
ming from educational accountability reforms, are shaping a perverse policy climate
and landscape ~Artiles 2011!. For instance, disproportionality may be deepening in
some states and districts, but it is not acted upon because of placement threshold
requirements. Daryl Scott ~2007! documented similar problems in examining the
persistent association between race and mental health pathology: “the threshold for
what experts considered a mental health problem continuously shifted” ~p. xiv!. This
difficulty is exacerbated because federal law now requires that states determine
whether disproportionality is present; if so, they must decide if such patterns are the
result of inappropriate practices that must be redressed through specific actions and
extra resources. Unfortunately, a sizable number of states are concluding that high
disproportionality levels are not the result of inappropriate identification practices
~Artiles 2011!.

Discussions about the disability models underlying this research are virtually
nonexistent. The de facto lens has been the medical model, though some analyses
have been grounded in social and cultural models. I outline these paradigms in the
next section as a means to inform the contrapuntal reading of intersectionality in this
research across disability models.

Ways with Theories: Professional Visions of Disability

I outline key ideas of the three disability models, though there are not impermeable
lines demarcating the models ~Shakespeare 2006! and there are points of tension
among them ~Ribet 2010, personal communication!.2

Medical Model

The medical model’s defining characteristic is the assumption that disability is located
in biological impairments within the individual, “neglecting the reality of discrimi-
nation” ~Watermeyer 2013, p. 14!; policies and services consequently aim to fix the
disabled person ~Crossley 1999!.3 Implicit in the “damaged body” trope of the
medical model are uninterrogated assumptions about a normal body. Thus, this
model is driven by a “moral imperative to ‘healthy normalcy’” ~Watermeyer 2013,
p. 29! that will cure or rehabilitate impairments; it regards disabled people as differ-
ent and inferior, a premise that justifies their exclusion and creates barriers for rights
and entitlements ~Crossley 1999!, or as Tobin Siebers ~2008! described it, for the
“right to have rights” ~p. 176!. Given the biological roots of disability, it is assumed
that “the social disadvantages and exclusion that accompany the disability can be
explained as natural and not ascribable to any social cause. Because disability is not
socially caused, the disabled individual has no claim of right to social remediation,
and any benefits or assistance that society chooses to bestow on persons with disabil-
ities can be viewed as a charitable response” ~Crossley 1999, pp. 651–652!.
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The medical model views disabled people as dependent upon professionals, not
only to validate their condition via a diagnosis, but also to determine and provide the
best treatment or prosthetics needed to be cured or rehabilitated, to decide on
relevant social benefits, and to certify any entitlement to exemptions ~e.g., work!, as
long as individuals agree to receive the prescribed treatment ~Crossley 1999!. The
perspective of the disabled is irrelevant, and hence, no efforts are made to gather or
use such information ~Linton 1998!.

Despite the strong critiques raised against the medical model, it pervades the
legal, policy, and professional domains. It has been the primary lens to examine the
racialization of disability. Because the medical model foregrounds the individual as
the unit of analysis, it disaggregates race from disability and other markers of differ-
ence ~e.g., gender, social class, and language!, resulting in a fragmented individual. In
this model, racial and cultural differences can be construed as comparable and
indexed as demographic markers ~Artiles et al., 2010!.

Social Model

The social model of disability offers “new and political understandings of disability . . .
@which# is seen as interacting with social, cultural, historical, legal, and medical dis-
courses, as well as further complicating factors such as race, ethnicity, gender, age, and
class” ~Connor and Ferri, 2005, p. 110!. The social model sees the idea of disability as
the product of oppression and structural exclusion that should be eliminated ~Shakes-
peare 2006!. This vision has significant implications for policy; instead of fixing dis-
abled bodies, it encourages policies informed by an “accommodation imperative” that
change the social and physical structures of society ~Crossley 1999, p. 658!. Disabled
scholars and activists have led the way in developing the social model of disability.4

This model regards disability as a social construction, thereby locating disability in
society ~not the body!, and drawing distinctions between disability and impairment. In
this view, the presence of an impairment does not necessarily constitute a disability.
Disability arises out of society’s ableist assumptions and practices about what is con-
sidered normal. Thus, it is a social environment that “disables” a person in a wheel-
chair if stairs are the only means to reach different building floors. The “wheelchair
user is disadvantaged not by her inability to walk, but by the way in which buildings are
designed and constructed” ~Crossley 1999, p. 654!.

The concept of the impairment-disability binary has been criticized. Indeed,
disabled authors have called attention to the messy and ambiguous overlaps between
bodily aspects of their experiences and societal dimensions of both impairments and
disabilities. Experiencing impairments rests on cultural meanings, emphasizing the
“interpenetration of impairment and disability” ~Shakespeare 2006, p. 37!. More-
over, the social model can elaborate its attention to the psychological realm and the
body ~i.e., impairment! ~Watermeyer 2013!.

This model also encourages attention to the cultural construction of disability as
reflected in the images and perceptions of people with disabilities in popular culture,
policies, media stereotypes, and the like. These constructions contribute to the other-
ing of disabled individuals and mediate processes of exclusion that this community
endures over time ~Crossley 1999!. Embedded in these constructions are assumptions
about “normal” that structure cultural and material worlds that cater to the needs of
nondisabled individuals ~Watermeyer 2013!. The social model is critical of the notion
of “normalization” because it rests on ideologies of homogeneity and control that date
back to the nineteenth century when statistical reasoning and technologies were pro-
duced ~Crossley 1999; Watermeyer 2013!. However, just as the social model has crit-
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icized the essentialist logic embedded in the idea of normal, the emergence of the social
model has required the adoption of a kind of “strategic essentialism” ~Garland-
Thomson 1997, p. 283!. Moreover, criticisms have been raised about the social model’s
attention to the experiences of Western white middle class males with physical disabil-
ities ~particularly in its early work! ~Watermeyer 2013!.5

Cultural Model

The third perspective is reflected in a body of scholarship concerned with racial
disproportionality. This corpus of scholarship shares some traits that I label here the
cultural model. For instance, this work critiques the racialization of disability with an
utmost concern for the oppression endured by racial minorities ~Patton 1998!. This
work also relies, to some degree, on a social construction view of disability. Finally,
some analyses based on the cultural model tend to be informed by a dynamic and
historically-based notion of culture that opens analytical spaces to examine the
agency and cultural assets of communities ~Artiles et al., 2010!. It is not clear,
however, how issues of intersectionality are addressed in this scholarship.

To summarize, the racialization of disabilities has been studied primarily through
the lens of a medical model, with some attention by those using social and cultural
models. But do the differences among models result in disparate framings of the
problem, alternative insights across analyses conducted from different models, and
distinct ways of engaging with the intersections of race and disability? Before I
address these queries through a contrapuntal reading, I provide an introduction to
the concept of intersectionality.

Complexity in Analysis of Unjust Practices: The Promise of
Intersectionality

Intersectionality examines the influence of power to provide limited frames for
people’s multidimensional experiences, particularly those of women of color, as a
response to “the tendency to treat race and gender as mutually exclusive categories of
experience and analysis” ~Crenshaw 1989, p. 139!. Intersectionality acknowledges
that “systems of race, social class, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, nation, and age form
mutually constructing features of social organization” ~Collins 2000, p. 299!. Inter-
sectionality, thus, rejects the “separability of analytical and identity categories” and
captures “the relationships among multiple dimensions and modalities of social
relations and subject formations” ~McCall 2005, p. 1771!. Intersectionality chal-
lenges essentialist views of groups, single-axis analyses, and additive models of iden-
tity ~Crenshaw 1991!. Intersectionality’s sensitivity to within-group diversity challenges
the logic of “group unity equals group uniformity” ~Hancock 2007, p. 65!.
Intersectional analysis aims to document the convergence of multiple forms of oppres-
sion in people’s lives as shaped by distinct markers of difference. An implication of
this analytic perspective includes policy responses that are sensitive to the conver-
gence of multiple forms of oppression ~Crenshaw 1991; Hancock 2007!.

There are a number of types of intersectionality. I discuss structural and political
intersectionality here and other types when critiquing the racialization of disability
in the next section. Crenshaw ~1991! describes structural and political intersection-
ality. Structural intersectionality refers to how intersectional locations make the
experiences of groups qualitatively different. In this analysis, structural intersection-
ality suggests that boys of color from low-income backgrounds, particularly African
Americans and Americans Indians, at the intersection of race, gender, and class
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experience their identification as disabled and efforts to address it in ways qualita-
tively different from that of White middle-class boys. In turn, political intersection-
ality emphasizes that intersectional identities may be situated “within at least two
subordinated groups that frequently pursue conflicting political agendas. The need
to split one’s political energies between two sometimes-opposing groups is a@n addi-
tional# dimension of intersectional disempowerment” ~Crenshaw 1991, p. 360!. Think-
ing in terms of political intersectionality suggests that low-income boys of color with
disabilities or with a heightened probability of disability identification are situated
within multiple subordinated groups that frequently pursue conflicting political
agendas. This liminal position creates a sort of intersectional disempowerment that
middle-class boys with disabilities, low-income boys of color without disabilities, and
White girls and girls of color rarely experience. Intersectional analysis has the
potential to address this problem.

INTERSECTIONALITY IN DISPROPORTIONALITY RESEARCH:
REIFICATIONS, CONTRADICTIONS, AND PROTEAN NOTIONS

The bulk of the evidence on racial inequities is based on quantitative analyses, mostly
based on a medical model. A few quantitative studies have been informed by cultural
perspectives. There are fewer qualitative studies designed with cultural processes in
mind.

This section discusses trends in this research with regards to intersectionality
across the three disability models, with specific focus on the use of the unitary
approach and hybrid narratives. I used the scholarship of a few established authors
working in the medical, social, and cultural models of disability to exemplify distinc-
tive inquiry features of each model. I selected articles that broadly addressed at least
two vectors of discrimination, even though some of these authors did not originally
set out to conduct intersectional analyses.

Written on the Body: The Unitary Approach

Many disproportionality studies rest on a “unitary approach” to identity. As described
by Ange-Marie Hancock ~2007! this approach endorses a universalistic perspective in
which one “variable” or marker of difference, such as race or class, is assumed to be
both more important than the others and stable. Thus, researchers set to identify the
one variable that has the greatest explanatory power in predicting special education
placement. Inquiries are generally constrained by adherence to the medical model of
disability, as outlined above. Typically, secondary datasets at the school district, state,
or ~less frequently! national levels are used to gauge the factor that best explains0
predicts placement. Structural conditions in the special education field offer incen-
tives for a unitary approach in disproportionality research. For example, federal law
defines learning disabilities diagnosis as unrelated to socioeconomic and cultural
differences. Thus, the law indirectly prevents intersectional analyses of disabilities
with other markers of difference.

The search for the variable with the greatest explanatory power is sometimes
imposed through methodological means, such as use of covariates. One such example
is the work of Jacob Hibel and his colleagues in which they investigated “how student
and school characteristics relate to the student’s placement into special education”
~2010, p. 313!. These authors explained that “@d#isproportionate representation may
be especially likely to occur for those types of disabilities that rely more on a teacher’s
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judgment and contextual factors ~e.g., LD, EBD! than those types that rely on
relatively more objective criteria ~e.g., MR, visual impairment!” ~p. 314!. Building on
the force of a unitary logic, individual judgments, such as teacher referral decisions,
were examined as mediated by a single factor—e.g., teacher’s race or school0
classroom demographics.6 This led them to conclude that

teacher judgments of acceptable student achievement or behavior are necessarily
based on the performance of the teacher’s particular referent group, which
naturally consists of the other students in the school. Thus, the student’s peers
within his or her school provide the normative standard for identifying whether
the student is disabled and so is eligible for special education ~p. 315!.

For this approach, not only is disability an objective condition that is written on the
body ~Watermeyer 2013!, but it is also the result of linear and unidirectional causal
influences ~even though the links between these factors are often correlational! that
move from membership in a racial or ethnic group, to living in poverty, and end up
in disability status. Donald MacMillan and Daniel Reschly, for instance, concluded
that, “social class, and not ethnicity, would explain more variance in the rates of
detection for these high-incidence disabilities, particularly MMR” ~1998, p. 20!.
Hibel and his colleagues offered a comparable theory by explaining that class and
race effects for lower income African American and Hispanic children are com-
pounded by greater exposure to factors “that themselves contribute to disability
identification,” including

biological trauma ~e.g., low birth weight, poor nutrition, and child health! and
increased exposure to environmental toxins@;# “social trauma” such as being
raised in poverty or by a single or teenage parent @; and having# parents who are
high school dropouts or second-language learners, depressed, disorganized,
unemployed, or incarcerated and who reside in high-risk neighborhoods. These
factors may result in the lower cognitive and behavioral performance displayed
by low-income minority students when they begin kindergarten ~2010, p. 316!.

Other studies have applied similar intersectional reasoning ~Hosp and Reschly, 2003;
Oswald et al., 1999; Skiba et al., 2005!.

Four themes stand out in the unitary work: ~a! essentializing sociocultural groups;
~b! stripping historical and structural influences from the study of people’s actions
and decisions or framing them as static factors with linear relations; ~c! neglecting
the problematic historical intertwining of race and dis0ability; and ~d! assuming that
disabilities are objective features located in the individual. In this sense, the unitary
approach naturalizes the racialization of disabilities, marshalling evidence that con-
ceivably legitimizes racial disproportionality.

Hybrid Circular Narratives: Between Intra-Categorical
and Unitary Intersectionalities

Let us now review what I call “hybrid circular narratives” of intersectionality. One
form of intersectional analysis is concerned with examining intra-categorical com-
plexity. This perspective

interrogates the boundary-making and boundary-defining process @of categori-
zation# . . . . It acknowledges the stable and even durable relationships that social
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categories represent at any given point in time, though it also maintains a critical
stance toward categories. . . . @It also# tends to focus on particular social groups
at neglected points of intersection” ~McCall 2005, pp. 1773–1774!.

Work by disability studies scholars that relies on premises from this perspective
includes Erevelles and Minear ~2010!, who linked Critical Race Feminist Theory
with Disability Studies Theory in their assessment of the historical nexus between
race and disability ~see also McCall and Skrtic, 2010!. They situated the connections
between race and disability in historic and postcolonial contexts, arguing for an
intersectional analysis that avoids limiting the scope of inquiry to a single marker of
difference. Taking the history of the eugenics movement and its concomitant con-
flation of race with disability, they argued that “the continued association of race and
disability in debilitating ways necessitates that we examine how eugenic practices
continue to reconstitute social hierarchies in contemporary contexts via the deploy-
ment of a hegemonic ideology of disability that have real material effects on people
located at the intersections of difference” ~pp. 133–134!. Similarly, in a recent paper
~Artiles 2011!, I situated the racialization of disability in historical context by explor-
ing conflation of the two in laws covering “ugly” and impaired bodies. I went on to
stress the complicity of research communities in this conflation by revealing associ-
ations drawn between racial minority status and deviance, illness, and depressed
abilities.

Bringing together frameworks deployed in both Cultural and Disability Studies
affords a number of opportunities for nuanced analysis of intersectional identities
because the theoretical apparatuses in these scholarly communities engage with
complexity in contextualized and systematic ways. These frameworks afford power-
ful tools to examine disability as it is constituted discursively, culturally, and institu-
tionally across multiple contexts, ultimately revealing that disability is a protean
notion that requires situated scrutiny with sociocultural and historical imaginations.

Other intriguing patterns emerge in work based on the social and cultural
models. Works grounded in a social model start with a compelling critique of
disability as historically and bureaucratically situated, showing how definitions evolve
over time, ultimately reminding us of the ways in which race, class, gender, and
disability have had entangled histories. In this sense, these works are rooted in an
intra-categorical intersectional frame, though the focus is on disability. That is,
disability is at the center, with all of the other difference markers linked to it. This is
apparent in the fact that these inquiries do not include comparable in-depth critiques
of race, social class, and gender—in other words, critiques of other difference mark-
ers are proffered only to the extent they inform disability. These works provide a
more balanced theorizing of other markers when they acknowledge, for instance,
that special education placement was used to maintain the racial segregation of
schools in the post-Brown era ~Baker 2002; Connor and Ferri, 2005!. Thus, on the
one hand, disability is socially constructed and is a tool of exclusion for racial
minority students, but on the other hand, oppression is stressed only in discussions of
race. While such analyses reveal how disability is constituted and used with specific
purposes—i.e., through the concerted efforts of cultural, historical, and ideological
processes—some scholarship on the racialization of disabilities grounded in social or
cultural models only foregrounds oppression as it relates to race in its analysis. In
other words, while these works pay attention to processes and instrumentality in the
analysis of disability, they stress the end result when dealing with race.

When the tropes of disability and race converge and the analysis focuses on the
racialization of disability, complications crystalize. One such example arises when
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researchers premise their work with the caveat that “certain disability categories may
be considered more problematic than others” ~Connor and Ferri, 2005, p. 111;
emphasis in original!, an assumption which stands in tension with understandings of
disability as social construction. A quasi-unitary framework emerges since the bulk of
the analysis relies on studies framed from a unitary vantage point. For example,
evidence on student placement by student race is discussed to support the argument
about the racialization of disability, but certain structures and blind spots are left
intact. Scholarship committed to a cultural model ~Artiles et al., 2005!, has made the
same move in some studies, serving as reminder of the protean nature of disability as
analyses morph from a critique of disability as a social construct to a medically-based
category ~as embodied in the databases used in these studies! within the same investi-
gation. Such studies may theorize disabilities as socially constructed, but call some
categories “subjective” or “soft,” with a structural argument leveled against special
education, namely that the bureaucratic and middle-class nature of this system
oppresses families of color ~Blanchett 2006!. Agency and within-group diversity in
low-income racial minority communities tend to be invisible in this work, which may
reflect an essentialized view of these groups.

In all fairness, scholars using social and cultural models are aware and do recog-
nize more complex views of culture and give analytical space to agency when working
with marginalized communities. My point is that a contrapuntal analytic stance
shows that competing views of race, disability, and intersectionality coexist in this
work, in part, because we use some of the analytical tools of the medical model ~e.g.,
analysis of placement patterns by race and disability category! that we strive to
contest.

A contrapuntal reading of the research literature makes visible the coexistence of
tools and premises from opposing paradigms within and across work based on
distinct disability models. Researchers using a medical perspective have occasionally
drawn tools from social and cultural models. For instance, MacMillan and Reschly
~1998! drew on arguments based in social construction to argue for strengthening
measurement precision. They argued that race and ethnicity are ambiguous con-
structs measured in disparate ways and “should not be interpreted as scientific and
anthropological in nature . . . yet, that is exactly how they are treated in the OCR
overrepresentation dataset” ~pp. 18–19!. They highlighted the inaccuracies and inad-
equacies of racial categories for capturing information about within-group diversity
and mixed race groups and noted that schools collect such data idiosyncratically.
Their arguments are used to justify the need to control for ethnicity, particularly as
it is often a proxy for social class, which seems to be their preferred explanation for
the disproportionality problem.

These authors acknowledge the ambiguous and unstable nature of ethnicity for
identity purposes while also arguing that it is necessary to take within-group diver-
sity in racial and ethnic minority groups into consideration when analyzing the
overrepresentation of students of color. The implication is that we do not know who these
learners really are. Yet within the same analysis, these authors summoned an essentialist
model of White students and a medical frame of disability to support a poverty
hypothesis. They cite a study that found the prevalence of mild intellectual disabil-
ities to vary as a function of social class: the lower the social class, the higher the
prevalence of disability, with no occurrences in the highest status. The authors’
reliance upon essentialist models and a medical frame are illuminated by the follow-
ing disclosure: the “study was conducted in Aberdeen, Scotland involving only White
subjects, thereby avoiding the confound of ethnicity and social class” ~MacMillan
and Reschly, 1998, p. 19!.
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This comment then implies that in some cases the measurement of ethnicity and
disability is no longer problematic. The authors assumed there is no within-group
diversity in White communities, ignoring the cultural history of Europe, and the
United Kingdom in particular. This is a longstanding trope in the “othering” of
non-White communities that keeps White folks at the center of defining consequen-
tial categories like ability and dis0ability. Following a longstanding tradition in the
history of the United States and the social sciences, these authors made two prob-
lematic conceptual moves within the same article. First, they equated race with
ethnicity, which deflects discussion of race: “the origins of . . . ethnicity lie in an
attempt to find another way of talking about race” ~Harris 2001, p. 1773!. Second,
the authors relied on a recognition0de-recognition dynamic to “see race” ~i.e., the
racial identities of particular bodies! in order to de-recognize or not see race ~i.e., a
structural system of group-based privileges and disadvantages produced by socio-
historical forces! ~p. 1758!.

To conclude, a contrapuntal reading of the disproportionality literature enables
us to discern hybrid patterns in intersectional analysis and warns us about the need
for strengthening theoretical clarity and its concomitant methodological implications.

COMPLEXITY IN FUTURE RESEARCH ON THE RACIALIZATION
OF DISABILITY

A contrapuntal perspective enables us to challenge our assumptions about coherence
and purity within conceptual models. A “contrapuntal analysis should be modeled
not . . . on a symphony but rather on an atonal ensemble; we must take into account
all sorts of spatial or geographical and rhetorical practices . . . all of them tending to
elucidate a complex and uneven topography” ~Said 1993, p. 318!. A contrapuntal
analysis of the racialization of disability could stimulate conversation between seem-
ingly opposite or contradictory disability models, and between their respective onto-
logical assumptions about disability and race. A contrapuntal analysis asks: what can
we learn about the nature of disability and race in bodies of academic work that are
deemed to be distinct and even mutually exclusive?

This initial critique suggests the potential of an intersectional analysis grounded
in a contrapuntal perspective for studying the racialization of disability. This analysis
illustrated the ambivalent status of categories and illuminated the shifting topogra-
phies between the discursive and material dimensions of these categories ~McCall 2005!.
Indeed, race and disability have mimetic properties across and within the various mod-
els of disability. While the study of race and disability intersections often relied on a
unitary approach, a contrapuntal reading of the disproportionality literature based on
alternative disability models also revealed complex hybrid patterns in intersectional
analysis, and suggested the need to strengthen theoretical clarity and its concomi-
tant methodological implications. Social and cultural approaches to disability used
medically-based tools and analytic strategies to address race-disability intersections.
While we possess sophisticated toolkits to theorize and study race and ability dis-
crimination, we routinely fail to deploy them when studying the racialization of
disability. What cultural dynamics are at play to produce this state of affairs? To
what extent does the history of the racialization of disability—and the ways in
which intersectionality has been addressed in the research across the medical, social,
and cultural paradigms—constitute what Fischer called “involutionary change,” where
the construction, treatment, and consequences of race and disability intersections
become “more elaborately the same”? ~cited in Danforth et al., 2006, p. 19!.
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This preliminary analysis identified connections not readily perceived, connec-
tions between notions such as race and disability that are often dichotomized. To
some extent, this emerging contrapuntal analysis suggested a blurring of boundaries
between paradigms. An intersectional prism, in turn, revealed the protean nature of
disability and race not perceptible through single axis analysis. The potentially
negative consequences of hybrid circular narratives require us to forge a new lan-
guage about the complex intersections between race and disability. This contrapuntal
analysis suggests that we undertake what Lennard Davis described as the Chris
“‘Bell imperative’ to think more clearly, more politically, about disability” ~Davis
2011, p. xi! and its entanglements with race.

In closing, I offer several reflections to consider for further developments in
this line of work:

1. Prepare the next generation of scholars with an intersectional imagination. We
need more scholars using intersectional analysis to study racial inequities in
special education. In the United States, few doctoral programs in special
education ~and even in Disability Studies! include training in intersectional
analysis. Theoretical and methodological attention to intersectionality will
stimulate the growth of communities of scholars that can benefit from each
other’s engagement with this perspective.

2. Take advantage of the potential of intersectionality: Probe the depths within catego-
ries. Intersectionality provides tools for complex “intergroup” analyses, going
beyond examining a single dimension of a category ~e.g., race, gender, and
class!, at the expense of dimensions within categories ~McCall 2005!. McCall,
for example, has produced quantitative intersectional analyses in which “dif-
ferent contexts reveal different configurations of inequality in @a# particular
social formation” ~p. 1791!. This is the direction that Erevelles and Minear
are taking, examining the lived experiences of individuals as located in
“structural conditions within which . . . social categories are constructed by,
and intermeshed with each other in specific historical contexts” ~2010, p. 131!.
Studies could also address a variety of other intra-categorical issues, such as
what Cathy Cohen ~1999! described as the “politics of secondary marginal-
ization” through which marginalized individuals with privilege—in our case
male students of color—police those without privilege ~i.e., disabled male
students of color!. To my knowledge, studies examining secondary margin-
alization processes in the racialization of disabilities have not been conducted.

3. Add detail and texture to analysis of categories. An implication of the previous
point is the need to look at neglected categories or subdimensions of cat-
egories. Although racial inequity in special education research has made
visible the historical intersections of race and disability, “visibility in and of
itself does not erase a history of silence, nor does it challenge the structure of
power and domination, symbolic and material, that determines what can and
cannot be seen” ~Hammonds 1994, p. 141!. For instance, certain racial
groups ~e.g., Latinos0as and American Indians!, and language minorities
have been largely invisible in special education research. Other dimensions
such as gender require more complex analysis: a great deal of attention has
been given to boys in special education, particularly from racial minority
backgrounds ~the majority in a number of disability categories!, without
drawing on important scholarship on gender and sexuality from other fields.
Such scholarship can provide more insight about gender differences in school
disengagement, violence, and crime. A nuanced analysis of categories and
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their intersections also requires attention to students’ agency. The research
to date has primarily used static demographic markers to identify students,
overlooking their active, innovative, and improvisational lives.

4. Build coalitions to advance equity agendas. While there are always complications
in building coalitions ~see Engel and Munger, 2003!, this project can advance
equity agendas in politically profound ways, creating possibilities for coali-
tions not previously considered ~see Crenshaw 1991!. Although coalitions
between inclusion advocates and individuals addressing the racialization of
disability, for instance, could have been formed in the early years of the inclu-
sive education movement, such work could be pursued in the future.

5. Nurture disciplinary reflexivity through contrapuntal critiques. Using contrapun-
tal critiques in examining intersectionality offers opportunities for dialogue
across communities of scholars within and between disciplines. They can explore
the benefits and consequences of “strategic borrowing” of analytical tools across
disability models. For instance, statistics about race and disability deployed in
the medical model have already been used for research grounded in the social
and cultural models. Previous uses of racial statistics in this literature compel
analysts to fragment and purify identities by extracting the potential intersec-
tions with other markers of oppression. But, as Kenneth Prewitt ~2012! chal-
lenged us, “can there be a policy that misuses race statistics” ~p. 1!? There is
already evidence about gaming strategies being used in states and districts to
avoid sanctions from federal policy requirements to monitor racial dispropor-
tionality. The point is not that racial statistics are useless; indeed, complex
statistical analyses of intersectionality are possible due to methodological
advances. Here, the contrapuntal reading of this research allowed us to unveil
how analytical tools are used across disparate disability standpoints that do
not necessarily subscribe to the tools’ core assumptions. An unintended con-
sequence is that the scholarship on racialization of disability ~independent of
its theoretical commitments! continues to use tools that maintain the focus on
traits typically located in the individual. This prevents us from broadening the
analytic spotlight to account for influences such as the nature of the categories
involved, the role of ideological influences in the design of curricula and assess-
ment, and the mediating force of institutional racism in the racialization of
disability. In turn, these contrapuntal readings of disparate research traditions
can inform disciplinary reflexivity to raise questions about the postulates and
toolkits deployed to understand the complex predicament described as the
racialization of disability.

Ultimately, this line of analysis promises to answer Bell’s “invitation to keep
@race# and disability in conversation with one another. It is an invitation to rethink
embodiment and representation” ~2011, p. 4!. A critique of the research on the
racialization of disability affords us opportunities to examine “particular social groups
at neglected points of intersection of multiple master categories” ~McCall 2005,
p. 1780!. It enables us to prevent shifting views of difference from reifying enduring
educational injustices in the contemporary policy, research, and practice landscapes
of U.S. education.
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NOTES
1. I acknowledge the support of the Equity Alliance and I am grateful to the Center for

Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences at Stanford University for the residential
fellowship that allowed me to research and articulate the theoretical foundations of this
analysis. Endorsement by these organizations of the ideas expressed in this manuscript
should not be inferred. Earlier versions of this article were presented as keynote lectures0
plenary talks at the Emerging Scholars Conference, Chapman University ~September
2011!, the 2011 annual meeting of the National Association of Multicultural Education,
and the Race and Disability Lecture Series at the University of Illinois-Chicago ~February
2013!. I am grateful to Phil Ferguson, Kris Gutierrez, Elizabeth Kozleski, Tom Skrtic,
Stan Trent, and the Sociocultural Research Group for their encouragement and substan-
tive feedback and suggestions. I also acknowledge the feedback of three anonymous
reviewers; their critiques and suggestions improved the quality of this article. I remain
responsible, however, for the shortcomings of this work.

2. I use the term “model” in the broadest sense to make visible the premises and constructs
used by communities of individuals. This perspective is aligned with Goodwin’s notion of
“professional vision”: the “socially organized ways of seeing and understanding events that
are answerable to the distinctive interests of a particular social group” ~1994, p. 606!.
Thus, I summarize three alternative professional visions or models of disability.

3. The term “medical model” is commonly used in disability theory. Oliver ~1996! uses
instead the term “individual model” to pinpoint the model’s primary emphasis on an
individual unit of analysis, with medicalization constituting but one key element. Water-
meyer explained that the problem does not necessarily reside in the medical sciences field,
but in a “mode of performing medicine” ~2013, pp. 30–31!. Moreover, Shakespeare has
questioned the presumed clear differences between the medical model and a “family” of
social contextual approaches ~one of which is the social model!; in fact, he concluded that
the term medical model “is not a coherent or useful concept” ~2006, p. 18!.

4. There are important distinctions in scholarship using the social model of disability accord-
ing to geographical location. The United Kingdom and the United States differ in the
origins and evolution of the model, the disciplines and actors participating in each com-
munity, and the versions of the model they deploy. The U.K. perspective has been largely
informed by a Marxist critique in which the oppressive weight of disability is fore-
grounded; this way, “society itself @is situated# as the ‘patient’ to be investigated” ~Water-
meyer, 2013, p. 31!. Disabled scholars and activists have played a central role in this
movement, though non-disabled people have also participated. In the United States, work
has also included disabled and non-disabled scholars and activists; however, cultural
dimensions of disability are made prominent, particularly in relation to a minority group
perspective applied to disabled people. Work produced in the humanities, liberal arts, and
to a lesser extent the social sciences has increased substantially in the United States, and
more recently, a Disability Studies in Education group has emerged to carry out this
project as applied specifically to education matters.

5. See Schillmeier ~2010!, Shakespeare ~2006!, and Watermeyer ~2013! for critiques of the
social model of disability.

6. In some instances, these decisions are studied with an additive intersectionality perspective
in which interactions among several factors are analyzed—e.g., teacher’s race, social class,
and gender. Unlike the unitary approach, these analyses examine the simultaneous influ-
ence of race, social class, and gender in disability identification. The end result, however,
can be a ranking of these factors depending on the predictive value or the size of the
statistical effect. Hancock ~2007! reminds us this approach presumes static groups and
predetermined generalizations about the influence of these factors. Equally important,
this perspective assumes the various analytic categories—e.g., race, gender, class, and
disability—had independent political developments from one another ~Hancock 2007!.
The result is to analyze disability as completely separate from the history of racial groups,
as if these histories have never intersected.
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