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One of the very few Black women's studies books is entitled
All the Women Are White; All the Blacks Are Men, But Some of
Us are Brave.1 I have chosen this title as a point of departure in
my efforts to develop a Black feminist criticism 2 because it sets
forth a problematic consequence of the tendency to treat race and
gender as mutually exclusive categories of experience and analysis.'
In this talk, I want to examine how this tendency is perpetuated
by a single-axis framework that is dominant in antidiscrimination
law and that is also reflected in feminist theory and antiracist
politics.

I will center Black women in this analysis in order to contrast
the multidimensionality of Black women's experience with the sin-
gle-axis analysis that distorts these experiences. Not only will this
juxtaposition reveal how Black women are theoretically erased, it
will also illustrate how this framework imports its own theoretical
limitations that undermine efforts to broaden feminist and an-
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The most common linguistic manifestation of this analytical dilemma is represented
in the conventional usage of the term "Blacks and women." Although it may be true that
some people mean to include Black women in either "Blacks" or "women," the context in
which the term is used actually suggests that often Black women are not considered. See, for
example, Elizabeth Spelman, The Inessential Woman 114-15 (Beacon Press, 1988) (discuss-
ing an article on Blacks and women in the military where "the racial identity of those iden-
tified as 'women' does not become explicit until reference is made to Black women, at which
point it also becomes clear that the category of women excludes Black women"). It seems
that if Black women were explicitly included, the preferred term would be either "Blacks
and white women" or "Black men and all women."
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ently, or that they are different and harmed by being treated the
same. But I cannot say both.

This apparent contradiction is but another manifestation of
the conceptual limitations of the single-issue analyses that inter-
sectionality challenges. The point is that Black women can experi-
ence discrimination in any number of ways and that the contradic-
tion arises from our assumptions that their claims of exclusion
must be unidirectional. Consider an analogy to traffic in an inter-
section, coming and going in all four directions. Discrimination,
like traffic through an intersection, may flow in one direction, and
it may flow in another. If an accident happens in an intersection, it
can be caused by cars traveling from any number of directions and,
sometimes, from all of them. Similarly, if a Black woman is
harmed because she is in the intersection, her injury could result
from sex discrimination or race discrimination.

Judicial decisions which premise intersectional relief on a
showing that Black women are specifically recognized as a class are
analogous to a doctor's decision at the scene of an accident to treat
an accident victim only if the injury is recognized by medical in-
surance. Similarly, providing legal relief only when Black women
show that their claims are based on race or on sex is analogous to
calling an ambulance for the victim only after the driver responsi-
ble for the injuries is identified. But it is not always easy to recon-
struct an accident: Sometimes the skid marks and the injuries sim-
ply indicate that they occurred simultaneously, frustrating efforts
to determine which driver caused the harm. In these cases the ten-
dency seems to be that no driver is held responsible, no treatment
is administered, and the involved parties simply get back in their
cars and zoom away.

To bring this back to a non-metaphorical level, I am sug-
gesting that Black women can experience discrimination in ways
that are both similar to and different from those experienced by
white women and Black men. Black women sometimes experience
discrimination in ways similar to white women's experiences; some-
times they share very similar experiences with Black men. Yet
often they experience double-discrimination-the combined effects
of practices which discriminate on the basis of race, and on the
basis of sex. And sometimes, they experience discrimination as
Black women-not the sum of race and sex discrimination, but as
Black women.

Black women's experiences are much broader than the general
categories that discrimination discourse provides. Yet the contin-
ued insistence that Black women's demands and needs be filtered













Citations 
 
Crenshaw, Kimberlé. “Dermarginalizing the Intersection of Race 
and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination 
Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics.” The University 
of Chicago Legal Forum (1989): 139–167. Print. 
 
Darms, Lisa, ed. The Riot Grrrl Collection. New York: The 
Feminist Press at CUNY, 2013. Print. 


