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FEMINIST GEOGRAPHIES OF 
INTERSECTIONALITY

Over the past decades, intersectionality has been 
hugely influential in gender studies and femi-
nist theory (Weldon 2019). Intersectionality 
offers a powerful theory to study social inequal-
ity, politicsand identification simultaneously 
(Anthias 2012; Collins & Bilge 2016). As was 
first spelled out by Crenshaw (1989), building 
on the work of the Combahee River Collective 
(1983), intersectionality draws attention to the 
ways in which axes of social hierarchies – such 
as class, gender or race – donot operate sepa-
rately but mutually influence each-other.

From its origins in North-American Black 
feminist struggles, intersectionality has fanned 
out into different theoretical and political direc-
tions. While sharing an interest in the way social 
differentiations combine to construct social hier-
archies and power differences, these approaches 
can differ in their conceptualisation and political 
ambitions (Choo & Ferree 2010). Feminist geog-
raphers too have been inspired by intersectional 
theory, not least because place and space have 
always been an important, although sometimes 
implicit venture point in intersectional thinking 
(hooks 1984; 1990; Davis 1983; Valentine 2007; 
Brown 2012; Williams 2014). Nonetheless, ex-
plicit engagement with intersectional theory by 
geographers more generally came rather late 
(Valentine 2007; Hopkins 2018). This editorial 
briefly reviews some of the ways geographers 
have engaged with intersectional theory.

Feminist geographers have primarily fo-
cused on theoretical elaborations of the in-
tersection of structuring conditions; and on 
the elaboration of case studies to analyse the 
lived experiences of intersectionality at the 
level of the individual (Valentine 2007; Rodó- 
de-Zárate & Baylina 2018). As we outline below, 
geographers have deployed intersectionality 
to understand the connections between the 
production of space and the reproduction of 
power. Intersectionality has urged geographers 
to rethink places not just as territories governed 
from above, but also as relational intersections 
characterised by emergence and connections 
(Prins 2006; Featherstone 2012). This work has 
also focused on the intersection of power rela-
tions, exclusion and solidarity and their produc-
tion in place-based interactions (Knapp 2005) 
through propinquity and connectivity in every-
day places (e.g. Featherstone 2012; Janská et al. 
2017). Looking at these inequalities and their 
interaction with places (Barber 2015; May 2015; 
Williams 2014) through the lens of intersection-
ality, place reveals itself as a crucial nexus point 
in the production of intersectional exclusion 
and solidarity (Rodo-de-Zarate 2017, 2016; Silva 
& Ornat 2016; Valentine & Harris 2016).

INTERSECTIONALITY AND SOCIAL 
MOVEMENTS

As many of the concept’s originators empha-
sised, intersectionality is rooted in activism, 
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and key intersectional theorists built on their 
engagement in social movements for inspi-
ration and conceptual development (Cho  
et al. 2013). As an outcome of earlier debates 
in identity politics, intersectionality theory 
emerged as both a critique of the essentialist 
understanding of identity in some forms of 
identity politics (Grillo 1995; Anthias 2012) 
and an attempt to shift the focus away from 
individual identity praxis towards intersect-
ing systems and structures of oppression 
(Bacchetta 2009; Collins & Bilge 2016). Yet 
intersectional activism in itself is not devoid 
of contradictions and it is also from the realm 
of activism and movement organisation that 
intersectional theory is critically interro-
gated. Intersectional thinking has opened 
up the possibility of building solidarity across 
differences in coalitional platforms (Butler 
2015; Collins & Bilge 2016). By emphasising 
how individuals face an interlocking matrix 
of oppressions, individuals can be connected 
along various lines in their struggles against 
oppression, to combine in a ‘universal rich 
with particulars’ (Chun et al. 2013), as was 
recently demonstrated by the International 
Women’s March (Doan 2017; Gökarıksel & 
Smith 2017; Rose-Redwood & Rose-Redwood 
2017).

At the same time, intersectional claims also 
compromise the mobilising power of strate-
gic essentialism in identity-based movements 
(Grillo 1995; Leachman 2016). Progressive so-
cial movements deploying strategically essen-
tialist strategies do struggle to accommodate 
intersectional claims from within the move-
ment (e.g. Black Lives Matter in the US have 
been criticised for ignoring the lives of Black 
Women; Western liberal feminists for ignoring 
or even contributing to the specific oppression 
of Women of Colour – see also Rose-Redwood 
& Rose-Redwood 2017 on the Women’s 
March), whereas intersectionality is sometimes 
deployed to imply divisive hierarchies of op-
pression (Aouragh 2019).

Despite intersectionality’s roots in social 
movement activism, there has been little geo-
graphical work examining the opportunities, 
contradictions and difficulties of conducting 
intersectional activism. Here we review two 
key texts which have attempted to do this. In 
his study of the construction of intersectional 

solidarities between diverse Londoners and 
British coalminers during the historically sig-
nificant Miners’ strike in Britain in 1984/85, 
Kelliher (2017) has examined how key com-
munity infrastructures, such as feminist book-
shops and LGBT Centres, helped articulate 
solidarity between differently positioned social 
groups with the striking miners. For him, the 
relationship between miners in Britain’s coal-
fields and London’s more multicultural and 
diverse working classes had been laid down 
over more than a decade before the strike and 
included the miners own support for strik-
ing Asian women workers at the Grunwick 
film processing plant in the 1970s. As Brown 
(2020) has argued, in his analysis of an attack 
on the apartheid-era South African embassy 
in London during a protest against the intro-
duction of a Poll Tax on all adults in Britain 
in 1990, many expressions of intersectional 
solidarity are moments of coming together against 
a (perceived) common enemy, by diverse par-
ticipants with intersectional experiences of 
multiple structures of oppression. Such events 
might be contrasted with more intrinsic ex-
pressions of coming together with across intersec-
tional differences, as are discussed in many of 
the papers in this issue (e.g. Rahbari, Peterson, 
Pan & Loopmans).

THE FOCUS OF THIS COLLECTION

This special issue engages explicitly with the 
political and the spatial by addressing how spa-
tial structures and intersectional solidarities 
and activism coproduce each other (Roestone 
Collective 20142014; Featherstone 2017). It ex-
amines how intersectional relations of power, 
exclusion and solidarity are produced in doing 
(West & Fenstermaker 1995) through and in a 
struggle over the making of everyday places (e.g. 
Featherstone 2012; 2017; Janská et al. 2017). As 
is emphasised by Oosterlynck et al. (2017, p. 11), 
the relations between identity, solidarity, and 
place making are intricate and underline the fun-
damentally political character of space:

Space is not a neutral background to these 
politics, but is a fundamental strategic 
property; it can be a source for identifica-
tion and the construction of common ref-
erence frames (Martin 2003; 2013); it can 
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become a focus of struggle (Castells 1983; 
Mayer 2003; Loopmans et al. 2012), or it 
can be a locale where relations of interde-
pendence are forged and made explicit 
(Simone 2004; 2010; Routledge & Cumbers 
2009; Nicholls 2009; Featherstone 2012).

The plasticity of intersectionality and the 
variability of intersectional solidarities com-
mands particular attention to the everyday 
practice of intersectional identity formation 
and politics (Valentine 2007; Vainikka 2015) 
and its geographical dimensions. Indeed, 
intersectional movements emphasise the rel-
evance of specific places where coalitional 
labour such as meeting, interaction and dis-
cussion are facilitated, thus acting as a basis 
for coalition building across differences and 
across space; but they do not ignore the role 
of space in the reproduction of oppressions 
and exclusions.

In a key text from 2012, Michael Brown ex-
plored some of the limitations of geographical 
scholarship about intersectionality. He argued 
that geographical scholarship has tended to ex-
amine some intersectional relationships (such 
as those between gender, race and class) more 
than others and repeatedly expressed its anxiet-
ies about relationships beyond this triad of social 
categories, which it fails to adequately grapple 
with. This special issue cannot entirely escape 
those anxieties, but it does bring together a range 
of different intersectional relationships that 
are not always discussed alongside each other. 
Most papers discuss solidarity and exclusion in 
the light of the intersection of the popular triad 
gender, race and class, but also include religion, 
sexuality, health, nationality, and place. In pre-
senting political struggles around sexuality and 
sexual health alongside debates about migrant 
solidarity and the placemaking of minority eth-
nic groups, the collection seeks to challenge and 
subvert ‘paranoid readings’ (Sedgwick 2003) of 
seemingly inescapable assemblages like ‘homon-
ationalism’ in the contemporary world, and 
spatially situate them (Ritchie 2015). Our con-
tributions recognise the strenuous movement 
work needed to build progressive intersectional 
solidarities, as much as the challenges offered 
by the spatial contexts of mobilisations (Siltanen  
et al. 2015; Rose-Redwood & Rose-Redwood 2017). 
Yet we also explore conditions and possibilities 

for solidarity in and through always unresolved 
and imperfect intersectional collaborations.

Ladan Rahbari, in a discussion of World 
Hijab Day, a transnational action in solidarity 
with Muslim women against Islamophobia, 
explores the intricacies of intersectional sol-
idarity and collaboration. She analyses the 
problems related to the decontextualised, 
a-spatial character of this internet campaign, 
and emphasises the need to connect the global 
virtual network with local places of mobilisa-
tion and encounter where the complexities of 
the intersectional oppression faced by Islamic 
women in different contexts can be discussed 
and contextualised.

Similarly, Pan and Loopmans emphasise 
the multiscalar and relational character of in-
tersectional struggles. Analysing how national 
policies to contain HIV in China allowed ho-
mosexual men living with HIV to shape het-
erotopic places for LGBTQI  +  activism, they 
describe how oppression and empowerment 
combine through place-making politics in in-
tersectional activism.

Peterson, Scott and Nessi analyse these in-
tersectional place-making politics in more de-
tail. Comparing the erasure of Black activists 
from the Cape Town Pride with the erasure of 
LGBTI from Black South African communi-
ties, Lwando Scott analyses the co-formation of 
space and intersectional oppression in South 
Africa. In a similar vein, Cecilia Nessi, in an 
analysis of lesbian spaces in Milan, emphasises 
how the co-formation of identity and place re-
inforce intersectional divisions between white, 
native Italian lesbian spaces and migrant les-
bian spaces as places for solidarity. Melike 
Peterson on the other hand, in line with Pan 
and Loopmans, zooms in on how places func-
tion as catalysts for solidarity. In an ethno-
graphic analysis of semi-formal meeting places 
in Glasgow, she discusses how everyday interac-
tions across differences are political moments 
which can underpin mutual understanding 
and counter intersectional division.

CONCLUSION

To conclude, the various papers in this sec-
tion do not only offer us insights in a wide 
diversity of contexts and intersectional 
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solidarities. They also open up new agendas 
for future intersectional geographies of sol-
idarity and activism. They point at a need to 
expand our academic endeavour in three in-
terconnected directions.

First of all, our contributions show that inter-
sectional solidarities do not emerge out of thin 
air. They are the result of geographically varied, 
intense movement labour. We need a better un-
derstanding of the role of meeting places and 
interpersonal communication in identity for-
mation and mobilisation, as much as we should 
study more intensively how the globalising net-
works through which activism moves, translate 
and transform intersectional solidarities.

Second, several contributions show how 
we should also be more open to explore how 
oppression and empowerment, solidarity and 
conflict are often embedded in the same so-
cio-spatial assemblage. Intersectional mobili-
sations are inherently contradictory and these 
contradictions, with their spatial expressions, 
are still not understood clearly enough.

Finally, the various contributions reveal 
how intersectional solidarities unfold between 
places and scales, territories as well as net-
works. The geographical literature on social 
movements has emphasised how we should 
acknowledge the diverse spatial dimensions of 
mobilisations (Nicholls 2009; Uitermark et al. 
2012; Miller 2016). Integrating these insights 
into the analysis and theorising of intersec-
tional solidarities and activism promises a third 
direction in which geographical studies of in-
tersectionality could make progress.
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