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Developing a Critical Realist Positional Approach to Intersectionality
ANGELA MARTINEZ DY
University of Nottingham
LEE MARTIN
University of Nottingham
SUSAN MARLOW
University of Nottingham
This article identifies philosophical tensions and limitations within contemporary intersectionality
theory which, it will be argued, have hindered its ability to explain how positioning in multiple
social categories can affect life chances and influence the reproduction of inequality. We draw
upon critical realism to propose an augmented conceptual framework and novel methodological
approach that offers the potential to move beyond these debates, so as to better enable
intersectionality to provide causal explanatory accounts of the ‘lived experiences’ of social privilege
and disadvantage.
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Introduction
Intersectionality has emerged over the past thirty years as an interdisciplinary approach to
analyzing the concurrent impacts of social structures, with a focus on theorizing how belonging to
multiple exclusionary social categories can influence political access and equality.1 It conceptualizes
the interaction of categories of difference such as gender, race and class at many levels, including
individual experience, social practices, institutions and ideologies, and frames the outcomes of
these interactions in terms of the distribution and allocation of power.2 As a form of social critique
originally rooted in black feminism,3 intersectionality is described by Jennifer Nash as ‘outsider
knowledge’ that has ‘transversed disciplinary borders and gained institutional legitimacy’. 4
Eventually adopted into mainstream feminist discourse, intersectionality is now acknowledged as a
significant contribution to feminist scholarship.
However, the scholarly discourse underpinning intersectionality encompasses a range of
philosophical, methodological and practical positions that differ greatly in their approaches to
analyzing the varying impacts of categories,5 and indeed, in their stances on whether this is even
possible. Although it is generally accepted that understanding intersectionality helps make visible
the influences of multiple categories of oppression, when researchers have attempted to tease out
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the related forces involved, their approaches have been problematized and their methods
critiqued. The inconsistency amongst approaches combined with lack of ontological discussion has
led some to suggest that the widespread uptake of intersectionality in feminist theory may be
obscuring relevant debates within the field, such as those between liberal, poststructuralist, and
black standpoint perspectives.6 Additionally, due to its original aim of analyzing the impacts of
intersecting forces of oppression, both theory and research have tended to pay less attention to
questions of agency and privilege.7 Together, these issues have precipitated something of a
methodological crisis for intersectionality.
One conceptual approach that has been heavily problematized is the idea that the
intersections of certain categories affect identities in a fixed or static way. In response, a more fluid
notion of social positionality has been put forward. Positionality builds upon the importance
intersectionality places on multiple identities, but concentrates instead on broader social locations
and processes that are context‐, meaning‐, and time‐specific, explicitly located within social
hierarchies, and tied to both material and cultural resource distribution.8 The move towards
positionality is clearly articulated by Floya Anthias, for whom intersectionality is a social process of
practices and arrangements giving rise to particular forms of positionality, which tend to involve
shifts and contradictions.9 She suggests that from a temporal view, positionality encompasses both
the present outcome of intersectionality – i.e. the being – as well as the process of development
that is continually occurring, or the becoming. Like intersectionality, positionality is held to have
present effects, yet also be dynamic and subject to changing social and individual circumstances.
But in its acknowledgement of potential contradictions, positionality is arguably better equipped
than its precursor to articulate discussions of agency and privilege as well as oppression and
disadvantage.
There is now a rich history informing intersectionality and positionality theorizing and
research, yet the literature rarely calls into question the underlying assumptions that have led to
such disparate approaches and methodological rifts. Whilst there have been significant
contributions made in identifying and categorizing intersectional approaches, 10 the various
philosophical underpinnings of these approaches are not often clearly elucidated, nor are the
effects of their foundations subject to critique.11 Thus this article will draw upon the philosophy of
critical realism to explore some of the philosophical roots of intersectionality theory and argue that
key ontological and epistemological assumptions across the various approaches have led
intersectionality into its present crisis of method. We suggest that a number of current limitations
can be overcome if critical realism is used to inform theory development. To make this argument,
the article is structured as follows. First, contemporary reviews and critiques of intersectionality are
examined. Second, the theoretical limitations identified are mapped to implicit roots in positivist
and hermeneutic philosophical traditions and the methodological problems engendered by such
assumptions articulated. Finally, we propose an outline of a critical realist approach to
intersectionality that addresses how these problems can be reconciled, and in so doing, offer an
alternative philosophical foundation for future intersectional research.
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Intersectional complexity and the limitations of current approaches
Because of ambiguity in basic definitions and the complexity of the subjectivities with which it
grapples, there is a notable lack of consensus about key elements of intersectionality theory. A case
in point concerns inconsistency in conceptualization: depending on the author or context,
intersectionality has been considered a theory, a paradigm, a framework, a method, a perspective,
or a lens.12 Such vagueness and ambiguity has been both heralded for its flexibility and usefulness13
as well as identified as a central tension within the literature.14 There is also a conspicuous dearth
of explicit ontological and epistemological discussions within the field.15 Combined, these issues
have meant there is currently a limited range of methodological tools with which to research
intersectionality, leading to the conclusion that intersectionality is methodologically under‐
theorized.16
One exception is found in Leslie McCall’s work. Defining methodology as encompassing the
philosophy and methods that underpin the research process and production of knowledge, she
identifies three distinct methodological strands within intersectional research: anti‐categorical
complexity, intra‐categorical complexity, and inter‐categorical complexity. 17 Anti‐categorical
approaches attempt to deconstruct and reject analytical categories, starting from the assumption
that categories, including race and gender, are too simplistic to capture the complexity of lived
experience. 18 Intra‐categorical approaches, representative of the original approach of
intersectionality, attempt to focus on social groups at neglected points of intersection. Inter‐
categorical approaches, described as the ‘strategic use’ of categories, ‘begins with the observation
that there are relationships of inequality among already constituted social groups, as imperfect and
ever changing as they are, and takes those relationships as the centre of the analysis.’19 McCall
notes that not all research on intersectionality can be categorized into one of the three types of
approaches, that some will cross categorical boundaries, that there may not be homogeneity within
the categories, and that she may have misunderstood or misclassified some pieces of research.20
However, the methodological strands she describes provide a useful framework for analyzing
extant intersectional methodology, particularly because the framework presented does not reflect
upon the ontological and epistemological underpinnings of intersectional research. It will be later
argued that the current limitations of intersectional theory correspond to problematic ontological
and epistemological assumptions underpinning the various types of approaches outlined by McCall.
Positivism in intersectionality theory
Positivism is a philosophy of science that underpins much of the natural sciences. There are many
forms of positivist thought, but some of the most influential forms were developed from the work
of Comte and Hume. For Hume, causality was synonymous with regularity between events, i.e. if
12
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event x and event y are regularly conjoined, it is presumed that one causes the other. His
philosophy of science, therefore, emphasizes the importance of empirical observation for
uncovering such causal laws, and that knowledge claims about the natural world should be limited
to such uncovered events. Roy Bhaskar recognized that this set of ideas and the principles of the
related philosophy of empiricism contained the implicit ontological assumption that reality is
limited to that which is observable and measurable. He termed this the epistemic fallacy: what we
consider real is limited to what we can know.21
Feminist theory has also critiqued dominant philosophical frameworks; in particular, for
their privileging of men and lack of grounding in women’s experiences.22 It has challenged the
forms of positivism described above for their insistence on the primacy of masculinist empirical
observation for the construction of knowledge.23 Multiple feminist interdisciplinary methodological
approaches have thus been developed, including feminist empiricism, standpoint theory and
postmodern perspectives, some of which have themselves been critiqued for similar exclusionary
limitations.24 Intersectionality as a diverse and pluralist paradigm has drawn and built upon all of
these, with particular grounding in structuralist standpoint feminism.25 And whilst its philosophical
underpinnings have not tended to be at the forefront of the conversation, McCall notes that those
in anti‐categorical and intra‐categorical camps tend to associate advanced quantitative techniques,
large data sets, and surveys with the negative legacies of positivism. 26 However, whilst
intersectionality has clearly been influenced by both feminist standpoint theory and postmodern
perspectives, it will be argued that the positivist and feminist empiricist traditions have had a larger
impact upon intersectional theory building than has been previously acknowledged.
Some of the inter‐ and intra‐categorical intersectional approaches identified by McCall seem
to contain implicit positivist assumptions as they attempt to theorize the nature and kind of causes
at work in structures of domination, as well as to articulate the historically specific conditions under
which they exist. The concern with identifying such causes means that some of this research has
treated categories such as race and class as discrete and separable. Subsequently, race, class and
gender have been portrayed and analyzed as fixed categories with discrete, consistent and
measurable effects27 when they are in fact ‘shifting, slippery, [and] highly contextual’.28 This is an
issue within identity‐centred intersectionality scholarship in general, as identity ‐ and by extension,
difference and inequality – may be treated as static and possessive attributes of individuals or
groups.29 Gita Mehrotra points to the predominance of mathematical and geometric metaphors
invoked to structurally describe intersectionality, including vectors of difference, matrices of
oppression, and axes of power,30 along with the problematic additive model, and its cousin, the
multiplicative model.31 These metaphors suggest that gender, race, and class can be considered
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separately and so, understood and analyzed through, for example, additive calculation.32 The
extensive use of mathematical tropes to portray structural conditions is clearly reflective of a
positivist legacy and has created a conceptual cul‐de‐sac that makes it difficult to imagine other
ways in which structures might interact.
Additionally, Hume’s philosophy of science informed positivist methodologies that suggest
hypothesis development and the prediction of the results of empirical investigation are important
to knowledge formation. Tendencies towards prediction are arguably at the root of why simplistic
quasi‐predictive conceptualizations, such as the additive approach, wherein experiences of
oppression explained in terms of the sum total of the oppressions of the relevant marginalized
categories, became popular. Such conceptualizations, however, have now been roundly critiqued as
both unlikely and essentializing.33 Ironically, it was just this kind of quasi‐predictive approach that
was specifically challenged in seminal intersectional work, which served to complicate essentialist
notions of womanhood espoused by second wave feminism through challenging the assumption
that categories such as ‘woman’ or ‘black’ affect everyone within their bounds in a similar manner,
whilst taking the assumed stability of those boundaries to task. For example, Patricia Hill Collins
stressed that common challenges did not necessarily produce common experiences.34 But Nash
notes that early theorists’ work on the intersections of race and gender in particular, pushed these
two constructs to the fore, and away from grappling with other issues of multiple marginality. The
legacy of this early work is still present: Nash points out that ‘intersectional projects often replicate
precisely the approaches that they critique’35 by reifying categories or overlooking heterogeneity
due to bracketing or ignoring categories with which they are not explicitly concerned.
Black feminist critiques of theory as elitist and exclusionary36 were concordant with other
feminist critiques of the androcentric construction of ‘knowledge’ in the natural sciences, which
pointed out that a science created by Western, bourgeois, white heterosexual men can only be
subjective.37 Despite these critiques, intersectional scholars have yet to address the epistemic
fallacy38 within their epistemologies. In their attempt to contest the idea of theory as neutral, Nash
points out that the black feminist scholarship in which intersectionality is grounded intentionally
‘collaps[ed] the distinction between theory and experience’.39 Yet, in spite of such justifiable
intentions, it still results in problems of being becoming conflated with problems of knowing. Thus,
the conflation of experience, theory, and knowledge that feminism critiqued in the scientific
tradition can be seen to have been replicated within this category of intersectionality theory, albeit
with important differences; the vantage point was now articulated and embodied. It was no longer
elite, but instead occupied a subjugated position in the social hierarchy. As such, from the
perspective of feminist standpoint theory, it had the potential to precipitate an acute awareness of
relationships of power, described by Donna Haraway as ‘vision…from below’.40 Although there is
undeniable value in the demarginalization of subjugated worldviews, intersectional theories suffer
from the epistemic fallacy when they do not separate ontological claims from their epistemological
32
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origins. As a result of this philosophical legacy, intersectionality scholarship risks omitting from its
theories that which may be unexercised, unactualized, or unobserved; this will be explored in more
detail later.
The hermeneutic tradition and intersectional identity
Hermeneutics has its origins in ancient Greek philosophy, although modern hermeneutics is derived
from many thinkers, such as Heidegger, Gadamer and Habermas. Whilst there is heterogeneity in
these approaches, what links them is a focus on meaning via textual interpretation or sense‐
making. Phenomenology, the study of the structures of experience, and constructivism, the
argument that all knowledge is a social construction, are derived, in some way, from this
hermeneutic tradition, whilst poststructuralism can be considered part of its radical intellectual
evolution. Like phenomenology, poststructuralism is primarily concerned with how people
experience and make sense of the world and warns against research that seeks to uncover
underlying truths.41 What makes it radical is the basic premise that it is fundamentally impossible to
accurately represent the world.42 Although differences between authors are acknowledged, for the
purpose of this article, these schools of thought will be subsumed under the umbrella of the
hermeneutic tradition. Contemporary work on intersectionality is predominantly associated with
the anti‐categorical approaches identified by McCall, which, taking broadly defined hermeneutic
(predominantly constructivist and poststructural) positions, tend to view categories as ‘simplifying
social fictions,’43 based upon the idea that social reality is a fluid and co‐constitutive phenomenon
that cannot be depicted in simplistic, categorical and discrete ways.44 Within such intersectionality
research, these approaches have helped to further complicate notions of categories of belonging,
highlighting their political function. However, the retained focus on interpretation, due to what is
perceived to be the impossibility of truth claims, carries the risk that such research will be ‘drained
of causal import’45 as it attends primarily to individual interpretations of reality.
Importantly, neither hermeneuticist nor positivist traditions articulate an ontology that
includes a notion of transfactuality, i.e. that causes can exist and endure without our knowledge of
them. For Bhaskar, the lack of an articulated ontology concerning causality results in the tacit
adoption of an implicit one. Critiquing the hermeneutic tradition for the way it regards the key
problems of philosophy arising from the ‘conditions, limits and forms’ of language,46 he argues that
the consequence of the implicit ontological assumptions within the hermeneutic tradition is that
society is entirely conceptual in character, with its central category being that of meaning.47
Although prominent poststructuralists such as Judith Butler have argued that categories are still
relevant and that hegemonic discourses do have significant material consequences, 48 the
problematic methodological implication of this line of thinking when translating these abstract
arguments to research is that structural issues tend to be analyzed primarily in terms of individual
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experiences and related understanding of them, to the detriment of the analysis of unrecognized
structural impediments49 and their relationship with individual agency.50
The tendency of anti‐categorical intersectionality theorists to focus ever more closely on the
meaning‐making processes of the individual reflects the methodological restriction imposed
through this tradition. Within anti‐categorical discourse, notions of positionality or structural
discrimination are often collapsed into the concept of ‘identity’. Yuval‐Davis defines identities as
individual and collective narratives that answer questions of who we are. She notes, however, that
in contemporary literature, concepts of identity are often required to perform analytical tasks
beyond their abilities.51 For example, the study of identity at the level of the individual seems ill‐
suited to providing wider contextual analysis for a given social condition. Although exploring
identity can provide insight into how people perceive, make sense of and cope with particular
circumstances, it cannot speak decisively about how structural components of those circumstances
may be determined by the wider social field. The predominance of inquiries into intersectional
identity is herein argued to be a continuation of the hermeneutic focus on the discursive
construction of reality as it manifests at the micro level. Concurrently, there is a conspicuous lack of
theory on the intersecting structural conditions that engender these realities,52 in which resource
inequalities of various kinds produce complex experiences of discrimination and privilege.53 This
poses significant challenges for intersectional scholars seeking to explain macro‐level conditions
without contradicting their philosophical tradition.
Table 1 shows the three existing approaches to intersectional methodological complexity.54
Drawing upon critical realist perspectives,55 it illustrates how these approaches are implicitly
informed by the positivist and/or hermeneutic traditions, and highlights some of the common
problematic outcomes that occur as a result.
______
TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE
______
Whilst many poststructuralist scholars have embraced intersectionality and vice versa, Maria Carbin
and Sara Edenheim have critiqued intersectionality’s apparent hegemony within current feminist
theory, arguing that there is no room in the field of intersectionality for a poststructuralism based
on the premise that reality is inherently unknowable, and which does not share the ‘dream of a
common feminist language.’56 They lend temporal and political context to the debate when they
argue that intersectionality’s widespread adoption into feminist theory, constructivist
intersectionality especially, has come to signal a ‘liberal consensus‐based project…in an increasingly
neoliberal and conservative European context.’57 Intersectionality has also been challenged by
49
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feminist new materialists Evelien Geerts and Iris van der Tuin, who critique what they see as its
denial of agency and, addressing the gap around intersectional ontology, follow Karen Barad in
arguing for an explicit onto‐epistemology, or ‘entanglement’ between being and knowing.58 Thus, it
is both useful and timely to introduce the concepts of critical realism to intersectionality theory. A
philosophy of science that accepts the transfactual existence of causal powers emerging from
structural categories and positions, and which explains how agency interacts with, reproduces, and
changes these structures, offers the opportunity to strengthen intersectionality’s philosophical
underpinnings and move beyond these restricting debates.

Towards a critical realist intersectionality
Critical realism can help address the limitations of existing intersectionality theory by providing an
alternative ontology and epistemology to those that currently predominate. The critical realist
philosophy contains a conception of causality that enables an understanding of how the social
world can exist independently from our knowledge of it. Bhaskar’s philosophy of science arose from
asking the question: What must the world be like in order for science, as we understand it, to be
possible? Arguing that because it is possible to identify correlations and causation through
experimental activity, his conclusion was there must be underlying causal mechanisms enabling
such events to be measured. Because these correlations may not endure outside of this
experimental activity (as they require scientific work in order to be identified) the causal
mechanisms that lead to them must be considered separate from the events they generate. In
other words, causes have essential properties that operate continuously, regardless of any
immediate effect.59 Bhaskar then proposed that these causal mechanisms underpin events, and
that mechanisms can be considered real if they ‘have an effect or make a difference’.60 This logic
enabled the conclusion that the social world must be stratified into at least three domains: the
empirical, in which events are observed and measured; the actual, in which events occur
irrespective of our knowledge of them; and the real or the deep, where causal powers can be
exercised (formed but not necessarily acting) or un‐exercised (yet to be formed but possible given
current conditions).61
Whilst acknowledging important contributions to knowledge from both positivist and
hermeneutic traditions, Bhaskar points out two fundamental oversights. First, both strands of
thought predicate a flat and positive ontology, which he terms ‘ontological monovalence’.62 Here
both philosophies make implicit assumptions that there can be no absence, and no potential, in the
world. Positivism assumes only that which can be measured exists; hence, the unobserved cannot
be considered part of reality. The hermeneutic tradition implicitly assumes that if something is not
registered within the subjective perception or sense‐making processes of an individual we can
make no claim to knowing it, and by consequence it cannot be considered part of the social world.
This again restricts what can be theorized about the unsaid, the unknown, the absent and what
may lie in potential. Second, he identified that neither philosophical approach allows for the
possibility of transfactuality: the idea that causal powers can exist without being actualized in
58
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events or recognized by observers.63 Instead, only causes or mechanisms that are observed,
experienced and measured are acknowledged, with no means of accounting for that which may not
be actualized or recognized. Thus, according to both traditions, any social cause or mechanism that
is either unactualized or unrecognized by actors cannot be assumed to exist. Bhaskar proposes
transfactuality as a path through this divide, in which causal mechanisms are considered real and
external to individuals, but transcendentally so. Accordingly, they may exist actualized or
unactualized, perceived or unperceived. The possibility of knowing their existence is pursued
through the development of fallible theories, including that of their potential transfactuality.
This logic provides a means with which to reconcile some key problems facing current
intersectionality theory. For example, there is a tendency within intersectionality theory to avoid
conceptualizing privilege.64 This means theory has not clearly articulated ways in which individuals
may be subject to oppression by certain mechanisms whilst benefiting from privilege because of
others. Nash articulates this need when she comments that ‘progressive scholarship requires a
nuanced conception of identity that recognizes the ways in which positions of dominance and
subordination work in complex and intersecting ways to constitute subject experiences of
personhood’. 65 This could be addressed by incorporating a notion of transfactuality into
intersectionality’s conceptualization of complexity. Transfactuality enables the conceptualization of
causal mechanisms emerging from the level of society that in some cases are unactualized or
unrecognized and yet, which are still held to function. For example, it is particularly useful for
theorizing privilege, since the ways it is normalized and made to seem natural66 mean that it tends
to go unacknowledged and unrecognized, particularly by those whom it benefits.67 Thus, it is
entirely possible and likely quite common that someone could believe they are not privileged on
the basis of their normative race, dominant gender, or higher social class, and for this belief to be
incorrect. Another way of conceptualizing privilege could utilize the critical realist notion of
absence;68 in this case, privilege could mean the absence of additional obstacles to success as a
result of belonging to the dominant race, class, or gender. These concepts would be especially
useful for enabling intersectionality theory to explain how individuals may be subject to oppression
in some ways but privileged in others.
In another example, an institution or organization may have an implicit culture of sexism
and racism in relation to career progression and the allocation of financial rewards, yet these
mechanisms may not be perceived by those benefiting from them, and unacknowledged by those
perpetuating them. However, the transfactuality of mechanisms of privilege and discrimination
means that they operate whether or not they are acknowledged to exist. It also explains why,
within the same organization, individual women and people of colour might advance, but the
demographic composition of the management structure remains predominantly white and male.
Though the overall tendency of the structure is governed by the dominant mechanisms of sexism
and racism, discriminatory mechanisms may not be actualized in all cases, and other mechanisms –
say, a corporate call for diversity or an equal opportunities policy – may potentially provide some
countervailing forces. Incorporating the concepts of transfactuality and absence in this way can
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help advance intersectional theory at both the micro‐ and macro‐levels, in order to more accurately
theorize the nature of systems of oppression and privilege.

Critical realist feminism in an intersectional framework
Although critical realism has seen only initial deployment within feminist theory in general69 and
intersectionality theory in particular,70 critical realist feminists such as Lena Gunnarsson and
Caroline New have responded to the poststructuralist and anti‐categorical approaches that feature
prominently in intersectional literature. Gunnarsson notes that as a result of these approaches, the
category ‘woman’ is now assumed to have little positive theoretical validity in feminist literature.71
This is corroborated by McCall, who observes that anti‐categoricalism has led to ‘great scepticism
about the possibility of using categories in anything but a simplistic way’, and highlights the
potential value of critical realism to intersectionality theory. 72 Gunnarsson explains that the
rejection of the category ‘woman’ stems from ‘deny[ing] categories any analytical validity by virtue
of their empirical inseparability’;73 however, she maintains that it is not impossible to distinguish
gender analytically from other categories. Indeed, she argues that an intersectional standpoint is
premised upon a category called ‘gender’ being analyzed in conjunction with other categories. But
for anti‐categoricalists, notes McCall, ‘the notion that gender is constructed entails that it is a
fiction’.74 In contrast, critical realist feminists maintain that women are a real group, joined by the
abstract social category of ‘woman’,75 who, New argues, may have some universal interests despite
the reality of heterogeneity. 76 So, although categories like race, ethnicity and gender are
understood to be constructions, and as such are not based on embodied reality or any ‘essential
truth’ about a group, this does not negate the fact that they have significant social meaning.
Gunnarsson details a realist understanding of categories such as race/ethnicity, class and
gender as neither essential nor analytically inseparable, but instead as abstractions with real social,
political, cultural and economic implications within their respective contexts. Categories are seen to
have real material and social effects, particularly on what Anthias refers to as the ‘set of outcomes
relating to life conditions, life chances and solidarity processes’.77 They serve to enable or constrain
opportunities, resources, perception by self and others, and treatment in social settings. However,
the usefulness of even abstract categories is still under debate within critical realist feminism;
SylviaWalby et al. argue for a move away from concepts such as ‘category’ that connote unity, and
toward phrases like ‘regimes’ or ‘set of unequal social relations’. 78 Thus, any critical realist
understanding of categories as abstractions ‘implies neither essentialism nor homogenization’79 of
the people to whom the categories refer. Instead, it is the social meanings that categories convey,
69
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and the structural positions to which they correspond, that lead to such essentializing perceptions,
resulting in treatment that reproduces or exacerbates inequalities in social conditions.
Finally, Bhaskar’s notion of concrete universality80 provides the necessary theoretical links
between the category‐as‐abstraction and heterogeneous individual experiences. He describes
abstract universal categories (e.g. woman) as being mediated by intersecting factors (including
race, class, age, sexual orientation, ability, etc.) and framed in a particular geopolitical and historical
context. This, combined with the irreducible uniqueness of individuals, defines the concept of a
concrete universal, in which abstract categorical belonging is held to be located in a particular
spatial/temporal context, mediated by social positionality, and concretized in the life experiences of
individuals. It enables elaboration upon critical realist feminist perspectives on the validity of the
category ‘woman’ 81 whilst at the same time preserving important intersectional critiques of
categorical essentialism by articulating the key factors that produce heterogeneity of experience,
therefore, broadening the understanding of what a ‘universal’ category is able to encompass.

Structure and agency in intersectional theory
The lack of a well‐defined relationship between structure and agency, as well as between structures
themselves, are further hurdles within intersectional theory that a critical realist approach could
help to clarify. It may be the case that since the so‐called poststructural turn in feminism, implicit
influences from the hermeneutic tradition contributed to the current tendency to avoid theorizing
structure within intersectional theory, although a number of pioneering structuralist scholars (e.g.
Floya Anthias, Angela Davis, Patricia Hill Collins, bell hooks and Nira Yuval‐Davis82) have made
significant contributions in this area. But with the current predominance of anti‐categorical
approaches, attention has been much more heavily focused on individual interpretations of social
reality. The relationship between structure and agency has therefore, been arguably under‐
theorized as a result, as has the interaction between agency and the replication of the structures of
domination, gaps which are highlighted in contemporary critiques of the literature.83 Thus far,
neither positivist nor poststructuralist approaches have conceptualized this relationship between
structure and agency in a way that has been widely adopted by intersectionality theory, leaving one
of its key aims unfulfilled: Nash observes that due to the lack of a comprehensive theory of agency,
intersectionality theory has thus far been unable to ‘answer…questions about the fit between
intersectionality and lived experience of identity’.84
Conceptualizing structure and agency, and the relationship between them, is a widely
contested area of social theory,85 replete with vigorous debate that due to limitations of space it is
not possible to engage with here. For now, however, we turn to realist sociologist Margaret
Archer’s conceptions of structure and agency, as they are rooted in critical realism and contain
much promise for propelling intersectional theory forward past these intellectual hurdles. In
Archer’s model, termed the morphogenetic approach, structures are regarded as products of past
human agency, influencing actors in the present who can then contribute to either the
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reproduction or transformation of these pre‐existing structures. The influence of structure upon
actors is two‐pronged. First, structure is held to affect life‐chances, endowing them with initial
interests and providing the leverage upon which reasons for different courses of action operate.
Thus, whilst life chances are not deterministic, they ‘strongly condition what type of Social Actor
the vast majority can and do become’.86 Second, structure is argued to be mediated by social actors
primarily through affecting their ‘constellation of concerns’ in relation to the natural, practical, and
social orders of reality. This mediation manifests and takes shape through a process of reflexive
internal conversation, which then results in chosen courses of action.
Archer challenges the conflations within contemporary social theory that attribute social
phenomena either entirely to the influence of structure (e.g. structuralism) or agency (e.g. rational
agent models), or, as in the case of structuration theory,87 collapses the two. In response to these
deterministic and individualistic approaches, the morphogenetic approach: ‘shows (a): how human
agency is socially mediated but is irreducible to social norms, and (b) how any account of human
agency must include emotional and normative factors as well as any reference to rationality’.88 It
acknowledges the historicity and objectivity of the circumstances of social structure, its consequent
impacts on life‐chances and the potential for agential reflexivity and choice within the options
available to them. It addresses subjectivity by acknowledging an agent’s personal powers, and
considers reflexivity, or the internal conversation, to be the primary medium by which the social
world is mediated in action. 89 Although it recognizes social positioning, or the ‘differential
placement of agents in relation to the distribution of resources,’ it highlights ‘the impossibility of
deducing determinate courses of action from such positionings alone’.90 It thus rejects both
determinism and voluntarism in favour of a dialectical, interactionist and mutually constitutive
approach to the explanation of social phenomena. It offers the potential to advance anti‐
categorical approaches to intersectionality, in which discussions of agency tend to be limited to
issues surrounding the discursive construction of power.91 Instead, this approach centres on and
upholds the primacy of practice, a conceptual parallel for the intersectional feminist notion of ‘lived
experience’, which Archer holds ‘yields reasoned knowledge nondiscursively’ and also ‘underlies
practical proficiency in the linguistic domain’.92
Although the lack of a theory of agency has not prevented researchers from exploring how
individuals negotiate intersecting oppressions within their experiences,93 critical realist notions of
the structure‐agency relationship, such as Archer’s three‐stage model 94 and morphogenetic
approach95 can undoubtedly be used to theorize how individuals and groups can be constrained or
enabled by structures, and how agency can affect structures in turn. Table 2 summarizes the
suggestions offered thus far for how critical realism may usefully be applied to intersectionality. It is
not meant to be exhaustive, but is intended as a starting point for identifying some valuable ways in
which critical realist philosophy could potentially help to advance the intersectional project.
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______
TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE
______

Critical realism and a positional approach to methodological complexity
Having critically examined the current problems and tensions within intersectionality theory, it is
now possible to introduce a new methodological approach to inform research and theory building.
To overcome existing limitations, a novel methodological approach is necessary and can be
achieved through drawing upon the ontological assumptions within critical realism. This approach
attempts to rectify the problematic assumptions and outcomes of the three approaches outlined by
McCall96 by drawing upon critical realist philosophy to sketch a novel intersectional ontological
framework. The development of such an approach can reinvigorate intersectionality theory with
the ability to assess how a particular individual’s social position is enabled and constrained by
generative structural mechanisms, and how these mechanisms operate in regard to particular
intersections of wider structural categories, such as race, class, and gender. Of the existing
approaches, the treatment of social categories has been taken to be their most prominent feature
and lent itself to their names. However, the conceptual tools found within critical realism enable us
to not only acknowledge the importance of such categories, but also to extend attention beyond
them to that of positionality. This new approach will therefore be referred to as the ‘positional’
approach, presented here as an augmented conceptual framework to existing intersectionality
theory. Its key characteristics are outlined in Table 3 below.
______
TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE
______
From a critical realist positional approach, abstract concepts such as ‘women’ would be
acknowledged to be ‘qualitatively different from lived reality’, and so could be used as categories of
analysis ‘without any expectation that they will correspond to…lived reality in any clear‐cut
sense’.97 Instead, they will correspond to structural positions. Into each of these positions will be
built, ‘certain structured interests, resources, powers, constraints and predicaments’, instituted by
the web of relationships that make up a social structure.98 The notion of structural positions within
critical realism strongly echoes the intersectional notion of positionality. Aligning the two concepts,
a positional approach enables the claim that generative structural mechanisms of oppression and
privilege can emerge from the durable yet dynamic intersections of social categories. Such
mechanisms position agents in particular social locations in which agency, the force by which we
negotiate our positioning, is enabled or constrained in relation to the effects of such privilege and
oppression on lived experience. Archer’s well‐elaborated notions of agency99 can help to draw
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feminist theorizing away from poststructuralist conceptions of a fragmented, disempowered
subject and towards a unified, embodied subject capable of agency100 and engaged in processes of
social positioning. Accordingly, positionality would be understood to influence life‐chances,101
concrete access to material, economic, political, symbolic and cultural resources,102 and condition
the cognitive resources available for conducting the internal conversations, both conscious and
unconscious, that influence agent action.103
A critical realist intersectional ontology, as shown in Table 4, accounts for the various
structural forces privileging and disadvantaging individuals, even if events expected to arise from
them did not occur or were not recognized (transfactuality). These forces would be understood to
be emergent; as such, they adhere to the critical realist conception of emergence104 in which reality
is arranged in levels, and something qualitatively new can emerge from a lower level.105 Some key
examples of mechanisms emergent from the level of society are racism (discrimination for not
belonging to the dominant race), sexism (discrimination for not belonging to the dominant gender
or refusing the prescriptions of one’s assumed gender), and classism (discrimination for not
belonging to the dominant class). Emergence also means that new forces can arise from the
historical interactions of other mechanisms. The notion of misogynoir, defined as the hatred of
black women and girls,106 is an example of such a mechanism, structurally emergent from the
interactions of racism and sexism. A realist intersectional ontology would illuminate how, although
social categories may be abstract constructions, they serve to define real relationships of power
from which causal mechanisms emerge. Moreover, these mechanisms can in some cases exist
unactualized, or be actualized but unrecognized by actors, groups and institutions. Subsequently,
research can identify how intersectional forces are perceived (or not) by individual agents and
wider social structures. This opens research methodology to explore intersectional forces on the
three levels of reality Bhaskar identified, as well as the emergent levels within them.107
______
TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE
______
This article has argued that intersectionality has thus far been shaped predominantly by
philosophical roots in positivist and hermeneuticist perspectives. From a positivist perspective,
prediction is desired, categories are treated as fixed and their intersections conceptualized as
separable and calculable. 108 From a hermeneuticist perspective, social categories are to be
deconstructed and rejected, and what is instead sought is ‘the constitution of subjectivity within
discourse’109 with a focus on identity as metonym for how this subjectivity is constructed. In
contrast, a critical realist perspective would distinguish between theory and experience, analytically
100
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separate categories from the lived experiences of the people to whom they refer and be aimed
primarily towards causal explanation, not prediction. Categories would be seen as abstractions and
actors as their referents, occupying dynamic, non‐deterministic structural positions that constrain
or enable them, in concert or in conflict, in intersecting ways. It would reject the additive approach
that places oppression as the sum total of multiple categories of discrimination in favour of an
approach that understands these categories as mutually shaped by, and shaping, each other.110
Seeking links between the macro and the micro,111 it would acknowledge and attend to the fluid
nature of intersections and categories as they impact identities and agency, but recognize that the
social meanings and conditions attached to categories are structurally emergent and therefore,
more durable over time. This conceptual framework thus offers the potential to answer Nash’s
call112 to advance intersectional theory and research by enabling it to more effectively explain the
nature of structures of domination, as well as how they are connected and replicate themselves.

Conclusion
Critical realism offers intersectional theory an alternative ontological framework that has the
potential to remove it from the quagmire of a growing critique that has the potential to obscure
and constrain its contribution. This article has helped to illustrate the manner in which the scope
and explanatory power of intersectionality theory is limited by implicit philosophical assumptions
stemming from roots in positivist and hermeneutic traditions. It argues that critical realism contains
the conceptual tools necessary to augment intersectionality theory and rectify some of its
problematic limitations. Building on existing feminist critiques of intersectionality, the foundations
for a novel approach to intersectional complexity, one that takes critical realism as its predominant
philosophical influence, has been proposed. This critical realist positional approach moves away
from, on the one hand, inter‐ and intra‐categorical conceptions of discrete and intersecting social
categories, and on the other, the popular anti‐categorical approaches that reject categories
altogether. Instead, categories can be taken as abstract starting points with durable social meaning
from which to explore broader structural inequalities as well as dynamic processes of positionality
and agency. Using critical realist tools to develop intersectionality theory in this way would enable
its advancement beyond discussions of identity and towards the original aims of the intersectional
and realist projects of dismantling structures of social oppression, and promoting emancipation and
human flourishing.
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TABLE 1
EXTANT INTERSECTIONAL APPROACHES TO METHODOLOGICAL COMPLEXITY
Approach to
Complexity

Inter‐categorical
(Categorical)

Intra‐categorical

Approach to
Categories

Provisionally adopt

Categories inadequate,
Deconstruct and reject
but identify complexity

Anti‐categorical

Predominant
Post‐positivist
Philosophical Influence

Positivist‐Hermeneutic

Hermeneutic
(Discursive approach)

Problematic
Assumptions

Categories fixed, can
be analyzed discretely

Intersections fixed,
experience = theory

Categories fictional
and thus, irrelevant

Problematic Outcomes

Additive approach,
mathematical tropes

Epistemic fallacy

Focus limited to
‘identity’ or ‘discourse’
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TABLE 2
LIMITATIONS, GAPS, AND THE CONCEPTUAL POSSIBILITIES OF CRITICAL REALISM
Intersectionality Theoretical Limitations and Gaps

Critical Realism Conceptual Tool

Tendency to collapse theory and experience (Nash Depth ontology (Bhaskar 2008)
2008)
Focus on individuals to the detriment of structural Emergence (Bhaskar 1998; Archer 1995);
analysis (Yuval‐Davis 2006); structure under‐ Morphogenetic
approach
(Archer
theorized or limited to mathematical tropes 1995/2000)
(Mehrotra 2011)
Categories as abstractions with real
implications: social, political, cultural and
Push to deconstruct social categories and dismiss
economic (Gunnarsson 2011)
them as irrelevant (McCall 2005)
Concrete universals (Bhaskar [1993] 2008)

Lack of theory on agency (Nash 2008)

Morphogenetic approach,
model (Archer [1995] 2000)

three‐stage

Lack of theory on privilege (Nash 2008)

Transfactuality and absence
[1975] 2008, [1993] 2008)

(Bhaskar
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TABLE 3
POSITIONAL APPROACH TO METHODOLOGICAL COMPLEXITY IN INTERSECTIONALITY
Approach to Complexity Positional
Approach to Categories Use as starting point to analyze broader
social locations and processes.
Predominant
Philosophical Influence

Critical Realist

Key Assumptions

Depth ontology, transfactuality, and
morphogenetic approach to structure,
culture,
and
agency.
Concrete
universals.

Key Outcomes

Structure = durable relationships that
position, constrain and/or enable. Social
positioning as a continuous process,
negotiated by agency. Marginality not a
monolith. Nuanced experiences of
privilege and oppression.
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TABLE 4
CRITICAL REALIST INTERSECTIONAL ONTOLOGY
Real generative mechanisms emerge from intersecting structures of
domination that serve to position individuals and groups within social
hierarchies.
Real
These complex and dynamic mechanisms privilege or disadvantage (enable
or constrain) agents in relation to social mobility and material, political,
social, cultural, and economic resources.

Actual

Enablement or constraint on the basis of positionality impacts people’s lives
– in particular, by offering or limiting opportunities and choices, and affecting
how they are perceived and treated by institutions, groups and individuals.

Empirical

Via their tendencies, privileges and disadvantages are recognized,
acknowledged, and understood by individual agents, others, institutions.
They may (to some degree) be measurable or quantifiable. They may (or may
not) be taken into account and considered in the exercise of agency.
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