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Intersectionality is a way of understanding and analyzing the
complexity in the world, in people, and in human experiences.
The events and conditions of social and political life and the
self can seldom be understood as shaped by one factor. They
are generally shaped by many factors in diverse and mutually
influencing ways. When it comes to social inequality, people’s
lives and the organization of power in a given society are
better understood as being shaped not by a single axis of
social division, be it race or gender or class, but by many axes
that work together and influence cach other. Intersectionality
as an analytic tool gives people better access to the complex-
ity of the world and of themselves.

People generally use intersectionality as an analytic tool to
solve problems that they or others around them face. Most
US colleges and universities, for example, face the challenge
of building more inclusive and fair campus communities. The
social divisions of class, race, gender, ethnicity, citizenship,
sexuality, and ability are especially evident within higher
education. Colleges and universities now include more college
students who formerly had no way to pay for college (class),
or students who historically faced discriminatory barriers to
enrollment (race, gender, ethnicity or citizenship status, reli-
gion), or students who experience distinctive barriers and
discrimination (sexuality and ability) -on college campuses.
Colleges and universities find themselves confronted with
students who want fairness, yet who bring very different
experiences and needs to campus. Initially, colleges recruited
and served groups one at a time, offering, for example, special
programs for African Americans, Latinos, women, gays and
lesbians, veterans, returning students, and persons with dis-
abilities. As the list grew, it became clearer that this one-at-
a-time approach not only was slow, but that most students
fit into more than one category. First-generation college stu-
dents could include Latinos, women, poor whites, returning
veterans, grandparents, and transgender individuals. In this
context, intersectionality can be a useful analytic tool for
thinking about and developing strategies to achieve campus
equity.

Ordinary people can draw upon intersectionality as an
analytic tool when they recognize that they need better frame-
works to grapple with the complex discriminations that they
face. In the 1960s and 1970s, African-American women
activists confronted the puzzle of how their needs simply fell
through the cracks of anti-racist social movements, feminism,
and unions organizing for workers’ rights. Each of”these
social movements elevated one category of analysis and action
above others, for example, race within the civil rights move-
ment, or gender within feminism or class within the union
movement. Because African-American women were simulta-
neously black and female and workers, these single-focus
lenses on social inequality left little space to address the
complex social problems that they face. Black women’s spe-
cific issues remained subordinated within each movement
because no social movement by itself would, nor could,
address the entirety of discriminations they faced. Black
women’s use of intersectionality as an analytic tool emerged
in response to these challenges.

o

Reprinted from Intersectionality, by Patricia Hill Collins,
Sirma Bilge, Polity Press. Copyright © 2018 Polity Press.
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In all human societies, individuals will differ from one another in the way they speak. Some of these
differences are idiosyncratic, but others are systematically associated with particular groups of people. The most
obvious of these are associated with sex and developmental level: women speak differently from men, and children
from adults. These two dimensions of social variation in language are in part biologically determined (e.g.
differences in laryngeal size producing different pitch levels for adult men and women), but in most societies they
go beyond this to become conventional and socially symbolic. Thus, men and women differ by far more in
language use than mere pitch. (In fact, even their pitch differences are more pronounced than can be anatomically
explained.) Such sociosymbolic aspects of language use serve an emblematic function: they identify the speaker
as belonging to a particular group, or having a particular social identity.

In many societies some of the most important of these sociolinguistic divisions are associated with
differences in social prestige, wealth, and power. Bankers clearly do not talk the same as busboys, and professors
don't sound like plumbers. They signal the social differences between them by features of their phonology,
grammar, and lexical choice, just as they do extralinguistically by their choices in clothing, cars, and so on. The
social groups at issue here may be harder to define than groups like "men" or "women," but they are just as real.
They are the divisions of a society along lines of social class. Class divisions are essentially based on status and
power in a society. Status refers to whether people are respected and deferred to by others in their society (or,
conversely, looked down on or ignored), and power refers to the social and material resources a person can
command, the ability (and social right) to make decisions and influence events. Differences of status and power
are the essence of social class distinctions, and it is these that we will have to examine in order to understand class
differences in the use of language. The questions we will be addressing deal mainly with how and why social
classes differ in their use of language.

Reprinted from The Cambridge Handbook of Sociolinguistics, by Rajend Mesthrie, Cambridge University Press.
Copyright © 2011 Cambridge University Press.
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The Harlem Renaissance was basically a psychology—a state of mind
or an attitude—shared by a number of black writers and intellectuals who
centered their activities around Harlem in the late 1920s and early
1930s. These men and women shared little but a consciousness that they
were participants in a new awakening of black culture in the United
States. Those directly involved in the movement were all black, although
Carl Van Vechten to a major degree and other white writers, patrons, and
publishers to a lesser degree participated in and influenced the move-
ment. There was no common bond of political or racial ideology, personal
experience, background, or literary philosophy that united the various
elements in the Renaissance. What they held in common was a sense of
community, a feeling that they were all part of the same endeavor.

Given this interpretation, it is difficult to see the Renaissance begin-
ning before the early twenties, when Jean Toomer published Cane and
black writers and scholars began to realize that something new was
happening in black literature. The movement extended well into the
1930s and included the later works of Zora Neale Hurston, Claude
McKay, and Langston Hughes. As long as they and other writers con-
sciously identified with the Renaissance, the movement continued. i did
not, however, encompass the younger writers like James Baldwin and
Richard Wright who emerged in the late thirties and the forties. This
group of writers never really identified with or felt themselves to be part of
the Harlem Renaissance.

The Harlem Renaissance may best be conceptualized as a group of
young writers orbiting somewhat erratically around several older black
intellectuals who were established in the NAACP, in the Urban League, h
or with black journals and universities. These older men and women,
while sometimes participating directly in the creative aspects of the
Renaissance, served chiefly as critics, advisers, and liaisons between the
younger black writers and the white literary establishment. This group,
consisting of people such as James Weldon Johnson, Alain Locke, and
W.E.B. Du Bois, generally helped lesser-known black writers make
contacts with white publishers and potential patrons. As such, they

exerted considerable influence and a certain amount of control over
aspiring black writers.

Reprinted from Black Culture and the Harlem Renaissance, by Cary D. Wintz, Texas A & M University Press.
Copyright © 1996 Texas A & M University Press.
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