
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Intersectionality in Social Movements: 
 

A Critical Literature Review 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Beatriz Hayes Meizoso 
 

POL543: Final Paper 
 

Princeton University 
 

Spring Term 2019 



Contents

I. Introduction 2

II. Scholarly Review and Theory 4

1. Intersectionality Literature . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4

1.1 Intersectional Issues in the Policy Sphere . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5

1.2 Intersectional Interests among Minority Advocate Groups . . . . . . . . . 6

1.3 Intersectional Repertoires in Organizational Activism . . . . . . . . . . . 7

1.4 Summary . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 9

2. Social Movements Literature . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10

2.1 Classical Models . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10

2.2 Structural Approaches . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 13

2.3 New Social Movement Theory . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 15

2.4 Emerging Theoretical Predictions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 18

3. Convergence Literature . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 19

3.1 Intersectionality in Gender Minority Mobilization . . . . . . . . . . . . . 19

3.2 Emerging Theoretical Predictions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20

III. Policy Salience 20

1. Case Study: The Women’s March on Washington (2017) . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20

2. Testing the Hypotheses . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21

IV. Concluding Remarks 22

1



“Don’t get frustrated, get involved. Don’t complain, organize.” 
 

- Maryum Ali, 2017 

I. Introduction

The above words were uttered by Maryum Ali, Mohammed Ali’s daughter, at the Women’s

March on Washington in 2017. Though anecdotal evidence tells us that this is easier said than

done, particularly when it comes to intersectionally-marginalized populations, the protest

above was remarkable in its success at doing just that – bringing together a variety of groups

with intersectional identities to mobilize in protest of Donald Trump’s electoral win. Just

two years later, however, the Women’s March movement was far less successful in terms of

turnout and organizational support, leading many news articles to conclude that it had run

its course.

Despite this starking contrast in outcomes, little to no work has been done to investi-

gate what exactly it was in 2017 that was missing in 2019. This reflects a broader scholarly

lacuna vis-à-vis the emergence of intersectional social movements. The central purpose of this

paper is, therefore, to answer the following question: what factors determine the emergence

of a social movement whose participants have intersectional identities?

It is worth pausing at this stage to clarify what the lexicon means in our specific con-

text. By intersectional identities or intersectionality, I am referring to the concept coined by

Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989) whereby discrimination and subordination occur not on a single

axis but several interlinked ones (140). In this way, intersectionality must be distinguished

from the earlier idea of “double-jeopardy” as it was originally proposed,1 which “oversim-

plified” the relationship between gender and racial biases by equating African American

women’s mutuality of membership in ethnic and sexual outgroups with a resulting multipli-

cation of their disadvantage(s) in society (Hancock 2007, 65). The framework of intersection-
1For examples of this earlier type of account, see Almquist 1975; Epstein 1973; King 1988; and Ridgeway

2001.
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ality instead examines how “biological, social, and cultural categories such as gender, race,

class, ability, and sexuality interact on multiple levels and contribute to people’s systemic

privilege or oppression” (Marchetti 2019, 453).

In turn, the term social movement is taken to mean “[a network] of informal interac-

tions between a plurality of individuals, groups, and/or organizations, engaged in political

or cultural conflicts, on the basis of shared collective identities” (Diani 1992, 3). Thus, social

movements differ from related concepts such as interest groups which, in most cases, tend

to be more formally organized and defined by the participants.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. The second section focuses

on the scholarly salience of our research puzzle by reviewing the three veins of scholarship

to which it pertains: (1) that of intersectionality as a concept and of how disadvantaged-

subgroups (Strolovitch 2007) come to have their interests represented; (2) that of social

movements and how individuals become in various forms of collective action; and (3) that

on the convergence of the two.2 Through said survey, section II then arrives at a series of

three hypotheses vis-à-vis the aforementioned research puzzle.

The third section illustrates the policy salience of this project by focusing on the

case study of the Women’s March on Washington in 2017. By examining two scholarly

works that reveal (1) the core features of the movement and (2) protesters’ reason(s) for

participating, it also conducts a preliminary test of my proposed theories. Finally, the

concluding fourth section summarizes my findings and suggests some possible venues of

future research. It also brings in a further comparative aspect by juxtaposing the Women’s

March with previous (non-intersectional) women’s rights movements in the history of the

United States – specifically focusing on the two branches of the 1960s feminist movement as

described by Freeman (1975) – before drawing the text to a close.
2To be sure, each of these topics is explored from both an American and Comparative Politics perspective,

incorporating works from both disciplinary subfields. However, the texts surveyed are not divided into these
particular categories, to achieve a genuinely synthetic analysis that will illustrate how the two types of
literature largely complement one another.
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II. Scholarly Review and Theory

Turning now to the scholarly reasoning for investigating the effects of intersectional identities

on social movement emergence, this subject matter generally relates and contributes to

the three different strands of literature mentioned above: (1) intersectionality; (2) social

movements; and (3) the convergence of the two. However, the nature of our research question

deems it best to approach each subsection with a distinct objective. For the intersectionality

literature, the goal is not to evaluate the literature per se, but rather to provide a clearer

insight of how scholars have understood the concept and to flesh out some of its fundamental

tenets related to social movements.

In turn, the subsection on social movement scholarship then considers each of the

major theoretical approaches and whether their core claims corroborate those of the inter-

sectionality literature. By determining which approach(es) fare best in this regard, we can

hypothesize what structures and participant motivations for protest are critical factors in

intersectional social movement emergence. Lastly, the goal of the convergence literature

segment is to survey the works that explore how and when intersectionality is utilized by

social movement organizers, in order to hypothesize what kinds of collective action efforts

are conducive to the successful mobilization of intersectionally marginalized individuals.

1. Intersectionality Literature

Within the intersectionality literature, three core topics are of pertinence to our research

puzzle, in that they strongly influence the nature and existence (or lack thereof) of social

movements in any given society. The first of these is whether and to what extent inter-

sectional issues tend to reach the policy sphere and become institutionalized. Second, it is

essential to determine the degree to which minority advocacy groups prioritize or address

intersectional issues so that they might reach the policy sphere. Third, regardless of whether

or not intersectional issues are on the advocacy agenda, it is relevant to examine what factors
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or methods these groups employ if and when they (fail to) defend intersectional interests.

1.1 Intersectional Issues in the Policy Sphere

When it comes to intersectional issues in the policymaking sphere, the scholarly consensus

appears to be that these are mostly absent. In the American context, Marchetti (2019) uses

an original survey of over 700 advocacy groups active in 14 US states to measure differences

in intersectional advocacy across groups and political contexts. Among other findings, her

case study of policy congruence or divergence between advocacy groups and state legislative

agendas demonstrates that intersectional issues are less likely than non-intersectional ones

to successfully pass through the policy process. This finding that the policymaking sector

pays little to no attention to the intersectionally disadvantaged suggests that the influence

of intersectional thinking on legislative action is diminished not merely because it is more

complex and harder to grasp than reasoning along a single axis, but rather due to more

deep-seated prejudice and ignorance.

On the other side of the Atlantic Ocean, Lombardo and Verloo (2009) examine the

extent and quality of intersectional institutionalization in the European Union (EU), par-

ticularly the advances made since the 1997 Amsterdam Treaty. These last ones include the

European Institute for Gender Equality and the European Agency for Fundamental Rights,

both of which were established in 2007 and serve as functioning organs of the EU. The

authors find that, despite these advances, the EU legal framework is not giving equal im-

portance to the different inequalities endured by the various intersectionally-marginalized

populations. Additionally, they argue that the EU “merely juxtaposes” these inequalities, as

opposed to genuinely intersecting them in a way that would benefit the most disadvantaged

(479) in a Rawlsian fashion (1971). It thus seems reasonable to conclude that, according

to the scholarly community, intersectional interests are primarily excluded from the policy

realm, making the role of advocacy groups all the more crucial.
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1.2 Intersectional Interests among Minority Advocate Groups

The actions of indigenous leaders and organizations vis-à-vis intersectional interests, then, are

just as important as those of dominant actors and institutions in societies with advanced (i.e.,

intra-minority group) marginalization (Cohen 1999). On this topic, scholars have argued

that intersectional issues tend to get put on the back burner by advocacy groups and leaders

because they only affect a subset of the marginalized population. Cohen (1999), for instance,

makes the distinction between “cross-cutting issues,” which highlight their limited impact on

only a fragment of the community, and “consensus issues,” which are understood or defined in

ways that tap into a group framework and therefore are perceived as advancing the interests

of the entire community.

Using a varied research strategy that includes case studies, interviews, roll-call vote

analysis, and other techniques, Cohen (1999) looks at the development of AIDS within the

US African American community to understand how and why organizational agendas shifted

from consensus to cross-cutting issues, challenging the traditional “linked fate” idea proposed

by Dawson (1995). Ultimately, Cohen (1999) attributes this to a process termed “secondary

marginalization,” whereby out-groups in advanced marginalization societies accept the domi-

nant discourses of what is normal and trigger a stratification among marginal group members

– in other words, within-group marginalization that targets those most vulnerable in the out-

group.

The representation of “cross-cutting issues” by minority interest groups is explored

further by Strolovitch (2007) in her work on “affirmative advocacy.” This text uses a dy-

namic research design, combining the quantitative advantages of survey experiments with

the qualitative depth of face-to-face interviews, and finds that said groups tend to downplay

or ignore issues pertinent to what she terms the “disadvantaged-subgroup,” and dispropor-

tionately emphasize the interests pertaining to the “advantaged-subgroup.” In other words,

it is not just that advocacy groups give priority to “universal issues” that affect the entire

community, or even “majority issues” that reflect the interests of most members – rather,
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it is that these organizations focus on “advantaged-subgroup issues,” which are ultimately

“cross-cutting” ones, and frame them as pertaining to the broader community interests, at

the expense of the “disadvantaged-subgroup issues” that affect the intersectionally marginal-

ized. In the hopes of rectifying this trend, Strolovitch (2007) also formulates a series of

best practices (“affirmative advocacy”) that are intended to prioritize the needs of the most

vulnerable in the community in a similar vein to John Rawls’ “difference principle” (1971).

The resulting typology and causal mechanism(s) are visually mapped in Figure 1.

Though they differ slightly in terms of their detailed findings, the message from the

two texts just surveyed is unequivocal: minority advocacy groups all but ignore the issues

and interests of their members with intersectional identities. This brings us to the third and

vital question of how and why these advocacy groups choose to (not) emphasize intersectional

problems, to which I now turn.

1.3 Intersectional Repertoires in Organizational Activism

Both the American and Comparative Politics scholarship concur that, when it comes to se-

lecting advocacy strategies for minority groups, whether or not advocacy groups emphasize

intersectional identities and issues depends on both (1) cultural context and (2) organiza-

tional frames.

In the US context, for instance, Roth (2004) explores how Black, Chicana, and white

feminist movements on the left differed during the “second wave” of US feminism in the

1960s-70s. Her overarching argument is that each brand of feminism was characterized by

organizational differences, stemming from the political and historical context within which

the identity of each movement developed. Specifically, Roth finds, Black and Chicana femi-

nisms differed from their white counterpart in that they both included theories or narratives

of intersectional oppression. In the author’s own words: “theories of intersecting oppres-

sions as mutually constitutive were rooted in [Black and Chicana] feminist politics, born of

experience and created to guide activism” (Roth 2004, 12).
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Lépinard (2014) investigates whether women’s rights organizations have utilized the

term “intersectionality” and its political implications in various contexts. Said text draws

on interviews with activists working in women’s rights organizations in Canada and France,

and shows that intersectionality is only one of the methodologies that a women’s rights orga-

nization might use to analyze the social experience or political interests of intersectionally-

marginalized women.

Lépinard (2014) also conducts a qualitative and quantitative analysis of the interview

data, finding that hegemonic repertoires about racial or religious identity in a given national

context will shape the way activists and organizations understand intersectionality and its

challenges.3 The author’s conclusions ultimately propose a typology of four repertoires

that activists might use to reflect on intersectionality and inclusiveness, depending on the

domestic context and culture: (1) intersectional recognition, (2) gender first, (3) individual

recognition, and (4) intersectional solidarity (Lépinard 2014).

In response to our third line of inquiry within the intersectionality scholarship, then,

the primary methods that advocacy groups do (or don not) employ to defend intersectional

interests are narrative frames and the factors that determine which specific one(s) they adopt

are primarily cultural and contextual.

1.4 Summary

Having surveyed these six works and extrapolated their common conclusions, we can now

form a complete picture of intersectionality theory as it pertains to the topic of social move-

ments. These three key takeaways, which correspond to the three broad questions outlined

at the outset of this section, are illustrated in Figure 2 below.
3This finding particularly emphasizes the value added by comparative politics to our understanding of

intersectionality.
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Figure 2: Key Takeaways from the Intersectionality Literature

  
1. Intersectional issues are not reflected in the policy realm. 

2. Minority advocacy groups tend to downplay/disregard intersectional issues. 

3. The (non-)intersectional frames chosen by these groups depend on cultural contexts. 

 

2. Social Movements Literature

In light of the picture painted by the intersectionality literature above, the goal of this

next subsection is to survey the social movements scholarship by theoretical camp, so as

to determine which (if any) of the main approaches can shed light on intersectional social

movements. More specifically, by evaluating how the central tenets of each school of thought

compare to the three major intersectionality premises, we can establish which of the social

movement paradigms is best suited for theory formulation vis-à-vis the research question at

hand.

2.1 Classical Models

According to the classical models of social movements, these are caused by structural strain4

and disruptive psychological factors. In other words, social movements are understood as

collective reactions to psychological strain endured by individuals, and movement partici-

pation is based on a need to settle said psychological tension. In short, these approaches

understand social movements as primarily psychological phenomena that infrequently occur,

with participation in them being irrational, unconventional, and conducted by fundamen-

tally distinct beings from the rational institutionalized actors who instead employ legitimate

means of influence to achieve their political goals (Stekelenburg 2009).
4Strain in this context can be understood as “an impairment of the relations among and consequently

inadequate functioning of the components of action” (Smelser 1965, 45).
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A pivotal paradigm in this school of thought is that of collective behavior, first put

forth by Gustave LeBon in 1897.5 Focusing on the irrational, psychologically-strained social

movement participants, collective behavior theory sought to explain why and how these con-

tentious episodes occur. The main answer it offered was that once an individual submerges

herself in a crowd, her behavior became primitive and irrational, and she is therefore ca-

pable of spontaneous violence (LeBon 1897). Under these conditions, moreover, individuals

were argued to gain a sense of anonymity and personal invisibility that led them to feel

unaccountable for their behavior within the crowd (LeBon 1897). The theory of collective

behavior thus rested on a distinction between the rare-occurring, psychologically-motivated,

irrational politics of social movements, on the one hand, and the commonplace, rational pol-

itics of conventional groups and organizations, on the other. As a result, collective behavior

theorists saw the actors who engaged in these two types of behavior as different species –

one irrational, the other rational, respectively.

Originally put forth by James Madison in Federalist 10, Pluralism is essentially the

counterpart to collective behavior theory, in that it explained the world of the rational

beings who act through established channels and employ legitimate means of influence to

access political power (Madison 1787). Later expanded by Dahl (1961), the paramount tenet

of pluralism was that the American government is not dominated by a single class, group,

or entity but rather by a multiplicity of them that engage in bargaining to achieve their

respective goals.

Because of this plurality of groups with access to the political sphere, there was said to

exist intergroup competition for power that led to a balance of power or a “pluralist heaven,”

where no single group could dominate nor could any be excluded (Schnattschneider 1960).

The governmental system was thus seen as being characterized by openness and equality

of political opportunity, while the government itself was taken to be a neutral arbiter as
5For space economy purposes, I am skipping over the posterior elaborations of collective behavior theory

(e.g., Blumer 1936; Park 1930; Smelser 1965) as well as the various other formulations of the classical
approach. For examples of the latter, see e.g., Buechler 2013; Gurr 1970; and Kornhauser 1959 .

11



opposed to an ideologically-motivated player. It followed that those who choose to partic-

ipate in social movements and other forms of contentious politics must be irrational, since

only a person lacking critical reasoning would choose these methods of participation over

legitimate, egalitarian ones (Dahl 1961). Like collective behavior theory and other classical

approaches, moreover, pluralism assumed that: (1) social movement participation was rela-

tively rare; (2) that discontents were psychologically-motivated; and (3) that movement and

institutionalized actors were sharply distinct.

In short, though collective behavior theory and pluralism may appear fundamentally

different on the surface, more in-depth examination shows that they are merely two sides of

the same coin, and share four fundamental tenets that distinguish them from other schools

of thought, as Figure 3 lists.

Figure 3: Key Tenets of Classical Approaches

  
1. Social movements are psychological phenomena. 

2. Social movements are unconventional, irrational and rare-occurring. 

3. Participants in social movements are irrational beings. 

4. Movement and rational, institutionalized actors are sharply distinct. 

wer 

Though plausible in theory, the classical approaches of social movement emergence – as

characterized by the four claims above – prove inconsistent with the three tenets of intersec-

tionality scholarship. For starters, since neither the policymaking process nor its outcomes

reflect their interests, participants in intersectional contentious politics are neither irrational

nor fundamentally distinct from their power-holding counterparts – they are merely exer-

cising the only means they have available to voice their interests and issues. Second, while

anecdotal evidence suggests that intersectional social movements are indeed rare, the litera-

ture indicates that this is due to a lack of concern for disadvantaged-subgroup interests by
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the minority advocacy groups that are typically at the head of social movement efforts, which

are also neither unconventional nor irrational. Finally, the fact that advocacy group leaders

both (1) determine what issues are worthy of mobilization efforts and (2) are affected by a

variety of contextual as well as cultural factors in choosing the framing repertoires for social

movements, both point to the conclusion that social movements are not merely psychologi-

cal phenomena. Classical theories thus prove inadequate for devising hypotheses about why

intersectional social movements emerge.

2.2 Structural Approaches

The explosive emergence of social movements in the 1960s drastically changed the classical

scholarly consensus in the study of social movements, leading to the emergence of structural

paradigms. Specifically, analysts in this new theoretical camp argued that movement actions

were rational, political responses to the cost-benefit of different action-options, and denied

that there was a fundamental difference between participants and non-participants (Jenkins

1983, 528). Likewise, structural theories also argued that the primary goals of social move-

ments were defined by ubiquitous minority grievances built into institutionalized relations of

political power (Jenkins 1983, 529).

Resource Mobilization Theory (RMT), for instance, distinguished itself from tradi-

tional approaches along three pivotal axes of social movements: (1) support base; (2) strategy

and tactics; and (3) relation to the broader society (McCarthy and Zald 1977). In terms

of (1), RMT scholars argued that social movements “may or may not be based upon the

grievances of the presumed beneficiaries,” with sources of support sometimes coming from

people with no commitment to the movement’s underlying value(s) (McCarthy and Zald

1977, 1216). With regards to strategy and tactics, RMT stipulated that social movement

organizations have several strategic tasks to perform, including mobilization (McCarthy and

Zald 1977, 1217). Lastly, social movements were argued to have a close relationship to larger

society, with this last one providing “the infrastructure which social movement industries
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and other industries utilize,” such as institutional access or preexisting networks (McCarthy

and Zald 1977, 1217).

In a somewhat similar vein, Political Process Theory (PPT) saw movements as the fac-

tors of both internal and external factors, listing three requisites for their emergence: (1) an

expansion of political opportunities – that is, of the political alignment of groups within the

wider political environment6 – (2) a high level of indigenous organizational strength within

the aggrieved population, and (3) insurgent cognitive liberation, or a positive collective as-

sessment of prospects for a successful insurgency (McAdam 1982).7 A further crucial tenet

of PPT was that social movements are political as opposed to psychological phenomena, and

therefore, the factors of social insurgency are ultimately the same as those of institutional

political processes.

Figure 4: Key Tenets of Structural Approaches

  
1. Social movements participation is a rational action 

2. Social movements are political, conventional phenomena. 

3. Movement goals are defined by ubiquitous participant grievances. 

4. Social movement emergence depends greatly on: 

  a. Changes in resource availability or political opportunity structures. kkk      

  b. The strategies and/or strength of indigenous movement leaders. kkk      

 

wer To summarize, structural paradigms of social movement theory constituted a significant

advance over classical approaches and were particularly successful at explaining the explosion

of movements that took place in the 1960s and 1970s. Though RMT and PPT differ in some
6Other accounts in this theoretical camp also emphasize the political opportunity structure of a govern-

mental system, defined as the “specific configurations of resources, institutional arrangements, and historical
precedents for social mobilization, which facilitate the development of protest movements in some instances
and constrain them in others” (Kitschelt 1986, 58).

7For other examples of PPT accounts, see e.g.„ Eisinger 1973; Meyer 2004; and Tarrow 1998.
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essential ways, their core principles regarding social movement emergence can be coalesced

into a single set of basic tenets that characterize the structural school of thought. These are

summarized in Figure 4.

Structural approaches demonstrate to have a medium consistency with the three dom-

inant takeaways of the intersectionality literature. The first and second tenets are consistent

with the idea that intersectional issues are not reflected in the policy realm and that minority

advocacy groups tend to downplay or ignore disadvantaged-subgroup interests – participat-

ing in social protest becomes the only platform these individuals have to voice their political

grievances. However, the third claim that movement goals are defined by ubiquitous par-

ticipant grievances does not apply in the case of intersectional marginalization, since, as

Strolovitch (2007) pointed out, the grievances underlying advocacy efforts – including social

movements – only pertain to a small subset of the minority group, and are merely framed by

leaders as being in the interest of the whole community. When it comes to social movement

emergence, then, this last point makes it clear that the strategies and strength of indigenous

movement leaders is indeed a key factor, there is no evidence in the intersectionality litera-

ture that changing political opportunity structures or resource availability are of relevance.

Instead, this scholarship pointed to narrative frames and cultural contexts as key variables

– neither of which the Structural Approach mentions. Resource Mobilization Theory and

Political Process Theory are thus incomplete as accounts of social movement emergence for

the purposes of our research question.

2.3 New Social Movement Theory

A further approach our inquiry must consider is the social-constructivist and European-

influenced New Social Movement (NSM) Theory. According to Buechler (1995) this group

of theories can be characterized in terms of a series of common themes. First, NSM Theory

underscores symbolic action in civil society or the cultural sphere as a significant arena for

collective action. Second, it also recognizes a variety of submerged and latent networks that
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often undergird collective action, rather than assuming that centralized organizational forms

are prerequisites for successful mobilization.

Melucci (1989), for example, argues that collective action emphasizes the socially con-

structed nature of the world and the possibility of alternative arrangements. The text also

emphasizes the free space between political power and everyday life – that is, the cultural

sphere or civil society – in which actors consolidate collective identities. Further, Melucci

(1989) stresses that much collective action is nested in networks of submerged groups that

occasionally coalesce into self-referential forms of organization – in other words, social move-

ments.

The third characteristic of NSM accounts is their problematization of the often deli-

cate process of collective identity construction, as well as that of group interest identification.8

Fourth, they also stress the socially constructed nature of grievances and ideology. Laraña,

Johnston, and Gusfield (1994) perfectly exemplifies these two characteristics, arguing that

“NSMs do not bear a clear relation to structural roles of the participants,” instead stemming

from a social base that transcends class structure (6). Moreover, the text goes on to argue

that NSMs often involve “the emergence of new or formerly weak dimensions of identity”

(Laraña, Johnston, and Gusfield 1994, 7). The grievances and mobilizing factors also tend

to focus on “cultural and symbolic issues that are linked with issues of identity” (Laraña,

Johnston, and Gusfield 1994, 9).

Perhaps most importantly, NSM accounts also emphasize the importance of two fac-

tors largely omitted by prior social movement theories: framing and culture. In terms of the

former, Polletta (2006) examines the effects of framing in social movements by accounting for

the power of storytelling in mobilization, arguing that stories are politically effective when

they have complex and often ambiguous moral messages. It is this openness of stories to

interpretation, Polletta (2006) argues, that allows disadvantaged groups to gain a platform

and forge new political alliances. Thus framing through storytelling is found to be a vital
8This distinguishes NSM Theory from approaches that assumed conflict groups and their interests were

ubiquitous or predetermined by structure.
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instrument for, and factor of, social movement emergence.

With regards to cultural factors, Luker (1984) explores the opposing social movements

of pro-life and pro-choice to argue that at the core of the debate are cultural barriers that

prevent the two sides from reaching an agreement. Since each type of woman lives in a

completely different world, and the scope of their life fortifies their belief that their own

views on abortion are the right ones, the implication is that these very cultural factors

also undergird both social movements. Taken together, these chief maxims of New Social

Movement theory form a cohesive whole illustrated in Figure 5.

Figure 5: Key Tenets of New Social Movement Approaches

  
1. Collective action occurs in civil society and/or the cultural sphere. 

2. A variety of submerged, latent networks undergird collective action. 

3. The process of constructing collective identities and interests is fragile. 

4. Grievances and ideology are socially (i.e. artificially) constructed.  

5. Both frames and cultural contexts are crucial in social movement emergence. 

   

 

wer 

Overall, this branch of social movement theory fares exceptionally well in terms of its consis-

tency with the intersectionality literature findings. First, the premise that a major arena for

collective action is the cultural sphere of civil society corroborates the findings of Marchetti

(2019) and Lombardo and Verloo (2009) that intersectionality is not institutionalized ade-

quately in the policy sphere(s). Similarly, the notion of collective action being undergird by

a variety of latent, temporary networks supports the claims of Roth (2004) and Lépinard

(2014) that political and historical contexts, as well as national repertoires about race and

religion, respectively shape contentious mobilization.

Likewise, the findings of Cohen (1999) and Strolovitch (2007) coincide with the third

and fourth NSM premises whereby the process of constructing collective identities is frag-

ile and human-made, while grievances and ideology are socially constructed by movement
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leaders. Finally, the fifth premise that culture and frames are crucial in social movement

emergence is consistent with the finding of Roth (2004) and Lépinard (2014) whereby ad-

vocacy groups have a repertoire of frames to select from and regional contexts or cultures

ultimately influence their choice.

2.4 Emerging Theoretical Predictions

To summarize, our analysis has revealed notably different levels of adequacy among the dif-

ferent social movement paradigms vis-à-vis intersectionality. While Classical Theory proved

to be the most poorly suited, New Social Movement Theory was entirely consistent, with

Structural Approaches falling somewhere in between. These results are illustrated in Table

1 below.

Table 1: Summary of Consistency by Theoretical Approach

Theory Consistency Score (/) Consistency Score (%)

Classical Approach 0/4 0%

Structural Approach 3/5 60%

NSM Approach 5/5 100%

Given its superiority over its structural and classical counterparts, NSM theory can be applied

to the intersectionality scholarship in order to derive a first and second hypothesis as to the

causes of intersectional social movements. In particular:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Individualized, Informal Structure All else equal, intersectional

social movements are more likely to emerge when they lack a precise class or

structural base, and are instead “acted out” via individual actions, not mobilized

groups.

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Altruistic Motivations All else equal, intersectional social

movements are more likely to emerge if protest leaders or activists work to cre-

ate a sense of shared (or at least compatible) goals and interests, such that each

participant’s motives for protesting are not purely self-interested.
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3. Convergence Literature

In terms of the convergence literature, a handful of works to date have examined how inter-

sectionality contributes to social movements. These have tended to focus on either sexual

minorities (i.e., LGBTQ populations) or gender minorities (i.e., women).9 Particularly in

terms of the latter, intersectionality has become a normative goal or preferred mode of orga-

nizing of late, in that it is invoked by feminists and activists from various social movements

who claim to represent single identity constituencies (e.g.„ ’women’) in all their diversity

(Goss and Heaney 2010, 380).

3.1 Intersectionality in Gender Minority Mobilization

Laperrière and Lépinard (2016), for instance, explore intersectionality as a social movement

strategy by examining how Québécois women’s organizations use it to include immigrant and

Native women. In doing so, they distinguish between “intersectionality used as a tool for the

inclusion of migrant women inside organizations,” on the one hand, and “intersectionality

as a tool used to reveal their political marginalization within organizations and the broader

women’s movement and to redress their under-representation,” on the other (Laperrière and

Lépinard 2016, 375). What is more, through their qualitative research design, the authors

ultimately find that grassroots women’s organizations implement intersectionality to include

minority women in a unified feminist project and identity, while more formal organizations

use it to challenge and transform the very idea of a single feminist identity for all women

(Laperrière and Lépinard 2016, 375).

In a similar vein, Goss and Heaney (2010) explore how two women’s organizations

– The Million Mom March and Code Pink: Women for Peace – fostered a collective con-

sciousness among the vast and diverse group that is American women, while confronting the

echoes of backlash against previous mobilization efforts by these very females. The authors

specifically highlight the role of feminine expression and concerns about the intersectional
9For examples of the former, see e.g.„ Swank and Fahs 2013; and Terriquez 2015.
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marginalization of women in resolving the historical tensions between maternalism and egal-

itarianism. Importantly, they also classify modern-day gendered organizing as a form of

grassroots collective action, which in turn has implications for how women’s rights move-

ments employ the concept of intersectionality, as per the findings of Laperrière and Lépinard

(2016).

3.2 Emerging Theoretical Predictions

In this case, the direct relevance of the convergence vein of scholarship to the research puzzle

at hand renders its testing for consistency with intersectionality findings redundant. In the

interest of space economy, then, we can turn directly to the derivation of a third and final

hypothesis regarding intersectional social movements, which in this case can be extrapolated

directly from the literature surveyed:

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Grassroots Mobilization All else equal, grassroots mobilization

efforts will be more successful in galvanizing intersectional social movements than

will be those of formal advocacy organizations.

III. Policy Salience

1. Case Study: The Women’s March on Washington (2017)

In order to test these theoretical predictions preliminarily, I now turn to two pieces of schol-

arship on the Women’s March of 2017: Fisher, Dow, and Ray (2017), on the one hand, and

Weber, Dejmanee, and Rhode (2018), on the other. The former utilizes data collected from

a random sample of protest participants (n=516) in order to examine the reasons why par-

ticipants were galvanized to participate in the Women’s March of 2017. The latter employs a

qualitative analysis of 695 protest signs from the March to determine the frames or messages

they raised.
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Naturally, the results of any such tests cannot decisively prove or disprove the broader,

counterfactual hypotheses advanced in the previous section, since it would not be scientific to

generalize the case of a single intersectional social movement to the entire universe of cases.

The objective of this first iteration is instead to check whether a cursory examination of a

single N behaves in the way our hypotheses would expect. In this sense, it can be viewed

as analogous to a Hoop Test in the qualitative research tradition – though the theory’s

passing of such a test cannot constitute sufficient proof of its accuracy, its failure to follow

the expected patterns would necessitate that it be discarded altogether.

2. Testing the Hypotheses

With regards to H1, the analysis by Weber, Dejmanee, and Rhode (2018) reveals that

personalized action frames were evident in the organizational framing of the protest on

www.Womensmarch.com through a series of diverse and broadly defined “unity principles”

(Weber, Dejmanee, and Rhode 2018, 2290).

Moreover, the authors point to the digital age as the cause of a transition in con-

tentious repertoires from ones of collective action (i.e., organized, hierarchical, and formal

repertoires that are based on group association) to ones of connective action (i.e., person-

alized, flexible, and informal repertoires that are based on each individual’s participation

in his or her preferred way). It is for this reason, the argument goes, that the Women’s

March was able to bring together such a diverse, intersectional group of individuals into an

anti-Trump coalition. These findings would all appear to support the predictions made in

our first hypothesis.

In agreement with H2, Fisher, Dow, and Ray (2017) find that Women’s Rights (53%)

was the top motivating reason, but four other issues – Equality (41.5%), Reproductive Rights

(23.4%), Environment (22.5%), and Social Welfare (21.7%) were reported by more than 20%

of respondents.10 Moreover, individuals reported being motivated “by issues that fall outside
10It is worth noting that respondents were allowed to select multiple factors among the answer choices,
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of their narrow interests or specific social identities” (Fisher, Dow, and Ray 2017, 5).11

Therefore, these findings show that participants were not just motivated by issues

related to women but actually by “a diverse set of issues connected to intersectional concerns”

(Fisher, Dow, and Ray 2017, 3). This result corroborates the conclusions of previous studies

whereby intersectionality can promote aliances across identity-based issues (e.g., Carastathis

2013; Roberts and Jesudason 2013; Wadsworth 2011).

Lastly, following H3, both texts emphasize how the contentious event was indeed the

result of grassroots mobilization as opposed to formal advocacy organizations or coalitions.

It is thus not surprising that the movement leaders implemented intersectionality to include

minority women in a unified feminist project and identity, as Laperrière and Lépinard (2016,

375) predicted.

IV. Concluding Remarks

In short, the intersectionality literature, the New Social Movements literature, and the con-

vergence literature all point to three factors determining the emergence of intersectional

social movements: (1) its structure being individualized and informal; (2) its participants

being motivated by cross-cutting (Cohen 1999) or disadvantaged-subgroup (Strolovitch 2007)

issues; and (3) its organization being carried out by grassroots efforts. A cursory examina-

tion of the Women’s March on Washington in 2017 through two scholarly texts with data

sets reveal evidence in support of all three predictions.

In this way, the Women’s March of 2017 was different from both the “older” and

“younger” branches of the 1960s non-intersectional feminist movement (Freeman 1975). Though

more similar to the latter than to the former, it can be distinguished in terms of its member-

ship diversity, which was notoriously lacking in the “younger” branch of the 1960s movement.

rather than being restricted to their single, top reason.

11For instance, many White participants reported being motivated by racial justice, even though this issue
is traditionally linked to Black identity.
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Likewise, it diverges from the “older” branch in that, as Weber, Dejmanee, and Rhode (2018)

note, it was very much informally structured and personalized (or, to use their terminology,

a connective form of contentious action).

Besides testing the proposed hypotheses more rigorously, perhaps the most important

venue for future research efforts to explore is that of how intersectionality affects social

movement participants once they have successfully made their way (or had their grievances

addressed) to the policy sphere. Despite the abundance of academic studies that investigate

this topic in a corporate workplace context,12 little to no work has been done to investigate

whether policymakers with dual subordinate-group identities also experience intersectional

biases.

In terms of policy salience too, the recent midterm elections of 2018 saw the most sub-

stantial proportion ever of racial and gender outgroup candidates to gain seats in Congress,

including the first-ever African American Congresswomen for Massachusetts and Connecti-

cut. As more and more individuals with intersectional identities enter the political sphere

– whether directly or via advocacy groups and other representative mediums – it is critical

that scholars become familiar with the unique sort of overlapping pressures and obstacles

they might face in their policymaker roles.

12See, for example, Biernat and Kobrynowicz 1997; and Lyness and Heilman 2006.
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