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I draw on conservative black Christians’ claims regarding their co-constitutive racial, religious, class, and sexual subordination to
demonstrate that intersectionality is a heuristic that can be used to advance a range of normative arguments. My research rejects
traditional understandings of intersectionality as a necessarily progressive analytical framework, as well as recent discussions that
suggest that intersectionality’s use for conservative ends is evidence of its theoretical underdevelopment. My analysis also reveals that
by positing interlocking racism, classism, heterophobia, and anti-Christian bigotry as blacks’ “true” experience of oppression, con-
servative black Christians guide political scientists to consider 1) that intersectional analysis is central rather than antithetical to
in-group policing; 2) that we can best interrogate the standards that social groups use to police their boundaries when we adopt a
normative-critical conception of power, and 3) that power so defined challenges the erroneous assumption that our role is to either
describe or prescribe social reality.

We are a collective of Black feminists . . . committed to strug-
gling against racial, sexual, heterosexual, and class oppression,
and see as our particular task the development of integrated
analysis and practice based upon the fact that the major systems
of oppression are interlocking . . . . The inclusiveness of our pol-
itics makes us concerned with any situation that impinges upon
the lives of women, Third World, and working people.1

W
ith these words, members of the Combahee
River Collective capture a common sentiment
regarding intersectionality—the analytical frame-

work pioneered by black feminists to demonstrate how

black women’s experiences of racial, gendered, and sexual
disadvantage gain meaning from each other. This senti-
ment presumes that intersectional analysis is necessarily
concerned with the progressive reordering of racial, gen-
dered, and other hierarchies of power.2 Yet at the same
time, newer intersectional scholarship suggests that social
conservatives3 are increasingly appropriating intersection-
ality for anti-feminist, racist, or heterosexist ends. An
important question underlies these two seemingly contra-
dictory understandings of what it means to engage in
intersectional analysis: What kind of normative agenda
does an intersectional framework engender?

The answer lies in embracing and elaborating upon
intersectionality’s status as a heuristic.4 When I speak of
intersectionality as a heuristic I mean that it illuminates
how identities, social categories, or processes of identifi-
cation and categorization gain meaning from each other
but that it does not prescribe which identities, categories,
or processes are mutually constructing. The result is that
intersectional analysis can be used to make starkly differ-
ent arguments, including anti-progressive ones, regarding
who is disadvantaged and how to remedy their disadvan-
tage. I illuminate my argument by demonstrating how
conservative black Christians use the logic of intersection-
ality to critique gay marriage and to depict themselves as
the only blacks who are “truly” disadvantaged.

I am concerned here not only with demonstrating that
intersectionality is normatively malleable but also with
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outlining why this is relevant to political scientists. I argue,
first, that how conservative black Christian critics of gay
marriage employ intersectionality should guide political
scientists to re-examine the grounds of a phenomenon
that many of us encounter in our research and in the
literature on in-group policing—one in which social
groups, from Sri Lankan Tamils to Northern Irish Cath-
olics, mark out and then punish some members for being
less authentic than others.5 Several scholars of racial, gen-
dered, sexual, and interest group politics suggest that this
kind of policing occurs when social groups ignore the
reality that their membership is irreducible to any single
definitive criterion.6

Black Christian critics of gay marriage reveal a different
reality.These critics use an intersectional framework to argue
that blacks’ “true” experience of oppression is one of mutu-
ally constructing racism, heterophobia, classism, and anti-
Christian bias and that the needs of blacks who are not
disadvantaged in this manner are secondary at best. In doing
so, conservative black Christian critics of gay marriage
encourage political scientists to consider that intersection-
ality and in-group policing are not mutually exclusive
phenomenon.

I contend, second, that comparitivists,Americanists, theo-
rists, and other political scientists can better interrogate the
standards that social groups use to police their boundaries
when we adopt a normative-critical conception of power
that black Christian critics of gay marriage clearly do not
embrace. A critical theory of power regards domination
within social groups as self-defeating and unjust and is
attentive to these groups’ capacity to be simultaneously
advantaged and disadvantaged. This approach to power
enables us to recognize, for instance, that heterosexual
black Christians experience interlocking race and class dis-
advantage at the same time that they are advantaged as
heterosexual Christians. A critical theory of power also
reveals, contrary to what many conservative black Chris-
tians assert, that embracing heterosexism does not “uplift”
the race. On the contrary, doing so erroneously disregards
homophobia as a key dimension of black disadvantage and,
by extension, undermines many conservative black Chris-
tians’ own professed commitment to anti-racist politics.

Finally, in advocating theuseof anormative-critical theory
of power to assess heterosexual black Christians’ pre-
sumption of “true” black disadvantage, I join other critical
theorists in inviting political scientists to reconsider the
well-entrenched but erroneous fact-value divide in the dis-
cipline or the assumption in much of the political science
literature on method and methodology that our role is to
either describe or prescribe social reality.7 I suggest, more
specifically, that far from stymieing empirically-grounded
inquiry, a normative-critical theory of power allows us to
unearth heterosexual black Christians’ complex, often con-
tradictory, socio-economic status relative to other blacks and
to other social groups.

I first outline scholars’ varying, often contradictory, views
regarding intersectionality’s normative underpinnings. Next
I demonstrate that these scholars’ diverse perspectives reflect
intersectionality’s status as a normatively malleable heuris-
tic that can be used for a variety of ends including anti-
feminist and heterosexist ones. The next section examines
sermons, articles, and other materials produced by black
Christian critics of gay marriage to elucidate this claim. In
the final section I demonstrate how embracing a critical
theory of power adds a progressive agenda to the kind of
intersectional analysis deployed by black Christian critics
of gay marriage. This argument is important because it
gives intersectionality a normative “edge” that its adher-
ents frequently presume but do not always achieve.

Intersectionality Defined
Many intersectional scholars examine how one social group
is constituted at the junction of plural identities and across
various social categories.8 Such an approach entails exam-
ining how, for example, black women’s identities as
“women” and as “blacks” are mutually constructing across
the categories of “race” and “gender.” Other intersectional
scholars strive to capture “the complexity of relationships
among multiple social groups within and across analytical
categories.”9 Putting this approach into practice might
involve illuminating how black women’s subordination as
“women” and as “blacks” gains meaning from white men’s
privilege as “whites” and as “men.”

Still other intersectional theorists describe intersection-
ality as the relational process by which race, gender, class,
sexual, and other social categories come to the fore. The
focus here is not on a social group or groups but on illumi-
nating mutually constructing processes of “gendering, racial-
ization, ethnicization, culturalization, sexualization” through
which “subjectivities and social differences are produced”
in relation to each other.10 These intersectional theorists do
not deny the existence of categories of difference or the iden-
tities associated with these categories. They argue instead
that the “subjects”whooccupy these categoriesdonotmerely
“have identities” but are “socially produced as identities”
within the context of specific institutions (the welfare state,
the labor force, etc.) and systems of inequality (racism, class-
ism, etc.).11

While intersectional theorists vary in the extent to
which they adopt a group or process centered approach
they have, until quite recently, shown greater consensus
regarding intersectionality’s normative orientation. Most
intersectional theorists presume that intersectional analy-
sis is part of a “liberation/political framework” that fos-
ters “egalitarian coalitions and social movements toward
systemic change.”12 Take, for instance, Ange-Marie Han-
cock’s assertion that intersectionality not only illuminates
how “gender, class, and sexual orientation . . . are mutu-
ally constitutive at both the individual and institutional
levels” but does so in ways that foster “political change.”13

| |
�

�

�

Articles | God, Gays, and Progressive Politics

448 Perspectives on Politics

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592713001047 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592713001047


In articulating this argument, Hancock asks us to con-
sider the case of working class lesbians. She argues that
an intersectional framework guides us to consider and
critique that they are subordinated by individually het-
erosexist and misogynist men who sexually or verbally
assault them and that they are structurally disadvantaged
by welfare reform measures, including efforts to garnish
the wages of “deadbeat dads,” which mistakenly assume
that all impoverished children stem from heterosexual
unions.

Another argument is that intersectionality is progres-
sive because it deconstructs the myth of universal subjec-
tivity. The assumption here is that intersectional analysis
undermines the notion, for instance, that “woman” is
“homogenous” and unchanging and in doing so “disrupts
a calcified and definitive way of understanding difference,
subjects, and subjectivity.”14According to this logic, because
it is the very “social fictio[n]” of “woman,” “black,” and so
on that generates inequality, it thus follows that to desta-
bilize the notion of a homogenous, “self-referencing, uni-
fied subject” is to challenge existing hierarchies of power.15

It would be a mistake, however, to conclude that
intersectional theorists always assume that utilizing an
intersectional framework means challenging inequalities
of power. In fact, some recent scholarship suggests that
the opposite is the case. Michelle Fine argues that conser-
vatives are increasingly using intersectional analysis to con-
clude that “culture or genetics” rather than the “systematic
effects of cumulative oppression” explain social groups’
mutually constructing racial, gendered, and class subordi-
nation.16 Kimberlé Crenshaw critiques the “flattening” of
intersectionality whereby scholars provide “just a listing of
people and a description without any analysis as to how
their particular conditions are located within structures of
power.”17 Patricia Hill Collins bemoans the trend in
intersectional scholarship of “oppression talk [that] obscures
actual unjust power relations.”18 She singles out for crit-
icism “privileged academics [who] feel free to claim a bit
of oppression for themselves” on the grounds that “if all
oppressions mutually construct one another, then we are
all oppressed in some way by something.”19 While Col-
lins does not explicitly describe these academics’ use of
intersectionality as “conservative,” she does suggest that it
is complicit with a conservative agenda.

Intersectional theorists offer two explanations of inter-
sectionality’s use for conservative or potentially conserva-
tive ends. The first explanation, advanced by Crenshaw,
Michele Berger, and Kathleen Guidroz, is that this state of
affairs “is a result of the discursive environment through
which [intersectional] ideas travel rather than a reflection
of inherent deficiencies in [the] ideas themselves.”20 In
other words, conservatives’ seeming co-optation of inter-
sectionality stems less from intersectionality’s own theo-
retical limitations and more from a broader neoliberal socio-
economic context in which individuals and social groups

perceive themselves as under attack from suspect forces
including secularism, the breakdown of “normal” nuclear
family life, and affirmative action.21

The second explanation is that a growing number of
intersectionality’s adherents subscribe to a “myth of equiv-
alent oppressions” or the flawed assumption that the inter-
action of race, gender, and other social categories and the
identities associated with these categories generates the
same results for all disadvantaged groups. Collins empha-
sizes that this myth is made possible by intersectionality’s
status as a “heuristic device” which “describe[es] what kinds
of things to consider” rather than “any actual patterns of
social organization.” She also contends that using inter-
sectionality in ways that “obscure[e] differences in how
race, class, and gender are hierarchically organized” ulti-
mately fosters anti-progressive scholarship.22

Conceptualizing Intersectionality as a
Heuristic
I contend that intersectionality can be used for conserva-
tive ends because it is a heuristic that guides us to ask and
clarify a particular question,—how do identities, social
categories, or processes of identification and categoriza-
tion gain meaning from each other? Intersectionality, so
defined is not imbued with a particular orientation, pro-
gressive or otherwise, towards the social world. Instead,
intersectionality’s adherents use a variety of ideological per-
spectives to analyze how identities, social categories, or
processes of identification and categorization gain mean-
ing from each other and arrive at normatively diverse con-
clusions based on their analyses.

In advancing this claim, I reject conventional under-
standings of intersectionality as a necessarily progressive
analytical framework and embrace Collins’ suggestion that
intersectionality’s use for anti-progressive ends is made pos-
sible by its status as a heuristic.23 However, my work goes
further than Collins’ in several important ways. First, I
detail the logic of why intersectionality’s status as a heuris-
tic renders it normatively malleable—namely, that inter-
sectionality can be used to advance racist, heterosexist,
and anti-feminist arguments because it does not specify
which identities, social categories, or processes of identi-
fication and categorization gain meaning from each other
or with what effect.

Second, I reveal what intersectionality’s normative mal-
leability looks like in a specific space and time,—one in
which black Christian critics of gay marriage use intersec-
tionality to construct themselves as victims of mutually con-
structing religious, racial, class, and sexual oppression.Third,
I fully embrace the implications of casting intersectionality
as a heuristic, the most important of which is its normative
malleability. Put more specifically, I reject Collins’ sugges-
tion that intersectionality’s inability to prescribe particular
“patterns of social organization” is evidence of its own short-
comings or theoretical underdevelopment. For implicit in
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this assertion is the erroneous assumption that intersection-
ality does, in fact, have a normative core or function that
scholars can better elucidate.

Understanding intersectionality as a normatively mal-
leable heuristic also means rejecting the notion that we
should read its use for conservative ends as a function of
the neoliberalism of the 1980s and beyond. Instead, inter-
sectionality’s status as a heuristic means that it is already
always capable of exposing malleable understandings of
the social world. As such, intersectionality can be used to
highlight conservative sentiment in any socio-economic
context and not merely in what Crenshaw and Berger
and Guidroz describe as a distinctly neoliberal “discur-
sive environment.” My aim here is not to endorse partic-
ular uses of intersectionality and especially not to endorse
conservative uses of it. It is simply to recognize the insuf-
ficiency of the intersectionality heuristic as a means of
social critique and to insist that critics need to do more
than invoke “intersectionality” to make their criticisms
compelling.

Let me begin with my first claim that intersectionality
is a heuristic that guides us to consider how identities,
categories, or processes of identification and categoriza-
tion are mutually constructing. Using this logic, theorists
who embrace a single-group approach to intersectionality
might argue that the racial identity “black” and the gen-
dered identity “woman” can and do enter into a relation-
ship with each other, and when they do, each identity is
redefined such that “woman” takes on new racialized qual-
ities and “black” takes on new gendered characteristics.
According to this reasoning, “black woman” is more than
“black” plus “woman” because a black woman’s experience
of “blackness” is feminized in ways that a black man’s is
not. Meanwhile, her experience of being a woman is racial-
ized in ways that a white woman’s is not.

Proponents of a multi-group approach might use inter-
sectionality to argue that white men’s status as “men” and
as “whites” gains meaning from black women’s status as
“women” and as “blacks.” In other words, it is not merely
that white men’s experience of masculinity is a function of
their whiteness and that how they experience whiteness is
shaped by their masculinity. The group “white men” exists
in hierarchal relation to the group “black women” to the
extent that the former is widely presumed to be the antith-
esis of the latter. For instance, to be a white man (rational,
virtuous, responsible) is to be what a black woman is pre-
sumably not (irrational, immoral, irresponsible). The idea
here is that the status of social groups (for example, gay
black men and middle class white men), within and across
racial, sexual, gendered and other categories of difference,
is a function other groups’ intersectional status or the
absence thereof (for example, black lesbians and working
class white women).

Scholars who contend that intersectionality enables us
to understand how racialization, gendering, and other pro-

cesses of inequality are organized in relation to each other
might use intersectionality to demonstrate how the public
school system generates and sustains mutually construct-
ing experiences of race and gender through institutional
regulations and customs. These customs and practices
include using textbooks and other curricular materials that
cast hypersexual, violent sexual predators as male and
non-white.

While intersectionality illuminates how identities, cat-
egories, or processes of identification and categorization
gain meaning from each other, it does not specify which
identities, categories, or processes of inequality are most
important to analyze. As a result, intersectional theorists
can advance very different understandings about who is
intersectionally disadvantaged and what to do about their
disadvantage. I do not deny that intersectional theorists
have long identified specific dimensions of social life as
mutually constructing. My argument is that, while femi-
nist theorists of intersectionality have traditionally focused
on the co-constitutive relationship between race, gender,
and sexuality, there is nothing in the logic of intersection-
ality that mandates a focus on these particular categories.
Instead, intersectionality’s adherents can and do argue that
any number of other categories including age, religion,
and ethnicity gain meaning from each other.

Furthermore, even when intersectionality’s adherents are
attentive to the “traditional” triad of race, gender, and sex-
uality, an intersectional framework does not dictate the con-
tent or the specific identities associated with these social
categories.The result is that intersectionality’s adherents can
designate “black,” “man,” and “heterosexual,” and any other
combination of identities associated with the categories
“race,” “gender,” and “sexuality,” as mutually constructing.
Similarly, intersectionality does not mandate a focus on some
mutually constructing processes of identification and cat-
egorization over others. Intersectionality’s adherents are thus
free to posit everything from the racialization of the welfare
state to secularization in the classroom to the feminization
of the labor force as co-constitutive.

Finally, intersectionality’s inability to prescribe which
identities, social categories, or process of identification and
categorization are mutually constructing is a function of
its value un-specificity. By value un-specificity I mean two
things. First, intersectionality does not determine the socio-
economic status of persons associated with a given iden-
tity (e.g., black), social category (e.g., race), or social process
(e.g., racialization). Intersectionality’s practitioners can thus
conceivably contend, for example, that white men are vic-
tims of systematic racial and gendered oppression. Sec-
ond, there is nothing in the logic of intersectionality that
guides its adherents to privilege a given identity, social
category, or social process as normatively ideal. Intersec-
tionality’s practitioners are consequently free to deter-
mine, for instance, that “woman” is an identity to be reviled,
celebrated, or some combination thereof.
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Practicing Intersectionality as a
Heuristic
Black Christian Critics of Gay Marriage
The way that conservative black Christians oppose gay
marriage is tangible evidence that intersectionality is a
normatively malleable heuristic. Gay marriage is not black
Christians’ most pressing political concern. Nor is it the
case that black Christians are socially conservative on most
issues or that they are more socially conservative than other
Americans. On the contrary, most black Christians rank
the economy as their greatest political worry and are more
likely than the general population to identify as “liberals,”
support abortion rights, and to believe that the govern-
ment is obligated to help the needy.24 Furthermore, a near
majority of black Christians support gays and lesbians
serving openly in the military and favor civil unions for
same-sex partners.25

What the existing empirical data does reveal is that a
majority of black Christians (63 percent) oppose gay mar-
riage. This opposition exists among black Christians who
attend services weekly (69 percent), who attend less regu-
larly (59 percent), who identify as evangelical Protestants
(73 percent), and who define themselves as mainline Prot-
estants (52 percent).26 Furthermore, black Christians are
two and a half times more likely to oppose gay marriage
than their religiously unaffiliated peers even when control-
ling for the age, education, political ideology, biblical views,
and religious attendance of the former.27

Black Christians communicate and cultivate their oppo-
sition to gay marriage through a variety of legislative, judi-
cial, and other advocacy-related activities including lawsuits,
educational programs, and political lobbying.28 The rhet-
oric they typically use to oppose gay marriage is both
similar to and different from that used by other oppo-
nents. Like white evangelicals, black Christians justify their
opposition to gay marriage via “fate-linking” or by sug-
gesting that other groups subordinated by mutually con-
structing racial, religious, and other types of systemic
oppression share their views. Unlike white evangelicals
and other critics of gay marriage, black Christians rarely
suggest that gay marriage is unconstitutional.29

What follows demonstrates that conservative black
Christians use an intersectional framework to oppose gay
marriage and do so in ways that challenge conventional
presumptions of intersectionality as a progressive con-
struct. I draw on conservative black Christians’ letters,
articles, sermons, legal documents, and websites to sup-
port my claim. My focus is on materials produced since
the mid-1990s, when gay marriage advocates began to
achieve legislative victories and when anti-gay marriage
activists became increasingly vocal and organized. I pay
special attention to materials that capture how various
sub-groups of black Christians oppose gay marriage and
that are produced by influential black Christian critics of
gay marriage.30 Finally, I employ discourse analysis to read

these materials. Such an analysis involves identifying the
rules by which a discourse operates and chronicling the
institutional relations or conditions through which it func-
tions.31 Put more concretely, I document the central
assumptions, assertions, norms, and prohibitions of con-
servative black Christian critics of gay marriage and con-
sider how their rhetoric is resonant within the social and
cultural context of conservative black Christianity.

Conservative black critics of gay marriage do not rec-
ognize intersectionality as a political construct. Nor is it
the case that conservative blacks who talk about their dis-
advantage as black Christians are explicitly using the lan-
guage of intersectionality or participating in the same
“language game” as feminist theorists of intersectionality.
Instead, these and other social actors can “use” an analyt-
ical framework without being conscious of it. In other
words, while black Christian critics of gay marriage do
not explicitly acknowledge or deploy intersectionality, how
they conceptualize their disadvantage is clearly premised
on a “nonadditive way of understanding social inequality”
that strikingly mirrors the logic of intersectionality.32

Nancy Wadsworth also recognizes that intersectionality
informs how conservative black Christians oppose gay mar-
riage. She asserts, in part, that some black Christians reject
gay marriage on the interlocking “racial religious” assump-
tion that it offends their “Bible-based . . . cultural tradi-
tions.”33 These “traditions” include a respect for heterosexual
marriage in the face of racist whites’ past and present efforts
to thwart this type of union among blacks. My research sug-
gests that many black critics of gay marriage also use inter-
sectionality to construct themselves as victims of interlocking
sexual and religious, as well as race and class, based subordi-
nation. Furthermore, whileWadsworth illuminates the “his-
torically constituted power configurations” that motivate
some black Christians to employ intersectionality for con-
servative ends, I emphasize that intersectionality’s heuristic
status explains why it can be used to advance a conservative
agenda on gay marriage.

I will start with Wadsworth’s argument that conserva-
tive black Christians oppose gay marriage on interlocking
“racial religious” grounds. Reverend Clenard Childress, a
senior pastor at the New Calvary Baptist Church in Mont-
clair, New Jersey, perhaps sums up this sentiment best:

Equating the [Civil Rights struggle to the] current same-sex mar-
riage effort being waged by gays and lesbians and their support-
ers is, quite frankly, insulting to most African-Americans and . . .
trivializes our long and painful struggle . . . through a bloody
civil war, the enactment of four separate amendments to our
federal Constitution, thousands of federal court decisions and
millions of hours at the ‘back of the bus’ . . . if you are to better
understand the nature of African-American opposition to same-
sex marriage [you must] also understand that our faith and our
civic duty are intertwined. . . . ‘Separation of church and state’
arguments do not hold water in the black community. . . . We
understand that if not for the strength of leaders like the Rev.
Martin Luther King Jr., Malcolm X, Adam Clayton Powell Jr.
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and scores of others, our struggle would have been longer and
more painful.34

On Childress’ reading, gay marriage undermines blacks’
religious traditions and in doing so thwarts their success-
ful use of these traditions to challenge racism. In other
words, gay marriage’s supposedly harmful racial and reli-
gious effects mutually construct each other.

Black Christian critics of gay marriage also suggest that
such unions exacerbate heterosexual black Christians’
mutually-constructing sexual and religious subordina-
tion. The founders of blacksforMarriage.org, an online
information portal, explain:

blacksforMarriage.org was founded with the mission to stem the
tide of homosexuality, homosexual marriage, and broken fami-
lies across America, and in the black community of America in
particular . . . . In 2009, Christian leaders and individuals took
part in signing a document called the Manhattan Declaration
. . . ‘born out of an urgent concern about growing efforts to
marginalize the Christian voice in the public square, to redefine
marriage, and to move away from the biblical view of the sanc-
tity of life.’ We at blacksforMarriage.org wholeheartedly agree
with this important document . . . we stand for marriage between
a man and a woman . . . Now, more than ever before, traditional
marriage has come under attack and it will be up to us as Chris-
tians to counter that attack with the uncompromising Word of
God. . .35

The founders of blacksforMarriage.org argue, on the one
hand, that heterosexual black Christians are disadvan-
taged by the reality that so many of the “efforts to mar-
ginalize the Christian voice in the public square” come in
the form of assaults on the supposed pillar of heterosexual
family life,—“marriage between a man and a woman.”
According to this reasoning, heterosexual black Chris-
tians’ experience of anti-Christian bigotry is (hetero)sex-
ualized. On the other hand, heterosexual black Christians
are also oppressed in a social context in which it is accept-
able to “attack” heterosexual family life and to do so by
denigrating Christians’ “biblical view” that marriage is
between men and women. Put more explicitly, if you are a
heterosexual black Christian the kind of heterophobia you
experience is heavily informed by anti-Christian bias.

Crystal Dixon, a former university administrator who
was fired by her white, lesbian boss for expressing anti-
gay sentiments, suggests that heterosexual black Chris-
tians are disadvantaged by not two, but three interlocking
phenomena,—anti-Christian bigotry, heterophobia, and
racism:

It is not lost on me that [my boss who is] a white female and that
I, a black female who happens to be a Christian, [are] being
treated completely differently . . . . She was quoted and actually
wrote [that] persons who were in opposition to the city of Toledo’s
domestic partner registry . . . were religious bigots . . . . She wasn’t
fired . . . . When it comes to the issue of homosexuality, there is
no level playing field . . . . Once an individual doesn’t agree with
their [homosexual] lifestyle, you can expect some heavy . . . oppo-
sition to commence.36

On Dixon’s account, how blacks are racially subordi-
nated is a function of their status as heterosexuals and
Christians in a nation in which homosexuals have “heavy”
power and in which secularists can practice anti-Christian
bigotry without fear of being “fired.” Furthermore, the
fact that straight blacks experience sexual subordination—
including being fired for critiquing homosexuals’
“lifestyle”—is intrinsically linked to their mutually con-
structing racial and religious disempowerment in a soci-
ety that is white and secular. Dixon suggests, finally, that
blacks’ experience of anti-Christian bigotry is shaped both
by their status as blacks in a nation in which only whites
enjoy true freedom of speech and by the fact that there is
“no level playing field” for heterosexuals in contempo-
rary America.

Syndicated columnist Star Parker argues, on a different
but related note, that gay marriage and other “assault[s]
on the traditional family” are “simultaneously an assault
on blacks and the poor” or that heterosexual blacks expe-
rience interlocking race and class based subordination.37

Parker’s point of departure is racist white “liberals” who
promote “government subsidization and protection of
irresponsible behavior”, which supposedly leads to many
impoverished, black single-parent households. In detail-
ing how efforts to legalize gay marriage worsen heterosex-
ual blacks’ subordination at the junction of race and class,
Parker explains:

. . . [it is] not an accident that 75 percent of blacks supported the
ban on gay marriage that passed in Texas in the week past. Blacks
are increasingly appreciating that the No.1 challenge in our com-
munity is the restoration of family . . . . The reality of the black
community is testimony that the formula for keeping children
poor, and assuring that their children will be poor, is to destroy
the integrity of the family . . . . Blacks see and feel the crisis. We
are trying to rebuild our families and communities.38

Parker and other black Christians’ opposition to gay
marriage is best understood within the broader context of
conservative black Christianity. In contrast to more reform-
ist and radical black theological traditions,39 conservative
black Christianity presumes that the Bible is the only means
of understanding the social and political world; that
liberation from oppression requires an individual relation-
ship with God; that patriarchal family life is key to socio-
economic and moral improvement; and that birth control,
premarital sex, abortion, and homosexuality are sins.40

Researchers attribute this type of worship to turn-of-the-
century black pastors’ emphasis on their congregants’ capac-
ity for spiritual and material transformation in the “here
and now” or to blacks’ Depression-era assimilationist retreat
from political activism and African-derived cultural
norms.41 Other researchers emphasize that conservative
black Christianity remains an important means of racial
assimilation. They cite as evidence conservative black Chris-
tians’ contemporary valorization of Euro-American notions
of sexual morality, individualism, and theology.42 Another
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argument is that despite its flawed assimilationist orienta-
tion, conservative black Christianity’s Victorian social ethos
enables those who embrace it to challenge racist stereo-
types about their social and moral deviance.43 Yet other
scholars emphasize what my own analysis reveals—that
conservative black Christianity’s continued influence,
whether negative or positive, is evident in its followers’
vociferous rejection of gay marriage.44

Black Male Academies and “Reverse” Discrimination
The use of intersectionality by black Christians to critique
gay marriage is not the only example of intersectionality’s
deployment for conservative ends. Legislators, educators,
and other proponents of separate schools for black boys
utilize the logic of intersectionality in a similar manner.
They emphasize that black boys’ academic achievement
lags far behind that of other social groups and contend
that establishing all-black male schools is the best means
of addressing this disconcerting reality.45 Most important
for my purpose is how some of these proponents explain
black boys’ academic underachievement. They argue that
racist white educators punish black boys for their “natu-
ral” masculine aggression while rewarding black girls for
their supposedly innate passivity. This is an intersectional
argument because it posits black boys’ racial victimization
as a function of their gender. It is also a profoundly con-
servative claim that perpetuates patriarchal assumptions
about men and women’s “natural” roles and obscures black
females’ own co-constitutive gendered and racialized dis-
advantage in the classroom as evidenced, for instance, by
their higher dropout rate (40 percent) relative to white
girls (28 percent).46

Many white critics of affirmative action also use inter-
sectionality in a similar way. These critics do more than
argue that affirmative action is “reverse discrimination” or
a means by which whites are discriminated against, as
whites, under the law. They also contend that affirmative
action boosts racial minorities and women’s academic and
job prospects at the expense of better qualified white men.47

The underlying contention here is not that affirmative
action harms whites but that it harms white men who,
unlike white women or racial minorities, enjoy no “spe-
cial” treatment under the law. This argument clearly ignores
white men’s systemic privileges in the labor market and
beyond as evidenced, for instance, by their higher annual
income ($51,405) relative to white women ($38,533) and
black men ($37,496). These critics’ reasoning neverthe-
less rests on the decidedly intersectional presumption that
racism is gendered.48

Lessons Learned
There is much to criticize about intersectionality’s use for
conservative ends. Conservative black Christian critics of
gay marriage who embrace intersectionality mistakenly con-

struct “black” and “homosexual” as mutually exclusive
terms. In doing so, they both deny the existence of black
gays and lesbians and fail to interrogate the specificity of
their intersectional oppression. This oppression includes
existing in a social world in which white gay-rights activ-
ists assume that all homosexuals are white and in which
blacks take it for granted that authentic “blackness” is the
sole purview of heterosexual men.49 Such criticism, as I
will explain, is accurate and important. However, it does
not negate the reality that conservative black Christians
use intersectionality to define themselves as systemically
disadvantaged. Most significantly, their very ability to do
so—to cast themselves as victims of interlocking anti-
Christian bias, racism, classism, and heterophobia—is pos-
sible because nothing within an intersectional framework
compels them to do otherwise.

Intersectionality and/as In-Group Policing
What conservative black Christians’ use of an intersectional
framework does suggest is that intersectionality and
in-group policing may not be mutually exclusive phenom-
ena. Scholars of ethnic conflict define in-group policing as
the “formal or informal administration of sanctions, even
violent sanctions, within a group so as to enforce a certain
line of action vis-à-vis outsiders (who may be defined not
only in ethnic terms but in religious, ideological, class, or
any other terms).”50 Enforcing this “line of action” usu-
ally involves reigning in group members who are offensive
to other social groups or compelling group members to
attack or otherwise challenge other social groups.51

Many scholars of racial, gendered, sexual, and interest
group politics similarly contend that social groups prac-
tice in-group policing to either mitigate or encourage con-
flict with other social groups. However, these authors
emphasize that in-group policing is often less about phys-
ical violence and more about articulating which group
members are “truly” disadvantaged. Cathy Cohen argues
that blacks exclude homophobia from their “real” experi-
ence of oppression to help render the race “normal” and
to ultimately diminish whites’ rationale for practicing anti-
black racism. Shane Phelan notes that white feminists rou-
tinely reject racism as central to women’s “true” experience
of oppression because they assume that positing women’s
disadvantage as purely gendered is key to challenging patri-
archal power.

Most significant for my purpose is that many of these
scholars presume that in-group policing occurs when social
groups are inattentive to intersectionality.52 Cohen, for
instance, asserts that many blacks do not count homosex-
uals or women among “truly” disadvantaged members of
the race precisely because they suppose that black oppres-
sion occurs along the “single dimension” of racism.53 Ian
Barnard and Nikki Sullivan contend that because gay white
men take it for granted that homosexuals are defined by
one “marginalized subjectivity (i.e., gayness),” they routinely
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construct lesbians and black men’s experiences of sexism
and/or racism as “irrelevant and divisive” or as something
other than “real” homophobia.54 Dara Strolovitch devel-
ops a similar perspective in her nuanced account of how
race, class, and gender inform interest group politics. She
carefully analyzes the different advocacy claims advanced
by interest groups purporting to represent subaltern inter-
ests and in doing so demonstrates the insufficiently
intersectional character of these claims. Strolovitch thus
concludes that social groups and the advocacy organiza-
tions that claim to speak on their behalf “are traditionally
organized around single axes of discrimination” and that
they consequently regard as secondary the concerns of
members who are “caught at the crossroad of multiple
forms of disadvantage.”55 Although this conclusion surely
carries weight, it obscures what my own research
highlights—namely, those instances where intersectional-
ity itself is mobilized on behalf of exclusion.

The example of black Christian critics of gay marriage
epitomizes this more complex picture in which intersec-
tionality is central to how social groups police their bound-
aries. Take for instance G. Craige Lewis’s explanation of
how and why heterosexual black Christians are oppressed.
Lewis, the pastor of Adamant Believers Council in Grand
Prairie, Texas, argues that homosexual blacks are anything
but victims of systemic oppression. On the contrary, Lewis
explains, they are privileged in a world in which too many
heterosexual blacks are intent on “befriending them, pro-
tecting them and their rights, as well as condoning their
lifestyles.”56 Lewis argues instead that it is heterosexual
black Christians who are truly disadvantaged, often by
their gay and lesbian peers.

Lewis’s point of reference is the “homosexual agenda”
and what he describes as its negative, mutually construct-
ing gendered, sexualized, and religious effects on the “black
community.” These supposed effects include the disturb-
ing fact that:

The prisons are overrun with AIDS, homosexuals, and down
low black men. They are dying, spreading disease, and destroy-
ing the birthrate of the black community. Look at our numbers.
We are now closer to 11% of the American population down
from 14% a few years ago . . . . We should be afraid for our
communities. We should be afraid for our churches because this
agenda is deadly. It’s like a nuclear bomb that has exploded and
the fall out is the agenda! It’s spreading like cancer through our
communities and we should be running for our lives to find
shelter in the word of God.57

In other words, according to Lewis, the “homosexual
agenda” of which gay marriage is a part racially subordi-
nates heterosexual blacks in a distinctly gendered, sexual-
ized, and religious way by limiting black men’s and women’s
interest in and capacity to reproduce the race and by den-
igrating their religiously-informed opposition to homo-
sexuality. Moreover, this disconcerting reality explains why
it is heterosexual black Christians rather than their homo-

sexual peers who should and do worry most about the
future.

Bishop Harry Jackson, pastor of the non-denominational
Hope Christian Church in Beltsville, Maryland, concurs
that it is not black gays and lesbians but their heterosexual
Christian peers “wh[o] are facing persecution.” Jackson
suggests that far from being disadvantaged, black gays and
lesbians benefit from the black church’s traditional “don’t-
ask-don’t-tell approach to gay members of congregations,
choirs, and clergy.”58 Heterosexual black Christians, in
contrast, are harmed by the co-constitutive, negative racial
and gendered effects of this “don’t-ask-don’t-tell” approach.
Paramount among these effects is a veneration of the kind
of non-traditional gender roles that limit black Christians’
ability to create and sustain future generations of the race.
In Jackson’s own words,

recent studies concerning same-sex marriage have shown that
. . . where such unions have been allowed, marriage is devalued—
resulting in fewer and later marriages . . . [and] rising out-of-
wedlock births akin to the current black community dilemma in
the U.S. In addition to the damage that gay marriage does to the
black family structure that is already under stress, legalization of
gay marriage has the potential of endangering the next genera-
tion. Statistics show that children do better in school and are
greater contributors to society when a mother and a father are
present in the home.59

Towards a Normative-Critical Understanding
of Power
That heterosexual black Christians can use the logic of
intersectionality to police the boundaries of “true” black
disadvantage does not undermine the value of an
intersectional approach. Instead, conservative blacks’ abil-
ity to use intersectionality in this way is evidence of its
status as an inclusive analytical framework that a range of
persons—from black feminists to supporters of separate
schools for black boys to white male critics of affirmative
action—can employ in ways that reflect their understand-
ing of who among them is “truly” disadvantaged. The
difficulty is that intersectionality’s normative malleability
makes it inadequate for doing something more—
interrogating the criteria that blacks and other social groups
use when they engage in processes of inclusion and exclu-
sion. This “something more” has been at the heart of
much of the recent work on intersectionality in political
science. But scholars working in this vein have often
relied too heavily on “intersectionality” to do the critical
work that can only come from elsewhere. For while inter-
sectionality is useful (and limited) as a heuristic, what is
needed is a critical theory of power. Only when tied to
such a theory can the discourse of intersectionality fur-
nish the kind of progressive critique to which most theo-
rists of intersectionality are drawn.

While critical theory is anything but a unified school of
thought,60 its adherents presume that social and political
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theory should not only explain but also contest the socio-
economic and political world.61 Most important for my
argument is these theorists’ presumption that realizing pro-
gressive social change requires two things—being atten-
tive to the complex reality of simultaneous advantage and
disadvantage within social groups and being normatively
suspicious of dominative harm.

To speak of social groups as simultaneously advantaged
and disadvantaged is to assume that we inhabit a social
world in which “there are no pure oppressors or oppressed”
and in which “almost all of us occupy both dominant and
subordinate positions and experience both advantage and
disadvantage.”62 This is so because when identities, social
categories, or processes of identification and categoriza-
tion gain meaning from each other the outcome is varied
and often conflicting patterns of simultaneous advantage
and disadvantage.63 For example, when “white” and
“woman” intersect, the result is not only that white women’s
experience of gender differs from black women’s and that
white women’s experience of race differs from white men’s.
How “white” and “woman” are co-constitutive also means
that white women are simultaneously advantaged as whites
in a society premised on white racial supremacy and dis-
advantaged as women in a patriarchal social order.

Recognizing that social groups experience simulta-
neous advantage and disadvantage is far more than an
intellectual exercise. Doing so is a key means by which
political scientists can assess the criteria by which social
groups, including blacks, police their boundaries. First, if
we accept that identities, categories, and processes of iden-
tification and categorization are mutually constructing in
ways that advantage and disadvantage social groups, then
it stands to reason that many heterosexual black Chris-
tians’ presumption that they necessarily and always epito-
mize “true” black disadvantage is fundamentally flawed.
And, indeed, while heterosexual black Christians are often
stereotyped as emotional and irrational and have long been
denied access to leadership positions in white religious
organizations, they also enjoy advantages that secular blacks
or those of other faiths do not. These privileges include a
greater ability to posit themselves as standard bearers of
morality, to attend religious services and display religious
symbols without being harassed, and to observe religious
holidays without having to forego either income or
schooling.64

Furthermore, while whites routinely practice a kind of
(hetero)sexualized racism that presumes that black house-
holds without a male breadwinner and female caregiver
are socially deviant and thus unemployable, it is also true
that unlike their homosexual peers, heterosexual black
Christians have access to marriage licenses and the impor-
tant benefits that accompany them. These benefits include
a lower tax rate as well as the ability to sponsor immigrant
family members, make medical decisions for ailing part-
ners, and access partners’ health insurance coverage.65 In

sum, recognizing social groups’ capacity to be simulta-
neously advantaged and disadvantaged enables political
scientists to discern what heterosexual black critics of gay
marriage do not—that heterosexual Christianity is nei-
ther necessarily nor always a “true” marker of black
disadvantage.

Political scientists can evaluate social groups’ standards
of inclusion and exclusion when we embrace a second key
component of a normative-critical understanding of power.
I have in mind here critical theorists’ normative suspicion
of dominative harm. Some critical theorists characterize
harmful domination as “the institutional constraint on
self-determination” or as that which occurs when people
are denied the opportunity to “achiev[e] autonomously
formulated, reasonable life plans, through fellowship and
community.”66 Others debate whether the unjust distri-
bution of material goods and resources is, in fact, chief
among domination’s harms.67 Yet others disagree about
whether dominative harm, however defined, ultimately
impedes freedom or justice.68

Despite these differences critical theorists agree on three
basic precepts. The first is that inflicting dominative harm
is indefensible. Ian Shapiro, in this vein, concludes that
we need to “police the potential” for “illegitimate” or harm-
ful domination.69 Phillip Pettit casts “arbitrary” or harm-
ful acts of domination as the antithesis of “what is
reasonable to expect of a decent state and a decent civil
society.”70 Critical theorists also agree that defending
dominative harm necessarily has negative consequences.
These consequences include fostering societies without “val-
ues that constitute the good life” or “the security, nutri-
tion, health, and education [we] nee[d] to develop into
. . . normal adult[s].71

Many critical theorists embrace a third and final
precept—that rejecting domination in some, rather than
all, of its harmful forms is self-defeating. Many critical
theorists embrace a third and final precept, that rejecting
domination in some rather than all of its harmful forms is
self-defeating. When critical theorists speak of domina-
tion as self-defeating they not only mean that dominators’
sense of superiority ironically depends on the sentiment
of supposedly inferior others.72 Critical theorists also con-
tend that the “interconnection of all forms of subordina-
tion” makes it impossible to challenge any single form of
domination without challenging another.73 Feminist theo-
rists who embrace this logic argue, for instance, that fem-
inist politics is inevitably ineffective when it ignores how
racism informs black women’s experience of gender oppres-
sion and that anti-racist politics cannot achieve its goals
when it is inattentive to how sexism shapes black women’s
experiences of racism.74

Political scientists who are attentive to these precepts
are well positioned to assess social groups’, including blacks’,
processes of inclusion and exclusion. For example, if we
recognize that dominative harm is indefensible because its
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consequences are necessarily negative and severe, then it
stands to reason that we should reject conservative black
Christians’ sentiment that black gays and lesbians some-
how benefit from heterosexism. Consider the aforemen-
tioned Pastor Lewis’s conclusion that heterosexism is a
benevolent form of domination:

Sure we are to love our brothers and sisters, but we love them by
telling them the truth . . . there is danger ahead if they do not
cease to indulge in the most dangerous of lifestyle practices. If we
love them we will . . . try to get them to change for their own
safety and sanctity . . . by being silent on the issues concerning
them, we are not loving them at all, but we are killing them
softly and silently.75

Absent from Lewis’s analysis is any recognition that the
poverty rate for black lesbian couples (21.1 percent) and
black gay male couples (14.4 percent) is higher than that
of black heterosexual couples (9.3 percent)76 or that the
annual median income of black lesbian couples ($31,500)
is $10,000 less than their heterosexual peers’.77 Put more
explicitly, far from saving black gays and lesbians from
spiritual, psychological, and physical damnation, there is
a case to be made that heterosexism does, in fact, render
them truly disadvantaged.

If it is true, as critical theorists suggest, that we cannot
challenge any single domination without one also chal-
lenging another, then political scientists should also reject
processes of social inclusion and exclusion that are inatten-
tive to this reality. Conservative black Christians’ pre-
sumption that they can and should emphasize racism as
black people’s “true” disadvantage while ignoring the harm-
ful effects of heterosexist domination in black people’s
lives is a prime example. Indeed, a critical theory of power
guides us to understand that Dixon, Childress, and other
commentators’ unwillingness to challenge heterosexism
actually weakens their professed anti-racist politics. For
instance, black Christian critics of gay marriage who do
not challenge heterosexism are arguably hard pressed to
counter the pervasive racist assumption that blacks are
racially inferior to whites precisely because the former are
less likely to reside in “normal” nuclear family or opposite-
sex households.

Conclusion
Intersectionality is not a necessarily progressive analytical
framework. As a heuristic it reveals how identities, social
categories, or processes of identification and categoriza-
tion are co-constitutive without prescribing who is disad-
vantaged as a result or how to ameliorate their disadvantage.
Conservative black Christians and others can thus use inter-
sectionality to advance a range of normative arguments
including anti-feminist, racist, or heterosexist ones.

In making this claim I embrace Patricia Hill Collins’
suggestion of a relationship between intersectionality’s sta-
tus as a heuristic and its use for conservative or potentially

conservative ends. However, unlike Collins, I detail the
logic of why this is so. In addition, I reject two concomi-
tant claims advanced by Collins, Kimberlé Crenshaw, and
other feminist theorists of intersectionality—that intersec-
tionality’s use for something other than a progressive agenda
is evidence either that it is “undertheorized” or that its
adherents increasingly embrace key neoliberal tenets.
Instead, I argue that intersectionality cannot be better theo-
rized to facilitate progressive politics because it has no
inherent normative orientation that scholars can unearth
and refine. Furthermore, we cannot read intersectionali-
ty’s use for conservative ends as a mere function of neolib-
eralism’s ascendance. Rather, intersectionality’s status as a
heuristic means that it can highlight a range of normative
views, conservative or otherwise, in any socio-economic
context.

Conservative black Christians’ use of intersectionality
to critique gay marriage offers important lessons for polit-
ical scientists. Chief among these lessons is that in-group
policing and intersectionality are not mutually exclusive
phenomenon. Instead, social groups can and do use the
logic of intersectionality when contemplating who among
them is an authentic group member. Heterosexual black
Christians’ presumption that mutually constructing anti-
Christian bigotry, heterophobia, classism, and racism exem-
plifies blacks’ “true” experience of oppression is a key
example.

Political scientists can better assess the criteria that inform
blacks and other social groups’ processes of inclusion and
exclusion when we embrace a critical theory of power that
recognizes the reality of simultaneous advantage and dis-
advantage within social groups and that is normatively
suspicious of dominative harm. Power so defined reveals,
contrary to what many black Christian critics of gay mar-
riage suggest, that “heterosexual black Christian” is not
necessarily a site of disadvantage and that embracing the
dominative harms wrought by heterosexism does not chal-
lenge anti-black racism.

Put in more practical terms, a critical theory of power
illuminates two important empirical realities. First, “het-
erosexual black Christians” and “disadvantaged” cannot
be synonymous when, in fact, heterosexual black Chris-
tians enjoy tax, immigration, and other tangible benefits
that other blacks do not. Second, heterosexism is not a
benevolent form of domination that ultimately benefits
blacks by saving them from genocidal extinction or moral
degeneracy. Instead, patriarchy and heterosexism are harm-
ful socio-economic phenomena whose concrete effects
include, among other things, the significant numbers of
black gays and lesbians who are impoverished and
uninsured.

Last but certainly not least, that a critical theory of
power can do this or reveal that conservative black Chris-
tians’ conception of authentic black disadvantage is empir-
ically ungrounded, is further evidence that a dual
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perspective is possible or that normative judgment and
empirical inquiry are not mutually exclusive78 Put more
explicitly, it is not the case that we must concern our-
selves with either describing how the social world is or
prescribing what it should look like, as some political
scientists have long suggested.79

To be sure, how we should combine explanatory
description with normative prescription is subject to
debate. One response is that particular types of explana-
tion engender judgment or evaluation and, consequently,
that inquiry can serve both a normative and a descriptive
purpose.80 Other critical theorists emphasize that we can
use evidence to “track the truth” and normative theory to
“construct representations out of those truths that serve
the pragmatic aims of inquiry“81 In the final analysis,
what matters most is that these and other critical
approaches to power facilitate progressive social change
precisely because they meld normative prescription with
empirically-grounded analysis.
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