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Abstract

To the extent that intersectionality is becoming a common term in mainstream social
science, it is as a methodological justification to separate out different racial, ethnic,
gender, class, and other social groups for empirical analysis. One might call this the
“intersectionality hypothesis,” and in its best incarnation, it is about getting the facts right
and finding the differences that matter. But an intersectional analysis in the social
sciences often involves more than this. An intersectional approach also leads to potentially
different interpretations of the same facts, or what we term a different social explanation.
It is not only the intersection of categories that defines an intersectional project, then, but
the theoretical framing that informs the analysis and interpretation of the subject under
study. This framing often leads to an analysis of multiple and even conflicting social
dynamics that enable certain kinds of social understanding that are otherwise invisible
when scholars focus on a single set of social dynamics. Because the social theoretical
aspects of research on intersectionality are rarely discussed, relative to the more
methodological and ontological aspects of intersectionality, this is our main subject
matter in this article. We focus on the process of developing social explanations rooted
in the intersection of multiple social dynamics in several examples from our own research
and across a variety of topics in social science research.
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INTRODUCTION

A number of scholars have offered thorough and compelling reviews and typologies
of intersectional research in the social sciences ~Choo and Ferree, 2010; Cole 2009;
Hancock 2007!. Often the objective of these efforts is to construct a definition by
which an intersectional project can be distinguished from a non-intersectional project.
While a definition of intersectional research ~albeit a highly flexible one! may be one
of the byproducts of our discussion, this is not our primary aim. Rather, our discus-
sion is concerned more with the process by which intersectional projects are con-
structed from literatures both inside and outside of the intersectional framework. We
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illustrate this process through examples of how intersectionality enters our own
research in both the empirical social sciences and studies of intersectionality.1 Because
research is messier than typologies and typically begins with concrete social issues
rather than abstract theoretical frameworks, our approach produces a set of obser-
vations that pertain more to the “how” than the “what” of intersectionality research.
Specifically, we focus on three aspects of conducting research that orient our obser-
vations about intersectionality and which have received little attention in previous
writings on intersectionality.

First, as just mentioned, our focus is on the process of doing intersectional
research rather than on the definition of intersectionality per se. We note that there
is a wide range of empirical research by scholars who do not necessarily claim the
mantle of intersectionality but who nevertheless enable our own work and serve as an
important resource for an intersectional analysis. This is one of the reasons that it
seems just as appropriate to define intersectionality by the process of doing research
as it does to define it by whether or not it uses a definition of categories as mutually
constituted, or some other traditional marker of an intersectional project. This
emphasis is also consistent with our ultimate desire to extend the reach of intersec-
tionality rather than to set limits on it.

Second, we focus on the theoretical part of this process, which consists of con-
ceptualizing problems and formulating social explanations. The main observation
that we have here is that theoretical arguments in the intersectional vein are shaped
fundamentally by putting multiple social dynamics in conversation with one anoth-
er.2 The part of this multivocal conversation that we elaborate on in this article is the
creation of “different interpretations of the same facts.” In this manner, we highlight
how well-known, existing social facts previously viewed through a “single-axis” lens
can come to be reinterpreted through a prism informed by multiple and at times
conflicting social dynamics ~Crenshaw 1989!.3 Thus we will not be discussing how
new “intersectional facts” are created, though such facts do come into play as sup-
porting actors in the examples we describe below. Our objective is to reveal how
theoretical frameworks that are intersectional in nature are constructed over the
course of the research cycle from start to finish. In addition, an integral component
of the theoretical reinterpretation that we illustrate is the potential to open up new
and more encompassing normative solutions to multiple and intersecting inequalities
~Crenshaw 1989, 1991; Hancock 2007!.

Third, to varying degrees, the examples we discuss were also chosen because
they expose what continues to be a hurdle in our work, and we suspect in the work of
other scholars pursuing intersectional projects. This is the inability of such research
to sit easily or centrally in any of the subfields that define scholarly communities in
the social sciences, and particularly those differentiated by a separate focus on gen-
der, income0class, or racial0ethnic inequality. We recognize that scholars already
cross boundaries frequently and to fruitful ends; at the same time, we maintain that
crossing these particular boundaries often proves especially challenging. As described
elsewhere, this is partly the result of the scale and complexity of empirical social
science research projects that attempt to account for multiple axes of inequality
~McCall 2005!. We identify additional reasons for why this is the case below. In the
conclusion, we amplify on these reasons in order to suggest ways in which intersec-
tionality can speak to a broader audience. We foreground approaches to facilitating
communication across disciplinary and sub-disciplinary divides that we hope will
result in better social explanations of issues of widespread interest.

In sum, we examine the process by which intersectional social explanations are
constructed at the interface of research that is explicitly intersectional, and that
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which is not. Our “data” are very select in this regard. We have resorted to using
examples from our own research as illustrations of the variety of ways that a multi-
dimensional analysis can lead to “different explanations of the same facts.” Situating
the discussion in our individual experiences allows us to identify the point at which
an intersectional framework comes into focus, something that is usually not visible
from the published record. Even when we are engaging with an established litera-
ture, our longstanding immersion in the particular areas of research we discuss
enables us to share our perspective on how the field has developed over time in a
more intersectional direction. Although our examples are not meant to be represen-
tative of research in the social sciences, they do cover a relatively diverse terrain of
core subjects including fertility, homogamy, and liberalism. We also do not strive to
provide a comprehensive review of the literature in each of these areas; rather, we
reference the research that is most influential in the development of our intersectional
frameworks.

DIFFERENT INTERPRETATIONS OF THE SAME FACTS

In our intersectional work, we gravitate toward instances of inequality involving the
overlap of multiple social dynamics, especially where these coalesce into unfamiliar
configurations or where routes to a just resolution seem blocked or confused ~Cren-
shaw 1989, 1991!. Sometimes these intersections are overlooked because of profes-
sional pressures to specialize, and at other times the intersections are visible but
either they defy easy explanation or beg for something other than current popular or
scholarly understandings of them ~Roberts 1997!. In such instances, the impulse is to
offer alternative interpretations and generate more inclusive normative solutions.
These different interpretations and their normative implications are the logical
outcomes of intersectionality’s beginnings in women of color’s critique of the dom-
inant descriptions of gender and racial inequality, and in their production of new
knowledge at the intersection of multiple vectors of scholarship, identity, structure,
and social activism.

What we seek to highlight in this article, then, is not the discovery of a new
variable, fact, or finding, but a new explanation that incorporates and specifies the
interaction of multiple social dynamics. For any individual research project, this
alternative social explanation serves as its theoretical component, if you define
theory as middle range, or wedded to the particular subject matter of a research
endeavor rather than to a universal perspective. In this approach, we illustrate how
intersectional frameworks are constructed out of “collaborative” intellectual enter-
prises that exist at the border of two bodies of inquiry: investigations of multidimen-
sional dynamics on the one hand and investigations of unidimensional dynamics on
the other.

In the following sections, our examples are drawn from well-studied social
science topics that are significant social and public policy issues—women’s fertility,
marital homogamy, and classical liberalism—and that span a range of social arenas
ranging from the micro-level decision making of individuals about their families to
the historical evolution of liberal democratic society and its social divisions. Exam-
ples across such a diverse set of topics indicate the breadth of arenas in which we have
found the explanatory apparatus of intersectionality to be applicable. Because each is
an enormous field of study, however, our presentation focuses on the evolution of
social explanations in each area of research rather than on the veracity of any
particular empirical claim.

Intersectionality and Social Explanation
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Fertility

The research we describe in this section is on the topic of racial and class differences in
women’s fertility and other family formation patterns. As in most scholarship on inequal-
ity, studies of fertility usually examine the effects and causes associated with gender,
class, and race0ethnicity as distinct from one another. Each dimension is studied as an
independent or interactive effect and evaluated relative to others in determining how
relevant it is in shaping individual experiences. Extensive analyses of this kind have
produced a consensus that class differences in fertility are more substantial than racial
differences, and that racial differences narrow significantly or are eliminated once socio-
economic status is controlled. Thus, many scholars in this field emphasize the impor-
tance of economic motivations in constraining women’s fertility decisions, even though
they are well attuned to differences across racial and ethnic groups. After briefly describ-
ing research in this area in greater detail, we argue that a more fully intersectional
approach could significantly augment and alter its conclusions.

Recent empirical research on women’s fertility patterns has led to the develop-
ment of theories of women’s family formation practices that are rooted in rational
economic behavior. This contrasts with what many previously had thought of as
irrational behavior. For instance, contrary to some frames associated with a culture of
poverty thesis,4 alternative explanations of women who choose to have children
earlier in life indicate that they may do so because their educational and labor market
opportunities are limited and their aspirations thwarted ~Geronimus 1986; Kaplan
1997!. Conversely, professional women postpone and thereby limit childbearing,
often to undesirable levels, to devote their early employment years to careers ~Bloss-
feld and Huinink, 1991; Hewlett 2002!. Taking this research on poor and privileged
women together, it is widely agreed that early childbearing, while rationally moti-
vated and personally fulfilling in the short term, compromises the economic viability
of mothers and their families in the long term ~Hoffman et al., 1993!.

Averil Clarke’s ~2011! intersectional research on fertility began in this intellectual
context, in which rational choice understandings of women’s marital and childbearing
decisions prevailed and where class-based explanations were central. Clarke’s study
relies on similar data and analytical methods as other studies of fertility, but it differs in
the explanatory frame that guides the research design, analyses, and conclusions.
Clarke’s frame allows for the possibility that the dynamics of racial and class inequality
are not independent of one another but interact in a variety of ways. After a brief
description of key aspects of Clarke’s research, we explain how it can refine the con-
clusions of previous research that has broadly similar findings yet is less sensitive to the
simultaneous operation of multiple social dynamics that are often hidden in the details.

Clarke’s project uses qualitative data from college-educated Black women and
survey data on all groups from a nationally representative sample. It 1! explores
connections between elite Black women’s educational, occupational, romantic, and
reproductive decision-making and their family formation outcomes, and 2! compares
their processes of family formation to those of less educated Black women and
degreed White and Hispanic women. Clarke identifies the same class differences in
fertility levels as those found in the studies described above. But she argues that
although college-educated women’s fertility is lower than that of non-college-
educated women, the road taken to arrive at this low fertility destination varies
substantially by race and ethnicity. These alternative paths reflect different social
explanations of college-educated women’s relatively lower fertility.

Different combinations of marriage and childbearing are conceptualized in Clar-
ke’s research as routes to women’s different fertility outcomes, within education
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groups as well as between them. She finds, for instance, that Black women at all
education levels spend less than 25% of their reproductive years in marriage while
White women spend about 40%. She also finds that less than 70% of college-
educated Black women’s births occur within marriage, while the corresponding
figures for whites and Hispanics are over 95% and 85%, respectively. Thus the
opportunity for having children within marriage, the preference of most women, is
lower for college-educated Black women than for similarly educated White and
Hispanic women, and it is more akin to that of less educated Black women.

Clarke uncovers the same limited opportunities in sexual behavior. Black women
have the lowest average ages of sexual initiation at every education level, and college-
educated women have the highest average ages of sexual initiation regardless of race
~Warren et al., 1998!. Putting these two patterns together, Clarke shows that college-
educated Black women have the longest average distance between virginity loss and
the first family formation event of all race-education groups under study.5 Clarke
also finds that college-educated Black women have the highest likelihoods of expe-
riencing periods of celibacy. Finally, she finds that among college-educated women,
Black women terminate a higher fraction of pregnancies than White and Hispanic
women mainly because they are more likely to be single. Single women are more
likely to terminate pregnancies than married women, but among single women,
Black women are actually less likely to do so.6 The implication is that with greater
marital experience ~or less singleness!, Black women would use abortion less and thus
have higher fertility levels.

Clarke rounds up all of these findings to conclude that when it comes to the
achievement of low fertility, a race-based deprivation in romance differentiates the
experiences of Black women with college degrees from similarly educated White and
Hispanic women. The advantages of class in desired family formation practices are
thus distinctly racialized. We believe this conclusion, buttressed by a detailed analysis
of group differences, augments and modifies the conclusions of studies that elevate
the role of class-based explanations. Several such studies—large and small, qualita-
tive and quantitative, with racially diverse and single racial or ethnic group samples—
have led to the development of more nuanced understandings of the ways in which
class and fertility are associated; nevertheless, racial or joint racial and class dynamics
are often obscured. When multiple inequalities are studied and the relevance of each
determined by its statistical significance in models that are not fully interactive, the
risk is that researchers will make note of, but ultimately bypass, the dynamics of
individual systems of inequality that appear secondary in the results. We describe
three examples along these lines, from new research on fertility, that illustrate both
the promise and pitfalls for uncovering intersectional dynamics.

One example is Kathryn Edin and Maria Kefalas’ ~2005! qualitative study of
marriage avoidance among low-income mothers. Consistent with past literature,
these authors explain young women’s decisions to have children early in life without
marrying as the consequence of economic motivations. At the same time, they notice
but underplay some of the most novel findings in their study. These have to do with
unexpected racial differences in attitudes about marriage: low income African Amer-
ican mothers are more likely to desire marriage than their counterparts in other
racial0ethnic groups and to have ongoing relationships with the fathers of their
children. The critical but unanswered question is why Black women are nevertheless
less likely to marry, despite expressing greater interest in marriage and having more
fertile conditions for marriage?7 Using an intersectional frame, the study could have
gone the extra mile to explore whether this racial difference was rooted in class-based
processes or, more likely, some combination of racial and class dynamics.

Intersectionality and Social Explanation
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We believe that some of the most recent research in family demography is
moving more promisingly, but still too tentatively, in the direction of a genuinely
multidimensional understanding of family formation patterns among both the poor
and the privileged. These studies document racial differences but without necessarily
illuminating their connection to class differences. One such study ~like Clarke’s!
describes fertility differences across education separately for Blacks and Whites. It
found that while education reduces fertility for both Blacks and Whites, the effect is
much greater for Black women: they have fewer children than White women among
the college educated but more among the non-college educated ~Musick et al., 2009!.
These differences, the authors argue, “reflect the large racial differences in union
status across the education distribution; Black women are much less likely to be
married, and married women are much more likely to intend their births” ~Musick
et al., 2009, p. 557!. But because the study’s foremost objective is to examine educa-
tional differences, substantial racial differences within education groups are noted
but not explained. They are not linked to the kinds of racial processes that inhibit
desired childbearing among college-educated women described by Clarke.

New research using propensity scores offers what may be a more promising
approach to answering this question, though it too has limitations. This technique
consists of ranking individuals according to their propensity to attend college, for
example, based on factors such as family income, parents’ education, race, and
academic achievement. It categorizes individuals into groups along a continuum
from those with multiple disadvantages and a low propensity to complete college to
those with multiple advantages and a high propensity. Sorting the population like
this incorporates ideas of multiple jeopardy or interlocking systems of oppression, in
which groups are irreducible to a single dimension of subordination ~Collins 1990;
King 1988!.

Within these categories of likely and unlikely college-goers, we can observe the
fertility and marriage outcomes of those who actually did and did not attend college.
Jennie Brand and Dwight Davis ~2011! and Brand and her colleagues ~Musick et al.,
2012! find that the top strata of likely college-goers had more children and were
more likely to marry if they went to college than if they did not, whereas the reverse
was true for the lowest strata of unlikely college-goers, whose fertility and marriage
prospects decline if they attend college, as Clarke found among Black college-
educated women. Importantly, this interaction effect means that the main effect of
college, without looking at how its effect differs for advantaged and disadvantaged
groups, is statistically insignificant. Moreover, the interaction that stands out the
most is the extremely low fertility rate of college-educated women from disadvan-
taged backgrounds. As the authors rightly note, this should not be considered a
“positive” effect of a college education.

These scholars are going beyond conventional explanations of delayed childbear-
ing and marriage rooted in economic incentives. However, the new methods deploy
a multidimensional framework that obscures the dynamics of specific intersections.
Emphasized instead is the generic role of deficits in social and cultural capital:

“. . . educated women with advantaged social backgrounds are more likely to
have a sense of personal efficacy, egalitarian gender role attitudes, employers
willing to adjust to their family needs, and husbands who make good money.
Such financial and social resources translate into domestic assistance and child-
care, making it possible to have children without worrying about whether they
will have support, can afford it, or will lose their jobs in the process” ~Brand and
Davis, 2011, p. 883!.
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While in broad strokes this is probably true, it is unclear what explains almost
diametrically opposed experiences among the educated. Clarke’s study delves more
deeply into the racial dynamics underlying these “class” differences and provides
compelling detail of their centrality in explaining restrictions in romantic opportu-
nity, marriage, and fertility among Black college-educated women, many of whom
come from multiply disadvantaged backgrounds and encounter racial restrictions in
relationship markets. This alternative rendering is only in part a function of the
space afforded in a book length study exploring detailed interactions of this kind.
The rest must be attributed to the explanatory framework of intersectionality that
Clarke employed from the start of her research to understand outcomes for Black
college-educated women that challenge rather than ratify theories of economic
rationality.

Homogamy

Next we describe the development of two lines of inquiry that emerged gradually out
of our desire to reconcile conflicting normative interpretations of martial homogamy
~i.e., the marriage of individuals with similar characteristics! with the perspectives of
gender and class0income inequality.8 Taken in the form of a thought experiment, our
first line of inquiry considers the conflicting implications of homogamy for achieving
greater gender equality on the one hand ~which it does!, and less income inequality
on the other ~which it does not!. This leads to an intersectional view that attempts to
reconcile these conflicting views by developing a pattern of partnership that we call
“gender neutral heterogamy” ~marriage between unequals! that could lead simulta-
neously to greater income and gender equality. The second example then examines
the class and gender processes that obstruct the achievement of heterogamy and
reinforce homogamy.

The point of departure in the first example is two opposing perspectives on
marital homogamy. The first perspective is grounded in the desire to achieve greater
gender equality within households and the second from the perspective of desiring
greater equality of income across households. With respect to the former, there is an
enormous body of feminist research on the exploitative aspects ~more typically for
women! and economic benefits ~more typically for men! of economic dependence
between romantic partners ~Sorensen and McLanahan, 1987!. Research has repeat-
edly shown that women’s disproportionate responsibility for unpaid reproductive
labor within households constrains their labor market opportunities, weakens their
bargaining power with male partners, and makes them more dissatisfied with familial
relationships ~England and Farkas, 1986; Rogers and DeBoer, 2001!. Consequently,
much research focuses on the degree to which women and men in heterosexual
partnerships increasingly contribute equally to household income, thus fostering
more equitable gender relations ~e.g., Raley et al., 2006!. Although rarely put in
exactly these terms, the consensus is that increasing “income homogamy” is good for
gender equality.9

But increasing economic equality within households also has implications for
income inequality across households. Rising income homogamy means that the rich
are increasingly marrying the rich and the poor marrying the poor, leading to a
greater concentration of income at the top and poverty at the bottom ~Schwartz
2010!. This is one of the factors that many believe contributed to the spectacular
growth of income inequality in the United States over the past several decades
~though we recognize that there are deeper causes, such as housing and other forms
of segregation that have increased alongside income inequality!. Focusing on this
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one factor, then, from the perspective of income inequality, one can argue that it was
actually more equalizing in the past to have the wives of highly paid men out of the
labor force and the wives of working-class men in the labor force, than it is today
when wives are more likely to be employed, regardless of their husband’s income
~Cancian and Reed, 1999; Juhn and Murphy, 1997!. In short, something that appears
to be a prerequisite of gender equality—income homogamy in heterosexual
relationships—leads directly to increases in another form of inequality, income inequal-
ity. Yet neither of the literatures on gender or income inequality addresses this
conflict because the literatures are unidimensional. The unintended consequences of
choosing one site to advance greater equality, while excluding others, are therefore
obscured.

If one is interested in advancing gender equality and income equality simulta-
neously, how does one go about resolving the contradictory implications of homog-
amy for achieving greater equality? We raise an option that involves rethinking the
typical definition of gender equality as parity of earnings between partners within
each household ~McCall 2008!. The arrangement we propose is to maximize depen-
dency within couples in a gender-neutral way, so that men are as likely as women to
be economically dependent within relationships. This minimizes income homog-
amy and hence income inequality among families. Note that couples could con-
tinue to be homogamous in terms of education but would eschew income homogamy
to the extent possible by relying on a primary breadwinner. What matters in this
scenario is the achievement of a gender-neutral distribution of dependency in the
population as a whole rather than an equal distribution of earnings between mem-
bers of each household.

Here we demonstrate, then, that putting different kinds of social dynamics into
conversation with one another may challenge the normative interpretations derived
from any single social dynamic understood in isolation. This process uncovers alter-
native normative interpretations of the same fact ~i.e., income homogamy! and lays
the groundwork for a more inclusive normative perspective. That this normative
solution is more feasible among the affluent, who can better afford to forego the
earnings of one partner, than it is among most other families, does not necessarily
negate the utility of this intersectional thought experiment. Rather, it points further
down the road to the economic ~e.g., living wages! and social ~e.g., subsidized care!
conditions that would have to be in place for its realization.

In the second example, we begin to open the black box of marital homogamy to
ask how it comes about in practice in order to assess the prospects for fostering
greater “gender-neutral heterogamy.” We focus on the lives of Black college-
educated women, although this time we have no data for other groups against which
to compare our findings since this is a research area in its infancy. The data are
qualitative and explore whether and how women come to increase commitment to
romantic partners who share and0or exceed their socioeconomic status as well as to
reject partners of lower status. The conclusions we draw once again bridge the
arguments from two separate literatures on economic and gender theories of marital
decision making.

The first literature uses data on the traits of those already married to test
economic theories of marital decision making ~Bennett et al., 1989; Lichter et al.,
1991; Oppenheimer et al., 1997!. It adjudicates among theories claiming that indi-
viduals try to marry those with the highest income possible or, alternatively, with
equivalent traits so that they can produce children like themselves. Others emphasize
that individuals are constrained by their own and potential partners’ economic via-
bility ~Oppenheimer et al., 1997; Wilson and Neckerman, 1987!. The second liter-
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ature focuses on explanations having to do with changes in gender relations and
heterosexual dating practices and norms ~Bailey 1988; Bogle 2008; Coontz 2005!.
While neither of these literatures makes specific claims about how women’s dating
behavior relates to their eventual marital choices, or directly observes the mate
selection process, both provide insight into the constraints and opportunities college-
educated Black women face and the decisions they make in the achievement of
homogamy.

Using open-ended survey data on premarital romantic relationships from college-
educated Black women, we found that factors having to do with men’s relative
economic status did arrest the development of romantic relationships. But the major-
ity of the qualitative data did not evince this reasoning in the straightforward manner
suggested by economic theory. For example, a woman might reject a partner of
higher status if the partner believed that his superior status entitled him to special
treatment that she was unwilling to accommodate. Or a woman might report that her
partner of a lower status initiated separation or resisted marriage because he did not
feel he was “contributing enough.” Still other women were criticized by parents or
friends who interpreted their partners’ artistic or entrepreneurial goals as “irrespon-
sible,” reflecting a willingness to take advantage of the women’s higher economic
status once married. In a few cases, pregnancy and0or childbearing led to a breakup
when partners disagreed about whether and how educational or economic activities
should adapt in response to parenting ~e.g., should one or the other leave school0
employment or give up trying to be an artist?!. These data make fairly consistent
reference to the fulfilled or disappointed expectations of women, their partners, and
their friends and family members. Because these expectations tied privilege and
responsibility in romantic relationships to partners’ economic and non-economic
~e.g., age, gender, pregnancy, or family status! characteristics, the literature on gen-
der and its relation to dating practices and norms became a critical resource in
explaining how heterogamous relationships were thwarted.

The literature connecting changes in women’s premarital romantic behavior to
an evolving gender order suggests a more cultural explanation for college-educated
Black women’s constraints and choices in premarital romance. Making sense of
women’s evaluations of their partners’ socioeconomic fitness and of the appropriate-
ness of particular occupational pursuits for male and female partners became easier
after considering the possibility that individuals made decisions about socioeconomic
fitness while struggling with various ideologies of heterosexual romantic partnership.
Individuals used ideologies of both the past ~e.g., mother’s primary responsibilities
are in the home, men who marry assume responsibility for breadwinning! and present
~e.g., both partners should have careers established before marrying or childbearing!
in order to evaluate the long-term prospects of a relationship. Market-based choices
are made, but they are not made outside of the context of present and historical
ideological frameworks that define the still gendered nature of marriage and roman-
tic partnerships. Thus neither the economic nor the gender-based explanations of
homogamous relationships can account on their own for how such relationships are
often formed in practice.

In considering both of our examples, we recognize that selecting a partner is a
deeply intimate and individual activity, and therefore one that is going to be resistant
to formulaic models. However, partner selection is also a social practice with com-
plex and significant ramifications for social inequality. Thus, scholars working in the
fields of economics, demography, and gender, race, and sexuality studies have all
become interested of late in the issue of homogamy. Often, however, scholars approach
the subject from different and even opposing perspectives. In the above examples,
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attempts to place competing perspectives in conversation with each other produced
intersectional accounts that identified new connections and conflicts among multiple
dynamics ~e.g., rising income inequality across households and falling gender inequal-
ity within households!; and constructed new research questions ~e.g., how does
income homogamy actually happen in practice?!, social explanations ~e.g., the joint
gender and economic determinants of partnership formation!, and normative solu-
tions that extend beyond the confines of unidimensional accounts ~e.g., gender-
neutral heterogamy!.

Liberalism

Feminist and critical race theorists of all stripes have long decried the universalist
pretensions of liberal and democratic political theory in societies with deep racial and
gender inequalities. Over the past few decades, however, several authors have brought
these strands together in new theoretical frameworks incorporating multiple forms
of social inequality as central divisions in liberal and democratic societies. Although
two of the three authors we discuss emphasize racial over gender divisions and do not
claim the intersectionality label, they each build on a foundation of feminist and
antiracist scholarship. In these examples, the mix of feminist and antiracist criticism
shapes the development of a new interpretation of familiar histories that retains
valuable elements of prior interpretations. Thus a new synthesis was enabled after
the accumulation of separate areas of inquiry over time. We emphasize the temporal
evolution of intersectional frameworks in this section, rather than the validity per se
of each author’s arguments.10

We look first at Rogers Smith’s “multiple traditions” framework. In an article
dubbed “an instant classic among scholars of American political thought and history”
~Hochschild 1998, p. 321! and a subsequent book, Smith ~1993, 1997! exposed the
contradiction between ideals of liberalism, democracy, and republicanism on the one
hand, and the exclusion of women and minorities from full citizenship, what he terms
“ascriptive hierarchy,” on the other. Smith’s framework likely held wide appeal
because it did not position one tradition as secondary to another, as much main-
stream scholarship had previously done; nor did it treat one tradition as logically
dependent on or irredeemably tarnished by the other, as more critical scholarship
had done. Rather, much like earlier strains of feminist scholarship in the dual systems
tradition, Smith ~1993! saw each dynamic as relatively autonomous with “a complex
pattern of apparently inconsistent combinations, accompanied by recurring con-
flicts” ~p. 558!.

Smith suggested a careful reinterpretation of historical and social contexts, in
which particular configurations of race and liberalism, for example, crystalized at
some points and other configurations at different points. The challenge for sub-
sequent scholars was to define the parameters of those relationships at various
junctures of history and to formulate a more nuanced and critical story of liberalism’s
shifting boundaries and racist legacy. Such a story would partially supersede the
“multiple traditions” framework by comingling liberalism and ascriptivism to a greater
degree than did Smith.11 Still, one could say that Smith succeeded in bridging
intellectual movements that were hitherto severed from one another, galvanizing
dialogue across scholarly boundaries defined by critical studies of race, gender, class,
and American liberalism. Indeed one of the few scholars cited in the original APSR
article as informing and embodying the spirit of a multiple traditions framework was
Kimberlé Crenshaw and other writers associated with intersectionality and Critical
Race Studies.

Averil Y. Clarke and Leslie McCall

358 DU BOIS REVIEW: SOCIAL SCIENCE RESEARCH ON RACE 10:2, 2013

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1742058X13000325 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1742058X13000325


The reweighting of issues of race and gender that occurred in the wake of
Smith’s multiple traditions intervention in political science has its counterpart in
political philosophy in the scholarship of Charles Mills’s The Racial Contract ~1997!
and, more importantly for our purposes, Contract and Domination ~2007!, coauthored
with feminist political theorist Carole Pateman. Mills and Pateman analyze social
contract theory, which is the basis upon which equal individuals emerge from a state
of nature to form social contracts resulting in a just liberal society. These authors
intervened in debates over the different types of contract implied by theorists such as
John Locke, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Immanuel Kant, and John Rawls, calling atten-
tion to what they saw as a more fundamental obfuscation: social inequalities among
subjects.

As above, here we note the evolution of theorizing from more or less isolated fem-
inist and anti-racist camps ~i.e., the Sexual Contract by Pateman and the subsequent
Racial Contract by Mills! to their more flexible and encompassing notion of the “dom-
ination contract” that can both bridge and decipher among multiple axes of inequality.
In an article published a year after the book with Pateman, Mills ~2008! discusses the
domination contract and distinguishes “ideal” from “nonideal” theory, not only as a
matter of what normatively ought to occur versus what occurs in existing society, but
as a matter of what “justice demands in a perfectly just society @versus . . .# what justice
demands in a society with a history of injustice” ~p. 1384!. For Mills, an ideal theory of
a just social contract in a hypothetical society of equals is all but irrelevant in an unjust
society. Ultimately a raceless and genderless liberalism may materialize, but only if the
racial and gendered dimensions of liberal theory and society are first made transpar-
ent, through an explicit confrontation with the “facts” of racial and gender subordi-
nation. Here again, few would dispute these facts; the challenge is to reinterpret and
utilize them to construct new theories of a fully just society.

Evelyn Nakano Glenn ~2002! undertakes this challenge in her explicitly
intersectional analysis. ~Neither Smith nor Mills and Pateman identify their work as
based in themes of intersectionality, yet we suggest that each fosters opportunities to
engage in intersectional thinking.! Glenn’s subject is the nineteenth-century devel-
opment of U.S. citizenship and labor. She maintains from the outset that her approach
is intersectional because it examines the simultaneous and interconnected evolution
of racial and gender inequality in politics ~citizenship! and the economy ~labor!. Like
the two prior examples, Glenn begins with the central contradiction between the
theoretical presupposition of American liberalism and the realities of race and gen-
der exclusion. But she also makes her task one of showing how the liberal tradition
developed in practice through the “efforts of dominant groups seeking to enforce
their own definitions of citizenship and its boundaries, and by the efforts of subordi-
nated groups to contest these definitions and boundaries” ~2002, p. 55!. The dialec-
tical unfolding of this contest between elites and subordinates, on the ground, rather
than the “discursive conflicts among competing members of the elite” ~p. 52!, is what
she says distinguishes her study from Smith’s.

This definition of Glenn’s subject matter places everyday struggles over the
meaning of belonging and freedom among social groups in deeply unequal relations
to one another at the center of analysis. Glenn demonstrates this in three historical
case studies, which articulate the way that race and gender inequalities are presup-
posed in White men’s definition of and access to citizenship rights. In addition to
discussing the more well-known history of conflicts over citizenship rights between
whites and African Americans, her work exposes the regional specificity of this
pattern to the southeast, and how it deviates from constructions of racial boundaries
between Anglos and Mexicans in the southwest, and Haolis, Japanese-Americans,
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and native Hawaiians in Hawaii. Thus Glenn reinterprets the same facts three times
over: she takes what we have tended to see as a single broad construction of White
male citizenship and transforms it into three particular versions of the making and
remaking of a racialized and gendered republic for all citizens, White and non-
White alike.

Debates over the meaning of American liberalism are notorious and enduring.
What we have endeavored to show is the significant theoretical progress made in
defining how multiple systems of inequality are connected to the canonical traditions
of American history and ideology. While covering similar territory on one level,
however, there are real conceptual differences among the approaches outlined here:
autonomous but equally important traditions versus fully imbricated ones; generi-
cally named but encompassing concepts such as “ascriptive hierarchy” and the “dom-
inance contract” versus regionally and historically situated configurations of citizenship;
and discursive debates among elites and philosophers versus the politics of everyday
struggle and social change. Many will consider the second side of each opposition as
the proper side for a study of intersectionality; and if forced to take sides, we might
not disagree. But our point is that there are advances being made on the first side of
these oppositions as well, ones that help to refine the practice of bridging and
borrowing across the borders of subfields and improving our explanations of how
multiple social dynamics interact with one another.

CONCLUSION

Drawing from three areas of research, we pinpointed the moments in which an
intersectional frame comes into focus in our own and others’ work. We found that
the intersectional frame is a theoretical resource that is broadly applicable. Our
research begins with a social problem or question about inequality in which the
intersectional framework serves as a tool that helps, down the road, in generating
new social explanations and normative solutions; but the starting point of our research
is not always the desire to craft an intersectional project, and we have often found
ourselves at the boundary between projects that are explicitly intersectional and
those that are not. We gave a sample of both the continuum and the dialectic of
research across the boundaries of subfields that are often segregated from one another.
However, we have yet to discuss the challenges to working at this border, challenges
that can often eclipse the explanations and solutions crafted through the intersectional
frame. Here we highlight two such challenges foreshadowed in our examples.

First, our description of research on fertility differences contrasts an intersectional
approach inclusive of explanations rooted in multiple social dynamics to the more
common approach of determining the relevance and importance of each dynamic
independently. Such a contrast in the process by which social explanations are con-
ceptualized will continue to be a major source of tension even as significant progress
is made in modeling multidimensional processes in the social sciences ~as in propen-
sity scores!. Although promising, the danger in this development is that “multidimen-
sionality” will subsume multiple social dynamics and obscure their interrelationships.
We therefore think this should be a strategic site for advancing intersectional work in
the future.

Second, intersectional scholarship continues to be challenged by attempts to
bridge subfields with separate and at times opposing normative and theoretical
frameworks. The examples from the liberalism and homogamy sections offer reasons
for both optimism and pessimism, respectively. While scholars linking the liberal and
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ascriptive traditions have covered impressive ground, those attempting to bridge the
politics of income and gender inequality through the issue of homogamy have fared
less well. The fact that homogamy has positive normative implications for reducing
gender inequality and negative normative implications for reducing income inequal-
ity means that the bridging will likely be more challenging than in cases where such
conflicts are more muted or nonexistent.

Each of the examples of “reinterpretation” we discuss depends crucially on
scholars and activists working outside of the intersectional frame. At the same time,
each example provides alternative explanations with which to understand and respond
to the facts such scholars uncover. While the choice to use an intersectional frame-
work in many of these arenas remains obscured, our examples indicate that the
framework has the potential to produce mutually beneficial collaboration across
fields of study and more inclusive normative solutions to problems of social inequal-
ity. We acknowledge the challenges of these reinterpretive and collaborative projects,
but hope we have demonstrated the many payoffs to broadening the conversation.
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Ashburton Place, Boston, MA 02108. Email: averil.clarke@suffolk.edu; Professor Leslie McCall,
Department of Sociology, Northwestern University, 1810 Chicago Avenue, Evanston, IL 60208.
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NOTES
1. We view intersectionality as one frame among many that address the multidimensional-

ity of social space, although the specific conceptualization of multidimensionality and the
relationship among different dimensions varies.

2. In this respect, we focus on Cole’s ~2009! second of three questions “what role does
inequality play?” ~p. 172!.

3. By this definition, one can interpret Choo and Ferree’s ~2010! perceptive rereadings of
prominent books in the sociology of inequality from the standpoint of intersectionality
as providing “different interpretations of the same facts.”

4. Even in-depth qualitative reports focused on research subjects who were poor, young
single mothers ~Edin and Kefalas, 2005; Kaplan 1997! to determine whether these were
irrational, culturally-based behaviors or consistent with rational choice theories.

5. College-educated Hispanic women experience both first marriage and first birth by
roughly four years, on average, after virginity loss. Corresponding first marriage figures
for White and Black college-educated women are five years and 6.5 years, respectively.

6. She found that single White women with degrees terminated roughly three-quarters of
their pregnancies while single college-educated Black women terminated fewer than half.

7. Edin and Kefalas ~2005! maintain, “@w#hereas more than two-thirds of all African Amer-
ican mothers say they desire marriage, fewer Puerto Rican and Caucasian mothers do,”
and explain these racial differences by stating, “@o#ur African American women are much
more likely to be in relationships with the fathers of all their children than mothers in the
other groups and they are far less likely to have ever been married” ~p. 132!.

8. Racial inequality is also relevant but we do not have the space to explore this dimension.
9. The gender equality literature does not typically use the term “homogamy” to describe

these patterns.
10. For critical reviews, see Honig ~2003! and Stears ~2007!.
11. For a review, see Stears ~2007!.
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