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Intersectionality and Systems of Oppression

Intersectionality:
Intersectionality is a term coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989 to describe the interconnected nature of
social categorizations such as race, class, and gender as they apply to a given individual or group, creating
overlapping and interdependent systems of discrimination or disadvantage. It recognizes that individuals
can experience multiple forms of oppression simultaneously and that these systems of oppression intersect
and interact in complex ways that cannot be adequately addressed in isolation. For example, a black woman
may experience discrimination that is unique to her identity as both a woman and a person of color, which
cannot be fully understood by only examining sexism or racism separately.

Systems of Oppression:
Systems of oppression refer to the various structures and mechanisms in society that perpetuate inequality
and discrimination against marginalized groups. These systems are often embedded in social, political, and
economic institutions and work together to maintain power imbalances and privilege certain groups over
others. Examples of systems of oppression include racism, sexism, homophobia, ableism, and classism.
These systems can manifest in overt forms, such as discriminatory laws and policies, as well as more subtle
and insidious ways, such as cultural norms and stereotypes that reinforce inequality.

Internalized Oppression:
Internalized oppression refers to the process by which individuals from marginalized groups come to accept
and internalize the negative beliefs, stereotypes, and attitudes about themselves and their group. This
internalization can lead to feelings of shame, self-hatred, and low self-esteem, as individuals internalize the
messages of their own inferiority or unworthiness that are perpetuated by systems of oppression. For
example, a woman may internalize sexist beliefs that women are less competent than men, leading her to
doubt her abilities and limit her own potential.

Privilege:
Privilege refers to the unearned advantages, benefits, and power that individuals from dominant social
groups receive simply by virtue of their membership in that group. Privilege is often invisible to those who
possess it, as it is the norm in society and is taken for granted. Privilege can manifest in various forms, such
as white privilege, male privilege, heterosexual privilege, and able-bodied privilege. Recognizing and
acknowledging one's privilege is an important step in understanding and dismantling systems of
oppression.

Oppression:
Oppression refers to the systematic mistreatment, marginalization, and discrimination of individuals or
groups based on their social identities, such as race, gender, sexuality, or disability. Oppression involves the
use of power and privilege to deny people equal rights, opportunities, and access to resources. It can take
many forms, including overt discrimination, institutional bias, and microaggressions. Oppression is harmful
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not only to those who are directly targeted but also to society as a whole, as it perpetuates inequality and
limits the full potential of all individuals.

Marginalization:
Marginalization refers to the social process by which certain individuals or groups are pushed to the fringes
or margins of society, where they are excluded from full participation in social, economic, and political life.
Marginalized groups often face systemic barriers that limit their access to resources, opportunities, and
power. This exclusion can result in social isolation, economic disadvantage, and limited visibility in
mainstream society. Marginalization is a key mechanism through which systems of oppression are
perpetuated.

Intersectional Feminism:
Intersectional feminism is a feminist framework that recognizes the intersecting nature of multiple forms of
oppression and seeks to address the unique experiences of individuals who face multiple marginalized
identities. Intersectional feminism acknowledges that traditional feminist movements have often focused on
the experiences of privileged groups, such as white, middle-class women, and have overlooked the
experiences of women of color, LGBTQ+ individuals, and other marginalized groups. Intersectional feminism
aims to center the voices and experiences of those who are most marginalized and to create a more
inclusive and equitable feminist movement.

Microaggressions:
Microaggressions are subtle, often unintentional acts or comments that convey derogatory or negative
messages about individuals based on their marginalized identities. These acts can take many forms,
including verbal, nonverbal, and environmental cues that communicate hostility, invalidation, or disrespect.
Examples of microaggressions include making assumptions about someone's abilities based on their race or
gender, using offensive language or stereotypes, or dismissing someone's experiences or perspectives.
Microaggressions can have a cumulative impact on individuals' mental health and well-being, contributing
to feelings of alienation and invalidation.

Gaslighting:
Gaslighting is a form of psychological manipulation in which an individual or group seeks to undermine
another person's perception of reality, causing them to doubt their own experiences, memories, and
feelings. Gaslighting often involves denying or minimizing the validity of the other person's emotions,
experiences, or concerns, leading them to question their own sanity or judgment. Gaslighting is commonly
used as a tactic of emotional abuse in interpersonal relationships, as well as a tool of social control in larger
systems of oppression. Recognizing and naming gaslighting behaviors is an important step in resisting and
challenging oppressive dynamics.

Allyship:
Allyship refers to the practice of individuals from privileged groups actively supporting and advocating for
marginalized individuals or groups. Allies recognize their own privilege and use it to amplify the voices and
experiences of others, working to dismantle systems of oppression and create more equitable and inclusive
spaces. Allyship involves listening, learning, and taking action to address injustices and inequalities, even
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when it may be uncomfortable or challenging. Effective allyship requires humility, self-reflection, and a
willingness to be held accountable for one's actions and impact.

Self-Care:
Self-care refers to the practice of actively taking care of one's physical, emotional, and mental well-being in
order to maintain health and prevent burnout. Self-care can take many forms, including activities such as
exercise, meditation, spending time with loved ones, engaging in hobbies, and setting boundaries to
protect one's energy and time. Self-care is especially important for individuals who are marginalized or
oppressed, as they may face additional stressors and challenges in navigating systems of oppression.
Prioritizing self-care is an important act of resistance and resilience in the face of oppression.

Empowerment:
Empowerment refers to the process of gaining power, agency, and control over one's own life and
circumstances. Empowerment involves recognizing and challenging systems of oppression that limit one's
autonomy and opportunities, as well as building skills, confidence, and resources to take action and create
change. Empowerment can be both individual and collective, as individuals work to assert their rights and
advocate for justice, while also participating in broader movements for social transformation. Empowerment
is a key goal of feminist therapy, as it seeks to empower clients to navigate and resist systems of oppression
in their lives.

Resilience:
Resilience refers to the ability to bounce back from adversity, trauma, or stress and to adapt to challenging
circumstances in a healthy and effective way. Resilience involves developing coping strategies, social
support networks, and internal resources that help individuals withstand and recover from difficult
experiences. Resilience is a key factor in navigating systems of oppression, as individuals face ongoing
barriers and discrimination that can impact their well-being and sense of agency. Building resilience is a
central focus of feminist therapy, as it seeks to support clients in developing the skills and strengths to
overcome oppression and thrive.

Trauma-Informed Care:
Trauma-informed care is an approach to providing services and support that recognizes and responds to
the impact of trauma on individuals' lives. Trauma-informed care involves creating safe and supportive
environments, building trust and collaboration with clients, and integrating knowledge about trauma and its
effects into all aspects of care. This approach acknowledges that many individuals who have experienced
trauma may also face intersecting forms of oppression, such as racism, sexism, or homophobia, which can
compound the effects of trauma. Trauma-informed care is a key principle of feminist therapy, as it seeks to
create healing spaces that honor clients' experiences and promote growth and resilience.

Empathy:
Empathy refers to the ability to understand and share the feelings, experiences, and perspectives of another
person. Empathy involves listening with compassion, validating others' emotions, and showing genuine care
and concern for their well-being. Empathy is a key skill in building therapeutic relationships and creating a
sense of safety and trust for clients. In feminist therapy, empathy is used to validate clients' experiences of
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oppression and to support them in exploring and processing their emotions in a nonjudgmental and
affirming way. Practicing empathy helps to foster connection, healing, and empowerment in the therapeutic
process.

Intersectional Analysis:
Intersectional analysis is a method of examining social issues, policies, and practices through a lens that
considers the intersecting identities and experiences of individuals. Intersectional analysis involves looking
at how systems of oppression intersect and interact to create unique challenges and opportunities for
different groups of people. This approach recognizes that individuals are shaped by multiple social
identities, such as race, gender, sexuality, and class, and that these identities influence their access to
resources, power, and opportunities. Intersectional analysis is a key tool in feminist therapy, as it helps
therapists understand the complex ways in which oppression impacts clients' lives and identities.

Advocacy:
Advocacy refers to the act of speaking up, taking action, and working to create change on behalf of
individuals or groups who are marginalized or oppressed. Advocacy can take many forms, including
lobbying for policy changes, raising awareness about social issues, organizing protests or campaigns, and
providing direct support to those in need. Advocacy is a central component of feminist therapy, as it seeks
to empower clients to advocate for themselves and others, as well as to address systemic barriers and
injustices that perpetuate oppression. Advocacy is a key strategy for promoting social justice and equality in
the larger community.

Power Dynamics:
Power dynamics refer to the ways in which power is distributed, exercised, and contested in relationships,
organizations, and society. Power can take many forms, including physical, emotional, social, and
institutional power, and can be used to influence and control others' behavior, decisions, and resources.
Power dynamics are often shaped by systems of oppression, as individuals and groups with privilege may
use their power to maintain control and dominance over those who are marginalized. Recognizing and
addressing power dynamics is an important aspect of feminist therapy, as it seeks to empower clients to
navigate and challenge oppressive structures in their lives.

Implicit Bias:
Implicit bias refers to unconscious attitudes, beliefs, and stereotypes that influence individuals' perceptions
and actions without their awareness. Implicit biases are often based on social categories such as race,
gender, or age and can lead to discriminatory behavior or decisions, even when individuals consciously
reject prejudice. Implicit biases are shaped by socialization, cultural norms, and media representations, and
can perpetuate systems of oppression by reinforcing stereotypes and inequalities. Recognizing and
addressing implicit bias is a key goal of feminist therapy, as it seeks to create more equitable and inclusive
therapeutic relationships and spaces.

Healing Justice:
Healing justice is a framework that centers the intersections of collective healing and social justice,
recognizing that individual and community well-being are interconnected with broader struggles for
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liberation and equity. Healing justice acknowledges that healing is a political act and that individuals who
have experienced trauma and oppression can be agents of change and transformation in their communities.
This framework integrates principles of trauma-informed care, social justice, and self-care to create healing
practices that address the root causes of suffering and promote healing on personal, interpersonal, and
systemic levels. Healing justice is a central focus of feminist therapy, as it seeks to empower clients to heal
from oppression and create more just and compassionate communities.

Body Positivity:
Body positivity is a social movement and philosophy that promotes acceptance, respect, and love for all
bodies, regardless of size, shape, or appearance. Body positivity challenges societal beauty standards and
stereotypes that equate thinness, whiteness, and able-bodiedness with value and worth, and celebrates
diversity and self-acceptance. Body positivity encourages individuals to embrace their bodies as they are, to
reject harmful diet and beauty norms, and to prioritize self-care and well-being over societal expectations.
Body positivity is a key principle of feminist therapy, as it seeks to challenge oppressive beauty standards
and promote body autonomy and self-love in clients.

Social Location:
Social location refers to an individual's position within the social hierarchy based on various intersecting
identities, such as race, gender, class, sexuality, and ability. Social location influences access to power,
resources, and opportunities, as well as the ways in which individuals are perceived and treated by others.
Social location is dynamic and complex, as individuals may occupy multiple social locations simultaneously
and experience privilege and oppression in different contexts. Understanding one's social location is a key
aspect of feminist therapy, as it helps therapists and clients explore how intersecting identities shape
experiences of marginalization and privilege.

Internalized Misogyny:
Internalized misogyny refers to the internalization of sexist beliefs, attitudes, and stereotypes by individuals,
including women, that lead them to devalue and oppress themselves and other women. Internalized
misogyny can manifest in self-criticism, competition with other women, and acceptance of sexist norms and
expectations. Internalized misogyny is perpetuated by systems of patriarchy and sexism, which reinforce
messages of women's inferiority and worthlessness. Recognizing and challenging internalized misogyny is a
key goal of feminist therapy, as it seeks to empower women to reclaim their agency, voice, and self-worth in
the face of oppression.

Reproductive Justice:
Reproductive justice is a framework that centers the right of all individuals to have the resources,
information, and power to make decisions about their bodies, sexuality, and reproduction. Reproductive
justice goes beyond traditional reproductive rights advocacy to address intersecting issues of race, class,
gender, and sexuality that impact individuals' access to reproductive health care, education, and services.
Reproductive justice acknowledges that systems of oppression such as racism, sexism, and poverty shape
individuals' reproductive choices and experiences, and seeks to create more equitable and inclusive
reproductive health policies and practices. Reproductive justice is a central focus of feminist therapy, as it
seeks to empower clients to make informed decisions about their bodies and lives.
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Intersectional Activism:
Intersectional activism is a form of social and political engagement that centers the intersections of multiple
forms of oppression and seeks to create change that is inclusive and equitable for all individuals.
Intersectional activism recognizes that social justice movements must address the unique experiences and
needs of marginalized communities, such as people of color, LGBTQ+ individuals, and people with
disabilities, in order to create meaningful and lasting change. Intersectional activism involves coalition-
building, allyship, and solidarity across different social movements to address the root causes of oppression
and promote justice and liberation for all. Intersectional activism is a key strategy for challenging systems of
oppression and creating more just and equitable societies.

Gender Identity:
Gender identity refers to an individual's internal sense of their own gender, which may or may not align with
the sex they were assigned at birth. Gender identity is separate from biological sex and includes a range of
identities beyond the traditional binary of male and female, such as nonbinary, genderqueer, and
genderfluid. Gender identity is deeply personal and may be influenced by culture, society, and personal
experiences. Understanding and respecting individuals' gender identities is a key principle of feminist
therapy, as it seeks to create affirming and inclusive spaces for clients of all gender identities to explore and
express their authentic selves.

Sexual Orientation:
Sexual orientation refers to an individual's emotional, romantic, or sexual attraction to others, which may be
directed toward people of the same gender, different genders, or multiple genders. Sexual orientation is
separate from gender identity and includes identities such as lesbian, gay, bisexual, pansexual, and asexual.
Sexual orientation is diverse and fluid, and may change over time for individuals. Recognizing and affirming
individuals' sexual orientations is a key aspect of feminist therapy, as it seeks to create safe and supportive
spaces for clients to explore and celebrate their identities without fear of judgment or discrimination.

Transgender:
Transgender is an umbrella term that refers to individuals whose gender identity or expression does not
conform to the sex they were assigned at birth. Transgender individuals may identify as male, female,
nonbinary, or another gender identity, and may choose to transition socially, medically, or legally to align
their bodies and identities. Transgender people face unique challenges and forms of discrimination, such as
transphobia, which can impact their mental health and well-being. Affirming and supporting transgender
clients is a central goal of feminist therapy, as it seeks to create inclusive and affirming spaces for individuals
of all gender identities to explore and express their authentic selves.

Queer:
Queer is a term that has been reclaimed by LGBTQ+ individuals as a way to challenge traditional categories
of sexuality and gender and to affirm diverse and nonnormative identities. Queer is used as an umbrella
term to encompass a range of sexual orientations, gender identities, and expressions that fall outside of
heteronormative norms. Queer is also a political identity that challenges systems of oppression such as
homophobia, transphobia, and sexism, and seeks to create more inclusive and affirming spaces for LGBTQ+
individuals. Embracing and celebrating queer identities is a key principle of feminist therapy, as it seeks to
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challenge restrictive norms and promote acceptance and diversity in clients' experiences and expressions of
gender and sexuality.

Environmental Justice:
Environmental justice is a movement and framework that centers the intersections of environmental issues
with social, economic, and racial justice concerns. Environmental justice acknowledges that marginalized
communities, such as low-income neighborhoods and communities of color, are disproportionately
impacted by environmental degradation, pollution, and climate change, due to systemic inequalities and
discrimination. Environmental justice seeks to address the root causes of environmental harm and to create
sustainable and equitable solutions that prioritize the well-being of all communities. Environmental justice is
a key principle of feminist therapy, as it recognizes the interconnectedness of social and environmental
justice issues and seeks to promote healing and resilience in the face of environmental challenges.

Healing Circles:
Healing circles are a form of group therapy or support that centers the experiences, voices, and wisdom of
individuals who have been impacted by trauma, oppression, or loss. Healing circles provide a safe and
supportive space for participants to share their stories, connect with others, and engage in healing practices
such as meditation, art therapy, or ritual. Healing circles are grounded in principles of community, solidarity,
and self-care, and seek to create spaces of empowerment and transformation for individuals and
communities. Healing circles are a key practice in feminist therapy, as they offer opportunities for collective
healing, resilience, and social connection in the face of oppression and trauma.
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