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Intersectionality identifies the mutual interpenetration and interaction or “intersection” (Überkreuzung) of different

aspects of identity and discrimination. Developed in the 1980s by US lawyer Kimberlé Crenshaw  , it has since been
adopted in anti-discrimination work and social science-oriented analyses in various disciplines, including theology. In
addition to the initial aspects of identity – namely, race, class, and gender – that were integral to the development of
Black feminism (womanism), others have been added to the current discussion, such as disability, age, sexual
orientation, and religious affiliation.
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Editorial Note
Links to other media and further information regarding this topic can be found in the German version of this
article.

1. The “Discovery” of Intersectionality

The US lawyer Kimberlé Crenshaw   analyzed labor law rulings by the US Supreme Court. One example: five black
women sued General Motors after they had been fired. General Motors successfully defended itself by arguing that,
because other black (male) employees remained employed, the company had complied with the anti-discrimination
measures of the Civil Rights Act – it therefore could not be a case of racial discrimination. Nor could it be sexist
discrimination because other (white) women retained their jobs. Crenshaw recognized that this was a case of

intersecting discrimination that affected this particular group of black women. [1]  Based upon this insight, she
developed intersectionality as an approach to social-scientific analysis that identifies the convergence of different
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patterns of discrimination and that (in most cases) simultaneously criticizes them. [2]  Exactly which aspects of identity
are taken into account varies. The intersections of race, class, and gender were the initial focus. Currently, as many as

13 categories are sometimes identified, including religion and geographical location. [3]  With increased sensitivity to
individual aspects of identity and with a clearer awareness of the distinction between the original foundational
categories (Oberkategorien), the list of aspects that can be taken into consideration is likely to be endless. This had led

some leading researchers to emphasize the openness of the concept. [4]

2. Theological Reception of Intersectionality
Because intersectional analyses are used to explore diversity in greater depth, church and diaconal bodies dealing
with issues concerning equality are familiar with this concept. For example, the guideline, “Inklusion gestalten –
Aktionspläne entwickeln,” published in 2022 by and in Diakonie and the EKD (Evangelische Kirche in
Deutschland/Evangelical Church in Germany) recognizes different aspects of diversity as well as “multiple allegiances”

(Mehrfachzugehörigkeiten) to various dimensions as worthy of consideration. [5]  In theology, intersectionality is used

primarily in religious education, [6]  diaconal studies, and theological discourses critical of power and discrimination.
Both Protestant and Catholic theologians have embraced intersectionality, especially within theology that deals with

gender. [7]  In this sense, intersectionality’s reception and adaptation in theology is similar to other disciplines in which

intersectionality has been addressed primarily in the context of gender. [8]

Biblical studies has also adopted and adapted intersectional approaches, particularly in social-historical .
Intersectionality is here used to analyze various aspects of discrimination. In Church history, or rather the social
history of Christianity, there are also recognizable debates on intersectionality that deal in particular with the role of

religious affiliation as an aspect of identity, privilege, and discrimination and that emphasize its relevance. [9]  Since
intersectional analyses make various aspects of humanity (e.g., its structural entanglement and diversity) clearer, it

has much potential for systematic theology, particularly in ethics but also in theological . [10]  The

concept of inclusive religious education introduces intersectional analyses and demands to religious instruction. [11]

According to Ulrike Witten   and Wolfhard Schweiker  , this requires not only an analysis of the dynamics of
exclusion but also “self-criticism, […] coming to terms with the history of guilt, and […] analyzing one’s own point of

view.” [12]  In intercultural theology, Claudia Jahnel   in particular has worked on the  and its epistemic
relevance, also from a perspective sensitive to discrimination. In view of pluralization and a growing awareness of the
contextuality of theologies, intersectionality also offers starting points for reflection and clarification in academic
discourse regarding the awareness and representation of one’s own positionality as a theologian.

3. Three Specific Characteristics of Theological Work On Intersectionality
With regard to theological work on intersectionality, there are three distinct theological issues that are worth noting.
First: when conducted by a theologian and/or member of a religious community, research into intersectional
relationships may result in greater importance being attached to the identity of religious affiliation than one normally
finds in research on religion outside of theology. This must be stated openly.

Second: for a theology critical of antisemitism, Karin Stögner’s   intersectional analysis of ideologies offers a deeper

understanding of antisemitism’s modes of thought and action. [13]  Her intersectional analysis of antisemitism as an
ideology shows the relation between the racist, sexist, queerphobic, and nationalist elements of antisemitism and
other corresponding ideologies. According to the “classical” intersectional perspectives operative in the history of
antisemitism, Jews were framed as “anti-categorical” (antikategorial) because they have not been unambiguously

classified in terms of gender, class, or race. [14]  This ambiguity and intertwining with other ideologies strengthened

antisemitism. [15]
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Third: with her notion of “kyriarchy” (Kyriarchat), Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza   advanced a theological intersectional
concept. In the 1990s, the Roman Catholic feminist theologian and New Testament scholar developed the concept of
“kyriarchy” [“rule of the master (Herren)”], which more accurately describes the modes of operation of patriarchy (“rule

of the father”) or “hierarchy” [16]  (“rule of the holy” which, in her opinion, is only to be used in connection with

religious power structures). [17]  To this end, she analyzed ancient Hellenistic power relations and pointed out that it
was not “the fathers” but the free masters [κύριος = master (Herr)] who held power inside and outside the household

and who oppressed other men and all women. [18]  Various aspects of identity are therefore intertwined (“entangled”)
in her analysis of kyriarchy. Her treatment of New Testament household codes also demonstrates the same

entanglement. [19]

These three exemplary examples stand alongside other theological approaches, such as anti-racist intersectional
research as well as a still emerging discourse in German-speaking countries that is also fueled by the practical needs
of the Church.
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