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REASSERTING MARXISM

he desire for
change is not,
or should not
be, an
invitation to a
purely

intellectual exercise. It is a
call to action. A common
refrain is that we need to
be attentive to people’s
divergent lived experience,
that those who live
oppression know best how
to organize around it.
There is a significant sense
in which this is true, and
indeed obvious. It is the
height of arrogance to
assert that oppressed
individuals do not have an
accurate picture of

themselves and their
experiences regarding that
oppression. Those who
know most about
oppression are those fittest
to combat it.
But individual lived
experiences deviate
strongly, and can thus
never form a complete
picture of a situation. The
consciousness of the
experience of oppression is
an important part of
political action, but more
components need to be
addressed. Where does
this oppression come from
and whom does it serve?
These are questions that
cannot be fully answered

by appealing to immediate
lived experiences. Rather,
they require a rigorous
social and theoretical
investigation that situates
these experiences within a
broader social context.
This “twofold character,
the simultaneous
recognition and
transcendence of
immediate experience, is
precisely the dialectical
nexus,”1 which the
doctrine of lived
experience rejects.
“Lived experience” is an
epistemological doctrine
that argues that truth
comes not from
experience, but from the
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We understand that consciousness
arises frommodes and relations of
production. Nowwemust contend with
another problem: how does
consciousness change?
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act of recounting experience. This implies
that the experience is best represented “as
lived.” That is, we should explicitly not
mediate experience with analysis.2 This
idea is exactly the opposite of the dialectic
between theory and practice proposed by
Marxism. In postmodern discourse, there
is no consideration of the fact that lived
experiences might reflect something other
than truth, or even an inversion of truth.
No outside forces mediate lived
experiences; nothing conditions them.
Everyone is pure, having equal access to
their own particular truth. Ultimately this
thinking supposes that reality (such as it
can be said to exist) is constituted solely as
a collection of individual experiences with
no objective laws governing those
experiences or their (often contradictory)
relations with one another.

Despite this egregious
error, lived experience
discourse has given rise to
vigorous debates about
oppression that have
historically been ignored by
prominent left-wing
political organizations.
Opening up discussions of
oppression, however, is not
the same as having a
strategy for ending it.

Personal experience doctrine is closely
bound up with broader theoretical ideas of
“privilege,” a common term today in
activist circles. In many ways, the origin
and development of this term is
emblematic of the development of the left
in general. Despite the fact that the
concept of privilege has now been taken
up by universities and corporate training
seminars, the concept has roots in the
socialist movement. The theory of white
privilege in specific, (then called “white
skin privilege”) was part of a strategy of
anti-racism; it was an intervention in a
historical debate on the left. In its origins,
the theory attempted to combat economic
reductionism. The goal of the theory was
to forge a link between class and race, to
impress upon activists involved in class
struggle the need to fight racism on its
own terms. That content has since been
discarded along with the working class.
Unlike the latter category, however, the
theory of white privilege has profound
theoretical weaknesses that, over time,
allowed it to be co-opted by the new
utopians.
The privilege model of oppression came
from a small network of Maoist groups
that operated in the Students for a
Democratic Society (SDS) in 1968. The
term is widely thought to have been
coined, in its original formulation, in a
series of essays called “White Blindspot,”
written inside the SDS by Noel Ignatiev
and Theodore Allen. These documents
were intended as polemic against another
group within SDS, the Progressive Labor
Party, which its detractors understood to
have a narrow view of class struggle. In
place of this reductionism, “White
Blindspot” offered a theory that “The US
ruling class has made a deal with the
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misleaders of American labor and the
masses of white workers.”3 In exchange
for help in “conquering the world,” the
white working class would receive
“repayment” in the form of better
schooling, higher wages, and so on. The
essay argued that white workers and black
workers have competing material
interests. White workers’ interests aligned
more closely with capital than with black
labor. Whether we agree with this theory
or not is largely irrelevant, it is enough to
note that there is a distinct class content
present in it.
In the 1970s, after the neoliberal turn, the
concept began to drift, becoming ensnared
in individualism and disassociated from
class struggle. In the 1976 addition of
“White Blindspot,’ (published a decade
after its initial release) Ignatiev wrote a
disclaimer in the introduction: “the
repudiation of the ‘white skin privilege’
does not mean that our major work should
consist of asking white workers, one by
one, to give up their relatively good
neighborhoods, jobs, and schools in favor
of Blacks and other Third World People.
The phrase in quotes refers to a policy of
struggle of which mass action is the
decisive aspect.”4 Despite this
impassioned call for a return to Marxism,
Ignatiev was unable to halt the
individualist slide, which went on to
completely subsume the earlier theory.
Peggy McIntosh put forward the
dominant view of privilege in her 1989,
essay “White Privilege: Unpacking the
Invisible Knapsack.” The piece is built, in
many respects, on Laclau and Mouffe’s
theory of the autonomy of particular
struggles. It compels its white readers to
reckon with the ways racism victimizes

people of color in everyday life. This is an
enormous achievement, and a vital step
for building a united movement. It is
important to qualify this, however, by
noting the framework through which
McIntosh reaches and explores this
conclusion.
She writes that, “I think whites are
carefully taught not to recognize white
privilege, as males are taught not to
recognize male privilege, so I have begun,
in an untutored way, to ask what it is like
to have white privilege. I have come to see
white privilege as an invisible package of
unearned access that I can count on
cashing in each day, but about which I was
meant to remain oblivious. White
privilege is like an invisible, weightless
knapsack of…tools.”5 McIntosh
acknowledges here the institutional power
of racism, but the sole subject of the piece
is the individual, and the sole act that

REASSERTING MARXISM

PEACE, LAND, AND BREAD 205



subject can undertake is self-reflection.
This is markedly different from the points
of convergence between white labor and
capital denoted by the communists who
coined the term. First of all, the benefits
conferred to whites were portrayed as part
of a “deal” that the white working class
made consciously. This means that white
privilege was a collective benefit of which
its holders were aware, not one that
“remained invisible.” Secondly, and
perhaps more importantly, the
communists conceived of white privilege
as “ironic and bitter, with the benefits
from the crumbs of master’s tables being
pitiable and fully worth of rejection,”
writes David Roediger.6 The interests of
white workers are “counterfeit,” in
Ignatiev’s words.7 Today, white privilege
is thought of as a set of “tools,”
“passports,” and “blank checks” that allow
an individual greater access to an idealized
‘good life’ rather than situating a class of
white workers ahead of another on a
spectrum of deprivation and want.
McIntosh’s focus on the individual
precludes class analysis, which further
prevents her from articulating a strategy
to combat racism. The essay does not
connect its definition of racial inequality
to any material relations. It does not
acknowledge the systemic roots of racism,
making it out to be a problem that makes
itself known only in individual
interactions.
McIntosh’s influence was evident during
Occupy Wall Street. A document titled
“Checking Your Privilege 101” achieved
popularity, defining privilege in much the
same way McIntosh does, as “an unearned
advantage that a dominant group has over
marginalized groups.” An important point

about privilege, the document argues, is
that “those who have privilege often do
not realize they have it. In other words,
they don't see the access and opportunity
being a member of a dominant group
affords them.”8 Given this, a key part of
privilege-checking practice is making the
privileged aware of their status. The
“action steps” called for by the document
reflect an over-emphasis on self-
education, on subjective action. Activists
are encouraged to “acknowledge” their
own privilege and “call out” those who
refuse to do so. The document offers no
strategy for mobilizing people in the
struggle against oppression, other than to
“educate” others or “be an ally” to the
oppressed. There is room for an internal
struggle, but not for tearing down the
systems that give rise to oppression. In the
document, there is perfunctory attention
paid to the “root systems that give
[someone] privilege,” but the system is
not named or analyzed.
The new utopians might maintain a formal
commitment to intersectionality, but they
do not see capitalism as a totality but as a
collection of discrete, fragmented identity
formations. Thus, their idea of
intersectionality has little to do with
qualitative differences in oppression. In
their view, certain groups are not
differently oppressed, but more oppressed
than others. We can “rank oppressions” to
figure out who should lead our
movement.9 Privilege checking is the
process by which this ranking occurs.
What emerges is a gradation of privilege
that everyone, from the Bangladeshi
seamstress making pennies a day to the
CEO of a billion-dollar corporation, is on.
Yet there is no reckoning here of one’s
relationship to deeper power structures or
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an analysis of how said relationship might
form a basis for practical unity.
Some Marxists share the view that
oppression is not inseparably linked to
capitalism. Unlike the postmodernists,
however, they still acknowledge that some
connection exists. Ellen Wood, for
example, has argued, “capitalism is
uniquely indifferent to the identity of the
people it exploits, in that capitalism is very
flexible in its ability to make use of or
discard particular kinds of social
oppression. It can co-opt whatever social
oppressions are available, but it can also
give them up or trade them in for others.
In principle, it can conduct its exploitation
without regard for [identities like gender

or race].”10

But Wood underestimates the fact that
particular kinds of oppression are central
(or have become central) to the
functioning of capitalism. It is not simply
that capital will exploit whatever social
oppressions exist to divide the working
class, but that these oppressions have a
material basis within the capitalist mode
of production. The working class is not
arbitrarily divided after its formation by
the conspiring bourgeoisie; it comes into
being already divided.11

Wood claims something different:
“though capitalism can and does make
ideological and economic use of gender
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oppression, [it] has no privileged position
in the structure of capitalism.”12 Her point
here is that the cost of reproducing the
labor force, currently concentrated in the
private sphere and the family, could be
made public if it became politically
necessary. In the same way, providing a
minimal level of care has, as a result of
struggle, become a social cost.
The above statement is, given the context
in which it appears, quite clearly a
correction of theories brought forth by
postmodernists. It is, however, an
overcorrection. Wood has taken note of
postmodernism’s tendency to set aside
class struggle and justifiably attempted to
recenter it in discussions of how best to
move forward. But she has been
overzealous in this regard, choosing to
subsume oppression under the umbrella of
class struggle rather than seeing it as a
piece that fits within a totality. The lesson
to draw from this is that no one, not even a
writer who explicitly positions themselves
against it, is immune to the dominant
ideology.
That qualification does not mean that no
one can attempt to lessen the influence
that a dominant ideology has over them
(in some respects, the process of struggle
is precisely such an attempt). For
example, although Anderson agrees with
Wood that “capitalism is in principle
indifferent” to gender oppression, he is
alone in admitting that “any movement
that incarnated values capable of realizing
a society without hierarchy of gender
would be constitutively incapable of
accepting one founded on [the] division of
class. In this sense, the rule of capital and
the emancipation of women are—
historically and practically—

irreconcilable.”13 Capitalist relations are
not just relations of exploitation, but also
oppression, dispossession, and
domination. Like exploitation, these are
features of all class societies, but capitalist
production shapes their particular forms.

Oppression is not a
byproduct of capitalism; it
is a tool in the hands of the
ruling class. Like a tool, it
has a definite, material
function. Its function is to
divide the working class. It
is vital that we stop this tool
from being used against us,
and that is only possible
when we treat oppression as
something to be struggled
against, alongside and in
tandemwith exploitation.

Capitalism was born out of oppression and
dispossession that preceded the
exploitation of the working class. This was
a historical process in which colonialism
played a critical role. Marx wrote, “this
discovery of gold and silver in America,
the extirpation, enslavement, and
entombment in mines of the Aboriginal
population, the beginning of the conquest
and looting of the East Indies, the turning
of Africa into a warren for the commercial
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hunting of black skins, signalized the rosy
dawn of the era of capitalist production.
These idyllic proceedings are the chief
moments of primitive accumulation.”14

From the very outset, capitalism involved
a range of oppressive and domineering
relationships, in addition to exploitation.
Slavery, too, was indispensable to the
birth of capitalism. For Marx, “direct
slavery is just as much the pivot of
bourgeois industry as machinery, credits,
etc. Without slavery, you have no cotton,
without cotton you have no modern
industry. It is slavery that has given the
colonies their value, it is the colonies that
have created world trade, and it is world
trade that is the precondition of large-
scale industry. Thus, slavery is an
economic category of the greatest
importance. The veiled slavery of the
wage-earners in Europe needed for its
pedestal, slavery pure and simple in the
new world.”15 There was and is a mutually
dependent relationship between
exploitation and oppression.
Racial slavery is an excellent illustration of
how the specific mode of production
shapes all other social relations. Slavery
was a pre-capitalist mode of production,
but in the development of capitalism, it
took on an entirely different character.
Slavery was at once extensively utilized
and transformed by capital. In pre-
capitalist modes of production, slavery
was based on political dispossession; the
situation was very different under
capitalism. Capitalist ideology says that all
humans are created equal, entering the
market at the same level. The only way to
square that with the institution of slavery
was to create a new type of slavery: racial
slavery. Slaves were not just deprived of

political rights but were defined as less
than human. The edifice of all men being
created equal could only be sustained on
the condition that slaves––the unequal––
were not considered men. The best way to
do this was to devise markers of division.
The theft of people from Africa and their
enslavement in the United States was thus
identified with the development of the
very concept of race, which today cannot
be easily overcome.
We must also contend with the
reproduction of capitalism, an
indispensable part of the mode of
production. Under capitalism,
reproduction takes place within the
private sphere, including the family,
(though even this form is giving way to a
marketized service sector) with a
gendered division of labor in which
women are oppressed. Domestic labor
reproduces human labor power and
prepares workers to perform labor every
day. In 1994, Canada estimated that the
value of housework factored to $318
billion.16 All this work is necessary for the
reproduction of labor power and hence the
production of commodities. The caregiver
is responsible for reproducing the labor
power commodity. Engels called the
position of the proletarian housewife
“open or concealed domestic slavery.”17

The domestic laborer depends on the
relationship between wage labor and
capital to receive her share of the family
wage, an indirect payment from the
capitalist class for the maintenance and
production of labor power.
This is why Marx and Engels considered
the family to be the major economic unit
in capitalist societies. At the start of
industrialization, mechanization made it
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easier to employ women and children, so
men were excised from their craft jobs. As
a result, “four times as many workers’
lives are used up to gain a livelihood for
one worker’s family.”18 The fact that the
family does not own property is all the
more reason the family wage is needed.
The male worker is taught to identify with
at least one element of bourgeois
consciousness, sexism. He does not own
productive property, but he can imagine
that he controls the family funds. The
family-based division of labor also enables
capitalism to keep down the social wage:
public services like childcare, education,
and healthcare. The needs not met at
home become the failure of the individual
family, especially the wife, rather than
capital.
Despite the shift away from privatization
in the family to marketization proper in
the service sector, women still must give
priority to home and child-care duties and
are forced to accept part-time jobs and
lower wages. (In the US, a quarter of all
working women held part-time jobs in
1986 compared with just 9 percent of
men).19 The tradition of women working
for free in the home while men earn an
income has changed. The tasks performed
by women have changed, but the time
spent on domestic labor has not. When
both male and female cohabiters have full-
time jobs, women still do significantly
more housework: 15 more hours per
week, totaling an extra month of 24-hour
days each year.36 According to a 2012
survey, “U.S. women, put in 25.9 hours a
week of unpaid domestic labor in 2010,
while men put in 16.8, a difference of
more than nine hours,” including tasks
such as childcare, cooking, shopping,
housework, odd jobs, gardening, and

others.20 To this we must add already
formidable list the additional non-
indexable tasks such as providing support
to both the employed and non-worker(s)
within the household. Anyone who has
had to soothe a child after a hard day at
her workplace, or figure out care for an
aging parent after a grueling shift knows
how important such ostensibly non-
material tasks can be.
Contemporary women’s oppression is
primarily a result of the capitalist division
of labor. Lise Vogel writes, “women's
oppression flows from their role in the
maintenance and inheritance of property
[and] women's involvement in processes
that renew direct producers, as well as
their involvement in [the] production [of
commodities].”21 Feudal reproduction was
also privatized, but feudal production was
as well. The peasant family was not just a
unit of consumption, as it is under
capitalism, but a unit of production. The
nature of the family under capitalism has
been transformed but not abolished. A
family is no longer a unit of production,
but it is critical in the process of
consumption and reproduction.
Any coherent politics requires lines of
demarcation, the naming of a subject.
Thus, to make the above divisions
apparent is to attack capital. Many
Marxists fail to realize this, but they
remain committed to some kind of
materialism. Their failure to recognize the
material roots of oppression (and the
effects of these material roots on the
particular forms thereof) means that
advocates of privilege checking as a
strategy are fundamentally idealist. The
way to go forward in these formulations is
not to organize the people, but to take aim
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at ideas. Hegel similarly saw the “criticism
of false and mystifying ideas as the chief
tasks of radicals.”22 With the supposed
defeat of the working class marked by
neoliberalism, the left abandoned any
unified project of struggle based on a
materialist conception of the roots and
forms of oppression. It fragmented itself
into single-issue identity campaigns.
Identity, and by extension the individual,
is now the nexus of political change.
Absent a belief in the possibility of
something better; it is natural that one
would abandon a search for it. Radicals
need to work with what they have, and
what they have (at least in their own
conception) are themselves, their friends,
and their immediate experiences.
For all the sense identity politics makes as
a response to neoliberalism, the project is

incapable of resisting that to which it seeks
to adapt. Postmodern ideas about identity
do indeed reflect a reality of capitalism,
namely that we are alienated from one
another and forced to fend for ourselves.
But the political program of
postmodernism is an acceptance of this, a
reification of commodity fetishism.
Identity politics is correlated with calls for
diversity, little more than an extension of
lifestyle discourse. This brand of politics
focuses on representation and
consumption; diversity is measured in the
number of market choices someone from a
particular identity group can make. It
turns the struggle inward, distrusting any
collectivity or solidarity as “hegemonic.”
Such a politics can offer an insightful
critique of the current hegemony but is
blind to the fact that hegemony only
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responds to an equally powerful opposing
hegemony. Power will not vanish just
because it is named; it must be contested
with a power of our own. The left has
claimed the defeat represented by
neoliberalism as the victory of identity
politics, but to win our actual demands,
we need a collective project. Not multiple
different campaigns but a single
organization that is capable of responding
to various kinds of oppression and
involving the entirety of the oppressed
and exploited. Such a project must be
centered on class struggle.
This is not to say that we can learn nothing
from a political emphasis on identity.
Intersectionality, as posited by Kimberle
Crenshaw and other Black Feminists, is a
welcome addition to Marxism.
Intersectionality is a way of describing
how oppressions interact; it is “the
concept of the simultaneity of
oppression.”23 Marxism shares a
materialist outlook with the conceptual
form of intersectionality, particularly with
Critical Race Theory, of which Crenshaw
is a major figure. The founding conference
of this theory was in 1989. It was

influenced by but also broke from Critical
Legal Studies, the class-based framework
of the early 1960s. Critical Race Theory
might feel postmodern, focusing on
culture, discourse, and ideas. But,
especially in the early work, a kind of
materialism remains. In it, we find a
critique of liberalism, “colorblindness,”
and reformism.
One theorist, Derek Bell, even took
Brown v. Board of Education to task in
several articles. The liberal civil rights
lawyers saw desegregation as the main
way to fight racism, but Bell said that the
goal was not desegregation as some
abstract principle, but educational equity.
Desegregation was a tool to bring about
this material goal, not an end in itself. To
make this point, Bell quotes from avowed
Marxist W.E.B. Du Bois, who wrote in
1935, “the negro needs neither segregated
nor mixed schools. What he needs is
education… All things being equal, the
mixed school is the broader, more natural
basis for the education of all youth [but]
other things seldom are equal.”24 Neither
Bell nor Du Bois is anti-desegregation;
they recognized that the goal was material
improvements in people’s lives, not
“better ideas.” Like Marxists, the early
adopters of Critical Race Theory
recognized the need for materialism.
Black feminism, out of which
intersectionality arose, has a long history
that stretches back to the days of chattel
slavery. Since that period, black women
have recognized that racism causes them
to suffer in a way that white women do
not; there are qualitative differences
between oppressions. Sojourner Truth
articulated this in her famous “Ain’t I a
Woman” speech, delivered in 1851. Truth
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recognized the middle class, white nature
of the existing suffragette movement. Due
to its class nature, she said, this movement
was incapable of addressing the concerns
of black women. Crenshaw echoes Truth
in “Demarginalizing the Intersection of
Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique
of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist
Theory, and Antiracist Politics.” She
asserts, “many white women urged that
she be silenced, fearing that she would
divert attention from women's suffrage to
[the abolition of slavery] . . .. When
feminist theory and politics that claim to
reflect women's experiences and women's
aspirations do not include or speak to
Black women, Black women must ask,
Ain't we women?”25

Black Feminism thus contains a strong
emphasis on class, particularly the fact
that class has been racialized in the
American context. This is unsurprising
once one notes the overlap between Black
Feminism and the Communist Party USA
in the 1920s and 30s, typified by Claudia
Jones (who eventually broke with the
Party because of their refusal to address
racial issues). Jones and her contemporary,
Angela Davis, both developed an
intersectional analysis of gender, race, and
class under capitalism. Jones, in particular,
emphasizes the different ways black and
white women experience sexual assault.
For the former, the issue is not merely
gendered, but racialized. Jones writes,
“none so dramatizes the oppressed status
of Negro womanhood as does the case of
Rosa Lee Ingram, widowed mother of
fourteen children––two of them dead––
who faces life imprisonment in a Georgia
jail for the ‘crime’ of defending herself
from the indecent advances of a ‘white

supremacist.’ . . . It exposes the
hypocritical alibi of the lynchers of Negro
manhood who have historically hidden
behind the skirts of white women when
they try to cover up their foul crimes with
the 'chivalry' of ‘protecting white
womanhood.”26

Davis expanded on this theme, linking
sexual assault to the racial and class
character of the prison industrial complex.
Davis wrote in her seminal 1981 book
Women, Race, and Class that sexual
assault “has had a toxic racial component
in the United States since the time of
slavery as a key weapon in maintaining the
system of white supremacy.” She astutely
characterizes rape as “a weapon of
domination, a weapon of repression,
whose covert goal was to extinguish slave
women's will to resist and, in the process,
to demoralize their men.”27 This weapon
arose during chattel slavery but, as with
slavery itself, took on a new form with the
development of capitalism. According to
Davis, “Group rape, perpetrated by the
Ku Klux Klan and other terrorist
organizations of the post-Civil War
period, became an un-camouflaged
political weapon in the drive to thwart the
movement for Black equality.”28

Addressing rape was, therefore, a
necessary component of the racial
struggle, which was itself an aspect of the
class struggle. Gender, race, and class all
fit together in the totality of capitalist
production.
The struggle against neoliberalism was in
many cases spearheaded by Black
Feminists, most notably the Combahee
River Collective, a group of radical Black
Lesbian Feminists. In 1977, they wrote,
“We are socialists because we believe that
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work must be organized for the collective
benefit of those who do the work and
create the products, and not for the profit
of the bosses. Material resources must be
equally distributed among those who
create these resources. We are not
convinced, however, that a socialist
revolution that is not also a feminist and
anti-racist revolution will guarantee our
liberation...Although we are in essential
agreement with Marx's theory as it
applied to the very specific economic
relationships he analyzed, we know that
his analysis must be [taken] further in
order for us to understand our specific
economic situation as Black women.”29

Going beyondMarx’s
necessarily narrow
application of his method is
a core component of the
Marxist project. Anderson
reminds us that historical
materialism can take stock
of various related concepts
covering a “wide range of
social forms and practices
that no alternative could
begin tomeet.”30

The Combahee River Collective
understood the scientific character of
Marxism. Unlike Laclau and Mouffe, they
are not “scaling down the pretensions and

the area of validity of Marxist theory,” but
applying it rigorously to their conditions.31

Barbara Smith, a founding member of the
Collective, argued for unity not just in an
ideological sense, but also in a practical
one. In a 1984 interview, she said, “any
kind of separatism is a dead end . . .. There
is no way that one oppressed group is
going to topple a system by itself. Forming
principled coalitions around specific
issues is very important.”32 This is very far
away from the “autonomization” thesis
promoted by Laclau and Mouffe.
Intersectionality, despite its insights, has
blockages that a properly dialectical
theory can work around or move beyond.
The founding metaphor of
intersectionality (the “intersection” itself)
is primarily what limits it, on its own, to
being merely descriptive, rather than
revelatory. Davis, for example, does not
use that special metaphor, which was
nowhere clearer than in Crenshaw’s 2001
presentation to the World Conference
Against Racism. To explain the theory,
she used the image of a person standing at
the junction of multiple roads––a literal
intersection. The limiting spatiality of the
metaphor has caused a proliferation of
similar terms. We encounter in the
literature “vectors, axes, and roads,” as
well as “intersections” proper. One
theorist has identified “fourteen lines of
difference,” only to be outdone by another
who articulated “sixteen vectors” of
oppression.33

Patricia Hill-Collins has rejected this
limiting spatiality, referring to systems of
oppression as “interlocking.” She has
elucidated a “matrix of domination” that
adds up to a “single historically-created
system.” Another theorist has called
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attention to the fact that certain systems
of oppression “need one another” and are
constitutive of each other.34 These
attempts at relationality aside,
intersectionality without Marxism finds
itself treading water. The name suggests
independent, autonomous, and pre-
formed identities, what David McNally
calls “ontological atomism.” These
independent relations intersect with or
meet one another in myriad ways, but are
not mutually constituted. One writer has
even claimed that speaking of mutual
constitution is to “disrupt the saliency” of
various identity categories.35

Relations of oppression and domination
are constitutive. This does not mean––
has never meant––subsuming all these
relations under one conceptual umbrella.
Dialectics requires us to think of these
categories as interactive, not static things
residing apart from one another. Various

oppressions do not come into external
relations with one another but relate
internally. The insistence on atomism
might have been born out of classical
liberal individualism (which many
theorists, Collins among them, reject).
Those who do not treat oppression in a
space that is “a corollary of the abstracting
social space of commodified production
governed by capitalist markets.”36

Intersectionality as a theory is additive; it
is not an account of how organic systems
interact or interrelate. The critical insight
of modernity is that human beings, in their
concrete (if in some sense determined)
actions, make history. A prominent
current within intersectionality says that
oppressions exist regardless of human
action, that they are forces colliding with
one another randomly. This tendency
towards individualism is perhaps
reflective of intersectionality’s origins in
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legal theory. Ironically, the very thing that
demands intersectionality contains a
materialist kernel also pulls it towards
idealism. This is because legal theory is
designed to describe the experience of
individual legal subjects to the court.
Intersections take place at the individual
level because that is the level at which the
legal system subjectivizes its participants.
Dialectical theory allows us to get beyond
this shortcoming. In the words of
Canadian Marxist Himani Bannerji,
dialectical theory challenges “the habit of
fragmented or stratified thinking which
ends up erasing the social from the
conception of ontology.”37 The task of
dialectical materialism is to provide an
account of living social processes and
relations, the total process of life
reproducing itself. The task of the political
subject is to apply that understanding to a
revolutionary transformation.
Marxism places emphasis on the
connection between exploitation and
oppression, which much of
intersectionality does not do. As Raymond
Williams points out, “there is not one
[issue is oppression] which, followed
through, fails to lead us into the central
systems of the capitalist mode of
production and among others into its
systems of classes.”38 Hill-Collins hints at
this conception when she writes that
interlocking systems of oppression ought
to be understood as part of a single
historical system, but stops short of taking
the steps necessary to transform
intersectionality from a descriptive
concept to a revolutionary theory.
Only Marxism identifies the social agent
that can put an end to both exploitation

and oppression: the working class.
According to Badiou, Marx proposes the
working class as an “identity beyond
identity” whose liberation is a necessary
prerequisite for the liberation of humanity
as a whole. The working-class movement
can only attain the status of “identity
beyond identity” when it apprehends and
fights against identity-based oppression.
There is nothing about a working-class or
Marxist political project that necessitates
abandoning identity-based struggles. It is
only within the context of working-class
struggle that oppression can be effectively
combatted and, similarly, only when it
takes up questions of identity oppression
can the working classes emerge victorious.
There are pluralities of resistance, but
there is no plural subject.
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