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Post-Indentitarian and  
Post-Intersectional Anxiety in the 
Neoliberal Corporate University

Tiffany Lethabo King

This article tracks the production and circulation of post-intersectional discourse in 
the neoliberal university. Focusing specifically on the ways in which a public flagship 
university from 2008 through 2013 produces anxious subjects (graduate students, 
untenured professors, adjunct faculty, and staff), the article argues that neoliberal 
logics and everyday speech acts within corporate universities temporalize, spatialize, 
contain, and ultimately seek to render intersectionality to a time and space of the 
“post.” It is within this neoliberal context of precarity that the article identifies and 
scrutinizes Jasbir Puar’s critiques of intersectionality and post-intersectional discourse 
as “anxious speech acts.” Finally, the article proposes a new and less anxious read-
ing practice inspired by Jennifer Nash’s “Black feminist love politics” that rethinks 
intersectionality’s relationship to the subject and the neoliberal ethos of disposability.

Keywords: anxiety / Black feminism / intersectionality / neoliberalism / post-
identitarian / post-intersectionality

“Intersectionality demands the knowing, naming,  
and thus stabilizing of identity across space and time,  

generating narratives of progress that deny the fictive and 
performative of identification: you become an identity,  

yes, but also timelessness works to consolidate the  
fiction of a seamless stable identity in every space.”

—Jasbir Puar, “Queer Times, Queer Assemblages” (2005, 128)
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“Having said all of this, Puar [in “Queer Times,  
Queer Assemblages”] then cautions us with a footnote:  

‘This is not to disavow or minimize the important interven-
tions that intersectional theorizing has made possible and 

continues to stage, or the feminist critical spaces that give rise 
to intersectional analyses.’ I have practiced a similar caveat 

at the start of my critique of queer critique; such premonitory 
statements indicate the presence of an unsettling anxiety. . . . 

Interestingly enough, several Black feminists, chief among 
them Cathy Cohen, have already argued intersectionality’s 

narrowness; so why the anxiety about minimizing a critique 
that has already been under intense scrutiny?”

—Sharon Holland, The Erotic Life of Racism (2012, 85)

“Since the publication of Terrorist Assemblages,  
in response to anxieties about my apparent prescription  

to leave intersectionality behind (as if one could),  
I have often been asked to elaborate on the political  

uses of assemblages and assemblage theory.”

—Jasbir Puar, “I’d Rather be Cyborg than a Goddess” (2012, 50)

Much of the activity surrounding intersectionality in the twenty-first-century 
neoliberal corporate university has become anxious business. The stakes are 
particularly high in the humanities and social sciences, especially in disciplines 
that have taken seriously the post-identitarian “queer” and “affective” theoreti-
cal turns that emerged during the 1990s. Whether scholars’ intentions are to 
pledge fidelity to intersectionality, put it in friction with the Deleuzian and 
Guattarian assemblage, or to move beyond it, the consequences of all of these 
actions are grave. Each orientation toward the analytic invites a response that 
has implications for how intersectionality, as well as how Black feminism, will 
be regarded within the corporate university.

This article examines the ways in which the neoliberal corporate univer-
sity produces intersectionality as a passé analytic and “risky” space destined for 
relegation to the anachronistic time-space of the “post.” Rather than scruti-
nize intersectionality itself—its institutionalization and its body of work—the 
article interrogates the ways in which neoliberal logics and subjectivities within 
university spaces temporalize, spatialize, and render intersectionality to an 
anachronistic time-space of the post. Using a first-person account, I focus on 
unofficial, off-the-record, and extra-textual quotidian post-intersectional speech 
acts at a public flagship university from 2008 through 2013. These speech acts 
and discourses are categorized as “anxious speech” produced within a general 
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atmosphere of precarity, and within the specific context of the anticipation 
of departmental restructuring at the university. It is within this context that 
intersectionality indexes a space of risk and danger that one must get over or 
avoid entirely, as it has no future or speculative value in the neoliberal university.

Second, through an investigation of the kinds of critiques that gain trac-
tion in the corporate university, the article examines the ways that progressive, 
minoritarian, post-identitarian discourse can be mobilized to crowd out “anti-
quated” Black feminist discourse. For example, one of the vignettes illumines the 
specific ways that anxious faculty and students can deploy Jasbir Puar’s critiques 
of intersectionality (2005, 2007) in ways that unintentionally produce it as a 
subject-bound, identity-obsessed, and passé analytic that needs to be put to rest, 
or “posted.” Further, Puar’s continual qualifications, revisions, and attempts to 
distance her critique from that of post-intersectional discourse from 2005 to 
2012 also reflect the ways in which scholars anxiously engage intersectionality 
and Black feminist scholarly production. Through examining Puar’s critique 
of intersectionality, the article reexamines some of its conceptual moves that 
inadvertently share tendencies with neoliberal post-intersectional critiques, 
which end up rendering Black feminism to a place of the post.

In order to resist this “posting” of both intersectionality and Black feminism 
within the neoliberal university, I take up Jennifer Nash’s (2013) “Black feminist 
love-politics” and extend it to my own project of tarrying with and rereading 
intersectionality as an analytic capable of moving back and forth between 
identity and non-identitarian formations (2). My article proposes a reading of 
intersectionality within a longer tradition of Black feminist thought that is 
both ambivalent about the subject and has the capacity to undo categories like 
gender that hail subjects. Lovingly pushing back against post-intersectional 
theories, the article calls for a less anxious and therefore more loving reading 
practice that tarries with the potential and future of intersectionality rather 
than overcoming it in a neoliberal era of disposability.

Everyday Post-Intersectional Speech in the Neoliberal University

The article focuses on the “everyday talk” that I, the author, have both over-
heard and participated in while within the space of the corporate university 
over the past six years. In the tradition of Patricia Williams and Shirley Nelson 
Garner, both contributors to the anthology Antifeminism in the Academy, I use 
first-person narrative and vignettes to capture everyday speech acts that might 
otherwise remain unremarked on or undocumented because of their off-the-
record nature. By “off the record” I mean everyday speech like side comments 
and “shade” that were not intended to be recorded in meeting minutes or 
other institutional or scholarly archives. The use of these kinds of testimonies, 
individual narratives, and disclosures are legitimized by feminist scholars, such 
as the contributors to Antifeminism in the Academy, to track the way in which 
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institutional power works off the record in ways that structure racism, sexism, 
ageism, and other forms of violence in the academy (Clark et al. 1996, xii–xiii).

Sumi Cho’s (2013) article “Post-Intersectionality” also serves as a model 
that legitimizes this less conventional method of analysis. Her article is one of 
the few scholarly essays that focuses on the “extratextual factors that drive the 
post-intersectionality move at a particular point in time” (387). Cho attends 
to what she argues are some of the roots of post-intersectional theorists’ “skep-
tical stance” (396). For example, she argues that the subtext of some of the 
post-intersectional critiques may stem from feelings of exhaustion, with critical 
race discussions being framed within a “Black–White” paradigm (387). Cho 
also suggests that lurking beneath the critique may be what Devon Carbado 
has called an “unspeakable” tendency to harbor a deep skepticism about Black 
feminist knowledge production (qtd. in Cho, 393). Specifically, the anxiety that 
Black women are too particular and therefore not universal enough to inspire 
coalition may animate the skepticism of some post-intersectional legal scholars, 
according to Cho. A dark side of the skepticism that she picks up on is that 
“the genesis of intersectionality in Black feminist theory limits the imagina-
tion of scholars to envision the potential domains to which intersectionality 
might travel” (ibid.). Her attention to the feelings and anxieties that are possibly 
informing the skepticism of the post-intersectional critique within the legal 
community is instructive.

Homing in on the extra-textual and taken-for-granted everyday chatter (and 
the feelings it produces) about intersectionality that may elude documentation 
is critical. Attending to the off-the-record conversations about intersectionality 
and intellectual traditions in general is not a conventional method for tracking 
the ways that a critique has emerged, been received, rejected, and regarded over 
time. The traditional method is to track its textual and discursive footprint in 
literature; specifically, how it is cited and engaged. However, listening to the 
ways in which everyday talk (and feelings) about intersectionality invokes time, 
space, feelings of exhaustion, avoidance, boredom, and anxiety has methodologi-
cal import. These additional sites of analysis are often disregarded because they 
elude normative methodologies for gathering empirical data and “evidence.”

These sites of analysis are unofficial narratives that rely upon side comments, 
“shade thrown,” and other chatter deemed off the record. These off-the-record 
comments that can be overheard after meetings, in hallways, and bouncing off 
the walls of academic corridors contain content that can be easily dismissed as 
fabricated, not empirical, and therefore inadmissible for constructing scholarly 
arguments. However, I track some of this quotidian post-intersectional banter 
at a public flagship university to attend to the ways in which it both reflects 
and simultaneously produces anxious neoliberal subjects and an atmosphere of 
precarity that relies upon creating a “post” temporality of disposability.

The firsthand accounts that follow took place on the campus of an East 
Coast public flagship university during 2008–13. My observations captured in 
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the vignettes focus on people’s everyday speech acts that articulate something 
about the discourse and intellectual project we have come to know as intersec-
tionality. I attend specifically to moments when intersectionality is critiqued or 
rendered passé, or “post.” The everyday post-intersectionality talk that these 
vignettes scrutinize produce a number of effects, including the spatialization 
of intersectionality at the scale of the body or the individual; the flattening 
and reification of intersectionality as a commodity form; the construction of 
intersectionality as an anachronistic time-space of liability—the post—that one 
must pass quickly through; and the production of anxious neoliberal subjects of 
the university who must constantly mitigate the risk of being associated with 
intersectionality. This everyday post-intersectional speech is inspired by feelings 
of anxiety and fear produced by the neoliberal corporate university’s shifting 
and unstable ecology.

More specifically, during 2008–13, the university was having an open dia-
logue about departmental restructuring. Within the corporate university, bodies 
and ideas easily become disposable. It was within this precarious environment 
that intersectionality indexed a space of Black female corporeality and risk 
and danger that one must get over or avoid entirely because it has no future 
or speculative value within the neoliberal university. I argue that the anxiety-
induced post-intersectional speech that could be heard on campus kept people 
in fear and prevented an engagement with the actual limits and potential of 
intersectionality as a dynamic and malleable project.

This article attends to the ways in which anxious neoliberal subjects (gradu-
ate students, untenured professors, adjunct faculty, and staff) are produced by 
the corporate university, and in turn reproduce the neoliberal ecologies of 
the university. The anxious neoliberal subjects examined here often relate to 
intersectionality (and Black feminist knowledge production) as a risky and 
anxiety-inducing space with a problematic relationship to the subject. By exten-
sion, Black feminist theory is also treated as a space that frustrates movement 
away from the subject and toward post-identitarian and “subjectless” discourse.

Post-Identitarian and Post-Intersectional Critiques

With the advent of post-identitarian critiques like those of Judith Butler (1990) 
in Gender Trouble and the emergence of Michael Warner’s (1993) “subjectless” 
discourse in queer theory, post-identitarian and subsequently post-intersectional 
critiques are put into motion. During the mid-to-late-1990s and early 2000s, 
when post-identitarian analyses were gaining traction in the academy, scholars 
across disciplines began to interrogate intersectionality’s investments in identity, 
as well as to ponder its broader applicability (Cho 2013). Within legal studies, 
scholars working on race and sexuality also began to critique what they inter-
preted as the limits of intersectionality, particularly for their work at the nexus 
of masculinity, race, and sexuality (389). In the early 2000s Darren Hutchinson 
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(1999, 2001), Peter Kwan (2002), and Robert Chang and Jerome Culp Jr. (2002) 
introduced some of the early critiques of post-intersectional scholarship. The 
critiques made by the emerging group of legal post-intersectional scholars, 
documented by Chang and Culp, include: the reproduction of “single-axis 
thinking”; assigning fixed values to race, gender, and sexuality; the lack of 
attention to privilege; and the need for a deeper contextualization of identity 
(489). These critiques also tended to focus on the privileging of Black feminist 
standpoints—specifically, the hegemonic hold that Kimberlé Crenshaw’s work 
was presumed to have on the analytic. Calls to transcend intersectionality were 
also rippling outside of legal scholars’ circles.

In the humanities and social sciences the primary critique was that inter-
sectionality reified identity, which critical theories (including intersectional 
theorists) were critically interrogating. Black feminist scholars’ self-critical work 
was at the forefront of this critique of the reification of the liberal individual. 
However, this article argues that during the mid-2000s the critiques that perhaps 
gained the most traction for interrogating the reification of the liberal subject 
emerged from outside of Black feminist scholarship. Puar’s ongoing critique 
of intersectionality between 2005 and 2012 becomes one of the most well-
circulated critiques in the humanities. While claiming to want to hold onto 
intersectionality, Puar’s critiques of intersectionality in “Queer Times, Queer 
Assemblages” (2005) and Terrorist Assemblages (2007, 212–13) persuasively argue 
that intersectionality is often co-opted by the state and incorporated into the 
statist and corporate diversity-management apparatus. While she contends 
that intersectionality should be held in tension with the Deluezian and Guat-
tarian assemblage, her eloquent critique—due to the fact that it is both levied 
inside of and taken up by anxious subjects within the neoliberal corporate 
university—is subsequently taken up as a “post-intersectional” critique. With-
out trying to, Puar’s non-post-intersectional critique is immensely effective at 
encouraging people to consider transcending and moving past intersectionality. 
By investigating the kinds of subjectivities, temporalities, and spatializations 
that are produced by and produce the neoliberal university, some light will be 
shed on why her critique is construed as both new and post-intersectional. This 
article illumines the kinds of neoliberal conditions of possibility that compel 
poststructural and post-identitarian scholarship to perceive intersectionality as 
a risky time-space of the “post” that one needs to avoid.

Throwing Post-Intersectional “Shade”  
at an East Coast Corporate University

The first incident of post-intersectional speech that I remember hearing 
occurred in the fall of 2008 during a panel co-sponsored by one of the univer-
sity’s research consortiums organized to discuss intersectionality and qualita-
tive research.  It is important to point out that this was a university in which a 
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number of Black women scholars who were germinal to the emergence of “inter-
sectional theorizing” were prominent tenured faculty. However, the instances 
of post-intersectional speech were numerous. In addition to the visibility and 
credibility of tenured Black intersectional scholars on campus, the university 
was also the home of a well-funded consortium committed to intersectional 
work. Even within a context of a substantial amount of university and private-
foundation support, intersectionality, and the bodies and ideas associated with 
it, still produced anxiety.

During the consortium’s discussion of intersectional qualitative-research 
methods, a senior woman of color scholar presented a paper on Latina women 
and health disparities. Following her presentation, a senior white female scholar 
asked her if she had considered Puar’s critiques that intersectionality has increas-
ingly become a tool of the state because of the way it invokes identity and 
identity politics. Additionally, from what I remember of the exchange, the white 
scholar also ended her set of earnest inquiries by asking a question that I heard 
as: “Aren’t we post-intersectional at this point?” I remember the Latina scholar 
reply to her by saying, “this is a critique that I often get from white women.”1

An uncomfortable silence followed the exchange. This awkward moment, 
punctuated by silence, gestures toward more than just the tense dynamics (race, 
class, seniority, and so on) between two faculty members, but also evinces the 
ways in which minoritarian discourses like intersectionality and post-identitarian 
are pitted against each other to vie for scarce resources within the university. 
After this incident I remember graduate students groaning and talking about 
how passé intersectionality was. As a graduate student I even took part in some 
of the collective eye-rolling and critiquing of intersectionality. I noticed that 
these conversations would often also lead to criticisms of certain departments 
and professors on campus.

What we often failed to acknowledge in the midst of the critiques was that 
there was a larger discussion going on among administrators at the university 
and within higher education more generally about the respective futures of 
minoritarian intellectual projects—and by extension, minority scholars at the 
university. In 2009 the university announced that some of the very departments 
that housed the professors that we were critiquing—also often the same depart-
ments where we were students—were being considered for “restructuring,” which 
in the context of this university meant the possible merging of American stud-
ies, women’s studies, and African American studies, as well as some programs 
from the classics department. Amid the impending threat of restructuring, 
the everyday talk I heard about intersectionality sounded like anxious speech.

Within universities that engage in what Gary Rhoades and Sheila Slaughter 
(2006, 103) describe as “market-like behaviors,” professors and students become 
anxious about their tenuous position within the university. Both tenure-track 
professors who are moving up the ranks and graduate students become shrewd 
and entrepreneurial subjects who use economic rationality to navigate their 
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way through a terrain of scarcity. As neoliberal subjects who constantly need to 
mitigate the risk of being displaced, they must distance themselves from forms 
of scholarship that are deemed outmoded and superfluous by the university. 
Graduate students in particular need to be marketable in order to secure a job. 
Distancing oneself from the “sandpit” of intersectionality that lacks futurity, 
speculative value, or capital is imperative.2

Graduate students who aspire to the professoriate in particular conceptual-
ize intersectionality as a space of risk that must be avoided, or at least mitigated. 
Intersectional theories are spaces out of time and out of sync with sexier and 
more contemporary theoretical currents that give graduate students the capital 
they need to be competitive on the academic job market. Intersectionality is 
thus viewed as a sandpit that one must move through as quickly as possible 
in order to avoid becoming stuck. As subjects who adhere to the neoliberal 
mandates of economic rationality and risk assessment, graduate students try to 
reduce the time and money spent on a degree. Students learn to distill material 
and eliminate what might be deemed unnecessary. After reading Puar’s Terrorist 
Assemblages (2007) during my first year of graduate school, I knew the newest 
critique of intersectionality before seriously engaging intersectionality itself as 
a scholar. Further, at the same time that I was introduced to Puar’s critique of 
intersectionality, I was also introduced to affect as a newer and sexier theoretical 
intervention than intersectionality. As a graduate student, I and my colleagues 
warned one another about what kinds of modernist, structuralist, and pedestrian 
frameworks may be a liability to our projects.

This kind of alarmist behavior prevented many of us from taking our 
time with texts, particularly those marked with the stain of the “post”—like 
intersectionality. Graduate students already knew in advance before reading 
Crenshaw’s “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex” (1991a) that 
the only thing we needed to do with the text was find its flaws, critique it, and 
then move on; the more sophisticated work of situating and historicizing the 
intellectual project was skipped. As Nash (2011) argues, an historical approach 
disrupts the tendency to imagine intersectionality as the sole purview of Black 
women, and as a project in which Black women have always and organically 
been engaged (449). This reading practice also prevents one from viewing inter-
sectionality as a rigid and unchanging mode of thought, and instead encourages 
one to view it as a dynamic and shifting theory over time. However, as students 
we felt that we should not become too intimately involved with intersectionality 
(a dying project) and assume the risk of having our projects be absorbed and 
annihilated by it. Risk mitigation becomes the personal responsibility of the 
graduate student desiring to find a place in academia.3

Amid all the haste and fear, there is no time to question why there is so 
much competition; why there are so few tenure-track jobs, and why education is 
so expensive. Neoliberalism isolates personhood from the social and historical 
contexts that produce subjects and the crises within which they are embedded 

thinking abt this in tandem with stuff on accessible language as being something grad students can’t do if they want to gain intellectual/job market capital
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(Vassallo 2013). Graduate students at once ignore the neoliberal restructuring 
of the university—particularly what knowledges and bodies get pushed out 
(made “post”)—while reproducing this restructuring and exclusion in every-
day speech. For example, a colleague who was a woman of color in one of the 
departments that was targeted for restructuring said to me, “Girl, I’m so tired of 
intersectionality; after comps, I’m never touching it again.” As graduate students 
and scholars speed through intersectionality and vow to “never touch it again,” 
unquestioned assumptions, less-than-generous reading practices, and anti–Black 
women racism may be structuring some of the critiques and ambivalence.

Further, the unacknowledged consequences of relegating intersectional-
ity to a “post” time-space foreclose serious engagement with the epistemic 
crises that intersectionality as a Black feminist analytic potentially pose to 
categories of identity, the Western subject, and the corporate university. While 
meta-critique is a necessary approach to think through theoretical production, 
institutionalization, and the commodification of knowledge and bodies in the 
university, attention to the micro-level workings of power that work through 
speech acts and feelings are critical and lacking. Spaces like the corporate 
university are made and remade through a multitude of micro-level, quotidian 
speech acts, affects, performances, and processes.

The ways that intersectionality is taught, theorized, and regarded is also 
continuously made and remade through neoliberal spatializations, temporalities, 
and affective energies like boredom and fatigue. Scrutinizing the ways that we 
approach, read, and condition ourselves to feel about intersectionality could 
shift our orientation to knowledge and knowledge production in the corporate 
university.

The Space of Kimberlé Crenshaw in the Neoliberal Corporate University

When intersectionality is discussed, or rather critiqued by post-intersectional 
scholars, a few neoliberal conceptual moves are made. First, a neoliberal re-
spatialization of intersectionality occurs that shrinks the terrain of analysis 
down to the scale of the individual. This process of spatialization also entails 
an intense corporealization of intersectionality that often coheres in the actual 
figure or body of Crenshaw, the widely acknowledged coiner of the term. Within 
post-intersectional scholarship the focus on Crenshaw reduces a larger area of 
study and an intellectual project down to the private space of the individual.

Nash’s (2011) historical work in “ ‘Home Truths’ on Intersectionality” is 
particularly helpful for gaining an understanding as to why US-born Black 
women like Crenshaw and Patricia Hill Collins become the faces or bodies of 
intersectionality. Nash provides important context for their heft and influence 
on the way that intersectionality has been theorized, applied as a method, cri-
tiqued, and changed (or stagnated) over the years. She situates both Crenshaw’s 
and Collins’s work within a key moment in which Black and women-of-color 
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scholarship was being institutionalized in the academy. Nash calls this period, 
between 1988 and 1990, intersectionality’s “watershed moment” (455).

During this moment of institutionalization Crenshaw’s “traffic metaphor,” 
which would become known as the “intersection,” provided a fungible meta-
phor and visual that could easily be incorporated into the neoliberal corporate 
university (Nash, 458). Additionally, Collins’s (1986, 1991) ongoing work, which 
argued for a unique Black women’s standpoint and form of knowledge (also 
known as “Black feminist thought”), opened space for Black women scholars in 
the university. In a way, Crenshaw’s term intersectionality becomes evidence of 
Collins’s claims of a unique Black feminist vantage point from which to produce 
knowledge. Black women’s academic labor taking place within the “watershed 
moment” was also being shaped by a neoliberal ethos of commodification and 
entrepreneurship. The fact that Crenshaw is said to have coined a term provides 
some clues as to the kind of moment and the kind of university in which Black 
and women of color scholars were producing.4 The coining and commodifica-
tion of work becomes increasingly important to the process of being monetized, 
absorbed, and institutionalized within corporate university spaces. Sharon Hol-
land (2012, 213) eludes to the commodity-like status of intersectionality when 
she mentions the ways in which many think of intersectionality as the property 
(or a commodity) of feminism.

The extent to which a theory or intellectual project has been rendered a 
commodity within the institution also corresponds to the ways that it is allowed 
to circulate and change in form, content, and value in the institution. Com-
modities tend to hide the labor that produces them. Intersectionality rendered 
as a commodity becomes a fetishized object that the academic market of ideas 
alienates from the multiple ongoing debates and struggles that Black scholars 
are continually waging that change the shape and nature of intersectional dis-
course. As Nash (2011) attends to the institutionalization of intersectionality 
she also remarks on the ways in which Black feminist theory (dynamic) becomes 
Black feminist thought (static) (462). This ossification, produced in part by 
what Rhoades and Slaughter (2006) call the “market-like” characteristics of the 
neoliberal university, elides important tremors and shifts in intersectional theo-
rizing. These market-like processes that commodify intersectionality need to 
individualize, harden, objectify, and “thing-ify” both the scholars and dynamic 
shifts that constitute intersectional theorizing.

However, while the neoliberal university commodifies intersectionality 
through Crenshaw’s body, it simultaneously treats her intellectual and politi-
cal project as a threat to the neoliberal mandates of deregulation and personal 
responsibility. Her focus on the courts and Black women’s access to institutional 
and state resources resembles a politics of redistribution. In an era of neoliberal 
deregulation and the contraction of state resources for higher education, Cren-
shaw comes to function as a synecdoche or stand-in for the specter of the mass of 
Black and Latina women (specifically Puerto Rican, Dominican, Mexican, and 

!!!!
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sometimes Native American women who are conceived as a domestic problem) 
who, within US imaginaries, are understood as supplicants of the state and rep-
resentatives of redistributive politics. Within both post-intersectional critiques 
and the logics of the corporate university, Crenshaw becomes a stand-in for 
domestic Black and women of color politics oriented toward state/institutional 
redress and redistribution. They are the bodies and voices silenced through 
what Puar (2007, 213) calls “diversity management.”

Intersectionality has primarily been racialized, gendered, and nationalized 
as a domestic Black (African American) feminist project. Read as (regular) Black 
women’s thought, it becomes provincial, prosaic, identity-obsessed, and easily 
co-opted by the state/institution—something that post-intersectional scholars 
need to move beyond. These neoliberal discourses and speech related to inter-
sectionality often reduce it to a private, local project consumed with the identity 
politics of “undeserving” Black women and women of color. Intersectionality’s 
body becomes particular and weighed down with the prosaic issues of survival, 
bread-and-butter politics, and access to state benefits and rights. It is a space of 
bodily need that cannot transcend its conditions.

Further, it becomes a sign for structuralism and the other outmoded 
materialist projects. These notions and assumptions about intersectionality 
find a way of cohering at the body of Black femaleness that is imagined as 
the embodiment of identity-based projects that make supplications to the 
US state. Cho’s (2013, 393) scholarly analysis of post-intersectional discourses 
within legal studies also suspects that the ways by which intersectionality 
has been corporealized and embodied as both Black and female animates 
the skepticism of some post-intersectional legal scholars. Embedded within 
these critiques of intersectionality lurks the notion that Black women are too 
particular, too embodied and therefore not capable of producing knowledge 
that can transcend identity.

Jasbir Puar’s Critique and Its Strange Post-Intersectional Affinities

As Puar questioned whether logics and movements that emerged from identity 
politics like intersectionality could effectively make an assault on state power, 
she did so with the utmost caution. From 2005 through 2012 she compellingly 
argued for moving beyond the knowable subject in order to confront state 
power. One of the ways to move beyond the subject is to rethink our reliance 
upon conceptual frames that trap us in what Brian Massumi calls the “grids of 
identity” (qtd. in Puar 2007, 213). Intersectionality functions as one of these 
conceptual traps that produces this analytical gridlock. Like many critiques 
of intersectionality, Puar’s are incisive and important. However, when her 
critiques are levied from inside the neoliberal university, which tends to com-
modify intersectionality and assign it a shelf life like a product in the market-
place, otherwise astute critique can become a mechanism of surveillance. In a 
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post-identitarian moment critiques of intersectionality like Puar’s can work to 
police intellectual projects, such as Black feminism, that are perceived to be 
overly invested in identity.

In The Erotic Life of Racism Holland (2012) draws attention to what she 
reads as Puar’s anxieties and the fact that Puar’s critiques are ones that have 
already been rehearsed by Black feminists (specifically Cathy Cohen). Holland’s 
brief engagement with Puar’s critique encourages a sustained examination of 
the kinds of anxieties and conditions of possibility from which post-identitarian 
critiques of intersectionality (like Puar’s), as well as post-intersectional posi-
tions (distinct from Puar’s), emerge. What particular rhetorical moves does 
Puar make and what structural constraints transform her critique, which 
self-consciously positions itself as not moving beyond intersectionality into a 
post-intersectional critique? Just how does Puar’s post-identitarian critique of 
intersectionality unwittingly animate post-intersectional critiques and work to 
produce intersectionality as an analytic that has timed-out (“posted”) in the 
neoliberal university?

Between 2005 and 2012 Puar continually revised and nuanced her critique 
of intersectionality. In “Queer Times, Queer Assemblages” (2005) she deploys 
intersectionality as a catchall term for an analytic that “stabilizes identity across 
space and time” (127). No specific intersectional scholars or texts are named, no 
time periods are mentioned, and the context in which intersectionality suppos-
edly performs this stabilizing work is also not specified. In Terrorist Assemblages 
Puar (2007) revises the critique found in the 2005 essay and makes some conces-
sions and gestures toward intersectionality’s “founding impulses.” In addition 
to this caveat, she also adds that “intersectional identities and assemblages 
must remain as interlocutors in tension” (213). In 2007 Puar is as cautious as 
she was in 2005 when this critique began to emerge. However, during this two-
year period she had yet to truly engage the multiple and sometimes conflicting 
theorizations of intersectionality.

In Puar’s 2005 and 2007 critiques intersectionality functions in a flattened 
and reductive form. Feminist political scientist Nikol Alexander-Floyd (2012) 
describes this kind of deployment of intersectionality as a Derridean “doxo-
graphic discourse.” Such a discourse is merely “one of the various metatheoreti-
cal discourses in which theories tend to move as taxonomic entities” (5). In this 
form it is often mentioned and not used, as well as being stripped of its context 
and history. During 2005–07 Puar tended to deploy intersectionality solely as 
a doxographic discourse rather than a body of ideas that change over time and 
mean different things in different contexts. Moreover, Alexander-Floyd (2012, 
5) argues that scholars who critique intersectionality often only deal with the 
ideograph or the idea, or else collapse the two, which risks “flattening” our 
conceptualization of intersectionality. Puar’s 2005–07 work treated intersec-
tionality as a flattened doxographic discourse and subsequently another coined 
commodity of the neoliberal university.

I don’t really understand the problem with investing in identity? that it is too individualistic? how does that fit in w critiques of neoliberalism
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After Terrorist Assemblages (2007) received wide acclaim across various 
disciplines, both excitement and anxiety emerged in response to Puar’s engage-
ment with intersectionality. She attempted to address this anxiety in her 2012 
essay “I’d Rather Be a Cyborg than a Goddess.” Here, Puar does a better job of 
situating intersectionality and capturing some of its shifts, as well as the ways 
in which it has or has not traveled transnationally. However, her discussion of 
intersectionality still begins with Crenshaw. It introduces Crenshaw’s ground-
breaking essays “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex” (1991a) 
and “Mapping the Margins” (1991b) as the central texts that emerged from “the 
struggles of second-wave feminism as a crucial Black feminist intervention chal-
lenging the hegemonic rubrics of race, class, and gender within predominately 
white feminist frames” (51).

In Puar’s essay Crenshaw’s work functions as the space through which the 
term was “introduced [and becomes] solidified as a feminist heuristic” (ibid.). 
Crenshaw still functions as the neoliberal space/body and time of intersection-
ality’s emergence, as well as the narrow site of critique. By relying so heavily 
upon Crenshaw, Puar reduces intersectionality to an idea that is detached from 
intersectionality as a larger terrain of Black feminists’ intellectual struggle. As 
Puar draws attention to the ways in which intersectionality produces a fiction 
of stable identity categories that undermine work to interrogate the very for-
mation of the subject, she is also preoccupied with Crenshaw individually and 
her intersection rather than the historical, contextual, shifting, and affective 
energies that produce intersectionality as a contested space of struggle.

Puar, like other post-intersectional theorists, tends to move too quickly 
through the vast and meandering intellectual project of intersectionality. Those 
who miss a critique of the subject (Chang and Culp 2002; Hutchinson 1999; 
Puar 2005, 2007) usually focus on the work of Crenshaw during the late 1980s 
and early ’90s and overlook the internal critiques of intersectionality’s trajec-
tory later in the decade. The various revisions and adjustments that Crenshaw, 
Collins, Cohen, and others make after 1991, which deploy intersectionality 
in ways that trouble the individual as the unit of analysis and interrogate the 
emergence of categories like race and gender, are overlooked (Crenshaw 1991b; 
Collins 1998). This oversight is not surprising.

The pressures of the neoliberal university’s publish-or-perish mandate 
makes it difficult to spend sufficient time with the vast and diverse body of 
intersectional work. Given the time constraints that scholars in corporate 
universities face, it is not profitable for those who are not scholars of Black 
feminism to spend a great deal of time with the body of intersectional theoriz-
ing beyond (both preceding and following) that of Crenshaw and perhaps also 
Collins. The kinds of shortcuts that scholars must take in order to survive in 
the academy would necessitate that one strategically focus on only the ger-
minal texts in a field, and read them with standing critiques of them already 
in mind. The kinds of reparative readings suggested by scholars in the field of 
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affect studies are foregone when encountering Black feminist intersectional 
theorizing.5

Unfortunately, Puar’s critique does not sit with and consider the inherent 
potential of intersectionality to sufficiently interrogate the subject. Instead, 
she argues that intersectionality needs to be supplemented by an engagement 
with the Deluezian and Guattarian assemblage. While Puar does not argue 
for a “getting over” intersectionality, intersectionality is still found lacking; 
in fact, she introduces affect and assemblage (newer and sexier currents) as a 
means of surmounting intersectionality’s problems with the subject. Given 
the propensity for anxious neoliberal subjects of the university to consume 
theory as a commodity form, it would make sense that Puar’s move to make 
intersectionality and assemblage interlocuters could be misconstrued as a ges-
ture to replace intersectionality with assemblage. In retrospect, in a milieu of 
disposibility I am no longer surprised that the scholar attending the fall 2008 
symposium on intersectional qualitative methods misread and then invoked 
Puar’s Terrorist Assemblages in order to earnestly pose the question: “Aren’t we 
post-intersectional now?”

Tarrying in Love

Here, I would like to propose a return to, and a rereading of, intersectionality 
from a new space—a space of love. Nash (2013, 2) proposes that a “Black feminist 
love politics” be taken up to acknowledge the ways in which Black feminisms 
have gone beyond identity and transcended the self. Further, her love for Black 
feminisms demands a serious engagement with Black feminists’ non-identitarian 
labor and scholarship in order to consider what other critical theories and 
modes of critique might learn from Black feminisms. Like Nash, I believe that 
Black feminisms have a feminist future. However, I see the possibility of a Black 
feminist future and a post-identitarian critique through intersectionality. For 
example, what happens when an attempt is made at a reparative reading of 
Crenshaw’s engagement with the law? What happens when we lovingly engage 
intersectionality past the watershed moment of the 1989–91 period? What else 
comes into view? Most importantly, what happens when we seriously consider 
Black feminist scholars’ relationship to the categories of the subject and the 
human as knowledge producers?

A place to begin this loving read of intersectionality could be by seeing and 
reading Crenshaw with new eyes. If post-intersectional critiques remain fixated 
on Crenshaw and her early works, they need to deal with what she sets up for 
the reader. As a legal scholar Crenshaw is engaging with the terrain of juridical 
discourse. Her specific task as a critical race and legal theorist is to explicitly deal 
with the construction of the liberal human and interrogate the very concept of 
the rights-bearing subject of the law. While the project of inclusion (into juridi-
cal discourse) may be Crenshaw’s end goal, a momentary crisis occurs within 
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the realm of juridical discourse before inclusion is even possible. The axiomatic 
linking of the rights-bearing juridical subject to an exclusive category of humans 
(that do not include Black women) must be undone. A discursive crisis occurs 
within juridical discourse. Crenshaw’s essay “Demarginalizing the Intersection 
of Race and Sex” (1991a) examines the ways in which the introduction of the 
radical “intersectional difference” of Black plus women into certain areas of 
labor law produces a momentary epistemic crisis that should be taken seriously. 
Bringing systems to a point of crisis (whether or not they readjust and reorganize 
themselves) are the conceptual moves that I trace and look for in Crenshaw’s 
work; they represent the potential for breakdowns in the system or grid.

“Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex” explores the ways 
that the experiences and bodies of Black women are rendered discursively 
unimaginable within employment law. Rather than representing a class or 
subject that can be protected by the law Black women occupy the space of the 
“un-thought”—that is, the unaccounted for in the liberal discourse of the law 
that determines who the rights-bearing human is (Hartman and Wilderson 
2003). One actually just has to read carefully, and not necessarily reparatively, 
in order to trace the ways in which subject formation could be interrogated in 
Crenshaw’s pathbreaking essay.

In “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex” Crenshaw analyzes 
the cases of Black women plaintiffs who confront the problem of the law and 
a violently exclusionary Western humanism that makes no space for differ-
ence—or in this case, no space for a new class or genre of the human. While 
analyzing the DeGraffenried v. General Motors case in particular, Crenshaw 
suggests that working at the intersection is a confounding and disorienting 
process. In the essay she theorizes and speaks from the location of a multitude 
of conundrums, remarking that many will find the text contradictory (63); it 
presents arguments whose logics conflict. As Crenshaw works at the messy site 
of the collision at the intersection, she finds that “Blackness and femaleness” 
are illegible and un-representable within the current categories gender and 
race. Moreover, if Black women were to constitute a new legal category within 
employment law, as a category they would be unable to represent either gender 
or race. Here, Crenshaw finds herself at the discursive limits of categories that 
construct the rights-bearing subject before the law. This is only the first crisis 
that her intersectional analysis of this case illumines.

Upon further analysis of Crenshaw’s exegesis, the reader finds that they 
are not just located at a momentary discursive crisis that can be resolved by 
stretching race and gender to make them more inclusive categories; even the 
creation of a new racialized and gendered category cannot resolve this particular 
issue. Crenshaw’s analysis of the DeGraffenried v. General Motors ruling finds 
that the juridical discourse of the courts is destabilized and thrown into an 
epistemic crisis by the very idea of a “new class” made up of Black women. The 
language of the court’s ruling reads as such: “The prospect of the creation of 
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new classes of protected minorities, governed only by the mathematical prin-
ciples of permutation and combination, clearly raises the prospect of opening 
the hackneyed Pandora’s box” (qtd. in Crenshaw 1991a, 59).

The judge who writes the ruling determines that the construction of a 
new class of petitioners—Black women—would unleash a form of chaos that 
could undo juridical discourse. The mere possibility of intersectional difference 
(Black plus woman) entering the exclusive realm of the liberal rights-bearing 
human throws juridical discourse into epistemic crisis. What is important is 
that race and gender as categories implode in this moment; as categories that 
hail subjects, they collapse and actually become meaningless at the space of 
Crenshaw’s intersection. What post-intersectional theorists do not take the 
time to consider is that the space of the intersection is a location that has the 
potential to both undo the subject and move toward a coherent subject when 
necessary. This may be a place where post-intersectional proponents, queer 
theorists, subjectless discourses, and projects of becoming and undoing can 
think with intersectionality rather than moving beyond it.

The intersection as a time-space of simultaneity means that multiple move-
ments are possible. With all fairness, Crenshaw does choose to move from the 
intersection toward a space where Black women become coherent subjects as 
laborers that can appeal to the logic of employment law. However, it is important 
to acknowledge that intersectional thinking, even in its very early iterations and 
particularly in the case of Crenshaw, does allow for an undoing of the categories 
that constitute the subject. Within Crenshaw’s “brand” of intersectionality, 
and within the particular grievances that the Black women plaintiffs carried to 
the state, exists a disruption—if only momentarily—in the processes of subject 
formation. This reading practice situates Crenshaw’s work within a larger tradi-
tion of Black feminist thought that has had to contend with the discursive and 
epistemic limits of race, gender, sexuality, ability, class, and nation as categories 
that can claim to represent all lived experience.

Much of intersectional work has illuminated the inability of these catego-
ries to sufficiently describe different human conditions. Often, new categories 
or conceptual frames outside of the discursive frames of the subject and the 
human are needed. What often becomes apparent within intersectional work 
is the difficulty of trying to speak both outside of and within the language of 
Enlightenment humanism. Crenshaw and other Black feminists often find that 
there is no Black-female subject position from which to speak. In “Demarginal-
izing the Intersections of Race and Sex,” we find that Crenshaw also does not 
yet have the language to bring Black femaleness into a representable form before 
this particular district court; she is in the space of the “unthought” position 
(Hartman and Wilderson 2003). This kind of intersectional speech in the space 
of the unthought is an avant-garde speech and temporality where ideas are 
perpetually in formation and grammar has not yet gathered on the tip of the 
tongue. This “not-yet space” of the unimaginable subject that intersectionality 
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theorizes is far from existing in a space of knowability and coherent identity. 
Post-identitarian and post-intersectional scholars dismiss this not-yet space 
through their accusations that intersectionality stabilizes the subject, therefore 
leaving intersectionality’s potential uninterrogated.

Puar (2007) and others have conceded that intersectionality should not be 
abandoned as a project (Nash 2008, 2010, 2011). It requires rehabilitation and 
rescuing from its institutional confines in order to take on a malleability and 
dynamism that can ensure its future. While this concession seems generous 
and optimistic about intersectionality’s future, it overlooks the kind of flux and 
play that intersectionality already permits in the present. Crenshaw’s not-yet 
space that eludes identity is not acknowledged; the intersectionality that speaks 
to indeterminacy and undoing remains uninterrogated by post-intersectional 
scholars.

Love beyond Crenshaw

If one tarries with intersectionality beyond Crenshaw and beyond what Nash 
(2010) calls its watershed period (after 1991), there are articulations of inter-
sectionality that take us beyond identity and the subject. In Collins’s Fighting 
Words: Black Women and the Search for Justice (1998) one finds an ambivalence 
about identity. Her work revisits intersectional theory and grapples specifically 
with the ways in which a focus on the multiple identities of individuals rein-
forces a form of American liberalism. For Collins, American liberalism (and 
neoliberalism I would argue) forces our attention on the individual rather than 
the structural and systemic (207). She cautions that reading in only the substan-
tive mode in order to look for whether and where an individual fits within the 
matrix of domination is dangerous.

Collins deliberately moves our attention away from the individual. In 
fact, she problematizes the individual as an unfortunate “unit of comparison” 
that tends to obscure more than it reveals as it is taken as being “equivalent, 
constant, and not in need of analysis” (ibid.). She instructs scholars to think 
about intersectionality as an heuristic tool that can help us consider the kinds of 
power and shifting and contingent conditions of possibility that create marginal 
groups (or grids). Critics also somehow dismiss her heuristic model, which calls 
our attention to the ways in which modes of power create effects which take on 
the appearance of race, class, gender, and sexuality. Once they become hardened 
constructs, they articulate themselves and become speakable/knowable through 
one another as effects of power. The power that creates these effects is also not 
always linear and predictable. Collins, as a sociologist and someone concerned 
about Black women’s lived realities, at some point must abandon this nebulous 
contingency and make race, class, gender, sexuality, and other identity categories 
knowable in order to address them. This kind of oscillatory movement, which 
moves away from and then toward a subject to enact political praxis, is a dance 
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that a range of contemporary critical theories perform. However, intersection-
ality, perceived as Black women’s thought, becomes a particular scapegoat for 
committing the most egregious forms of strategic essentialism.

Even when Black feminist versions of intersectionality interrogate the space 
of non-location and not-yet subjects, what is usually seen are bodies clamoring 
to enter the exclusive space of the human by knocking on the doors of the state. 
There is a compulsion to ground Black female flesh in the knowable immanence 
of a particular body with familiar, anticipated, and already-knowable speech. 
Instead of seeing, hearing, and thinking about the kinds of arguments for not-
yet subjects or subjectless positions that leave possibilities open, some opt for 
hearing what they think they already know.

A Return to Black Feminist Non-Identitarian Traditions

Post-identitarian and post-intersectional scholars often refuse to think about 
the various challenges to stable identities and subject positions made by Black 
women theorists who have always had to contest the exclusive spaces of sub-
jecthood, from which they were excluded and that depended on their very 
abjection or pushing out. An assumed resting in identity or subjecthood is a 
strange assumption, given the foreclosure of the possibility of subjecthood to 
Black flesh made female. Hortense Spillers’s “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe” (1987) 
and Saidiya Hartman’s Scenes of Subjection (1997) foreclose on the possibility 
of Black female flesh occupying the position of the human subject. Spillers’s 
Black captive flesh made female as a particular kind of sensual, sexual, and 
form of raw material is an unstable site of flux. In fact, Spillers names it as a 
“territory of cultural and political maneuver” (67). Black captive flesh made 
female becomes the unstable site from which others—white female subjects 
who become feminist—make themselves legible, liberal human subjects. White 
female subjects are able to obtain gender as a knowable and human coordinate 
due to the malleable form of Black female flesh that is perpetually in the state 
of (un)becoming. The space of the subject is not a place that is afforded to the 
captive Black flesh made female; Black flesh must access another kind of freedom 
outside of the constraints of liberal humanism and subjecthood. Spillers’ essay 
and meditation on subject formation vis-à-vis Black flesh is a Black feminist 
tradition from which intersectional work can also claim lineage.

Rather than read Black feminist thought and intersectionality as projects 
that produce and engage non-identitarian discourses, post-intersectional schol-
ars and other critics ground it in the space of knowable ontologies. The Euro-
pean bourgeois male subject—in Puar’s case, Deleuze—represents an individual 
who can legitimately critique, undo, and un-think the very subject position that 
he securely inhabits while still remaining credible and intelligible. Often a gen-
erosity is afforded to white European male theorists for accomplishing work in 
an area (namely, race/gender) for which they have no documented commitments 

shade
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or track record for engaging. A tenacious and relentless embrace and redeploy-
ment of concepts like biopolitics and assemblage may actually be more of sign 
of a wanton acceptance of a particular kind of speech (white male subject) 
than an actual sign of unending theoretical possibility and promise. This kind 
of generosity does not seem to apply when reading the work of Black feminist 
intersectional work. While post-identitarian and post-intersectional scholars’ 
ambivalence about the specter of the subject in intersectional thought is an 
appreciated caution, a more generous and loving reading practice is necessary.

Seeing intersectionality differently or lovingly could begin with a focus 
on it as a flexible mode of critique that also runs along anti-identitarian and 
subjectless axes. In other words, how might one think about intersectionality 
functioning as a method/mode/way of conceptualizing movement, time, space, 
and effects of power? As a mode of critique, how does it, in fact, destabilize 
the individual and the subject? Inspired by Katherine McKittrick’s (2006, 53, 
55, 58) loving and generous reading of bell hooks’s “margin” as an analytics of 
space, thinking with the geographic potential of the intersection is a possibil-
ity. More than a visual of a crowded, confusing, and sometimes deadly scene of 
mangled metal and flesh on asphalt, the intersection can become another way 
of thinking about time-space.

Black women theorists have invoked the intersection in order to index 
a multitude of points, events, and nodes of power that converge not only in 
order to create the effect of space, but also to signify the temporal. Intersecting 
processes were called forth in order to register time as well. Intersectionality 
announces simultaneity, contemporaneousness, or at “the-same-time-ness”; it 
has the capacity to register space and time at once. The intersection represents 
an unfolding temporal space where there are options to re-spatialize along a 
number of different planes and directions. Intersectionality invokes an instance 
(unfolding temporal space) in which time and space are not necessarily dif-
ferentiated. This merging of space and time functions outside of Cartesian and 
colonial distinctions, which render time and space as discrete orienting and 
organizing frames. In Decolonizing Methodologies, Linda Smith (1999) refer-
ences Indigenous epistemologies that make no linguistic distinctions between 
time and space. The decolonizing possibilities of intersectionality for thinking 
about new relations to Western orientations to time and space are present and 
available within intersectional theories.

The very temporality that the “post” in post-intersectional critiques 
invokes should cause the “race-sexuality” legal scholars and queer theorists 
who advocate a post-intersectional critique to pause. Recent literature on queer 
temporality calls the very post-temporality of the post-intersectional critique 
into question. Queer theory’s rich theoretical and methodological traditions 
have pushed against, strained, and stretched epistemic coordinates like time 
and space in ways that have thrown these traditional orienting frames into flux. 
The ephemeral, the trace, the haunt, the stunted, the staccato, the transitional, 
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and the trans have tended to confound linear configurations of time and space 
(Dinshaw et al. 2007; Halberstam 2005; Rodríguez 2013). “Post” as a marking 
of time and space suggests an anterior state and invokes modernist linearity in 
a fashion that undermines queer temporalities.

This “post-ing” of intersectionality transforms it into a backward, Black 
moment in a postmodern and perhaps post-Black time. The rhetoric of “post” 
announces an exhaustion with Black feminist thought that is a concern. Cri-
tiques of intersectional work are important because they are what keep analytics 
dynamic and useful, but a call to move beyond, and not with intersectionality 
risks circumventing generative conceptual work. Black feminist intersectional 
politics is useful in that it enables a conceptualization of power as both always 
in motion and as the hardened effects that make ontological differences appear 
on the landscape (or grid). Intersectionality can be used as a way of reading for 
unpredictable expressions of power, as well as for subjects who narrate power 
in legible ways.

While Barbara Smith and other members of the Combahee River Collec-
tive talked about “seeing” oppression by using an “integrative approach,” they 
were not arrested in motion by the theory nor was their invocation of identity 
co-opted by the state. The collective did not rely upon theory as a way to save 
Black women; in fact, it engaged in various kinds of political work in order to 
address the kinds of power that the theory of integrative and interlocking analy-
sis—later intersectionality—on its own could never address. The geographies 
that the Combahee River Collective and Black women activists during the 
1970s were working on and against included minds, hearts, bodies, and the state.

Intersectionality as a lens enables a flexibility and maneuverability that has 
enabled Black women activists and scholars to do a range of things within the 
realm of the law, university disciplinary formations, and outside of state power. 
Puar’s (2007, 212) claim that intersectionality has become an instrument of the 
state tends to fault intersectional theorizing for this capitulation. Theories and 
political tactics are often co-opted by state power. Keisha Lindsay (2013, 449, 
454) writes of intersectionality’s “normative malleability” as a function of its 
open-endedness as a descriptive heuristic within the university. A number of 
modes of critique have a normative malleability that makes them co-optable. 
For example, queer theory as a mode of critique is often deployed in ways that 
betray feminist and liberatory politics. Many of our modes of critique—even 
non-identitarian—have the capacity to be co-opted by any number of interested 
parties. The application, and more importantly the politics, behind the applica-
tion is what matters, not the stretchability of the theory. The Combahee River 
Collective used a protean form of intersectional politics in ways that positioned 
its politics in opposition to the state.
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Love amid Violence

Many critiques of intersectionality that have emerged within the past twenty-
five years rely upon deconstruction and nihilism—name the flaws and move 
on—as modes of critique. Scholars, particularly graduate students, are encour-
aged to collect both theories and their critiques and then quickly move on from 
there. The neoliberal university does not provide the time to sit and struggle 
with a concept in order to see it in a new way. What is dangerous about this 
anxiety that causes a need to render intersectionality to time-space of the post 
is that it can align with the often “unspeakable” anti–Black women racism and 
misogyny of the corporate university.

The very gusto with which the corporate university’s project of diversity 
management sought to commodify Black feminist knowledge production and 
Black women’s bodies through the absorption of intersectionality is also vio-
lently marshaled to target these same intellectual traditions and the bodies 
that represent them. The violence of the corporate university is always shifting 
and readjusting in an era of neoliberal deregulation. Responding to these shifts 
requires that scholars be adroit and nimble. Crenshaw’s particular form of inter-
sectional thinking and theorizing had to perform some graceful choreography in 
order to both make claims for “victims” of state power and contest the terms of 
the categories through which the subject of juridical state discourses could even 
appear. In fact, intersectionality’s instability, back-and-forth oscillation, and 
double moves that both deploy and collapse identity categories can be used by 
those committed to poststructural deconstruction and “radical” on-the-ground 
politics. This malleability is essential specifically if it is to be used within the 
context of campus activism.

For example, consider that temporarily resuscitating the subject, specifically 
within the context of the neoliberal university, may be necessary even to those 
interrogating the very terms and existence of the subject. I return to the East 
Coast public flagship institution where graduate-student teaching assistants 
and faculty were not unionized during 2009–13. As workers they did not have 
collective-bargaining rights and therefore no meaningful identities as laborers. 
Hence, graduate students and professors dedicated to the important work of 
interrogating the very formation of the subject are not guaranteed a space within 
which to do this critical work. Additionally, it makes it difficult to challenge 
the multiple forms of violence enacted by the neoliberal university.

An example of this is when Latina and Black women janitorial workers 
who are members of AFSCME (American Federation of State, County and 
Municipal Employees) began to accuse their employers of sexual abuse. When 
these unionized women of color workers needed the support of other progres-
sive workers on campus, it became difficult for nonunionized higher education 
employees, primarily faculty and graduate students, to lend their support in 
ways that were legible to management. I was a graduate teaching assistant at the 
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time and recall that we were not constituted as laborers or subjects who could 
speak directly to and influence management and the administration. While it 
did not prevent protests or direct action, it did lessen the force and impact of 
our voices. The power of a coherent identity and recognized subject position 
within organized labor cannot be underestimated in this context. Higher educa-
tion employees on the campus continue to think about the ways in which both 
unionized labor and nonunionized workers can support one another within the 
space of the corporate university.

While important strategizing is occurring, having the capacity to move 
in, between, through, and outside of subject formations is essential. Unionized 
labor can provide a kind of collective protection that can shield, respond to, 
and even prevent certain forms of institutional violence. As we acknowledge 
the benefits of coherence, identity, and subject positions within the context of 
campus activism, we should still be mindful of the need to “take off” and do 
away with identity when needed. As the neoliberal corporate university morphs, 
speaking from the place of a laborer may not always be viable. Stefano Harney 
and Fred Moten (2004) attempt to provide a glimpse into the future in their essay 
“The University and the Undercommons.” They argue that “[t]he university 
works for the day when it will be able to rid itself, like capital in general, of the 
trouble of labor. It will then be able to reproduce a labor force that understands 
itself as not only unnecessary but dangerous to the development of capital” 
(104). We may be required to slip outside of our identities as laborers and into 
the space of subjectlessness in order to assess the flows and patterns of power, 
and then reconfigure ourselves in a new way to respond. In the meantime we 
need flexible analytics that allow for this movement and flux. If we take a long 
and loving look at intersectionality, we find the necessary flux, flexibility, and 
track record of actual application in political organizing that responds to the 
precarious and violent ecology of neoliberal institutions like the university. 
Given the current climate of the corporate university, it does not profit any of 
its anxious subjects to render intersectionality or other intellectual projects to 
a time and space of the “post.”
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Notes

1. Because I am writing about my recollections of the event, I paraphrase from the 
exchange between the two scholars.

2. Sandpit is a term I inherit from Susan Talburt, who made this poetic analogy 
during comments she offered during my public presentation of this paper at the sym-
posium hosted by the Society for Radical Geography, Spatial Theory, and Everyday 
Life in Atlanta in 2014.

3. I thank my colleague Tiffany Willoughby Herard for her insight on how gradu-
ate students engage critical theories and scholarly content as they face the pressures 
associated with competing for scarce jobs. Students have to be able to distill and become 
fluent and proficient in/with the theoretical turn of the moment.

4. Both Crenshaw and Collins have pushed back against the idea of intersec-
tionality as a commodity; it is not their intention to monetize intersectionality as an 
intellectual and political project. However, when forced to carry the burden of arguing 
for the value of a “standpoint” or intellectual contribution, the market-like atmosphere 
of a corporatized university can easily translate this innovation into a product with 
appreciating or depreciating value. While one could argue that all scholarship in this 
era undergoes the same life cycle, minoritarian discourses, particularly ones that had 
to fight to enter the university, struggle for credibility in ways that new theoretical 
turns coined by unmarked scholars (white, bourgeois, cisgendered males) in established 
disciplines with colonial histories do not.

5. See Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, “Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading; or, 
You’re So Paranoid, You Probably Think This Introduction is About You” (1997).
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