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Abstract: This paper develops a new account of mutual constitution in intersectionality theory. 
While intersectionality theorists generally agree that race, class, gender, and other social 
categories are mutually constituting, persistent disagreement remains over how this claim 
should be understood. Critics have argued that mutual constitution either entails a 
contradiction—requiring categories to be both separable and inseparable—or threatens to 
dissolve social categories altogether. I argue that these worries arise from widespread 
assumptions about social categories that we need not be committed to, as well as a failure to 
distinguish metaphysical categories (real categories that exist in the world) from analytical 
categories (conceptual tools used to describe reality). To address these concerns, my account 
understands the mutual constitution claim as positing the existence of fused categories of 
differentiation. These are metaphysical categories produced by structural mechanisms that 
differentiate individuals along, e.g., the lines of race-and-gender, in contradiction to a 
traditional analytic picture that takes race, class, gender, etc. to be independent axes of social 
differentiation. Because these categories cannot be adequately captured within a traditional 
social ontology, describing them requires “fusing” traditional analytical categories. This 
framework clarifies the sense in which social categories are mutually constituting while 
avoiding contradiction or undermining the reality of social categories. 
 

1. Introduction 
While consensus has emerged around the idea that, at its core, intersectionality takes 

race, class, gender, and other social categories to be mutually constituting, uncertainty and 

controversy have remained over how exactly we should interpret this idea. Many have worried 

that the notion of mutual constitution entails contradiction by simultaneously committing one 

to the separability and inseparability of social categories, or that it threatens to dissolve social 

categories altogether. 

Focusing on the structural level of analysis, I will offer an account of mutual constitution 

that avoids these recurring concerns.1 I will show that these concerns are driven, in part, by 

some common assumptions about social categories, as well as a tendency to conflate 

 
1 I say that I am focusing on the structural level to flag that I am not aiming to give a comprehensive 
picture of intersectionality. For instance, I do not here take on how we should understand 
intersectionality at the higher level of social systems. Likewise, while I here focus primarily on social 
ontology, I think there are also, e.g., important epistemic dimensions of intersectionality that I do not 
explore. Thus, my aim here is not to be fully comprehensive, but rather to identify and illuminate an 
important way that intersectionality manifests at the structural level of analysis, which can help us to 
better understand the conceptual core of intersectionality. 
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metaphysical categories (categories that exist in the world) and analytical categories (conceptual 

tools that we use to describe and think about the world). My account will be premised on a 

different approach that keeps these distinctions clear and avoids the troublesome assumptions 

about social categories, thereby dissipating the worries about mutual constitution.  

In particular, my account will center on what I will call fused categories of differentiation. 

On my view, a key part of what intersectionality theorists have been doing is highlighting the 

existence of structural mechanisms that differentiate individuals in ways that do not fit into a 

traditional picture of social ontology— for example, mechanisms that differentiate individuals 

along the lines of race-and-gender, rather than race or gender. In this way, these structural 

mechanisms produce metaphysical categories of differentiation that do not fit into a traditional 

picture of social ontology, since the traditional picture takes race, class, gender, etc. to be 

independent axes of social differentiation. Because the metaphysical categories of differentiation 

produced by these structural mechanisms do not fit into the traditional picture, describing these 

metaphysical categories requires “fusing,” or combining, traditional analytical categories. 

Hence, on my account, understanding the sense in which race, class, gender, and other 

categories are mutually constituting requires moving between thinking of social categories as 

conceptual and metaphysical entities. Recognizing this, I show, helps to dissipate the concerns 

that the notion of mutual constitution involves a logical contradiction, or that it ultimately 

dissolves social categories. 

The paper will proceed as follows. In Section 2, I will present three recurring worries 

about mutual constitution. In Section 3, I will identify three widespread assumptions about 

social categories and show how these help drive the recurring worries. In Section 4, I will 

introduce the distinction between metaphysical and analytical categories, and introduce the 

central notion of categories of differentiation. I will also show how my account of categories of 

differentiation departs from the common assumptions about social categories. In Section 5, I use 

the notion of categories of differentiation to develop my central account of mutual constitution. 

I argue that one concrete way that we should interpret the claim that race, class, gender and 

other social categories are mutually constituting is as highlighting the existence of structural 

mechanisms that produce fused categories of differentiation. I then spell out what I mean by 

describing these as “fused categories,” and clarify how this picture offers a substantive positive 

account of mutual constitution. In Section 6, I demonstrate that this account avoids the 

recurring worries about mutual constitution. In Sections 7 and 8, I compare my account to two 
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recent metaphysical approaches to intersectionality, Bernstein’s ontological and explanatory 

account, and the emergent properties framework. I show how my account differs from and 

improves on these accounts. I conclude in Section 9. 

2. Recurring Concerns for Intersectionality 
It is largely agreed that at the core of intersectionality is the notion that race, class, 

gender, and other social categories are mutually constituting.2 Negatively, this involves rejecting 

the idea that these categories are mutually exclusive, or that they can be adequately analyzed or 

addressed in isolation from each other. Achieving consensus around a substantive positive 

account of mutual constitution has been elusive, however, because of contradictions and 

problems that the notion seems to raise. The claim that race, class, gender, and other categories 

mutually constitute each other indicates that they cannot be separated from or understood 

independently of each other. Yet, as Collins notes, the very formulation of this idea involves 

separating these categories: “It’s meaningless to argue that race and gender co-form one another 

without assuming that they are separate entities.”3 Likewise, Gunnarsson points out that all 

those “who explicitly deny the possibility of separating…gender from other intersectional 

categories, at the same time make use of such distinctions in their writing.”4 The notion of 

mutual constitution thus seems to presuppose what it purports to deny. 

Another recurrent worry about the notion of mutual constitution is that it threatens the 

viability of social categories. The argument often takes the form of an indefinite regress.5 If race 

and gender, for instance, are mutually constituting, then what it means to be Black (say), 

depends on one’s gender; thus, what it means to be a Black man differs from what it means to 

be a Black woman, a Black nonbinary person, etc. One might think that this simply multiples 

racial categories— instead of just one kind or category Black, there are now multiple kinds or 

categories: Black man, Black woman, etc. But race and gender also intersect with class. Thus, what 

it means to be a Black man (say), will also depend on one’s class, such that what it means to be a 

 
2 Other terms are also sometimes used, such as co-formation, mutual construction, co-constitution, and 
reciprocal constitution. See, for instance, (Bernstein 2020; Bilge 2010; Cho et al. 2013; Collins 2015; Collins 
and Bilge 2020; Garry 2011; Gasdaglis and Madva 2020; Jorba and Rodó-Zárate 2019; Spelman 1988; 
Young 1994). 
3 (Collins 2019: 241) 
4 (Gunnarsson 2017: 116) 
5 For examples of this kind of argument, see (Ehrenreich 2002; Gasdaglis and Madva 2020; Young 1994). 
The worry is also sometimes formulated as whether mutual constitution allows categories to retain their 
“autonomy.” See, for instance, (Anthias 1998; Bilge 2010; Jorba and Rodó-Zárate 2019; McCall 2005; 
Stoetzler 2017; Walby 2007; Yuval-Davis 2006) 
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rich Black man will differ from what it means to be a working class Black man (etc.). But we 

cannot stop there either, since race, class, and gender also intersect with sexual orientation, 

ability, nationality, age, and so on. The notion of mutual constitution thereby seems to set off an 

indefinite regress that fragments traditional social categories and may ultimately dissolve social 

categories altogether. The indefinite nature of the regress is tied to the so-called “et cetera” 

problem, named after the tendency to describe intersectionality with lists of categories ending in 

“et cetera.”6 Since it is unclear which or how many different categories are included in the “et 

cetera,” it is unclear, when, if ever, the regress stops. Ultimately, the regress threatens to 

fragment political power and to undermine our ability to identify oppression or other forms of 

systematic injustice.7  

These challenges have spurred different approaches to interpreting the notion of mutual 

constitution. Jorba and Rodó-Zárate distinguish two main approaches in the literature: mutual 

constitution as affecting takes mutual constitution to centrally involve interactions between 

social categories that preserve those categories; this is contrasted with new formation approaches, 

which take mutual constitution to bring something new and distinctive into being.8 Under the 

new formation umbrella are the articulation and fusion approaches.9 The relation of articulation, 

modeled on Hall’s metaphor of the trailer truck10, involves the emergence of something novel 

from the interaction of parts. A trailer truck is made up by joining two parts, the cabin and the 

trailer: “[T]he two parts become connected or articulated to one another through a specific 

linkage. The distinctive parts of the truck remain intact…. neither part is changed in the process 

of articulation, but rather the articulation creates a new, complete truck.”11 In contrast, fusion 

captures the kind of relation modeled by blending paint. Mixing red and yellow paint brings 

about a new formation— orange paint. But unlike in the formation of the truck, where the cabin 

and the trailer continue to exist as parts of the new formation, the red and yellow paint no 

longer exist once they have been fused together. Rather, as Collins notes, fusion, “seemingly 

dissolves the categories themselves” in bringing about the new formation.12 

 
6 See (Butler 1990; Cho et al. 2013; Jorba and López de Sa 2024) 
7 For discussion of the political implications of the regress worry, see (Martín 2024; Young 1994) 
8 (Jorba and Rodó-Zárate 2019) 
9 Jorba and Rodó-Zárate use the language of “new category” and “fusion,” but I think that their “new 
category” distinction is helpfully understood as what Collins describes as “articulation.” Collins, 
meanwhile, uses the language of “co-formation” in place of fusion. (Collins 2019: 232-44). 
10 (Grossberg 1986) 
11 (Collins 2019: 232-33) 
12 (Collins 2019: 241). 
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As others have noted, these different approaches to mutual constitution all seem to face 

a dilemma between either (1) preserving traditional categories, but failing to capture the depth 

of entanglement that the notion of mutual constitution suggests; or (2) preserving the depth of 

entanglement, but undermining traditional social categories.13 The fusion approach in 

particular, although most in line with what the notion of mutual constitution seems to be 

invoking, is most susceptible to the recurring worries about conceptual contradiction, infinite 

regress, and anti-categoricalism.14  

In this paper, I will offer an account of intersectionality at the structural level that takes a 

fusion approach to mutual constitution. I will suggest that recurring worries about such an 

approach stem from particular ways of thinking about social categories that we need not be 

committed to. My account will take a different approach to social categories that avoids these 

concerns. 

3. Diagnosis: Views of Social Categories 
I will argue that recurring worries about the negative implications of mutual 

constitution, and particularly fusion, are connected to widespread, sometimes implicit, 

assumptions about social categories.  

The first assumption is that there is a set of fundamental, or basic, social categories. 

These categories are fundamental both ontologically and explanatorily: they are among the key 

building blocks of the social world and feature at the center of our social explanations, 

particularly of oppression and systematic injustice. What exactly the fundamental social 

categories are may vary across broad social contexts— this is in line, for instance, with the idea 

that race does not “travel” across time and place, but is instead constructed within a particular 

socio-political context (e.g. ancient Greece or 20th century America).15 But within a socio-political 

macro-context, there are fundamental social categories such that power is distributed along the 

lines of those categories, and which thereby serve as relatively stable loci of explanatory power. 

I take the fundamentality assumption to reflect the prevalence of what I will term a social 

kind model of social ontology. The social kind model reflects a dominant social constructionist 

view of the social world. Traditionally, this model takes the social world to be divided into 

different social axes along which power is differentially distributed: “Each of us lives in a 

 
13 (Anthias 2013; Bilge 2010; Jorba and Rodó-Zárate 2019; Walby 2007) 
14 (Jorba and Rodó-Zárate 2019: 183-84) 
15 (Root 2000) 
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system that vests us with varying levels of power and privilege. These differences in power, 

whether structured along axes of race, class, gender, age or sexual orientation, frame our 

relationships.”16 In particular, each axis represents a division of humans into a hierarchical set of 

social kinds.17 For instance, in traditional Western contexts, individuals are divided into ‘men’ 

and ‘women’ along the gender axis; whereas along the axis of race, individuals are divided into 

racial kinds (e.g. ‘Black’, ‘white’ and ‘Asian’).18 How an individual is categorized— or, what 

kind they are a member of— along each axis determines whether they are systematically 

advantaged or disadvantaged along that axis, and thus impacts their level of power and 

privilege: “One is marked for application of oppressive pressures by one’s membership in some 

group or category. Much of one’s suffering and frustration befalls one partly or largely because 

one is a member of that category.”19 For example, women are systematically disadvantaged, or 

oppressed, along the axis of gender; white people are systematically advantaged, or privileged, 

along the axis of race.  

The social kind model generates a picture on which there are fundamental social 

categories corresponding to the social kinds (and the axes along which these kinds are 

organized) in the model. These categories are fundamental because they reflect the way in 

which power is stably distributed within a broad socio-political context, and individuals relate 

to each other within social practices as members of the relevant kinds. Because these categories 

structure social relations, and particularly power relations, they are the building blocks for 

critical social ontology and feature centrally in social explanations.   

A second assumption that I want to highlight is the assumption that there is a vertical 

metaphysical relationship between what we might call intersectional social categories (e.g. ‘white 

woman’, ‘gay man’) and traditional social categories (e.g. ‘woman’, ‘white’, ‘gay’): one of these sets 

of categories is ontologically prior to the other, which depends on it for its existence. For 

example, describing intersectional social categories as “intersectional” suggests a picture on 

which they are generated by taking the intersections of pre-existing categories like ‘woman’ and 

‘white,’ such that intersectional categories constitutively depend on the traditional categories. 

Jorba, Rodó-Zárate, and López de Sa similarly take intersectional categories to depend on 

 
16 (Collins 1993: 36) 
17 Cf. for instance (Cudd 2006; Haslanger 2012; MacKinnon 1989; Mills 2003) 
18 Again, exactly what the relevant racial kinds are depends on the particular social-political context. 
19 (Frye 2008: 48). For critical discussion of this view, see (Martín 2025). 
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traditional categories, although on their view, social categories are not objects, but properties;20 

traditional social categories are basic properties of individuals and social systems, whereas 

intersectional categories are experiential properties that emerge from the interaction of those 

basic properties.21 Bernstein’s account of intersectionality, in contrast, maintains a vertical 

dependence relationship but flips the direction, taking intersectional categories to be 

ontologically prior to traditional categories.22  

Third, there is a tendency in discussions of intersectionality to describe social categories 

as having interactive powers. Bilge, for instance, states that “the interaction of categories of 

difference constitutes an area of consensus in the literature of intersectionality.”23 Such 

interactions are, in particular, sometimes spoken of as being productive— that is, as producing 

new categories or changing the nature of the interacting categories: ”The notion of a new 

category seems to involve a proliferation of categories each time there is an 

interaction….Similarly, the fusion reading implies a proliferation of categories, in this case of 

genders, as there can be an infinite number of interactions with other categories.”24 While the 

language of “proliferation” suggests that categories have causal powers to produce or alter 

categories, there is also a prevalent construal of categories as abstract objects that can have 

infinite interactions. This suggests that the interactions may not necessarily be construed as 

causal interactions, but more like the operations of abstract, mathematical objects. This 

mathematical model, for instance, is clearly reflected in the famous ruling in DeGraffenreid v. 

General Motors Assembly Div., Etc.: “The prospect of the creation of new classes of protected 

minorities, governed only by the mathematical principles of permutation and combination, 

clearly raises the prospect of opening the hackneyed Pandora’s box.” There is thus a tendency to 

view social categories as being the kinds of objects that can interact with each other in limitless 

ways to produce (potentially infinite) new categories. 

3.1. Dissolving Social Categories? 

These assumptions about social categories fuel the recurring worry that the notion of 

mutual constitution, and particularly the strong version of mutual constitution as fusion, 

undermines social categories.  

 
20 (Jorba and Rodó-Zárate 2019) 
21 (Jorba and López de Sa 2024) 
22 (Bernstein 2020) 
23 (Bilge 2010: 63) 
24 (Jorba and Rodó-Zárate 2019: 183) 
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First, the regress worry is driven by a combination of all three assumptions that I 

highlighted. In the context of the fundamentality assumption, the verticality assumption raises 

the question of whether it is traditional or intersectional social categories that are fundamental. 

If one takes intersectional categories to be more fundamental— as Bernstein’s account of mutual 

constitution posits— then the question arises as to the “depth” of intersection at which we can 

find the fundamental categories. For instance, granted that ‘white woman’ is more fundamental 

than ‘woman’, is ‘poor white woman’ also more fundamental than ‘white woman’? What about 

‘poor disabled white woman’? ‘Poor, straight, disabled white woman’? How far do we have to 

go to reach the most fundamental categories? Further, given the third assumption, which sees 

infinite possibilities for interaction, and thus a potentially infinite depth of intersectional 

categories, the danger of an infinite regress is established.25 As the regress proceeds, the 

categories get more and more fine-grained, with the the limit being the dissolution of social 

categories altogether. 

Second, even without the fundamentality assumption, the view of social categories as 

interacting in potentially limitless ways also drives the dissolution worry when it comes to 

mutual constitution as fusion. First, note that the metaphorical characterization of fusion itself 

suggests a picture of categories interacting to produce new categories (e.g. ‘white’ and ‘woman’ 

fuse to produce ‘white woman’). Moreover, fusion, in contrast to articulation, suggests that the 

input categories cease to exist in the course of producing the output. This picture already raises 

concerns about traditional social categories, as it seems to commit one to saying that the 

categories ‘white’ and ‘woman’ no longer exist after their interaction. But, further, given the 

assumption that categories can interact in infinite ways, the fusion approach seems to suggest 

that more and more fine-grained categories are produced with each interaction, while 

destroying more coarse-grained categories in the process. Again, the limit appears to be the 

dissolution of social categories altogether, which ultimately undermines our ability to identify 

and respond to systematic injustice.26 

My point here is to highlight that it is not just the notion of mutual constitution, or 

fusion in particular, that is doing the work in these arguments. Rather, there are also auxiliary 

assumptions about social categories that help drive the recurring worries about the destructive 

implications of these notions.  

 
25 Bernstein recognizes this worry for her account. I will address her response later in the paper. 
26 For discussion of the negative political implications, see, for instance, (Gasdaglis and Madva 2020; 
Martín 2024; Young 1994). 
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Next, I will sketch out an alternative way of thinking about fusion and social categories 

that avoids the recurring concerns about the notion of mutual constitution. 

4. Alternative Approach to Social Categories 
The first move that I want to make in developing my fusion approach to mutual 

constitution is to distinguish between categories as metaphysical entities that exist in the world, 

and categories as analytical tools, or conceptual resources, that we use to think about and 

describe the world— call these metaphysical categories and analytical categories, respectively. 

The analytical categories that we use often reflect our beliefs about which metaphysical 

categories exist, making it easy to confuse the two. Thus, it can be helpful to look at debates 

about the reality of certain metaphysical categories to clarify the distinction. Consider, for 

instance, Yehudi Webster’s insistence that “race is and has not been a significant force in 

American society…. Neither the past nor contemporary social relations needs to be racially 

described.”27 In denying that race has been a significant force in American society, we can 

understand Webster as making the claim that race is not a real metaphysical category; instead, 

Webster suggests that class and culture do the explanatory work that race is often taken to do. 

Webster recognizes race as an analytical category— it has, erroneously on his view, long been 

used to describe and analyze the social world— but denies its reality as a metaphysical 

category.  

The distinction between metaphysical and analytical categories will be important, as 

both analytical categories and metaphysical categories feature in my account. But analytical and 

metaphysical categories will have different roles to play, and different assumptions will apply 

to each. 

Before I delve into how the widespread assumptions about social categories do or do not 

apply on my view, there are further distinctions between kinds of metaphysical categories that 

are important for my account. On the social kind model that I highlighted previously, social 

kinds are the paradigmatic metaphysical categories. There are several important theoretical 

roles that social kinds play on this model. First, as previously discussed, kind membership 

selects one for systematic advantage or disadvantage in an oppressive system. Second, kind 

membership facts ground the truth of identity claims (e.g. what makes it the case that someone 

is white is that they satisfy the membership criteria for the kind ‘white’).  Further, within a 

broad socio-political context, kinds are relatively stable— for instance, while your race might 

 
27 (Webster 1992: 29-30) 
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change when you travel between the U.S. and Brazil (because the U.S. and Brazil each construct 

a different set of racial kinds), it is thought to be stable as you move within the States. Social 

kinds are stable across micro-contexts within a broad socio-political context, although they differ 

between macro-contexts. 

I will depart from the widespread social kind model and focus on what I will call 

categories of differentiation. A category of differentiation will be relative to a particular structural 

mechanism, and in particular, a structural mechanism that differentially impacts individuals. 

For instance, consider a wheelchair-inaccessible building. Considered as a structural 

mechanism, the building produces (at least) two categories of differentiation: those who can 

access the building, and those who cannot. Categories of differentiation are the products of 

mechanisms that systematically distribute power and resources in different ways for different 

people, or that differentially constrain and enable individuals. Such mechanisms can be seen as 

sorting individuals into categories corresponding to the different outcomes that are produced; 

categories of differentiation are the categories produced in that process.  

To clarify the relation between social kinds and categories of differentiation, categories 

of differentiation are social kinds on a thin view of social kinds that just takes them to be, 

roughly, sets of objects that share some property and that exist as a product of social forces. But 

I will not use the term “social kind” to refer to categories of differentiation in this paper so as to 

flag that categories of differentiation do not have the same properties or play the same roles that 

social kinds do on the social kind model that I was previously highlighting. For one, individuals 

will, in the first instance, form part of a category of differentiation because they have been 

selected for advantage or disadvantage, rather than (as on the social kind model) being selected 

for advantage or disadvantage by virtue of their membership in a category of differentiation.28 

Second, I will distinguish categories of differentiation from categories of identity, which 

comprise individuals who share a social identity. On my view, categories of differentiation may 

be co-extensive with categories of identity, but they need not be. On the social kind model, in 

contrast, social kinds are categories of differentiation that are also categories of identity— the 

distinction is collapsed. Finally, on my picture, categories of differentiation do not have the 

same kind of stability that the social kind model takes social kinds to have: there will be 

 
28 I say “in the first instance” to allow that the categories of differentiation produced by one structural 
mechanism could then become the “inputs” of another structural mechanism, such that individuals are 
selected for dis/advantage by this second mechanism because of how they have been previously 
differentiated. 
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different categories of differentiation that are at play across micro-contexts even within the 

same macro-context, depending on the structural mechanisms that are operative in those micro-

contexts. 

The fundamentality, verticality, and interaction assumptions that I highlighted in the 

previous section do not, on my view, apply to metaphysical categories of differentiation, 

although some of them do apply to analytical categories.   

First, on my view, categories of differentiation do not stand in a vertical metaphysical 

relationship to each other. Categories of differentiation are, again, produced by structural 

mechanisms. One institutional process could differentiate individuals such that white women 

receive different outcomes than white men, Black women, Black men, etc.— we can say that 

such a process differentiates individuals along the lines of intersectional analytical categories, 

or, for shorthand, that it produces intersectional categories of differentiation. Simultaneously, 

another institutional process could differentiate individuals such that women receive one 

outcome and men receive another outcome— we can say that such a process produces 

traditional categories of differentiation. The former, intersectional category of differentiation is 

not ontologically prior to the latter, traditional category of differentiation, nor vice versa. Both 

are ontologically dependent on some institutional process, rather than on some other category 

of differentiation. Analytical categories, in contrast, do stand in vertical analytical relationships 

to each other: our concepts of “white woman,” “Black woman,” and similar intersectional 

categories do seem to be derived from our concepts of “white,” “woman,” “Black,” and similar 

traditional analytical concepts; moreover, the contents of these concepts understand these 

categories as being vertically related to each other. But metaphysical categories of 

differentiation do not stand in vertical metaphysical relationships to each other. 

Second, the fundamentality assumption is challenged by the context-specificity29 of 

categories of differentiation on my view.30 The fundamentality assumption suggests that 

individuals are differentiated along the same basic lines across contexts, but my view does not 

assume that this is the case. Again, my view allows that different structural mechanisms might 

differentiate individuals in different and more or less fine-grained ways, such that different 

categories of differentiation apply in different contexts.  

 
29 Here and elsewhere going forward in the paper, I will be referring to micro-contexts, unless otherwise 
specified. 
30 I will use “categories of differentiation” and “metaphysical categories of differentiation” 
interchangeably. 
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Finally, like the verticality assumption, the interaction assumption will apply to 

analytical categories, but not to metaphysical categories of differentiation. On my account, 

analytical categories will interact and “fuse” to produce new analytical categories, in the sense 

that theorists combine concepts in their thinking to produce new concepts that they then use to 

describe the world. Metaphysical categories of differentiation, on the other hand, do not interact 

with each other, and in particular do not interact to produce new categories of differentiation. 

Again, categories of differentiation are the products of structural mechanisms of differentiation; 

they are not the products of interactions between other categories. 

With this overview of my approach to social categories, I will next move on to 

developing my account of mutual constitution in more detail. 

5. The Positive Account 
I now turn to sketching a metaphysical account of intersectionality at the structural level. 

On this account, at least one central component of the intersectional project is to highlight the 

existence of metaphysical categories of differentiation that have an important feature: they do 

not fit into a traditional picture of social ontology. In particular, the kinds of categories of 

differentiation that they draw attention to— which I will call fused categories at differentiation— 

do not fit into an additive framework that takes race, class, gender, etc. to be independent axes 

of differentiation. 

I will begin by going through various examples from the literature that highlight the 

existence of categories of differentiation that have gone unrecognized or misanalyzed within 

traditional analytic frameworks. I will then discuss the sense in which the categories of 

differentiation that these examples illuminate manifest the notion of mutual constitution as 

fusion, and clarify how my account provides a positive interpretation of the claim that at the 

core of intersectionality is the idea that social categories are mutually constituting. 

5.1. Fused Categories of Differentiation 

To start, recall the distinction between analytical categories and metaphysical categories 

of differentiation : whereas analytical categories are conceptual tools that we use to describe the 

world, metaphysical categories of differentiation are the products of structural mechanisms that 

systematically treat different groups of individuals in different ways. Intersectionality theorists, 

as the following examples illustrate, draw attention to specific ways in which ideological and 

institutional mechanisms differentiate individuals. In particular, they highlight cases in which 
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structural mechanisms differentiate individuals in ways that depart from the traditional, 

additive picture that takes race, class, and gender to be independent axes of differentiation.  

Beginning with the symbolic— or ideological— dimension, the first example is Angela 

Harris’s discussion of beauty standards. Harris is responding to Catharine MacKinnon, who 

describes Black women as having the same experiences of oppression as white women, but to a 

higher degree.31 Criticizing this position, Harris notes that Western beauty standards inherently 

code beauty as white, such that Black women, unlike white women, are excluded from the 

possibility of beauty altogether. The difference is not quantitative, Harris argues, but 

qualitative: “Beauty is whiteness itself…. There is a difference between the hope that the next 

makeup kit or haircut or diet will bring you salvation and the knowledge that nothing can.”32 

In arguing against MacKinnon, Harris draws attention to the fact that beauty standards 

do not differentiate individuals in such a way that Black women and white women receive the 

same kind of outcome— the beauty standard does not differentiate such that all women receive 

the same outcome and thus occupy the same category of differentiation, in contrast to men, who 

occupy a second category of differentiation. Rather, by coding beauty as white and excluding 

Black women from the very possibility of beauty, the beauty standard has different implications 

for how white women are evaluated and treated as compared to how Black women and other 

women of color are evaluated and treated. The beauty standard thereby functions as a 

structural mechanism that differentiates white women from Black women; it places Black 

women and white women into separate categories of differentiation. As such, the beauty 

standard differentiates in race-and-gender-specific ways, thereby refuting the traditional, 

additive picture that takes racial differentiation to function independently of gender 

differentiation.  

Similarly, Patricia Hill Collins notes that supposedly universal gender schemas are not 

in fact universal, but are instead race(-class)-and-gender-specific.33 In particular, she notes that 

common conceptions of feminine (“passive, follower, emotional, weak, physical”) and 

masculine  (“aggressive, leader, rational, strong, intellectual”) characteristics are not— as is 

typically believed— generic schemas that apply to all men and women. Rather, these schemas 

are specific to white, middle class women and men, respectively.34 Different sets of schemas, 

 
31 (MacKinnon 1982: 540n59) 
32 (Harris 1989: 597) 
33 I put class in parentheses because Collins is not consistent in her descriptions here. 
34 (Collins 1993: 32). 
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Collins suggests, apply to different men and women: “If I were to ask you to repeat the same 

assignment, only this time, by making separate lists for Black men, Black women, Hispanic 

women and Hispanic men, I suspect that your gender symbolism would be quite different.”35 

Gender symbolism is tied to how individuals are classified, the norms and rules that are 

applied to them, and the treatment they receive. Thus, gender symbolism is a structural 

mechanism of differentiation. Collins shows that these mechanisms of differentiation have 

traditionally been misanalyzed: the gender symbolism has been analyzed as a mechanism that 

divides the social world along the lines of men and women— that is, as a mechanism that 

produces two categories of differentiation, one that includes all men, and another that includes 

all women. But in fact, gender symbolism carves the social world in a more fine-grained way. 

Gender symbolism differentiates white women not only from white men, but also from Black 

women, Asian women, Latinas, etc.36 As with Harris’s example of beauty standards, gender 

symbolism thus produces fused categories of differentiation; specifically in this case, it 

differentiates people along race-(class-)gender-specific lines. Again, these fused categories of 

differentiation tell against the additive picture that takes race, class, and gender to be 

independent axes of differentiation. 

Crenshaw also emphasizes the existence of race-and-gender schemas, in a way that 

starkly draws out their significance for Black women’s experiences of sexual violence: “Black 

women are essentially prepackaged as bad women within cultural narratives about good 

women who can be raped and bad women who cannot…. [T]he very representation of a Black 

female body at least suggests certain narratives that may make Black women's rape either less 

believable or less important.”37 Crenshaw, like Harris and Collins, points to ideological schemas 

that specifically depict and carve out a role for Black women. In this example, she points to 

cultural images and other schemas that are specifically about Black women. These schemes 

sexualize Black women’s bodies in distinctive ways that position them as unrapeable, “bad 

women” in cultural narratives about rape. These race-and-gender-specific schemas are 

structural mechanisms of differentiation that give rise to distinctive experiences for Black 

women as compared to, e.g., white women. The schemas thereby generate fused categories of 

differentiation that place Black women and white women in different categories. 

 
35 (Collins 1993: 33). 
36 Or, even more specifically, into race-class-and-gender categories. 
37 (Crenshaw 1990: 1271) 
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These examples all point to a picture of social ontology on which there are schemas that 

differentiate individuals along the lines of race-(class-)and-gender categories. Thus, in contrast 

to an additive social ontology that take race to function as an axis of differentiation 

independently of class and gender (etc.), these examples point to the existence of structural 

mechanisms that generate different outcomes for different individuals along lines that are race-

(class-)and-gender-specific. These schemas generate different outcomes for Black women, white 

women, white men, Black men, etc., and thus generate categories of differentiation that the 

additive picture of social ontology cannot accommodate, thereby refuting the additive picture.   

The examples provided so far have focused on the symbolic dimension of social 

structure, but other examples also point to analogous institutional mechanisms that likewise 

produce fused categories of differentiation. 

Harris, for instance, also discusses Black women’s distinctive experiences of sexual 

violence, but emphasizes some of the institutional dimensions: “[A]s a legal matter, the 

experience of rape did not even exist for black women. During slavery, the rape of a black 

woman by any man, white or black, was simply not a crime.”38 In this case, the legal code is the 

relevant mechanism of differentiation. In offering legal protections against rape to white 

women, but not to Black women, the law structurally differentiates along race-and-gender-

specific lines, placing Black women and white women into different categories of 

differentiation.   

Collins, who uses the example of the antebellum plantation to bring out the interlocking 

nature of race, class, and gender, similarly points to “varying levels of institutional protection 

given to affluent White women, working class and poor White women, and enslaved African 

women.”39 Further, Collins draws attention to the ways in which the antebellum plantation 

carved out distinctive roles for wealthy white men, wealthy white women, enslaved Black men, 

enslaved Black women, and working class white men and women, respectively: 

[W]e have a very interesting chain of command on the plantation— the affluent White 
master as the reigning patriarch, his White wife helpmate to serve him, help him 
manage his property and bring up his heirs, his faithful servants whose production and 
reproduction were tied to the requirements of the capitalist political economy, and 
largely propertyless, working class White men and women watching from afar. (Collins 
1993: 30-31)  

 
38 {Harris, 1989 #381@599 
39 {Collins, 1993 #339@30} 
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The norms and rules of the plantation define distinctive, race-class-and-gender-specific roles. In 

so doing, the plantation as an institution serves as another structural mechanism of 

differentiation— one that differentiates along lines of race-class-and-gender, thereby also 

producing fused categories of differentiation. 

As with the examples of ideological differentiation discussed above, these examples 

highlight the existence of structural mechanisms that differentiate along lines of race-and-

gender (or race-class-and-gender), rather than along lines of race or class or gender considered 

independently. This is significant because it it shows that the traditional analytic picture is 

incorrect; the fused categories of differentiation produced by these mechanisms demonstrate 

that race, class, and gender are not independent axes of differentiation.40  

While I have been helping myself to calling the categories highlighted in these examples 

“fused categories of differentiation,” I will next discuss why this is an appropriate label, and 

how this picture offers a substantive positive interpretation of the core intersectional notion of 

mutual constitution. 

5.2. Interpreting Mutual Constitution as Fusion 

The structural mechanisms that I have been discussing differentiate individuals in ways 

that do not fit into a traditional analytic picture. In particular, these mechanisms produce what I 

have been calling “fused” categories of differentiation— but in what sense are they fused 

categories, and what does the notion of mutual constitution amount to on this picture? 

Returning to Harris’s beauty standards example, let C1 refer to the category of people 

(comprised of white women) who must continually chase beauty, and let C2 refer to the 

category of people (comprised of Black women) for whom beauty is an ideal and yet is also 

foreclosed.  

Recall that the two main approaches to mutual constitution are the “mutually affecting” 

and the “new formation” approaches. The mutually affecting approach is not a good fit for 

capturing C1 and C2: C1 is not just a racial category that is affected by gender, nor a gender 

category that is affected by race, and likewise for C2. C1 and C2 reflect a deeper entanglement 

of race and gender than is indicated by the mutually affecting approach.  

 
40 Although I do not emphasize this here, it should be noted that intersectionality scholars not only point 
out the existence of these analytically fused categories, but also emphasize that these categories are 
relational, or interdependent. Collins, for instance, notes that “the elevated images of White womanhood 
need devalued images of Black womanhood in order to maintain credibility” (Collins 1993: 33). 
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Rather, C1 and C2 better fit into a new formation approach to mutual constitution. But 

we must be careful in spelling out the sense in which C1 and C2 are “new categories”— they are 

not literally new metaphysical categories that are formed by the interaction of race and gender. 

Rather, C1 and C2 are novel categories in the epistemic sense that they are not included as 

categories of differentiation within the traditional analytic picture. The traditional picture takes 

men to be systematically differentiated from women, and Black people to be systematically 

differentiated from white people, but not white women to be systematically differentiated from 

Black women, as in the case of C1 and C2. Thus, the sense in which C1 and C2 are new 

categories is analogous to the discovery of a new species: typically, the species is not literally a 

new biological category that just popped into existence; rather it is a new category for us, 

because we did not previously recognize its existence.41 Likewise, C1 and C2 are “new 

categories” relative to a traditional analytic picture that does not recognize that there are 

categories of differentiation like C1 and C2. 

Under the umbrella of the new formation approach are the articulation and fusion 

models. C1 is not constituted by joining (or “articulating”) the metaphysical categories of 

‘white’ and ‘woman,’ and likewise for C2. C1 and C2 do not contain more basic metaphysical 

categories as parts, nor do they emerge from the interaction of more basic metaphysical 

categories. Rather, C1 and C2 are themselves basic metaphysical categories of differentiation, in 

the sense that they emerge directly from a structural mechanism that systematically 

differentiate individuals (in this case, the racist-sexist beauty standard). As such, C1 and C2 are 

also not well-captured by the articulation approach to mutual constitution.  

This leaves the fusion model as the best fit. The language of fusion does invite some 

confusion, however, connected to the distinction between analytical categories and 

metaphysical categories. In describing C1 and C2 as fused categories of differentiation, I am not 

saying that they are produced by fusing together more basic or pre-existing categories of 

differentiation. Rather, the “fusion” that is involved here is at the level of analysis: it is the 

analytical categories ‘white’ and ‘woman’ that are being combined, or fused together, to 

describe the the lines of differentiation reflected in the metaphysical category C1, and likewise 

for C2. This is analogous to the way in which the concepts ‘house’ and ‘boat’ are fused to 

produce the concept ‘houseboat’ in order to describe the distinctive category of houseboats. 

 
41 To be clear, fused categories of differentiation can be new categories in the literal sense, if the structural 
mechanisms that produce them are new, or have been recently altered. 
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Metaphysical fusion is not involved in producing C1 and C2, just as houseboats are not 

produced by fusing physical houses with physical boats. 

But although the fusion in question here is analytical, there is also a significant 

metaphysical dimension to the account. The analytic fusion is called for in describing the 

metaphysical categories, like C1 and C2, that intersectionality theorists make salient. It is 

because the metaphysical categories are not adequately captured by the traditional analytical 

tools that conceptual innovation in the form of analytical fusion is needed.  

Stepping back, then, on my account the claim that social categories are mutually 

constituting is interpreted, at the structural level, as positing the existence of fused categories of 

differentiation— that is, the existence of categories like C1 and C2 that are not adequately 

captured by the traditional analytical categories, but which can be described by combining or 

fusing traditional analytical tools. Further, this substantive, positive account of mutual 

constitution entails the generally agreed upon negative characterization of mutual constitution: 

that a traditional, additive picture that takes race, class, gender, etc. to be independent social 

axes should be rejected. The existence of fused categories of differentiation demonstrates that 

power is not organized or distributed along the lines that the traditional picture assumes. In 

particular, it shows that race, class, gender, etc. do not operate as independent axes of 

differentiation. Rather, in cases like the examples that I have been discussing, mechanisms of 

racial differentiation are also inseparably gendered and classed.  

6. Worries Deflated 
Having sketched out the positive account of mutual constitution in terms of the 

existence of fused categories of differentiation, I now want to show how this account dissipates 

the recurring worries about mutual constitution. 

The first worry was the concern that there is a conceptual contradiction in the very 

formulation of the notion of mutual constitution. Again, Collins suggests that, “It’s meaningless 

to argue that race and gender co-form one another without assuming that they are separate 

entities.”42 She concludes from this that “co-formation [fusion] more often lies in the 

imagination of an individual thinker or theorist than is hammered out in actual social 

relations.”43  

 
42 (Collins 2019: 241) 
43 (Collins 2019: 241) 
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Similarly to Collins, my response to the worry about conceptual contradiction relies on a 

separation between what is happening in the mind of the thinker and what is happening with 

respect to actual social relations. But on my account, the real and the imagined are flipped 

relative to Collins: the inseparability of race and gender (e.g.) is real when it comes to fused 

categories of differentiation, and it is the separation of these categories that is imagined. It is 

imagined in the sense that race and gender are separate as analytical categories. The 

metaphysical category— the fused category of differentiation— on the other hand, reflects an 

inseparable combination of what we would describe, given our analytic tools, as racial-and-

gendered phenomena.44 Given the distinction between analytical and metaphysical categories, 

there is no inherent logical contradiction on my account of mutual constitution. 

The second worry is that accepting that race, class, gender, and other social categories 

are mutually constituting commits one to accepting the dissolution of social categories. 

Previously, I argued that this worry stems from three common assumptions about social 

categories: a fundamentality assumption, a verticality assumption, and an interaction 

assumption, and showed that these assumptions do not apply to categories of differentiation. 

The upshot is that the worry that categories of differentiation become more and more fine-

grained does not arise. On my account there is no search for the “most fundamental” category 

(or set of categories) to set off an indefinite regress, nor is there any process by which categories 

of differentiation interact to produce ever more fine-grained categories. On the contrary, my 

account is straightforwardly committed to the existence of social categories: so long as there are 

structural mechanisms that differentiate individuals in systematic, patterned ways, my account 

posits that there exist categories of differentiation corresponding to the outputs of those 

processes. As such, far from entailing the dissolution of social categories, my account of mutual 

constitutions entails the existence of social categories and safeguards a perspective that enables 

us to identify systematic forms of injustice.45 

Still, one might worry what the implications of my account are for traditional social 

categories in particular. Does accepting that there are categories of differentiation that divide 

people along the lines of race-and-gender mean that race, for instance, is not a category of 

 
44 I say “given our analytic tools” because note that we could have had a different conceptual framework 
that has a single, basic concept for what we would describe as “race and gender,” akin to Moya Bailey’s 
concept of misogynoir (athough Bailey’s term is also drawing on a fusion of “misogyny” and “noir”). 
(Bailey and Trudy 2018) 
45 Again, this is given the background assumption that there are structural mechanisms that treat 
different sets of people in different ways. 
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differentiation (that is, that there are no categories of differentiation that divide people along 

racial lines)?46  

 My view does not have this implication: the fact that ‘Black woman’ is a category of 

differentiation does not preclude ‘Black’ from also being a category of differentiation, because 

there can be different structural mechanisms that carve up the social world in different ways. 

This brings us back to the point that my view does not take on the fundamentality and 

verticality assumptions. ‘Black woman’ could be the category that is most relevant for social 

explanation in one context and ‘woman’ could be the most relevant category in another context, 

because different mechanisms that differentiate the social world in different ways could be at 

play in those contexts. Neither is then more fundamental than the other, and the reality of one 

does not preclude the reality of the other. In this way, my view also does not entail the 

dissolution of traditional social categories. Further, this shows that, despite arguments to the 

contrary, a fusion approach is capable of capturing cases in which, for instance, “women who 

do not share other identities may suffer similar gender-oppressive effects in certain 

circumstances.”47 On the other hand, my view also does not guarantee that traditional social 

categories are categories of differentiation. It could be that we have been wrong to think that 

there are mechanisms that divide us according to race, or class, or gender, and that, in fact, the 

lines of differentiation are all more complex than this. But if that is the case, then our social 

ontology should reflect that reality, rather than deny it. 

This brings us finally to the “et cetera” problem, which asks which categories are 

included under the scope of mutual constitution claims. On my view, this question effectively 

translates to asking what the categories of differentiation actually are. Unfortunately, I cannot 

provide a list of categories, because this is ultimately an empirical question. But my view does 

offer a principled answer: the relevant categories are determined by what our structural 

mechanisms are like, and specifically, how they differentiate people. The examples discussed in 

Section 5 provide reason to think that categories like ‘Black women’ and ‘white women’ are real 

categories of differentiation. Ultimately, however, settling this question requires investigating 

how our social practices actually operate.  

7. Comparison to Bernstein's Ontological and Explanatory Priority View 

 
46 I will continue to follow this shorthand and say that X (for some analytical category X) is a category of 
differentiation if there is a category of differentiation that divides people along the lines of X. 
47 (Jorba and Rodó-Zárate 2019: 183) See also (Gasdaglis and Madva 2020). 
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Finally, I would like like to compare my approach to two recent metaphysical 

approaches in the literature.  

Bernstein offers a general, metaphysical approach to intersectionality. She suggests that 

we understand mutual constitution in terms of the ontological and explanatory priority of an 

intersectional category (e.g. ‘Black woman’) over its “identity constituents” (e.g. ‘Black’ and 

‘woman’).48 The ontological priority claim means that “the intersectional category [is] more 

fundamental than its constituents,”49 while the explanatory priority claim means that the 

intersectional category explains its constituents: “Rather than the conjuncts explaining the 

conjunction, the conjunction explains the conjuncts. The intuitive idea is that in understanding 

black womanhood, we thereby understand blackness and womanhood… Intersectional 

explanations are more informative than explanations exclusively involving the individual 

identity constituents.”50 

In taking an intersectional category to be ontologically and explanatorily prior to its 

constituents, Bernstein’s account seems to imply that the most specific categories will always be 

the most explanatory. This is because the general claim that intersectional categories are more 

fundamental and explanatory than their constituents entails not just that, e.g., ‘Black’ is less 

explanatory and fundamental than ‘Black woman’, but also that ‘Black woman’ is less 

explanatory and fundamental than ‘lesbian Black woman,’ which is less explanatory and 

fundamental than ‘middle-class lesbian Black woman,’ etc., etc. Bernstein’s view thus takes on 

the fundamentality and verticality assumptions and thereby triggers the infinite regress worry, 

while also seeming implausible as a general explanatory claim.  

Bernstein acknowledges this problem and asserts that more fine-grained categories will 

not always be the most explanatory: “As I see it, certain ‘social category magnets’—joint-carving 

social categories akin to reference magnets—are the most explanatory, whether or not they are 

the most fine-grained. Intersectional categories often, but do not always, carve at the joints.”51  

However, it is not clear, theoretically, why the regress stops on her view; nor does 

Bernstein give any account of when or why it is that some categories function as “social 

 
48 Bernstein frames her discussion around the idea that intersectional categories are inseparable, but she 
references the idea of mutual constitution in a way that suggests that she means her notion of 
inseparability to capture what others have meant in describing social categories as being mutually 
constituting. (Bernstein 2020: 329-30) 
49 (Bernstein 2020: 331) 
50 (Bernstein 2020: 331) 
51 (Bernstein 2020: 332n21) 
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category magnets.” Further, as Jorba and López de Sa point out, this response does not allow 

for explanatory flexibility.52 This is because Bernstein’s response maintains that there will be 

some fundamental category (the “social category magnet”) in the vertical chain of intersectional 

categories and identity constituents that is the most explanatory. As such, her account seems to 

rule out the possibility that, e.g., ‘trans Black woman’ could be most explanatory in one context, 

and ‘Black woman’ could most explanatory in another: on her view, one of them will be more 

fundamental and more explanatory than the other. This, Jorba and López de Sa argue, appears 

to be too strong. 

My view, in contrast, provides a way of anchoring the idea that some categories function 

as “social category magnets,” while also retaining explanatory flexibility by rejecting the 

fundamentality assumption. That is, my view provides a way of explaining why and when it is 

that some social categories will be the most explanatory categories in a given context: which 

category is most explanatory in C is determined by the structural mechanisms that are operative 

in C. Specifically, the most explanatory category in C will be the one that matches how the 

structural mechanisms that are operative in C differentiate individuals. This view allows for 

explanatory flexibility because different mechanisms will be operative in different contexts, 

such that different social categories will be most explanatory in different contexts. 

Thus, by anchoring categories of differentiation in concrete structural mechanisms, my 

view has the advantage of not only pre-empting the regress worry, but also of offering 

explanatory flexibility and illuminating when and why certain social categories are most 

explanatory in a given context.  

8. Comparison to Jorba, Rodó-Zárate, and López de Sa's Emergent Properties 

View 
Another recent metaphysical approach is reflected in the work of Jorba, Rodó-Zárate, 

and López de Sa.53 Jorba and Rodó-Zárate propose a properties framework for intersectionality 

that conceptualizes social categories as properties of individuals (e.g. being a woman) and social 

systems (e.g. being racist). At the level of individual experience, “social categories are seen as 

properties of individuals, and the interactions of these properties produce experiences of a 

 
52 (Jorba and López de Sa 2024: 1468-70) 
53 I will discuss Jorba and Rodó-Zárate (2019) and Jorba and López de Sa (2024) together, as I understand 
the latter to be an extension of the former. 
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certain sort.”54 In particular, “these properties have certain effects in the person's experience 

when placed in certain contexts in such a way that they contribute to her overall experience.”55 

Jorba and López de Sa elaborate the properties framework by proposing that the relation 

between the social categories and the experiences that they produce is one of weak emergence. 

Specifically, their view of intersectionality is that “whenever social structures make some 

intersection of categories relevant to discrimination or privilege, the corresponding 

intersectional experience emerges.”56  

The emergent properties framework has several benefits. The account preserves 

traditional social categories by making them the “more basic things” from which intersectional 

experiential properties emerge, thereby avoiding regress-style worries.57 At the same time, by 

drawing on the model of emergence, their view also allows that intersectional properties can 

have explanatory autonomy and be more explanatory than the basic, traditional categories in 

certain contexts.58 This captures a sense in which, as Crenshaw puts it, “intersectional 

experience is greater than the sum of racism and sexism.”59 Further, because the emergence of 

intersectional properties is context-dependent on their view, it also has the kind of explanatory 

flexibility that Bernstein’s account lacks.  

However, the emergent properties framework struggles to adequately capture the kinds 

of examples that I have highlighted in this paper, in which structural mechanisms produce 

fused categories of differentiation. Consider, for instance, the case in which the legal system 

criminalizes the rape of white women, but not the rape of Black women. This case does not 

seem to be best analyzed as one in which there are basic metaphysical categories (‘Black’, 

‘white’, and ‘woman’) that are properties of individual women and that interact such as to give 

rise to the emergent experiential property of being legally protected, or unprotected, against 

rape (respectively).  

First, the fundamentality assumption that is part of the emergent properties framework 

does not adequately fit this example. It does not seem that the legal framework is producing 

three basic metaphysical categories (‘Black,’ ‘white,’ and ‘woman’) that interact such that Black 

 
54 (Jorba and Rodó-Zárate 2019: 188). I will focus on this lower level as it aligns with my focus in this 
paper. 
55 (Jorba and Rodó-Zárate 2019: 187) Emphasis in original. 
56 (Jorba and López de Sa 2024: 1464) 
57 (Jorba and López de Sa 2024: 1460) 
58 (Jorba and López de Sa 2024: 1467-68) 
59 (Crenshaw 1989: 140; Jorba and López de Sa 2024: 1460) 
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women and white women have different experiences. Rather, it seems like the legal framework 

is producing two different categories with correspondingly different legal protections, one for 

white women and another for Black women. Similarly, in Collins’ plantation example, it is not 

that the plantation creates three basic metaphysical categories that interact to produce different 

experiences for Black women and white women. Rather, the plantation itself carves out 

distinctive roles for Black women and white women; it constructs two different kinds of roles 

that Black women and white women, respectively, occupy. For this reason, these examples seem 

to be better captured by a fusion model than the kind of model exemplified by the emergent 

properties framework. This point is reflected in Jorba and López de Sa’s note that their account 

really only covers situations in which there is a “conjunction of categories,” rather than 

genuinely intersectional categories.60 Although they also say that their account is compatible 

with the possibility that there are genuinely intersectional categories, their view does not offer 

an account of such categories.61 In contrast, my view accounts for genuinely intersectional 

categories in the way of fused categories of differentiation, which better fits these examples. 

Second, I also think it is a mistake to take on the interaction assumption— going back to 

the examples, it seems wrong to analyze these cases in terms of properties of individuals that 

interact to determine the nature of their experiences. Saying that S is not legally protected 

against rape because her properties of being Black and being a woman interact to determine the 

nature of her experiences, misplaces— or at the very least obscures— the proper locus of 

explanatory power. In particular, framing the situation in this way obfuscates the explanatory 

role of perpetrators of injustice. This objection is powerfully articulated by Fields and Fields, 

who formulate it in response to the tendency to assign explanatory power to the category of 

race: 

The shorthand [of ‘race’] transforms racism, something an aggressor does, into race, 
something the target is, in a sleight of hand that is easy to miss. Consider the statement 
‘black Southerners were segregated because of their skin color’— a perfectly natural 
sentence to the ears of most Americans, who tend to overlook its weird causality. But in 
that sentence, segregation disappears as the doing of segregationists, and then, in a puff 
of smoke—  paff— reappears as a trait of only one part of the segregated whole.62 

 By framing experiences of injustice as resulting from the interaction of individual’s properties, 

the emergent properties framework reproduces the tendency to overlook the individuals and 

 
60 (Jorba and López de Sa 2024: 1464) 
61 (Jorba and López de Sa 2024: 1466-67) 
62 (Fields and Fields 2012: 17). (Emphasis original) 
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structures that perpetrate injustice. My account, in contrast, clearly identifies structural 

mechanisms as the source of injustice. Categories of differentiation are the products of 

structural mechanisms; it is structural mechanisms, and not social categories themselves, that 

have causal-explanatory power when it comes to injustice.63  

Finally, and relatedly, while Jorba and López de Sa state that social structures have a 

role to play in determining when it is that intersectional experiences emerge, their account does 

not make clear how or why it is that social structures play this role. What they say is that 

“intersectional experiences generally emerge when social structures make the corresponding 

categories relevant to discrimination (or privilege). Intersectional experiences then emerge from 

the intersection of social categories when there are discriminative and privileging dynamics 

around such categories.”64 To elaborate, they give an example involving in vitro fertilization, 

saying that “in our terms, the experience of women undergoing in vitro fertilization procedures 

will emerge from the envisaged social arrangement, namely, from the conjunction of there being 

a group of people who are members of the category ‘woman’ and of the category ‘undergoing 

in vitro fertilization.’”65 

On the one hand, their example seems to suggest that if categories X and Y are each 

relevant to discrimination, then X and Y will interact to give rise to emergent intersectional 

experiences. However, this seems to suggest that there will always be emergent interactions 

between socially relevant categories, which goes against their claim of explanatory flexibility. 

On the other hand, if it is only sometimes that X and Y interact to give rise to emergent 

intersectional experiences, and this somehow depends on the social structural context, then 

their account does not make clear when this is the case or what role social structures play in this 

process— when (and how) is it that “social structures make the corresponding categories relevant 

to discrimination (or privilege)”? 

In contrast, because my view takes categories of differentiation to be the products of 

structural mechanisms that generate different outcomes for different individuals, my account 

makes clear when and why it is that social structures will make certain intersections of 

(analytical) categories relevant. Specifically, the intersection of analytical categories X and Y will 

 
63 It could be that Jorba, Rodó-Zárate, and López de Sa do not intend for their view to be taken quite as 
literally, and that they would ultimately like to appeal to social structures in something like the way that I 
do. In this case, my view makes the contribution of spelling out a way in which this could work, but in a 
way that, unlike their framework, also allows for genuinely intersectional categories. 
64 (Jorba and López de Sa 2024: 1464) 
65 (Jorba and López de Sa 2024: 1464) 
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be relevant when structural mechanisms differentiate individuals along the lines of X-and-Y. 

Again, on my account, it is social structures that do the differentiating and that thereby produce 

the experiences that we analyze as being intersectional. 

9. Conclusion 
In this paper, I have offered an account that interprets the core intersectional claim that 

race, class, gender, and other social categories are mutually constituting as pointing to the 

existence of fused categories of differentiation. By distinguishing between categories of analysis 

(conceptual tools) and categories of differentiation (the outputs of structural mechanisms that 

differentiate individuals by assigning them disparate outcomes), my view helps us to 

understand a key sense in which social categories “fuse” to produce “new” categories on an 

intersectional picture. On my view, it is traditional categories of analysis— the abstract, 

conceptual tools— that are “fused,” or combined, in order to describe social phenomena that are 

not adequately captured by the traditional analytic framework.  

By distinguishing analytical and metaphysical categories, as well departing from some 

widespread assumptions about social categories, my view avoids common concerns about the 

notion of mutual constitution. In particular, my view evades the contradictions that the abstract 

formulation of mutual constitution seems to give rise to, while also safeguarding the reality of 

social categories, thereby preserving the possibility of identifying systematic injustice. 

My account demonstrates that there is solid theoretical ground for a fusion approach to 

mutual constitution. We need not fear that the notion of mutual constitution that is as the core 

of intersectionality dissolves social categories, although it does require challenging common 

assumptions about social categories. 
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