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Old news

Interest in the experience of those with more than one stigmatised identity predates Crenshaw's (1989) coinage of the term intersectionality by many decades (Du Bois, 1903/1968; Lumby, 2008). Recently this perspective has become increasingly central to researching gender across multiple disciplinary fields. The period since 1989 has seen a burgeoning explicit engagement with intersectionality, fuelled by dissatisfaction with research which essentialises women or men as a homogeneous group. Nash (2008: 2) suggests that 'the notion that subjectivity is constituted by mutually reinforcing vectors of race, gender, class, and sexuality' is seen as 'the primary theoretical tool' in gender studies. Repeated assertions of the dominance of intersectionality and its importance to work on gender (Geerts & van der Tuin, 2013; McCall, 2005; Shields, 2008) do not however disguise the confusion around its nature as 'critical concept/theory, methodology, or social practice' nor its general '"murkiness"... as a theory, an analytic framework, or as an approach to social activism' (Warner & Shields, 2013: 804).  Most are agreed that adopting an intersectionality approach is an ambitious project, impelling researchers to move beyond the current limits of theoretical and methodological capacity (McCall, 2005; Lumby, 2011). The aspiration to better understand the 'matrix' or 'rhizome' of interrelated stigmatised identities (Geerts& van der Tuin, 213: 171) is the motivation for nevertheless attempting to do so. 
The hope held out by intersectionality is that a fuller understanding of peoples' life experience may underpin efforts to achieve greater equity. This paper considers the usefulness or otherwise of intersectionality, theoretically, methodologically and politically in the field of educational leadership and management. It uses an example of research on women principals in South Africa as a means of briefly applying the ideas discussed. It aims to consider whether intersectionality is an advantage to the field or the contrary. 
Intersectionality and leadership

Leaders in education construct identities in relation to their own predilections and to the expectations of others of what it is to be women/men and to be leaders. Moorosi (2013) refers to DeRue and Ashford's (2010: 627) question: 'What are the relational and social processes involved in coming to see oneself, and being seen by others, as a leader..?' The ' relational and social processes' involve identity manipulation related to leaders' individual identities and history but also to the adoption of a set of values and behaviours which typify a group. More than half a century ago, Shibutani (1955: 563) suggested that individuals relate to reference groups as: 

(1) groups which serve as comparison points; 

(2) groups to which men [sic] aspire; and 

(3) groups whose perspectives are assumed by the actor. 

A leader therefore shapes multiple, fluid identities always by orientating to what they perceive it means to belong to a group, including men, women or school leaders (Fuller, 2010). 
While all individuals juggle numerous identities against the norms of reference groups, those with identities likely to encounter negative stereotypes may be concerned to declassify themselves from disadvantaged groups and reclassify into one or more which are dominant (Gurin & Nagda, 2006); that is, to direct attention from their membership of a less prestigious group and towards their membership of one that has more status. For example, in Bush et al's study (2005:70) of black and minority ethnic school leaders in England most respondents averred that 'they are professionals first and black people second' a clear illustration of a declassification strategy. Alternatively individuals may strive to adjust the perceived characteristics of a disadvantaged group, attempting to reinvent the group. These are just two illustrations which reflect that any individual identity may both oppress the individual and open possibilities (Lumby, in press; Moorosi, 2013).  The individual's dance of identity to minimise the first and enlarge the second is one side of the intersectionality coin. 
The other side concerns the response to their efforts, the reaction of those who may discern the person as belonging both to those groups with which the individual wishes to identify and those they may be attempting to distance themselves from or to reinvent. The reaction may call upon established group stereotypes or may, to varying degrees, accept a different perception of the group as projected by the individual. Theorising the impact of multiple identities is therefore complex, not only because the gaze of the community may mutate in relation to different intersections, but also because the agency of the individual may shift perceptions of their membership of  a group or attempt to metamorphose the norms of a group and so the response to it. The potentially large number of permutations of gender identities and leader identities confounds firm understanding and political action based upon such understanding. Given such complexity, intersectionality approaches, where the reaction to an individual is argued to be changed and or disadvantage deepened by the presence of more than one stigmatised identity, has not resulted in a satisfactorily reliable theoretical framework or methodology for understanding the experience of intricate individual lives or the groups they are perceived to inhabit.  
Theorising intersectionality

Theorising about intersectionality has generated a considerable body of work such that attempting an overview is challenging. Oleksy (2001: 267) refers to Lyke's (2010: 68) three categories of relevant feminist work as:

explicit feminist theorizings of intersectionality, that is, theories that – like Crenshaw's theory – explicitly use the concept “intersectionality”; 

implicit feminist theorizings of intersectionality, that is, theories that focus on intersections, but without using the concept ‘intersectionality’ as the frame of interpretation;

feminist theorizings under other names, that is, theories that concentrate on intersections, but while using other concepts and frames than ‘intersectionality.’ 

There are also identity theorists producing relevant ideas which are outside the avowedly feminist field, such as Goffman (1986) and Burke (2006). Amongst this group are those who, in Burke's terms, adopt an internal focus, concerned with how the individual creates, maintains and adjusts their multiple identities, and those who are more concerned with an external focus, that is 'the impact of social structure on the salience and activation as well as commitment to the multiple identities' (Burke, 2003: 195). While this latter group may concern themselves with stigmatised identities, for example, gender or disability (Stone & Colella, 1996), there remains something of a disjuncture between identity theory and its application to approaches which have a political activist bent, such as feminist or critical theory. 
Analysing the assumptions underpinning theories which focus internally or externally and with or without a critical underpinning reveals very different premises about the nature of intersectionality. Approaches have been broadly characterised as '(1) the identity domains as additive or multiplicative predictors; or (2) phenomenological experience of a specific group with intersecting identities' (Parent et al, 2013: 642). In relation to the first, holding two or more stigmatised identities is seen to shape the disadvantage experienced by the individual in terms of its nature and or the extent of detriment in ways that add or multiply disadvantage (Warner, 2008) using for example double jeopardy (Ransford, 1980) or triple jeopardy theory (Bowleg et al, 2003). Within this broad area, a more detailed listing of theoretical hypotheses might be attempted:
1. Holding two or more stigmatised identities renders the individual atypical in the dominant stigmatised group to which they belong and therefore invisible as a member of that group (Purdie-Vaughns & Eibach, 2008).
2. Holding two or more stigmatised identities results in the individual becoming invisible in any group because they are counted of little worth relative to others (Shields, 2008)
3. An individual holding two or more stigmatised identities experiences the disappearance of one or more of those identities in others' perception sometimes aided by individuals' own attempt to hide or disguise one or more of their identities (Goff et al, 2008; Lumby, 2008)
4. An individual holding two or more stigmatised identities experiences mutation of one or more of their identities in others' perception (Burke, 2006).
5. Two or more stigmatised identities create a new and distinct identity, rather as hydrogen and oxygen together create the quite different phenomenon of water (Parent et al, 2013).
6. Two or more stigmatised identities create greater detriment for men than for women amongst disadvantaged groups (Purdie-Vaughns & Eibach, 2008).
As indicated by the references given, all of these theories have been rehearsed using empirical data to uphold their validity, despite their very different explanations of the process of shaping and responding to more than one individual identity. 

The purpose of theorising also varies. For some the chief interest lies in how the social location, in this case that of leadership of a particular school, changes the nature/extent of detriment caused by intersected identities. For others, of more concern is empowering the individual to manage their fluid identities to their own advantage and that of their learners. Others still focus largely on the impact of reactions to intersected identities on the experience and outcomes for learners. There is no general agreement on a theoretical basis for investigation but rather conceptual plurality offering a choice of approach. Geerts & van der Tuin (2013) argue that the value of intersectionality lies in its very versatility, enabling adaptation to multiple theoretical viewpoints. Others suggest it may be merely confusing (Nash, 2008).
Methodological conundrums
McCall (2005: 1774) defines methodology as 'a coherent set of ideas about the philosophy, methods, and data that underlie the research process and the production of knowledge' and suggests that different methods will produce different kinds of knowledge. The discussion in the preceding section on the theoretical plurality of intersectionality suggests that conceptual coherence does not come easily to hand in selecting a philosophy which might underpin intersectionality research.

Collecting data is equally problematic. Warner (2008) suggests it is very difficult to apply intersectionality in research methods, particularly quantitative methods. Whereas for instance, leadership effectiveness research has evolved sophisticated models to frame studies, no such equivalent exists in relation to intersectionality. (Briggs, 2013) suggests alternative types of relationship between intersected identities and context which might guide design of data collection:
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Figure 1: Context & Identities - types of relationship   
Each of these models might be related to one or more of the list of hypotheses given earlier in this paper and to the context. For example, effect modification might be a suitable framework for investigating hypothesis four, where one or more identities mutate. However, these models assume intersected identities as a given. To further develop the model to take account of the complexity of the intersections of identities, each of these causal models would need to be embedded a second time in relation to the moderating identities. We do not at the moment have anything like an appropriately sophisticated model or models to underpin quantitative intersectionality studies of leaders. 
Some might argue that this would not be helpful anyway. McCall (2005: 1786) points out the problem of the exponential rise in analytical cells as the variables of identities increase:


the incorporation of gender as an analytical category ... assumes that two groups will be compared systematically—men and women. If the category of class is incorporated, then gender must be cross-classified with class, which is composed (for simplicity) of three categories (working, middle, and upper), thus creating six groups. If race-ethnicity is incorporated into the analysis, and it consists of only two groups, then the number of groups expands to twelve. And this example makes use of only the most simplistic definitions.

If quantitative methods for unravelling the experience of groups is rejected, both because of its irresolvable methodological challenges and because some argue that placing people in categories of groups is in itself oppressive, the alternative is a qualitative approach seeking rich data:


The methodological implications are to reject inappropriate quantitative arithmetic which divides individuals between matrices of variable characteristics with an ever-increasing number of cells (Warner, 2008), and to accept the necessity to search for new methods to interpret rich data. Narrative and ethnographic approaches may offer data that are rich enough to pursue analysis of how particular characteristics and contexts moderate self-perception and the response of others; interpretation becomes not the mathematics of social justice, but listening to the dissonant music of inequality (Lumby, 2011: 3) 

Purdie-Vaughns & Eibach (2008) argue that the struggle to be heard and understood is the most fundamental lever for justice and as such the presentation of individual voices through research is of value. However, can one apply a double standard arguing that the exponential rise in variables of quantitative approaches is unworkable, while the much greater number of variable individual voices potentially captured through qualitative approaches somehow provides value of a different kind and a workable method? The question which emerges, as always with research, is of the researcher's values. Listening carefully to individual voices and understanding their experience may be sufficient for some, though arguably, the listener is likely to be already knowledgeable and committed. If evidence of patterns of experience is required sufficient to empower those who demand changes in policy and practice, then the inevitably small-scale accumulation of individual voices is unlikely to be satisfactory. Intersectionality research therefore faces not only theoretical and methodological but also political challenges.
Political issues

Such concerns emerge from the impetus of many in the field to use research to bring about greater equality. I have argued elsewhere (Lumby, 2013) that knowledge may be enough; indeed that it may be the best that we can manage and that hoping that research will surface a coherent agenda for action is unrealistic. And yet such optimism persists: '..the link between disadvantage and opportunity that is made possible through an intersectional perspective offers hope' (Moorosi, 2013: 13). I would suggest that such expectation puts faith in resolving 'bad science' in order to generate appropriate research (Harding, 1986: 25) and also turns a blind eye to the conflicts between different interest groups. Though intersectional research claims to consider a range of identities, it is primarily gender and ethnicity that are the focus, with a growing literature on sexuality and gender, though not in the field of educational leadership. Socio-economic class gets very little attention as do, for example, disability, religion and  age (McCall, 2005). It seems likely that reluctance to engage with multiple intersected identities reflects partly the inadequacy of methodological tools to do so and partly the political wish of particular individuals and groups to focus primarily on an identity in which they are invested.
Much literature on educational leadership explores practice in order to suggest changes in the way leaders are educated or trained, recruited, appointed and supported in post, and how they enact a leadership role. Change always involves power and yet the literature rarely engages with the implications of change for power. The intersectionality literature in relation to educational leadership is no exception. While there is theorising about the nature of power as it impacts on women, for example through patriarchy (Vogt, 2002) or Marxist (Colley, 2002) or psychological theory (Lowe et al, 2002), there are only rare exceptions where researchers consider how power moderates intersected identities or their effects (Stone & Colella). If power is conceived for the purposes of this paper crudely, as direct or indirect, we might consider its potential relationship to intersected identities. Direct power impels another to behave or desist behaving in a way they would not otherwise have done. Indirect power seeks influence by more subtle enrolment rather than coercion. The desired outcome from the perspective of those applying both forms of power is broadly conformance with the thinking and preferred behaviour of an individual or group. 
Many mechanisms have been uncovered that persuade or enforce individuals, and in particular women, to conform to the norms of their reference group (Gudykunst, 1995). Social capital may be acquired through conforming and or by conscious resistance (Bell & Hughes-Jones, 2008). Both remain double-edged, the likelihood being actions accrue both advantage and disadvantage for the individual whatever their strategy (Lumby, in press). Indirect power persuades others to ways of thinking and acting without necessarily being conscious of the process. Again, feminist writing has uncovered multiple ways in which women are unconsciously conditioned into particular ways of being.
Intersected identities potentially strengthen and undermine this process. If, for example, a stereotypical identity of both being disabled and of being of minority ethnic origin is incompetence relative to other reference groups, the direction in which power must be exerted over disabled minority ethnic people, to maintain a belief in incompetence is clear. However, if the stereotypes of two different reference groups are in contradiction, for example the supposed practical competence, multitasking, hard-working nature of women and the perceived inability to do a job of those with disabilities, the direction in which norms for disabled women must be enforced may be less clear. While much research has been concerned with the individual's self-presentation through the manipulation of identities which clash or change fluidly (Burke, 2006), more work is needed on how those in dominant groups  respond to the dance of self-presentation in all its complexity and how this relates to power. This brief consideration of merely one way in which the mechanism of power may be functioning is an illustration only of the relative chasm in our understanding of the relationship of power to the response to intersected identities.
Intersectionality and school leadership

I have suggested that one might approach analysis of the nature and impact of intersected identities from numerous perspectives, including a focus on the identities themselves or on the moderating impact of context factors in the case of school leaders, or on the impact of intersected identities on learners and school outcomes. Consideration of one dataset might provide an opportunity to explore the possibilities and issues that arise in analysing data. The dataset in question comprises 54 interviews with women school principals in two provinces of South Africa, North West and Gauteng.  Using data from the provincial Education Departments, a sampling matrix was constructed including:

· category of school, primary, secondary, combination, intermediate special needs, vocational, 

· geographic location of  urban/inner city, suburban, township, town, village/deep rural, farm and 

· school quintile of deprivation 

Interviewees were selected from the sampling matrix to ensure maximum variation, including all locations, all categories of school and all five levels of deprivation as assessed by the provincial Education Departments (Lumby et al, 2010). Respondents also reflected a variety of ethnicities, home language, religion and socio-economic background. They were asked about their background, the process of becoming a principal and their experience while in post,  including explicitly any experience of reactions to their identities.
Exploring the data

Coding all references to identities to pinpoint where intersections are perceived to exist by respondents would not uncover evidence for all of the hypotheses listed earlier in this paper. This is not surprising given that the study was not set up to test all of them. However, having acknowledged this, analysis of this dataset provides little evidence related to the effect of intersected identities.  This is in part because respondents' awareness of intersections of identities seems rare. The common identity amongst this group is gender. In the majority of cases where gender is referred to alongside another identity, one identity only is fore grounded as relevant and offering advantage or disadvantage to the individual. In other words, it is primarily hypothesis three and to a lesser extent hypothesis four that are demonstrated to some degree by this dataset:

3. 
An individual holding two or more stigmatised identities experiences the disappearance of one or more of those identities in others' perception sometimes aided by individuals' own attempt to hide or disguise one or more of their identities 

4. An individual holding two or more stigmatised identities experiences mutation of one or more of their identities in others' perception

In managing multiple identities, of the four categories of response suggested by Pratt and Foreman (2000: 18) only two,  'compartmentalization (preserving multiple identities without seeking synergy among them), deletion (ridding oneself of a particular identity)' are evident. Gender alone or age or ethnicity or marital status are all cited as the factor causing a positive or negative effect in the person's life or work.  
In the case of age, one principal explicitly rejects the relevance of ethnicity, in her metaphor the colour of the pen that is writing, and points to the overriding effect of age:

Now that I am older it doesn’t matter if the pen is pink; the fact the pen can write, that is the issue.

Age is cited as advantage in numerous cases. For one principal:

I think age counts.  Age counts because... because of experience; you know the more you experience in life, the more you know how to deal with a lot of things. I am the oldest in the school. I don’t think they respect me because of my age but they respect me or they give me the support and respect because of how I deal with them; because of the experience that I have.  Um... I don’t think it ethnicity got anything to do with it and the religion, marital status and culture.
This principal describes the response of others to several identities, declassifying herself from these groups and reclassifying into that of the professional school leader. In her assessment consequently, professional competence is the overriding factor in the response of others. In this one quotation therefore we have evidence of the respondent managing identities to foreground membership of two groups, as an older person and as school leader to maximise advantage, and rejecting other identities which may work to the contrary. This dataset offers no evidence of how successful the strategies were and whether staff and learners do indeed focus on her age and competence rather than gender, ethnicity, marital status and so on. 

Declassification is evident in relation to ethnicity also. For example, a white woman principal who is minority ethnic in her school and community, adopts a similar strategy of classifying herself into a professional group of leaders:


The ethnicity situation, I think .. it no longer is a factor because I don’t see myself when I come to school as being a white woman, I see myself as being the Principal of the school and the boys; if they’re fourteen, fifteen; the older ones, react to me in that sense as opposed to from an ethnicity point of view.

Others acknowledge both advantage and disadvantage brought about by their ethnicity. In one case, a principal had experienced a very negative attitude towards her which she believed was not 'a female thing, I think it’s a race thing'. Another believed that her ethnicity and culture triggered respect in others and so self-worth which gave confidence and brought success:


Knowing my cultural background; knowing the respect and the expectation of my community, from myself, and from women in general.   This enhanced my career.
Single marital status was fore grounded both as an unfavourable identity: 'I notice that people are jittery about a woman who is not married and holding a position of power' and as favourable: 


The fact that I’m not married gives me more time to spend at school and gives me advantage over those who have got kids and other responsibilities and other functions to attend to.  I can give a hundred percent only to the school.  And I think that helped me a lot.
In only a few instances was there evidence of one identity transforming that of another. For example, a privileged socio-economic status, that of being of royal birth, in the perception of the principal enhanced her ethnic Tswana identity, bringing positive perceptions in the community and practical support from others.
Assessing an intersectionality approach

Using this dataset to surface some of the issues of interpetive analysis using an intersectionality approach is clearly limited, in that it provides no evidence of the response of others except by hearsay, and reflects the work of principals in just two provinces of one nation. It considers only women principals and therefore cannot say anything for example about hypothesis six, that it is men who experience the greatest disadvantage in relation to intersected identities. Nevertheless, the analysis surfaces some issues in using an intersectionality approach. It illustrates that within this group of school principals, a common strategy to direct attention to a leader identity and away from other identities in effect means that we may learn little from respondents about intersected identities, because they themselves are so fully committed to being blind to aspects of their experience, and by means of their blindness are hopeful of persuading others to blindness also. It may be that the success of these women, who have all been appointed principal, is in part dependant on misdirecting the attention of provincial administrators, fellow staff, learners and the wider community away from stigmatised identities and towards those with more status, such as being a leader, or an older person of experience, or a single woman. Their evidence therefore is likely to focus on a single identity, or possibly a number of single identities, rather than the intersected vectors referred to by Nash (2008).
Nevertheless, to some degree the impact of context and the nature of intersections can be discerned. Elsewhere analysis of the same dataset reveals how context relates to identities. For example the experience of women principals of small schools (Lumby & Azaola, 2011 & 2014) and those of schools in communities of multiple disadvantage (Lumby, in press) are suggested to be shaped by the context in ways which both strengthen oppressive gender stereotypes and also offer liberating opportunities to the principals and to their learners. The impact models of mediating context and moderating identities on outcomes appear to offer fruitful approaches to understanding better the experience of women leaders. Attempts to adopt a similar integrated analysis in relation to two or more intersected identities has proved less so. This may in part be a methodological limitation in that most gender studies of school leaders collect self-reported data and little reflecting the gaze of the rest of the school or wider community. We may suspect that the single identity even momentarily dominant in the perception of the holder or those with whom she interacts is changed in nature and its effect by other identities, just as the kind of light changes the perception of the same object to an infinite range of subtly different shades of colour and shape. However, the causality relationship between the potentially considerable range of vectors of intersected identities and the response of others currently challenges analysis in intersectionality studies.
Intersectionality to what end?

Oleksy (2011) drawing on Davis (2008) questions how intersectionality has become such a success given its vague and confusing nature, and suggests 'that – precisely – such aspects as intersectionality's open-endedness, haziness, ambiguity, incompleteness, etc. paradoxically have contributed to its success' (Davis, 2008: 69) because it 'encourages complexity, stimulates creativity, and avoids premature closure, tantalizing feminist scholars to raise new questions and explore uncharted territory' (op cit: 79).  Assessing the usefulness of intersectionality theory depends on what it is intended to achieve. If nuanced new understandings of the experience of women and men is enough it may be useful. If there is a belief that:

Research derived understanding will never set us free in the absolute sense of breaking the shackles of inequality, but it has the crucial potential to free each of us as individuals to know ourselves and others better and to continue to struggle to re-solve anew what can never be fully solved. ... Changing ourselves through knowledge and reflection in the long term may serve the cause of social justice very well (Lumby, 2013: 441-442).

Others cannot accept this position. The lament of women and their increasing understanding of what happens in their lives is characterised by some as self-indulgent endless grieving for what is, rather than action for what might be (Oleksy, 2011). At least in the field of educational leadership, intersectionality approaches have not generated either ideas or drive for policy or behaviour change. Rather they may have served to augment the persistent ululation that sounds from much gender research, greeted with sympathetic respect by the field alongside marginalisation of gender researchers and little meaningful change.
This paper aimed to consider whether intersectionality is an advantage to the field or the contrary. While there can be little doubt that essentialising studies of women carry penalties through their limitations, alternative more complex approaches including intersectionality, also bring detriment, fracturing on one side critical theorists who demand changes in power relations and phenomenological researchers who focus on subjectivities. Intersectionality framed research has not yet exhausted its limits; indeed in the field of educational leadership it has not as yet made much impact. If it is to be a useful tool, researchers will need to transform much of their practice. Warner (2008: 316) argues that 'concepts such as race and class are socially constructed, and as such, explain virtually nothing in and of themselves'. We may need to abstain from adding further to narratives of discrimination and instead draw on a wider range of disciplines to understand how power relationships are played out in the processes of access to and enactment of leadership roles. We may need to focus more strongly on the construction of masculinities, whiteness, heterosexuality and abledness intersections in those who respond to women, rather than focusing on women leaders themselves. Parent et al (2013: 643) put this as a 'call for research on the intersections of sexism, heterosexism, and racism (rather than a call for research on gender, LGBT, and racial/ethnic identities)'. 
Intersectionality offers a seductive opportunity to delve ever more deeply into individual women's experience. It may offer a mirage like sense of adding to knowledge and thereby triggering change. An alternative assessment would judge it as a highly effective displacement activity which efficiently segregates gender researchers into a little-viewed literature ghetto. If intersectionality is to be useful in the field of educational leadership, researchers may need to challenge themselves to be smarter in using it to change understanding of discrimination, rather than merely enlarging the current library of often poignant narratives.  
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