PATRICIA HILL COLLINS

Race, Class, and Gender
as Categories of Analysis

and Connection

t's easy to see how women are oppressed—if you're a woman. {t's easy to
see how blacks are oppressed—if you're African American. It's much harder,
however, for us to see how we might oppress people different from our-
selves. In this selection, influential sociologist Patricia Hill Collins argues that
we need a new conception of race, class, and gender that is not based on
either/or dichotomies or on hierarchies of oppression.

# %+ WHILE MANY OF US HAVE LITTLE DIFFICULTY ASSESSING OUR
own victimization within some major system of oppression, whether it be by race,
social class, religion, sexual orientation, ethnicity, age or gender, we typically fail to
see how our thoughts and actions uphold someone else’s subordination. Thus, white
feminists routinely point with confidence to their oppression as women but resist
seeing how much their white skin privileges them. African-Americans who possess
eloquent analyses of racism often persist in viewing poor White women as symbols
of white power. The radical left fares little better. “If only people of color and women
could see their true classinterests,” they argue, “class solidarity would eliminate rac-
ism and sexisn.” In essence, each group identifies the type of oppression with which
it feels most comfortable as being fundamental and classifies all other types as being
of lesser importance.

«Toward a New Vision: Race, Class, and Gender as Categories of Analysis and connection” by Patricia
Hill Collins from Race, Sex & Class, Vol. 1. Fall 1993. Copyright © 1993 by Race, Sex & Class. Used by
permission.
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Oppression is full of such contradictions. Errors in political judgment that we
make concerning how we teach our courses, what we tell our children, and which
organizations are worthy of our time, talents and financial support flow smoothly
from errors in theoretical analysis about the nature of oppression and activism. Once
werealize that there are few pure victims or oppressors, and that each one of us derives
varying amounts of penalty and privilege from the multiple systems of oppression that
frame our lives, then we will be in a position to see the need for new ways of thought
and action.

To get at that “piece of the oppressor which is planted deep within each of us,” we
need at least two things. First, we need new visions of what oppression is, new catego-
ries of analysis that are inclusive of race, class, and gender as distinctive yet inter-
locking structures of oppression. Adhering to a stance of comparing and ranking
oppressions—the proverbial, “I'm more oppressed than you”—locks us all into a dan-
gerous dance of competing for attention, resources, and theoretical supremacy.
Instead, I suggest that we examine our different experiences within the more funda-
mental relationship of damnation and subordination. To focus on the particular
arrangements that race or class or gender take in our time and place without seeing
these structures as sometimes parallel and sometimes interlocking dimensions of the
more fundamental relationship of domination and subordination may temporarily
ease our consciences. But while such thinking may lead to short term social reforms, it
is simply inadequate for the task of bringing about long term social transformation.

While race, class and gender as categories of analysis are essential in helping us
understand the structural bases of domination and subordination, new ways of think-
ing that are not accompanied by new ways of acting offer incomplete prospects for
change. To get at that “piece of the oppressor which is planted deep within each of
us,” we also need to change our daily behavior. Currently, we are all enmeshed in a
complex web of problematic relationships that grant our minor images full human
subjectivity while stereotyping and objectifying those most different than ourselves.
We often assume that the people we work with, teach, send our children to school
with, and sit next to in conferences such as this, will act and feel in prescribed ways
because they belong to given race, social class or gender categories. These judgments
by category must be replaced with fully human relationships that transcend the legiti-
mate differences created by race, class and gender as categories of analysis. We require
new categories of connection, new visions of what our relationships with one another
can be.

Our taskisimmense. We must first recognize race, class and gender as interlock-
ing categories of analysis that together cultivate profound differences in our personal
biographies. But then we must transcend those very differences by reconceptualizing
race, class and gender in order to create new categories of connection.

My presentation today addresses this need for new patterns of thought and action.
I focus on two basic questions. First, how can we reconceptualize race, class and
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gender as categories of analysis? Second, how can we transcend the barriers created by
our experiences with race, class and gender oppression in order to build the types of
coalitions essential for social exchange? To address these questions I contend that we
must acquire both new theories of how race, class and gender have shaped the experi-
ences not just of women of color, but of all groups. Moreover, we must see the connec-

tionsbetween these categories of analysis and the personalissues in our everydaylives,

particularly our scholarship, our teaching and our relationships with our colleages and
students. As Audre Lorde points out, change starts with self, and relationships that we
have with those around us must always be the primary site for social change.

HOW CAN WE RECONCEPTUALIZE RACE, CLASS,
AND GENDER AS CATEGORIES OF ANALYSIS?

To me, we must shift our discourse away from additive analyses of oppression (Spel-
man 1982; Collins 1989). Such approaches are typically based on two key premises.
First, they depend on either/or, dichotomous thinking. Persons, things and ideas are
conceptualized in terms of their opposites. For example, Black/White, man/woman,
thought/feeling, and fact/opinion are defined in oppositional terms. Thought and feel-
ing are not seen as two different and interconnected ways of approaching truth that
can coexist in scholarship and teaching. Instead, feeling is defined as antithetical to
reason, as its opposite. In spite of the fact that we all have “both/and” identities, (I am
both a college professor and a mother—I don’t stop being a mother when I drop my child
off at school, or forget everything I learned while scrubbing the toilet), we persistin try-
ingto classify each otherin either/or categories. Ilive each day as an African-American
woman—a race/gender specific experience. And I am not alone. Everyone in this room
has a race/gender/class specific identity. Either/or, dichotomous thinking is especially
troublesome when applied to theories of oppression because every individual must be
classified as being either oppressed or not oppressed. The both/and position of simulta-
neously being oppressed and oppressor becomes conceptually impossible.

A second premise of additive analyses of oppression is that these dichotomous
differences must be ranked. One side of the dichotomy is typically labeled dominant
and the other subordinate. Thus, Whites rule Blacks, men are deemed superior to
women, and reason is seen as being preferable to emotion. Applying this premise to
discussions of oppression leads to the assumption that oppression can be quantified,
and that some groups are oppressed more than others. I am frequently asked, “Which
has been most oppressive to you, your status as a Black person or your status as a
woman?” What I am really being asked to do is divide myselfinto little boxes and rank
my various statuses. If I experience oppression as a both/and phenomenon, why
should I analyze it any differently?
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Additive analyses of oppression rest squarely on the twin pillars of either/or
thinking and the necessity to quantify and rank all relationships in order to know
where one stands. Such approaches typically see African-American women as being
more oppressed than everyone else because the majority of Black women experience
the negative effects of race, class and gender oppression simultaneously. In essence, if
you add together separate oppressions, you are left with a grand oppression greater
than the sum of its parts.

I am not denying that specific groups experience oppression more harshly than
others—lynching is certainly objectively worse than being held up as a sex object. But
we must be careful not to confuse this issue of the saliency of one type of oppressionin
people’s lives with a theoretical stance positing the interlocking nature of oppression.
Race, class and gender may all structure a situation but maynot be equally visible and/
or important in people’s self-definitions. In certain contexts, such as the antebellum
American South and contemporary South America, racial oppression is more visibly
salient, while in other contexts, such as Haiti, El Salvador and Nicaragua, social class
oppression may be more apparent. For middle class White women, gender may assume
experiential primacy unavailable to poor Hispanic women struggling with the ongo-
ing issues of low paid jobs and the frustrations of the welfare bureaucracy. This recog-
nition that one category may have salience over another for a given time and place does
not minimize the theoretical importance of assuming that race, class and gender as
categories of analysis structure all relationships.

Inorder to move toward new visions of what oppression is, I think that we needto
ask new questions. How are relationships of domination and subordination struc-
tured and maintained in the American political economy? How do race, class and
gender function as parallel and interlocking systems that shape this basic relationship
of domination and subordination? Questions such as these promise to move us away
from futile theoretical struggles concerned with ranking oppressions and towards
analyses that assume race, class and gender are all present in any given setting, evenif
one appears more visible and salient than the others. Our task becomes redefined as
one of reconceptualizing oppression by uncovering the connections amongrace, class

and gender as categories of analysis.

Institutional Dimension of Oppression

Sandra Harding’s contention that gender oppression is structured along three main
dimensions—the institutional, the symbolic, and the individual—offers a useful model
for a more comprehensive analysis encompassing race, class and gender oppression
(Harding 1989). Systemic relationships of domination and subordination structured
through social institutions such as schools, businesses, hospitals, the work place, and
government agencies represent the institutional dimension of oppression. Racism,
sexism and elitism all have concrete institutional locations. Even though the work-
ings of the institutional dimension of oppression are often obscured with ideologies
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claiming equality of opportunity, in actuality, race, class and gender place Asian-
American women, Native American men, White men, African-American women, and
other groups in distinct institutional niches with varying degrees of penalty and
privilege.

* % * Let us assume that the institutions of American society discriminate,
whether by design or by accident. While many of us are familiar with how race, gender
and class operate separately to structure inequality, I want to focus on how these three
systems interlock in structuring the institutional dimension of oppression. To get at
the interlocking nature of race, class and gender, I want you to think about the antebel-
lum plantation as a guiding metaphor for a variety of American social institutions.
Even though slavery is typically analyzed as a racist institution, and occasionally as a
class institution, I suggest that slavery was a race, class, gender specific institution.
Removing any one piece from our analysis diminishes our understanding of the true
nature of relations of domination and subordination.under slavery.

Slavery was a profoundly patriarchal institution. It rested on the dual tenets of
White male authority and White male property, a joining of the political and the eco-
nomic within the institution of the family. Heterosexism was assumed and all Whites
were expected to marry. Control over affluent White women’s sexuality remained key
to slavery’s survival because property was to be passed on to the legitimate heirs of
the slave owner. Ensuring affluent White women’s virginity and chastity was deeply
intertwined with maintenance of property relations.

Under slavery, we see varying levels of institutional protection given to affluent
White women, working class and poor White women, and enslaved African women.
Poor White women enjoyed few of the protections held out to their upper class sisters.
Moreover, the devalued status of Black women was key in keeping all White women in
their assigned places. Controlling Black women’s fertility was also key to the continu-
ation of slavery, for children born to slave mothers themselves were slaves.

African-American women shared the devalued status of chattel with their hus-
bands, fathers and sons. Racism stripped Blacks as a group of legal rights, education,
and control over their own persons. African-Americans could be whipped, branded,
sold, or killed, not because they were poor, or because they were women, but because
they were Black. Racism ensured that Blacks would continue to serve Whites and suf-
fer economic exploitation at the hands of all Whites.

So we 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 produc-
tion and reproduction were tied to the requirements of the capitalist political econ-
omy, and largely propertyless, working class White men and women watching from
afar. In essence, the foundations for the contemporary roles of elite White women, poor
Black women, working class White men, and a series of other groups can be seen in
starkreliefin this fundamental American social institution. While Blacks experienced
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the most harsh treatment under slavery, and thus made slavery clearly visible asarac-
ist institution, race, class and gender interlocked in structuring slavery’s systemic
organization of domination and subordination.

Even today, the plantation remains a compelling metaphor for institutional oppres-
sion. Certainly the actual conditions of oppression are not as severe now as they were
then. To argue, as some do, that things have not changed all that much denigrates the
achievements of those who struggled for social change before us. But thebasicrelation-
ships among Black men, Black women, elite White women, elite White men, working
class White men and working class White women as groups remain essentiallyintact.

A brief analysis of key American social institutions most controlled by elite White
men should convince us of the interlocking nature of race, class and gender in structur-
ing the institutional dimension of oppression. For example, if you are from an American
college or university, is your campus a modern plantation? Who controls your universi-
ty’s political economy? Are elite White men over repres ented among the upper adminis-
trators and trustees controlling your university’s finances and policies? Are elite White
men being joined by growing numbers of elite White women helpmates? What kinds of
people are in your classrooms grooming the next generation who will occupy these and
other decision-making positions? Who are the support staffthat produce the mass mail-
ings, order the supplies, fix the leaky pipes? Do African-Americans, Hispanics or other
people of color form the majority of the invisible workers who feed you, wash your dishes,
and clean up your offices and libraries after everyone else has gone home?

If your college is anything like mine, you know the answers to these questions.
You may be affiliated with an institution that has Hispanic women as vice-presidents
for finance, or substantial numbers of Black men among the faculty. If so, you are for-
tunate. Much more typical are colleges where a modified version of the plantation as
a metaphor for the institutional dimension of oppression survives.

The Symbolic Dimension of Oppression

Widespread, societally-sanctioned ideologies used to justify relations of domination
and subordination comprise the symbolic dimension of oppression. Central to this
process is the use of stereotypical or controlling images of diverse race, class and gen-
der groups. In order to assess the power of this dimension of oppression, I want you to
make a list, either on paper or in your head, of “masculine” and “feminine” character-
istics. If your list is anything like that compiled by most people, it reflects some varia-
tion of the following:

Masculine Feminine
aggressive passive
jeader follower
rational emotional
strong weak
intellectual physical
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Not only does thislist reflect either/or dichotomous thinking and the need to rank
both sides of the dichotomy, but ask yourself exactly which men and women you had
in mind when compiling these characteristics. This list applies almost exclusively
to middle class White men and women. The allegedly “masculine” qualities that you
probably listed are only acceptable when exhibited by elite White men, or whenused by
Black and Hispanic men against each other or against women of color. Aggressive Black
and Hispanic men are seen as dangerous, not powerful, and are often penalized when
they exhibit any of the allegedly “masculine” characteristics. Working class and poor
White men fare slightly better and are also denied the allegedly “masculine” symbols of
leadership, intellectual competence, and human rationality. Women of color and work-
ing class and poor White women are also not represented on thislist, for they have never
had the luxury of being “ladies.” What appear to be universal categories representing
all men and women instead are unmasked as being applicable to only a small group.

Ttisimportant to see how the symbolic images applied to different race, class and
gender groups interact in maintaining systems of domination and subordination. If 1
were to ask you to repeat the same assignment, only this time, by making separatelists
for Black men, Black women, Hispanic women and Hispanic men, I suspect that your
gender symbolism would be quite different. In comparing all of the lists, you might
begin to see the interdependence of symbols applied to all groups. For example, the
elevated images of White womanhood need devalued images of Black womanhood in
order to maintain credibility.

While the above exercise reveals the interlocking nature of race, class and gender
in structuring the symbolic dimension of oppression, part of its importance lies in
demonstrating how race, class and gender pervade a wide range of what appears to be
universal language. Attending to diversity in our scholarship, in our teaching, and in
our dailylives provides a new angle of vision on interpretations of reality thought to be
natural, normal and “true.” Moreover, viewing images of masculinity and femininity
as universal gender symbolism, rather than as symbolic images that are race, class
and gender specific, renders the experiences of people of color and of non-privileged
White women and men invisible. One way to dehumanize anindividual or a groupisto
deny the reality of their experiences. So when we refuse to deal with race or class
because they do not appear to be directly relevant to gender, we are actually hecoming
part of someone else’s problem.

Assuming that everyone is affected differently by the same interlocking set of
symbolic images allows us to move forward toward new analyses. Women of color and
White women have different relationships to White male authority and this differ-
ence explains the distinct gender symbolism applied to both groups. Black women
encounter controlling images such as the mammy, the matriarch, the mule and the
whore, that encourage others to reject us as fully human people. Ironically, the nega-
tive nature of these images simultaneously encourages us to reject them. In contrast,
White women are offered seductive images, those that promise to reward them for
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supporting the status quo. And yet seductive images can be equally controlling. Con-
sider, for example, the views of Nancy White, a 73-year old Black woman, concerning
images of rejection and seduction:

My mother used to say that the black woman is the white man’s mule and the white
woman is his dog. Now, she said that to say this: we do the heavy work and get beat
whether we do it well or not. But the white woman is closer to the master and he pats
them on the head and lets them sleep in the house, but he ain’t gon’ treat neither one
like he was dealing with a person. (Gwaltney, 14 8)

Both sets of images stimulate particular political stances. By broadening the
analysis beyond the confines of Tace, we can see the varying levels of rejection and
geduction available to each of us due to our race, class and gender identity. Each of us
lives with an allotted portion of institutional privilege and penalty, and with varying
levels of rejectibn and seduction inherent in the symbolic images applied to us. This
is the context in which we make our choices. Taken together, the institutional and
symbolic dimensions of oppression create a structural backdrop against which all of
us live our lives.

The Individual Dimension of Oppression

Whether we benefit or not, we all live within institutions that reproduce race, class
and gender oppression. Evenif we never have any contact with members of otherrace,
class and gender groups, we all encounter images of these groups and are exposed to
the symbolic meanings attached to those images. On this dimension of oppression,
our individual biographies vary tremendously. As a result of our institutional and
symbolic statuses, all of our choices become political acts.

Each of us must come to terms with the multiple ways in which race, class and
gender as categories of analysis frame our individual biographies. I have lived my
entire life as an African-American woman from a working class family and this basic
fact has had a profound impact on my personal biography. Imagine how different your
life might be if you had been born Black, or White, or poor, or a different race/class/
gender group than the one with which you are most familiar. The institutional treat-
ment you would have received and the symbolic meanings attached to your very exis-
tence might differ dramatically from what you now consider to be natural, normal and
part of everyday life. You might be the same, but your personal biography might have
been quite different.

I believe that each of us carries around the cumulative effect of our lives within
multiple structures of oppression. If you want to see how much you have been affected
by this whole thing, I ask you one simple question—who are your close friends? Who
are the people with whom youcan share your hopes, dreams, vulnerabilities, fears and
victories? Do they look like you? If they are all the same, circumstance may be the
cause. For the first seven years of my life I saw only low income Black people. My
friends from those years reflected the composition of my community. But now that I
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am an adult, can the defense of circumstance explain the patterns of people that I
trust as my friends and colleagues? When given other alternatives, if my friends and
colleagues reflect the homogeneity of one race, class and gender group, then these cat-
egories of analysis have indeed become barriers to connection.

Tam not suggesting that people are doomed to follow the pathslaid out for them by
race, class and gender as categories of analysis. While these three structures certainly
frame my opportunity structure, I as an individual always have the choice of accepting
things as they are, or trying to change them. As Nikki Giovanni points out, “we’ve got to
live in the real world. If we don’t like the world we’re living in, change it. And if we can’t
change it, we change ourselves. We can do something” (Tate 1983, 68). While a piece of

the oppressor may be planted deep within each of us, we each have the choice of accept-

ing that piece or challenging it as part of the “true focus of revolutionary change.”
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STUY QUESTIONS
1. Why does Collins say that it is dangerous to engage in a comparison of who is
more oppressed than whom?

2. How does slavery embody the institutional dimension of oppression?

3. What is the difference between “universal gender symbolism” and “symbolic
images that are race, class and gender specific”? Why do you think Collins points
out this distinction?

4. Take a few moments to list a set of characteristics you think of as “natural” or
“normal” to your race, your class, and your gender. Trade your list with some-
one who differs from youinatleast one of those categories. What seems strange to
each of you on the other’s list? What can you learn from each other?
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