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That Which Destroys
Me: Unpacking
Kimberlé Crenshaw's
Powerful Concept
Kimberlé Crenshaw's groundbreaking concept of
"that which destroys me," a core element within her
critical race theory framework, transcends simple
definition. It's a powerful analytical tool used to
understand the interconnected and often
overlapping systems of oppression, especially as
experienced by Black women. This article delves
into the nuances of this concept, exploring its
implications for understanding intersectionality,
critical race theory, social justice, and the lived
experiences of marginalized groups. We will also
analyze how Crenshaw's work impacts
contemporary discussions about racial justice and
gender equality.
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Understanding "That Which
Destroys Me"
Crenshaw introduced this phrase within her
seminal work on intersectionality, highlighting how
different forms of discrimination – in this case,
sexism and racism – can combine to create unique
and often invisible experiences of oppression. It's
not simply the additive effect of racism *plus*
sexism; instead, it's a synergistic interaction where
the two mutually reinforce and intensify each other.
For example, a Black woman experiencing job
discrimination may face both overt racism (due to
her race) and subtle sexism (due to her gender),
resulting in a discriminatory experience far
exceeding the sum of its parts. This unique
intersectional oppression is what Crenshaw refers
to as "that which destroys me."

The power of this phrasing lies in its directness and
emotional impact. It doesn't shy away from the
harsh realities of lived experiences. The phrase
itself evokes feelings of vulnerability, injustice, and
the pervasive nature of systemic oppression. It
compels us to acknowledge the profound ways in
which multiple intersecting identities shape
individual experiences of harm and marginalization.
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Intersectionality and the
Complexity of Oppression
Crenshaw's concept is deeply intertwined with
intersectionality, the framework she pioneered.
Intersectionality recognizes that various social
categories – such as race, gender, class, sexual
orientation, and disability – are not independent but
interact and create overlapping and interdependent
systems of discrimination or disadvantage. This
isn't just about adding up different forms of
oppression; it's about understanding how these
forms *interact* to shape unique experiences.

Consider the case of a working-class Latina
immigrant woman. She faces challenges related to
her class, her ethnicity, her gender, and her
immigration status. These categories intersect to
create specific barriers and obstacles that are not
simply the sum of the individual challenges related
to each category. "That which destroys me"
captures the synergistic nature of these
interlocking oppressions.

Applying "That Which Destroys
Me" in Practice
Understanding "that which destroys me" is crucial
for creating effective strategies for social justice.
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Ignoring the intersectional nature of oppression
leads to incomplete and ineffective solutions. For
example, policies focused solely on gender equality
may fail to address the specific challenges faced by
Black women, and vice versa. To truly address
systemic inequalities, we need to analyze the
complex interplay of multiple forms of oppression.
This demands a move away from single-axis
frameworks towards a more nuanced, intersectional
approach to understanding social justice issues.

Practically, this means:

Data collection and analysis: Gathering
data that disaggregates information by
multiple social categories (e.g., race, gender,
class) is essential for understanding the
unique experiences of marginalized groups.
Policy development: Policies and programs
must consider the intersecting aspects of
oppression to ensure they are effective for
the specific needs of different communities.
Community engagement: Working with
marginalized communities to understand
their specific experiences and needs is crucial
for developing relevant and effective
strategies.
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The Enduring Legacy of
Crenshaw's Work
Crenshaw's work on intersectionality and the
concept of "that which destroys me" continues to be
incredibly influential across multiple fields,
including law, sociology, political science, and
critical race studies. Its impact extends far beyond
academic circles, shaping activism, policy debates,
and public discourse on social justice. The phrase
itself has become a powerful rallying cry for those
seeking to understand and dismantle systems of
oppression. It serves as a reminder of the
importance of centering the voices and experiences
of those most marginalized. This ongoing impact
highlights the lasting relevance and profound
insights embedded in Crenshaw’s groundbreaking
scholarship. Her work continues to challenge us to
move beyond simplistic understandings of
inequality and embrace the complexity of
intersectional oppression.

Conclusion
Kimberlé Crenshaw's "that which destroys me" is
more than just a phrase; it's a powerful analytical
tool that reveals the intricate and often invisible
ways in which multiple systems of oppression
intersect to shape the experiences of marginalized



That Which Destroys Me Kimber S Dawn

That Which Destroys Me Kimber S Dawn
6

groups. Understanding this concept is crucial for
building a more just and equitable world,
demanding a move towards intersectional
approaches in social justice efforts. It underscores
the urgency of recognizing and addressing the
unique challenges faced by those experiencing
multiple forms of discrimination, moving beyond
additive models of oppression to grapple with the
synergistic effects that characterize intersectional
experiences.

FAQ
Q1: What is the difference between "that
which destroys me" and simply adding
together different forms of discrimination?

A1: The key difference lies in the synergistic effect.
Adding forms of discrimination implies a linear
relationship where each form of discrimination
contributes independently to overall harm. "That
which destroys me" emphasizes the interaction
between different forms of discrimination, creating
a qualitatively different and often more damaging
experience than the simple sum of its parts. The
overlapping and reinforcing nature of these
oppressions is central to the concept.

Q2: How can "that which destroys me" be used
in practical activism?
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A2: It can be used to inform advocacy strategies,
highlighting the specific needs of intersectional
groups. For instance, an activist might analyze how
housing discrimination affects Black transgender
women differently than it affects white cisgender
women, or how healthcare disparities are shaped
by the intersections of race, class, and disability.
This tailored approach leads to more effective
advocacy and policy recommendations.

Q3: Is "that which destroys me" only relevant
to Black women?

A3: While the concept originated from Crenshaw’s
analysis of Black women's experiences, its
relevance extends far beyond. The principle of
intersecting oppressions applies to any individual
facing multiple forms of discrimination, regardless
of race or gender. It's a framework for
understanding the complex ways in which various
social categories interact to shape experiences of
marginalization and injustice.

Q4: How does "that which destroys me" relate
to the concept of intersectionality?

A4: "That which destroys me" is a powerful
illustration of the core principle of intersectionality.
It vividly demonstrates how different social
categories (race, gender, class, etc.) are not
independent but intricately linked, creating unique
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experiences of oppression that cannot be
understood by analyzing each category in isolation.
It's a practical application of the theoretical
framework of intersectionality.

Q5: What are some limitations of using "that
which destroys me" as an analytical tool?

A5: While powerful, the concept can be challenging
to operationalize in practical terms. Quantifying the
synergistic effects of intersecting oppressions can
be difficult, requiring nuanced data collection and
analysis. Furthermore, the emphasis on the
negative aspects of intersecting oppression may
inadvertently overshadow resilience and agency
within marginalized communities.

Q6: How does understanding "that which
destroys me" inform policymaking?

A6: It challenges policymakers to move beyond
single-axis solutions to address social problems.
Instead of focusing on isolated issues like gender
inequality or racial discrimination in isolation,
policy should consider how these issues intersect
and affect various groups differently. This
intersectional approach promotes the development
of more effective and equitable policies.

Q7: Can you give an example of how "that
which destroys me" is manifested in the legal
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system?

A7: Consider a Black woman suing for workplace
discrimination. A legal strategy that focuses solely
on racial discrimination or solely on gender
discrimination might fail to fully capture the unique
and intertwined nature of the discrimination she
faced. Understanding "that which destroys me"
would lead to a more comprehensive legal strategy
that considers the intersection of race and gender
in shaping her experience.

Q8: How does Crenshaw’s work continue to
evolve and shape contemporary discussions?

A8: Crenshaw’s ideas remain highly relevant,
influencing current conversations about racial
justice, gender equality, LGBTQ+ rights, and
disability justice. Her work continues to provide a
crucial framework for understanding complex
social inequalities and informs ongoing efforts to
create more inclusive and equitable societies. The
concept of "that which destroys me" serves as a
constant reminder of the urgency to address
intersecting forms of oppression.

That Which Destroys Me: Unraveling Kimberlé
Crenshaw's Dawn

Kimberlé Crenshaw's groundbreaking work,
"Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex:
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A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination
Doctrine, Feminist Theory, and Antiracist Politics,"
often referred to as "That Which Destroys Me," isn't
just a dense academic paper; it's a pivotal
contribution to legal theory and social justice
discourse. Published in 1989, it presented the
concept of intersectionality, a transformative idea
that continues to reverberate with profound
implications today. This article will delve into the
core arguments of Crenshaw's work, assessing its
influence and enduring relevance in understanding
and tackling social inequalities.

Crenshaw's central argument critiques the
limitations of traditional antidiscrimination
frameworks. She maintains that these frameworks,
by considering race and sex as separate categories
of analysis, fail the complex experiences of
individuals who encounter discrimination based on
intertwined identities. She uses the analogy of a
traffic intersection: a person might be hit by a car
coming from one direction (sexism) or another
(racism), but the most dangerous scenario is when
they are hit simultaneously by cars from both
directions. This is the essence of intersectionality –
the understanding that various forms of
discrimination do not operate in isolation, but
rather overlap to create unique and often
exacerbated forms of inequality.
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The paper provides compelling examples of how
single-axis frameworks of antidiscrimination
neglect to address the complex experiences of
Black women. She illustrates how legal cases
involving employment discrimination against Black
women were often denied because they didn't
conform precisely into either the category of racial
or sex discrimination. This highlights the
shortcoming of legal frameworks that presume a
singular axis of oppression, failing to account for
the cumulative impact of multiple forms of
discrimination.

Crenshaw’s work goes beyond simple legal critique.
It advocates a reframing of antidiscrimination law
and feminist theory. She calls for an understanding
of power that acknowledges the interconnectedness
of social categories and the means in which these
categories shape individual experiences of
oppression. This requires a transformation in
methodology, moving beyond a focus on single
categories of identity toward a comprehensive
analysis of intersecting forms of social
stratification.

The impact of "That Which Destroys Me" has been
substantial. The concept of intersectionality has
grown into a central concept in a wide range of
areas, including feminist studies, critical race
theory, sociology, and law. It has motivated
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numerous scholars and activists to expand more
sophisticated understandings of social inequality
and to develop more successful strategies for social
change. The paper's impact is evident in
contemporary conversations about issues such as
racial justice, gender equality, LGBTQ+ rights, and
disability rights.

In closing, "That Which Destroys Me" remains a
powerful text that continues to challenge the
understanding of oppression. Crenshaw's
groundbreaking work on intersectionality presents
a essential framework for analyzing the
multifaceted and overlapping nature of social
inequalities. By highlighting the perspectives of
marginalized communities and critiquing
traditional frameworks of analysis, Crenshaw's
work continues to motivate efforts toward a more
fair and inclusive world.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. What is intersectionality? Intersectionality is a
framework that examines how various social
categorizations (such as race, class, and gender)
create overlapping and interdependent systems of
discrimination or disadvantage. It recognizes that
different forms of oppression are interconnected
and cannot be understood in isolation.

2. Why is intersectionality important?
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Intersectionality is crucial because it allows for a
more complete and nuanced understanding of
social inequality. It challenges traditional
approaches that focus on single categories of
identity and allows for a more comprehensive and
effective response to injustice.

3. How can I apply intersectionality in my own
life? You can apply intersectionality by becoming
aware of your own intersecting identities and how
they might shape your experiences. You can also
actively listen to and amplify the voices of those
who experience multiple forms of oppression and
support initiatives that promote social justice from
an intersectional perspective.

4. What are some criticisms of
intersectionality? Some critiques argue that
intersectionality can be overly complex or difficult
to apply practically. Others suggest it may lead to
an excessive focus on identity politics, detracting
from more universal concerns. However, these
criticisms often miss the core goal of highlighting
the intricate ways power structures operate.
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