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Abstract:

This paper examines intersectionality as both a theoretical and pedagogical framework in
feminist and queer education. Drawing on Kimberlé Crenshaw's foundational concept and its
development in educational scholarship, the analysis argues that inclusive education requires
systematic attention to intersecting identities, including gender, sexuality, caste, race, class,
religion, and disability. Through a critical literature review, the study explores how feminist
and queer pedagogies can be reconceptualised from an intersectional perspective to better
support multiply marginalised learners. The discussion is situated within the Indian
educational context, with a focus on the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 and Dalit-
Bahujan-Adivasi (DBA) communities. The paper concludes by proposing an integrated,
intersectional, and inclusive pedagogical framework for educational institutions.
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1. Introduction

Education has served both as a tool of oppression and as a catalyst for transformative change.
Although inclusion is widely promoted in policy and practice, a significant gap remains
between equity rhetoric and the realities faced by students with multiple marginalized
identities. Feminist education and queer pedagogy have each challenged dominant
epistemologies and highlighted subjugated knowledge. However, when applied separately,
their impact is limited because they do not address the intersecting systems of power that shape
educational experiences.

Legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989) introduced intersectionality to address the limitations
of single-axis analyses of oppression. Originally developed to highlight the compounded
discrimination faced by Black women in anti-discrimination law, intersectionality has become
a comprehensive framework. It clarifies how gender, race, class, sexuality, caste, religion,
disability, and other identities simultaneously influence and constrain individuals' lives. In
education, intersectionality enables a more nuanced understanding of student marginalization
and supports the development of more effective pedagogical interventions.
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This paper contends that building inclusive futures in education necessitates the deliberate and
theoretically grounded integration of intersectionality into both feminist and queer educational
frameworks. Without this integration, inclusive education may unintentionally reinforce the
exclusions it seeks to address. The paper is structured in four sections: a review of
intersectionality’s theoretical foundations; an analysis of feminist and queer pedagogies; a
synthesis of intersectional approaches to inclusive education; and a discussion of implications
for educational practice and policy, with a focus on the Indian context.

2. Theoretical Foundations: Intersectionality in Education

2.1 Origins and Development of Intersectionality

The concept of intersectionality originates in the intellectual traditions of Black feminist
thought. Foundational scholars, including Patricia Hill Collins (1990), Angela Davis (1981),
and bell hooks (1984), established the basis for analyzing how race, gender, and class function
as interconnected systems of domination. Crenshaw’s (1989, 1991) formalization of
intersectionality provided a precise analytical vocabulary, which facilitated interdisciplinary
scholarship in fields such as law, sociology, education, and cultural studies.

Within the field of education, intersectionality gained prominence through the scholarship of
Annette Henry (1998), who investigated the schooling experiences of Black girls, and through
the development of critical race theory in education (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). These
frameworks contested the singular, additive model of identity, which posits that race, gender,
and class simply accumulate to create compounded disadvantage. Instead, they argue that these
categories are mutually constitutive, resulting in qualitatively distinct experiences of privilege
and marginalization.

2.2 Intersectionality and the Indian Educational Context

In India, intersectionality manifests through unique configurations influenced by caste,
religious communalism, regional identity, tribal status, and patriarchal norms rooted in
religious and customary practices. The intersection of caste and gender, for example, results in
educational exclusion for Dalit women that is fundamentally distinct from the experiences of
upper-caste women or Dalit men (Paik, 2014). Additionally, Adivasi (indigenous)
communities encounter compounded barriers, including geographic isolation, economic
deprivation, cultural alienation within mainstream education, and caste-based discrimination.

The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 includes provisions for gender-inclusive and
equitable education and acknowledges the educational needs of Scheduled Castes, Scheduled
Tribes, and Other Backward Classes. Nevertheless, critics argue that the NEP 2020 adopts an
additive rather than intersectional perspective, treating these forms of marginalization as
separate rather than interconnected (Nambissan, 2020). An intersectional approach requires
policy frameworks to identify and address the compounded vulnerabilities that arise at these
intersections.
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3. Feminist and Queer Pedagogies: Possibilities and Limits

3.1 Feminist Pedagogy

Feminist pedagogy emerged from second-wave feminism’s engagement with education,
challenging androcentric curricula and advocating for the inclusion of women's knowledge,
experiences, and voices (Weiler, 1988; hooks, 1994). Its core principles include democratizing
classroom dynamics, recognizing experiential knowledge, critically examining power relations
in teaching and learning, and maintaining a commitment to social justice. However, feminist
pedagogy has been criticized for centering the experiences of white, middle-class, Western
women, which marginalizes women of colour, working-class women, and women from the
Global South (Mohanty, 2003). The assumption of a universal 'women's experience' has been
challenged by scholars who argue that such universalism constitutes epistemic violence by
erasing the distinct histories and conditions of multiply marginalized women. In response,
intersectional feminist pedagogy calls on educators to critically evaluate whose knowledge is
valued, whose experiences are prioritized, and who is positioned as the normative subject
within feminist education.

3.2 Queer Pedagogy

Queer pedagogy, grounded in queer theory (Butler, 1990; Sedgwick, 1990), seeks to challenge
normative categories of gender and sexuality in education. It addresses heteronormativity and
cisnormativity in curricula, teaching methods, and institutional structures, while promoting the
inclusion and affirmation of LGBTQ+ identities in schools and universities. Additionally,
queer pedagogy critically examines foundational binaries such as male/female,
heterosexual/homosexual, and normal/deviant that shape educational discourse.

However, like feminist pedagogy, queer pedagogy has been criticized for creating new forms
of exclusion. Its roots in white, Western, poststructuralist traditions have led to limited
attention to how caste, race, and class influence queer experiences (Dhoot, 2021). For Dalit
queer individuals, the intersection of caste-based stigma and violence with homophobia often
makes mainstream queer politics, which focus on legal recognition and urban visibility,
insufficient and sometimes alienating. In India, any queer pedagogy that ignores caste remains
incomplete.

3.3 The Need for Intersectional Integration

The limitations of feminist and queer pedagogies, when viewed in isolation, underscThe
limitations of feminist and queer pedagogies, when considered separately, highlight the need
for intersectional integration. Intersectionality transforms the core approach of feminist and
queer education by moving from single-axis to multi-axis analyses and from universal to
context-specific knowledge. This approach requires educators to recognize the complex
identities of their students, design curricula that address multiple aspects of identity, and foster
learning environments that embrace complexity without reducing it to simple hierarchies of
oppression.

4. Intersectionality as Inclusive Pedagogy: A Synthesis

4.1 Curriculum Transformation

An intersectional curriculum requires more than token inclusion, such as adding a few texts by
women or LGBTQ+ authors. It calls for a comprehensive restructuring of knowledge
hierarchies. This involves critically examining whose knowledge has been excluded and why,
actively integrating epistemologies from marginalized communities such as Dalit, Adivasi, and
queer traditions, and designing learning experiences that help students analyze social structures
from multiple, interconnected perspectives.
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In India, this approach may include the writings and social movements of figures such as B.R.
Ambedkar, Savitribai Phule, and contemporary Dalit feminist scholars like Shailaja Paik,
alongside mainstream feminist and queer texts. It requires examining caste together with
gender and sexuality, rather than as separate topics. The goal is to create a curriculum that is
not only representational but also analytically transformative, preparing students to engage
with the world through an intersectional lens.

4.2 Pedagogical Practices

Intersectional inclusive pedagogy requires changes in instructional practices. It emphasizes
creating 'brave spaces' (Arao & Clemens, 2013) instead of only 'safe spaces.! These
environments acknowledge the discomfort in discussing privilege and oppression and help
students engage with these topics constructively. Educators must practice reflexive pedagogy
by regularly examining their own positionality and its impact on classroom dynamics.
Collaborative, dialogic teaching methods that incorporate students' lived experiences are
essential in intersectional pedagogy, as they highlight the diversity within each classroom.
However, these methods should be used thoughtfully to avoid placing the responsibility on
marginalized students to represent their communities. Educators should facilitate critical
inquiry while being mindful of the different vulnerabilities students bring to intersectional
discussions.

4.3 Institutional Structures and Policy

Achieving intersectional inclusive education necessitates transformation at both institutional
and policy levels, rather than relying solely on pedagogical reform. Universities and schools
should implement anti-discrimination policies that address intersectional forms of harassment
and exclusion, and ensure that grievance mechanisms are accessible to students experiencing
multiple forms of marginalisation. Support structures such as counseling, mentoring, and
financial aid should be developed with intersectional awareness, acknowledging that students'
needs are shaped by overlapping vulnerabilities.

At the policy level, integrating intersectionality into frameworks such as NEP 2020 requires
moving beyond additive categorization (SC, ST, OBC, women, LGBTQ+) toward recognizing
how these categories overlap and interact. This conceptual shift has significant implications
for data collection, resource allocation, and program design. Collecting disaggregated data that
reflects intersectional identities, such as Dalit women, transgender Adivasi persons, and
Muslim women with disabilities, is essential for targeted and effective policy interventions.
4.4 Digital Spaces and New Exclusions

The accelerated digitization of education during the COVID-19 pandemic has generated new
forms of intersectional exclusion. Digital divides along lines of caste, class, gender, and
geography have disproportionately affected students experiencing multiple marginalizations,
including Dalit and Adivasi girls in rural areas, students with disabilities, and transgender
youth without family support. At the same time, digital platforms have facilitated new
opportunities for queer and feminist organizing and education. Online communities now
provide critical support for LGBTQ+ youth who lack affirming spaces in their physical
environments.

An intersectional approach to digital education should address both structural access barriers
and the quality of online learning environments. This involves making digital platforms
accessible to students with disabilities, integrating diverse and intersectional perspectives into
curricula, and designing digital pedagogies that foster connection and community among
students who may experience multiple forms of marginalisation.

5. Toward an Intersectional-Inclusive Pedagogical Framework

Drawing together the foregoing analysis, this paper proposes a five-dimensional intersectional-
inclusive pedagogical framework for educational institutions:
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1. Epistemological Decolonization: Systematically centering marginalized knowledge
systems—including Dalit, Adivasi, queer, and feminist epistemologies—in curriculum
design and scholarly discourse.

2. Reflexive Pedagogy: Training educators in positionality awareness, enabling them to
recognize how their own intersecting identities shape the classroom and to practice
continuous critical self-reflection.

3. Structural Accountability: Developing institutional policies, data systems, and support
mechanisms that recognize and respond to intersectional forms of marginalization.

4. Dialogic Community Building: Fostering classroom and institutional communities
founded on mutual accountability, where complexity and difference are engaged with
rigor and care.

5. Policy Transformation: Advocating for intersectional revisions to national educational
policies, ensuring that equity frameworks address overlapping and compounded forms
of disadvantage.

This framework is not a blueprint but an orienting vision—a set of commitments that
must be adapted to specific institutional and socio-cultural contexts. Implementing it requires
not only pedagogical and policy change but also a transformation of educational culture: from
one that tolerates diversity as add-on to one that actively constructs knowledge through the
productive tension of diverse perspectives.

6. Conclusion

Achieving inclusive futures in education necessitates intentional, theory-driven, and
institutionally supported strategies to dismantle systems of oppression that perpetuate
educational inequality. Although feminist and queer pedagogies are essential, their
transformative potential is realized only when integrated with an intersectional framework that
comprehensively addresses the complexity of human experience.

This paper argues that intersectionality is not merely an addition to feminist and queer
education, but rather a fundamental reconfiguration of its objectives and methodologies. By
centering the experiences of students who encounter multiple forms of marginalization,
intersectional inclusive education promotes equity while preserving the visibility and liberation
of all students.

Within the Indian context, this vision requires engagement with the specificities of caste-based
oppression, communal violence, and the enduring legacies of colonial education, in
conjunction with the transformative aims of the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020. It calls
for institutions, educators, and policymakers who are prepared to engage with the challenges
of intersectional critique and to construct educational environments that recognize and honor
human complexity. The envisioned futures for education must be inclusive not only of
difference, but also of the intersecting dimensions of difference, where human lives are most
fully and most vulnerably realized.
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