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INTERSECTIONALITY AND FEMINIST ACTIVISM: 
STUDENT FEMINIST SOCIETIES IN THE UNITED 
KINGDOM 

Abstract. The perspective of intersectionality under-
lines the fact that oppression in a society has several 
sources that interact with and overlap each other. 
Intersectionality is not only an academic project but 
also forms part of feminist activism. In the first part 
of the article, we provide a brief overview of feminist 
waves and intersectionality, along with the design that 
underpins our study. In the second part, intersectional-
ity is analysed relative to student feminist societies (SFS) 
operating at 84 universities across the United Kingdom. 
Our study was conducted by using the interview meth-
od – talks with leading SFS members around the United 
Kingdom – and a survey which included a significantly 
larger sample of SFS members. The authors conduct a 
socio-demographic analysis of SFS’ members and exam-
ine their openness towards minority groups as an indi-
cator of their intersectionality. The vast majority of the 
societies’ members strongly identified with intersection-
al feminism, while their affiliation with third-wave femi-
nism was considerably lower. Interviews with leading 
SFS members showed that intersectionality significantly 
affects their feminist discourse and practices. Although 
the societies are open to minority groups, room for 
improvement remains. 
Keywords: third-wave feminism, intersectionality, stu-
dent feminist societies, minority groups

 

Introduction

Intersectionality has become a feminist buzzword (Davis, 2008) for 
describing the theoretical and methodological frameworks that address “the 
multiplicative relations of axes” (Huijg, 2012: 7) of identity, such as gender, 

ČLANKI

* Zdenka Šadl, PhD, Associate Professor, Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Ljubljana, Slovenia; 

Tajda Ferko, M. Sc., Online Marketing Associate.



TEORIJA IN PRAKSA let. 54, 6/2017

926

Zdenka ŠADL, Tajda FERKO

race, class and sexuality (among others), and as a political practice and strat-
egy leading toward greater justice. In the very core of the initial debates on 
intersectionality was black feminists’ criticism of “white feminism”, focused 
solely on making progress in issues faced by middle-class white women and 
thereby overlooking the issues of all other women (Lutz et al., 2011: 2–3). 
Over the years, the intersectional perspective has encouraged a more inclu-
sive approach to viewing women’s position in society, one that analyses 
their social location, experience and identity as being determined not just 
by sexism, but also by racism, classism, ageism, heteronormativity, ableism 
and other major systems of oppression. The importance of this analytical 
turn is that it facilitated an examination of the interactions of categories of 
difference, their synergistic consequences and meaning, and not simply 
adding or layering various ontologically separate and autonomously func-
tioning structures of oppression and domination. Having coined the term 
intersectionality in 1989, Crenshaw (1989: 140) states: “intersectional experi-
ence is greater than the sum of racism and sexism”. 

The increased interest in intersectionality as a critical response to the 
monistic stance – “whereby gender oppression was privileged over other 
structures of domination” (Roth, 2004: 188) and the ‘introversion’ of (white) 
second-wave feminism and its trenchantly ahistoric notion of the commu-
nal (universal) experience of women’s oppression or, as its correction, has 
in the past three decades grown into a paradigm in which it occurs as a 
theory or an epistemological-methodological frame of research, a system of 
beliefs and ideas and a political project (on this topic, see Doetsch-Kidder, 
2012). Earlier intersectional theories “were rooted in feminist politics, born 
of experience” (Roth, 2004: 12–13), and feminist theories (knowledge) and 
transversal politics (Yuval Davis, 2006), both relying on the intersectionality 
paradigm, have then been oriented to guiding feminist activism. 

It is the ramification and contentiousness of the concept that has, even 
though intersectionality now serves as a main concept in Western femi-
nist discourse, made defining it thoroughly and inflexibly a more diffi-
cult task. The understanding of intersectionality in this article stems from 
Davis’ definition of intersectionality as interaction “between gender, race, 
and other categories of difference in individual lives, social practices, insti-
tutional arrangements, and cultural ideologies and the outcomes of these 
interactions in terms of power” (Davis, 2008: 68) and also from the views 
that: (a) gender as an aspect of intersectionality is not “always and every-
where the most important social identity, but it is the most pervasive, visible, 
and codified” (Shields, 2008: 307); (b) intersections of factors of division 
produce “different impacts on different groups of women and on the rela-
tions between these groups” (Charles and Wadia, 2014: 10, note 2); in other 
words, they generate “qualitative differences among different intersectional 
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positions” (Shields, 2008: 303) where, as pointed out by Huijg (2012: 9), 
the location of the contradictory structural forces (i.e. the junction of dis-
advantage – as gender and advantage – as race) help to (intersectionally) 
situate white women on opposite sides in power relations; (c) intersection-
ality is oriented to transformation and social justice (May, 2015: 21), build-
ing coalitions among different groups of women, and between feminist and 
non-feminist groups – “women have different identities but also (…) they 
can come together around specific issues” (Charles and Wadia, 2014: 4) – 
or building the practice and theory of “transversal politics” (Yuval Davis, 
2006) to open space for dialogue and empathy. Intersectionality is not only 
an academic project but also forms an integrated part of feminist activism 
guided by feminist theories (knowledge) and the requirements of transver-
sal  politics.

Drawing on Broad’s (2017: 43) observation that there is a relative paucity 
of empirical work on intersectional practice and activism, we suggest that 
greater attention should be paid to such research. In this article, intersec-
tionality in feminism is to be analysed in relation to feminist activism. In 
the decades-long articulation of intersectionality, gender (as an axis of dif-
ference and a category of analysis) in isolation from other categories of dif-
ference was, as Huijg (2012: 6) argues, rejected, at least in theory. But, how 
mindful of intersectional issues are contemporary feminist activists and 
how is intersectionality practised by feminist activist groups? In an attempt 
to contribute to this under-researched area, in this article we explore how 
intersectionality is understood and being ‘done’ by today’s feminist move-
ment. 

Despite the wide international presence of student feminist societies 
(SFS) in the UK, USA, Australia, Belgium, the Netherlands, Czech Republic 
etc. and the fact that feminist students – as agents of change – are vital to the 
sustainability of feminist organising, student feminist activists have so far 
been largely overlooked.1 Regarding the finding about the “‘resurgence’ of 
feminism in the UK, allegedly being led by young women” (Mackay, 2011: 
153) and in the context of the lack of research on student feminists in aca-
demic literature, we will focus on SFS in the United Kingdom. We are inter-
ested in identifying how ‘intersectional’ young feminist activists are in their 
efforts to effectively articulate justice and advocate equal opportunity for all 
(students). 

The intersectionality of SFS will be researched in terms of their inclusion 
of social minorities, while also assessing the position SFS members hold 
towards third-wave feminism. We will explore the members’ identification 

1  Some studies examine young women and feminist activism in the UK, such as those by Mackay 

(2011) and Charles and Wadia (2014). Also see Evans (2015).
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with third-wave feminism and their relationship to the wave discourse as a 
whole, whether or not they follow and take intersectionality into account 
and (if so) how the concept is reflected in their openness to understanding 
the concerns of different social minorities. Intersectionality will be exam-
ined from two standpoints: how members of SFS understand the term inter-
sectionality and how intersectionality is reflected in the societies’ inclusion 
of social minorities. Three main research questions were outlined before 
the study. (1) Do members of SFS relate their work to third-wave feminism? 
(2) How do the leading members of SFS understand intersectionality? (3) Is 
intersectionality as the interaction between gender and other categories of 
difference included in the work of SFS? 

Feminist waves and intersectionality

The literature customarily divides the history of feminism into three 
‘waves’: a first, second and third wave, with each period representing a dif-
ferent era in the struggle to end oppression and advance social justice. Any 
brief overview of such waves is reductive, where one difficulty is that femi-
nist waves cannot be fully understood without contextualising them within 
the wider societal framework of which they were and still form part. We 
do not focus here on the contextualisation of feminist ideas and practices, 
but choose to emphasise only certain specific issues or characteristics of the 
feminist waves that seem to be generally accepted and/or related to inter-
sectionality. 

Intersectionality has a long history dating back to the 19th century in the 
United States: However, it was only in the 1980s that concept was popu-
larised by Kimberlé Crenshaw. First-wave feminism (1830s – early 1900s) 
focused on the acquisition of women’s rights in the public sphere – legal 
and constitutional rights, especially the right to vote (Evans, 2015a: 5), as well 
as the right to education and access middle-class jobs. Even though before 
Crenshaw a plethora of feminists had destabilised the idea of a universal 
woman and highlighted the fragmentation of ‘female experience’, the first 
wave of feminism was “generally, but not exclusively, bourgeois” (Eurydice, 
2010: 16). Promoting the rights of a very small spectrum of women points to 
the negation of intersectionality in this wave of feminism, which, however, 
did not receive any deeper criticism from within. Second-wave feminism 
emerged sometime between 1960 and 1970 (and remained until the 1980s) 
when feminist views on social problems, such as violence against women, the 
right to abortion and contraception and the demands to break sexual taboos 
first emerged. Although now mainly known for its promotion of women’s 
reproductive rights and equal pay for work (Eurydice, 2010: 16), the second 
wave of feminism was in fact immensely dynamic, and consisted of diverse 
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philosophies, practices and policies (Hammer, 2006: 512–513; Worell, 2001). 
The second wave, much like the first one, also chiefly promoted the rights 
of white, heterosexual, middle-class women (‘the white  revolution’), but 
the lack of inclusivity – unlike during the first-wave – triggered harsh inter-
nal criticism during the second historical phase of second-wave feminism 
(Snyder, 2008). Crenshaw saw intersectionality as the interaction of gender 
and race, and claimed that “although racism and sexism readily intersect in 
the lives of real people, they seldom do in feminist and antiracist practices” 
(Crenshaw, 1991: 1242). The gender/race/social class triad was then first 
expanded by Patricia Hill Collins, who also included sexual orientation, eth-
nicity, nationality and age (Collins, 2002: 299).2 The main trends and topics of 
the third wave of feminism (1990s – present) are the evaluation and criticism 
of the second-wave theories, the starting point being the difference between 
women (Worell, 2001: 470), female sexuality, psychological violence, sexual 
harassment in the school and workplace (Code, 2000: 474). Although the 
second wave addressed diversity, provided a framework for thinking about 
intersectionality, and saw the writings of feminists of colour from the early 
1980s as being central to their feminism (Snyder, 2008: 180), intersectional-
ity is often (wrongly) seen as one of the distinctive contributions of the third 
wave. Snyder (2008: 175–176) is critical of those who overemphasise the 
third wave’s distinctiveness in terms of intersectionality, but at the same time 
argues the third wave has developed an “intersectional and multiperspecti-
val version of feminism”, embraced “multivocality over synthesis and action 
over theoretical justification” and built coalitions with other social groups. 
The third-wave feminists “accept contradiction, pluralism, and hybridity as 
given, since no account of oppression is true for all women in all situations 
all the time” (Gray and Boddy, 2010: 382). 

The intersectionality perspective presumes that the combination of differ-
ent identities cannot be understood as “increasing one’s burden but instead 
as producing substantively distinct experiences” (even though discrimina-
tion based on multiple grounds should not be overlooked) (Symington, 
2004: 2). In addition, intersectionality allows us to identify the “oppressor 
within us”, by explaining our social position as the intersection of various 
social categories (Collins, 1993: 98). Collins claims that this oppressor lies 
within us all, not just within those who belong to privileged social groups. 
That means a person can be discriminated against on the grounds of one of 
their characteristics or a particular social background, but simultaneously 
possesses another characteristic that brings them social privileges. 

2 In Slovenia, the interconnection of sexism and classism was discussed in the 1980s and 1990s by 

Maca Jogan, who was also sensitive to factors such as religious backgrounds and education (see, for exam-

ple, Jogan, 1990). 
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Characterising the feminist movement by dividing it into waves is not 
without problems due to the fact that different eras are intertwined, and 
the endeavours, visions and interests of individual waves tend to coincide 
with one another. Notwithstanding this, the chronological narrative of such 
waves remains in place today. However, waves are not solely defined by 
historical eras. Some feminists might still strongly identify with second-
wave feminism today (Mackay, 2011: 155–156), despite third-wave femi-
nism being a well-established concept and the emergence of fourth-wave 
feminism (Phillips and Cree, 2014: 2). Further, the generational approach 
can imply that second-wave feminism (which many authors believe is still 
underway) “is redundant and needs to be replaced with a qualitatively dis-
tinct mode of feminism” (Dean, 2009: 346). Neither a strict content-related 
divide nor a clear distinction in the time of occurrence exists between dif-
ferent waves, and there is even continuity in terms of intersectionality which 
finds, as Gordon argues (2016), its predecessors in the socialist feminist of 
the 1970s, as well as older feminist (socialist) theorists and activists.

While this article explores SFS, which some authors contend already 
belong to fourth-wave feminism (Evans, 2015a: 5–6), they are discussed here 
in the light of the third wave. Ever since the start of the new millennium, the 
UK has seen a staggering rise in numbers of student feminist organisations 
and activist groups. Within the UK, the emergence of these new groups led 
to the first use of term third-wave feminism (that had already been in use in 
the USA from 1992) (Redfern and Aune, 2010: 10).

Study design and methods

While the majority of the research was conducted by authors based at the 
University of Ljubljana (Faculty of Social Studies) in Slovenia, a significant 
share of the interviews and research was also carried out at the University of 
Leeds in the UK. Our study was conducted by using the interview method 
– talks with leading SFS members across the United Kingdom were carried 
out as part of the study – and a survey that included a significantly larger 
sample of SFS members (Ferko, 2016). We used the structured interviewing 
method based on a pre-coded questionnaire “with a sequence of questions, 
asked in the same order and the same way of all subjects of the research” 
(Edwards and Holland, 2013: 3), although the structured type of interview 
method is often criticised for being ‘positivistic’, that is, for ignoring the 
subjectivity of the subject and assuming “predetermined forms of the social 
world” (Vogrinc, 2008: 53). Our decision to use a structured interview was 
mainly influenced by the significant geographical remoteness of the par-
ticipants. In order to conduct the vast majority of interviews, we had to rely 
on various web devices such as Skype video chatting or more traditional 
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e-mail. Most interviews were conducted by e-mail since this provided us 
with a larger amount of participants. One interview, which represented the 
main information source on the work of SFS, was conducted in person. All 
of the interviews conducted in person or by Skype were then transcribed 
and thoroughly analysed. The pre-determined structure of the interviews 
also made comparing the answers easier. All participants were still asked to 
comment freely on the questions, to re-question them and note their com-
ments down. By doing this, we encouraged the participants to cooperate on 
the creation of the questionnaire and to draw attention to any lack of clarity.

Six interviews were conducted in three different ways: in person, by 
video chat over Skype or by email. The majority of the interviews (4) were 
conducted by e-mail since this was preferred by participants. One interview 
was conducted in person and one using Skype. The participants in all six 
interviews were leading members of SFS at different universities through-
out the UK. Their names have been replaced with block capitals in order to 
preserve their anonymity.

The surveys were passed on by posts in the closed Facebook groups of 
SFS. The sample amounted to 152 members of 20 SFS across the UK. The 
questionnaire was composed of 13 closed-ended questions, where three 
were Likert-scale survey questions. The survey questionnaire was split into 
two. The first part (8 questions) included questions on the participants’ 
socio-demographic background. It aimed to give an insight into the diver-
sity of the SFS. We specifically looked at gender identity, sexual orientation, 
ethnic origin, religiosity, as well as disability and learning disabilities. The 
questionnaire’s second part focused exclusively on feminism, especially 
relative to third-wave feminism and intersectionality. 

There is no database that includes a list of all student societies in the 
UK. SFS are relatively informal and diverse groups that have no supervisory 
authority capable of providing an overview of all the societies. Calculating 
our total population was made further difficult by the fact that the societies 
vary in size significantly. We thus had to no other option but to compile a list 
of all SFS by ourselves based on a list of all 127 universities in the UK (The 
Complete University Guide, 2016).3 This search came up with 84 SFS, mean-
ing that around 66% of all UK universities have their own feminist society. 
Of these, 14 societies had no e-mail or other ways of contacting them, which 
brought us to a final number of 70 SFS with contact information. The 70 SFS 
received an e-mail with a short explanation of our research and a link to the 
online survey. Only seven societies responded to our e-mail so contact had 
to be established using a different approach. The most successful one was 

3  The name of each university was entered into the Google search engine, together with the words 

“feminist society”.
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contacting the societies by Facebook’s direct messaging system. All 20 SFS 
with their own Facebook group provided a response and participated in the 
survey. This leads us to the final group of 20, making up about 23% of all SFS 
in the UK. 

Research question (1) will be evaluated by analysing the data collected 
through the interviews and surveys: the question asked SFS members about 
their affiliation to third-wave feminism and the usefulness of the wave nar-
rative. To answer research question (2), we will analyse the interviews with 
leading SFS members which included direct questions about intersectional-
ity. Research question (3) will be evaluated by analysing the interview and 
survey data, where the main part is the results of our survey that include 
members’ socio-demographic background. The latter will indicate the diver-
sity of the SFS based on six criteria: gender, sexual orientation, class affili-
ation, ethnic origin, religion, and disability and learning difficulties. This 
will show how the intersectionality of SFS is reflected in the breadth of their 
members, especially through their inclusion of social minorities. To answer 
research question (3), we will also analyse the second part of our survey that 
examined members’ personal relationship to intersectionality and asked 
them to evaluate whether the student society they are a member of in the 
current academic year represents a ‘safe’ space for social minorities. 

Student feminist societies in the UK

SFS in the UK operate within the student unions of individual univer-
sities. All higher education institutions in the UK have their own student 
union partly funded by the institution, but which remains politically inde-
pendent (British Council, 2016). Most of them operate under the auspices 
of the National Union of Students, one of the biggest student organisations 
in the world, representing the interests of some 7 million students in the 
UK (Cardiff University Students’ Union, 2016). Although student unions 
represent (perhaps) the most powerful player in British student politics, as 
observed by Brooks (Brooks et al., 2014: 1) almost no academic literature 
examines their work. This is even more the case when it comes to the lack 
of research on SFS. All the data used for this article was therefore gathered 
using interviews with SFS members (26 April – 18 May 2016), personal cor-
respondence by e-mail with Elizabeth Evans, a leading third-wave author 
(13–19 February 2016), an interview with Jonathan Dean, a lecturer in poli-
tics at the University of Leeds with a particular interest in feminism (25 April 
2016) and by the analysing websites and social media of the SFS.

The SFS are established and run exclusively by students themselves. The 
leading members of such societies normally make up a board/committee, 
which is democratically elected at the start of each academic year. In terms 
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of our article, one of the most interesting cases is the SFS at London’s King 
College named the King’s College London Intersectional Feminist Society. 
The latter is the only SFS to explicitly mention intersectionality in its name 
and has additional committee members like welfare officers, an LGBT rep 
and an interfaith officer. 

The views of leading SFS members in the UK on intersectionality 
and third-wave feminism

The participants were initially asked about their take on whether or not 
the SFS they lead belong to third-wave feminism, whereby we also gained 
an insight into their personal attitudes to intersectionality and third-wave 
feminism. Participants B, C and D answered affirmatively, while the other 
participants (A, E, F) did not. While the term intersectionality was not used 
in the questionnaire itself, three participants mentioned it in their answer. 
Participant D argued that their society identifies with third-wave feminism as 
“this translates to having a more inclusive approach, and the idea that women 
should decide how to live their individual lives however they please, rather 
than being dictated to”. Participant B also answered affirmatively, adding:

We like to think of ourselves as a group of intersectional feminists, and 
given that intersectionality tends to be at the heart of the third-wave I am 
proud to use that as a label.

Participant C’s answer implied they understand third-wave feminism to 
be completely the same as intersectionality. Her answer to whether or not 
their society belongs to third-wave feminism was “Yes, I personally care 
about intersectionality and so does the society”. Of all participants who did 
not answer in the affirmative, participant E argued the term third wave is not 
relevant when trying to describe their society’s work, but they are however 
“focused on intersectional feminism”. Participant A did not identify with 
third-wave feminism, but answered that the need to recognise each wave 
is important “within a larger social framework”. While also not identifying 
with third-wave feminism, participant F stated:

[… ] so in terms of a term like third-wave feminism, I don’t think it’s out-
dated, I just think that what we have now is more voices coming up and 
the floor being open to more discussions of what feminism is. Feminism 
is not cycles, it’s just growth.

The second question asked participants to explain their understanding 
of intersectionality. One of the most common terms used in doing so was 
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“inclusivity”. The participants’ answers largely corresponded with the main 
definition of intersectionality found in feminist literature (emphasising mul-
tiple types of oppression and their mutual effects). In addition, participant B 
claimed intersectionality is “the basis of good feminism” and used an emo-
tional marker – pride – to describe her relationship to it. 

Participant F explored yet another side of intersectionality. She argued 
that to discuss different waves of feminism (as well as intersectionality) is to 
hold a privilege in society based on your access to education and thereby 
the works of different feminist authors. 

When stating whether intersectionality is a concept that frequently crops 
up at their meetings, all participants answered affirmatively, but with certain 
variations about the true importance of the subject.4 As put by participant D:

It is the consensus that intersectional feminism is the only type of femi-
nism we should be promoting. Due to social media, I feel awareness of 
the importance of intersectionality has vastly increased, and that this 
has filtered into FemSocs across the UK.

Participant E, who viewed intersectionality as the core part of her femi-
nism, mentioned that intersectionality was the main content behind the 
society’s zine issued in the previous academic year. Nevertheless, partici-
pant B revealed a more problematic element of intersectionality. 

In the core group of people who repeatedly show up at events, intersec-
tionality is a major theme, but in the wider group there tends to be a 
sense that, unless you are educated, you are not welcome in our space.

Further, the respondents were also asked whether members of their fem-
inist societies have different social and ethnic backgrounds.5 All participants 
emphasised that different ethnic minorities are quite well represented. 

Participant B reported quite a large diversity of members, but mentioned 
that the ethnic mix is low, most likely as a result of the low ethnic diversity of 
the city and university in which they operate. They do, however, have male, 
non-binary and LGBT members, as well as several international students. 
The SFS has also established cooperation with the LGBT society at the uni-
versity.

Participant D’s feminist society was based at a university in Northern 
Ireland, which was of special interest given that this part of the UK differs 

4 The answers varied from just a simple “yes” all the way to more complex statements on intersectio-

nal feminism as the leading form of feminism today.
5 Whether or not their society has LGBT students, disabled students, students from religious and eth-

nic minorities, foreign students and male students.
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from the rest in many regards. The participant mentioned their feminist 
society is less diverse since Northern Ireland has a population that is 96% 
white, compared to the 44% for London. Notwithstanding this, the society 
has a large number of foreign as well as some male students. Participant 
D also mentioned the cooperation of their feminist society and the local 
university’s LGBT society in terms of organising certain events together. 
Moreover, all of their meetings are held in rooms accessible to disabled stu-
dents and they also use everyday rather than overly academic language in 
their meetings “in order to prevent those from less fortunate backgrounds 
being ostracised”. 

Participant E also mentioned collaboration between different societies 
(feminist and Muslim society, or feminist and disabled students’ society). 
Participant F shed light on an entirely new issue not mentioned in the other 
interviews, but which provides important insight into understanding the 
diversity of SFS. This participant’s society was established as an answer to 
an older feminist society organised at the same university which, according 
to participant F, had not only failed to represent the interests of non-white 
members but to provide a safe space for them. 

The vast majority of the leading members of the analysed SFS reported 
that at least some of their societies’ members are male. 

Socio-demographic background of SFS members and their views 
on the wave narrative and intersectionality

The survey ensured a larger sample of SFS members throughout the 
UK was collected, and also provided their socio-demographic background. 
Unless noted otherwise, all questions (see the annex) were formed based on 
the guidelines provided by the Office for National Statistics UK (2009). In 
total, there were 152 respondents from 20 different universities across the 
UK. The large majority of respondents were undergraduate students (83%), 
followed by master’s (11%) and PhD students (6%). Accordingly, 83% of the 
respondents were undergraduate and 17% were postgraduate students. The 
question on gender identity (Conron et al., 2014) was not based on a binary 
division of gender as commonly found in questionnaires since we believe 
that offering just two options (male or female) would promote an outdated 
and exclusionary view of gender identity. Therefore, it was more suitable to 
present gender identity as a continuum. It comes as no surprise that the most 
common answer to this question was (b) female (80.5%), given that SFS lar-
gely target female university students. The remaining respondents answered 
(a) male (11%), while 8.5% chose (c) non-binary or (d) other – adding gen-
derqueer, gender non-conforming and demimale. The question on sexual 
orientation was formed based on the guidelines for posing questions on 



TEORIJA IN PRAKSA let. 54, 6/2017

936

Zdenka ŠADL, Tajda FERKO

sexual orientation provided by Haseldon and Joloza (2009: 13). The sexual 
orientation of the majority of respondents was heterosexual (56%), followed 
by bisexual (25%) and homosexual (6%). Approximately 3% of respondents 
chose not to answer, whereas around 10% answered (e) other – adding sexu-
ally fluid and pansexual (pansexual is someone who is sexually attracted to 
people of all gender identities). The question on class identity was appropri-
ate given that citizens of the UK feel a growing class divide (NatCen, 2016). 
Around 67% of the respondents chose answer (b) middle class, whereas 30% 
answered (a) working class and only 2% selected (c) high class. Participants 
also responded to the question on ethnic group (the question was formed 
based on the guidelines provided by Office for National Statistics UK, 2009) 
– the ethnic group of 85% of the respondents was white, while approxima-
tely 12% chose answers (b), (c) or (d). The remaining 3% selected answer (e) 
other (adding Arab or Ashkenazi Jewish). In answering the question about 
their religion, the majority of respondents chose answer (a) no religion 
(71%). Among the remaining respondents, 18% were Christian, 2% Muslim, 
2% Jewish and 1% Jewish. Out of 9 respondents (6%) who chose answer 
(e) other, almost all of them (8) were agnostic, whereas 1 respondent was a 
Unitarian Universalist. Further, 21% of respondents answered affirmatively 
on the question about disability or learning difficulty. 

The questions which followed researched their affiliation with feminism 
and views on diversity within their SFS. The great majority (86%) either 
strongly agreed or agreed with the statement: I identify as an intersectional 
feminist, whereas only 1% strongly disagreed and 8% of respondents were 
undecided. We also asked the respondents to indicate their level of agree-
ment with the following statement: The feminist society I am a member of 
is intersectional. The majority of respondents either agreed (44%) or stron-
gly agreed (26%), 8% either disagreed or strongly agreed, while approxima-
tely 22% were undecided. We then asked the respondents to indicate their 
level of agreement with the following statement: The feminist society I am a 
member of represents a safe space for members of minorities (LGBT, class, 
ethnic and religious minorities, persons with disabilities). More than 80% 
of the respondents either agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, 2% 
strongly disagreed, approximately 6% disagreed, and a little over 11% were 
undecided. Finally, we asked the respondents about their view on using the 
wave narrative to describe different historical periods of feminism. Around 
44% of respondents answered affirmatively about whether they agreed the 
wave narrative is still relevant when discussing feminism today, whereas 
around 26% did not agree and just under 30% did not know, and a little less 
than 50% of respondents answered affirmatively about whether they think 
SFS belong to third-wave feminism, whereas around 40% chose the answer 
(c) I do not know, and almost 10% did not agree.
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Discussion

Data analysis and interpretation based on the interviews and ques-
tionnaires will help explain how the societies identify with third-wave 
feminism, as well as if and how intersectionality is reflected in their work. 
Research question (1) (Do members of the SFS relate their work to third-
wave  feminism?) required the collection of quantitative data showing that 
approximately half the respondents believe that SFS belong to third-wave 
feminism, although the second biggest share of respondents was unde-
cided (39%). A relatively small share of respondents answered negatively 
(12%). The interviews with leading SFS members brought similar results. 
Approximately half the leading members relate their work to third-wave 
feminism, whereas the other half does not use the term at all. Three out of 
the six leading members directly related third-wave feminism to intersec-
tionality. When attempting to answer research question (1), we can also 
rely on question 12 from the questionnaire which asked members whether 
they think the wave narrative is still useful when trying to describe feminism 
today. It seems opinions are largely split and the ‘yes’ answer is less preva-
lent. Most respondents answered affirmatively, yet almost one-third were 
undecided. The large share of undecided answers could not be the result of 
the respondents’ unfamiliarity with the concept, given that both the survey 
and interview data show they use various terms to describe contemporary 
feminism such as intersectionality with ease. If we join the data collected in 
the surveys and interviews, we may argue that SFS members are aware of 
and acknowledge the wave narrative, although the wave division does not 
hold any significant value for their own activism. 

When answering research question (2) (How do leading SFS members 
understand intersectionality?), we can report the societies’ committees 
explain intersectionality in line with the various definitions given in the first 
part of this article. Intersectionality is thus understood as the acknowledge-
ment of multiple oppressions in society, which are intertwined with and 
affect one another. On the other hand, our collected data also show that 
those asked do not leave intersectionality just to academic discourse, but 
also see it as a key part of their activism. By doing so, their societies are 
inclusive of members of social minorities, while they ensure their meetings 
are physically accessible (including for disabled persons) and linguistically 
accessible (by avoiding overly academic language).

In relation to research question (3) (Is intersectionality as the interac-
tion between gender and other categories of difference included in the 
work of the SFS), the study shows that SFS are largely inclusive of social 
minorities and represent safe spaces for them. Within particular SFS, inter-
sectionality was researched through their inclusion of persons from various 
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socio-demographic backgrounds. Half the interviewees reported frequent 
cooperation between their society and other minority societies on campus. 
Nevertheless, the survey results show the large dominance of white mem-
bers (85%). A similar dominance was reported in the question about religion 
where the vast majority is non-religious, although five different religions are 
still represented among the various members. The greatest diversity within 
the SFS was found when it comes to their sexual orientation, where just over 
half the respondents identify as heterosexual. When asked about their class 
identity, a large majority (68%) identified themselves as middle class. This 
is not surprising given the rising costs of university tuition fees in the past 
5 years (Minty, 2015: 3), making university education less accessible to the 
working classes. Question 11 was also used to discover the SFS’ openness to 
social minorities, where 81% of respondents believed their society is a safe 
space for members of social minorities. This can also be related to Question 
10 where the great majority agreed with the statement their society can be 
described as intersectional. To briefly answer research question (3), we may 
argue that the SFS do include intersectionality in their work, but some issues 
that were reported show their intersectionality could be improved. The big-
gest issue is the low representation of non-white members and the feeling 
reported by some members that they are not welcome at meetings if they 
are not sufficiently educated. 

Conclusion 

In our study of SFS in the UK, we focused on intersectionality which has 
proven to be the key characteristic of third-wave feminism and on the past 
decade when SFS in the UK has experienced sudden growth (The Telegraph, 
2014), attracted the immense attention of both media and activists. Our 
study consisting of a survey with SFS members in the UK and interviews 
with their board members showed that intersectionality significantly affects 
their feminist discourse and shapes the form of activism and daily practices 
of many SFS and individual members. This was shown in two ways. 

First, the study revealed a large disparity in the way SFS members identify 
with third-wave feminism and intersectionality. Namely, 44% of the respond-
ents claimed the wave narrative is still relevant today, whereas 86% of them 
identified themselves as being intersectional feminists. In order for an indi-
vidual to identify as an intersectional feminist, it is not necessary to identify 
with third-wave feminism or affirm the wave narrative at all. It seems at the 
moment that, even though both terms have been used in feminist studies for 
decades, intersectionality is the one that has gained significant attention in 
recent years. As Aikau et al. (2007 cited in Snyder, 2008: 178) note, whether 
an individual identifies with third-wave (or any other wave of) feminism has 
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more to do with where and when they entered the discourse than it does 
with the year of their birth. We may thus argue that dividing feminism into 
individual waves perhaps involves personal identity much more than actual 
differences in issues discussed by these waves – these issues are in fact inter-
twined and complemented by and between second-, third and fourth-wave 
feminism. Or, in the words of one participant (A): “(…) for me, it’s always just 
been feminism (…) we are still fighting for the same thing which is for equal-
ity between the sexes”. 

Second, the leading SFS members present intersectionality as the key 
part of their activism, with intersectionality being the single type of femi-
nism they want to promote. The intersectional thinking of our interview-
ees assumes that more than one structure of oppression or form of dis-
crimination affects the individual’s position, and that they intersect with 
one another, rendering “everyone’s situation as unique” (participant A). 
Or: “Intersectionality is understanding, it’s saying what are your issues, why 
they separate from mine” (participant F). A large degree of affiliation with 
intersectionality was also found by analysing the survey data: the vast major-
ity of respondents agreed with the statements “I identify as an intersectional 
feminist” and “The feminist society I am a member of is intersectional”.

Intersectionality also appears as a marker of inclusion, a practice that 
encourages interactions among people of different backgrounds and 
addresses their needs and interests. The survey results show the SFS vary 
demographically, especially when it comes to religiosity and sexual orien-
tation, while a somewhat lower ethnic diversity was found. The interview 
data also reveal that SFS provide a space where a wide variety of people 
are welcome (“We are very keen to get LGBT students, disabled students, 
and students from religious and ethnic minorities and foreign students 
joining as well (…) And yes, the femsoc is open to people of all genders 
(…)” – participant E). As well as being inclusive of different social minori-
ties and offering them a safe space, the analysed SFS also cooperate with 
other minority student societies in the UK. This is a good example of ‘trans-
versal politics’ (Yuval-Davis, 2006), namely “forms of activism not premised 
on sharing identity, but on dialogue, coalition-building” (Dean and Aune, 
2015: 388–389). We find this mode of activism relevant, especially in light 
of the recent criticism that intersectionality has become so over-theoretical 
that it can “no longer apply to people’s actual experiences”, even though 
Crenshaw’s contribution in 1989 “asks for greater attention and awareness, 
not more theory” (Moi in Bergstrøm, 2015). Yet, reports can still be found of 
the marginalisation of other ethnic/‘race’ groups, thereby confirming Lutz’s 
(2015: 87) assertion that “exclusion of specific groups of women remains a 
salient problem for feminist activists”. 

This form of feminist activism – whereby societies are open to minority 
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groups and there is a large amount of crossover between SFS and non-femi-
nist societies – is one Crenshaw (2015) hoped to draw attention to by talking 
about the risks of over-theoretisation. As participant (D) explains: “Our mes-
sage is spread using laymen’s terms and is not overly academic in order to pre-
vent those from less fortunate backgrounds being ostracised”. It is therefore 
especially important that intersectionality is not only accepted at a theoretical 
discursive level, thus being rendered ‘just’ theoretical or ‘too theoretical’.

The researched SFS have adopted, collectively and individually, inter-
sectionality as ‘politics of understanding’, as a tool for including different 
groups of people, and as a tool for revealing the marginalisation of less edu-
cated people within SFS. A continuing issue of emphasising intersectional-
ity is its academic origin and nature, which discourage those without access 
to theoretical feminist discourse from engaging in it. This problem was 
raised by participant B who points out that the SFS as a safe learning envi-
ronment is in fact safer for some than for others. Recognising and revealing 
power relations between educated and less-educated members (“It’s really 
privileged to be able to have education to learn terms (…)” – participant F) 
also implies using intersectionality as a tool to redress disadvantage and to 
build a “safer learning environment” (B) that uses a “not overly academic” 
discourse (participant D). 

In the meantime, several indicators show its wider access to the term (its 
use in popular media, young activists’ strong awareness of the term, a large 
increase in searches of the term on Google) and provide hope that intersec-
tionality will spread beyond academic publications. SFS could be one of the 
many ways to achieving this goal. Organising events that are open to all, not 
just university students, as mentioned by one participant, could be a way to 
make this happen. Including a larger circle of people could help alter the 
overly academic nature of intersectionality and feminism itself. 
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APPEnDIx

QUESTIONS – INTERSECTIONALITY AND STUDENT FEMINISM
1.  Please name the Student Feminist Society you’re a member of:
_________
2.  I am currently enrolled at the University as a:

a) Bachelor student
b) Master student
c) PhD student

3.  Which of the following best describes your gender identity?
a) Male
b) Female
c) Trans male/trans man
d) Trans female/trans woman
e) Genderqueer/Gender non-conforming
f) Different identity, please describe

4.  Which of the following best describes your sexual identity?
a) Heterosexual or Straight
b) Gay or Lesbian
c) Bisexual
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d) Prefer not to say
e) Other, please describe

5.  How would you describe your family’s social class status?
a) Working class
b) Middle class
c) Upper class

6.  What is your ethnic group?
a) White British
b) Mixed/Multiple Ethnic Groups
c) Asian/Asian British
d) Black/African/Caribbean/Black British
e) Other ethnic group, please describe ________

7.  What is your religion?
a) No religion
b) Christian (including Church of England, Catholic, Protestant  

and all other Christian denominations)
c) Buddhist
d) Hindu
e) Jewish
f) Muslim
g) Sikh
h) Any other religion, please describe ________

8.  Do you have a disability or learning difficulty?
a) Yes
b) No
Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements

9.  I identify as an intersectional feminist.
a) Strongly agree
b) Agree
c) Neither agree nor disagree
d) Disagree
e) Strongly disagree

10. The feminist society I am a member of is intersectional.
a) Strongly agree
b) Agree
c) Neither agree nor disagree
d) Disagree
e) Strongly disagree

11. The feminist society I am a member of represents a safe space for mem-
bers of minorities (LGBT, class, ethnic and religious minorities, persons 
with disabilities)
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a) Strongly agree
b) Agree
c) Neither agree nor disagree
d) Disagree
e) Strongly disagree

12. Do you think that when discussing feminism, the ‘wave narrative’  
(First-, Second- and Third-Wave Feminisms) is still relevant today?
a) Yes
b) No
c) I don’t know

13. Have you come across Student Feminist Societies that are related to 
third-wave feminism?
a) Yes
b) No
c) I don’t know

Source: Ferko (2016).


