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DIALOGUE: DIVERSITY IN THE DISCIPLINE

Intersectionality and women’s advancement in the discipline
and across the academy
Wendy G. Smooth

Department of Women’s Gender and Sexuality Studies Columbus, The Ohio State University, Ohio, United States

ABSTRACT
In this article I explore the experiences of women of color in the
academy through the lens of intersectionality. I use three major
lessons of intersectionality research to frame the experiences of
women of color in the academy and in particular how identity
matters for women of color’s experiences in fields such as political
science where their numbers are quite small. Beyond offering an
overview of their experiences, I follow with a critical conversation
of the supports and intervention strategies necessary to have
women of color not only survive to tenure but build sustainable
careers. The strategies and interventions rely on a “both/and”
strategy, using strategies that are common in the academy
coupled with strategies that are uniquely situated for women of
color. These strategies and interventions require department
heads, deans, and other senior university leaders to act as allies
supporting the career-sustaining decisions women of color make
that may deviate from the norm. These allies are also critical
partners in creating the types of workplace cultures that allow
women of color to thrive in their fields.
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Introduction

The scholarship on intersectionality has long embraced the complexities of identity and
how that complexity interacts with institutions. Increasingly, as understandings of inter-
sectionality circulate more widely, it is transforming debates on the politics of difference,
forcing us to enact greater specificity in our treatment of social identity categories such as
race, gender, class, sexuality, and ability. Intersectionality encourages us to think about the
ways in which social identities are interconnected and operate simultaneously to produce
experiences of both privilege and marginalization. It forces scholars to engage complexity
by recognizing the differences that exist within groups – a recognition that moves beyond
simply the differences between groups. As a body of scholarship and a social justice para-
digm, it helps us to identify and understand societal power hierarchies.1

At the same time that intersectionality helps to make sense of the experiences of people
who find themselves living at the intersections of social identities, intersectionality also is
concerned with the systems that give meaning to the categories of race, gender, class,
sexual identity, among others. In other words, at the societal level intersectionality seeks
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to make visible the systems of oppression that maintain power hierarchies that organize
society while also providing a means to theorize experience at the individual level. Intel-
lectually and politically, intersectionality is grounded in critical theory and is focused on
social justice outcomes. Its concern for social justice makes it especially relevant to discus-
sions of increasing opportunities and creating more democratic practices within the dis-
cipline of political science and the academy more broadly.

Those of us who experience our academic careers at the intersections are rare. Our
anomaly in status in political science is the result of overcoming a host of cumulative
structural obstacles that begin as early as the undergraduate level and persist throughout
our careers (Alexander-Floyd 2008). Several scholars studying the numbers of women of
color in political science, from graduate students to full professor, aptly describe the
system as a leaky pipeline with leaks occurring at every progressive career stage (Lopez
2004; Alexander-Floyd 2008; Lavariega Monforti and Michelson 2008). The data are
clear on the scarcity of women of color at every rung along the career ladder and especially
their severe scarcity at the upper rungs of the career ladder in political science and across
the academy.

In this article, I draw on the lessons of intersectionality scholarship to articulate the
complexities associated with advancing women of color in political science and across
the academy. I give voice to the nuances of women of color’s experiences in the
academy across the career span, and I articulate some ways of navigating academic
careers given the realities of life at the intersection. Because intersectionality is concerned
with individual-level experience as well as transforming the systems that produce margin-
alization, my discussion is directed toward institutional change, which, I also recognize,
requires allies committed to institutional reform. Such reform ultimately benefits univer-
sities as well as all those who labor there. With institutional transformation in mind, my
discussion is very much aimed at further informing our existing allies and cultivating
potential allies who are positioned as department chairs, search committee members
and chairs, deans, and other administrators who play a role in evaluating our professional
performances and supporting our careers.

The career building and coping strategies I offer women of color embrace our existence
at the intersection of multiple politically salient identity groups. Broadly, the strategies
encourage building coalitions and social networks across a range of groups and anchoring
deeply with those groups that best reflect our identities and generate a sense of personal,
professional, and political solidarity. In addition, I encourage women of color to build net-
works across a variety of groups. Such “both/and” approaches to building networks can
potentially enhance one’s reach within political science and across the academy. The strat-
egies I advocate here in some ways mirror many traditional, mainstream approaches to
academic career advancement such as participating in national organizations, attending
conferences, and networking with colleagues; however, I argue that women of color will
find the most benefit when these traditional strategies are coupled with tools tailored to
reflect their experiences living and working at the intersection of multiple groups. For
example, it matters which conferences women of color use their limited resources to
attend, so we must be clear on which are most applicable to strengthening our careers
and our overall well-being. Even more so, it matters to have deans, chairs, and other
senior colleagues who understand the value of attending both mainstream disciplinary
conferences and conferences that affirm one’s personal and professional identity and
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one’s interests in the often marginalized scholarship on race, gender, class, and sexuality.
To be clear, by value I mean providing the institutional supports and resources necessary
for attending multiple conferences. The approaches I suggest require delicate balancing
and incorporating multiple modes of professionalization and skill development. Success-
fully employing this type of delicate balancing between traditional career advancement
strategies and those paths that speak to our unique experiences as women of color requires
allies who are willing to support our decisions and use their influence to help others better
understand and appreciate our choices and decisions.

Women of color in political science are writing our visions and suggesting interventions
to create a more inclusive discipline (Garcia Bedolla 2014; Alexander-Floyd 2015; Sinclair-
Chapman 2015; McClain et al., 2016). I add my voice to these scholars who are contribut-
ing to an evolving discussion through the Gendering Political Science effort led by Denise
Walsh and Carol Mershon (http://genderingpoliticalscience.weebly.com/; cf. Mershon and
Walsh 2014, 2015, 2016). For our allies and supporters, I hope opening this discussion will
foster greater understanding of the choices and decisions that women of color make and
the activities in which we participate that are often career-sustaining for us, but may
appear counter to the hegemonic norms surrounding career advancement.

Throughout this discussion, I draw largely on intersectionality scholarship as a frame-
work; however, much of the article draws on my own personal experiences as a woman of
color building her career and the experiences of other women of color who share their per-
sonal failures and victories in protected spaces where women of color speak candidly. Not
surprisingly, our experiences in political science are not unlike women of color across the
academy. The literature on women of color in the academy overwhelmingly asserts that we
experience the academy more often as a hostile environment. We are more likely to per-
ceive that we are undervalued; suffer from isolation; have our classroom authority chal-
lenged; and be perceived as generally less competent than our colleagues (see Thomas
and Hollenshead 2001; Turner 2002; Constantine et al. 2008; Rockquemore and Laszloffy
2008). The literature affirms the whispers, collective head nodding, and knowing glances
shared among women of color when we discuss our workplaces.

I find three tenets from the research on intersectionality especially useful in giving voice
to women of color’s experiences in the academy and these tenets also inform the strategies
that help address many of the barriers. First, intersectionality scholars emphasize that the
experiences of women of color cannot be simplified as emanating from a singular “ism”
but are the product of multiple “isms.” Second, intersectionality allows us to understand
that while race, gender, and class are leading determinants of power and marginality, actu-
ally determining which group identities are privileged or marginalized at any given time,
in any given location is a matter of understanding the context. Finally, the coexistence of
privilege and marginality is a reality for women of color and for some of our allies, and
intersectionality scholars encourage us to appreciate that reality in both how we theorize
our own experiences and how we create thoughtful and strategic alliances.

Lesson I: the inadequacies of single-axis organizing

Perhaps the most popularized and simplistic lesson of intersectionality scholarship is that
categories such as race, gender, class, and sexuality do not operate as singular axes of
power. Instead, categories of identity are best understood as co-constitutive, intersecting
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categories. They are not parallel, interchangeable, or identical. Social categories such as
race, gender, and class have different organizing logics such that race, for example,
works differently than gender, class, or sexuality. Power associated with these categories
is not configured in the same ways; nor do these categories share the same histories. There-
fore, they cannot be treated identically (Phoenix and Pattynama. 2006), which is particu-
larly critical for attempts to engage in political change activities that seek to reallocate
power.

Issues that face those at the intersections cannot be addressed through the lens of gender
alone or race alone. Moreover, we cannot make assumptions that attending to any one
category of marginalization will address the others. Political strategies based upon singular
axes of oppression are woefully inadequate since they, as Wilson (2013, 4) argues, “are built
upon inaccurate maps of power or, at least ones lacking indications of potential pitfalls or
opportunities for allegiances and collaboration.”

In organizing as “women” focused on changing political science, we are susceptible to
the pitfalls Wilson suggests and to producing forms of what Cohen (1999) terms second-
ary marginalization. Cohen’s work teaches that secondary marginalization occurs when
issues are defined based upon the needs of the more privileged of a group and not in
the interests of those who are impacted by multiple systems of oppression or who
suffer forms of oppression that are deemed beyond the parameters of particular commu-
nities. In Affirmative Advocacy, Dara Strolovich (2007) shows how this secondary margin-
alization process happens among advocacy groups that purport to represent complex
identities often marginalized in US politics. Despite the groups’ claims of representing
the totality of their constituents, advocacy groups representing marginalized groups
seldom represent their constituents who are intersectionally marginalized – even among
the most well-intentioned groups. Organizing along a singular axis such as gender fails
to capture the complexities at the core of intersectionality. Intersectionality scholarship
warns of identity caucuses and movements that attempt to represent the category
“women” as the question, “which women” the group stands to represent goes unexamined
(Smooth 2011). Asserting the primacy of gender treats it as a primary category of analysis
and returns to understandings of gender and patriarchy as the primary systems of oppres-
sion, the very work that intersectionality from its inception works against.

A singular axis approach that centers gender as the sole category for organizing works
against the intersectional approach, but it remains an open question how to best build soli-
darity groups that address issues of marginalization and oppression in spaces like political
science departments that have long thrived on a concentration of white male power. Inter-
sectionality studies frequently confront the question of which identities are most salient
for understanding the circulation of power and privilege and articulating routes to
change. Scholars turn to examining the context for clues as to how particular identities
are impacted by power structures.

Lesson II: understanding the institutional context

Understanding which groups are marginalized and which occupy points of privilege in
any given situation requires a critical examination of the institutional context. Intersec-
tionality places great emphasis on how power is configured, and establishes power as
dynamic and shifting rather than static and fixed. As such, we cannot assume that
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power operates in the same ways across contexts of time and location. Depending upon
the context, those who are marginalized and those who have power differ. Therefore,
we cannot evaluate oppression and marginalization without a sense of history and
without a sense of the social, political, and economic opportunities available to various
groups at any given time or place. The systems of power that dictate whether a social iden-
tity is a marker of privilege or marginalization change according to the institutional
context of our focus.

The context provides the parameters for understanding which categories are most
salient for our analysis. Gender may or may not act as the defining salient category for
organizing. Instead, we must take account of the issues under consideration, and the exist-
ing political opportunity structure. The salience of identity categorizations shifts and
evolves particularly as the categories interact with institutions, structures, and movements.
For example, what it means to be a woman, a woman of color, a lesbian, a theorist, and/or
an international relations scholar in a department shifts according to the particular politics
of that department space, that university, and even the publishing trends of the discipline.
Whether these categories have meaning at all or produce marginalization or privilege is
dependent on the context. Those interested in greater equity in any discipline must envi-
sion gender as one of many possible social cleavages that interact with social identities like
race and sexuality, as well as other identity markers that are imbued with power dynamics
such as rank and subfield. Whether gender is the most salient of the categories that give
meaning to one’s experience is a matter of critically understanding the context. In devising
solutions to advancing women in all their diversity, we must be mindful of and accept the
shifts in the salience of categories as the contexts change. Strategies must be fluid enough
to adjust to the local context and times in which organizing takes place. In political science
departments, this could mean foregoing organizing explicitly on gender issues altogether
for several distinct reasons; for example, there might be too few women, the women
present might not be tenured, or women of color might find their issues map more
onto field specialization issues. Therefore, the local context could dictate organizing strat-
egies that begin with categories beyond gender.

Lesson III: coexistence of privilege and marginalization

The understanding that privilege occurs in the midst of persistent marginalization is
another significant point to recall in thinking through the lives of women of color aca-
demics. While we most often treat privilege and marginalization as mutually exclusive,
for those living at the intersections the reality is that these two contradictory statuses
coexist, and we are often confronted with reconciling these two dimensions in our day
to day lives.

Working in the academy, for example, provides women of color a type of privilege and
occupational prestige that are less common within communities of color. The academy for
the most part offers at least the illusion of a set of unique working conditions that few
American workers continue to experience in today’s labor market and to which even
fewer people of color have ever had access (Jacobe and Curtis 2006; Jacobe 2011). The
working conditions most commonly associated with the academy – academic freedom;
the appearance of great flexibility; due process; relative job security; economic stability
and the semblance of autonomy – set it apart as an enterprise with working amenities
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people of color so rarely see and experience in the labor market (Glenn 2002). Though we
recognize that women of color academics enjoy varying levels of access to these work ame-
nities, among people of color even some level of access to these types of working con-
ditions marks a significant point of relative privilege. For tenured women of color, the
long-term job security elevates our status relative to other workers of color, which in
turn further sets us apart from many in our communities of origin marking us as privi-
leged (Martinez Alemán 1995).

Despite the many markers of occupational prestige and privilege we experience in
relation to our communities, within our disciplines and across the academy we experience
distinct reminders of marginalization that go beyond our multiple social identity cat-
egories such as race, gender, class of origin, and sexuality, and extend to the fields we
study, which often reflect our social identities. As an African American woman studying
African American politics, my scholarship is situated on the margins of the discipline’s
current trajectories (APSA 2011) and as McClain et al. in this symposium note, the mar-
ginalization of race as a content area has long historical roots in the discipline.

Scholarship on intersectionality – through its focus on power across categories, its
analysis of multiple forms of power in relation to one another, and its understanding
that power is not equal across these categories – aids us in processing the complexity of
privilege and its coexistence with persistent marginalization. Drawing on a systems
approach to understanding intersectionality, Patricia Hill Collins (1991) argues that
social identity categories operate as interlocking systems that create an overarching
“matrix of domination” in which actors can be victimized by power, but can also exercise
power over others. Collins highlights the contradictory nature of oppression suggesting
that few “pure victims” or “pure oppressors” exist. Penalty and privilege are distributed
among individuals and groups within the matrix of domination such that none are exclu-
sively marked by one or the other.

For women of color in the academy, the coexistence of power and privilege can generate
a number of challenges including what I call “silent stressors,” which are exacerbated when
coupled with isolation. The unique nature of one’s experience and oddity of one’s working
conditions inside the academy set women of color apart from their peers outside the
academy, even those who share their class position (Tokarczyk and Fay 1993). Likewise
the perceived stellar working conditions suggest that women of color academics have
“nothing to complain about” and easily prompt a “Your blues ain’t like mine” response
among community members.2

The conflicting statuses of privileged yet marginalized locate us outside familiar, collec-
tive community narratives regarding the nature of oppression. We become illegible to
members of our communities, creating a silencing that further exacerbates existing stres-
sors. Women of color academics all too often stress in silence, even in those community
spaces that otherwise act as sources of refuge.3 The isolation familiar within the academy
as the only one who teaches “those” classes and talks about ____ (fill in the blank e.g., race,
gender, sexuality, trade unions, sexual trafficking) is carried over into home life. Both the
silent stressors and isolation at work and at home reflect one way privilege and margin-
alization coexist for women of color academics. Writing about her experience as a
woman of color in the academy working closely with students on equity issues and
support networks, yet needing her own reprieve from isolation, Roe Bubar concludes,
“We create circles of support for students and others, yet our isolation within the
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academy keeps us from creating that same support for ourselves as a collective” (Holling,
Fu, and Bubar 2012). Bubar and others chose to break through their isolation by docu-
menting their experiences in the edited volume, Presumed Incompetent: The Intersections
of Race and Class for Women in Academia (2012). Similarly, organizers and attendees of
the 2013 and 2015 Mini-Conference on Women of Color in Political Science centered
several discussions on the need to build affirming spaces in which the complexity of
our identities is both recognized and understood. Affirming spaces do more than
further careers; they offer women of color a means of coping with the distinct conditions
of laboring and living in the intersections.

The effects of the coexistence of privilege and marginalization weigh heaviest once
women of color become tenured. We must navigate the pitfalls of existing as one of the
few, if not the only, woman of color in a leadership position in our departments, colleges,
or universities. Given our current representation in political science and the academy
more generally, the few women of color who advance in the profession become
“leaders” simply by attaining tenure. Among black women in 2012 in political science
departments only 139 held an appointment above the assistant professor rank and of
those only 51 were full professors (American Political Science Association 2015).4

Immediately after tenure, we are looked to fill the sizeable void emanating from our
limited representation.

By virtue of our limited numbers alone, women of color easily become positioned as
token leaders and are faced with reconciling power and privilege, all the while addressing
the persistence of marginality. As leaders, women of color (like most women in the
academy) are susceptible to what Monroe et al. (2008) refer to as “gender devaluation”
in which we continue to experience discrimination even as we move into leadership pos-
itions, because women are not generally afforded the same power and status traditionally
associated with the leadership positions they occupy as Lynne Ford also argues in this
symposium.

When women of color advance into leadership roles our already complex identities
intersect with our roles as leaders, producing new meanings. Each informs the other,
and taken together, they produce a way of experiencing the world at the individual
level as sometimes oppressed and marginalized and sometimes privileged and advantaged.
As I have argued in my own work on African American women state legislators, the con-
vergence of multiple identity categories such as race and gender creates experiences that
are qualitatively and significantly different (Smooth 2008, 2013). As well, the intersection
of race and gender mediates or transforms the power associated with leadership positions,
changing the norms and traditional operating procedures. For example, what it means to
be an African American woman committee chair in a state legislature differs substantially
from others’ experiences in that position. Women of color leaders have long articulated
that traditional norms and customs associated with their leadership roles are often rene-
gotiated when they intersect with race and gender. At one extreme, the traditional power
extended to those in leadership positions is undermined when women of color occupy
such positions (Hawkesworth 2003; Smooth 2008, 2013). At the other extreme, their
token status creates a perversion of power as the power to represent multiple groups of
the underrepresented results in a concentration of power and influence in the hands of
a few. The rarity of women of color leaders can produce an overextension of any one
individual’s power.
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In the context of the academy, what it means to operate as a full professor (or even
simply a tenured professor) is transformed as it intersects with race and gender. This
can translate into creating multiple venues of power and influence, for example serving
as the lone voice of authority on women’s issues and racial issues on a campus. Conversely,
and most often, it means the limited number of women of color leaders are extensively
strained by exhaustive mentoring demands, university service demands, limitless requests
to review for tenure and promotion cases, and discipline-wide representation-based
requests. As Rockquemore and Laszloffy (2008) argue, underrepresented faculty are
often subject to a “cultural tax” that includes mentoring, and service of others from
one’s background, but that service is rarely recognized, valued, or compensated in
accounts of faculty workloads. The American Political Science Association (APSA) Task
Force Report on Political Science in the 21st Century (2011) cites burdensome service
expectations as a significant barrier to successful career advancement for underrepre-
sented faculty and in particular, the report argues that women of color’s mentoring
service work can place them at risk for being cast more as nurturers than rigorous scholars.
Unfortunately, these demands begin at once for newly tenured women of color, often far
above the reasonable demands for an associate professor, which can prolong their pro-
motion to full professor (Evans 2007).

In the following sections, I outline interventions and strategies that can attend to many
of the issues women of color face in the academy. The strategies are thought not only to
help us “survive to tenure,” but also to build solid foundations and networks that will
sustain us in healthy lives once we advance into leadership roles. All these strategies are
enriched when accompanied by the support of influential, informed allies.

Creating paths to career advancement and sustainable careers for women
of color

If intersectionality teaches us that the experiences of those at the intersections are at times
qualitatively different, then it follows that the paths that produce rewards and success will
likewise differ. The pathways women of color find valuable may differ considerably from
those chosen by hegemonic groups. When traditional paths for career advancement are
either unavailable or even fail to yield the desired outcomes, women of color and other
marginalized groups are confronted with devising alternative strategies to improve our
status and realize greater institutional equality for ourselves and those who come after us.

Clearly, taking into account an intersectional approach suggests that a one-size-fits-all
model of career building is counterproductive. Instead, by recognizing that difference pro-
duces varied opportunities, we must then move toward offering support for those steps
that enable women of color to reach our desired goals, recognizing that those goals as
well as the paths we pursue may differ from those of our counterparts. In many cases,
women of color adopt “both/and” strategies to career building. In other words, we are
likely to engage in the traditional routes while also engaging in practices that are reflective
of our identities. This both/and approach requires allies who recognize, value, and support
these strategies. I put forth practical strategies that include a joint appointment process
that is inclusive of all appointing units, and the negotiating candidate and administered
by deans and provosts. I suggest chairs and deans encourage and financially underwrite
women of color attending multiple national meetings that reflect both their research
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subfields and their social identities. Similarly, I suggest that interdisciplinary conferences
and meetings aimed at supporting women of color faculty are easily employed interven-
tions to enhance their professional development. All of these strategies require chairs,
deans, provosts, and other academic leaders to play roles in enabling women of color to
utilize the strategies that best fit for their careers. As well, those of us who find ourselves
in positions to speak on behalf of the career choices women of color make have to dili-
gently engage in that work whenever the opportunities present, including in those
simple mundane one-on-one conversations we have with our colleagues and in those
more high-stakes moments such as promotion and tenure deliberations. The point I
make is that all those who are interested in diversifying the professorate have an active
role to play in contributing to the career advancement of women of color.

Much of the work on intersectionality focuses on intersectional disadvantage produced
by multiple identities. Such disadvantages are produced through compounded marginali-
zation; however, there is space for understanding complex identities as giving way to inter-
sectional opportunities (Fraga et al. 2008; Nash 2008; Smooth 2013). The strategies I
discuss here draw largely from this concept of intersectional opportunities. By and large,
I focus on opportunities to capitalize on the multiple ways women of color are capable
of moving across university spaces expanding our networks – crossing and challenging
the rigidity of disciplinary boundaries including creating sustainable joint appointments,
attending conferences beyond those familiar or central to one’s discipline, and participat-
ing in identity-based organizations that affirm one’s identity and research agenda. Like-
wise, I highlight the ways our multiple belongings create opportunities to build deep
networks that foster engaged relationships that advance our careers, and holistically
sustain us as human beings.

Joint appointments

Joint appointments are often considered the recipe of doom for faculty whose scholarship
crosses disciplines or research particular identity groups, be that women, African
Americans, and/or Latina/os. Joint appointments are regarded with disdain because
many fear the mandate to “serve multiple masters.” Jointly appointed faculty often find
that they are held to dual and often conflicting publishing expectations; saddled with
oppressive committee loads; and expected to fulfill expectations to maintain face time
in multiple departments. I argue it is not the joint appointment itself that has failed so
many. Instead, chairs and deans engage in counterproductive practices that undermine
the success of such appointments. When chairs and deans enact processes that lack
transparency around expectations, joint appointments are likely to create unreasonable
expectations for all parties including the joint appointees. Joint appointments are
especially susceptible to failure when all units involved and the jointly appointed faculty
member have not collaborated and committed to work conditions that best support the
faculty member’s long-term success. As well, when deans, chairs, and promotion and
tenure committees create and uphold cultures that are unsupportive of interdisciplinary
scholarship, joint appointments become untenable. Overall, the absence of thoughtful
and effective institutional practices around negotiating joint appointments explain
why they fall short of their potential as desirable appointments for women of color
scholars.5
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Joint appointments have great potential for scholars with complex interests to build
community across university spaces. Such appointments also are opportunities for univer-
sities to fulfill their desires to engage adequately in interdisciplinary studies that students
today desire (Simmons and Nelson 2011). Well-designed joint appointments have the
potential to add to scholars’ communities, provide an alternative to hostile “home” depart-
ments, enhance the rigor of one’s scholarship, and allow scholars to build networks across
the academy. Therefore, such appointments can create win-win situations, rather than the
all too familiar doomsday scenarios. A well-designed joint appointment requires depart-
ment chairs who are willing to invest in building relationships across departments and
college administrators who facilitate departments’ efforts to craft good relationships.
College administrators who require solid and clear memoranda of understanding that
articulate the college’s expectations around research, teaching, and service create the
necessary conditions for women of color and other jointly appointed scholars to success-
fully work across intellectual communities. This requires activist leadership from our allies
who have jurisdiction across departments in the same college. When strong, clear joint
appointments are constructed with transparent expectations backed up by enforceable
memoranda of understandings, they allow scholars at the intersections to exercise their
coalitional sensibilities beyond a single discipline or department while deepening their
scholarly networks and mentor opportunities. Such processes written into university
policy can undergo reviews in two to three year increments, allowing the jointly appointed
faculty member’s input, as well as that of the appointing units. Joint appointments can
achieve the goals we imagine for them when chairs, deans, provosts, and promotion
and tenure committees invest in these more thoughtful practices.

Again, joint appointments are not only career building, but life sustaining. For instance,
Michelle Holling, despite not having the type of supportive working conditions fostered by
thoughtful joint appointment practices, found a sense of solidarity in a joint appointment
within an ethnic studies department which supported her scholarly investments in race
scholarship in ways not found in other academic spaces. Most significantly, the configur-
ation in part alleviated the need to constantly justify her claims:

The joint appointment offered a sense of solidarity and home that felt immediate. These
intangibles are conducive to thriving in the academy due to the shared affinities. Absent
was the need to explain why race, ethnicity, gender, class, and sexuality must be taken
into account in academic work. (Holling, Fu, and Bubar 2012, 258)

National organizations

Participation in national scholarly organizations that are supportive of one’s research
agenda and provide a place for political solidarity is essential for women of color to culti-
vate the leadership skills needed to advance in the discipline and comfortably assume post-
tenure leadership roles. Participating in the discipline’s national organization – in the case
of political science, the APSA – is necessary, but often not sufficient to address our needs.
Within the APSA, women of color may find common purpose with the activities of the
Women’s Caucus, or one of the organized sections that reflect their research interests;
however many conclude that participation in APSA alone is insufficient to address
career goals, serve as an adequate outlet for their scholarship, and address mentoring
needs. Across disciplines, more specialized scholarly organizations like the National

522 W. G. SMOOTH

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 N

or
th

 C
ar

ol
in

a 
- 

C
ha

pe
l H

ill
] 

at
 0

8:
01

 0
3 

A
ug

us
t 2

01
6 



Conference of Black Political Scientists (NCOBPS) were organized to fill the voids that
people of color identified with national organizations like the APSA. The NCOBPS
enhances professionalization and prospects for building a scholarly community among
like-minded scholars.

NCOBPS has served as that leadership skills building space, and as an intellectually
affirming space that provides a sense of political solidarity and friendship for me and
scores of black men and women in political science. Established in 1969, NCOBPS was
organized to

study, enhance, and promote the political aspirations of people of African descent in the
United States and throughout the world. It aims to contribute to the resolution of the
many challenges that black people confront. Our organization promotes research in and criti-
cal analysis of topics usually overlooked and/or marginalized in political science scholarship.
We believe that our scholarship must address wide-ranging “real world” issues and not the
narrow, and often manufactured, concerns of the discipline. (NCOBPS Mission Statement)

In unapologetic terms, NCOBPS centers the study of black political engagement across the
diaspora as important research. In doing so, it also celebrates, mentors, and advances the
scholarship of its members.

The NCOBPS’ annual meetings provide a rigorous, yet nurturing environment for the
advancement of scholarship and the cultivation of professional mentors and friendships.
Members can as easily be heard debating the contours of the new black politics, as well as
inquiring about the status of one’s family members. In that space of shared goodwill, one
can learn the dynamics of organizational design, how to successfully facilitate a meeting,
organize a conference program, and extend one’s networks across the discipline. As the
organization’s immediate past president, I stand in a long line of women political scientists
who have led the organization including former APSA President, Dianne Pinderhughes;
former Southern Political Science Association President and current Midwest Political
Science Association President, Paula McClain; and the first African American woman
to earn a doctoral degree in political science, the late Jewel Limar Prestage.

In addition to the leadership skills NCOBPS provides its members through the annual
meetings and governance opportunities, NCOBPS also publishes The National Political
Science Review, which serves as a critical outlet for publishing on race and racial politics,
often excluded in the major journals of the discipline (Ávalos 1991; Aoki and Takeda 2004;
Alexander-Floyd 2008). The severity of limited publishing opportunities in the discipline
is exacerbated when we include scholarship on gender (Kelly and Fisher 1993; Bruening
and Sanders 2007). Allies of women of color must be aware of organizations like the
NCOBPS and understand its role in professionalizing scholars of color. Supporting
women of color scholars’ decisions to present their research through such venues and
publish in the journals of these organizations is essential.

Creating sistah spaces: networking and gathering opportunities within the
discipline

Alexander-Floyd (2008) details that black women political scientists and women of color
in the discipline suffer from the scant availability of women of color mentors. The dearth
of potential women of color mentors in the discipline is a structural reality given the
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extensively limited pipeline of women of color in positions to provide mentorship. In
2012, according to data from the APSA, nationwide only139 Black women faculty
reported a rank above assistant professor of which 51 reported a rank of full professor.
For Latinas, 84 reported a rank above assistant professor and of those 32 reported the
rank of full professor. Similarly among Asian American women, 99 reported an appoint-
ment above assistant professor and of those 36 reported the rank of full professor. These
numbers underscore the limited availability of senior women of color mentors to
adequately meet the needs of women of color in the field (American Political Science
Association 2015).

Women of color scholars have stepped up to address this paucity of available mentors by
creating spaces of collective mentoring through conferences to talk about issues facing
women of color across the ranks. While this approach does not supplant one-to-one long-
term mentoring relationships, it offers critical opportunities for professionalization. Reflect-
ing on their own experiences of limited mentorship and the need to build stronger networks
for peer-to-peer mentoring among senior women of color in the discipline, a group of
women of color in 2013 organized an APSA pre-conference for women of color to act as
a mentoring hub and source of professionalization. Their work toward collective mentoring
and community engagement draws on strong traditions of an ethics of care for one another
and the next generation of scholars (Collins 1991). One significant feature of the APSAMini-
Conference on Women of Color was an intergenerational mentoring luncheon in which
more senior women were seated with a table of women at differing stages of their careers
from early graduate students to those employed in their first years of their first academic
post. Women could see the embodiment of the next step along their career path seated
across from them. This pre-APSA convening continued in 2015 with similar success.

Black women in political science have created the Association for the Study of Black
Women in Political Science (ASBWP) to not only speak to the mentoring needs of
black women, but also to serve as an institutional home for the study of black women
in politics. Its founders, Nikol Alexander-Floyd and Rose Harris, describe it as

an organization designed to complement existing professional political science organizations
by serving as a vehicle for promoting research on Black women in politics in the United States
and across the globe. In addition, the ASBWP, while cognizant of the challenges people of
color, women and other women of color face, recognizes the specific issues and concerns
that are unique to Black women in the academy in general and within the political science
profession in particular. As such the ASBWP is also committed to recruiting and mentoring
women of African descent in political science. (www.asbwp.org)

ASBWP, which now functions as an identity caucus within the NCOBPS, further reflects
the intersectional realities of women of color who experience the academy even differently
from men of color. ASBWP is actively building a space that affirms that reality.

Interdisciplinary national conferences for women of color

Critical and necessary to the advancement of women of color in the discipline is seeing
other women of color who have mastered the strategies of survival across the academy.
Several national convenings over the years have created forums for women across disci-
plines and across universities to reflect on their roles in the academy and advance strat-
egies for achieving their own personal goals. Such conferences as Black Women in the
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Academy, a conference first organized by Massachusetts Institute of Technology in 1994
and later at Howard University, and subsequent conferences such as the 2009 Black
Women Academics in the Ivory Tower sponsored by Rutgers University and the annual
Inclusive Illinois:Women of Color in the Academy, have all become critical spaces for men-
torship, renewal, and exhaling in the collective comfort of women who are all too familiar
with the often troublesome experiences of life in the academy as women of color. These
conferences produce priceless interactions and introductions to legendary women of
color in and across the disciplines and offer a glimmer into their toolboxes for surviving
and thriving in the academy. These are particularly important for women of color in fields
like political science, which have more limited opportunities to see senior women, and in
particular women of color, who have assumed leadership roles in the discipline or who
have moved to advanced leadership positions across their universities.

Conclusion: intersectionality and institutional change

As much as researchers categorize intersectionality as a descriptive framework or research
paradigm, it is very much a political concept grounded in an emancipatory politics with
social justice based outcomes as the goal (Smooth 2010). Intersectionality scholars remind
us that the concept was first derived from efforts to change societal conditions that create
andmaintain oppressive power hierarchies (Jordan-Zachery 2007). In addition to recognizing
the differences that exist among individuals and groups, intersectionality is invested in modes
of institutional change and designed to remedy the effects of inequalities produced by inter-
locking systems of oppression. The first step of such institutional change begins with the rec-
ognition- on our part and on the part of our colleagues, departmental leaders and senior
administrators – that women experience departments, universities, and the discipline differ-
ently according to their social location and the convergence of their many intersecting iden-
tities. These intersections produce both privilege and marginalization. To move toward
institutional change, we must all be willing to accept the responsibilities that the unevenness
of the system produces. As I have underscored throughout, women of color and our allies
occupy points of privilege. We must be willing to recognize the contexts in which we are pri-
vileged in the system and be willing to use that privilege to speak and support those who are
marginalized. Even in our efforts to engage in social change, we are most capable of organiz-
ing our energies toward alleviating our own oppressions, all the while overlooking the oppres-
sions of the other (Collins 1991). Recognizing this and guarding against such tendencies is
essential to the work of intersectionality-based organizing for social change.

Reforming academic institutions in the ways I suggest requires allies, advocates and
intercessors working on behalf of increased justice for all academic laborers. In nearly
every strategy discussed here, there is a significant role for supporters to play in affirming,
assisting, and providing resources to enable women of color to adopt both/and career
strategies that enable us to thrive in the academy. These strategies move us all toward
the institutional transformations we long to see and create improved working conditions.

Notes

1. Intersectionality as a construct is constantly evolving. The fundamental tenants of intersection-
ality informing much of the approach I outline here are informed by Crenshaw (1989, 1991).
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2. This phrase draws on the title of author Bebe Moore Campbell’s (1995) novel that tackles
questions of race and reconciliation across racial groups.

3. The APSA (2011) Task Force Report cites isolation as the justification that underrepresented
groups cite for leaving the academy.

4. This data is from the APSA Database and represents a snap shot from May 2012 and April
2013. The data was compiled at the request of the APSA Committee on the Status Blacks in
the Profession – who is currently working on a report based in part on these data.

5. Several universities offer models and best practices for units negotiating the joint appointment
and there is near universal agreement that these arrangements work best when they are agreed
upon by all parties including the jointly appointed faculty, chairs, and college deans. Best prac-
tices also underscore the need to revisit such memoranda across the life of the appointment.
For examples see, Michigan State University’s joint appointment guiding documents at
http://www.hr.msu.edu/documents/facacadpolproc/JointAppts.htm#DocumentAdapted and
University of Michigan’s guidelines at http://www.provost.umich.edu/faculty/joint_
appointments/Joint_Appts.html. The University of Rhode Island’s guidelines reflect the uni-
versity’s acknowledgement of a greater need for interdisciplinarity and a means to manage
such demands; see http://web.uri.edu/provost/files/Interdisciplinray_Work_Recommended_
Principles_for_Interdisciplinary-.pdf.
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