Intersectionality as Feminist Praxis in the UK
Abstract 
Intersectionality has had a profound impact on feminist theory and activism: it has created a new set of discursive structures for analysing power and been translated into activist strategies. However, its acceptance within the women’s movement differs by context. In the UK it has been relatively controversial: the left fear its impact on the possibilities of solidarity, whilst the right are concerned it detracts from gender as the principle site of analysis. These differences of approach have, to some extent, revealed fissures within UK feminism. Conversely, this article draws upon original survey data to argue that intersectionality underpins student feminist activism in the UK, in particular influencing: their activities; their discursive approach to inclusion; and their ongoing commitment to theory application. In sum, there has been a normalisation of the intersectional framework amongst student feminist activists. 
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Introduction

Intersectionality, the recognition of multiple and overlapping points of oppression (Crenshaw, 1989), has heralded a paradigmatic shift in feminist scholarship (Hancock, 2006). Whilst the concept emerged from black feminism to explore the intersections between race and gender (Crenshaw, 1989; Collins, 2000), it has subsequently been ‘stretched’ to include analysis of (inter alia) class, sexuality, ability and age (Krizsan, Skjeie and Squires, 2012). As a theory it has ‘travelled’ beyond the Global North (Knapp, 2005), although its influence and reach differs according to national and local context (Lepinard, 2014); indeed, it has often been used as an analytical tool without being labelled specifically ‘intersectional’ (Collins and Bilge, 2016: 3). In the UK, it has sparked debates amongst feminists in regards to its impact on collectivism, gender and on how best to address the need for greater diversity and inclusion (Evans, 2015). Despite wider divisions within the movement, this article draws upon original survey data of student feminist societies to argue that intersectional feminist praxis is central to the activism of younger feminists in three key ways: 1) it underpins the types of activities and events they organise; 2) it influences discursive approaches to inclusion; and 3) it constitutes a popular subject of theory application amongst the activists. Whilst there is a clear intersectional commitment to advancing feminist politics, this tends to be focussed on the intersections between sex, race, disability and gender identity, with little attention paid to class or sexuality. This article argues that these findings are important because they signify a move towards a more intersectional feminist praxis in the UK although one which has not yet fully addressed all forms of oppression. 
Intersectionality theories have enabled scholars, and latterly activists, to explore the matrices of oppression affecting power dynamics at both the individual and group level (Collins, 2000). Although it emerged from black feminist legal scholars in the US (Crenshaw, 1989; 1991) it dovetailed with a refocused analysis of identity politics in the UK; specifically, the idea that identities can only be understood within the narratives of other identities (Yuval-Davis, 2006). The complexity of the concept can make it difficult to work with (McCall, 2005; Davis, 2008); not least because identity markers, such as gender, race, and sexuality, are also open to individual interpretation and construction (Marx Ferree, 2009). However, it has helped crystallise multifaceted subjectivities and social stratifications (Sigle-Rushton and Lindstrom, 2013), whilst also providing space for analysis of the conditions within which identities are created and recreated (Collins and Bilge, 2016).  

To understand and clarify its application as feminist praxis, Cho, Crenshaw and McCall (2013) suggest three approaches. The first is to explore the extent to which an intersectional frame of analysis is applied to research and teaching projects; specifically, this approach allows us to reflect upon the numerous ways in which gender, race and class interact in the creation of laws and inequalities, and how governments and activists can respond to these interactions in such a way as to ‘transcend traditional single-axis horizons.’ (Cho et al, 2013: 785).   The second is to critically reflect upon the debates about the theory and methods of intersectionality and the ways in which it can offer new discursive and disciplinary possibilities; this approach suggests the need for critical engagement with the epistemological politics at work within the concept, and wider field of intersectionality studies, in order to avoid essentialist narratives about who or what intersectionality refers to (Cho et al, 2013: 786).  And the third calls for analysis of the intersectional nature of political interventions; this approach identifies praxis as key to understanding how intersectionality works for social justice groups beyond academia (Cho et al, 2013: 786). 
Cho et al observe that it is the application of intersectional politics that matters, rather than its definition (2013), not least because it is a theory ‘constantly under construction’ (Collins and Bilge, 2016: 31). Although in order to identify how and when an intersectional lens is applied we need a greater understanding of the various conceptual dimensions addressed within an intersectional framework. Collins and Bilge (2016: 25-30) identify six core ideas: social inequality; power; relationality; social context; complexity; and social justice. Whilst they note that these themes are not a priori part of every intersectional framework, they do provide an important theoretical foundation for understanding how intersectionality can and does work in practise, and are briefly discussed below.

An intersectional analysis should include recognition and analysis of social inequalities; in particular exploring the interaction between different identity markers, such as race and gender, that underpin social, political and economic formal rules and informal norms and cultures. Intersectionality speaks directly to questions of power: how it is used, and by whom, to marginalise and exclude groups of people through the intersecting domains of racism and sexism. Intersectionality also reveals the relationality at work in power dynamics, allowing us to identify and appreciate the interconnectedness of social divisions. Intersectional studies should be aware of the ways in which social context affects social inequalities, especially how historic, economic and political conditions shape and inform our awareness of, and resistance to, marginalisation and exploitation. Intersectionality is a complex and, as should be clear by now, multi-faceted concept, as such reflexive engagement with it as an analytical framework is necessary for scholars seeking to apply and develop it to an expanding range of issues.  Finally, intersectionality should advocate for social justice  and be part and parcel of wider efforts to both critique the status quo as well as to improve the lives of marginalised and oppressed people (Collins and Bilge, 2016: 25-30). 
This article makes use of Cho et al’s framework (2013), especially the third call for understanding how intersectionality is applied, whilst also paying attention to the core ideas set out by Collins and Bilge (2016). The article finds evidence that intersectionality influences the types of events organised by student feminist groups, their approach to inclusion and that discussion of intersectionality as feminist theory is a central part of their activities (although unsurprisingly, they don’t reflect on intersectionality studies qua intersectionality studies). Whilst the focus tends to be on specific intersections, most commonly gender and race, the activists are also engaged in a critical process of understanding how to apply intersectionality to their feminism, although this does not extend to analysis of the international context which shapes the discourse and praxis of intersectionality.  
This article argues that in addition to the core ideas set out by Collins and Bilge (2016), and the framework suggested by Cho et al (2013), that there is also a normalisation process at work, Student feminist activists in the UK accept the concept and application of intersectionality as a ‘good thing’ and its place within both discourse and praxis is established. Whilst intersectionality is central to student feminist praxis it is also the case that it is slightly limited in its application, specifically in terms of the nature of its conceptualisations and the ‘categories’ of analysis. Before setting out the methods and analysis of intersectional student feminist praxis, the article provides a brief overview of the current ‘state’ of intersectionality in the UK. 
Intersectionality in the UK
There has been a resurgence of feminist activism in the UK since the early 2000s (Dean, 2010). Although this contains multiple ideological strands, there has been a noticeable renewal of radical feminism (Mackay, 2015) which has, in part, given rise to a range of tensions within the movement – most notably in relation to trans-inclusion and the politics of intersectionality (Jeffreys, 2014). Some high profile feminists have sought to blame intersectionality for preventing a collective approach to politics, arguing that the concept effectively shuts down debate.
 Other well-known feminists have angered black feminists for refusing to recognise the importance of addressing the ways in which women of colour are effectively silenced or ignored.
 At the grassroots level, research has found that activists in the UK are less clear about the role of intersectionality, compared with feminists in the US who have sought to centralise intersectionality within their praxis (Evans, 2015: 11)
A couple of newly established feminist groups do appear to articulate an intersectional feminism: Sisters Uncut have a diverse membership and campaign against austerity measures that disproportionally affect women of colour, whilst Feminist Fightback is an anti-capitalist collective committed to exploring the intersections between axes of oppression.
 At the same time there has been a resurgence of ‘riot-grrl-esque’ feminist zines written by and about women of colour, that advocate an intersectional praxis.
 However, these are the exceptions and most high profile feminist groups and actions have failed to take intersectionality seriously, for instance: the recent high-profile Slut Walks in the UK, as elsewhere, have proved hostile to exploring the intersection that women of colour represent (Miriam 2012); Reclaim the Night marches have been accused of practising ‘exclusionary behaviour’ (NUS, 2014)
; Abortion Rights, the largest national campaign group, has rejected calls to adopt a reproductive justice framework - typically associated with the politics of intersectionality (Evans, 2015: 183); the recently launched Women’s Equality Party has been criticised for being comprised mainly of white, middle-class affluent women (Little 2015); whilst campaigners’ attempts to introduce gender quotas for Parliament have also largely failed to recognize how gender intersects with other identities (Hughes 2011).
Concomitantly, intersectionality is becoming an increasingly ‘mainstream’ element of feminist teaching in the UK, although lagging behind the US where it has been a central part of interdisciplinary studies (Dill, 2009; Collins and Bilge, 2016). This means that students are encouraged to read and debate intersectional theory as part of studying gender. Meanwhile, intersectionality scholars have become more concerned with the ways in which the concept can make the transition from theory to practice (Yuval-Davis, 2006), providing students with the opportunity to read about intersectionality ‘in action’ (the recent book by Collins and Bilge, 2016 is particularly good for this). Including intersectionality in this way has the potential to shape and inform students’ understanding of feminist activism and praxis in such a way as to normalise it for them, an idea to which this article will return.

Methods
Universities are important spaces for political socialisation (Crossley, 2008), and in particular for the development of feminist identities (Gmelch, 1998). Students are ‘freed’ from the influence of parental or family ties to explore their political beliefs; large numbers of students mean there is a critical mass of activists to mix with; Universities offer students the time and opportunity to join societies that facilitate the creative development and performance of the political self; and lastly, there is evidence to suggest that the influence of University can have a long-lasting impact on the development of the political persona (Crossley and Ibrahim, 2012; Loader et al 2015). All of these dimensions can be applied to the creation and normalisation of intersectional feminism. New cohorts of students join pre-existing intersectional feminist networks, whose core activities are framed by a commitment to intersectionality. Indeed, research from the US has highlighted the importance of the wider University beyond the classroom to the development of intersectional awareness (Dill, 2009). Moreover, feminist student societies matter: they provide an important resistance to the pervasive lad-culture present on University campuses (Bates, 2014) and they engage in creative forms of activism (Banyard, 2012).
 

In order to explore the extent to which intersectional praxis can be identified in student feminist activism in the UK, this research draws upon and integrates both ‘narratives and numbers’ (Cole and Stewart, 2012); specifically, the article presents analysis of original survey data, which combines quantitative and qualitative questions, and is also framed by wider online exploration of the activities of feminist societies. The research accepts the value and utility of survey research as a means by which to gather important data on feminist and social activism (Miner et al, 2012), whilst recognising that its role within feminist scholarship remains contested. More broadly, the research is underpinned by a feminist methodology that privileges the activities, voices and accounts of those seeking to improve women’s lives (Harding, 1987); in practice this meant that those surveyed were informed that the researcher was a feminist academic. 
The first step in the research process involved identifying which of the 119 listed Universities in the UK had an official feminist society.
 This information was captured by consulting the list of official clubs, societies and associations listed on the Student Union websites of each university.  81 out of 119 Universities in the UK have a feminist society (68%). Of the 38 Universities that did not have a feminist society, 25 are what are described as ‘New Universities’ - created in the post-1992 period in order to allow polytechnics, former vocational colleges, the right to grant their own degrees. The newness of some of these institutions and the relatively small size of the student cohort, may explain why feminist societies are yet to be created at these Universities. Given the large number of registered students in the UK, it is entirely possible (and indeed likely) that some unofficial feminist groups exist. However, for the purposes of this research only those registered societies were included. 
The second stage of the research process involved sending a survey via email to the Feminist Societies (see Appendix A for a copy of the survey). However, 25 of the 81 did not have a contact or an email address listed (in some cases an email address was listed but the email bounced back); in these instances, an email was sent to the Student Union to see if they could provide contact details for the Feminist Society. In total a copy of the survey was sent to 61 feminist societies in October 2015, a follow up was sent in December, with a final reminder sent out in January 2016. In total 40 groups responded to the survey, providing a response rate of 65%. The societies ranged in size from the smallest, Oxford Brookes with 10-20 members to Sussex with over 700 members (see Appendix B for further details of the groups). The data revealed considerable variety in terms of the level of activity: some societies host weekly events, regularly post material online and collaborate with other groups both on and off campus. Whilst a small number of groups appeared fairly moribund, with no online presence or contact details available via public websites.

The survey included a range of closed-choice, open-ended and ranking questions in order to gather both comparable quantitative data, alongside more qualitative questions. There are specific methodological challenges involved with surveying University student societies. Regular student turnover ensures that the administration of groups changes typically on a yearly basis, moreover, some Presidents or Chairs are more proactive than others meaning that societies can be very active one year and comparatively inactive the next.
 Whilst some of the email addresses were official university accounts, others were individual accounts or private email addresses, which may have affected the extent to which the accounts are checked regularly. 
The final stage involved evaluating the online activity of all groups (including those that had not responded to the survey) via websites, Facebook pages and Twitter feeds – this information was not systematically analysed and is used as a means by which to contextualise the survey data. Specifically, the methods involved reading the websites, Facebook pages and Twitter timelines, in order to find out about the events organised and the material that was shared. The below analysis explores all feminist societies, regardless of whether or not they responded to the survey; where the analysis explicitly deals with groups that did return a completed questionnaire this is highlighted.  The article firstly explores the influence of intersectionality on the types of activities undertaken, before moving on to discourse and then finally to theory application. 
Activities
Feminist societies are a particularly useful way in which to explore intersectional praxis. Students involved with the groups either study feminism as part of their curriculum or are exposed to it through feminist societies; this means that we can evaluate whether their ongoing engagement with theory informs their activism. The first thing to note is that student feminist societies are incredibly active, organising events as well as leading and participating in a range of different campaigns. Additionally, they are part of both the student movement and the wider feminist movement, which means that the types of issues that they focus on are numerous and diverse – moreover, it suggests the possibilities for ‘spreading’ intersectionality to wider student politics. Drawing upon the survey data, alongside online analysis of the activities promoted on social media sites, Table 1 below sets out a typology of the main activities undertaken by feminist societies.

[INSERT TABLE 1 HERE]
The typology above is not intended to set artificial limits on the activities of feminist societies, rather it illustrates broad categories of engagement, reflecting the variety of activities and political interventions. The categories themselves are fairly straightforward; the inclusion of self-care reflects a turn within the student movement to engage in more positive self-reflexivity in order to guard against both physical and emotional ‘burn-out’.
 Of course, it is clear that there is some element of cross-over between certain types of activities; Trans healthcare 101 could be considered consciousness-raising, educational and/or self-care, whilst social events could easily be linked to charitable fundraisers. 
The different activities that the feminist societies are engaged with underscore the importance of the groups to student life: they provide a critical space for exploring and highlighting issues facing (mainly) women. The examples are indicative of the ways in which intersectionality informs and shapes the types of events that the groups organise. For instance, the intersections between racism and sexism is highlighted by the King’s College, London campaign ‘Black Women, White Uni’. Students involved with this project undertook an intersectional political intervention to highlight the important and overlooked role that black women had played within an institution dominated by promotional images of famous white alumni. Their initial plan was to interview black women alumni – however, the university did not keep data on the ethnicity of their alumni – so the campaign broadened its scope to hear the stories of black women students and staff working at King’s, the results of which are recorded on the Feminist Society homepage.
 Interviewees recall instances of individual and cultural discrimination and testify to the gendered and racial power dynamics at work within the institution. The project, which was driven by the recognition of social inequalities and power dynamics, gives space and voice to black women whose presence had been silenced and marginalised. 
The educational role that the societies play is especially significant, exposing students to intersectional interrogations of power dynamics. The societies tended to hold talks and events on particular intersections, for instance Manchester’s event on the intersections between gender and disability. The data revealed that events exploring the intersection between race and gender, and racism and sexism, were the most prevalent; these types of events indicate that students are aware of the relational politics at work in understanding forms of oppression and marginalisation. Class and sexuality (especially lesbianism) tended to be somewhat overlooked. There could be several inter-related explanations for this. With regards to lesbianism, there has been a turn towards queer politics and queer theory in the UK which means that explicit discussion of lesbian politics has become somewhat overshadowed (Jeffreys, 2014), at the same time LGBTQI student societies have become increasingly active and so it is possible that some lesbian activists channel their energies into these groups. However, discussion of lesbianism was conspicuous by its absence, this is particularly worrying given the homophobia that underpins much anti-feminist sentiment. Indeed, research has revealed that feminist activists are often thought to be lesbians (Scharff, 2014) whilst student feminist activists have in the past sought to distance themselves from stereotypes associated with feminism (Lambert and Butler, 2006); such a context makes it harder, but arguably more important, that feminist societies do not overlook discussions of lesbianism.  
Turning to class, it is certainly the case that it has become a much more fluid and contested identity category, concomitantly we know that students from a working class background are under-represented at University and may be working part-time jobs which restricts their ability to engage with student activism. Although the Feminist Societies were very active in helping economically vulnerable women, e.g. women without homes and newly arrived refugee communities, there were few references to class which highlights a lack of attention to the interaction between classism and sexism as structures of power. Whilst we can identify potential explanations for these absences, the lack of explicit attention paid to these particular identities suggests an intersectional framework that has yet to fully embrace the complexity of relational identities. 
The Feminist Societies were also engaged in wider social justice campaigns, working collaboratively with other liberation groups on campus. The King’s group, for instance, put out several statements of support for the University Islamic Society which had been attacked in certain sections of the press for fostering radicalism. Working together in order to reject and resist racist stereotyping, the group was not only able to offer solidarity but the underlying message also demonstrated that the group wanted to provide a safe space for Muslim women students, who have often felt particularly marginalised on University campuses (Brown and Saeed, 2015); hence, this type of collaborative working indicates a desire to engage in wider forms of social justice.
Those involved with the Feminist Societies are able to foster communities, provide a space for political affinities and develop a wider understanding of the intersections between identities. Through participating in social events, campaigning and raising money and awareness for various causes, students can acquire new perspectives and interpretations of gendered politics at the same time as cultivating their own (and others’) political identities. The educational dimension acts as an important tool for intersectional feminist praxis, allowing ideas and theories to spread beyond the narrow confines of the classroom to those who are unlikely to encounter feminism or gender in their curriculum – a core element of an intersectional feminist praxis. Many of the Feminist Societies organised talks and events that specifically focussed on intersectional theory (discussed in further detail below). For instance, Sussex holds a monthly ‘Intersectionality and…’ series which provides a social space for members to come together in order to discuss specific identities.
This section of the article has explored the ways in which the different activities of the Feminist Societies are shaped by intersectionality. Although there is greater emphasis placed on specific intersections, the framework of analysis appears to be driven by a commitment to exploring the interconnectivities of women’s lives and campaigning to help some of the most marginalized women and other marginalized groups in society. The article now explores the extent to which intersectionality is reflected at the discursive level and through that in its application to inclusionary politics. 
Discourses of Inclusion 
Two of the possible and interconnected ways in which to evaluate the presence of an intersectional lens are: 1) the articulation of a commitment to intersectionality; and 2) its subsequent impact in terms of a more inclusive politics. A focus on a discursive commitment to intersectionality alone, would not tell the full story; not least when we consider that to talk of concepts such as intersectionality, as with diversity, can suggest a hollow commitment lacking attendant substantive action (Ahmed, 2012). This following analysis reveals how Feminist Societies in the UK are explicit in their desire to pursue intersectional feminism; and, despite lacking the diversity that (some) feel able to achieve, they are active in their commitment to ‘open up’ the critical spaces. 

Both the LSE and King’s College, London are named ‘Intersectional Feminist’ societies thus foregrounding their feminism within intersectionality. This commitment is explained in the LSE’s mission statement: 

The aim of the Feminist Society is to […], challenge other forms of discrimination which interact with gender- such as racism, transphobia and ableism to name only a few. We strive to provide social space for the development of intersectional feminist ideas and strategies as well as responding to sexism with effective protest.

Hence, the LSE group’s understanding and articulation of intersectionality focuses on fighting the ways in which discrimination infuses the interaction between power structures and identities but also provides a space for developing intersectional responses to ongoing social inequalities. This articulation seeks to fuse both the theoretical advancement of intersectionality as a set of ideas but also, and crucially, commits the group to creating intersectional strategies for resistance. Of course, politics can be intersectional without using the term ‘intersectionality’ (Cho et al, 2013). This is illustrated by the Warwick group who have named themselves, the Warwick Anti Sexism Society (WASS), according to the former President, WASS is ‘for those of a feminist / womanist / anti-sexist inclination’ in order to ‘campaign on issues that affect women and people of marginalised gender identities’.
 If, as Collins and Bilge (2016) argue, part of intersectionality is recognizing the complexity of its aims and applications, then the Warwick example serves as an illustration of the ways in which feminists have engaged with the power dynamics at work in feminist discourse; in this particular instance seeking to avoid any perceived essentialism inherent within the label ‘feminist’.
Intersectionality was explicitly mentioned, and sometimes elaborated upon, in the statements and/or aims and objectives of virtually all of the Feminist Societies. The use of the concept varied. Some groups used it as a means by which to make explicit links between different power structures, for instance, Newcastle describes itself as ‘An intersectional, trans-inclusive, anti-racist, femsoc with focus on self-care & body positivity’. Others used it to suggest a less restrictive focus, for instance Exeter Feminist Society describes itself as ‘a group of students taking an open and intersectional approach to fighting for women's and marginalised genders' liberation’. Whilst some use to be indicative of the types of discussions held by the group, for instance York states, ‘We put particular attention on later-wave feminism and intersectional ideas’. For the most part however, the Feminist Societies invoked intersectionality in order to signify a commitment to inclusivity, at times using it as a proxy for safe and inclusive spaces. 
Inclusive statements were a common feature of the Feminist Societies’ Facebook pages. For example, Anglia Ruskin’s page had the following description, ‘This page is for the ARU Feminist Society, we welcome EVERYBODY regardless of gender, age, nationality, religion or sexuality. We hope to hear from you soon’, whilst Kent aims are to ‘encourage everyone to participate regardless of sex, gender, race or sexual orientation.’ The language of inclusivity dominated the descriptions of the group, although there was little consideration given to how the group could be inclusive of students who might be juggling caring responsibilities/jobs/ or specifically in terms of accessibility (although this latter aspect was reported to be a key priority – see below). Inclusive statements can only tell us about a discursive commitment to intersectionality – the analysis now explores whether the groups themselves are diverse.
Survey respondents were asked about the make-up of their group in terms of ethnicity, gender identity and ability.
 Turning firstly to ethnicity, the respondents were asked to describe the ethnic make-up of their society in their own words. Most of the respondents reported that the membership was mainly white but that they were actively trying to diversify, as these responses indicate:

We have white, black, Asian and mixed race members, though most frequent attendees are generally white. We have a women of colour rep team made up of three members of our committee (Queen Mary, University of London)

Mostly white – we are trying to make our society more inclusive by electing BME [black and ethnic minority] reps and having BME caucuses etc., and working with other societies to do so. (Birmingham)
Our committee only has one person of colour and I would say ethnic minorities only make up about 10% of our members, although this is largely a problem endemic to St Andrews. (St Andrews)
The society is predominately white- I think that’s down to the fact that the university population itself [is] very white and also there’s a society at the university called Women of Colour, which BME women students interested in feminism tend to go to. Our committee is also all white except for a BME rep (Bristol)

As the above comments indicate, attendees at most of the events run by the Feminist Societies tended to be white; this pattern appears to be true even for those groups at more ethnically diverse institutions e.g. Queen Mary and Birmingham as well as those with low numbers of ethnic minority students e.g. Bristol and St Andrews. The quotations above were reflective of the survey respondents, with many like Birmingham actively trying to address the issue. The appointment of BME women reps appeared to be a popular strategy whilst diversifying the types of topics that they covered was also felt to be a good way to be more inclusive. Glasgow feminist society noted, ‘we're definitely fairly diverse but this is something we really want to continue working on: we have an Intersectionality Officer who works to keep the society extremely inclusive for PoC.’ Several institutions, especially those at older Universities, tended (as illustrated by the responses of St Andrews and Bristol) to contextualise their membership by pointing out the lack of black students across the University. A few respondents noted that there were specific Women of Colour groups active on campus; research into these groups found only a couple were formalised (i.e. an official student union group) such as the Bristol Women of Colour group or Leeds Black Feminist Society. Whereas others, such as at Queen Mary, were more informal groups that constituted part of the wider Feminist Society. 
Turning to other aspects of inclusion, there is a well-documented debate within the wider feminist movement regarding trans-inclusion, with some arguing that trans politics are not only harmful for women but for feminist politics more broadly (see for instance Jeffreys, 2014). Conversely, there are UK-based feminists who argue that a liberation movement, and especially the feminist movement, should be an open and inclusive space, particularly for those who are also marginalised under a patriarchal system (Penny, 2014). Of the survey respondents, 34 out of 40 reported that they had transgender members of their societies. Indeed, several respondents highlighted the important role that they play in the running of the group:   

The chair of the society is trans, as are several others who are active members of the society (Bangor)
Yes there are transgender members in the society- but no transgender members of our committee, however a few years ago the president was transgender (Bristol)
Several, respondents also said that in addition to trans members there were non-binary members. For instance, Sussex feminist society noted that, ‘two members of committee use they/them pronouns, but don’t necessarily always align themselves with the label of trans.’ Given the active involvement of trans and non-binary students in the feminist societies it appears that, at least amongst the survey respondents, student feminist societies are inclusive spaces and do not appear to be contested sites where feminists are divided over trans politics. The presence of trans members appeared to have had an impact on the types of issues that the Feminist Societies, with many groups holding talks and panels on trans feminism. 
Lastly, survey respondents were also asked whether or not they were aware of any members with disabilities. Of course, not all disabilities are visible, indeed mental illnesses are still somewhat taboo, making it less straightforward to identify those who might consider themselves to have a disability. Of the 40 survey respondents, 23 reported that they were aware of members with disabilities; others noted that they were likely to have members with mental health illnesses but were not aware of any with physical disabilities. Of those societies who had members with disabilities, only one noted in detail the specific role that they played:

Yes, our President has a physical disability and we have a disabilities rep on our committee who focuses on both physical and mental health issues (Queen Mary, University of London)
Others, such as Bangor, noted that they had ‘non-active members, and we cater for their needs where appropriate’, whilst others mentioned that they had not had any experience of accommodating people with physical disabilities who would require additional support. To explore attitudes towards accessibility for those with physical impairments in more detail, survey respondents were also asked how important it was to ensure that the events that they organised were accessible for those in wheelchairs. Of course their responses to this should not necessarily be interpreted as a wider reflection of attitudes to disability, which encompass a far wider range of issues than wheelchair access, rather the results offer an indication of how important accessibility is to the groups when planning their events. All bar 2 of the feminist societies responded that wheelchair access was either important (30) or very important (8) when planning their events. Thus, whilst not all feminist societies knew of members with disabilities, the overwhelming majority of them took issues of access into account when planning activities and events. 
The above analysis has revealed the ways in which intersectionality is used to signify a commitment to inclusivity, although the societies are not as ethnically diverse as (some) feel that they could be. The groups’ committees appear to have taken steps to try and increase the diversity of their membership; this seems to have worked particularly well in terms of including trans members who have been made to feel welcome through the organisation of specific events centred around trans feminism, their awareness of the need to be accessible for those with physical disabilities was also striking.  The article now explores how discussions of intersectionality provides spaces for members to engage in theory application, deliberating upon how best to transform intersectional theory into practice.   
Theory application
Intersectional theory is at once both straightforward, the recognition that we all have overlapping and multiple points of identity that shape the ways in which we experience power and oppression, and also bewilderingly complex, accounting for and applying a feminist lens through the prism of multiple subjectivities without resorting to individualism. For students (and indeed for all feminists) thinking through how to incorporate feminist theories of intersectionality into their everyday activism is part of their feminism. For some groups this has been distilled into thinking about inclusion as a proxy for intersectionality, however it is also clear than an attendant need to reflect upon and critically interrogate ‘matrices of domination’ go beyond policies of inclusion. To that end then feminist societies can perform a meaningful and political powerful role in the political socialization process, particularly as it pertains to intersectionality. Students are able to create communities in which space and time is dedicated to feminist theorizing, allowing students to become part of the academic development of theory rather than just passive ‘consumers’ of it.

From the survey respondents it was clear that intersectionality itself was one of the most popular topics on which the Feminist Societies organised talks, panel events and workshops. The survey asked respondents whether or not they had held events on a range of topics in the past few years, only 3 of the societies had not held an event on intersectionality making it the most popular topic for discussion.  As the data in table 2 below highlights, the types of topics that Feminist Societies have organized events around in the past few years indicate a strong desire to discuss intersectionality as well as specific intersections, for instance gender and racism and queer feminism.
[INSERT TABLE 2 HERE]
When asked whether they would be likely to hold an event on intersectionality in the next few years, all responded that they were ‘highly likely’ to organize around such a topic. There was also space for the respondents to write in which had been the popular - again intersectionality was the topic most frequently cited. 
That Feminist Societies routinely hold events on intersectionality, and that such events attract a large audience, reinforces the importance of their role in the political socialization process. Students who are not exposed to theories of gender as part of their curriculum are able to engage with the material and the ideas alongside fellow students and activists. The events held on intersectionality include: individual talks delivered by feminist academics; panels discussions with a mixture of staff and students; workshops run by students; and reading groups that focus on theoretical material. Looking at the material posted by all of the feminist societies on their Facebook pages, their websites and Twitter it is clear that discussions of intersectionality play a prominent role. Members use the shared space to swap articles or links to online talks specifically related to intersectionality. Furthermore, they would use the ‘tools’ of intersectional analysis to deconstruct gendered representations in order to shed light on power dynamics within the feminist movement. For instance, discussion of and surrounding Beyoncé often provided an initial starting point for analysis of the ways in which black women and black women who identify as feminist, are viewed as a ‘problem’ for white feminists. 
Returning to Collins and Bilge (2016), it is clear to see that Feminist Societies discussion of some of their six intersectional themes - social inequality, power, relationality, social context, complexity and social justice. In particular, discussions focused on social inequality were very popular with many groups exploring the intersections between gender, race and disability; moreover, the discursive framing they used online to explore the interactions between power structures routinely included phrases such as ‘capitalist white supremacist patriarchy’ thus foregrounding their analysis in terms of connected dynamics of power. Perhaps the element missing from the intersectional praxis of student feminist politics was social context; specifically, there appeared to be little reflection upon how intersectionality might operate in societies outside of the UK, for instance there was no discussion of what intersectionality might look like in societies without a white population majority. Or how intersectionality works in societies where homosexuality is illegal. 
Making intersectionality a central part of their debates and discussions, and the fact that it is such a popular topic, suggests a form of normalization of the concept and its ideas. For student feminist activists, intersectionality is not a contested term that detracts attention away from gender nor from wider social justice projects. In fact, the very opposite. The online material posted by the groups and their members reveals that whilst intersectionality is not questioned per se, that does not mean that they are not keen to discuss its implications, its complexity and how best to translate it from theory to praxis. There is an attention to exploring intersections between specific identities, although as discussed above this has principally focused on race and gender identity, as a routine part of feminist exploration. This normalization is important not only because it places intersectionality at the forefront of feminist activism but also has wider generational implications for the future of intersectional feminist politics in the UK.
Conclusion

Whilst intersectionality has had a transformative impact on feminist politics, it has hitherto remained on the margins of UK feminist activism. That it should be a contested term is not itself problematic, rather its marginalization suggests a failure to adequately address the intersections between structural power dynamics. Moreover, the (mis)interpretation of intersectionality as a means by which to avoid talking about gender or as a distraction from it, does not reflect the reality of the work being done in the name of intersectional feminism to advocate and campaign for some of the most vulnerable and marginalised women around the world (Collins and Bilge, 2016). This article has argued that despite the wider divisions over intersectionality, it has been embraced and normalized by student feminist societies which has important implications for the future direction of feminist praxis in the UK.

The analysis of the Feminist Societies has revealed that intersectionality underpins the types of activities that the groups undertake and the campaigns that they run. Moreover, intersectionality also influences discursive approaches to inclusion. The use of intersectionality as a proxy for inclusivity demonstrates a desire to reject a feminism that does not speak to the connectedness between the different forms of oppression that affect women’s lives. The subject of intersectionality itself was also critical for the Feminist Societies with regular and well-attended events organized to explore the theory. These events were not just discrete discussions, online analysis revealed that members often continued the discussion and application of the ideas on social media platforms.  Whilst certain intersections received more attention than others, a wider commitment to a social justice politics that addresses multiple areas of inequality could be evidenced from the activities of the groups.
Whilst the empirical analysis in this article has focused on student feminist societies, the crucial role that Universities play in the political socialization process means that the longlasting effects of the normalisation of intersectionality is important. Student feminist activists immersed in the politics of intersectionality will, hopefully, continue with their feminist activism and social justice campaigns, thereby bringing about a more intersectional turn in UK feminism. Such a transformation in feminist praxis is to be welcomed. 
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� See Conservative feminist Louise Mensch � HYPERLINK "https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/may/30/reality-based-feminism-louise-mensch" �https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/may/30/reality-based-feminism-louise-mensch� and leftist Suzanne Moore � HYPERLINK "https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/jan/09/dont-care-if-born-woman" �https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/jan/09/dont-care-if-born-woman� 


� See Caitlin Moran’s comments on the lack of racial diversity in US TV show Girls,  � HYPERLINK "https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2012/oct/08/girls-twitter-feminism-caitlin-moran" �https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2012/oct/08/girls-twitter-feminism-caitlin-moran� 


� Their websites are available online � HYPERLINK "http://www.sistersuncut.org" �http://www.sistersuncut.org� and � HYPERLINK "http://www.feministfightback.org.uk/about/" �http://www.feministfightback.org.uk/about/� 


� See for instance Gal-Dem � HYPERLINK "http://www.gal-dem.com" �http://www.gal-dem.com� and OOMK � HYPERLINK "http://oomk.net/about" �http://oomk.net/about�, thanks to Leyla Reynolds for alerting me to these. 


� The National Union of Students launched their own toolkit for students who wanted to organise an intersectional Reclaim the Night march, see � HYPERLINK "http://www.nusconnect.org.uk/articles/reclaim-the-night-the-student-organiser-s-toolkit" �http://www.nusconnect.org.uk/articles/reclaim-the-night-the-student-organiser-s-toolkit� 


� See for instance the Huffington Post’s piece on what feminist societies had achieved in 2015 � HYPERLINK "http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/2015/12/27/2015-a-big-year-for-student-feminism_n_8825004.html" �http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/2015/12/27/2015-a-big-year-for-student-feminism_n_8825004.html� or The Telegraph’s piece on the surge of feminist activism � HYPERLINK "http://www.telegraph.co.uk/women/womens-life/10548692/Student-feminist-societies-surge-Meet-the-new-generation-of-bold-hilarious-feminists.html" �http://www.telegraph.co.uk/women/womens-life/10548692/Student-feminist-societies-surge-Meet-the-new-generation-of-bold-hilarious-feminists.html�


� The total number of Universities was taken from the Guardian’s University guide. Official feminist society refers to groups which either explicitly use the label feminist or others which included reference to gender equality or anti-sexism.


� Of the 81 Feminist Societies, some 14 groups had no online presence either via their University Student Union website, Facebook, Twitter or alternative website. Indeed these groups appeared to exist in name only.


� Indeed, the University of Gloucestershire had a notice on its activities website to say that the Society is not currently active and to contact the SU if anyone was interested in re-starting it 


� The NUS Women’s Officer recently released a document to aid Feminist Societies run workshops on self-care http://www.nusconnect.org.uk/resources/feeling-myself-care-workshop-briefing


� https://kclintfemsoc.wordpress.com/black-women-white-uni/


� https://www.lsesu.com/organisation/6552/ 


� Personal correspondence with the Former President of WASS


� They were not asked about class composition, largely because this category is so contested within the UK that it would be virtually impossible for them to be able to report accurately back on this without undertaking a survey of their own members. 
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