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Intersectionality

Individuals have acknowledged that different pieces of 
their identities overlap and intersect long before there was 
a common language about the experience. The concept of 
intersectionality was coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989 
as a call to acknowledge the ways that race and sex interact 
to create a unique experience for Black women. Today, 
intersectionality has expanded to examine the ways that 
different forms of oppression are interconnected and should 
not be examined separately.7

Gender-based trauma impacts individuals differently based 
on their multiple and intersecting social positions. Sexist 
discrimination impacts women and girls in differing degrees 
based on their race8, age9, size10, sexual orientation11, and 
ability status.12 As such, rather than dividing sexism and 
trauma by identity type, we will apply an intersectional lens 
throughout the brief. However, because the interwoven pieces 
of social identities are vast and frequently understudied, this 
brief focuses on available data and makes a call for additional 
research on different intersecting identities. 

What is Sexism?
In 2019, Council of Europe’s Committee of Ministers 
created the first international definition of sexism.3 Their 
recommendations connected the interpersonal acts of 
“everyday” sexism with larger violence against women. 
Seemingly “minor” comments and attitudes create a social 
climate where people are devalued by others and even, 
potentially, themselves. The impacts of sexism result in 
psychological, social, physical, and economic harm which 
disproportionately impacts women. While gender roles and 
expectations impact everyone regardless of their sex or 
gender, the system of patriarchy results directly in sexism 
being used to put down people who do not identify as men.

The Council of Europe’s Committee of Ministers specifically 
define sexism as:

“Any act, gesture, visual representation, spoken or written 
words, practice or behaviour based upon the idea that a 
person or a group of persons is inferior because of their sex, 
which occurs in the public or private sphere, whether online 
or offline, with the purpose or effect of:
• violating the inherent dignity or rights of a person or a 

group of persons; or 
•  resulting in physical, sexual, psychological or socio-    

economic harm or suffering to a person or a group of 
persons; or

• creating an intimidating, hostile, degrading, humiliating 
or offensive environment; or 

• constituting a barrier to the autonomy and full realization 
of human rights by a person or a group of persons; or 

• maintaining and reinforcing gender stereotypes.”

Sex: “Refers to a person’s biological status and is typically categorized as male, female, or intersex (i.e., atypical combinations 
of features that usually distinguish male from female). There are a number of indicators of biological sex, including sex 
chromosomes, gonads, internal reproductive organs, and external genitalia.”4

Gender Identity:  “A person’s deeply‐felt, inherent sense of being a boy, a man, or male; a girl, a woman, or female; or an 
alternative gender (e.g., genderqueer, gender nonconforming, gender neutral) that may or may not correspond to a person’s 
sex assigned at birth or to a person’s primary or secondary sex characteristics. Since gender identity is internal, a person’s 
gender identity is not necessarily visible to others.”5

Gender Concept: “An understanding of the socially constructed distinction between male and female, based on biological 
sex but also including the roles and expectations for males and females in a culture. Children begin to acquire concepts of 
gender, including knowledge of the activities, toys, and other objects associated with each gender and of how they view 
themselves as male or female in their culture, possibly from as early as 18 months of age.”5

Patriarchy: “Patriarchy is about the social relations of power between men and women, women and women, and men and 
men. It is a system for maintaining class, gender, racial, and heterosexual privilege and the status quo of power – relying both 
on crude forms of oppression, like violence; and subtle ones, like laws; to perpetuate inequality. Patriarchal beliefs of male, 
heterosexual dominance and the devaluation of girls and women lie at the root of gender-based violence. Patriarchy is a 
structural force that influences power relations, whether they are abusive or not.”6
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Historical Sexism

Throughout history, women have struggled to be viewed as worthy of agency and rights rather than property. While laws 
have changed, oppressive attitudes remain. Beginning in the middle ages, under “common law,” the concept of coverture was 
created to maintain ownership of women by men. Starting at birth, a female child was “covered” by her father and later by her 
husband upon marriage. This instituted the practice of brides taking their husband’s last name, which is still prevalent today. 
Women’s access to their wages, land, and even children was not protected. They were not considered legal guardians of their 
children until the mid- to late- 1800s. Women gained financial independence in the 1960s when they were allowed to open bank 
accounts independently. In addition to lack of legal autonomy, husbands were legally entitled to their wives bodies. As a result, 
marital rapei was legal. These practices continued until 1993 when marital rape became illegal nationwide. Nevertheless, there 
are still differences in punishment for marital versus non-marital rape, which vary by state. Virginia amended the rape statue in 
2002 to eliminate the maritial rape exception. 

Media

We continue to see entitlement to women’s bodies in 
people’s behaviors today. Gender roles upheld through 
media, bias, and sexist attitudes place individuals into 
boxes based on their socially-expected behaviors. For 
instance, children’s media perpetuates gender stereotypes 
by associating masculinity with strength and heroism while 
femininity is associated with beauty and knowledge.13,14  
Similarly, female video game characters are more likely to 
be sexualized and wear less clothing than male video game 
characters who are portrayed as more aggressive.15

Starting at a young age, girls are taught, both implicitly and 
explicitly, that their attractiveness is tied to their compliance 
with femininity and gender roles. Women who are viewed 
as traditionally attractive are perceived as more valuable.16 
As such, women are encouraged to alter their appearance, 
through dress, cosmetics, and even surgery, as a way to gain 
acceptance. Those who may not have the means to invest 
in their appearance may suffer from decreased self-worth 
and increased bullying as they judge themselves against 
these societal beauty standards. The beauty industry thrives 
on these expectations and profits off people’s insecurities 
looking to gain acceptance. The “Pink Tax” refers to the 
discriminatory practice of price gouging items based on 
gender. The Pink Tax is especially noticeable within beauty 
products such as razors and shaving cream but also extends 
to clothing, children’s toys, and services such as car repairs 
and dry cleaning.17,18 A 2015 study in New York City found 
that products marketed to women were priced seven 
percent higher than those marketed to men.19 

Additionally, these beauty standards are often tied to 
Eurocentric ideals of attractiveness. Value is assigned to 
those who are young and have lighter skin and eyes, long 
and straight hair, and a thinner body type. In conjunction 
with sexism, white supremacy leads to a devaluing of 
women who have darker skin and eyes, curly dark hair, and 
larger bodies. These features are considered less feminine 

and therefore, less attractive. However, studies have found 
that young Black women who alter their appearance to 
achieve an appearance closer to Eurocentric beauty ideals 
have lower psychological and sexual well-being.20

As societal beauty standards shift throughout time, we 
have seen an increase in the acceptance of certain features 
but only when those features are presented on white 
women.21 For example, Black women’s hairstyles have been 
consistently judged as unprofessional and unattractive 
but as white women appropriate these styles, they are 
praised for their creativity and ingenuity. We also have seen 
appropriation of Indigenous culture by the use of “native 
headdresses” as a fashion piece.21 These acts of cultural 
appropriation reinforce white supremacy as white people 
are rewarded for using cultural pieces that do not belong to 
them.

The devaluation of Black women’s bodies can be traced 
back to slavery and the related stereotypes presenting Black 
women as unattractive and lesser than their white women 
counterparts. Historically, two prominent caricatures of 
Black women are the “mammy” and “Jezebel”.22 The mammy 
figure was seen as obedient and provided domestic service. 
The images of the mammy stereotype included a larger 
woman with dark skin who was perceived to be no threat 
to white women. In contrast, the jezebel was portrayed as 
sexually deviant and was used as justification for the assaults 
perpetrated against Black women.22 Similar stereotypes have 
been portrayed about Indigenous women.23 The “squaw” and 
“Indian princess” caricatures utilized the same techniques as 
the mammy and jezebel. Squaw was used to portray a dirty, 
darker-skinned, Indigenous woman who was not capable 
of feeling the full range of emotions that white women 
felt. The Indian princess portrayed a desirable Indigenous 
woman with more Eurocentric features who would marry a 
European man. Asian women are represented by the media 
as “exotic” objects of desire for white men.24 This portrayal is 
rooted in the historical colonization of Asian countries as the 
women were believed to be hyper-sexual and submissive. 

i. Marital rape includes acts of sexual violence against a spouse without their consent. The marital rape exception provided protection for individuals who 
committed rape against their spouse.
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These stereotypes are reinforced through the media today 
as Asian women continue to be portrayed as submissive, 
sexualized, and often ambiguous or mysterious.24,25 Racialized 
media about Asian women has contributed to the increase 
in anti-Asian violence in recent years as they continue to be 
viewed as foreigners, despite their long-standing history within 
the United States.26,27 The recent uptick in anti-Asian violence 
has disproportionately impacted Asian women who reported 
violence 2.3 times more than Asian men.28

The encouragement for young women and girls to increase 
their sexual appeal contributes to myths about survivors of 
rape. The focus on what an individual was wearing and how 
their clothing choices may have contributed to events is 
influenced by media focus on portraying women as sexual 
objects.29 Additionally, media aimed at young girls often 
encourages unhealthy relationships and disregards consent.13

These messages are engendered by the adult responses to 
young girls. It is frequently taught that if a boy is mean to a girl, 
his behavior means he likes her. These attitudes and beliefs 
create lasting relationship effects well into adulthood. They 
set the stage for a cycle of abuse that is a common dynamic in 
cases of intimate partner violence. 

Medical Control of Bodies

The medical field’s control and dismissal of women often has 
lasting physical and mental health effects. It also contributes 
to the societal view that women are not supposed to be 
believed or respected, even when it comes to their own 
bodies. Prolonging accurate diagnosis prevents proper 
treatment, increases self-doubt, and adds costs due to 
continual seeking of treatment.36


