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Navigating Power and Intersectionality to Address Inequality 

Jo Howard and Violeta Vajda 

 

Summary 

This paper examines the drivers of inequality and social exclusion, especially discrimination, 
with a focus on how they intersect at the levels of family, community and local government 
institutions. The paper reviews current literature and emerging research, drawing on 
empirical work being carried out by the authors in Central and Eastern Europe, the UK and 
Africa. Theories of intersectionality and power relations are grounded in an analysis of Roma 
inclusion policies and Roma people’s own experiences of these policies at the local level in 
Central and Eastern Europe, focusing on Hungary, Romania and, to a lesser degree, Serbia. 
Examples are also drawn from participatory research with marginalised communities in 
Ghana.  

 

Keywords: Roma, intersectionality, inequalities, discrimination, power, social inclusion. 
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Practice summary  
This paper is concerned with Roma inclusion. Inequality plays a fundamental role in 
subordinating Roma populations. Due to structural discrimination against Roma 
(‘antigypsyism’ or ‘Romaphobia’), Roma and associated groups find themselves in positions 
of relative powerlessness (Alliance against Antigypsyism 2016). Exclusion is produced 
through the intersection of inequalities: spatial, economic, social, political, environmental, 
cultural, knowledge and also identity-based. It is rooted in social relations within and 
between families, communities and decision-makers. Power operates through these social 
relations, and creates barriers and disincentives for duty-bearers to be inclusive. The 
intersection of different forms of disadvantage produce persistent and intergenerational 
poverty, and entrenches perceptions that the marginalisation of certain groups is justified, 
since the drivers of these disadvantages are often invisible.  
 
Action to address intersecting inequalities must be based on the understanding that the 
multiple forms of exclusion which marginalised people experience are not caused by their 
social or cultural identities in themselves, but by historical and normalised processes of 
cultural and social discrimination, which in turn shape decisions about access to spatial, 
economic and environmental goods. Roma inclusion work needs to engage with the 
institutions and processes that perpetuate antigypsyism, and with the normalised attitudes or 
‘social norms’ that keep it in place.  
 
Key findings: 
 

 Inclusion initiatives tend to focus on social and economic inequalities and promote 
access to employment and services. These may fail to transform structural discrimination 
if they do not also consider knowledge and political inequalities and address the barriers 
faced by discriminated groups to have voice and be represented in decision-making 
arenas. Inclusion policies that encourage citizen engagement and value the knowledge 
of marginalised groups are critical.  

 Those who enjoy privilege through belonging to socially privileged groups, and who often 
end up holding power as duty-bearers, can easily feel threatened in that position when 
socially stigmatised groups fight for their emancipation. This can lead to a backlash. It is 
important therefore, to pay attention to how activists, practitioners and policy-makers 
born to privilege can process their positionality, so that they are prepared to work with 
the disadvantaged in negotiating and even sharing positions of power. 

 Duty-bearers and development professionals should make it a priority to engage with the 
concept of power and identify effective approaches to addressing inequalities that local 
governments, civil society organisations and activists can adopt to transform power 
relationships, address privilege and promote inclusion.  

 Discrimination, tacitly accepted and not addressed, is corrosive. However, once 
acknowledged, processed and resisted, it can become a driver for change – not just for 
the marginalised but also for the powerful. 

 Using an intersectionality lens can help policy-makers to design more effective social 
inclusion strategies because they bring a more nuanced understanding to addressing 
discrimination in its multiple forms, particularly when used alongside power analysis. 

 The lack of attention to the terms of inclusion means that policy-makers are ignorant of 
(or choose to ignore) the trade-offs involved, for example improved housing may impact 
on access to employment, family support, decent education, health, etc. Because of this 
lack of awareness of how a change in one policy area can affect others, social inclusion 
interventions may perpetuate marginalisation. 

 Working from a linear theory of change and without information on the realities and 
hopes of the affected persons, fails to address discrimination and ultimately is not a good 


