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1 Introduction and context 

 

This study aims to scrutinize how the concept of intersectionality is understood and op-

erationalized in the equality and non-discrimination plans of five municipalities in Fin-

land. While there are some studies which apply the feminist intersectional lens to under-

stand forms of multiple discrimination and inequality in the contemporary Finnish soci-

ety, there are few studies which systematically analyze the concept in Finland. Consider-

ing the emergence of intersectionality as an increasingly central concept in politics, aca-

demia and activism in Finland, the aim of this study is to fill a notable gap in research by 

examining its use in the context of Finnish policy. 

The study depicts by which terms intersectionality is addressed in the municipalities pol-

icy documents —or whether it is addressed at all— and how the concept is understood 

and operationalized in promoting equality and non-discrimination. The study holds value 

by assessing the use of a theoretical and methodological tool which aims to call attention 

to marginalizing, discriminating and privileging axes of sameness, difference, and power 

at the level of policy in Finland. Such work may demonstrate how the concept can be 

used to promote equality and non-discrimination and, on the other hand, what challenges 

there are in applying intersectionality in the policies of municipalities. 

By examining the equality and non-discrimination plans of five major Finnish municipal-

ities (Helsinki, Tampere, Turku, Oulu and Rovaniemi), I aim to demonstrate how inter-

sectionality is applied. In addition, I will use email conversation on the concept with em-

ployees from the five municipalities as additional data. In order to provide systematic and 

reliable descriptions of the prevalent approaches to intersectionality, its possible opera-

tionalization, and the challenges connected to it, the data will be analyzed by using qual-

itative content analysis. The research questions are:   

1. Are intersectionality, multiple discrimination, or other closely related terms (e.g., 

crossing, cumulative or consecutive discrimination) explicitly discussed in the 

documents? If yes, how?  

2. How do the closely related terms, such as multiple discrimination, relate to inter-

sectionality?   
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3. Is intersectionality connected to the operationalization of equality and non-dis-

crimination in the municipalities? If yes, how?  

 

1.1 Intersectionality: a heuristic analytical tool in critical research and praxis   

Intersectionality is a theoretical and methodological tool and an analytical lens which 

enables the examination of the complexity of difference and sameness in categorizations 

of identity, their relationship to one another as well as to contextual dynamics of power 

(Cho et al., 2013, pp.787;795). Intersectionality not only facilitates the exploration of an 

individual’s identity, positionality, and experiences. It also explores social practices, in-

stitutional arrangements, cultural ideologies, and their interaction with one another in re-

lation to power (Davis, 2008, p.68).  In other words, intersectionality is used to call atten-

tion to both intersectional differences as well as marginalizing, discriminating, or privi-

leging practices (Karkulehto et al., 2012, p.19).   

Intersectionality as a term was introduced by legal scholar Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw 

(1989) in the framework of critical legal and race studies. Originally, Crenshaw used in-

tersectionality as a term to call attention to the unique form of discrimination experienced 

by Black women in the United States, which she believed was not sufficiently recognized 

by the antiracist nor the feminist political and scholarly movements. Since its coining, the 

term has invited not only new feminist and antiracist scholarship, but also countless in-

tellectual and practical projects in new contexts such as political activism and policy ad-

vocacy (Cho et al., 2013, p.787; Collins & Bilge, 2016, p.1; Davis, 2008, p.68). The term 

has travelled from feminist and antiracist studies to academic disciplines such as cultural 

studies, ethnic studies, queer studies, and media studies as well as history, philosophy, 

social sciences, political science, geography, and other traditional disciplines (Cho et al., 

2013, p.787; Collins & Bilge, 2016, p.1). As intersectionality emerged amid anti-discrim-

ination and social movement politics, it has been applied both as an approach to politics 

and activism as well as a theoretical concept (Davis, 2008, p.68; Cho et al., 2013, p.787). 

Collins & Bilge (2016, p.33) argue that intersectionality would best be viewed as an in-

terconnected synergy between critical inquiry and praxis. 

Intersectionality is a central and debated concept in gender studies. The concept has been 

named as the most central contribution to the academic field in the 21st century (McCall, 
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2005, p.1771), but also as an ambiguous academic buzzword (e.g. Davis, 2008). Several 

scholars claim that intersectionality is a new major paradigm in critical and feminist the-

ory (e.g. McCall, 2005; Geerts & Van der Tuin, 2013; Cho et al., 2013). According to 

Hancock (2007), “intersectionality represents an emerging paradigm from critical theory 

and its companion deconstructivist approaches, critical legal studies, critical race theory, 

feminist legal theory, and critical race feminism. All of these approaches acknowledge 

and incorporate the historical context in which contemporary power relations operate” 

(p.74). Intersectionality has reshaped the way gender studies frame research designs and 

questions as well as the field’s choices of research materials, methods and methodologies 

to include connections between different categorizations and the impacts of such connec-

tions (Karkulehto et al., 2012, p.17). Concurrently, the term has been criticized for vague-

ness and lack of focus (Davis, 2008, pp.68–69), and the possibilities for defining an in-

tersectional subject, theory, and methodology have been problematized (Nash, 2008, 

pp.9–10). 

Intersectionality can be experienced as a vague and challenging analytic concept for sev-

eral reasons. First, it is not clear what exactly intersectionality describes: individual ex-

periences, identity, or social and cultural structures and discourses (Davis, 2008, p.68). 

Second, according to Collins & Bilge (2016), there is “tremendous heterogeneity that 

currently characterizes how people understand and use intersectionality” (p.2), and its 

ability to accommodate several different shapes and can create confusion in what the con-

cept signifies and attempts to elucidate. Collins & Bilge (2016, p.25) frame social ine-

quality, power, relationality, social context, complexity, and social justice as the core 

ideas of intersectionality which reveals their view of its multi-dimensional, heuristic, and 

complex nature. 

In the political studies on gender equality, a central focus of analysis has been on the 

freezing, reduction, amplification, and shifting of the meaning of equality in political 

structures, institutions, processes, and practices (Lombardo, Meier & Verloo, 2009). 

These terms have also been used for the analysis of the political meaning-making around 

intersectionality (Karkulehto et al., 2012, p.22). Freezing can signify legally attaching 

intersectionality only to specific axes of discrimination such as gender, race and ethnicity, 

disability, religion, age, or sexual orientation, leaving out other axes as well as a critique 

towards the hegemonic power relations and structures in society. Reduction refers to the 

juxtaposition of gender equality to a specific view or branch of politics. In the case of 
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intersectionality, reduction can signify paralleling the concept merely to multiple discrim-

ination in politics. Amplification refers to giving new meanings to the concept in the po-

litical arena: for instance, intersectionality can be used to include a wide spectrum of axes 

of discrimination in the promotion of gender equality which can risk the obscurement of 

the actions against gender-based discrimination. Finally, in shifting, intersectionality 

loses its original meaning in its new political uses through the connection of other goals 

to the term, such as financial effectiveness or cuts, which can be achieved through com-

bining different legislative and political bodies related to equality and non-discrimination. 

The complexity and vagueness framing intersectionality, its inherent theoretical and 

methodological controversies as well as its various uses in both practical and theoretical 

contexts result in various possibilities for understanding and using the term. At the same 

time, the term appears to gain constantly more foothold in new areas of academia and 

praxis. As it will be outlined below, recently the concept has started to appear in the con-

text of Finnish politics, which makes it extremely relevant to examine, which forms the 

concept takes there, as it has not been systematically studied before. 

The aim of this study is to demonstrate how the term is understood in the practices of 

Finnish municipalities in promoting equality and non-discrimination. If it is used in the 

equality and non-discrimination plans under examination, is it applied for describing ex-

periences and identities or societal structures and power, or both? Moreover, is it applied 

as a term with theoretical or practical focus? The theoretical and methodological back-

ground of the concept and the related debates will be further elaborated in the theoretical 

section of the thesis. Next, I will present examples of the recent uses of the term in both 

activist and public policy arenas to give an overview of how the concept has landed in 

Finland.  

 

1.2 Intersectionality in Finland: activism and public policy   

In 2020, intersectionality/intersectional feminism was listed as one of the neologisms 

added in the word database of the Institute for the Languages of Finland (n.d.). The crite-

ria for the inclusion of the neologisms are that the words are new or otherwise timely. 

Intersectionality certainly did not appear in Finland in 2020. It has started to emerge in 

the discourses of cultural studies in Finland during the 21st century (Ilmonen, 2011). Thus, 
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its inclusion in the database in 2020 demonstrates the timeliness of intersectionality in the 

Finnish language and society.  

The genealogy of intersectionality in social movement activism in the United States and 

elsewhere is reflected in the recent use of the term in social activism in Finland. Intersec-

tional feminism/intersectionality are discernible in the work of grassroot activist organi-

zations which aim to promote, for instance, feminism, antiracism, diversity, equality, and 

non-discrimination in Finland. Organizations and social media influencers, such as the 

Anti-Racist Forum ry (ARF), Ruskeat Tytöt [Brown Girls], Pehmee, and Fem-R, claim 

intersectionality as part of their mission, or promote the concept in the material they pro-

duce, for instance in blog posts. Established in 2016, the Anti-Racist Forum ry defines 

itself as “the first critical, intersectional, and feminist PoC-led collaborative antiracist in-

itiative based in Finland” (Anti-Racist Forum ry /Facebook, 2020). Intersectionality is 

also one of the core principles of Pehmee [The Soft Collective], a Helsinki-based art-

ist/activist duo producing new representations of marginalized bodies for the media and 

fashion industry (Pehmee, n.d.). Furthermore, Ruskeat Tytöt [Brown Girls], a PoC-led 

blog turned media outlet directed at ‘Brown Girls’ in Finland, claims to function within 

the theoretical framework of intersectional feminism (Hubara, 2019).    

Although intersectionality has been applied in feminist scholarship in Finland for longer, 

the Finnish Feminist Party, which was established as an association in 2016, introduced 

intersectionality to a broader audience (Ilmonen & Rossi, 2019, p.67). The Party consid-

ers anti-discrimination as the core of its political program which applies an intersectional 

lens both implicitly and explicitly. Through the “politics of narrative diversification” 

(p.60), the political program of the Party critically examines multiple discriminating 

power structures such as racism, sexism and classism in the Finnish society. Moreover, it 

questions the narrative of a homogeneous and coherent Finnish nation, or ‘a common-

place’, by turning it into a narrative of ‘multiplaceness’. In order to do so, the program 

applies intersectionality to reveal both oppressed and privileged positions in the Finnish 

society.    

Intersectionality was also applied in the equality program of the Finnish government for 

the first time in the summer of 2020 (Ministry of Social Affairs and Health, 2020), which 

demonstrates the growing significance of the term in the Finnish politics. Intersectionality 

is defined in the program as an approach where many factors, besides gender, contribute 
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to the positionality of an individual in the society. These factors include socioeconomic 

background, place of living, origin, family background, education, age, disability, sexual 

orientation, gender identity, and gender expression. The program describes intersection-

ality as a tool for viewing overlapping and cross-sectional exclusionary mechanisms in 

the society (ibid, p.3). Intersectionality is connected to a few specific contexts in the pro-

gram, such as levels of education, immigrant background, and parents’ socioeconomic 

status affecting educational choices and success, development cooperation for disabled 

women and girls, equality promotion in the EU, and Covid-19 research. Although the 

program outlines intersectionality as an approach which enables the exploration of both 

individual positions and exclusionary mechanisms in society, the practical implications 

of applying the term remain rather narrow and vague.    

Intersectionality and its connection to feminism raised a considerable amount of public 

discussion after it appeared in the equality program. The 2020 Minister of Interior, Maria 

Ohisalo, claimed in a statement that intersectional feminism is the guiding principle of 

the program (Brunila & Rossi, 2020). The discussion was focused on intersectionality’s 

translation and significance, which seem to create confusion and different views. Inter-

sectionality does not have a consensually or deliberately created original Finnish transla-

tion, and the direct translation intersektionaalisuus is often viewed as parallel to the term 

moniperusteinen syrjintä (multiple discrimination) in the Finnish context (ibid). How-

ever, in Finnish, there appear different ways of relating the two terms as well as other 

ways to translate intersectionality or to refer to similar ideas. The different Finnish terms 

related to intersectionality will be outlined in the next subchapter (1.3).    

In contrast to the more familiar term multiple discrimination, intersectionality has made 

its way into national policymaking rather recently. Multiple discrimination is widely in-

corporated into documents concerning equality and non-discrimination promotion. For 

example, the non-discrimination planning guides created by the Non-Discrimination Om-

budsman and the guide for promoting non-discrimination and equality in municipalities 

drafted by The Association of Finnish Local and Regional Authorities (ALFRA) discuss 

multiple discrimination, but not intersectionality. The Finnish Ministry of Justice presents 

intersectionality in its policy guide concerning multiple discrimination as recently as in 

2019. In addition, the concept has been noted in the context of, for example, the enhance-
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ment of gender equality in foreign politics (Vastapuu, 2020). Thus, it appears that inter-

sectionality has started to emerge in the context of policymaking in Finland only in the 

last couple of years and it is less prevalent than multiple discrimination.    

Studying how the references to intersectionality vary between different Finnish societal 

actors and contexts would be a highly useful topic for research. However, within the scope 

of a Master’s thesis, I limit my investigation to one societal entity. I choose to focus on 

how intersectionality is understood and operationalized in the equality and non-discrimi-

nation plans of municipalities for several reasons. First, due to the lack of systematic 

studies on the topic, I was curious to see how such a complex and debated concept is 

understood in public policy where the term has started to appear rather recently compared 

to academic scholarship and political activism. Second, municipalities are the branch of 

public administration closest to the public. Examining municipalities can reveal in which 

manner the higher-level European, national, or regional administrative examples on in-

corporating new concepts and practices have travelled to municipalities and their ways of 

addressing their inhabitants. Finally, by examining several municipalities, it is possible 

to point out differences between their geographical locations in Finland which would not 

be possible if I were to examine only national level uses of the concept. In the context of 

this study, operationalizing intersectionality or the related terms refers to connecting them 

to the municipalities’ equality and non-discrimination measures and their implementation 

and monitoring. 

 

1.3 A note on terminology    

The terminology related to intersectionality in Finland is not established. As already dis-

cussed, in Finnish, intersectionality is often discussed in conjunction with multiple dis-

crimination. The terms can be used interchangeably as Brunila and Rossi (2020) suggest, 

or they may carry slightly different meanings. However, according to some scholars (e.g. 

Kantola and Nousiainen, 2009; Hancock, 2007) which will be returned to in the subchap-

ter (1.4), the terms carry different ramifications in the context of policy.  

In the policy guides of the Finnish Ministry of Justice (2019a, p.6; 2019b, p.6), intersec-

tionality is outlined as a wider analytical framework than multiple discrimination as it is 

said to enable the examination of not only the identity, experiences, and positionality of 



 

8 

 

an individual, but also discriminating mechanisms within society. Counterintuitively, the 

Ministry (2019b) defines intersectional discrimination as a subcategory of multiple dis-

crimination. “Multiple discrimination is discrimination based on two or more character-

istics, i.e. bases for discrimination. […] The concepts around multiple discrimination are 

not fully established, but the phenomenon can be described through the concepts of ordi-

nary, cumulative, and intersectional multiple discrimination” (p.4). ‘Ordinary’ (monink-

ertainen) multiple discrimination refers to a situation where a person is discriminated 

against in different situations based on different grounds. ‘Cumulative’ (kumulatiivinen) 

multiple discrimination refers to discrimination based on several grounds in specific sit-

uations, whereas in ‘intersectional’ (risteävä) multiple discrimination a person is discrim-

inated against on a ground which is a unique, inseparable combination of several grounds 

of discrimination (Ministry of Justice, 2019a, pp.4–5; 2019b, pp.4–5).    

The Finnish and English terms applied in the Ministry of Justice (2019a; 2019b) suggest 

that the terms are rather unpolished in the context of Finnish policymaking. Talking about 

“ordinary multiple discrimination” appears clumsy – is it appropriate to talk about multi-

ple discrimination as “ordinary”? The corresponding Finnish term moninkertainen 

syrjintä does not refer to ordinariness, and it would better be translated as, for instance, 

‘consecutive discrimination’ as is done in the European Union Agency for Fundamental 

Rights (FRA) (2017, p.68) to describe situations where an individual faces discrimination 

in different situations on different grounds. In addition, the FRA utilizes the terms ‘com-

pound’ or ‘additive’ instead of ‘cumulative’ discrimination as described by the Ministry.    

The idea of intersectionality as a wider analytical concept than multiple discrimination is 

discernible in the policy guides of the Ministry, but the relationship between the two terms 

is presented inconsistently. It suggests, as also claimed by the Ministry, that the terminol-

ogy is not established in Finnish. The lack of clarity between the terms can also be iden-

tified on a website by the Finnish Institute for Health and Welfare (2020) which describes 

intersectionality and gender. According to the Institute, intersectionality can be referred 

to in Finnish as risteävät tai leikkaavat erot or risteävä eriarvoisuus (intersectional or 

crossing differences; intersectional inequality). In addition, it is claimed that combatting 

multiple discrimination requires recognizing crossing/intersectional discrimination. The 

Institute suggests that in the public promotion of gender equality, intersectionality can 
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signify the work against multiple discrimination or combining equality and non-discrim-

ination work. Thus, the related Finnish terminology is manifold, and intersectionality is 

vaguely connected to tackling multiple discrimination in public gender equality work. 

As a summary, the terminology around intersectionality is still varied and ambiguous in 

Finnish. The term is understood either as a synonym for multiple discrimination, as a 

form of multiple discrimination, or as something wider. As a result of the scattered Finn-

ish terminology, as a Finnish-speaking researcher who will be analyzing data primarily 

in Finnish, I will also examine the terms closely related to intersectionality in the context 

of Finnish equality and non-discrimination policies in order to capture how the idea of 

intersectionality might be applied through the related concepts in the data. Additionally, 

the potentially arising closely related terms (e.g. risteävä, kumulatiivinen, moninkertainen 

and moniperusteinen syrjintä, risteävät tai leikkaavat erot and risteävä eriarvoisuus) will 

be examined in relation to intersectionality to indicate the relationship between the terms. 

 

1.4 Intersectionality and multiple discrimination in the EU    

In order to give a background for how intersectionality or multiple discrimination appears 

in public policy in Finland, it is important to consider how the terms have evolved in the 

European Union (EU) as a result of increased international awareness of different forms 

of discrimination. Recent societal phenomena, such as increased international migration 

and globalization, have led to an upsurge in discrimination, racism, and social inequality 

(Karkulehto et al., 2012, p.21). Such phenomena have increased the awareness of societal 

actors of the differences between marginalized groups and created pressure to renew pol-

icies around inequality and discrimination. Simultaneously, international human rights 

politics have made progress on the protection of, for instance, Indigenous people and 

people with disabilities. These trajectories have created pressure for states, NGO’s as well 

as supranational organizations such as the EU and United Nations to deal with questions 

of intersectional or multiple discrimination, which is also seen in Finland. 

Similar to Finland, EU institutions often frame intersectionality and multiple discrimina-

tion as closely related and they may be used interchangeably – although multiple discrim-

ination is more widely used than intersectionality. However, critical studies have claimed 
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that in the EU, intersectionality differs rather significantly from how multiple discrimi-

nation is applied in academic and activist contexts, and a theoretical distinction is created 

between the two terms. Kantola and Nousiainen (2009) claim that “[…] current political 

and legal constructions of ‘intersectionality’ in terms of ‘multiple discrimination’ in Eu-

rope favour anti-discrimination policy as opposed to other measures in furthering equal-

ity, thereby narrowing down the debate” (p.460). On a European level, equality policies 

have often focused on discrimination through separate independent policy categories in-

stead of integrating an intersectional perspective on its prevention (ibid).  

As a result of the EU’s efforts to develop anti-discrimination legislation, the equality and 

non-discrimination bodies in the EU countries have focused on either e.g. race/ethnicity, 

gender or disability separately, and significant civil society organizations have revolved 

around promoting a single cause (Fredman, 2016, pp.86–7). Many European countries 

attempted to unify their legislation and bodies focusing on discrimination based on sepa-

rate attributes such as gender, race, ethnicity, age, disability, sexuality, and religion, re-

sulting in the creation of ‘single equality bodies’. This has been shown in the single-

dimension equality and discrimination acts in many EU countries. 

The aim of the anti-discrimination reforms in the EU has been to tackle multiple or inter-

secting discrimination better. However, they have been found to work against the trans-

formation of hierarchical systems of privilege and oppression which is viewed as the goal 

of emancipatory intersectionality theory (Kantola and Nousiainen, 2009, pp.460–2). Ra-

ther than addressing complex contextual and structural power dynamics, the reforms have 

strengthened competition between the most significant grounds of discrimination. The 

studies on institutionalizing intersectionality in Europe as well as in the Nordic countries 

will be returned to in the literary review of the thesis.   

According to the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA), the EU has 

slowly started to recognize the significance of understanding multiple discrimination in 

fostering non-discrimination and equality. In its fundamental rights report of 2017, the 

FRA (pp.68–70) discusses intersectionality and distinguishes between different forms of 

multiple discrimination. It is stated in the report that the shortcomings in addressing the 

concepts correlates with inadequate measures taken against the various manifestations of 

unequal treatment. According to the report, multiple discrimination still appears rarely in 
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EU policy instruments, including gender equality policies. According to a survey con-

ducted by Equinet, 5 out of 19 member states, which participated in the survey, have 

included multiple discrimination in the country’s legislative provisions (Austria, Bul-

garia, Belgium, Germany and Sweden) (ibid). Thus, although multiple discrimination is 

becoming more recognized, a minority of the EU countries involved in the study have 

included the concept in their legislation.  

In addition, most of the member states that participated in the survey claim to have ad-

dressed intersectionality in the public work of equality bodies outside the legislative cor-

pus. Such work includes raising awareness of the topic, building knowledge through re-

search, involving the topic in public debates, and advocating for a change in legislation 

to include intersectionality. Thus, the topic is becoming more visible but remains outside 

legislation and political structures. The FRA recommends EU countries to renew the re-

lated legislation and to apply a new perspective to anti-discrimination work (ibid, p.70).   

According to a publication on intersectionality in the equality and non-discrimination law 

in the EU, published by the European Commission in 2016, intersectionality remains ra-

ther invisible in the EU in part due to a lack of comprehensive data and qualitative studies 

on the topic (Fredman, 2016, pp.86–8). While there is some ‘activity’ in respect to ad-

dressing intersectionality in the EU member states, the level of intersectional awareness 

and references to multiple discrimination remain insufficient. The EU anti-discrimination 

law poses “severe structural obstacles” (ibid, p.87) to handling intersectional claims, such 

as separate directives with differing scopes on non-discrimination, differing justifications 

and exceptions, fixed lists for grounds of discrimination, and a requirement for a compar-

ator. These aspects of the legislation make it challenging to view combinations of the 

grounds or to create new criteria for analyzing intersectional experiences. Fredman argues 

that such obstacles can be overcome by viewing single-ground bodies, such as the 

women’s rights bodies or disability ombudsmen, through a broader lens which addresses 

diversity within the specified groups, and by mainstreaming gender equality in the EU.    

 

1.5 Equality and Non-Discrimination law and measures in Finland   

In Finland, the Equality Act and the Non-Discrimination Act guide equality and non-

discrimination measures within the Finnish society. Following the European trend where 



 

12 

 

multiple discrimination is rarely incorporated into policy and law, the two acts do not 

involve provisions on multiple or intersectional discrimination (Ministry of Justice, 

2019a, p.4). However, in Finland, the Non-Discrimination Act can be applied in cases of 

multiple discrimination, in both gender-related and non-gender-related cases (ibid). 

Among insufficient legal protection, shortcomings in recognizing multiple discrimination 

results in providing inadequate public services to the people experiencing multiple dis-

crimination as they may find it difficult or impossible to find the services they need 

amongst the services directed at specific groups, and fall outside their provision (Ministry 

of Justice, 2019a, p.2; AFLRA, 2019, p.8).  

On a similar note, the CEDAW-committee, which follows the implementation of the Con-

vention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (1979) in the 

countries which have ratified the Convention, expressed concern for multiply discrimi-

nated women in Finland as the concept is absent in the legislation (CEDAW, 2014, pp.2–

3). The Committee recommended that Finland takes multiple and intersectional discrim-

ination into account in the renewal of Equality and Non-Discrimination legislation in or-

der to guarantee the protection of all women.    

Finland and Sweden are among the few countries in the EU which emphasize gender 

equality in non-discrimination policies and base them on a dual system which grounds 

gender equality and non-discrimination policies on distinct political bodies (Harjunen, 

2015, p.305). Harjunen argues that the dual approach may become an issue when trying 

to incorporate notions on multiple discrimination to the policies. The EU equality/non-

discrimination policies are starting to accommodate the concept of intersectionality; how-

ever, research and policy development around multiple discrimination and intersection-

ality are still in their very early stages in Finland (ibid).  

The measures taken to promote equality and non-discrimination are debated and imple-

mented by a variety of Finnish actors, and they are widely incorporated into policies. In 

2015, the Non-Discrimination Act was modified to include an obligation for not only 

authorities but also educational institutions and employers of more than 30 persons to 

draft a plan for the promotion of non-discrimination in their activities (Ministry of Justice, 

2014). In addition, it is stated in the Equality Act that educational institutions and em-



 

13 

 

ployers of more than 30 persons are required to draft equality plans, whereas public au-

thorities need to evaluate gender effects in all their activities and to create systematic 

practices for fostering gender equality (Ministry of Social Affairs and Health, 2015 p.10). 

Thus, municipalities are obligated by the law to draft non-discrimination plans concern-

ing all their activities, whereas the obligation to promote gender equality ought to be sys-

tematic but requires drafting a plan only concerning the municipality’s role as an em-

ployer or as an education provider. Some municipalities have combined their non-dis-

crimination and equality plans into one document, whereas others have separate plans 

which concern either the employees or the services directed at the inhabitants of the mu-

nicipalities – or both. The types of the plans which were selected into the dataset will be 

outlined in detail in the methodological section of the thesis.   

In its guide for drafting non-discrimination policies in municipalities, the AFLRA recom-

mends drafting unified equality and non-discrimination plans in order to reduce adminis-

trative work and to prevent multiple discrimination (AFLRA, 2019, p.37). However, in 

practice, the recommendations by the AFLRA not binding, and municipalities may 

choose to create separate plans for promoting equality and non-discrimination, as dis-

cussed above. If the plans are kept separate, the AFLRA recommends including a gender 

perspective to the non-discrimination plan and examining multiple discrimination and 

gender diversity in the equality plan (ibid).   

In addition, the ALFRA recommends involving municipalities’ inhabitants, especially 

people who belong to some of the minorities which are addressed in the equality and non-

discrimination plans, into the boards drafting them (AFLRA, 2019, p.28). However, there 

are no binding requirements for how non-discrimination plans should be constructed and 

who should be included in the boards drafting them. The starting point for the creation of 

a plan is the municipality’s own evaluation of the current state of non-discrimination in 

the municipality and what requires development (ibid, p.18).  

For the initial analysis, it is recommended to hear the inhabitants of the municipalities, 

especially minorities, and use statistical data (ALFRA, 2019, p.19). All the grounds for 

discrimination listed in the Equality and Non-Discrimination Acts ought to be considered 

in the non-discrimination plan. In addition, the realization of non-discrimination should 

be evaluated in several different functions of the municipality, such as decision-making, 

administration, leadership, finance, strategic planning, and information sharing. Outside 
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these compulsory notions defined in the law, the municipalities may create their non-

discrimination objectives themselves. Accordingly, there can be significant differences 

between the plans of different municipalities. The Association of Finnish Local and Re-

gional Authorities also recommends renewing the plans every three years or more often 

if found necessary, yet it is also not binding (ibid, p.27).  

Similarly, the ALFRA published a guide on gender equality for the decision-makers in 

municipalities (2020), which specifies obligatory as well as recommended measures for 

enhancing gender equality in municipalities. Both guides of the ALFRA presented above 

are based on the notions of The European Charter for Equality of Women and Men in 

Local Life (Eurooppalainen naisten ja miesten paikallishallinnon tasa-arvon peruskirja) 

which was drafted in 2016 by Council of European Municipalities and Regions (CEMR). 

Committing to the Charter by signing it is recommended by the ALFRA for not only 

showing commitment to gender equality but also for gaining the appropriate tools for 

strengthening equality work in municipalities. In the non-discrimination guide, it is rec-

ommended to use the Charter as a guide in combining equality and non-discrimination 

plans. The original Charter, which is in English, discusses multiple discrimination as one 

of its central areas of focus, but intersectionality is not mentioned in the document.   

In summary, the scope of intersectionality has been extended from its origins in U.S. 

antiracist and feminist scholarship to other areas of academia and praxis. In Finland, in-

tersectionality has started to appear in the academia during the 21st century, in social 

movement activism in the recent years, and the most recently among national as well as 

regional policymaking. While in the EU as well as in Finland incorporating both multiple 

discrimination and intersectionality into legislation and public policies is still in its early 

stages, the latter term is even less familiar to policymakers. In Finland, drafting equality 

and non-discrimination plans is either recommended or required by the law, but their 

contents can vary a considerable amount. The focus of this Master’s thesis it to elucidate 

the recent appearance of intersectionality in such documents and to analyze its meaning 

and the challenges related to understanding it and to applying it in the plans.  

Having studied equality and non-discrimination, inclusion and exclusion, social policy, 

and empowerment in my bachelor's studies, and having worked in the field of social ser-

vices for some years, the questions of (un)equal opportunity and discrimination have been 

of particular interest to my academic and professional life. On the one hand, since I am 



 

15 

 

white and have no personal experience of belonging to visible minorities which are at the 

original focus of attention of intersectionality, nor do I partake in a governing body which 

creates or implements equality and non-discrimination policies, I have an outsider’s per-

spective to the study. On the other hand, as intersectionality concerns everyone, I am also 

an insider as a person who identifies with several categories of both exclusive and inclu-

sive intersectional differences marked by, for instance, gender, whiteness, education 

level, nationality, language skills, abilities, and countless other categorizations.  
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2 Previous literature 

 

In this section of the thesis, I will start by introducing the debate on the traveling of inter-

sectionality from the U.S. to Europe. Then, keeping the focus on the political dimension 

of intersectionality, I move on from European studies on intersectionality to the Nordic 

countries. Finally, I will discuss studies related to intersectionality in Finland. As previ-

ously stated, there have not been systematic analyses which focus on intersectionality in 

the context of policy – and specifically in the equality and non-discrimination policies of 

municipalities in Finland. However, as we will see below, the concept is briefly referred 

to, for instance, in reports discussing equality and non-discrimination in other settings. 

Moving from global to local, this section demonstrates the gap in research this study aims 

to fill. 

As explained in the introduction, intersectionality is used in various contexts, and it has 

been named as a “traveling theory” (a concept first articulated by Edward Said, 1983, 

p.226) by several scholars (Ilmonen, 2020, p.365). In her analysis of feminist storytelling 

and narratives of intersectionality, Kaisa Ilmonen (2020) claims that “intersectional stud-

ies comprise almost as much metaspeech about intersectionality as a concept, paradigm, 

method, heuristic device, or buzzword as research applying it to concrete social situations 

and cultural products” (p.347). Accordingly, the literature surrounding intersectionality 

in its scholarly and practical contexts across continents is countless. 

As it will be explained in more detail in the theoretical section of the thesis, the genealogy 

of intersectionality goes far beyond the late 1980s when the concept was coined by Cren-

shaw. Thus, the academic works of, among social movement activism in other parts of 

the world, U.S. Black feminists and other scholars who critically examine overlapping 

multiple oppressions ought to be considered central in the presentation of relevant previ-

ous literature. To point out a few, the academic writings of Ula Taylor, Patricia Hill Col-

lins, Audre Lorde, and bell hooks, as well as the political statements produced by the 

Combahee River Collective (1977/1986), have been influential in strengthening Black 

feminism and unravelling overlapping marginalization regarding race, gender, class, and 

sexuality in the U.S. This study derives its notions on intersectionality mostly by the 

works of the North American gender, antiracist, or legal scholars such as Kimberlé Cren-
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shaw, Leslie McCall, Sumi Cho, Kathy Davis, Jennifer Nash, Ange-Marie Hancock, Pa-

tricia Hill Collins, and Sirma Bilge. Their notions are distributed throughout the thesis in 

the sections which discuss the meaning, genealogy, theory, and methodology of the term. 

Notable scholars who have studied intersectionality in Europe and the Nordic countries 

include, among others, Mieke Verloo, Nina Lykke, Nira Yuval-Davis, Sara Salem, 

Dorthe Staunæs, and Dorte Marie Søndergaard. However, several scholars are concerned 

with possible amendments to the essence of concept, especially its insurgency, while it 

travels across continents. Bilge (2013) discusses the difference of focus between Euro-

pean and North American intersectionality studies, and is concerned that the shift of lo-

cation results in ”undoing the radicalism of black feminism and whitewashing intersec-

tionality” (Ilmonen, 2020, p.364). In addition, according to Lewis (2013, pp.882–7), in 

European scholarship the significance of race as an analytic concept diminishes, which 

can contribute to the racialization of U.S. political activism as an inadequate theoretical 

framework compared to the work of European feminist scholars who are indirectly 

framed as more competent theoreticians. However, Ilmonen (2020, pp.363–4) argues that 

creating such national boundaries is exclusive of the diverse theories of intersectionality 

in both continents as well as among scholars with multiple belongings. On a similar note, 

multiple other scholars consider the traveling of intersectionality as positive for its devel-

opment and that it can in fact strengthen its radical roots instead of stepping away from 

them (pp.364–5). The discussion on the significance of the roots of intersectionality will 

be returned to in the theoretical section. 

As it will be explained in detail in the theoretical section, this study revolves around po-

litical intersectionality. According to an article by Borchorst and Teigen (2010, p.20), 

political intersectionality has not been at the forefront of intersectionality literature during 

its early stages, and it has remained particularly under-theorized. Recently, American 

scholars have increasingly addressed public policies from an intersectional perspective, 

whereas in Europe the development has not followed this trajectory to a similar extent. 

Yet, according to Borchorst and Teigen, the institutionalization of intersectionality has 

gathered research interest also in Europe.  

Johanna Kantola and Kevät Nousiainen (2009, pp.468–9) studied the EU efforts to insti-

tutionalize a feminist intersectional approach to equality and anti-discrimination policies. 
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Their article claims that the EU equality policies and recommendations apply either uni-

tary approaches to discrimination, such as organisations and policies focusing on single-

category causes (e.g. women), or multiple approaches, which take belonging to several 

categories into account, but in a predetermined and equally relevant manner (Hancock, 

2007, p.67). While Kantola and Nousiainen (2009) consider it as progress that the EU is 

moving from unitary approaches to multiple ones, the EU view of multiple discrimination 

is still far from what intersectional feminism would address in the same context. Intersec-

tionality enables viewing the categories of difference as fluid and as an open empirical 

question.  

Kantola and Nousianen (2009) base their argumentation on the critical notions of Han-

cock (2007, pp.64–8), who claims that the unitary and multiple approaches not only es-

sentialize the marginalized groups but also set up a competition between them for the 

position of the most disadvantaged group and for political support from groups in domi-

nant positions, calling it ‘Oppression Olympics’. Such a setting results in a hierarchical 

way of politics based on competition for resources rather than on transforming oppressive 

structures which sustain discrimination in the first place, as it is found among the objec-

tives of intersectionality. The same phenomenon is also verbalized by Audre Lorde in her 

essay Sister Outsider (1984). “For the master's tools will never dismantle the master's 

house” (p.112) she claims, referring to stepping out of the game of pursuing the most 

privileged position as the means of working for equality should be situated completely 

outside the common system of group hierarchies and fight for superiority on the expense 

of others.  

In the book Institutionalizing Intersectionality: The Changing Nature of European Equal-

ity Regimes (edited by Krizsan, Skejeie & Squires, 2012) there is a chapter on the Nordic 

countries (Kantola et al.) which describes the differences in incorporating intersectional-

ity to the equality and non-discrimination measures in Finland, Sweden, Norway, and 

Denmark. According to the authors, there are reforms aimed towards integrating equality 

politics in all four countries which were initiated by the changes in EU legislation and 

international human rights regimes. The Nordic countries have had a history of empha-

sizing gender equality. The steps taken towards integrating a more multidimensional view 

to anti-discrimination vary between the countries in terms of, for instance, the scope of 

the reform processes. Finland has had a rather short history of protection from discrimi-
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nation based on other grounds than gender, and its extensive protection from gender dis-

crimination including all areas of society may be difficult to incorporate with other anti-

discrimination laws (ibid, pp.81–5). It has been a concern in the Nordic countries how the 

multiple approaches to gender equality could render gender equality less visible. While 

the measures on gender equality have been considered particularly advanced in the Nordic 

countries, they have also been criticized for one-dimensionality (ibid, p.59). 

Moreover, Borchorst and Teigen (2010) examined political intersectionality in the Scan-

dinavia, concluding that intersectionality is applied in the public policies of Denmark, 

Sweden, and Norway, but in an exclusive way. Especially in Denmark, but also to some 

extent in the other countries, ethnic minority women are targeted as an intersectional 

group who have not achieved a sufficient level of gender equality similarly as the majority 

women, which increases the othering and stereotyping of the minority women. The au-

thors also discuss the relatively late arrival of ethnic diversity as a factor which has di-

minished the relevance of ethnic minorities among struggles which were previously fo-

cused on class and gender in the countries, which has resulted in policies addressing them 

separately (ibid, p.23). However, it is concluded by the authors that intersectionality alone 

does not necessarily improve addressing inequalities in a more just manner, and it would 

best be applied together with the unitary or multiple approaches, not by replacing them 

(ibid, p.26). 

The studies focusing on the institutionalization of intersectionality demonstrate shortcom-

ings and challenges in applying intersectionality in the EU, Nordic countries, and Scan-

dinavia. They provide valuable information concerning the application of political inter-

sectionality as a concept as well as suggestions for utilizing intersectionality to address 

the complexities of inequalities. However, this study brings the question to the Finnish 

context, aiming to unravel the political uses of intersectionality in a systematic manner, 

which has not been carried out systematically in Finland.  

In Finland, Kaisa Ilmonen and Leena-Maija Rossi have written about intersectionality in 

relation to gender and queer studies, identity, Caribbean studies, and literature analysing 

the meaning, theory, methodology and background of intersectionality. In addition, Kan-

tola, Saresma, Karkulehto and Harjunen (2012) discuss intersectionality as a methodol-

ogy and suggest a performative approach to its methodological application. Based on my 

research on the topic, outside the aforementioned studies as well as the studies which 
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encompass the institutionalization of intersectionality in Europe, and also briefly discuss 

Finland, there is no systematic research which would map how intersectionality is theo-

rized and applied in research contexts or praxis in Finland. Intersectionality is certainly 

applied as a theoretical, analytical, or methodological tool by many scholars in Finnish 

research institutions and settings. However, studies summarizing the arrival, demand, or 

applications of intersectionality in the Finnish context appear minimal. Considering the 

emergence of intersectionality as an increasingly central concept in Finnish politics and 

activism, and its urgency to gender studies and other disciplines as discussed in the con-

text of this study, conducting such research appears rather necessary. The same was re-

cently concluded in another Master’s thesis which discusses intersectionality, race and 

whitening in Finland (Koskiranta, 2019, p.4). While Koskiranta’s thesis conceptualizes 

intersectionality in relation to the concepts of race and whitening in Finland, the objective 

of this study is to map how intersectionality is applied at the level of policies.  

Finally, the term has recently started to appear in public policy reports or evaluations of 

equality and non-discrimination, although the reports are not systematic analyses focus-

ing on intersectionality. For instance, the Ministry of Education and Culture published a 

report in 2020 (Tanhua, 2020) which summarizes the equality and non-discrimination 

strategies of higher education institutions in Finland. Intersectionality and multiple dis-

crimination are very briefly discussed in the report, claiming that the terms are mentioned 

in some of the strategies, however they are rarely discussed in relation to the implemen-

tation of the non-discrimination plans (ibid, pp.28–9). Tanhua claims that equality and 

non-discrimination are primarily discussed on a general or abstract note or regarding sin-

gular categories of discrimination. She suggests taking intersectionality into account more 

often in the context of higher education development measures by improving the non-

discrimination of “a specific intersectional group” (p.29). It remains unclear what the au-

thor refers to by a specific intersectional group, and intersectionality and multiple dis-

crimination are discussed as interchangeable concepts. While the report provides useful 

information on the small-scale prevalence of intersectionality and multiple discrimination 

in the context of higher education, this study focuses on them in the context of munici-

palities. In addition, this study takes a systematic approach to studying the concept and 

provides an analysis of it in equality and non-discrimination policies specifically rather 

than focusing on the policies as a whole. 
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According to a report drafted by Plan International in Finland which encompasses the 

advancement of gender equality in foreign politics (Vastapuu, 2020), although the con-

sideration and implementation of intersectionality and/or multiple discrimination is rec-

ommended in European as well as Finnish policymaking, practically its application is still 

vague. For instance, intersectionality may be implicitly addressed in policy documents by 

discussing the influence of other categories of discrimination besides gender in specific 

contexts. However, the intersections are rarely at the focus of analysis or practical 

measures. In addition, the terminology around the concept is found to be vague and often 

lacking definition which makes its use in policymaking challenging. The same applies for 

other complex concepts such as feminism, gender, and equality: when not defined, the 

result is inconsistent and ambiguous politics where the policymaker and the current po-

litical trends hold significant authority (ibid, p.14). The report provides relevant remarks 

on the emergence and use of intersectionality in foreign politics and gender equality strat-

egies, which challenges there may be, and how the issues ought to be approached. How-

ever, my study focuses on the concept in domestic municipality policies while, once 

again, studying the term in a more systematic manner rather than making singular obser-

vations. 
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3 Theoretical background 

 

In this chapter, I will examine the theoretical premise of intersectionality in more detail. 

First, I briefly outline the genealogy of intersectionality in Black feminism, which ac-

cording to many scholars, should not be excluded even when applying the concept in new 

contexts. Next, I discuss the widening scope of intersectionality as well as the central 

criticism and debates concerning it. Finally, I distinguish between structural, representa-

tional, and political intersectionality (Crenshaw 1991) and explain how this study re-

volves particularly around political intersectionality. 

 

3.1 Black feminism and the emergence of intersectionality 

In order to understand what intersectionality is, understanding its background in Black 

feminism is essential. Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw coined the concept in 1989 giving a 

name to the unique form of multiple discrimination faced by Black women in the United 

States. However, the struggles the concept is calling attention to goes far beyond 1989 on 

a historical timeline. As an example, Sojourner Truth called attention to the lack of rights 

and the injustices facing Black women already in mid-19th century amid the public po-

litical debates concerning women’s disenfranchisement (Crenshaw, 1989, pp.153–4; Tay-

lor, 1998, p.236). While Crenshaw is a critical legal scholar, the emergence of intersec-

tionality is strongly linked to the development of Black feminism in the 19th and 20th 

centuries. 

Ula Taylor (1998) points out that the U.S. history of slavery and racial segregation, and 

the national movements to attain racial rights, contributed a great deal to the emergence 

of Black feminism. According to Taylor, the 19th and 20th century waves of feminism in 

the U.S were strongly linked to the simultaneous African American fight for freedom and 

equal recognition. Amid both feminist and racial rights movements, Black women found 

themselves excluded by both White women and Black men. Taylor discusses also other 

axes of social power than race, such as class, influencing the development of feminist 

agendas and women’s different interests, and by doing so, she discloses the demand for 

concepts such as Black feminism and intersectionality. The latter was coined by Cren-

shaw in the 1980s when the theoretical development of Black feminism was at its peak 
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(Taylor, 1998, p.250). Thus, it cannot be said that intersectionality was invented by Cren-

shaw in 1989, but rather, she gave name to recognizing the unique forms of multiple 

discrimination whose foundations have existed for much longer. 

The genealogy and the traveling of intersectional theory have led to debates concerning 

the origin of the theory within intersectional studies. In their book Intersectionality, Col-

lins and Bilge (2016, pp.63;71–7) emphasize that the history of intersectionality cannot 

be divided into clearly distinguished geographic locations or time periods. They state that 

intersectionality’s roots lie in social movement activism, particularly in Black feminism, 

but also in “the multiple narratives of intersectionality” (p.71). Chicana-activism, Native 

American women, and South Asian women, as well as numerable heterogeneous alliances 

between social movements which were formed during the 1960’s and 1970’s raised con-

cerns about the interconnected nature of race, gender, class, and sexuality in their experi-

ences. As a conclusion of the genealogy of intersectionality, political activism, and par-

ticularly American-based political activism, remains at the heart of the concept. Further-

more, since the 1970s, early feminist theologians have analysed the interconnected forces 

of oppression and marginalization, such as race, gender, class, colonialism, antisemitism, 

and environmental deconstruction (Vuola, 2019, p.56).  

 

3.2 The widening scope of intersectionality 

In her article Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Cri-

tique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics (1989), 

Crenshaw introduces intersectionality as a way of viewing the previously ignored multi-

axed experience of Black women in race and gender theorizing. The article does not de-

fine intersectionality as such, but uses it to describe the position of Black women in the 

following way: 

“Because the intersectional experience is greater than the sum of racism 

and sexism, any analysis that does not take intersectionality into account 

cannot sufficiently address the particular manner in which Black women 

are subordinated.” (Crenshaw, 1989, p.140) 
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Crenshaw focuses on Black women’s experiences as an intersection which needs to be 

recognized as such in a newly found way. According to her, unravelling the specific mar-

ginalized experience of Black women requires a change in viewing the entire framework 

of marginalization and the analytic tools in viewing especially race and sex. 

In 2013, Cho, Crenshaw and McCall reframed the essence of intersectionality after the 

concept had massively expanded its scholarly and practical scope since the late 1980s. In 

their article Toward a Field of Intersectionality Studies: Theory, Applications, and Praxis, 

Cho et al. describe intersectionality as an analytic sensibility, a way of thinking, which 

recognizes contextual dynamics of power and the role of sameness and difference in it: 

“This framing—conceiving of categories not as distinct but as always per-

meated by other categories, fluid and changing, always in the process of 

creating and being created by dynamics of power—emphasizes what in-

tersectionality does rather than what intersectionality is.” (Cho et al., 2013, 

p.795) 

This approach expands intersectionality beyond its focus on Black women, as presented 

by Crenshaw in 1989, to include more categorizations of identity and power. Cho et al. 

recognize the scattered and broad nature of intersectionality as an emerging field of study 

and the theoretical and methodological variety located in its centrifugal and centripetal 

academic and practical projects around the world. Yet, although the various projects fo-

cusing on intersectionality are discussed, the dynamics of race and gender in the lives of 

Black women plaintiffs in the U.S. legal system are still emphasized. Cho et al. claim that 

even if intersectionality may well travel to other discursive and geographic contexts, it 

can never be entirely disconnected from the dynamics of the examination of racism and 

sexism and the interconnected critique of ideological and structural power as well as uni-

dimensional notions of discrimination (ibid, pp.789–92). Crenshaw (2012, p.224) argues 

that “there is a sense that efforts to repackage intersectionality for universal consumption 

require a re-marginalising of black women”.  

On a different note, Staunæs and Søndergaard (2011, pp.48–9) argue that viewing inter-

sectionality as a system which combines converging axes of oppression, sexism, racism, 

and marginalization, as it is done in the legal framework where intersectionality was 

coined, runs a risk of deterministic thinking. The ‘classical’ version of intersectionality 

may result in researchers overlooking “exceptions and ruptures in the social order under 
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scrutiny” (p.49) which would in fact consist of an important part of a research. In addition, 

Staunæs and Søndergaard encourage researching hegemonic and privileged social posi-

tions in intersectional analysis, as the concept has potential in rendering visible not only 

marginalized positions, but also the prevailing normative and dominant majorities (ibid, 

pp.53–5). However, according to Ilmonen (2020, p.356), referring to the history of inter-

sectionality in radical feminism of color does not exclude the exploration of dominant 

positions. Instead, she claims: “[b]y actively reminding ourselves of intersectionality’s 

radical roots in the activism of feminists of color, we do not lose sight of the theory’s 

political horizon” (p.353). 

 

3.3 The theoretical and methodological debates 

As previously stated, intersectionality has turned into a globally widely used concept 

which has travelled to a range of contexts since its coining. Such development has brought 

controversies inherent in intersectionality to the forefront of the debates around the con-

cept. Among numerous other critics, Jennifer Nash (2008) takes a critical stance towards 

intersectionality by outlining four questions of intersectionality theory which require fur-

ther analytic focus as they remain yet unresolved.  

First, Nash (2008) claims that the definition of intersectionality remains unclear. Accord-

ing to Nash, most feminist scholars use intersectionality as a theory of multiply margin-

alized positions. However, some scholars, as mentioned above, include privileged posi-

tions to their analysis and render it impossible to exclude them from the examination of 

power relations and identity. Nash is in line with Staunæs and Søndergaard (2011) in the 

view that, although intersectionality has originally focused on giving voice to marginal-

ized positions, a simplistic focus in marginalization risks essentialising the research sub-

jects. Second, intersectionality theory lacks clearly defined methodology. While e.g. 

McCall (2005, pp.1773–6) has outlined a set of intersectional methodologies which 

mostly relate to the issues of categorization, none of them is unproblematic in describing 

the complexities of countless intersectional positionalities. Third, intersectionality tends 

to represent its original focus group, Black women, as a prototypical, monolithic and 

sometimes romanticized entity. While focusing on Black women’s experiences is useful 

for calling attention to the shortcomings in race and gender theories, the differences 

within the group are easily excluded in the process. Fourth, there is incoherence between 
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the connection of lived realities and intersectional theory. Nash points out that the con-

nection of multiple identities and their lived deployment in different contexts, and the role 

of agency in that process, ought to be further analysed. 

Similarly, Davis (2008, pp.76–7) discusses the ambiguity, open-endedness and incom-

pleteness of intersectionality theory and describes the concept as an academic buzzword. 

Davis refers to the innumerable debates among feminist theorists concerning the appro-

priate definition, parameters, and ways of applying intersectionality. However, according 

to Davis, these aspects of the term comprise a part of its success in gender studies. She 

views intersectionality’s “focus on a pervasive and fundamental concern in feminist the-

ory, its provision of novelty, its appeal to the generalists as well as the specialists of the 

discipline and its inherent ambiguity and open-endedness that beg for further critique and 

elaboration” (p.70) as its virtues which explain, from the perspective of sociology of sci-

ence, why intersectionality has become popular in a wide range of contexts. 

Thus, it can be stated that there are significant unresolved questions which make it chal-

lenging to answer the question ‘what is intersectionality?’ on a theoretical level. It is de-

scribed as a theory, a paradigm, an analytic sensibility, or a theoretical, methodological, 

or operative lens which entails inherent controversies, and which is used in a variety of 

ways. Crenshaw, Cho and McCall (2013, p.789) claim that the debates concerning inter-

sectionality can be juxtaposed to the theoretical debates around other concepts, such as 

race and gender, and they do not necessarily imply a necessity to question the justification 

for the existence of intersectionality altogether. Rather, they imply a need for further an-

alytic work around the concept. Nevertheless, despite its challenges, for many the concept 

provides for “a long-awaited answer to a scholarly need for an analytical approach to 

variation, complexity, confusion, ambivalence and change in connection with sociocul-

tural categories of identification and differentiation” (Staunæs & Søndergaard, 2011, 

p.47). 

Finally, drawing on Paul Ricouer’s concept of “hermeneutics of suspicion” in Felski’s 

Limits of Critique (2015), Ilmonen (2020) stresses the importance of bearing in mind the 

epistemological habits of feminist academia, which are often accustomed to building 

upon critical and condemning narratives. Ilmonen claims that, following the standardized 

notions of scholarly virtues as explained by Felski (2015), critical approaches are central 

to the storylines surrounding intersectionality: for instance, its genealogy and originalism, 
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theoretical shortcomings, issues with levels and categories, and its travelling nature and 

regional differences are at the focus of such narratives. However, Ilmonen questions 

whether resisting the enthusiastic scholarly accounts of intersectionality is sensible, and 

in fact, reduces its potential to act as a concept which prompts political activism and social 

justice work (ibid, pp.366–7).  

 

3.4 Political intersectionality 

Crenshaw (1991) distinguishes between structural, representational, and political inter-

sectionality. As this study focuses on disclosing the appearance and meanings of inter-

sectionality in the non-discrimination and equality policies of Finnish municipalities, the 

study’s approach to intersectionality is primarily political – although the concept overlaps 

with structural and representational intersectionality. Thus, it is useful to present the dif-

ferent forms of intersectionality and particularly what political intersectionality examines.  

First, according to Crenshaw, structural intersectionality examines how various kinds of 

power relations and privileges which place diverse groups of people to powerful or pow-

erless positions in relation to each other are created and sustained through societal struc-

tures and institutions. For instance, it is examined how structural issues such as unem-

ployment and disadvantage in the housing market are tied together with gender, class, and 

race. Second, representational intersectionality focuses on analyzing how private, public, 

and cultural representations produce axes of difference and hierarchies between them. 

According to Crenshaw, the significance of cultural representations in creating gendered 

and racialized representations, for instance in the media, has increased. Third, political 

intersectionality depicts how intersectional axes of difference are produced in the context 

of political content, policies, and institutions. According to Karkulehto et al. (2012, 

pp.20–1), and Teigen and Borchorst (2010, p.20) interest in political intersectionality in 

feminist research has increased in the recent years. 

Feminist studies applying the concept of political intersectionality centralize research 

questions which analyze also structures and representations (Karkulehto et al., 2012, 

pp.21–2). More specifically, within the political framework, the focus has been on the 

meanings of the examined axes of difference and sameness in political discourses and 
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practices as well as their significance for battling or sustaining structural inequality. Con-

currently, the study of political intersectionality has often been focused on privileged and 

hegemonic positions of power, for instance, in the creation and implementation of legis-

lation. Thus, political intersectionality promotes rendering visible the fact that intersec-

tionality applies to everyone, not only marginalized positions and identities, as also sug-

gested by e.g. Nash (2008) and Staunæs and Søndergaard (2011). In addition, political 

intersectionality sheds light on how intersectionality has appeared and how it is used in 

the realms of politics, justice systems, NGOs, states, and supranational organizations such 

as the EU. Typically, the methodological use of political intersectionality utilizes as data, 

for example, official documents, parliamentary discussions, different legislative phases, 

or interviews conducted with actors involved in such phases. Thus, by utilizing policy 

documents combined with interviews with officials as data, and by examining the appear-

ance, meaning, and uses of intersectionality, this study falls directly under the political 

dimension of intersectionality. 
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4 Data and method 

 

4.1 The data   

The aim of this study is to scrutinize intersectionality at the level of policy in Finland. 

While for instance some policy documents of the Finnish government and the equality 

and non-discrimination related policy guides of other national actors would make apt data 

for the research questions at hand, I choose to focus on municipalities’ policy documents. 

By examining the policies of municipalities, it is possible to gain a better understanding 

of the lower-lever operationalization of intersectionality in the context of policy than stud-

ying the term at a higher level, such as the national context. Given the scope of a Master’s 

thesis, I aim to focus on five major municipalities around Finland to attain an overview 

of the policies of municipalities and to enable regional comparison. Thus, the data con-

sists of the latest equality and non-discrimination plans of Helsinki, Oulu, Rovaniemi, 

Tampere, and Turku, as well as email conversations with the employees working with 

equality and non-discrimination planning in these cities. The cities were chosen to this 

study with the criteria of involving relatively large or middle-sized cities from different 

geographical areas in Finland. Rovaniemi, which is a smaller municipality than the others, 

was included in order to include another municipality, in addition to Oulu, from the north-

ern part of Finland. 

As discussed in the context of this study, given the loose guidelines for drafting non-

discrimination plans and for promoting gender equality in municipalities, the plans can 

be drafted into either a unified policy document or into separate documents depending on 

the municipality. In Helsinki, there are separate equality and non-discrimination docu-

ments concerning the personnel of the city as well as concerning the services and activi-

ties of the city. I will examine the latter two (Ihmisoikeuksien Helsinki - Palvelujen yh-

denvertaisuussuunnitelma 2020-2021 and Kohti tasa-arvoista Helsinkiä - Suunnitelma 

sukupuolten tasa-arvon edistämiseksi Helsingin kaupungin palveluissa ja toiminnassa 

2019-2021). Oulu’s combined plan, Yhdenvertaisuus ja tasa-arvo Oulun kaupungin 

toiminnassa 2019-2021, covers equality and non-discrimination in the activities of the 

City of Oulu. The combined plan of Turku, Tasa-arvo ja yhdenvertaisuussuunnitelma 

2019-2021 - Henkilöstön ja palvelutuotannon tasa-arvo ja yhdenvertaisuus, consist of 
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the equality and non-discrimination plan concerning both the personnel and the services 

of the city. The City of Tampere has a non-discrimination plan for the city as a whole 

(Tampereen kaupungin yhdenvertaisuussuunnitelma 2017-2021), and in addition, the 

combined equality and non-discrimination plan aimed at the personnel of the city (Tam-

pereen kaupungin henkilöstöpoliittinen tasa-arvo ja yhdenvertaisuussuunnitelma 2019-

2020) is included in the dataset in order to include a plan from Tampere which includes 

notions on gender equality. The plan of the City of Rovaniemi, Rovaniemen kaupungin 

yhdenvertaisuussuunnitelma, seems not to include a gender equality plan according to its 

name, and the plan has also no remarks on its period of validity. However, according to 

an employee of the city, the plan includes a gender equality plan, and it is valid for the 

time being as the non-discrimination planning of the city is momentarily disorganized 

due to organizational and personnel changes in the city. 

It varies city by city in which languages, in addition to Finnish, the equality and non-

discrimination plans are published. The equality plan of the City of Helsinki is found also 

in Swedish and English, whereas the non-discrimination plan of Helsinki is in the same 

languages, and in addition, there are abstracts of the plan in Northern Sámi and simple 

Finnish. The plans of the cities of Turku, Tampere and Rovaniemi are only in Finnish. 

The plan of the City of Oulu is also only in Finnish, although the introduction of the plan 

is found in English. The English versions of the plans of the City of Helsinki (Helsinki of 

Human Rights - Action Plan for Non-Discrimination in the City of Helsinki’s Services 

and Activities 2020–2021 and Towards an Equal Helsinki - Plan for Promoting Gender 

Equality in the City of Helsinki’s Services and Activities 2019–2021) are used for the 

analysis. Otherwise, the inserts from the Finnish documents of the other cities and from 

the email conversations, which were conducted in Finnish, are translated by me. 

Although the plans consist of altogether approximately 130 pages, there is not enough 

data discussing intersectionality or the related terms specifically for constructing a suffi-

cient qualitative content analysis on the topic. Thus, in addition, I chose to use email 

conversations with the employees of the cities who work with equality and non-discrim-

ination matters as additional data, and the brief conversations add up to approximately 8 

pages. I asked all the cities’ employees, who are in some regard responsible for equality 

and non-discrimination matters in the cities, for their insights concerning intersectional-

ity, multiple discrimination, and their operationalization in the municipalities. I was able 

to have a conversation on the topic with employees from all the municipalities except 
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Rovaniemi. The initial questions were the same with each employee, whereas the clari-

fying follow-up questions differed according to their answers. The initial questions were: 

1. According to your view, how intersectionality or multiple discrimination is un-

derstood in the planning and activities related to equality and non-discrimination 

promotion in the city? 

2. How new is the concept of intersectionality in your work and how has it emerged? 

3. What kind of challenges there are to utilizing or operationalizing the concepts? 

Although I have familiarized myself with the entire dataset to get an overview of how 

intersectionality is –or is not– discussed and whether the closely related terms are applied, 

the focus of the analysis is on the parts of the documents which discuss intersectionality, 

the related terms, and their operationalization specifically. In the next subchapter, quali-

tative content analysis will be introduced before moving on to presenting how the method 

was applied for conducting the analysis of this study.  

 

4.2 Qualitative content analysis  

As the primary aim of the thesis is to depict how intersectionality is understood, applied, 

and operationalized in the equality and non-discrimination plans, content analysis serves 

as a suitable method of analysis. While content analysis is often used to describe mean-

ings and characteristics —both manifest and latent— in messages, it also enables testing 

theory and identifying new theory and concepts emerging from the data (Drisko & Mas-

chi, 2015, p.2). In other words, the method is suitable for this study as the aim is to de-

scribe how a theoretical and analytical concept appears in the data. Concurrently, as the 

method allows for considering new arising concepts, it enables including possible other 

ways of addressing intersectionality than through the explicit use of the term or the related 

terms outlined in the context of the study. As the objective of the research questions is to 

form a description of the notions of intersectionality and its operationalization in the data, 

the ability of content analysis to catch manifest as well as latent content suits the research 

problem well. According to Drisko and Maschi (2015), “[m]anifest content refers to what 

is overtly, literally, present in a communication” (p.2), whereas latent content deals with 

“meaning that is not overtly evident in a communication. Latent content is implicit or 

implied by a communication, often across several sentences or paragraphs” (p.3). 
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There are quantitative-focused and qualitative-focused approaches to content analysis, 

and the latter entails interpretive and qualitative notions of content analysis (Drisko & 

Maschi, 2015, pp.2–4). Interpretive and qualitative content analyses overlap to some ex-

tent, both enabling the analysis of manifest and latent meanings, whereas quantitative-

focused content analysis is more focused on manifest meanings. This study applies qual-

itative content analysis (QCA), a method in its own right, which was developed in social 

sciences in the 1940s (Schreier, 2012, pp.10–11;17). Schreier (2012) defines QCA as: 

“[...] a method for systematically describing the meaning of qualitative 

material. It is done by classifying material as instances of the categories of 

a coding frame.” (p.1) 

QCA is an excellent method for describing the meaning of rich qualitative data in a sys-

tematic and yet interpretative manner (Schreier, 2012, pp.2–3). Based on the assumption 

that meaning is always constructed by the recipients of the material, QCA focuses on 

strengthening research reliability through processing it consistently and transparently 

(ibid, pp.2–6;27).  

According to Schreier (2012), QCA is not the most suitable method for giving a holistic 

view of the research material (pp.3–4). Rather, the research question and possible emerg-

ing inductive categories rising from the data decide the angle upon which the data is 

viewed. Schreier argues that when dealing with rich data, it can be useful to focus on 

selected aspects of it. As my research questions are specific in terms of disclosing how 

intersectionality is applied in the policy documents of the municipalities, which also in-

clude a wide range of other topics, I find QCA a suitable tool for selecting and interpreting 

the key aspects of the material. In addition, there is a comparative aspect in my material 

as I examine differences between municipalities, and the descriptive nature of QCA is 

suitable for a comparison between similar pieces of data (ibid, pp.42–3).  

Whether QCA allows for connecting the descriptions produced in the analysis to the so-

ciety at large divides opinions between scholars of different disciplinary backgrounds 

(Schreier, 2012, pp.4;180–1). According to Schreier, it depends on the material at hand: 

when analyzing pre-existing materials, taking the context of the material into account is 

inevitable. However, drawing inferences beyond the text usually requires justification and 

further evidence. Drawing inferences about the social situation in which the analyzed 

material was produced is usually justified as it requires only a small ‘inferential leap’. 
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Thus, making inferences about the municipalities as the context for applying intersection-

ality is allowed in the framework of QCA without endangering validity. Additionally, if 

notions on the context of the material or how its recipients have received it are included 

in the data, and validity of the researcher’s categories of analysis are ensured, such infer-

ences are acceptable (Schreier, 2012, pp.184–5). 

 

4.3 Building a coding frame with QCA 

Building a coding frame and applying it throughout the analysis is a central part of the 

systematic and transparent use of QCA. The coding frame can consist of data-driven or 

concept-driven main and subcategories or a mix of the two of them, and it may vary in 

terms of scope and complexity (Schreier, 2012, pp.88–9). In building the coding frame, 

it is central to identify the dimensions of the data which are relevant for answering the 

research questions and to include all the variation in the data regarding the key dimensions 

(saturation) (pp.73;91;104–5). The coding frame functions as a filter for which parts of 

the material are included in the analysis; thus, research validity is strengthened by ensur-

ing that the coding frame is in correlation with the material by including at least partly 

data-driven categories (pp.7;59). 

The coding frame for the analysis of this study was created in two reading rounds. First, 

the material was divided into two categories, relevant and irrelevant, which is recom-

mended as the first step for first-time users of QCA (Schreier, 2012, p.89). The relevant 

material included parts of the texts which discussed intersectionality, multiple discrimi-

nation, the related Finnish terms discussed in the context of this study, and the possible 

notions related to the operationalization of the terms. The rest of the material, i.e., the 

parts of the documents which did not discuss the abovementioned, was marked as irrele-

vant.  

Second, the main categories of the coding frame were based on the research questions. In 

other words, the categories were divided based on the notions which discussed intersec-

tionality, multiple discrimination or other terms, and their operationalization. The main 

categories were named as “explicit notions of intersectionality”, “explicit notions of mul-

tiple discrimination or other terms”, and “operationalization of intersectionality or multi-

ple discrimination”. As recommended by Schreier (2012), I allowed subcategories to 
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emerge from the data. All the subcategories despite one were named in a data-driven 

manner. The subcategory “consecutive discrimination or other terms” is named according 

to the terminology presented in context of the study. 

 

4.4 Validity and reliability 

According to Schreier (2012, p.34), reliability, which is strengthened through systema-

ticity and transparency, is important in QCA. Reliability is increased by ensuring con-

sistency through either asking other researchers to revise the coding frame or double-

checking it yourself after 10-14 days. In this study, the coding frame was revised only by 

myself, which can entail a greater risk of researcher bias. However, following Schreier’s 

notions on improving reliability, the coding frame was revised over a period of time which 

was longer than 14 days. Additionally, reliability is strengthened through transparency – 

e.g., by disclosing the process of creating the coding frame. Nevertheless, according to 

Graneheim and Lundman (2004, pp.106;111), in QCA, the process depends to some ex-

tent on the researcher’s intuition or insight, which she may not be able to disclose to the 

reader in its entirety. According to Schreier, from the perspective of validity, it is essen-

tial, that the readers can nevertheless follow the process of analysis and the conclusions 

arising from it. 

Using partly data-driven categories was the key to matching the material with the coding 

frame, and consequently, strengthening validity. As described above, the main dimen-

sions of the material were coded into categories that were derived from the research ques-

tions. Thus, as most of the subcategories are data-driven, the validity of the coding frame 

is strengthened. In addition, all the notions in the data which are relevant to the research 

questions are included in the categories of analysis, which increases saturation, and ac-

cordingly, validity (Schreier, 2012, pp.73;91;104–5). 

According to Creswell and Miller (2000, pp.124–6), the validity of qualitative research 

can be evaluated by procedures which are connected to recognizing the researchers’ view-

points, or “lenses”, and paradigm assumptions. In qualitative research, validity refers to 

the credibility of the representations and interpretations of social realities instead of the 

validity of data as in quantitative research; however, it is equally important to evaluate 
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validity in both cases. Depending on whether the applied lens is the researchers’, the par-

ticipants’, or outside reviewers’, and whether the assumed paradigm is postpositivist, con-

structivist, or critical, the validity procedures may be situated on a scale of nine proce-

dures.  

As discussed in the beginning of this study, intersectionality is also considered a research 

paradigm which has emerged from critical and feminist theory. Thus, the validity proce-

dures related to the critical paradigm are connected to this study. As the methodological 

choices of this study are made by the researcher, a researcher’s lens is applied. The va-

lidity procedure which is connected to the researcher’s lens and to the critical paradigm 

is researcher reflexivity. It is a validity procedure where the researcher discloses their 

bias, positionality, assumptions, beliefs – anything personal which may shape their re-

search (Creswell & Miller, 2000, p.127). In addition to claiming my positionality in the 

context of the study, the critical examination of my underlying assumptions and beliefs 

during the process of the study contribute to researcher reflexivity. 

Prior to conducting the analysis of this study, I assumed that intersectionality, which often 

appears to be used interchangeably with multiple discrimination in Finland, is used in the 

policies of municipalities as a tool for outlining overlapping marginalized positions or 

identities. For what I had seen during the process of deciding upon my thesis topic, inter-

sectionality was referred to the most by feminist and antiracist activists in Finland, but 

the concept appeared less familiar, and less insurgent, to policymakers. Thus, I assumed 

that intersectionality would not be connected to a critical examination of privilege or 

structural, hegemonic power in the policies of the municipalities. However, as it will be 

demonstrated in the analysis, intersectionality is linked in the data also to the deconstruc-

tion of discriminatory structures, although vaguely. Even if my prior assumptions and 

beliefs may not be entirely challenged during the process of research, as part of researcher 

reflexivity, it is the most important to be aware of them and disclose them to the reader. 

Finally, triangulation is connected to the researcher’s lens and to the postpositivist para-

digm and it refers to applying multiple types of methods or sources of data (Creswell and 

Miller, 2000, pp.126–7). This study combines different types of sources of information 

by using official documents as well as e-mail conversations as sources of data. Thus, 

although the study is not situated under the postpositivist research paradigm, the validity 

procedure of triangulation is embedded in the design of the study. Using various kinds of 
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sources of data can provide a more valid image of intersectionality, as it is examined how 

the concept is explained not only in the official policy documents, but also by the people 

working with the matters. 

 

4.5 Ethical considerations  

Following ethical standards (e.g. Shaw, 2010), I asked the employees for their consent to 

using the email conversations in the thesis. All employees gave consent, one requesting 

to see the parts concerning their answers prior to publishing the thesis. Due to a small 

number of employees working with equality and non-discrimination promotion in the 

cities, some of the employees may be recognizable. However, no names or other personal 

information of the employees will be deliberately presented as they are not relevant to the 

study. It has been confirmed with all the employees that their possible indirect identifica-

tion is acceptable. All the notions of the employees represent their personal views, and 

they are not official statements or views of the cities they are working at. The equality 

and non-discrimination plans of the cities are public documents; thus, there are no ethical 

concerns in using the documents in this study. 

According to Janet Finch (1985), it is important to consider the ethical aspects when con-

ducting research on social policy related issues. She claims that there is a risk of affecting 

the positionality of the populations under examination while conducting such research: 

“Where qualitative research is targeted upon social policy issues, there is 

the special dilemma that findings could be used to worsen the situation of 

the target population in some way.” (Finch, 1985, p.117)  

Although the study indirectly concerns marginalized and multiply discriminated positions 

in society, it does not involve data collected directly from people in those positions. In 

addition, as intersectionality concerns also privileged positions, the concept is not con-

cerned with bringing forth the voices of specific marginalized groups, and consequently, 

does not risk worsening their positionality in social policy structures. Rather, the study 

analyses the use of a theoretical term, and the connections to the lived realities of mar-

ginalized groups are obscure. 
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5 Analysis 

 

In this chapter, the findings of the QCA are presented. First, in order to give a context for 

the emergence of intersectionality in the documents, I will give an overview of the content 

of the equality and non-discrimination plans under examination. Next, the main and sub-

categories of the coding frame are presented. Each category is described by presenting 

the subcategories connected to them. The central findings of the analysis will be discussed 

in more detail in the following section of the thesis, where also the differences between 

the geographical areas will be examined. 

According to Schreier (2012, p.231), presenting the results of QCA can be combined with 

quantitative presentation of the results. In order to describe how common the use of in-

tersectionality or the related terms are, I present frequencies of the instances among the 

narration of the analysis. In addition, the frequencies of mentioning intersectionality, mul-

tiple discrimination and other terms are presented in a table format below (Table 1). The 

table provides a quick overview of whether the terms examined in this study are used in 

the plans of the municipalities and how many times they appeared. 

 

City/plan Intersectionality Multiple discrim-

ination 

Other 

N1 – Non-discrimination plan of the 

City of Helsinki 

                    10           -   2 

E1 – Equality plan of the City of Hel-

sinki 

                      7            2   2 

C1 – Combined plan of the City of Oulu                        1            1   1 

C2 – Combined plan of the City of 

Turku 

                       -            3    - 

N2 – Non-discrimination plan of the 

City of Tampere 

                        -            -   - 

C3– Combined plan for the personnel of 

the City of Tampere 

-             -   - 
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C4 – Combined plan of the City of 

Rovaniemi 

                        -            1   - 

Total                       18            7   5 

Table 1. The appearance of intersectionality, multiple discrimination and other related terms in 

the equality and non-discrimination plans of the municipalities. 

 

When reading the table, it is important to note that all appearances of the terms are in-

cluded in the table. Thus, the terms might have been used as headings or in figurative 

pictures and does not necessarily include discussion or explanations related to them in 

each instance. As a summary of the table, intersectionality emerged the most times, 

whereas multiple discrimination appeared in more plans than intersectionality. The sec-

tion “other” refers to ‘consecutive discrimination’ and ‘crossing/intersectional inequality 

and differences’ as it will be outlined in the analysis below.  

 

5.1 An overview of the equality and non-discrimination plans 

In order to gain an understanding of how intersectionality is understood and applied in 

the equality and non-discrimination plans, it is relevant to give an overview of the plans 

and their differences. As explained in the context of the study, there can be significant 

differences between the equality and non-discrimination measures and plans of different 

municipalities. Accordingly, the plans of the five municipalities differ in their focus and 

ways of operationalizing equality and non-discrimination measures. The following sum-

maries present key points concerning the structure and content of the plans. 

To demonstrate where the inserts used in the analysis are found in the original data in a 

reader-friendly manner, I have given codes for the different pieces of data. The letters of 

the codes stand for N = non-discrimination, E = equality, C = combined, and W = work-

ers: 

N1 – Non-discrimination plan of the City of Helsinki 

E1 – Equality plan of the City of Helsinki 

C1 – Non-discrimination and equality plan of the City of Oulu 

C2 – Non-discrimination and equality plan of the City of Turku 

N2 – Non-discrimination plan of the City of Tampere 
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C3 – Equality and non-discrimination plan for the personnel of the City of Tampere 

C4 – Non-discrimination and equality plan of the City of Rovaniemi 

W1 – Email conversation with the employee of the City of Helsinki 

W2 – Email conversation with the employee of the City of Oulu 

W3 – Email conversation with the employee of the City of Turku 

W4 – Email conversation with the employee of the City of Tampere 

W5 – Email conversation with the employee of the City of Rovaniemi 

 

The non-discrimination plan of the City of Helsinki claims its objectives as “to build the 

most functional city in the world from the perspective of fairness, non-discrimination and 

human rights” and to “actively to deconstruct discriminatory and unequal structures and 

attitudes, due to which some of the city residents experience discrimination” (N1, p.5). A 

variety of tools and participatory practices were used in the city to gather information for 

the initial analysis of the state of non-discrimination and to create a basis for the plan: for 

instance, a questionnaire for the inhabitants, meetings with stakeholder groups and em-

ployees, and using statistical data created by the non-discrimination ombudsman (N1, 

pp.5–8). Based on the initial information gathering, the plan outlines challenges to non-

discrimination in Helsinki by outlining them according to clear-cut categories such as 

age, origin and nationality, health status and disability, or “other person-related cause”. 

Next, the plan introduces 32 concrete measures for promoting non-discrimination in the 

services of the city, and the measures and how they are monitored are presented according 

to the branches of the city (city executive office, education, culture and leisure, social 

services and health care, and urban environment). The plan is unique in the sense that it 

outlines human rights principles as its basis which is not done in any of the other cities.  

The equality plan of the City of Helsinki begins with outlining the legal obligations for 

promoting gender equality in Finland and connects them to the equality measures and 

other strategical measures in Helsinki. In the plan, Helsinki is framed as a strong actor in 

gender impact assessment and as a forerunner in gender-sensitive budgeting methods (E1, 

p.4). After discussing how the equality plan has been drafted, the practical operations and 

monitoring of the promotion of equality are presented branch by branch, similarly as in 

the non-discrimination plan. In the equality plan, human rights are discussed as an im-

portant factor for equality and non-discrimination work, although the equality plan is not 
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based on them similarly as the non-discrimination plan. Finally, the plan includes exten-

sive vocabulary of gender equality related terminology. 

The combined non-discrimination and equality plan of the City of Oulu is similarly di-

vided into sections which discuss obligations for equality and non-discrimination 

measures generally, in the City of Oulu, and the practical measures taken in the city. 

However, the measures in Oulu appear more of general aspirations for promoting equality 

and non-discrimination rather than specific operations which are based on an initial eval-

uation of the state of the matters in the city as it is done in the non-discrimination plan of 

Helsinki. In the general part, equality and non-discrimination related terminology is ex-

plained. In the city-specific part of the document, it is outlined how the City of Oulu 

commits to equality and non-discrimination measures through different strategies and 

evaluative working groups, but the measures are not connected to city-specific infor-

mation. For example, it is presented in the plan that branch-specific equality and non-

discrimination plans which entail initial analyses of the state of equality ought to be made 

in the city, i.e., they have not been conducted yet (C1, p.21). However, a wide range of 

stakeholder organizations and the city’s branches have been included in the working 

group of the equality and non-discrimination plan, which refers to some degree of city-

specificity. Finally, the plan discusses the successes and development areas in evaluating 

gender effects by the using the example of the sports services of the city. Other branches 

of the city and the measures taken there are not presented in detail in the plan. 

The equality and non-discrimination plan of the City of Turku begins with presenting the 

general notions of the public equality and non-discrimination obligations in Finland, ter-

minology, and notions on attainability and participation. In the plan of Turku, groups that 

are vulnerable to discrimination are presented based on the examples presented in the 

Non-Discrimination Act; thus, they are not connected to the City of Turku specifically. 

Here, among e.g. Roma and Sámi people and sexual minorities, multiple discrimination 

is discussed as its own category (C2, p.9). The current state of the equality of the person-

nel of the city, and measures to promote and monitor it, are discussed in detail. It is stated 

explicitly in the document that, in contrary to the personnel equality and non-discrimina-

tion, it has been challenging to form an idea of the state of equality and non-discrimination 

in the city as a whole due to the lack of comprehensive ways of monitoring the activities 

related to them (C2, p.13). However, the practical measures of the plan are based on, for 

instance, a mapping of the latest strategies, a questionnaire for the city’s personnel, and 
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experts’ evaluations, which partially includes statistical data concerning stakeholder 

groups. Most of the measures and their monitoring focus on attainability and accessibility 

(saavutettavuus ja esteettömyys) while there are a few notions on the operationalization 

of equality and non-discrimination. Among the measures, it is stated, for instance, that a 

questionnaire on equality and non-discrimination for the city’s inhabitants has been con-

ducted recently. 

The non-discrimination plan of the City of Tampere begins with an outline of the termi-

nology related to non-discrimination as well as to discrimination. The initial evaluation 

of the state of equality and non-discrimination in Tampere is based on statements given 

by the city’s delegates of different stakeholder groups, national statistics on discrimina-

tion, and a questionnaire and participatory events created for the inhabitants of the city 

and stakeholder groups (N2, pp.4–5). Based on the information gained by these sources, 

the state of equality and non-discrimination is presented by clear-cut categories such as 

children and youth, immigrants, and Roma people. Promoting non-discrimination is 

founded on the principle of promoting good population relations in the city (N2, p.8). The 

measures and their monitoring concern, for instance, employment, good population rela-

tions, accessibility, and training inhabitant groups.  

The equality and non-discrimination plan for the personnel of the City of Tampere con-

sists of presenting discrimination, equality, and non-discrimination related terminology 

up to nearly half of its content. Next, it is evaluated how the preceding plan succeeded in 

its goals of promoting the personnel’s equality and non-discrimination. The current state 

of equality and non-discrimination is evaluated by e.g. information on income differences 

from Statistics Finland and a questionnaire sent to the human resources personnel, work 

safety representatives, and other representatives of the city’s branches (C3, pp.7–8). Fi-

nally, some practical measures aiming at promoting equality and non-discrimination, and 

the units in charge of their monitoring, are introduced.  

The non-discrimination plan of the City of Rovaniemi appears merely a non-discrimina-

tion plan for the years 2017-2018. However, according to the e-mail conversation with 

an employee of the city, the plan includes an equality plan, and it is still in use as a more 

recent one has not been drafted. As the organization of equality and non-discrimination 

work in the City of Rovaniemi is currently unclear, the update of the plan exceeds the 

three years’ recommendation by the ALFRA. In addition, the plan appears outdated to 
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readers due to the undated period of validity. In the plan, the general obligations of cre-

ating a non-discrimination plan in Finnish municipalities are presented. Next, the general 

aspirations of promoting non-discrimination in Rovaniemi are discussed before moving 

on to discussing in more detail the terminology and laws which include notions on non-

discrimination and equality. In the following section, the areas of responsibility of the 

city’s branches (basic safety services, education services, technical services and group 

services) concerning non-discrimination measures are introduced. The areas of responsi-

bility and the related practical measures and goals are mostly focused on general goals 

rather than on specific practical operations, although notions on the latter appear as well. 

The practical measures are not appointed with distinguished monitoring units or branches 

as it is done in the other cities, and it is only stated that “the implementation of the non-

discrimination plan is followed by the City Parliament and the city’s actors which are 

responsible for the measures” (C4, p.23). As the plan appears outdated, it is not discussed 

how the goals set in 2017-2018 have proceeded in Rovaniemi in the following years. 

As a summary, the equality and non-discrimination plans of the cities of Helsinki, Tam-

pere, Turku, Oulu and Rovaniemi differ in terms of form, structure, focus and content, 

and they also have their similarities. Some cities have focused more extensively in form-

ing the initial analysis of the state of non-discrimination and equality in the city and have 

founded their operative measures on the analysis as it is recommended by the ALFRA 

(2019, p.18). Some cities discuss the national public obligations for the promotion of 

equality and non-discrimination, legislation, concepts, and different grounds for discrim-

ination more extensively than others, although all the plans include some notions on them. 

Additionally, some plans were based on principles such as human rights promotion or 

improving population relations, whereas others did not entail principles other than equal-

ity and non-discrimination. There were similarities between all the plans in referring to 

and implementing the same public obligations and in applying primarily similar discrim-

ination, gender equality and non-discrimination related terminology. The scope and con-

tent of operationalizing practical measures differed, as well as precision in terms of how 

they are monitored. Additionally, as we will see in the following part of the analysis, there 

are significant differences between the plans in referring to intersectionality and multiple 

discrimination. 
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5.2 Explicit notions of intersectionality 

Intersectionality appeared in altogether two municipalities and in three plans: in the equal-

ity plan of Helsinki, the non-discrimination plan of Helsinki, and the combined plan of 

Oulu. The notions on intersectionality in the documents were mostly focused on defining 

the term among other non-discrimination and equality related terminology, but other ways 

of incorporating the term into the promotion of equality and non-discrimination appeared 

as well. The explicit notions on intersectionality are divided into the following subcate-

gories: “intersectionality as a tool to describe identity characteristics” and “intersection-

ality as identity characteristics and structural critique”. The first subcategory entails two 

further subcategories which will be outlined below. Although Rovaniemi, Tampere and 

Turku did not apply intersectionality in their plans, the employees in Tampere and Turku 

were familiar with the concept, and the employee in Tampere discussed its meaning in 

the email conversation.  

 

5.2.1 Intersectionality as a tool to describe identity characteristics 

The first subcategory entails notions of intersectionality as a term which enables depicting 

several simultaneously affecting individual characteristics. This category entails notions 

of intersectionality in terms of the multiplicity of identity, personal characteristics, or in-

dividual/group differences. These references to intersectionality are further divided into 

two lower subcategories: “intersectionality as the intersection of gender and other attrib-

utes” and “intersectionality as cross-cutting attributes without emphasis on gender”.  

The notions included in the first of the two lower subcategories display intersectionality 

as a gender-focused term that can be used for analyzing also other cross-cutting individual 

characteristics which affect the experiences of discrimination. In the equality and non-

discrimination plan of Oulu, intersectionality is referred to as a term which, together with 

gender, enables an examination of other grounds of discrimination, such as age, language, 

origin, sexuality, or the grounds defined in Non-Discrimination Act: 

“By intersectionality it is meant that among gender, also other grounds for discrimination 

(such as the grounds for discrimination defined in the Non-Discrimination Act) simulta-

neously affect the realization of gender equality.” (C1, p.12) 
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A similar notion, which bases gender at the center of the concept, is applied in the intro-

duction of the gender equality plan of the City of Helsinki: 

“The promotion of gender equality is moving in an increasingly intersectional direction, 

also in Helsinki. This means that, in addition to gender, we simultaneously consider other 

characteristics that may affect citizens’ experiences and discrimination. Such character-

istics may include age, language, origin, sexuality and various backgrounds. The promo-

tion of gender equality requires the recognition of various positions of power and hierar-

chies and the courage to dismantle discriminating structures.” (E1, p.5) 

On the contrary, without emphasis on gender as a central category of intersectionality, 

the non-discrimination plan of Helsinki depicts the term in the following way: 

“Intersectionality means that life and experiences of the individual are affected by differ-

ent characteristics such as age, ethnic background, disability and sexual orientation sim-

ultaneously. Intersectionality can be interpreted as crossing differences or crossing ine-

quality. It is a tool used for sketching out the cumulative effects of different forms of 

discrimination in a person. […] Intersectionality does not focus solely on one factor or 

form of discrimination separated from other factors. (N1, p.18) 

Additionally, in the part where intersectionality is explained among other gender equality 

related terminology, the gender equality plan of the City of Helsinki depicts intersection-

ality without emphasis on gender in particular:  

“Intersectionality refers to an approach in which many factors are considered to simulta-

neously influence an individual’s identity and positioning in societal power relationships. 

According to an intersectional way of thinking, factors such as gender, social class, age, 

ethnic background, functional capacity or sexual orientation should also be viewed in 

relation to each other. Intersectionality can be thought of as referring to intersecting dif-

ferences or intersecting inequality. (E1, p.32) 

The gender-focused and non-gender-focused approaches to intersectionality are similar 

in the sense that they both discuss similar examples of personal characteristics such as 

age, sexual orientation, ethnic background, and disability, which are also listed as forbid-

den grounds of discrimination in the Non-Discrimination Act. However, the first notions 

emphasize gender over other grounds, which marks a difference in what intersectionality 

is focused on as a concept compared to the notions which do not list gender as a primary 

characteristic. Yet, in the latter category, gender is also discussed, even if without having 

an emphasis on it. Naturally, the gender equality plans emphasize gender as a factor which 

creates differences between individuals or groups of people. However, the plan of Oulu 
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is a combined equality and non-discrimination plan and it also discusses gender as a cen-

tral factor. 

Since according to Cho et al. (2013, pp.791–2), intersectionality cannot be taken com-

pletely outside its original premise at the intersection of race and gender, it is interesting 

to point out whether race and gender remain a central part of how the concept is under-

stood in different contexts than the United States. In the inserts above, the concept is 

connected to gender in most cases, yet it differs whether gender is highlighted. In contrast 

to the United States, race is a term which is not typically used in the Nordic context as 

well as in Europe, and it is often replaced by, for instance, “ethnic groups” or “immi-

grants” (Rastas, 2019, p.357). Here, the City of Helsinki addresses origin, ethnic back-

ground, and various backgrounds, whereas the City of Oulu refers to the grounds for dis-

crimination outlined in the Non-Discrimination Act, where origin and background are 

discussed (Finlex, 2014). Moreover, instead of race, for instance, belonging to visible 

minorities is also not mentioned. 

Additionally, the notions of intersectionality in this category entail differences in relation 

to what intersectionality is, and what the term is set to examine. Intersectionality is re-

ferred to as a tool, an approach, and a way of thinking. Terms such as grounds for dis-

crimination, characteristics, and factors are used to refer to categories of difference, and 

they are seen to affect the life, experiences, identity, or positioning of individuals, forms 

of discrimination, or the realization of gender equality. Thus, it appears that there is not a 

common understanding in the policy documents regarding what intersectionality is and 

what is the focus of intersectionality. Rather, it is connected to viewing several categories 

of difference which can affect e.g. an individual’s life and experiences of discrimination 

or the society’s state of gender equality.  

Finally, it is important to note here that in the Finnish language versions of both the equal-

ity plan and the non-discrimination plan of the City of Helsinki, it is suggested that inter-

sectionality can be translated as crossing differences (risteävät erot) or crossing inequal-

ity (risteävä eriarvoisuus) in Finnish. In the English language version of the equality plan, 

the phrases ‘crossing differences’ and ‘crossing inequality’ used in the non-discrimina-

tion plan are replaced by ‘intersecting differences’ and ‘intersecting inequality’. The ap-

pearing Finnish terminology will be returned to in the part of the analysis which discusses 

consecutive discrimination and other terms.  
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5.2.2 Intersectionality as identity positions and structural critique 

The second subcategory of the explicit notions of intersectionality entails notions of in-

tersectionality which connect the term to viewing both crossing attributes of identity as 

well as references or critique to societal power structures, hierarchies, or to activism aim-

ing to affect such structures. Such a view is found only in the City of Helsinki and it 

appears in both documents of the city which are included in the data.  

In the gender equality plan of Helsinki, intersectionality is referred to not only as a con-

cept which enables examining multiple layers of identity in addition to gender, as in the 

first subcategory, but also as a concept which is connected to changing societal structures 

and hierarchies. In Helsinki, intersectionality is connected to the measures of promoting 

gender equality in the city, which in turn are connected the recognition of different power 

structures and hierarchies and having courage to dismantle discriminating structures:  

“The promotion of gender equality is moving in an increasingly intersectional direction, 

also in Helsinki. This means that, in addition to gender, we simultaneously consider other 

characteristics that may affect citizens’ experiences and discrimination. Such character-

istics may include age, language, origin, sexuality and various backgrounds. The promo-

tion of gender equality requires the recognition of various positions of power and hierar-

chies and the courage to dismantle discriminating structures.” (E1, p.5) 

Although the last sentence of the insert does not connect intersectionality directly to dis-

mantling structures, the paragraph structure makes the connection between the structural 

work, gender equality promotion and intersectionality.  

In addition, the non-discrimination plan of the City of Helsinki displays intersectionality 

as one of the four human rights principles which are considered as the foundation of the 

plan. The other three human rights principles are participation, norm awareness and at-

tainability, and the principles are presented as the basis for ensuring non-discrimination 

and universal ownership in the city. The principles are applied in the plan to promote 

human rights and to dismantle unequal structures and attitudes which contribute to the 

citizens’ experiences of discrimination: 

“Human rights will be anchored in the city’s structures and operational culture by means 

of four essential principles: intersectionality, participation, norm awareness and accessi-

bility. In the preparation of the plan, these principles have been identified as the essential 

tools in the promotion of human rights in the city’s services. By means of the plan, the 

city works actively to deconstruct discriminatory and unequal structures and attitudes, 
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due to which some of the city residents experience discrimination. The preparation of the 

proposals for action in the City of Helsinki’s Action Plan for Non-Discrimination 2020-

2021 has been based on the aforementioned human rights principles. The actions support 

the systematic and sustainable development of non-discrimination in the services of the 

City of Helsinki.” (N1, p.5) 

Thus, as the plan is based on human rights principles, which are connected to the promo-

tion of non-discrimination and to dismantling discriminating structures, intersectionality 

is viewed as one of the tools for also dismantling unequal structures and attitudes. How-

ever, in the part of the plan where the four human rights principles are explained in more 

depth, intersectionality is referred to as an approach to viewing individual characteristics, 

as outlined above, and instead, norm awareness is more directly connected to, for in-

stance, stereotypes and prejudices which sustain unequal structures in society. Thus, the 

connection between intersectionality and affecting discriminatory structures remains am-

biguous. One the one hand, intersectionality appears influential in such work among the 

other principles, and on the other hand, norm awareness is more directly connected to 

structural work. Moreover, it is not explained in the plan on which theoretical grounds 

the four principles are connected to the promotion of human rights to begin with.  

As we have seen, in the City of Helsinki, intersectionality is not only used to describe the 

overlapping of different identities or grounds of discrimination, but it is additionally con-

nected to addressing unequal power structures and attitudes. As explained by e.g. Davis 

(2008, p.68) and Karkulehto et al. ( 2012, p.19), intersectionality can facilitate exploring 

privileging power relations in terms of social practices, cultural ideologies, and institu-

tional arrangements. The City of Helsinki connects the term to this purpose, yet the con-

nections are brief and uncertain. The connections of intersectionality and affecting une-

qual power structures, hierarchies and attitudes in the city are expressed ambiguously and 

it is not explained in detail which structures, attitudes, hierarchies, and practical measures 

are involved in such work. Thus, it remains unclear whether the term de facto facilitates 

changing structures in the city through the equality and non-discrimination work, or if it 

is just a buzzword.  
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5.3 Explicit notions of multiple discrimination or other terms 

In this main category, the notions on multiple discrimination or other terms and their 

relationship to intersectionality are examined. As explained in the context of the study, 

the terminology related to intersectionality in Finnish is manifold, and especially multiple 

discrimination is often used to refer to exactly or close to the same as intersectionality. 

The cities of Helsinki, Turku, Oulu and Rovaniemi discuss multiple discrimination in 

their plans, whereas in addition, consecutive discrimination (moninkertainen syrjintä) is 

mentioned in Oulu’s plan. Thus, the City of Tampere is the only city which does not 

discuss intersectionality nor any of the other terms in its equality and non-discrimination 

plans included in this study. In the coding frame, the subcategories under this main cate-

gory were named as “multiple discrimination as the same as intersectionality”, “multiple 

discrimination as a concept different from intersectionality”, and “consecutive discrimi-

nation and other terms”.  

 

5.3.1 Multiple discrimination as the same as intersectionality 

Intersectionality is not deliberately referred to as the same as multiple discrimination or 

vice versa in any of the plans. However, rendering them as interchangeable can be indi-

cated in one of the email conversations. The employee in Helsinki connects intersection-

ality and multiple discrimination in a way which makes it appear that they are talking 

about the same thing with both terms. According to the employee, equality and non-dis-

crimination have been promoted in the city in an intersectional manner already before the 

appearance of the term in the plans of the city for instance through projects which handle 

multiple discrimination: 

“Intersectionality as a concept has been present in the equality and non-discrimination 

work of the City of Helsinki specifically through the new plans (so the equality plan of 

the services was approved in 2019, the non-discrimination plan in 2020). Surely already 

since earlier, the city has promoted equality and non-discrimination in an intersectional 

manner, for example in different projects, which delve into multiple discrimination, alt-

hough the term itself has not been necessarily used.” (W1) 

Thus, according to the employee, projects which take multiple discrimination into ac-

count are intersectional, and the work of the city has been intersectional already prior to 

using the concept. This is a good example of referring to intersectionality and multiple 
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discrimination interchangeably as it is suggested by Brunila & Rossi (2020), and of re-

ducing intersectionality in political science terms (Karkulehto et al., 2012, p.22). Simi-

larly, this notion of the employee matches with the view of the Finnish Institute for Health 

and Welfare (2020) where intersectionality is viewed as, for instance, work aiming to 

combat multiple discrimination. As explained in the context of this study, multiple dis-

crimination and intersectionality are used in different relationships to one another in dif-

ferent situations in the Finnish language, and the insert above indicates that the terms are 

rendered clearly interchangeable in one instance within the data. 

 

5.3.2 Multiple discrimination as a concept different from intersectionality 

On most occasions, multiple discrimination is not discussed interchangeably with inter-

sectionality, nor is it explicitly appointed with a meaning which could interpreted as the 

same as intersectionality. Yet, on some occasions, their meanings appear very close to 

one another, which indicates confusion between the terms. In Helsinki and Oulu, both 

concepts are defined, whereas in Turku and Rovaniemi only multiple discrimination is 

defined. Interestingly, in the non-discrimination plan of the City of Helsinki, which ap-

plies intersectionality the most extensively, multiple discrimination is not discussed. This 

observation will be returned to in the discussion of the study.  

In this subcategory, multiple discrimination refers to discrimination based on several 

clear-cut grounds for discrimination without explicit references to an inseparable and in-

tertwined nature of the grounds, as it is considered central in intersectionality also in pub-

lic policy (e.g. Hancock, 2007; Kantola & Nousiainen, 2009). In this category, multiple 

discrimination is applied to describe discrimination based on more than one ground for 

discrimination, either in the same situation or in different situations based on different 

grounds or based on multiple grounds in many situations. For instance, the plan of the 

City of Rovaniemi outlines: 

“The Ministry of Interior (2010) has stated that in Finland the most common targets of 

discrimination are Roma people, Sami people, immigrants, disabled people, sexual and 

gender minorities, children and youth, old people, and groups based on religion or belief. 

Discrimination can also be multiple, in which case it is caused by several of the above-

mentioned reasons and/or other additional reasons.” (C4, p.12) 
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As similar examples, the plans of the City of Turku and the City of Oulu state the follow-

ing: 

“Multiple discrimination takes place when same persons or groups become discriminated 

against based on several grounds for discrimination at the same time or in different situ-

ations.” (C2, p.4) 

“Multiple discrimination refers to discrimination based on more than one ground of dis-

crimination” (C1, p.9) 

In some of the notions, multiple discrimination could be interpreted as also entailing a 

view of discrimination where group belonging or identity attributes form experiences of 

discrimination which are unique and irreducible to different singular categories of differ-

ence. For instance, Turku’s plan, which displays multiple discrimination as a category 

among the other categories of difference defined in the Non-Discrimination Act, presents 

the following examples of persons who belong to the category: 

“Equal treatment faces special challenges when a person belongs to many of the above-

mentioned groups. A Roma elderly person becomes discriminated against as a Roma per-

son, as a woman, and as an elderly person. A disabled immigrant is not accepted into 

labor policy integration course because his employability is considered lower than other 

people. The partner of an elderly person who belongs to a sexual minority group is not 

acknowledged as a family  member in health or elderly care.” (C2, p.9) 

These examples, some more clearly than others, can be interpreted as intersectional as the 

crossing attributes of a person appear to result in unique, intertwined experiences of dis-

crimination in specific situations, such as in the case of the disabled immigrant. However, 

as these notions do not explicitly discuss the inseparability of the different factors in the 

persons’ experiences, nor refer to intersectionality, here they are categorized as notions 

of multiple discrimination. Nevertheless, as these examples could also be interpreted as 

cases of intersectionality, some confusion in navigating between intersectionality and 

multiple discrimination appears understandable. Combined with the criticism in the aca-

demia concerning the vagueness of intersectionality, the difficulties in defining it, and the 

variety of ways of comprehending and applying it as discussed in the context and the 

theoretical section of this study, it appears challenging to define and distinguish between 

the two terms especially in policy documents which often entail only short concept ex-

planations or no definitions at all, as also explained by Vastapuu (2020). 
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As argued by Kantola and Nousiainen (2009), in the EU multiple discrimination is often 

applied instead of intersectionality, and the term does not reach the level of intersection-

ality in terms of capturing and accommodating the dynamic complexity of identities, 

structures, and power. In the notions of multiple discrimination in this section, there are 

both predetermined and equally relevant notions of multiple discrimination as well as 

notions where the categories of difference are less obviously distinguishable. Yet, it is 

difficult to form an in-depth analysis of how multiple discrimination is viewed in the 

policy documents given the short descriptions of the terms in the plans. 

 

5.3.3 Consecutive discrimination and other terms 

Although a multitude of terms related to intersectionality in Finnish are outlined in the 

context of this study, in addition to multiple discrimination, only consecutive discrimina-

tion (moninkertainen syrjintä) appears in the dataset – once. Consecutive discrimination 

is brought up in the plan of the City of Oulu in relation to the commitments the city has 

made to promote equality. The city is committed to the European charter for equality of 

women and men in local life, which is drafted by the Council of European Municipalities 

and Regions and translated into Finnish by the Association of Finnish Local and Regional 

Authorities in 2017. The principles which the supporting cities of the Charter commit to 

are presented in the plan of Oulu: 

“By signing the Charter, the City of Oulu is committed to the following principles: 1) 

The equality of women and men is a basic right. 2) Ensuring equality between men and 

women requires processing consecutive discrimination and weaker position. 3) The equal 

participation of men and women to decision-making is the foundation of a democratic 

society. 4) Erasing gender-based stereotypes is essential in achieving equality between 

women and men.” (C1, p.14) 

It is not further elaborated in the plan of the City of Oulu what is meant by the term 

consecutive discrimination in the second notion of the commitments. In the English ver-

sion of the European Charter, the term multiple discrimination is used. Consequently, it 

seems the term moninkertainen syrjintä is a variation of translating multiple discrimina-

tion into Finnish as the more often used Finnish translation moniperusteinen syrjintä is 

nearly the same. In other words, it appears the term is not used to only describe situations 

where an individual is discriminated against in different situations based on different 
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grounds as it is referred by The Ministry of Justice as moninkertainen syrjintä (2019a, 

pp.4–5) and by the FRA (2017, p.68) as consecutive discrimination.  

As the City of Helsinki suggested risteävä eriarvoisuus or risteävät erot for translating 

the English loan word intersektionaalisuus to more original Finnish terminology, only the 

terms kumulatiivinen syrjintä, risteävä syrjintä and leikkaavat erot discussed in the con-

text of the study did not appear in the data. 

 

5.4 Operationalization of intersectionality or multiple discrimination 

The final main category involves notions related to the operationalization of intersection-

ality or multiple discrimination in the plans. The subcategories in this main category are 

“aspiration to applying intersectionality”, “challenges to operationalization”, “ways to 

improve operationalization”. Thus, in this main category, the aspiration as well as obsta-

cles to the operationalization of intersectionality or multiple discrimination in the munic-

ipalities’ equality and non-discrimination practices are described. 

 

5.4.1 Aspiration to applying intersectionality 

In some of the email conversations with the employees, an aspiration to apply intersec-

tionality or multiple discrimination in the work aiming to promote equality and non-dis-

crimination appears. According to the employee in Tampere, although the city is in the 

beginning of applying the approach, and the term does not appear in its policy documents, 

there is an aim to bring forward intersectionality in all planning and practices of the city. 

Accordingly, they state that it is of interest to strengthen an understanding of discrimina-

tion as a multifaceted and crossing phenomenon instead of focusing merely on groups 

based on single identities:  

“In Tampere, there is an aspiration to make intersectionality as an approach visible in all 

planning and actions, but in my view, we are still at the very beginning of utilizing this 

perspective. Often it is attempted to find common interests and factors through which a 

larger portion of different interest groups and special groups are considered, and partici-

pation is increased. It would be great if we could more strongly understand discrimination 

as a multifaceted and cross-cutting phenomenon instead of mere positive discrimination 

of singular groups (which is also infinitely important). Luckily, often in conversations 
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those quiet voices are already brought up, thus, it is pondered who is not seen and whose 

voice is not heard when the non-discrimination of some group is promoted.“ (W4) 

In addition, in Helsinki the employee considers intersectionality a well-received and use-

ful term:  

“Generally speaking, however, intersectionality has been received positively. An inter-

sectional approach has encouraged people to view the equality and non-discrimination of 

services widely from different perspectives.” (W1) 

Thus, in Helsinki and Tampere, the employees consider the term useful and encouraging, 

which connects to interest in using it more in the context of promoting equality and non-

discrimination. 

 

5.4.2 Challenges to operationalization 

The most prominent challenges to operationalizing the term are connected to hardships 

in understanding the term and misunderstandings, and even resistance to the term. In Hel-

sinki and Oulu, the employees consider intersectionality as generally hard to understand 

and highly academic, which decreases the possibilities of people who are not involved in 

the academia to understand it. In addition, it is stated by the employees that intersection-

ality is experienced by some people as abstract and not necessarily a useful term in prac-

tice, and multiple discrimination is experienced as more familiar: 

“The most central challenge is that it is experienced as difficult, academic, abstract, and 

some experience that it does not necessarily carry practical utility.” (W1) 

“Challenges in applying the term are connected to for instance the understanding of in-

tersectionality as a term. Terms which are highly “academic” can be experienced as hard 

to understand. Especially with such actors which do not actively work with research ma-

terials and terms. Multiple discrimination is perhaps more familiar and unravels itself 

more to a reader who is less acquainted with the topic.” (W2) 

In addition to hardships in understanding intersectionality as well as multiple discrimina-

tion, the employee in Turku lists the lack of competence as a challenge to applying mul-

tiple discrimination in practice and as a reason neither of them are central in the planning 

and practices of equality and non-discrimination work in Turku. When asked for their 

views on intersectionality, they said that the same applies to intersectionality: 
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“Multiple discrimination is not very much part of the central concepts of planning and 

actions. The reason is lack of competence. […] Lack of competence, thus, understanding 

the term[s] and possibilities of applying it [them] in practice. (W3) 

Thus, in Oulu multiple discrimination is experienced as easier to understand than inter-

sectionality, whereas in Turku the issues in understanding connect to both terms. In Hel-

sinki and Tampere challenges concerning multiple discrimination are not brought up, and 

as mentioned earlier, I was not able to have a conversation on the topic with an employee 

from Rovaniemi. 

The challenges in understanding intersectionality, and accordingly challenges in opera-

tionalizing it, can be connected to the ambiguity, internal controversies, and a lack of 

focus of the term as presented by Nash (2008) and Davis (2008). When dealing with a 

complex term which can accommodate several different purposes and uses in different 

contexts, one can face challenges in putting the concept into practice. Moreover, the sim-

ilar meanings of multiple discrimination and intersectionality and using them inter-

changeably on some occasions in the Finnish context are likely to add up to difficulties 

in understanding the meaning and significance of the latter. 

Finally, in Tampere, the employee reckons that intersectionality has been connected to 

negative publicity and competition between groups for the most visibility in the society: 

“The challenge lately has been the negative publicity the term has received, (purposeful) 

misunderstandings and the experiences of special groups that when many different rea-

sons and levels of discrimination are considered simultaneously, the attention and possi-

bilities to influence are respectively diminished from all influence groups. Thus, it is seen 

that intersectionality endangers the space and activism in the society which has required 

hard work.” (W4) 

The notions of negative publicity can be related to the large-scale media attention re-

ceived by the term after it was incorporated for the first time into the equality program 

of the Finnish government last summer, as discussed in the context (Brunila & Rossi, 

2020). In addition, as explained in the literary review of the study, Hancock (2007) 

claims that unitary and multiple approaches to discrimination risks competition between 

essentialized groups for the most disadvantaged position, calling it “Oppression Olym-

pics”. In her view, intersectionality is a tool for critically viewing structures which ena-

ble such detrimental competition in the first place, aiming to reduce the competition. 
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However, as in the context of the policies of municipalities, intersectionality and multi-

ple discrimination appear closely related, it is sensible that intersectionality in this con-

text can also be connected to a competition between essentialized groups similarly as in 

the unitary and multiple approaches to discrimination described by Hancock. 

 

5.4.3 Ways to improve operationalization 

In this subcategory, the possible ways to improve the operationalization of intersection-

ality and/or multiple discrimination are presented. Emerging from the data, the strategical 

steps forward in operationalizing intersectionality are related to defining and explaining 

the concepts better, combining the equality and non-discrimination plans, and training 

personnel. 

As a solution to the abovementioned hardships in understanding the term, two employees 

suggest defining and explaining the terms more efficiently. The employee in Oulu reck-

ons that explaining both intersectionality and multiple discrimination is necessary as it 

would increase understanding in the promotion of equality and non-discrimination in the 

city’s services: 

“Disclosing the terms is needed often, it increases understanding in the advancement of 

equality  and non-discrimination in the services.” (W2) 

In Helsinki, the employee considers that through explaining the term in as many contexts 

as possible through concrete examples, the term could appear as less frightening: 

“[…] the term has to be explained in as many contexts as possible so that it does not feel 

so frightening or discouraging and I think it is important to explain the term specifically 

through concrete examples.” (W1) 

Combining the equality and non-discrimination plans as well as other group-specific 

strategies which promote equality and non-discrimination is considered a way to foster 

the operationalization of intersectionality in Helsinki and Oulu. In the non-discrimination 

plan of Helsinki, combining the non-discrimination and equality plans of the city was 

presented as a solution to rendering intersectional discrimination into account: 

“From this [intersectional] perspective, separating the gender equality and discrimination 

grounds mentioned in the Non-Discrimination Act is challenging, as often many forms 

of discrimination cross each other. Up until now, the city has prepared separate non-
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discrimination and gender equality plans for the services, but this practice ought to be 

reconsidered in the future.” (N1, p.19) 

On the contrary, in the equality plan of the City of Helsinki, placing gender equality and 

non-discrimination promotion in separate entities is explained by the large size of the city: 

“Helsinki is one of Finland’s largest employers, and its services also constitute a large 

entity of their own. For this reason, separating gender equality work regarding personnel 

and services into different entities has been justified. In addition, promotion of gender 

equality and promotion of non-discrimination are currently separate from each other.“ 

(E1, p.9) 

However, on the next page, developing equality and non-discrimination work as a tighter 

entity which builds around the promotion of human rights is presented as a future goal: 

“In future, the goal is to develop gender equality and non-discrimination work as an even 

more closely-knit entity of promoting human rights. This is justifiable because, for ex-

ample, different features are present in citizens’ lives and services at the same time. For 

instance, gender and gender identity are visible in citizens’ daily lives in different ways 

depending on characteristics like age, native language and whether they use a wheelchair 

or walk. The entity of promoting human rights is also closely linked with the work of the 

city’s Disability Ombudsman, Council on Disability and Elderly Citizens Council.” (E1, 

p.10) 

Thus, there are different notions in Helsinki on whether combining the equality and non-

discrimination work is seen as a goal related to addressing intersectionality. In Helsinki, 

increasing the level of unity between the two is aspired, however, keeping them separate 

is also seen as justified. According to Harjunen (2015, p.305) the dual system which bases 

equality and non-discrimination policies on distinct political bodies may create challenges 

in incorporating multiple discrimination or intersectionality to the policies in Finland and 

Sweden. Thus, the notions regarding a more unified approach between the two policies is 

in accordance with the views of Harjunen, as well as of Kantola and Nousianen (2009), 

in their critique of viewing discrimination in unitary or multiple, distinguished branches 

of policy rather than in a more fluid manner. Moreover, the notion of the City of Helsinki, 

which justifies keeping the entities separate, correlates with Kantola et al.’s (2012, pp.81–

5) view on the Nordic countries’ difficulties in unifying the gender equality and non-

discrimination regimes.  
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Additionally, in the City of Oulu, the employee considers the incorporation of all the 

strategies which include special groups, such as disabled or aging people, in the non-

discrimination and equality practices of the city as a way of considering multiple discrim-

ination:  

“In the measures all the strategies regarding the special groups of the City of Oulu, such 

as the political strategies for disabled people, aging people, and Roma people and the 

integration strategy, are considered. Thus, in practice, the dimension of multiple discrim-

ination is observed in the measures through also these plans.” (W2)    

Finally, training staff emerged as a way to improve the operationalization of intersection-

ality. In the non-discrimination plan of Helsinki, training the city’s staff on human rights 

and creating guides for the branches of the city on making human rights plans are included 

in the practical measures on promoting non-discrimination in the city (N1, p.24). As in-

tersectionality is one of the human rights principles outlined in the plan, the training as-

sumedly includes training on intersectionality as well.  

I asked the employee of the City of Helsinki for more detailed information on what the 

trainings include. The trainings do not currently include intersectionality; however, it is 

planned to include the term in future trainings as they will be made more extensive. Ad-

ditionally, there are currently trainings organized by actors outside the city, such as NGOs 

or other professionals, which have included notions on intersectionality, among other 

themes:  

“In the city, a Helvi online training has been created last spring, where equality and non-

discrimination are handled at a basic level. The purpose of the training is to give the 

personnel of the city basic tools to understand equality and non-discrimination. In the 

future, the purpose is to expand these online trainings and to gain deeper understanding 

of the theme, and then there will also be training concerning intersectionality. In addition 

to Helvi, several different human rights, equality and non-discrimination trainings are 

organized in the city as branches and service entities can organize them independently, 

and in some trainings, intersectionality has also been discussed. These trainings are often 

organized by actors from the outside, such as NGOs of other external experts.” (W1) 

Thus, currently the equality and non-discrimination trainings of the staff do not discuss 

intersectionality systematically, but its prevalence in the trainings is partial and it will be 

increased in the future.  
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6 Discussion 

 

In this chapter, I will discuss how the analysis answers the research questions, connect 

the answers to a larger picture, and evaluate the significance of the study. Given the strug-

gles against discrimination in any society, the used terminology in addressing and battling 

it at the level of policy is relevant. Thus, intersectionality, which is rooted in the recogni-

tion of the complexity of identity as well as in the transformation of hierarchical structures 

and power, carries high significance in such a context. Here it is examined, based on the 

analysis, how intersectionality and the closely related terms are applied in the context of 

the equality and non-discrimination policies of Finnish municipalities, and what are the 

implications for operationalizing the term. 

The first research question asks whether intersectionality, multiple discrimination, or the 

related terms are explicitly discussed in the documents, and how. Intersectionality is in-

cluded only in the equality and non-discrimination plans of the City of Helsinki as well 

as the combined plan of the City of Oulu, although the term was familiar to some of the 

employees of the cities which had not included the term in their plans – yet to varying 

degrees. In the plans, intersectionality is connected to overlapping characteristics of indi-

viduals and citizens, and in Helsinki, also to critical structural work. The varied ap-

proaches to what intersectionality is and what it revolves around – e.g. gender and other 

individual characteristics or factors, any overlapping characteristics, or human rights and 

dismantling discriminatory structures – reveals, that the references to intersectionality are 

not unified. The descriptions of intersectionality are connected to a variety of issues, such 

as individual’s or citizens’ life, positionality, experiences of discrimination and the reali-

zation of gender equality in a larger sense. 

In the plans of the City of Helsinki, where intersectionality is applied the most, intersec-

tionality is claimed as one of the four human rights principles which are connected to 

dismantling unequal structures and attitudes within society. Although intersectionality is 

framed as part of the critical structural work through these principles, the role of intersec-

tionality in it is not disclosed more specifically, and other terms appear more closely con-

nected to the work. Such ambiguity gives the impression that intersectionality is merely 

a buzzword which suits the discourse of critical structural work. 
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In contrast to intersectionality, which is included only in the plans of two cities, multiple 

discrimination is discussed in most of the plans. Multiple discrimination is not directly 

referred to as the same as intersectionality except for one occasion. However, the meaning 

of multiple discrimination is not clearly distinguishable from intersectionality within the 

data. Both terms are connected by the employees to hardships in understanding, though 

multiple discrimination is considered as somewhat more familiar. As explained in the 

context, the two terms are often used interchangeably in the Finnish language, and mul-

tiple discrimination has been included in the equality and non-discrimination policies and 

guides in Finland and in Europe more widely and for a longer time. Combined with the 

complexity, ambiguity and open-endedness of intersectionality as described by its schol-

arly critics, confusion regarding the difference of the terms appears understandable.  

The central challenges to operationalizing intersectionality or multiple discrimination are 

connected by the employees to a lack of competence and of understanding the terms, and 

the recent negative publicity intersectionality has received. The term’s unclear meaning, 

also reflected in the partially negative public responses as brought up by an employee, 

creates challenges for operationalizing the term. Accordingly, central suggestions for im-

proving the possibilities to operationalize intersectionality include defining and explain-

ing the terms better and training staff. According to Vastapuu (2020, p.14), precision in 

defining and translating the terms which are used in policymaking is critical. Policy work 

cannot be fruitful if there is no consensual understanding of what is referred to by differ-

ent terms. Accordingly, vagueness in terminology can result in misunderstandings and 

even misusing the terminology which makes politics inconsistent and gives power to the 

moods of singular politicians and to the fluctuating trends in policymaking. As the termi-

nology around intersectionality and multiple discrimination is not established in Finland, 

deciding upon translations and definitions appears significant. As the Finnish word in-

tersektionaalisuus has already gained foothold in the country, it can function well as a 

term which can separate intersectionality from multiple discrimination (moniperusteinen 

syrjintä) instead of presenting them as parallel, which is not in line with the views of 

several critical scholars as presented in this study. 

The process of definition is closely connected to bearing in mind the genealogy of inter-

sectionality while carefully contextualizing the term in the new settings (Ilmonen, 2020, 

pp.356;363–4). There are different views by scholars concerning the significance of its 

origin, and whether sustaining the connection to U.S. Black feminism as central can risk 
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essentializing the “subjects” of intersectionality and hinder the exploration of privileged 

positions. However, there are also strong arguments for how disregarding the genealogy 

can result in a new marginalization of racialized people, especially women, and decrease 

the radical power of intersectionality (Crenshaw, 2012; Ilmonen, 2020). In this study, the 

origin of intersectionality is not discussed in the data.  

Moreover, race, which is a central category of difference in the context of U.S. Black 

feminism and in social movement activism elsewhere, the context in which intersection-

ality has emerged, is not discussed in the descriptions of intersectionality in the plans. It 

is replaced by origin and various or ethnic backgrounds, as often in the Nordic countries 

and Europe (Rastas, 2019, p.357). This finding suggests that in Finland, the view of in-

tersectionality is not in accordance with its origins in the critical examination of the in-

tersections of race, gender, and other differences. According to many scholars (e.g. 

Loftsdóttir and Jensen 2012; McEachrane 2014), the public discussions on racism in the 

Nordic countries continue to be affected by race blindness and Nordic exceptionalism, 

which is connected to innocent self-images of the countries in relation to colonial com-

plicity and denying the existence of racism (Rastas, 2019, p.358). Although recent anti-

racist movements have started to establish vocabularies for racial identifications to the 

Nordic societies, discussing race was avoided for a long time both in the academia and in 

the public (ibid). The absence of references to race as a category in the analysis of this 

study aligns with these notions. An in-depth study on which categories of difference are 

viewed as central to the intersectional approach in Finland, and the role of race or other 

related categories, such as visible minorities, would be relevant. 

Referring to the genealogy of intersectionality would help in clarifying the significance 

of intersectionality in the purpose of affecting societal structures. Making the connection 

claims intersectionality as a radical feminist and antiracist concept which is revolved 

around not only the complexity of identity but also around the critique and transformation 

of structural oppression, discrimination, and group competition. By doing so, the term 

can be contextualized to the unequal norms within Finnish society more explicitly, and 

the purpose of the term in policy contexts can be more clearly defined. Such a connection 

would also shift the focus to addressing race as one of the central categories of difference. 

According to Ilmonen (2020, p.353), disregarding intersectionality’s origins can risk 

complying with the narrative of exceptionalism and the interconnected omission of race 

as a central concept. 
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In addition to defining the terms better, unifying the equality and non-discrimination 

measures, and incorporating strategies which concern specific marginalized groups into 

the prevention of multiple discrimination, appeared as ways to improve the operationali-

zation of intersectionality or multiple discrimination. In some of the cities, the equality 

and non-discrimination plans and measures are more unified than in others, and for in-

stance the City of Helsinki has plans for increasing the connection between the policies 

in the future. According to many sources, e.g. the ALFRA (2019) and Harjunen (2015), 

combining the equality and non-discrimination measures is beneficial for tackling multi-

ple and intersectional discrimination. However, there are also opposing views to this, and 

according to Teigen and Borchorst (2010), in applying an intersectional approach in pol-

icy, it is essential to avoid possible further othering and marginalizing of the groups sub-

ject to multiple oppressions. 

Interestingly, the non-discrimination plan of the City of Helsinki, which discusses inter-

sectionality the most extensively, did not discuss multiple discrimination. It raises the 

question of whether intersectionality as a term which will replace multiple discrimination 

in policymaking in the future. The critical question is whether viewing the multiple axes 

of discrimination as an open empirical question, and the critical examination of structural 

power, follows a possible transition in terminology, or whether a transition would occur 

only due to the timeliness or “trendiness” of intersectionality as a term. Moreover, the 

employee of the City of Helsinki considers that in the city, the promotion of equality and 

non-discrimination has already been intersectional earlier, although the exact word has 

not been used before. It, in turn, raises the question of what had been the purpose of 

including the word in the plans later. Has it been included only because it is a word which 

is trendier than the previously used terms, such as multiple discrimination, but the pro-

motion of equality and non-discrimination itself has not changed, as implied by the em-

ployee?  

As discussed, according to Kantola and Nousianen (2009) and Hancock (2007), there is 

a significant difference between the terms in policy ramifications and sustaining a multi-

ple approach to discrimination narrows down the debate intersectionality pursues to ad-

dress. The analysis of this study concludes that the difference between the terms is not 

significant, which suggests that a shift in viewing discrimination is not central in the 

change in terminology. However, this study is limited in its scope, and more extensive 

studies on intersectional and multiple approaches to discrimination in different policy 
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contexts would give more insight on the meanings and relationship of the terms. In addi-

tion, examining the similarities and differences between municipal, national, NGO and 

activist actors on the significance and usefulness of intersectionality in the Finnish society 

would make another relevant research. 

Based on the analysis, the capital city appears the most progressed in including new terms 

such as intersectionality to its equality and non-discrimination plans. However, the use of 

the term does not appear only in the southern part of Finland, as the other city using it is 

Oulu. Additionally, Tampere, which is also located relatively south, did not include any 

of the terms related to intersectionality. In addition, there are significant differences be-

tween the plans of the northern cities, Rovaniemi and Oulu. Thus, systematic conclusions 

concerning regional differences between the municipalities cannot be made. This is in 

accordance with the fact that the equality and non-discrimination plans of the municipal-

ities differ a great deal as the requirements for their construction are rather non-specific. 

Accordingly, municipalities have a large degree of power in deciding which terms to in-

clude and how, and how they are defined and whether they are operationalized in the 

promotion of equality and non-discrimination. 

The primary focus of this study is to provide a descriptive overview of how intersection-

ality appears in the policies of municipalities, as it has not been studied before. The 

amount of data included in this study has been chosen bearing in mind the scope of a 

Master’s thesis. Gaining a deeper understanding on the topic would require more data 

from a larger number of municipalities as well as in-depth interviews with people closely 

connected to equality and non-discrimination work. Qualitative content analysis proved 

a suitable method for answering the research questions which focus on describing the 

appearance of intersectionality. The validity and reliability of the method were strength-

ened by transparency during the process of research. However, as described by Grane-

heim and Lundman (2004), the process of applying qualitative content analysis inevitably 

relies, to some extent, on the intuition of the researcher. 
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7 Conclusion 

 

By applying qualitative content analysis, this study provides a systematic overview of the 

appearance, meaning and application of intersectionality and multiple discrimination in 

the equality and non-discrimination plans of Finnish municipalities. As intersectionality 

is an increasingly central concept in Finnish politics, academia, and activism, but the con-

cept has not been studied systematically in the context of Finnish public policy before, 

this study fills a notable gap in research. As the equality and non-discrimination plans 

under examination were collected mostly from relatively large Finnish cities (Helsinki, 

Tampere, Turku, Oulu and Rovaniemi), the overview of the policies of municipalities is 

rather extensive. The focus of this study is descriptive, and in-depth studies on intersec-

tionality, and the categories of difference connected to it, in different public contexts in 

Finland is the necessary next step in analyzing the concept in more detail. In addition to 

laying a premise to the study of intersectionality in public policy in Finland, this thesis 

provides municipalities with insights on how to improve the understanding and applica-

tion of intersectionality in the promotion of equality and non-discrimination. 

This study sheds light on how intersectionality, multiple discrimination and other closely 

related terms appear in policymaking in Finland: they are not applied at all, or they are 

discussed briefly in various manners. Intersectionality emerged as a well-received con-

cept; however, its operationalization, i.e. connecting the concepts to practical measures 

in promoting and monitoring equality and non-discrimination, appears in its early stages. 

Some cities, which had not yet included intersectionality in their equality and non-dis-

crimination plans had considered doing it in the future, whereas in others, such a goal was 

more distant or not in sight. 

According to this study, intersectionality is not connected to its genealogy in social move-

ment activism and U.S. Black feminism in the equality and non-discrimination plans of 

the municipalities. In some of the plans, the term is connected to not only the complexity 

of individual categorizations of identity, but also the critical examination of discrimina-

tory structures in the society – although ambiguously. Based on the analysis, there appears 

confusion and varied ideas concerning what intersectionality is, what is its relationship to 

the concept of multiple discrimination, and how it can help in the promotion of equality 

and non-discrimination in a practical sense. Connecting intersectionality to practical 
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measures in the promotion of equality and non-discrimination is obscured by the varied 

approaches to the term and the issues in understanding it. Thus, intersectionality appears 

a buzzword which is not connected to a theoretical and a practical distinction of the uni-

tary and multiple approaches to discrimination, as suggested by critical scholars. 

Explaining and defining the concepts better, including them in equality and non-discrim-

ination trainings, and unifying the equality and non-discrimination measures emerged as 

ways to strengthen the understanding and application of both intersectionality and multi-

ple discrimination in the municipalities. Based on the insight gained during the process 

of making this thesis, deciding upon an established Finnish translation and definition of 

intersectionality is necessary. Among a clearer formulation of the terms, drawing inspi-

ration from the genealogical context of intersectionality in Black feminism and social 

justice activism is essential. Making the connection would clarify the purpose of intersec-

tionality in critical policy work also in the context of the Finnish society and its specific 

historical context, discriminatory structures, and norms. Moreover, unifying the equality 

and non-discrimination policies can improve recognizing intersectional and multiple dis-

crimination better, which is also connected to designing more inclusive services.  
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