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ABSTRACT: This paper explores two different approaches 
to social groups, Katherine Ritchie’s and Brian Epstein’s 
and then uses Justus Buchler’s ordinal ontology to reframe 
the metaphysics of social groups, and in particular inter-
sectional social groups. The paper suggests that the Buch-
lerian category of coalescence helps to conceptualize 
what intersectional groups are. The paper also proposes 
that ordinal ontology provides an account for relatedness 
between and among groups and thus for a way of avoid-
ing splintering and what some have called the regress to 
individuals problem of increasing specification of intersec-
tional identities. 
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The purpose of the paper is to explore ways in which 

intersectionality can be understood as a metaphysical 

category by introducing Justus Buchler’s ordinal ontology 

to reframe the notion of an intersectional social group. 

Much of the work on intersectionality has been done in 

race and gender studies and more recently in social 

ontology. I will briefly review some of the latter and then 

in somewhat more detail two theories of social groups in 

the work of Katherine Ritchie (2013, 2015, 2020) and 

Brian Epstein (2015, 2019). I will then turn to the ordinal 

ontology of Justus Buchler and his concepts of “natural 

complex,” “ordinality” and what he calls coalescence to 

analyze the metaphysics of intersectionality and of inter-

sectional groups.  

One approach, taken by Ritchie, is to identify kinds 

of social groups and their distinguishing characteristics, 

and to locate intersectional groups within that taxono-

my. Another taken by Epstein would be to use general 

metaphysical tools and concepts to explain social kinds, 

including social groups for which he also has a taxono-

my. I am sympathetic to this approach, but one of the 

limitations in the particular metaphysical apparatus that 

Epstein uses is that it would have a hard time accounting 

                                                 
1 Portions of this paper were included in a presentation, “Inter-
sectionality and Social Groups,” at the Social Ontology 2021 
Conference of the International Social Ontology Society, August 
9–21, 2021 (online). 

for the relations between groups and avoiding the frag-

mentation or regress problem (which I will identify be-

low). I suggest that the ordinal ontology of Justus 

Buchler can provide a way of framing the notion of social 

groups and their relations and avoid the regress and 

fragmentation problem. Buchler himself was not con-

cerned with social ontology or the ontology of groups 

per se, but I suggest that his ordinal ontology is helpful 

for conceptualizing groups and for avoiding some of the 

problems in the approaches taken by Ritchie and Epstein 

that I will identify in discussion of their theories. 

 
Introduction: Intersectionality, Fragmentation and the 
Regress Problem 
 

Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989, 1991) introduced the term 

intersectionality to identify a class of persons – Black 

Women – for whom the law did not adequately recog-

nize the ways in which members of that class experi-

enced unique, “multi-axis” discrimination in virtue of the 

“intersection” of being Black and being Woman. The idea 

was that “Black Women” defined a class, a group, that 

was not just a subgroup of women who happened to be 

black, or of black persons who happened to be women. 

Rather, “Black Women” defined a group for which being 

black and being woman were mutually informing, that 

was distinct as a group from Blacks, from Women, and 

that experienced a distinct form of discrimination. 

The term ‘intersectionality’ has since been extended 

to identify many different instances of discrimination, 

disempowerment or marginalization that results from 

multiple, complex intersecting identities, for instance, 

marginalization that a Chicana lesbian or a Sikh immi-

grant might experience. (Some of these moves have also 

led to thinking of intersectionality as a way of identifying 

an individual’s particular lived experience of complex, 

marginalized and sometimes conflicting identities.) 

Increasing specification of intersectional groups is help-

ful for recognizing particular kinds of discrimination and 

marginalization. However, it seems to raise what I have 

initially thought of as a fragmentation problem, meaning 

splintering of groups such as to undermine solidarity and 

communication across difference and thus weaken the 
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bases for social and political action to effectively address 

discrimination. But it is also a metaphysical question 

about whether specification leads to fragmentation of 

groups such that relations between or among groups are 

hard to explain or even to a regress such that groups 

devolve into particularized individuals. This issue has 

come up in the field of social ontology. 

There has been interesting work in the field of social 

ontology done on how to conceptualize intersectional 

categories. Do intersectional categories identify distinct 

properties that just happen to occur together in an indi-

vidual (or in a set of individuals), or are they mutually 

determining or constituting of one another such that, for 

instance, “Black Woman” is a distinct property from 

“Black” and from “Woman”? Most intersectionality theo-

rists argue for the latter mutual constitution thesis. But 

this can also mean a number of things. Jorba (2020) ar-

gues that categories should be seen as properties of indi-

viduals, rather than as modifying one another; that is, they 

are mutually constituting of a person, but do not neces-

sarily form a distinct property (“Black Woman”). On 

Jorba’s account, then it would seem that intersectionality 

doesn’t identify groups at all, but only individuals. 

Gasdaglis and Madva (2020) specifically raise the re-

gress issue. They argue that if categories define distinct 

social kinds – such as Black Women – of increasing speci-

fication – such as Black Heterosexual Women, this leads 

to a regress. If there is no limit to specification, social 

kinds become more and more specific until there are no 

social kinds any more, but just unique individuals.2 

Gasdaglis and Madva then argue that intersectionality 

should be thought of not as a social category but as a 

regulative ideal in explanation. 

The regulative ideal approach may have some merit 

for research methodology. And the notion of a person 

having a lived intersectional identity may be illuminating 

                                                 
2 The regress problem is different from the overgeneration prob-
lem that some social group theorists have worried about, namely, 
that some definition of social group is too vague or too broad and 
thus overgenerates things that would count as groups. Effingham 
(2010) and Thomasson (2016) criticize a constitution view of 
groups, such as Epstein’s, for this; Epstein (2019) rebuts and also 
argues that undergeneration is a more pressing problem. 

of both personal identity and lived experience. However, 

in this paper I want to focus on how intersectionality is 

metaphysical category, that it appropriately identifies 

some kinds of groups, and then consider whether it 

leads to a fragmentation of groups or to the regress 

problem.  

 

Intersectionality and Ritchie’s Social Ontology of 
Groups 
 

Ritchie (2013) distinguishes two broad kinds of social 

groups, organized and feature social groups. A group is 

the realization of a structure; groups are not merely 

pluralities, fusions, aggregates, or sets, but are struc-

tures in which individual members occupy (functional) 

nodes. Organized groups such as teams or corporate 

entities have internally defined relations and functions 

among the members of the group; for example, the 

pitcher on a baseball team has a specific role and func-

tion in the structure of the game. Feature groups (that 

rely on apparent attribute sharing [Ritchie, 2015]) are 

externally structured; for example, the middle-class 

might be a feature group structured by economic fea-

tures and relations that are external to the members and 

do not necessarily define member functions in relation 

to one another. Ritchie argues that organized groups are 

“structured wholes,” while feature groups are “social 

kinds.” Organized social groups, typically have some kind 

of collective intentionality, for example, a corporate 

board of directors to fulfill a fiduciary oversight role or a 

baseball team to play baseball with the aim of winning a 

league pennant or other championship, or to inspire 

loyalty among fans. Feature groups, on the other hand, 

may not be voluntarily chosen by members, do not 

require intentionality and role fulfillment among mem-

bers, and are formed by apparently shared attributes as 

defined by social norms, categories, practices and so on 

(Ritchie 2015). Membership need not involve any coop-

eration or role fulfillment, and members may even per-

sonally disavow inclusion in a feature group (social kind).  

Commenting on intersectional groups, Ritchie sug-

gests that if oppression is a defining feature of social 
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groups then intersectionality should be taken seriously 

by a metaphysics of social groups (Ritchie 2020, 418, 

n.31). She suggests that intersectionality might require a 

more fine-grained way of specifying intersectional (fea-

ture) groups (Ritchie 2015, 319, n. 14). Groups them-

selves might be specified as having mutually constituted 

features such that the group Black Straight Women 

would be distinct from the group Black Straight Men, 

and each is distinct from the group Black Persons (Ritch-

ie 2020, 418). The group Black Persons does not include 

being “Straight” as a “node” in its set of features.  

Whether the group Black Straight Women includes 

as a “node” in the set of features simply being “Black” 

depends on how features are defined. If they are proper-

ties as suggested, for example by Jorba, then being 

“Black” could be a node since on Jorba’s view mutual 

constitution applies to how otherwise distinct properties 

are manifested in individuals rather than groups. But, on 

a mutual constitution view of properties (features), the 

argument is that “Black” and “Woman” mutually consti-

tute a new property “Black Woman” had by Black Wom-

en, and not shared by Black Men. One can see that this 

latter view raises the worry about regress identified by 

Gasdaglis and Madva, as intersectional groups could 

become more and more specified, each as utterly dis-

tinct from every other in virtue of its unique mutually 

constituted features. There would also be interesting 

issues to address about the constitution of individuals 

(having multiple properties, e.g., “Black,” “Black Wom-

an,” and so on) and thus having multiple group member-

ships while the groups themselves are distinct and not 

members of one another (By itself, I’m not sure that’s a 

problem; just noting that there is an account to be pro-

vided, which I won’t have space for here.)  

There would also be a question about how to ac-

count for similarity, which the mutual constitution the-

sis, if it requires absolute distinctness and particularity, 

would seem to rule out and further aggravate or be 

another dimension of the fragmentation and regress 

problems. I note these issues here and will return to 

them when I discuss Buchler. For the moment, I just 

point out that these issues are important to address 

since at least on the face of it, it seems that social groups 

can be similar in some respect(s) even when they are 

distinct and that that similarity may be significant to 

being able to form solidarity across distinct groups. Such 

solidarity is different from allyship, which does not seem 

to rely on similarity, or at least not in the same way or to 

the same degree.  

Ritchie’s acknowledgment of intersectionality ap-

pears to be predicated on oppression being a defining 

feature of intersectional groups. It is true that intersec-

tionality arose out of the ways in which groups of people 

are oppressed or marginalized in society, and we may 

want to reserve the term to identify just those kinds of 

groups. At the same time, I think it is an open question 

whether intersectionality is a broader category, among 

which there are some groups that are oppressed and 

marginalized. As a broader category, it might include 

many plurally constituted groups (e.g., White Straight NY 

Upper-eastside Men), not all of whom are oppressed, 

and some of which may be dominant or privileged 

groups. But this is an aside that I will not pursue in this 

paper. I will stick with examples of intersectional groups 

that are more typically found in the literature. 

I have some additional reservations about Ritchie’s 

feature approach because in so far as features are static, 

then groups would be, too. Yet, it seems that even fea-

ture groups can be somewhat fluid in their constitution 

and boundaries. In addition, if I have understood Ritchie 

correctly, then groups themselves would seem to be-

come quite splintered and adumbrate the regress prob-

lem. Thus, while Ritchie’s general taxonomy of organized 

and feature groups makes some intuitive sense, and may 

be useful as way of carving up the terrain of social 

groups on a first pass, we will need another approach to 

avoid the regress problem. 

 

Intersectionality and Epstein’s Social Ontology of 
Groups 
 

Epstein (2019) is critical of Ritchie’s taxonomy, arguing 

that members of organized groups also have features 
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and thus that the distinction between organized and 

feature groups breaks down. I’m not sure that is a fatal 

criticism. It depends on what the taxonomy is meant to 

do. If it is meant to define mutually exclusive kinds of 

groups, then that might be a problem. But another al-

ternative would be to say that all social groups are fea-

ture groups and that organized groups are a specialized 

subset of social groups. So, I’m not sure if a lot turns on 

this particular criticism. 

Epstein also argues that the identity conditions for the 

two kinds of groups theorized by Ritchie are both too weak 

in one respect (ignoring, for instance, that at least for some 

groups, origin is essential) and too strong in another (for 

instance, groups that have their members essentially 

would be excluded on Ritchie’s criterion of groups allowing 

for change of membership). Epstein is arguing that a more 

precise set of categories is needed and his approach would 

be able to address both these limitations. 

Epstein’s framework – what he calls a constitution 

framework – analyzes social groups in terms of four 

“profiles” (think of these as dimensions): construction, 

extra essentials, anchor and accident profiles. A con-

struction profile gives the constitution, existence, 

persistence and identity conditions; the extra essen-

tials profile gives the abilities, rights, responsibilities 

and norms of a group; an anchor profile explains why 

the construction conditions are what they are (e.g., 

created by law, social convention or agreement, and so 

on); and the accident profile can include a variety of 

properties (such as size, actual membership) and causal 

properties or conditions.  

Epstein introduces a taxonomy of kinds of groups 

(although these four kinds are not necessarily exhaustive 

of all possible kinds, if I understand Epstein correctly):  

K1: people doing something together with a rel-
evant collective intention at a time, e.g., a group 
of street musicians;  
 
K2: a “legislated” (rule governed and organized) 
group, e.g., a faculty committee;  
 
K3: a collection of people performing a function-
al role for some period of time, e.g., the bour-
geoisie, a social class;  

 
K4: a collection of people having a property, e.g., 
middle-income people, adults; these are all Ep-
stein’s examples; Epstein calls these “discontinu-
ous intensionally-individuated constitution-
dominated” (DICD) group (Epstein 2019, 4906–
4907).3  
 

The construction profile identifies how groups come into 

and continue in existence, how they are constituted, and 

their identity conditions. K1 and K2 groups are constitut-

ed in part by structure and function, and roles played by 

members; sometimes diachronic conditions (e.g., a valid 

election) are constitutive. K3 groups are also defined by 

structure, but by systemic structures and functions that 

generate and sustain the group. K4 groups are constitut-

ed as a collection of people having a particular property 

(e.g., being “middle-income”, or being an adult, which 

could be defined socially, legally and/or biologically). 

An anchoring profile provides an explanation of why 

a group is constructed in the way that it is. Properties of 

a group like the faculty committee are anchored in virtue 

of agreements, institutional rules, and enactment of 

those. Social structures and functions create distinct 

social positions or niches that anchor the properties of 

groups such as social classes (K3 groups); practices and 

regularities anchor the properties of racial, sexual and 

gender groups (K4 groups). This aspect of the distinction 

between K3 and K4 groups seems murky to me as an 

argument could be made that properties of K4 groups 

are also anchored by larger social structures and func-

tions that create roles, positions or niches defined by for 

instance, race, sex and gender.  

 

                                                 
3 K4, DICD groups are ones where the group can persist even 
though no one (currently) exemplifies the property. Epstein 
uses the example of people with the top 1% of wealth. If for a 
period of time there were an equal economic system, then no 
one would instantiate that property, but Epstein suggests the 
group would still persist and be the same group when occupied 
by the wealthy 1% before and after the egalitarian period. This 
would seem to imply that groups can be abstract. I can see why 
Epstein would want to allow for possible discontinuity in the 
sense of null members, and for the possibility of a complete 
change of individual members. But, in the instance he de-
scribes, I am not sure what it means to say that the group 
persists if the very conditions that would constitute the exist-
ence of the group (unequal distribution of wealth in an econom-
ic system) do not exist.  
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An accident profile can include almost anything, 

causal factors, some functions of a group, size, who the 

particular members are at a given time, historical prop-

erties, the group’s locations, and so on (Epstein 2019, 

4926). Some properties might be “accidental” in so far as 

they are a function of interest or particular empirical 

conditions at a time. For example, during the COVID 

pandemic, a faculty committee may take on responsibili-

ties that it wouldn’t normally have in the interest of 

making decisions expeditiously.  

By an “extra essentials profile” Epstein means that 

groups also have a range of powers, abilities, rights, 

responsibilities, norms that are not (although some may 

be) included in their construction profile. As an example 

of the latter, on Haslanger’s account of women, a (nega-

tive) norm – oppression – is a condition for being a 

member of the group, women, and is thus included in 

the construction profile of that group (Haslanger 2000; 

cited by Epstein 2019, 4917). In contrast, the powers of a 

faculty committee would be part of an extra essentials 

profile. The conditions for constituting the faculty com-

mittee may not include all its powers and responsibili-

ties, which could be changed, enhanced or diminished at 

different times or under varying conditions or institu-

tional development.  

Epstein suggests that K4 groups have no extra essen-

tials (Epstein 2020, 4919); any powers, norms, abilities, 

and so on that they may have, if they do, would be in-

cluded in the construction profile. Thus, the group Black 

Women might be normatively constituted, recall Cren-

shaw and Haslanger, in virtue of a negative norm, name-

ly, experiencing a unique, intersectional oppression or 

discrimination, but they wouldn’t have additional pow-

ers, rights, responsibilities, abilities in virtue of group 

membership. I don’t see the logic of this claim, and it 

doesn’t seem right to me, but exploring it further here 

would be a digression from the subject of this paper. So, 

I just tag it as a subject worth further examination. 

While I have some questions about and criticisms of 

some of the details of Epstein’s theory, I don’t want to 

belabor those here, as they would really be the subject 

of another paper. As a conceptual framework, Epstein 

has articulated some important ways of understanding 

social groups as distinct kinds of things in the world with 

their own ontological status. I agree with his rejection of 

ontological individualism and its reductive implications 

for understanding the ontology of social groups. And I 

also appreciate Epstein’s framework for making precise 

distinctions between both kinds of groups and particular 

groups. His framework, though, doesn’t necessarily 

avoid the fragmentation and regress problem for K4, 

that is, intersectional groups, which he defines as fea-

ture or property sharing groups, as Ritchie did.  

A different categorial framework would be helpful. I 

don’t think that necessarily entails rejecting the work 

that Ritchie and Epstein have done (although some of it 

might be modified or refined). I want to consider a dif-

ferent general ontological framework that would allow 

for conceptualizing intersectional social groups without 

running into the fragmentation and regress problems. 

So, I turn now to the ordinal metaphysics of Justus Buch-

ler, which I think provides a helpful reorientation for 

how to frame social groups, and specifically intersec-

tional groups. 

 

Intersectionality and Buchler’s Ordinal Ontology 
 

First an introductory framing of Buchler’s general ontolo-

gy. In Buchler’s ordinal ontology whatever is is a natural 

complex. This is a generic term of identification: atoms, 

mountains, human beings, ecosystems, works of fiction, 

statues, social groups are all, at their most general level of 

being, natural complexes. Now most of the time we want 

to know something more specific about what a being – a 

natural complex – is. But, as a generic identifier, natural 

complex signifies that it’s “complexity all the way down 

(and up)”; there are no ontological simples.  

In addition to complexity, Buchler’s ontology is com-

mitted to ontological parity, that is, that no complex is any 

more real or fundamental than any other. (This does not 

imply that there isn’t causal, or many other kinds of priori-

ty.) Buchler articulates this by developing the notion of 
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ordinality, that is, that every complex is located in orders; 

any complex is as real as any other, but complexes are not 

all located in the same order(s). For example, a work of 

fiction is located in the order of human (typically, but not 

exclusively) written products while a mountain is located 

in an order of geological formations. Each complex is 

located in multiple orders – that is what it means to be 

complex. Thus, a fictional work is located, for example, in 

an order of detective fiction, and in an order of a reading 

group devoted to crime novels, and in an order of a class 

on detective fiction, and in an order of crime novels 

turned into screenplays; a mountain is located in a geolog-

ical formation order, and in an order of an ecosystem, in 

an order of peaks climbed by mountaineers, in an order of 

political or national boundaries, and so on. Social groups 

are natural complexes and are ordinally located, in social, 

political, institutional, personal, interpersonal orders. 

Complexes have traits in virtue of their ordinal locations – 

thus a social group such as a faculty committee is located 

in the order of the institutional structure of a university 

and its membership defined by that order; at the same 

time, other traits of the committee may be due to how 

the committee is also located in each of its members and 

thus how their particular personalities and abilities con-

tribute to the group functioning.  

Buchler also introduces the terms prevalence and 

alescence to categorize that and how a complex is – 

thus, to now put in these terms what we previously 

articulated, a complex prevails in orders (has traits and 

excludes other traits in virtue of that prevalence). The 

term “alescence” is introduced to capture the being of 

change, variation, becoming, deterioration, combinato-

rial emergence and so on.  

Alescence has four basic forms: a complex alesces (in 

an order[s]) when it is acquiring or losing traits in virtue 

of moving into or out of an order [augmentative or 

spoliative alescence, respectively], or as a deviating of or 

within an order [vagrant alescence], or by deviating from 

or forming a new complex and order [coalescence]). 

Deviation doesn’t mean deviance or deviant, in the 

sense of abnormal or associated with truancy. It simply 

means variation or varying of/from. For example, the 

faculty committee that prevails in the order of a univer-

sity institutional structure – suppose that committee is 

given a new charge, that would be the committee ac-

quiring a new trait in virtue of a deviation in its ordinal 

location (vagrant alescence). Or, suppose the committee 

were a sub-committee of a larger committee, but it were 

redefined to be its own standing committee, that would 

be both spoliative (losing trait of being sub-committee) 

and augmentative (acquiring trait of being standing 

committee) in virtue of ordinal relocation. 

That is a lot of new, unfamiliar terminology, but we 

needed to introduce it to get to what I think will be help-

ful, namely, the category of coalescence for conceptualiz-

ing intersectionality and intersectional groups. Let’s take 

the intersectional group Black Women. The argument has 

been that this is a distinct group from the group Black 

Persons and from the group Women, that it is not merely 

a subgroup of either group and it is not a mere additive 

collection of traits. How shall we understand this intersec-

tional group? Buchler’s category of coalescence is helpful 

here. Buchler defines coalescence as, 

In [...] coalescence, a complex arises from a junc-
tion or intersection [sic] or novel configuration of 
complexes: there is variation in the world with-
out deviation from any prevalent complex in par-
ticular, and without any particular complex 
having to be augmented or despoiled (Buchler 
1990, 57). 
 

The group Black Women is an intersection of complexes, 

the traits “Black” and “Woman,” to define a group of 

persons who are Black and who are also Women, who 

qua members of the group Black Women experience a 

particular discrimination and marginalization that nei-

ther Black Persons qua Black nor Women qua Women 

experience. The intersectional group is neither an addi-

tion to (augmentation of) one or the other group, Black 

Persons or Women, nor a subtraction from or subset of 

(spoliation of) either group. It does not disrupt the integ-

rity, so to speak, of either other group (complex). As 

Buchler puts it,  

[…] it adds to the configurations of the world 
without directly augmenting or despoiling any-
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thing in particular. If there is a deviation of any 
kind in a coalescence, it is collective deviation 
from complexes which retain their general char-
acter (Buchler 1990, 65). 
 

The coalescence, the intersectional group Black Women 

has its own integrity, without detracting from other 

groups (such as Black Persons and Women). At the same 

time, in virtue of the trait, “Black”, the group Black 

Women is related to the groups, Black Men and to the 

group Black Persons. By the same token, the group Black 

Women is also related to the groups Women and White 

Women, in virtue of the trait “Woman.” 

Figure 1. is an attempt to show the idea and how 

each group is both distinct from and not reducible to, 

but is also related to some other groups. 

 

 
Figure 1. Intersectional groups (coalescences) are identified in 
the top and bottom rows of letters. The middle row of letters 
are the traits that intersect in various ways to generate distinct 
coalescences or intersectional groups. Abbreviations: B=Black, 
W=White, Wo=Woman, M=Man, G=Gay, S=Straight; BP=Black 
persons, BWo=Black Women, WWo=White Women, and so on. 
In this way of grouping, it looks like race is the dominant trait, 
but it need not be so. See Figure 2. 
 

What trait and what group membership matters will 

depend on context (context is itself an order, in Buch-

lerian ordinal ontology). The intersectional trait and 

group membership can be the most salient – for exam-

ple, as in the employment context (in the order of em-

ployment) that Crenshaw identified for Black Women. 

But there can be other contexts in which race or gender 

or sexual orientation might be the salient trait, and 

common cause made with one or the other group – for 

example, maybe in some context (order), being Black is 

the strongest identifier and most salient trait; in another 

context (order), being Gay is salient more than having 

one or another racial identity. Sexual orientation or 

some other trait, e.g., gender, or something else entirely 

could be the more prominent trait. See Figure 2. 

 

 
Figure 2. Intersectional groups (coalescences) are identified in 
the top and bottom rows of letters. The middle row of letters 
are the traits that intersect in various ways to generate distinct 
coalescences or intersectional groups. Abbreviations: B=Black, 
W=White, Wo=Woman, M=Man, G=Gay, S=Straight; SP=Straight 
Persons, SWo=Straight Women, SWWo=Straight White Women, 
and so on. In this way of grouping, it looks like sexual orienta-
tion is the dominant trait, but it need not be so. Contrast with 
Figure 1. 

 
Among groups similar to one another in virtue of some 

trait, there are commensurate paths, so to speak, that 

forestall mere degeneration into a regress of particulari-

ty (and which could also be the basis for the possibility 

of solidarity and common purpose). This is because there 

is always a path to a different and/or more inclusive 

location, as both Figures 1 & 2 suggest. These figures 

also show that an intersectional group is not merely a 

subgroup of a larger group, but has its own unique con-

stellation of traits and set of relations to multiple other 

groups. Black Women is not merely a subset of Black 

Persons, but its own unique set of traits. Some of the 

discrimination that Black Women experience does not 

derive solely from being Black, but from being Black 

Women, and similarly, does not derive solely from being 

Women, but from being Black Women. Therefore, the 

defining set of traits of the intersectional group Black 

Women is such that the intersectional group cannot be 

merely a subset of one of the other groups. 

Buchler’s approach may make things less tidy in so far 

as social groups, particularly what Ritchie calls feature 

groups, and what Epstein calls K4 groups, are not neat, 

self-contained, precise “containers.” But, trading tidiness 

for complexity forestalls fragmentation and the regress to 

particularity whereby there are no groups left at all, or 
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whereby the theory is inadequate for giving an account of 

relations between similar groups. Conceptualizing an 

intersectional group as a coalescence means that greater 

specification of an intersectional group can’t result in or 

be constituted as a single complex or individual, by defini-

tion. As already noted, paths and relations between and 

among groups helps to avoid being stuck in particularity. 

 

Intersectionality: Similarity, Solidarity Rather than Frag-
mentation 
 

I said earlier that on a mutual constitution view of prop-

erties (features), “Black” and “Woman” mutually consti-

tute a new property “Black Woman” had by Black 

Women, and not by Black Men. I pointed out that this 

raises the worry, identified by Gasdaglis and Madva, that 

as intersectional groups become more and more speci-

fied, each as utterly distinct from every other in virtue of 

its unique mutually constituted features there is a re-

gress in particularity to individuals. I also mentioned that 

there could be an issue with how to account for similari-

ty, which the mutual constitution thesis if it requires 

absolute distinctness seems to rule out, or at least have 

difficulty accounting for. But social groups seem to be 

similar in some respect(s) even when they are distinct 

and that similarity may be significant to forming solidari-

ty (distinct from allyship) across distinct groups.  

On the ordinal ontology view, an intersectional 

group has its own mutually constituted integrity which 

distinguishes it from other intersectional groups. How-

ever, the intersectional group defining trait, e.g., “Black 

Woman,” is complex and thus relationally constituted. 

That means that an aspect of “Black Woman” is, in re-

spect to race, similar to other complexes that also exhib-

it that trait in that (racial) respect. Thus, in respect to 

race4, there is an actual similarity between Black Per-

sons, Black Women, Black Men, Black Straight Women, 

Black Straight Men, Black Gay Women and Black Gay 

Men. By the same token, in respect to sexual orientation 

                                                 
4 In Buchlerian language, one could also say, “in the order of 
race.” 

there is an actual similarity between Gay White Women, 

Gay Black Women, Gay Black Men, Gay White Men and 

between Straight White Women, Straight Black Women, 

Straight Black Men, Straight White Men. Thus, because 

according to ordinal ontology every complex (noun) is 

complex (adjective), its integrity bears different relations 

to different other complexes in different ways, without 

undermining its own integrity. These paths of related-

ness or locatedness in multiple orders means that differ-

ence is not absolute or fragmented off from other dis-

tinct “things” in a regress of particularity. Rather, one 

might on the Buchlerian approach worry about a regress 

of relatedness. But I don’t think that is a problem, be-

cause relatedness is always in a respect, is ordinal, and 

thus, that relatedness does not go on indefinitely.5 

Similarity may also be a basis for the possibility of soli-

darity. Interrelatedness in whatever the relevant or salient 

respect, does not diminish the distinctiveness of what the 

particular intersectional group experiences. The discrimi-

nation and marginalization experienced by Black Women 

may still be distinct from the discrimination or marginali-

zation experienced by Black Gay Men, even if each also in 

virtue of the respect in which they are similar, i.e., being 

“Black,” have other similar experiences of discrimination 

or marginalization. I’m not saying that similarity means 

shared, partaken in together, or exactly the same, but 

similarity is at least a start as a basis for the possibility of 

solidarity. To use a term that I introduced in a previous 

paper on intersectionality and that also borrows from 

Buchler, similarity is a kind of experiential parallelism 

(Wallace 2020). Parallelism builds in the implicit recogni-

tion that there is also difference and thus that communi-

cation recognizes and is across difference. 

In conclusion, then I have explored a problem in un-

derstanding intersectionality as a metaphysical category: 

increasing specification of intersectional groups via 

mutual constitution of intersectional traits leads to a 

potential problem fragmentation and a regress problem 

that could end in individuals, eliminate groups altogeth-

                                                 
5 There might be other relations in some other respect that are 
actualized. 
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er, or undermine the bases for solidarity. I introduced 

Buchler’s ordinal ontology to reframe the understanding 

of intersectional categories and groups and to avoid the 

regress and fragmentation problem. Buchler’s category 

of coalescence nicely captures at a general ontological 

level what intersectional groups are and ordinality shows 

how distinct groups retain their integrity and specificity, 

while at the same time being related to other distinct 

and superordinate groups, and thus avoiding the regress 

problem. I suggest that this framework would provide a 

metaphysical basis for conceptualizing the possibility of 

solidarity and communication across difference. 
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