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Kadri Aavik

11 Studying Privileged Men’s Career
Narratives from an Intersectional
Perspective: The Methodological
Challenge of the Invisibility
of Privilege

Abstract: Studying elites and, more particularly, privileged men is worthwhile
because the favourable position of these individuals and groups in the social hi-
erarchy allows them to make significant material and cultural impact on the
world. Often, such an advantage is unearned and involves a sense of entitlement
and lack of awareness of being in possession of it. It is therefore crucial to under-
stand how this power operates and is maintained, by disrupting the invisibility
of privilege. This chapter addresses methodological issues pertaining to the
study of men, masculinities and privilege, drawing on privileged men’s career
narratives. I focus on a particular methodological problem I encountered when
studying the career narratives of male managers from an intersectional perspec-
tive: the invisibility of privilege in these accounts. In sociological research, inter-
sectional approaches typically assume identifying socially constructed categories
of identity and difference in people’s accounts of their experiences and studying
relationships between these. However, the narratives of the male managers in
question lacked references to social categories (gender, race, class etc.) in their
self-descriptions. This chapter explores this problem and discusses some poten-
tial methodological solutions and ways forward. Finally, I suggest that some re-
cent cultural changes and transforming gender relations are gradually marking
privileged men and masculinities. Masculinity, then, is increasingly emerging
from the status of an unmarked category.

Introduction

Intersectionality, originating from the work of Black feminist scholars (Crenshaw
1989: 1991), has become a key concept and theoretical approach in contemporary
feminist and gender studies and has been adopted in some other areas of social
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sciences and humanities as well.1 Intersectional perspectives seek to understand
how socially constructed categories, such as gender, race, class and age intersect
and mutually shape each other in people’s experience and how these intersec-
tions contribute to social inequality. As such, intersectionality helps to theorise
power relations on various levels of the society in more nuanced and complex
ways, compared to so-called unitary approaches focusing on one axis of power
or social category at a time.

First emerging as a theoretical approach, intersectionality has also been
discussed and developed as a methodology (see for example Bilge 2009; Choo
and Ferree 2010; Hancock 2007; Lykke 2010; McCall 2005; Windsong 2016) and
a specific research method (Lutz 2015). This scholarship has focused on various
possibilities and complexities of conducting social science research from an in-
tersectional perspective, both in quantitative and qualitative inquiry. While this
work is useful in advancing our understanding of how to apply intersectionality
as a methodological tool, some important gaps remain. Partly stemming from
the original focus of intersectionality – to understand experiences of marginal-
ised groups (specifically, the original focus was on Black working-class women
in the US), intersectionality continues to be primarily used to study how various
axes of power and social categories intersect to produce disadvantage. In other
words, the focus has remained on marginalised groups and identities – those
that are marked. Attention to privilege and privileged groups within intersec-
tionality frameworks has thus far been scarce. This has been identified as a sig-
nificant gap or missing element in some existing work (Lewis 2009, 209). This
lack is also reflected in methodological discussions on intersectionality, which
almost exclusively deal with questions of how to study intersections involving
disadvantage. As a related and relevant observation to the discussion here,
there is also a scarcity of (critical) methodological attention to men and mascu-
linities (Pini and Pease 2013, 1).

I suggest that intersectionality could potentially be a useful approach to ex-
amine privilege and privileged groups who have mostly remained unmarked.
Intersectionality could help understand how this privilege is produced and up-
held. This argument stems from the premise that all identities and social locations
are intersectional. It would be useful to reflect on and advance intersectionality as
a more comprehensive theoretical and methodological framework able to explain
not only experiences of marginalisation but also of privilege and social structures

1 This chapter is based on the analytical overview of my doctoral dissertation, entitled
“Intersectional disadvantage and privilege in the Estonian labour market: an analysis of work
narratives of Russian-speaking women and Estonian men” (2015).
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which sustain this privilege. Studying elites and more particularly, privileged
men, is useful because the privileged position of these groups in the social hierar-
chy allows them to make significant material and cultural impact on the world. It
is therefore crucial to understand how this power operates and is maintained
(Donaldson and Poynting 2013), by disrupting the invisibility of intersectional
privilege, or as Robinson (2000, 1) puts it, “[m]aking the normative visible as a
category embodied in gendered and racialized terms can call into question the
privileges of unmarkedness.”

My aim in this chapter is to reflect on using an intersectional perspective to
study privileged groups. The discussion in this chapter is based on my doctoral
research on intersectional inequalities in the context of work and careers
(Aavik 2015). As part of this research, I studied career narratives of white ethnic
majority male managers in Estonia – a group I termed intersectionally privi-
leged (Aavik 2015, 38). I aimed to understand how intersectional privilege fig-
ures in the narratives of these men and how it produces advantages for them in
the context of work and careers. I was interested in how they “do intersection-
ality” (Lutz 2015, 41). Understanding power relations, inequalities and privilege
from an intersectional perspective is important in the context of work and ca-
reers, as these are key sites where gender and other intersecting inequalities
are reproduced as well as contested in the society.

In this chapter, I elaborate on one particular methodological issue that I
faced when attempting to use intersectionality as a methodological framework
in studying the narratives of Estonian male managers: invisibility of privilege
in the narratives. I will suggest some potential solutions to this problem. This
chapter seeks to contribute to a discussion on advancing intersectionality as a
methodology in qualitative research focusing on studying privileged groups.

Intersectionality

The notion of intersectionality was originally coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw in
1989 and was intended to address the fact that the experiences and struggles of
women of colour were not adequately attended to by either feminist or anti-
racist discourses. Crenshaw argued for the need to show how both gender and
race (and other categories of difference) “interact to shape the multiple dimen-
sions of Black women’s experiences” (Davis 2008, 68), as they “are located at
the intersection of racism and sexism and their experiences could be reduced to
neither” (Kantola 2009,16).
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In contemporary gender and feminist studies, intersectional thinking has be-
come almost taken for granted. Intersectionality has transformed how gender is
being discussed (Shields 2008, 301). It is no longer acceptable to disregard differ-
ences within large social groups such as men and women and power imbalances
linked to intersectional social positions that people occupy. Ways in which peo-
ple identify themselves and are positioned in the social hierarchy in terms of
these categories and their intersections, has implications for their ability to pro-
duce, negotiate and impose meanings in various social situations and settings,
such as in the context of careers. Disregarding processes by which people be-
come gendered, racialised, and classed etc. simultaneously and the implications
this has for the production of individual selves as well as for the emergence and
perpetuation of social hierarchies, will produce at best an incomplete or at worst,
a distorted account of social reality. Instead, feminist intersectional approaches
call for attention to ways in which gender and experiences of gender are shaped
by other socially constructed categories.

Intersectionality, then, is conceptualised as “the interaction between gen-
der, race, and other categories of difference in individual lives, social practices,
institutional arrangements, and cultural ideologies and the outcomes of these
interactions in terms of power” (Davis 2008, 68).

Intersectionality is distinct from additive approaches. Disadvantage and/or
privilege that people experience, stemming from their position in the social hi-
erarchy, is not cumulative, but interactional – “for example, racism is infected
and changed by sexism for black women, and vice versa – the sexism they en-
counter is infected and changed by racism” (Bagilhole 2009, 50). In other
words, intersectionality means mutually constitutive relations among social
identities, that is, how “one category of identity, such as gender, takes its
meaning as a category in relation to another”, which means that “intersectional
identities are defined in relation to one another” (Shields 2008, 302–303).

Several authors point to different levels of intersectional analysis that
should be considered and conceptualised somewhat differently (see for ex-
ample Crenshaw 1991; Cho, Crenshaw and McCall 2013). The two most dis-
tinct levels tend to be individual (i.e. examining intersections of categories
in people’s identities and experiences) and at the other end of the spectrum
the structural/institutional level (examining ways in which inequalities are
built into social structures and institutions). These levels are closely linked.
Reflecting the ideas of several prominent intersectionality scholars, Lewis
(2009, 207) notes: “thinking ‘intersectionally’ [. . .] involves thinking simul-
taneously at level of structures, dynamics and subjectivities; that it conjoins
rhetorics of ‘voice’ and presence and rhetorics of discourse and institutional
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form; that it facilitates a form of feminist enquiry that aims to, and is capa-
ble of, capturing the complexity and multiplicity of axes of oppression”.

While the focus of intersectionality has traditionally been on marginalised
groups, intersections produce both oppression and opportunity (Shields 2008,
302). Thus, intersectionality could be useful to explore how some (privileged)
groups reinforce and retain their position of power and privilege in the society.
Choo and Ferree (2010, 133) argue that “intersectional analysis should offer a
method applying to all social phenomena, not just the inclusion of a specifi-
cally subordinated group”. They therefore suggest that inequality should not be
reduced to diversity, as methodologically, inclusion of marginalised groups
“fetishizes study of “difference” without necessarily giving sufficient attention
to its relation to unmarked categories, especially to how the more powerful are
defined as normative standards” (Choo and Ferree 2010,133).

Finally, it should be mentioned, without being able to go into further detail
on this, that intersectionality has also been recognised as a contested theoreti-
cal framework, for various reasons. For example, queer and sexuality studies
scholars argue that in studying how categories relate to each other, binaries are
often reproduced (Taylor, Hines and Casey 2010, 2).

Understanding Privilege through Intersectionality

A key impetus behind my research on the careers of Estonian male managers
was that the role of privileged groups, such as ethnically/racially and otherwise
unmarked men working in management positions in sustaining and reproduc-
ing social inequalities, is of great significance (Collinson and Hearn 1994; Aavik
2015). In the context of work and careers, members of groups located at privi-
leged intersections of gender, ethnicity, class and other categories are better
able to correspond to the image of the ideal worker (Acker 1990) due to the in-
visibility and normalisation of this privilege. This is likely to help them advance
in their careers better compared to other, less privileged groups.

To better understand this privilege conceptually, I turned to existing work in
gender studies and beyond aiming to understand and expose privilege (see for ex-
ample Pease 2010, 2014; Bailey 1998). I found particularly useful insights from crit-
ical race and whiteness studies, which have focused on exposing and challenging
white privilege and normativity. Scholars of critical studies of whiteness have ex-
plored how whiteness is constructed as an invisible norm. The status of an inter-
sectionally “unmarked” group (in terms of several categories simultaneously) is
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conceptually similar to the phenomenon that critical whiteness studies scholars
have observed: the way in which whiteness appears as a “racially neutral site”
(Twine 1997, 228), or a “natural state of being” (Frankenberg 1997, 15–16). Critical
whiteness studies aim to expose whiteness as a privileged category, displacing it
from an unmarked status (Frankenberg 1993, 6; Twine and Warren 2000, 20). In
addition to critical whiteness studies, inspiration could be drawn from other fields
of academic inquiry which aim to expose normativity and privilege that remain
mostly invisible. Fotopoulu (2012) and Pini and Pease (2013) suggest an engage-
ment with queer theory, due to its “inherent concern with de-naturalizing norma-
tive categories” (Pini and Pease 2013, 12). Stemming from a similar logic, there
have been suggestions to use insights from critical heterosexualities studies and
disabilities studies (Bridges 2019).

Advantages experienced by the subjects of my study in the context of work
and careers stemmed simultaneously from their privileged position on the axes of
gender, race and ethnicity as well as their managerial status.2 These categories in-
tersect and shape each other and help to secure the continued hegemony of peo-
ple positioned as such in the labour market as well as in the social hierarchy more
broadly. I proposed the term intersectional privilege (Aavik 2015, 38) to describe
the situation where various social categories contribute to privilege at the same
time. I understand as intersectional privilege the opportunities and advantages
that are systematically available to individuals or groups in particular social con-
texts and situations due to their privileged position on the axes of gender, age,
ethnicity, race and other relevant social categories simultaneously. A particular
feature of intersectional privilege is that the mechanisms, by which it is perpetu-
ated, tend to remain invisible and uncontested by members of intersectionally
privileged groups themselves, and often also by others. This is possible because
members of intersectionally privileged groups remain unmarked. Such structural
advantage is unearned and involves a sense of entitlement and lack of awareness
of being in possession of it (Bailey 1998, 108, 113; Pease 2014, 21). The particular
positioning of the interviewed Estonian male managers in relation to other groups
in the Estonian labour market leaves them unmarked in most situations in terms
of multiple categories simultaneously, which constitutes a key source of their in-
tersectional privilege.

In this instance, it may look like this is a case of cumulation of privileges –
an additive approach that intersectionality rejects. These privileges however do

2 Certainly, other categories played a role (the list is potentially endless), but were not in the
explicit focus of my study. In the context of my study, I identified gender and ethnicity as the
most relevant ones. The inclusion of more categories would have complicated the analysis
significantly.
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not simply “pile up”, but there is a complex interplay between them. The particu-
lar categories at play reinforce and give meaning to each other – in the case of
my research participants, their Estonian ethnicity was shaped by their gender as
men and vice versa. These categories interact to render each other invisible. For
the Estonian male managers in my study, performing masculinity in the context
of work and career is facilitated by their association with the dominant ethnic
group and their high position in the work hierarchy. Hence, it becomes important
to examine in detail, how these categories interact and mutually support each
other to produce privilege.

This type of scholarship can be located in what Brekhus (1998) has termed
as the sociology of the unmarked. He calls for sociology to pay more attention
to the “‘politically unnoticed’ and taken for granted elements of social reality”
(Brekhus 1998, 34). The subject matter of this kind of research and intersec-
tional privilege qualify as unmarked elements of social reality. Yet, remaining
unmarked has become increasingly difficult, even for the traditionally un-
marked groups, such as white middle-class men. I will come back to this point
in my concluding remarks.

Using Intersectionality to Study Privileged Men’s
Career Narratives: The Problem of the Invisibility
of Privilege

Intersectionality, while a valuable theoretical approach, has introduced a variety
of methodological challenges, as a number of scholars have admitted (McCall
2005, 1772; Bowleg 2008, 312; Shields 2008, 301, 305; Ludvig 2006, 246). In this
section, I discuss, based on my own research, some particular issues pertaining
to applying intersectionality to study privileged groups, specifically, intersection-
ally privileged men’s career narratives. More particularly, I examine the method-
ological problem of invisibility of privilege.

The research material that informs this discussion originates from inter-
views with ethnic Estonian men working as middle and top managers in the
private and public sectors. I conducted 15 interviews in 2012–2013, as part of
my doctoral dissertation. Research participants were aged between 27 and 74
(average age was 42). Most of them were based in the capital Tallinn, with two
located in another major town of Estonia. The central theme of the interviews
focused on the work and careers of the managers. I was interested in how they
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make sense of the progression of their careers, including, importantly their as-
cent to managerial positions.

A number of feminist and critical men and masculinities studies scholars
have highlighted methodological issues pertaining to differently positioned re-
search participants in feminist research (see for example Pini and Pease 2013, 6;
Hearn 2013, 27; Kirsch 1999). Certainly, the way I as a researcher was positioned
in relation to my research participants, shaped my interaction with them, includ-
ing their self-presentations. I encountered some issues having to do with “study-
ing up” (Harding and Norberg 2005; Donaldson and Poynting 2013)3 related to
power imbalance of the interaction, with them having more power resources at
their disposal.

As a general principle, feminist researchers seek to reduce power hierar-
chies between the researcher and research participants in the research pro-
cess and empower the latter. However, these aims do not always apply in the
case of studying elites, which is an instance of “studying up” (Harding and
Norberg 2005; Donaldson and Poynting 2013). Indeed, the concern is reversed
here and the question becomes how not to consolidate the privileged position
enjoyed be these groups by placing them at the centre of research and making
their perspectives heard. Instead, studying up should involve identifying
“practices of power and how they shape daily social relations” (Harding and
Norberg 2005, 2011).

While my data collection and analysis followed key tenets of narrative re-
search (Lawler 2002; Gubrium and Holstein 2008, 2009), the insights below
apply to qualitative methods in social sciences more generally.

Defining the Problem

Intersectionality scholars maintain that “the relationship between categories is
an open empirical question” (Hancock 2007, 64), and as such, for the re-
searcher to identify. The principal task of intersectionality researchers is to
make “the intersections between ethnicity, sex/gender, sexual orientation (to
name just a few) and the social inequality related to these identities, explicit”
(Bowleg 2008, 322). It is this central task that has produced a number of meth-
odological challenges for researchers attempting to apply intersectionality as a

3 For a discussion of methodological issues in interviewing powerful men, such as senior
managers and corporate elites, see Hearn 2013, 28–29.
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methodological tool. This includes issues having to do with identifying social
categories in the personal narratives.

To study how socially constructed categories such as race/ethnicity and gen-
der are manifested in the narratives and relate to each other, as required by the
intersectional approach (Shields 2008, 307), I turned to a specific method,
known as “asking the other question” (Matsuda 1991, 1189). As the first step, this
involves identifying relevant social categories in the account and analysing how
each of them shapes the narrative separately (Bilge 2009, 5–7). As the second
step, it is then considered how these categories interact with each other (Choo
and Ferree 2010, 135; Bilge 2009, 5–7).

It was when attempting to conduct this crucial step of the analysis where I ran
into trouble: it was nearly impossible to identify explicit references to social cate-
gories, such as gender or ethnicity in the career narratives of the Estonian male
managers – they were simply absent. The interviewees tended to talk about them-
selves (and often, about others) typically without any explicit references to gender
and ethnicity (the primary categories I was interested in),4 despite the fact that
they were interviewed as Estonian male managers. Because of such silences and
absences regarding these categories and the interviewees’ self-presentation as just
generic people or managers in their career narratives, it is difficult to illustrate this
problem with short and concise interview extracts – rather, this becomes evident
when examining their entire narratives. However, talking about the self in generic
terms became more evident in their occasional references to differently positioned
others (e.g. colleagues) as gendered or ethnicised or when I explicitly brought in
gender and ethnicity. I will present a few examples of this later on.

This assumption behind the idea of intersectionality – the presence and vis-
ibility of social categories in people’s narratives of their lives – and my struggle
to find these categories in the narratives of this privileged group led me at first
to treat these narratives as somehow deficient, in terms of their content and the
ways they were produced. I initially located the problem in specific gender per-
formances of the group I was studying and the kinds of narratives this pro-
duced. I was confronted with “configurations of masculinity that prize stoicism
and inexpressiveness” (Bridges 2013, 54). This often resulted in rather truncated
narratives and particularly in some interviews took the form of exchanges of
questions and short answers, as several interviewees preferred short and

4 It is worth noting here that a particular feature of the Estonian language contributed to the
absence of the category of gender from their talk: there is no grammatical gender in Estonian,
the same pronoun is used to signify “he” and “she”. Hence, the gender of other people (col-
leagues, superiors etc.) they talked about in their narratives could not be discerned, unless
they used first names to refer to these people.
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concrete ways of expression, rather than presenting their experiences in narra-
tive form. Among other issues, this brevity may have had to do with the fact
that most interviewees presented almost exclusively only their work-related
selves, and refrained from dwelling on how other parts of their lives might have
shaped their careers and work-related identities.

While these factors certainly played a role, I would argue that this was not
the main problem in this case. Instead, it may be useful to ask questions about
the specificities of intersectionality as an analytical approach.

The expectation for the presence of categories in the interview material,
which is taken as a prerequisite for an intersectional analysis, seems to imply
that people always make references to social categories in speaking about
themselves and their experiences in some form or another: for example, in the
case of my interviewees, talking about themselves as men or Estonians and as
Estonian men. Based on my research with intersectionally privileged men, I
challenge this assumption and claim that such a self-presentation where the
speaker marks their identity more explicitly is rather a feature of narratives pro-
duced by marginalised individuals and groups.

Stemming from the assumption that if categories matter, they will be visible
in narratives, Jimerson and Oware (2006) have studied how Black male basket-
ball players invoked the categories of gender and race in their talk, and identified
specific ways of doing Black masculinity. However, an implicit feature in identi-
fying these categories and their relationships for researchers in this context
seems to have been the fact that while the category “man” remains unmarked in
most situations, the category “Black” does not. In this case, the racialisation of
these men made them and their masculinity marked. This helped to make visible
the otherwise unmarked category of masculinity. Thereby, these men’s doing of
intersectionality was visible and particular, as manifested in their talk.

In the case of the white (non-racialised) ethnic majority Estonian men in my
research however, this mechanism did not apply, as they remain unmarked in most
situations in terms of important categories, such as gender, ethnicity, age, able-
bodiedness, and sexual orientation, to name a few, certainly in the context of mana-
gerial work and careers in the Estonian labour market. I argue that this constitutes a
source of their intersectional privilege. Hence, neither of these categories functioned
to mark others or make them visible. And this is reflected in their career narratives.

Based on these insights, it could then be concluded that the assumption that
categories should be visible in narratives, in some form or another, if they are
relevant, applies primarily to those identity positions, where at least one category
is present in its marked dimension, for instance, “Black man”, as in the example
above. It is in the accounts of individuals positioned as such, that the categories
are likely to be more immediately visible or more explicitly articulated, or at least
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more recognisable to researchers. The invisibility of categories in the case of in-
tersectionally privileged groups who are in possession of considerable power re-
sources – such as the Estonian male managers I interviewed – means that we
may not be directly able to see this in the interview material. In other words, nar-
ratives originating from such individuals and groups may not provide enough ev-
idence of how their social power and privilege functions discursively. This
problem is eloquently articulated by Sally Robinson in her work on white mascu-
linity in the contemporary USA: “Masculinity and whiteness retain their power
as signifiers and as social practices because they are opaque to analysis, the ar-
gument goes; one cannot question, let alone dismantle, what remains hidden
from view” (Robinson 2000, 1).

What do these insights then tell us about intersectionality and its usefulness
as a methodological approach to understand all identities and social positions,
particularly the privileged? Can it be concluded from this that intersectionality as
a tool is more suitable for analysing narratives exhibiting certain features than
others? It does seem indeed, that methodologically, intersectional research so far
is better equipped to explore marked identity positions – that is, to study those
who differ from the (invisible) norm. This stems from the particularities of the
origins of intersectionality – as a conceptual tool to understand marginalised
identities and groups.

Potential Solutions

Below I discuss some ways in which the problem may be tackled, based on my
analysis of the narratives of Estonian male managers. Some of these solutions I
resorted to myself while others are simply ideas to be developed further and
tested on empirical data.

Considering (Narrative) Context

One of the most obvious solutions involves following the key tenets of qualitative
research – understanding qualitative interviews as social products that are al-
ways situated. This is a central principle in narrative research as well. Narrative
scholars call for interpreting narratives in context or in environments in which
they are produced (Gubrium and Holstein 2008, 2009; Phoenix 2008). This envi-
ronment can refer to the more immediate context, such as the interview setting
and the way in which the interviewer is positioned in relation to the interviewees.
Importantly, it also refers to the larger social, political and cultural settings. In
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other words, this means viewing personal narratives “within a larger sociohistor-
ical context of structural inequality that may not be explicit or directly observable
in the data” (Bowleg 2008, 320).

Locating the narratives in a larger social and historical context has also
been suggested by some intersectionality scholars to help understand why re-
search participants might articulate certain categories more explicitly while re-
maining more implicit regarding others, as Yuval-Davis (2006, 203) notes: “in
specific historical situations and in relation to specific people there are some
social divisions that are more important than others in constructing specific po-
sitionings”. Lewis, echoing discussions held at a prominent intersectionality
conference held in 2009, highlights “the need to always pay consistent atten-
tion to the historical and social contexts in which the categories being invoked
(analytically and/or experientially) are produced, made meaningful and de-
ployed. The key point here is the need to address the political and this requires
paying attention to which set of categories are brought into alliance and with
what political agenda in mind” (Lewis 2009, 205). The implication is that con-
text invites people to think about their experiences in certain ways, favouring
invoking certain categories over others.

I followed this advice throughout my analysis to understand and explain the
absence of categories of gender and ethnicity in the narratives of the Estonian
male managers. This silence in these narratives was especially striking in contrast
to interview material I collected in the first part of my doctoral thesis: narratives
of Russian-speaking women in Estonia who were unemployed or performed man-
ual work. Representatives of this latter group typically spoke of themselves as
Russian-speakers or ethnic Russians, strongly emphasising ethnicity as an impor-
tant dimension of their identity. They emphasised gender to a lesser extent; how-
ever, the presence of gender could be quite easily identified in segments of their
narratives, for instance, where they invoked their identities as Russian mothers.

Certainly, understanding the social and political context of Estonia is help-
ful in interpreting these narratives and explaining why categories, particularly
ethnicity, were salient in the narratives of the Russian-speaking women. For
one, ethnicity is a very politicised category in Estonia. However, it is only “non-
Estonians” who stand out as marked in terms of ethnicity in Estonia. Estonians
remain in the status of an unmarked group. When making sense of their careers
in the Estonian labour market, the interviewed Estonian male managers simply
did not frame their experiences through the categories of ethnicity and gender.
Also, the way in which the interviewees were positioned in relation to me as an
interviewer was significant. In interviews with the Estonian male managers,
ethnicity could have been silenced or treated as an irrelevant category because
as Estonians, both the interviewees and myself we were positioned at the
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privileged and unmarked end of the category of ethnicity. This was despite the
fact that ethnicity (along with language) is a politicised category in Estonia (for
more on this, see Aavik 2015, 24). The fact that ethnicity did not come up as a
category in the work and career narratives, illustrates how people and groups
at the privileged end of this category are still able to remain unmarked in terms
of this social division, at least in the context of work and careers.

I suggest that some other contextual elements also played a role in shaping
narratives of career paths in such a way that there were only minimal referen-
ces to gender and ethnicity. For example, the neoliberal ideology prevalent in
Estonia encourages conceptualising people as individuals not as members of a
collective or group, while obscuring structural inequalities which create advan-
tages and/or disadvantages for individuals positioned in certain ways. Relating
to this, references to the categories may have also been absent because in the
realm of professional work, focus is typically on the individual or professional
worker and his/her achievements, not on gendered, racialised or ethnicised
subjects (Chase 1995).

However, understanding the experiences of intersectionally privileged
groups as shaped by the narrative environment in which they emerged, while
taking us forward, is in my view only a limited solution to the problem of detect-
ing how intersectional privilege manifests itself and what it means in personal
narratives. For one, the suggestion to analyse narratives (of intersectionally priv-
ileged groups) in context in this case does not seem to be a particularly special
solution, since all qualitative empirical data only makes sense in a context, and
should always be interpreted in such a way. It is thus only a partial solution and
not specific enough to deal with the specificities of the narratives of intersection-
ally privileged groups. Another potential problem of using only this approach in-
volves the risk that the researcher departs too much from the actual narratives
themselves and imposes external constructs on the data, in attempting to explain
intersectional privilege and its sources. Crucially, this kind of analysis might end
up being too speculative, where absences are accounted for by invoking only
some contextual factors and not others. The process by which the researcher
makes these decisions often remains invisible.

The task of making “explicit the often implicit experiences of intersectional-
ity, even when participants do not express the connections” (Bowleg 2008, 322),
also invokes other problems related to interpretation of qualitative data. For ex-
ample, it disregards the ways in which participants make sense of their own lives
and experiences.
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Absence of Social Categories in Narratives as an Indication of Intersectional
Privilege

One way to attempt to tackle the problem is to think that these silences or
absences – the fact there is simply nothing to grasp in terms of categories
in the narratives – are significant findings themselves. Even further, this
could be thought of as the proof we are looking for that points to the priv-
ileged position of the research subjects – the fact that they tend to con-
struct themselves as generic human beings and that their narratives do
not contain experiences of discrimination or othering based on gender,
ethnicity or other categories is evidence of their privilege. This is because
other, more disadvantaged groups do not have the luxury of thinking of
and presenting themselves as generic human beings. On the other hand,
the narratives of the privileged may include references to other people and
groups as gendered, racialised, ethnicised etc., which can tell us some-
thing about their own privileged position.

Here it is insightful to turn again to the field of critical whiteness studies,
which I referred to earlier in this chapter, noting how scholars studying white-
ness deal with an issue that is conceptually similar to intersectional privilege.
I have found this body of work to be more insightful than much scholarship in
critical studies of men and masculinities in examining and challenging invisi-
ble norms (whiteness, in this case). In critical whiteness studies, it is the un-
marked nature, normative status and ordinariness of whiteness which are
seen as defining features of white privilege. While this is an important insight,
it poses methodological problems, as scholars of whiteness have experienced.
They have noted that methodologically, to expose and challenge whiteness,
as an unmarked category but at the same time a significant source of privilege
for subjects associated with this category, can be extremely challenging. How
to capture something that invisible in social interaction, including in inter-
view settings?

While the absence of categories in narratives of the privileged certainly
does point to their privileged position, it is a rather general statement and does
not say anything specific about this privilege. Thus, to simply conclude that
this is what counts as evidence for an intersectionally privileged social position
or identity does not seem to be sufficient. The question still remains if there is
anything else that can be detected in these accounts that helps to point to inter-
sectional privilege and how it works.
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Interview Guide and Interview Process

Some scholarship discussing intersectionality as a methodology discusses points
to the potential solutions lying in research design. More specifically, we could
think whether there are ways to design the interview guide and carry out inter-
views in a way that helps us to detect what we are looking for.

One of the main methodological challenges in compiling the interview
guide and preparing questions to be asked from research participants is “how
to ask questions about experiences that are intersecting, interdependent and
mutually constitutive, without resorting, even inadvertently, to an additive ap-
proach?” (Bowleg 2008, 314).

This issue has been approached differently by intersectionality scholars. For
example, Windsong (2016), interested in meanings that people assign to neigh-
bourhood through race and gender, first asked questions about these categories
separately, followed by questions about how research participants see these as
intersecting. She however notes that the intersectionality questions did not work
well and caused confusion among her interviewees (Windsong 2016, 9).
Windsong (2016) also asked her research participants to bring examples of situa-
tions where gender or race was more important for them. Bowleg (2008, 314),
however takes an opposite approach, suggesting that research participants
should not be asked to isolate or rank dimensions of their identities. Instead, she
argues that “a truly intersectional question would simply ask the respondent to
tell about her experience without separating each identity” (Bowleg 2008, 315).
She suggests, based on her study of the experiences of Black lesbian women
from an intersectional perspective, two key points to which researchers should
attend when constructing questions about intersectionality. “First, questions
about intersectionality should focus on meaningful constructs such as stress,
prejudice, discrimination rather than relying on demographic questions alone”,
as “concepts such as race and class are socially constructed, and as such, explain
virtually nothing in and of themselves” and second, “questions should be inter-
sectional in design” – they should stress the interdependence and mutuality of
identities rather than imply that “identities are independent, separate and able
to be ranked” (Bowleg 2008, 316).

Bowleg’s approach links best with my research design and specifically,
with the narrative method I used. My interview questions revolved around cen-
tral themes of work and careers. I asked my research participants to narrate
their work experiences and career paths in detail, without drawing attention to
social categories myself, at least not initially. However, if they spontaneously
made such references in their narratives, I pursued these further. After they
had finished telling the stories of their work and careers, in the later stages of
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the interview, I asked about their views on gender (and to a lesser degree, eth-
nic inequalities) in the Estonian labour market. Talking about gender however,
meant not explicitly talking about themselves as gendered beings but focusing
on women’s “difference” from the male norm and framing gender inequality as
an issue that concerns women. In the following excerpt, a research participant
talks about his female colleague and women in managerial positions more
generally:

It is impressive how she [an older female manager in the same organisation] is able to
handle [her subordinates] [. . .]. She is a balancing and motherly figure in this predomi-
nantly male company.

The same interviewee, when presenting his own career and work as a manager,
does not however refer to his gender when describing how he relates to his col-
leagues and copes with work. He and others constructed themselves simply as
people or managers, not as Estonian male managers, silencing their gender,
ethnicity and other categories in the context of careers.

In the following extract, Russian-speaking women were not only con-
structed as different, but also inferior, in relation to the implicitly present
Estonian male norm:

Russian women for example are like . . . very dutiful and fast workers. [. . .] But some
people will never become independent engineers, they need someone to be there to tell
them how to do things. Well, people are different, but mostly those people who never be-
come independent, are women however.

Unlike in this excerpt, in their descriptions of themselves, the interviewees do
not stand out as men or Estonians.

The question of whether researchers should address intersectionality in in-
terviews directly or refrain from doing so (Windsong 2016, 9) is a difficult one.
It relates to the methodological question of “how should researchers design in-
terview questions that reflect both the research interests and also allow partici-
pants to share their own experiences in the most valid manner?” (Windsong
2016, 9).

Explicitly addressing intersectionality in interviews may be tricky, as it is
first and foremost an academic concept and does not necessarily resonate with
people’s lived experience (Windsong 2016, 9). The social categories that people
are grouped into and identify with “are interdependent and mutually constitu-
tive (i.e. intersectional [. . .]), rather than independent and uni-dimensional”
(Bowleg 2008, 312). This means that it may be difficult to distinguish how these
categories figure separately in people’s lived experiences and narratives of their
lives.
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These considerations shaped my choice not to make my interviews about
gender, ethnicity and their intersections, but rather letting research partici-
pants present and frame their experiences in ways that seemed most meaning-
ful to them. Keeping the themes of work and careers central to the interviews,
rather than directly focusing on gender and ethnicity, was important also for
other reasons, for example having to do with recruiting potential research par-
ticipants. Approaching Estonian male managers with a request to interview
them about what being positioned as an Estonian man means to them, would
likely have confused them and may not have been considered a legitimate re-
quest in the Estonian context. Some scholars have documented challenges of
interviewing white people about their whiteness. Frankenberg (1993, 23), for ex-
ample, encountered bewilderment from the part of research participants when
asked about their whiteness – this was a “‘taboo’ topic that generated areas of
memory lapse, silence, shame, and evasion”. Similar insights apply to the con-
text of my study – being positioned as an Estonian man does not appear for
most people to be significant or special (enough) identity to study in the
Estonian context, in contrast to, for example, asking Russian-speaking women
in Estonia to talk about their experiences related to ethnicity and gender,
which can be seen as a more legitimate inquiry, as this group does not appear
as “ordinary”, but stands out as “different”.

These insights suggest that explicitly asking about gender, ethnicity and
other dimensions of identity and their intersections, particularly in the case of
privileged groups or refraining from asking such questions in interviews, both
have certain shortcomings and may not help to arrive at narratives in which the
privilege and power of research participants is clearly discernible.

Turning to other Research Methodologies and Methods

In addition to asking questions about the particularities of intersectionality and
its application to studying intersectionally privileged groups, it may also be
that the specifics of the narrative approach may not encourage the emergence
of social categories in the narratives of the privileged. As already suggested in
the previous section, narrative approaches favour minimal (prior) structuring of
interviews by the researcher, open interview questions and relatively little ex-
plicit guidance from the interviewer, other than introducing topics to talk about
and encouraging research participants to describe their experiences at length
(Jovchelovitch and Bauer 2000). Research participants’ own meanings and
ways of framing are prioritised, rather than structuring interviews according to
researchers’ concepts and theoretical interests.
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Also, narrative analysis might be limiting because of what the method en-
courages us to notice and study. Narrative analysis is particularly suitable for
examining how people present their lives and experiences in storied formats,
and how they talk about their past and present selves. However, members of
privileged groups may have never seen themselves as marked in any way
throughout their lives, which means that more detailed attention to narratives
in this case may not be helpful. Thus, an intersectional narrative approach
might not yield findings that are nuanced enough to detect more subtle features
of talk that might be of relevance to tackle the problem discussed here. There
might be some special features present in the accounts of the unmarked which
an intersectional narrative approach is unable to capture well.

It may then be that other qualitative methods could be more fruitful in this
case which pay more detailed attention to language and smaller units of talk,
such as discourse analysis or conversation analysis. To end this section, I will
briefly consider the latter.

Emerging from the microsociological tradition, inspired by the work of
Erving Goffman and Harold Garfinkel, conversation analysis (see for example
Heritage 2008; Heritage and Clayman 2011; Liddicoat 2007) is a method that
seeks to capture how people construct meaning in everyday conversation, in
micro-interactions. Typically, naturally occurring data is used to study this (as
opposed to material obtained through an artificially created interview situation).

Conversation analysis pays close attention to segments of text by under-
standing talk as action, focusing on immediate consequences of utterances and
on what participants accomplish in an interaction. By this more detailed focus,
this approach could help better understand the discursive means through
which speakers conceal how power operates in interactions and ways in which
normality is accomplished. This approach might provide opportunities for
studying ways in which ordinariness and normality that are key features of in-
tersectional privilege are in fact accomplished and understand the work that
goes into it.

Discussion and Conclusions

This chapter has focused on methodological questions pertaining to the study
of intersectional privilege (Aavik 2015), drawing on my previous research on
the work experiences and career paths of Estonian men working in managerial
positions. Specifically, I have discussed how an intersectional approach could
be used in qualitative research to make sense of the lives and experiences of
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the privileged – a thus far relatively unexamined angle, given that intersection-
ality’s theoretical and methodological origins and empirical focus have over-
whelmingly been on marginalised groups.

The chapter began with an introduction of the notion of intersectionality
and the concept of intersectional privilege. I then attempted to outline the
methodological problem of invisibility of privilege: privileged groups – such as
white middle-class ethnic majority men – do not tend to construct their lives
and experiences through categories of gender, ethnicity, race, class etc. Their
narratives exhibit silences and absences regarding these categories. This stems
from the way these groups are positioned in the social hierarchy: the privileged
ends of the categories of gender, race and class they are associated with – as
male, white, ethnic majority and middle-class – are typically seen as generic
and normative, unmarked and hence invisible. Methodologically, it is rather
challenging to identify something that is unmarked, as a number of critical
whiteness studies scholars have noted about whiteness, which has remained
an elusive category to understand and also to bring up in interview settings
with people identified as white. Yet, exposing privilege and ways in which it
works is a crucial task, as “privilege works best when it goes unrecognized”
(Bridges and Pascoe 2014, 256).

How should we then examine accounts lacking explicit references to social
categories, which seems to be a characteristic feature of narratives produced by
unmarked privileged groups? I discussed four different angles which may be
helpful in tackling the issue, outlining the potential and limitations of each of
these: 1) understanding narratives as situated social products and relying on a
broader social, political and cultural context for providing explanatory power 2)
considering the absence of categories as a significant finding in itself and decid-
ing that this is the defining feature of intersectional privilege 3) developing a re-
search design, including interview questions that would better help to identify
privilege in personal narratives, including asking about intersectionality and
privilege directly 4) turning to other methodologies and research methods, nota-
bly those that explicitly focus on language and smaller segments of talk to iden-
tify how power and privilege work in people’s accounts of their lives.

Each of these approaches offers promising opportunities, yet, also entails
certain problems. Despite these difficulties, we should not abandon intersec-
tionality as a methodology and a tool to study the lives of the privileged and
ways in which privilege manifests itself in their narratives, but continue meth-
odological discussions on how to advance intersectionality. Intersectionality
could be a useful approach to study all identities and social positions, includ-
ing the privileged and unmarked ones, given that all identities and social posi-
tions are intersectional, even if some do not appear as such. We need to think
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of better methods by which the unmarked elements of social life, including un-
marked social categories, could be seen in people’s representations of their
lives. At the same time, these methodological developments must consider
changing social conditions which shape individual performances of gender, in-
tersecting with other categories.

There are currently some interesting and significant changes taking place
in Western societies regarding the construction and presentation of masculin-
ities, which invite us to rethink how we study men and masculinities. As a sub-
stantial development, masculinity is increasingly becoming more visible
(Bridges and Pascoe 2014; Bridges 2019). This is aptly illustrated by the idea of
hybrid masculinity, which involves privileged Western “men’s selective incor-
poration of performances and identity elements associated with marginalized
and subordinated masculinities and femininities” (Bridges and Pascoe 2014,
246). Masculinity, then, is gradually emerging from its status of an unmarked
category (see for example, Robinson 2000). This is also true of other forms of
privilege, such as ethnicity, class etc. and their intersections. For example,
whiteness may gradually become a (more) marked category and displaced from
its normative status. For example, in contemporary culture, we are witnessing
the gradual marking of white middle-class men as a distinct identity and social
position, associated with considerable power resources. This has occurred
largely as a result of the mainstreaming of some feminist ideas and in the con-
text of the recent #MeToo movement which have critically engaged with such
intersectionally privileged men and masculinities. This means that it is becom-
ing more and more difficult for people positioned as white middle-class men to
remain invisible in terms of gender, race and class and claim the status of a
generic human being.

These developments are likely to change the ways in which privileged
groups discursively produce their selves and identities. However, as Bridges
and Pascoe (2014, 256) argue, “when privilege becomes visible [. . .] it does not
necessarily cease to exist”. Instead, inequalities have the tendency to adapt
and endure (Bridges 2019). While hybrid masculinity involves borrowing ele-
ments from marginalised groups, men who engage in this process, are able to
retain their privilege (Bridges and Pascoe 2014, 246).

In the context of the focus of this chapter, this suggests that even if inter-
sectionally privileged groups talk about themselves through gender, ethnicity,
race, class and other relevant categories and thereby make these categories ex-
plicitly visible in their narratives – it does not mean that their privilege and
power are necessarily challenged. If my interviewees explicitly spoke about
themselves (not only in the interview setting but in everyday life as well) as
gendered and ethnicised beings, and framed their career paths through these
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categories, would this somehow challenge their power and privilege in the la-
bour market and society more broadly? It might be that such self-presentations
may make it harder for them to remain intersectionally invisible in some con-
texts, which their work-related success partly depends on. Yet, there would
likely be other discursive and material practices through which they sustain
their privilege.
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