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ABSTRACT  

After a preliminary introduction of the concept of gender, I sketch some metaphysical issues 

raised by the relations between the concepts of nature, normality, and essence, implicated in 

debates both about sex and gender differences, and about the status of trans-gender, non-

gendered or queer-gendered persons. These debates pit typical conservative and progressive 

conceptions of gender and sexuality. I survey arguments made by some ‘gender queer’ scholars, 

against the desirability of setting up a ‘third gender option’. These critics argue convincingly that 

such measures, while well intentioned, retain most of the undesirable theoretical and practical 

consequences they are attempting to mitigate. I end by sketching the advantages of the more 

radical view I advocate, the abolition of gender as a major category in terms of which to 

understand human persons. 
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Introduction 

According to Google’s Ngram viewer, which tracks the frequency of words’ occurrence, the 

word ‘gender’ hardly ever appeared in print before about 1961. Between 1961 and 1997 its use 

multiplied 61-fold, before declining by about 12% 3 the following decade. Meanwhile, the use of 

the word ‘transgender’ increased 670-fold over the same period.1 Clearly, a preoccupation with 

gender and the status of trans-gender is both recent and intense. What are we to make of it? 

In this essay, I propose to argue that we would be better off ceasing altogether to 

differentiate between genders, masculine, feminine or other, to claim a gender identity for 

ourselves, or to ascribe one to anyone else. Since all societies regard the differences between 

men and women as vital to their very identity (though by no means in agreement about what 

those differences are), my proposal may seem to be a topic best left to science fiction. But I mean 

it seriously. I propose to avail myself of one of the privileges of philosophy, which is to 

speculate about what might be desirable without being constrained by what seems feasible.  It is 

worth noting, however, that many realities of social life in modern, Western societies, such as 

same-sex marriage, would have seemed impossibly utopian a mere few decades ago.  

———————————— 
 
1 See https://books.google.com/ngrams/graph?content=gender&year_start=1800&year_end=2000&cor‐

pus=15&smoothing=3&share=&direct_url=t1%3B%2Cgender%3B%2Cc0 
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After a preliminary introduction of the concept of gender, I will sketch, by way of 

intellectual background, the metaphysical issues raised by the tricky relations between the 

concepts of nature, normality, and essence. These concepts are crucial to the landscape on which 

battle lines are drawn. I will contrast some representative views of conservatives and 

progressives about how we should regard persons who identify as transgendered, non-gendered, 

or ‘gender queer’. I will survey arguments made by some ‘gender queer’ scholars, against the 

desirability of setting up a ‘third option’. This refers to measures, such as those recently 

introduced in Australia, Germany, and California, designed to extend gender identity categories 

by adding a third option. These critics argue convincingly that such measures, while well 

intentioned, retain most of the undesirable theoretical and practical consequences they are 

attempting to mitigate. I end by sketching the advantages of the more radical view I advocate, the 

abolition of gender as a major category in terms of which to understand human persons. 

Two Issues About Gender 

A general-purpose distinction between sex and gender can serve as a starting point: ‘sex’ 

refers to a dimorphism of anatomy and function in the biological system of reproduction 

prevalent among most vertebrate species. ‘Gender’, by contrast, refers to the psycho-social 

characteristics typical of men and women. (Mikkola 2017). That bland distinction, however, 

leads to a plethora of controversies. 

These controversies arise in two nested domains. The first domain concerns the nature of 

gender differences and the extent to which such differences warrant the ascription of different 

roles, expectations, and treatment of men and women. That is roughly the range of questions 

raised, since Mary Wollstonecraft (1792), or perhaps since Plato’s Republic (Vlastos, 1994), by 
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successive waves of feminist thought. The second domain questions what the first takes for 

granted, namely the exclusive and exhaustive binary categories of man and woman, typically 

characterized by masculinity and femininity. The recent surge of interest in this second set of 

questions, I surmise, is responsible for the spike in the word’s use in the corpus surveyed by 

Google. The two issues are, of course, closely related; but each gives rise to different theoretical 

and political debates. Roughly speaking, the main positions in each debate can be characterized 

as ‘conservative’ and ‘progressive’. They can be sketched as follows.  

In the first domain – on the nature of gender differences, and the practical consequences 

alleged to follow – the conservative position maintains that the difference in reproductive roles 

of males and females effectively determines typical personality types and appropriate social roles 

for men and women. It does this through a cascade of processes constituting normal 

development. This begins with the undeniable dimorphism of the tiny male gamete and the 

relatively huge female ovum, and ultimately results in differences between masculine and 

feminine temperament, abilities, and social roles.  Thus, despite differences between different 

cultures in the exact way in which these roles are differentiated, they all have their ultimate 

origins in biology.  

 The opposing, liberal or progressive view regards gender roles as socially constructed. 

This means, first, that they are not determined by biology: ‘it would be rash,’ as Simone de 

Beauvoir put it, ‘to deduce from [the contrasting sizes of male and female gametes] that woman’ 

s place is in the home: but there are rash people.’ (de Beauvoir, 1952, p. 29). Insofar as gender 

characteristics are believed to derive from sexual differences, moreover, it also implies that they 

actually derive from a certain ideology. The core of that ideology consists in arbitrarily ascribing 

certain characteristics to nature which in fact derive from social conventions and institutions. 
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Insofar as every ideology of gender fails of universality, such ideological assumptions about it 

must be mistaken.  

On the second set of questions, there is no single progressive position. The conservative 

position, on the other hand, can be summed up in a few tenets. The first is that any person whose 

anatomical, physiological and psychological properties deviate markedly from the standard type 

associated with one sex or the other is not only statistically unusual but normatively deviant. The 

deviance in question tends first to be taken as moral, religious or political, making the deviant 

individual immoral, sinful, or criminal. Later, in a move that is widely regarded as progressive, 

the deviant behavior or trait is seen as pathological, on the model of a disease or disability.  

Such a sequence of attitudes is just what has played out in the case of homosexuality. 

Until as recently as half a century ago in Britain and North America, homosexual relations were 

a crime, for which, among countless other victims, Oscar Wilde suffered imprisonment and Alan 

Turing was subjected to chemical castration. When decriminalized, it came to be seen as a 

mental disorder. Only in 1973 did it officially cease to be so classified, when the American 

Psychiatric Association struck it from the 2nd edition of the DSM or Diagnostic Statistical 

Manual. (Drescher, 2015). Finally, with a rapidity that would have been quite unpredictable half 

a century ago, over twenty-five countries have come to endorse legal marriage between persons 

of the same sex. Homosexuality has come to be seen as just a variant personal preference, 

effectively sidelining the once fervent debate about its causes. 
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In the democratic West2, gender is now stuck somewhere between the first and the 

second of the phases just described. Laws against cross-dressing were widely used to repress any 

form of gender non-conformism well into the 20th century (Sears, 2008), and discrimination 

against gender-queer persons is widely practiced, even now, whether or not it is sanctioned by 

the law. Meanwhile, ‘gender dysphoria’ remains listed in the latest Diagnostic and Statistical 

Manual, Fifth Edition (‘DSM V’). The Manual specifies, however, that this type of dysphoria is 

not necessarily in itself a disorder unless it produces significant distress.3  

Both the domains I have mentioned generate more questions than I can pose, let alone 

address. I shall be highly selective. But the spirit in which I ask them can perhaps be indicated by 

mentioning, without attempting any direct answer, one question that is not raised by the authors 

of the DSM V concerning gender dysphoria. Call it the problem of explanation, or Whence 

Question. Is the dysphoria attributable to some property of the subject? or is it caused by the way 

the subject is treated by others? In other words, is it like the distress of an appendicitis or a 

broken bone? or is it like the anguish felt by a homosexual among homophobes, or by a Jew 

among anti-Semites? 

Before zooming in on some specific problems raised by the concept of gender, let me 

review some widespread intuitions about the natural, and the normal. Those intuitions are pretty 

———————————— 
 
2 I shall be leaving out this qualifier in the rest of this essay, but it should be understood through-

out. I am well aware that both legal and social standards vary widely across the world. The patterns I de-

scribe as applicable to North America, Great Britain and Western Europe may or may not prove to be har-

bingers of what may in future come to apply in the rest of the world.  

3 See https://www.psychiatry.org/patients-families/gender-dysphoria/what-is-gender-dysphoria 
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much the ones elaborated in the history of philosophy by natural law theory on the one hand and 

debates about essence and essentialism on the other. . 

The Natural and the Normal 

The recent surge of interest in the concept of gender manifested in the Google statistic 

cited above can plausibly be ascribed to a combination of political and theoretical 

preoccupations. The fact that the idea of gender has become problematized in itself suggests that 

its theoretical significance is deeply affected by concerns about its practical implications. We 

should therefore not be surprised that the debate about the significance of gender  presents us 

with an almost irresistible temptation to commit two complementary fallacies. The first is the 

naturalistic fallacy, which consists in inferring what ought to be from what actually is. The 

second is its converse – call it the ‘wishful thinking’ fallacy – which is that of inferring what is 

from what one believes ought to be.  

Natural Law theory affords a classic illustration. That theory, which goes back to 

Aristotle and Aquinas, is still enormously influential. In its Thomistic form, it is obviously bound 

up with theism (Finnis, 2011); but the presupposition that the order of nature was set up by God 

can be subtracted from the Aristotelian insight to which it owes its name: that our conception of 

the good human life should be grounded in an understanding of the kind of creatures we are.  

As a prudential maxim, the advice to ‘follow nature’ if you hope to thrive seems sensible. 

But how do we discover where nature is leading? Aristotle’s answer was that what is natural is 

what happens ‘always or for the most part’ (Aristotle, 1984, II-8). Similarly, Aquinas writes that 

‘the law…. is judged in accordance with what happens in general, and not in accordance with 

what may happen in a particular case’ (Aquinas, 2008, II-ii, Q.154, Art. 2). 
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That maxim’s application, however, tends to be either trivial or question-beggingly 

tendentious. Given the biological organisms we are, we will not thrive if we act on the belief that 

flapping our arms will keep us airborne when jumping off a cliff. But in less obvious cases, 

while following the crowd works well enough much of the time, the advisability of always doing 

so is dubious (Boyd & Richerson, 2005). The reason lies in a biological truism: although not 

every abnormality is an improvement, all improvements begin with an abnormality. Whether or 

not we regard the changes that have led to our species nature to be progress, it was never 

achieved by the typical members of a population. It follows from the logic of evolution by 

natural selection that for every mutation that brought one of our ancestors a tiny step closer to the 

human condition, that ancestor must necessarily have been abnormal in relation to all other 

members of the species. Biologically, we humans are all, to put it starkly, the descendants of 

millions of freaks. What is true of biology is also true of culture. We may rightly have scruples 

about regarding one culture as ‘more advanced’ than another (Benedict, 1934) – and, for that 

matter, we might question the basis for assuming that humans are in any biological sense ‘better’ 

than insects or bacteria: both phyla are far ahead of us in terms of proven robustness. 

Nevertheless, we are inclined to regard certain aspects of culture – technology, for example, or 

democracy, or a decline in the overall level of violence (Pinker, 2012) – as  constituting desirable 

change. If so, we must also recognize that the process by which any practice or technique has 

become a desirable feature of our culture must inevitably have begun with some small and rare 

innovation: in other words, in something abnormal.  

From this perspective, natural law’s appeal to nature, particularly when it comes to sex, 

can be seen as a ‘bait-and-switch’ strategy in three moves. Begin by observing nature, as if you 

were in search of descriptive laws such as those sought by empirical science. Among our 
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observations of nature, however, some may appear more ‘natural’ than others, principally by 

conforming to what you already believe. That leads to the second move: select as ‘real laws’ just 

those that conform to your preconceptions about how best to live. This privileged set of ‘laws’ 

describe how things normally happen in nature. They are not claimed to hold universally as 

descriptions, for it is understood that even in nature, some things can go wrong. (There is even a 

name for the study of such exceptions: teratology, literally ‘monster science’.) The third move is 

to interpret those privileged ‘laws’, which supposedly identify what happens normally, as 

normative, in the sense in which that word refers to prescriptive norms. This third move means 

that some counter-examples to the putative laws of nature in question are not regarded as such. 

Instead, they are viewed as errors, sins, or moral lapses, depending on your theory about the 

source of norms.  

In the area of sexuality this bait-and-switch strategy has led some of the greatest 

philosophers into blithe incoherence. For example, it has been a commonplace of philosophy 

since Aristotle that the qualities most worthy of being cultivated – those that are most likely to be 

conducive to happiness – are those that are distinctively human, such as rational thought in both 

theoretical and practical matters. But when a philosopher like Kant believes—quite wrongly, as 

it happens (Bagemihl, 1999)—that other animals do not indulge in onanism, homosexuality or 

inter-species sex, does he conclude that humans such sexual practices are to be valued as 

distinctively human? On the contrary: Kant holds those allegedly uniquely human behaviors to 

be crimina carnis contra naturam, ‘crimes of the flesh against nature’. By indulging in any of 

them, Kant declares, a man is ‘degraded below the level of the animals’, in ‘the most abominable 

conduct of which man can be guilty’ (Kant, 1963, p. 170).  
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Essences and Essentialism 

Closely related to the idea that we can discover and can be guided by nature, is the idea 

that natural kinds thus uncovered have both essential and accidental properties. Essential 

properties are those without which they would not be what they are. But a thing can continue to 

be itself while being susceptible of variation and change in its accidental properties. On both the 

conservative and the progressive sides, some have found comfort in the thought that at least 

some properties of gender are essential to human beings (Morgan, 1979). Let me then briefly 

review the question of what that might mean. 

Modern versions of the debate about essentialism echo the old dispute between 

nominalism and realism about universals. Is there something that all instances of X have in 

common, in virtue of which they are all so called? Plato thought that one did not really 

understand a concept unless one were able to identify necessary and sufficient conditions for 

anything to fall under that concept. Under the influence of Wittgenstein and others, many 20th-

century philosophers have suggested that a weaker criterion of ‘family resemblances’ should 

suffice to explain why we call different things by the same name. But many are left unsatisfied: 

how can one be justified in classifying things as being of the same kind, if we cannot identify the 

properties they share? That suggests that essential properties are those that are analytically 

entailed by the ascription of a kind term. As Saul Kripke showed, however, the notion of 

necessity can be uncoupled from those of analyticity and the a priori (Kripke 1980). When we 

identify water as H20, we are formulating a necessary truth about the essence of water which is 

not a consequence of a definition, but the expression of an empirical discovery. Water as H2O is 

a ‘natural kind’. Its discovery concerns the nature of things, not the meaning of words or what 

Hume called ‘relations of ideas’. Nevertheless, H2O states the essence of water: that property 
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without which water would not be what it is. One might quibble that at the level of its molecular 

constitution, the kind of oxygen in each molecule of water can be further specified. It might be 

one of two or more isotopes apart from the most common 16O: both 17O and 18O are known to be 

stable and have special uses deriving from their specific properties as components of ‘heavy 

water’. The existence of those variant isotopes is not specified in the familiar formula ‘H2O’. 

Strictly speaking, then, one might claim that water is not one natural kind but a group of closely 

related natural kinds that share most but not all of their essential properties.  

Thus, even in those domains that we are accustomed to think afford precise objective 

facts such as physics or chemistry, the ontological categories in terms of which we choose to 

describe reality are partly dependent on our interests and practical purposes. Our decisions 

depend in part on the kinds of inferences and predictions one wants to be able to make. In 

biology, things are less cut and dried that in physics or chemistry. As John Dupré has noted, ‘In 

biology, it appears, distinct kinds are not given to us by nature but rather by our local and limited 

perspective on nature. So ... our natural intuition that men and women are essentially different 

kinds distinguished by distinct inner natures should be treated with caution.’ (Dupré, 2017, 

p. 321). In the social sciences and psychology, concepts can be expected to be even more fluid, 

in proportion to the greater diversity of practical considerations and theoretical commitments one 

brings to the study at hand. We can therefore expect that the definition of gender and its related 

concepts will be even more fraught than that of sex.  

Essentialism and Anti‐essentialism about gender and sex 

That has not, however, deterred those who are bent on regarding gender as an essential 

property of any human beings: a property that cannot be changed from birth till death, and 
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without which a person would lose their very identity as that individual. Such an attitude has 

been adopted by politicians, by scholars, and, surprisingly, sometimes by feminists. 

As an example of the first, consider the case of a young trans-boy, Gavin Grimm, who 

sought the right to use the bathroom that corresponded to his gender identity. In the course of the 

legal case to which this gave rise, several commentators in the community insisted on referring 

to him as ‘that young lady’, and in one case, someone called Gavin a ‘freak’ and compared him 

to someone ‘who thinks he is a dog and wants the right to urinate on fire hydrants’ (Sebastien, 

2017, p. 15).  

An example of a scholar who has adopted a surprisingly similar position is Jordan 

Peterson, a University of Toronto psychology professor. Peterson has, in the past couple of years, 

drawn a large and profitable following on YouTube. He has also published a best-selling book 

about how to protect your life from chaos (Peterson, 2018). He attracted controversy when he 

pointedly objected to a law designed to add trans-gender or gender-non-conforming persons to 

the list of those protected from discrimination. That protection was previously accorded only to 

race, ethnicity, sex, and sexual orientation. In the course of an argument mostly framed in terms 

of ‘free speech’, Peterson produced a number of YouTube lectures in which he argued, among 

other things, that sex and gender are ‘binary categories’, thus casting doubt on the very existence 

of ‘non-binary’ persons. A brief sample of Jordan Peterson’s views can be found in a four-

minute presentation made available by TV Ontario entitled ‘Gender for Ever’ (Peterson, 2012b). 

In this video, Peterson espouses something very much like Aristotle’s and Aquinas’s emphasis 

on the normative significance of the statistically normal. He says, ‘we know that not every man 

or woman must exhibit a trait for it to be descriptive of masculinity or femininity: it’s enough 

that it’s typical of the majority.’ Enough for what? The answer is explicit in another video. Here 
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Peterson mentions a number of personality traits associated with masculinity: ‘ambitious, self-

reliant, tough’ and femininity, ‘loving, unselfish, and kind’, and suggests that these characterize 

gender roles that ‘are virtuous… ideals to aspire to’. He asserts that ‘in the natural world, shaped 

by billions of years of evolution, such differences are real, and deep.’4 Moreover, ‘such virtues 

cannot be developed without specialization,’ mentions that ‘it takes ten thousand hours to acquire 

a skill’, and implies that being a girl or being a boy are incompatible skills that must be learned 

at great cost (Peterson, 2012a).  

Apart from the curious juxtaposition of this last claim with the assertion that gender has 

been ‘shaped by billions of years of evolution’ – which one might think would spare us the extra 

ten thousand hours – this is a fair expression of gender essentialism: in this case, the view that 

there is an essential difference between the sexes, and that having one or the other essence is 

itself part and parcel of the essence of being human.  

One form of essentialism the view that trans-women – individuals identified as male at 

birth, whose gender dysphoria has driven them to various grades of transition to the status of 

women – are just unalterably men. On this view gender is simply another name for anatomical 

sex. This view has both radical feminist and conservative anti-feminist partisans. The latter 

include those who insisted that Gavin Grimm was just a girl. The other version is represented by 

women such as the celebrated feminist writer Germaine Greer, who caused great distress among 

former admirers by denying that trans-women are women. Still more embattled are those ‘trans-

excluding radical feminists or ‘TERFs’, such as Cathy Brennan, for whom a necessary condition 

———————————— 
 
4The reference to ‘billions of years of evolution’, apart from somewhat overestimating the 

antiquity of sexual reproduction, is oddly reminiscent of the comment in the 1890’s made by opponents of 
women’s rights Geddes and Thompson, who averred that ‘what was decided among the prehistoric 
Protozoa cannot be annulled by Act of Parliament’ (Mikkola, 2017). 
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of being a woman is that one have had from birth all the characteristic experiences of women, 

including menstruation, natural breast formation, and at least the possibility of pregnancy. In 

addition to this theoretical position, Cathy Brennan defends the right of women to exclude trans-

women because admitting them, to their gatherings or their bathrooms, would still expose 

women to the risk of rape posed by any man (Brown 2013).  

At the other extreme is the radical suggestion, due to Sally Haslanger, that gender 

concepts should be understood simply as categories defined by dominance and submission on the 

basis of anatomy. Haslanger advocates what she calls an ‘ameliorative’ rather than a purely 

descriptive view of concept definition. Such a view looks at the point of the concept, and the 

point of gender distinctions is nothing more or less than an ascription of relative status: for 

Haslanger, a woman is by definition someone who is ‘systematically subordinated along some 

dimension (economic, political, legal, social, etc.), and. . . is ‘marked’ as a target for this 

treatment by observed or imagined bodily features presumed to be evidence of a female’s 

biological role in reproduction.’ A man is defined as privileged rather than subordinated on 

analogous grounds. (Haslanger, 2004, pp. 3–4). 

An obvious objection to Haslanger’s view focuses on its single-mindedness. It would 

seem to entail that despite appearances Mary Barra, CEO of General Motors, and Christine 

Lagarde, head of the IMF, are not women.5  

More important, however, is the fact that there are actually a plethora of characteristics 

that are marked as feminine or masculine. There is little agreement in different times and places 

———————————— 
 
5Indira Gandhi, and Benazir Bhutto were both heads of states in countries not noted for 

gender equality. Both were assassinated; but while they lasted, there is probably some truth in 
the idea that they were regarded as ‘honorary men’. 
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as to what those characteristics might be. I shall return to this point below, in connection with the 

claim that gender is a continuum or ‘spectrum’.  

But first, we must note a problem for the exclusively binary conception of gender that 

arises from biological sex itself. The process of development that leads from zygote to men or 

women comprises a number of transitions, at each of which deviations from the typical 

developmental path occasionally occur. Hence, we should question not just the assumption that 

(psycho-social) gender is binary, but also the presupposition of that assumption, namely that 

(biological) sex itself is binary. Instead, as Anne Fausto-Sterling has argued, we should perhaps 

accept that even at the level of biology sex is not a dichotomy but a continuum on which we can 

roughly distinguish, on the basis of gonadal structure and function – which are just two of 

several recognized determinants of sex – five sufficiently distinct sexes. These comprise, beside 

females and males, three grades of hermaphrodites: ‘ferms’ with functional uterus but also some 

male anatomy, ‘true hermaphrodites’ endowed with two sets of functioning gonads, and 

‘merms’, who enjoy functional testes and some anatomically female organs (Fausto-Sterling, 

1993; 2000). If sex itself is a continuum, then it cannot ground the binary character of gender. 

What Differences are Gender Differences?  

Equally serious difficulties arise when we attempt to explore gender differences head-on. 

Once we give up on grounding them simply in the underlying sex differences, we can either 

resort to intuitions about what appear to be ‘obvious’ on the basis of generally entrenched 

stereotypes, or we can resort to statistics. It turns out that in many cases, what we take to be the 

latter are simply ways of feeding the former into the  researchers’ presuppositions, which then 

emerge as the investigation’s supposed result. 
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Recall that given the entanglement of theoretical with practical issues involved in the 

consideration of gender, the kinds of differences we are most interested in are those that are 

relevant to differential treatment and expectations. They will constitute foundations for certain 

forms of discrimination. That term, be it noted, should not be taken as necessarily pejorative. 

Certain jobs, for example, require specific abilities, and so an employer looking for someone to 

perform such a job will obviously need to detect what candidates for the job are most likely to be 

suitable. In certain situations, the use of statistical information might be a useful short-cut in a 

selection procedure. Short of trying out every candidate by giving them the job and observing the 

results, what tests are most likely to prove a reliable proxy? Should we, as was once common, 

automatically assume that for certain sorts of job – armed combat, or elementary school teaching, 

for example – the pool of candidates considered should be limited at the outset to men or to 

women? Or should we, on the contrary, take steps to ensure that successful candidates will split 

evenly for every job? 

The issue recently flared up as a result of the firing of James Damore, a Google engineer, 

following his dissemination of a memo concerning Google’s policies on diversity. (Damore 

2016). One key issue concerned the relevance of different statistics. This was taken up in a triad 

of web posts by Jonathan Haidt and Sean Stevens. In one of their posts, they reproduce a figure 

illustrating the displacement of two overlapping Bell curves representing the distribution of a 

given trait in two populations in relation to each other. Damore used that figure to stress that he 

did not advocate the attribution of an average value to any individual member of a group (FIG 

1).  

[FIG. 1 ABOUT HERE] 
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This is a crucial point: for while men and women do differ on a number of measures 

relating to physiology, personality, and preferences, the area of overlap between the two is vast. 

For any trait marked as masculine, we can confidently say that for most men, we can find some 

woman who is more masculine. Conversely, for most women we can find a man who is more 

feminine on that trait. It seems to follow that using the fact that the man and the woman belong 

to groups between which a statistical relationship obtains should have no bearing on the 

treatment of the individual. 

But the relative displacement of their modes or medians is not the only way two Bell 

curves can differ. Among other ways, they can differ in how flat or narrow their modes are. The 

hypothesis of greater variability in males, for which there appears to be some evidence, and a 

plausible explanation in terms of the logic of natural selection (Baumeister, 2007; Haidt and 

Stevens, 2017), entails that there are more men in either tail of the curve. (FIG 2).  

[FIG  2  ABOUT HERE]  

On that basis, the hypothesis that men might be more numerous in the region of the graph 

– such as the mathematical geniuses employed by Google, for example – at the extreme high end 

of the graph does not require that there be an average difference between men and women in 

ability. It does entail, however, that there are also more men at the opposite extreme – as seems 

to be borne out by vastly higher number of men than women among low IQ criminals in jail. To 

most men, who lie somewhere in between, it seems pathetically inappropriate to somehow claim 

kinship with the rightmost tail while disowning the left. Neither is in the least relevant to where 

he is.  

The observation of group differences says nothing about their causes. And nothing 

immediately follows about what policies, if any, should be implemented in response. It may well 
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be that there are more men than women in among the tiny number of individuals in the extreme 

tail of the curve. But we are also increasingly told of the importance of epigenetics (Francis 

2012). We cannot therefore assume that the persistence of differential treatment of boys and girls 

even in the most gender-equal societies is justified on the basis of ‘genetics’.  

As for the nature of the statistical differences between men and women, it would not be 

quite accurate to say that they have not been subjected to scientific inquiry. Much research, in 

particular, has gone into the search for brain differences that would explain gender differences. 

Early studies of the brain in the late 19th century postulated one difference after another (brain 

size; thickness of commissurotomy, etc.) to explain women’s manifest inferiority (Tavris 1992). 

And while more recent studies no doubt avoid such blatant sexism, Rebecca Jordan-Young has 

documented the fact that much of the brain research still takes for granted the very stereotypes 

that one might have expected them to question. (Jordan-Young, 2010). She found, notably, 

studies aimed at confirming differences between men’s and women’s brains in the hope of 

‘explaining’ supposed gender difference in personality and other psychological traits. Those 

traits, however, were identified on no more solid scientific basis than ‘common-sense’ – that is to 

say, unexamined stereotypes of masculinity and femininity. In attempting to discover what 

causes masculinity and femininity, researchers ignored the question of what masculinity and 

femininity are: ‘nearly all scientists conducting brain organization research treat masculinity and 

femininity as commonsense ideas that don’t require explicit definitions’ (Jordan-Young, 2010, 

Kindle loc. 1619–1620). Thus they tended to start by assuming, without any supporting 

argument, that certain traits could be regarded as marks of masculinity, while others typified 

femininity. What is more surprising, is that the set of assumptions about female sexuality most 

common in research conducted after 1980 differed radically, without any explicit recognition or 
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discussion of that fact, from those made in research conducted before 1980. In the later period, 

under the influence of various changes in the predominant North American culture, several 

features previously labeled as characteristically masculine came to be labeled as feminine 

(though tellingly none of the marks of femininity migrated to the list of masculine ones (Ibid., 

loc. 1630)). In the earlier studies, for example,  

Feminine sexuality … is romantic, dependent, receptive, slow to waken, and only 

weakly physical…. Not… an end in itself but as a means for fulfilling desires for love 

and motherhood. Masculine sexuality was a mirror image of their feminine model: active 

and energetic, initiating, dominant, penetrating, frequent, intense, and genitally focused… 

its own end, unsentimental and undiluted by romance (Ibid. loc. 1679–82). 

Among the characteristics that later migrated from the list of masculine to the list of 

feminine markers,  

in particular, masturbation, genital arousal, and sex with multiple partners came to be 

understood as ‘commonsense’ features of feminine sexuality, even though these had 

earlier been read as clear signs of masculinity (Ibid., loc.1686-7bid) 

To add to the confusion, not all studies make the same assumption about the relation 

between masculinity and femininity. Some take a high degree of masculinity to entail, by 

definition, a low score on femininity and vice versa. This is the ‘bipolar model’. But other 

studies assume an ‘orthogonal model’, such as that originally suggested by Sandra Bem in her 

pioneering studies of gender and androgyny several decades ago (Bem 1974 ). The orthogonal 

model enables the ascription to some persons of ‘androgyny’: if masculinity and femininity are 
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not simply complementary, a person could be high on both scales. (Ibid., loc. 1944-5), or low in 

both. 

As the terms exist in common use, what counts as typically ‘masculine’ or ‘feminine’ 

goes far beyond the question of how one’s sexuality is expressed in behaviour and desire. There 

is not one spectrum, but a great many continua that are, on a similar basis of ‘common-sense 

intuition’, marked as masculine or feminine. Traits that are marked as characteristically 

masculine include being independent, non-emotional, aggressive, tough-skinned, competitive, 

clumsy, experienced, strong, active, and self-confident. These contrast with being dependent, 

emotional, passive, sensitive, quiet, graceful, innocent, weak, nurturing, and self-critical. Those 

are marked as feminine. Furthermore, as Sandra Bem showed, the ‘gender schema’ involves 

a diverse and sprawling network of associations encompassing not only those features 

directly related to male and female persons, such as anatomy, reproductive function, 

division of labor, and personality attributes, but also features more remotely or 

metaphorically related to sex, such as the angularity or roundedness of an abstract shape 

and the periodicity of the moon. Indeed, there appears to be no other dichotomy in human 

experience with as many entities assimilated to it as the distinction between male and 

female (Bem, 1981, p. 254). 

If one assumes that everyone can be classified on the basis of their position of a 

‘spectrum’, therefore, it seems that both the distance between the extremes of the overall 

polarity, and the specific mix on the basis of which that distance might be calculated are 

susceptible of an indefinite if not infinite.  

This brings us back, from the nature of sex and gender differences, to the question of 

whether those differences actually constitute a ‘binary’ system of classification. If the criteria on 
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which the distinction is made admit of indefinitely many gradations on many dimensions, how 

are we to conceptualize the contrast between ‘cis-gendered’ men and women, on the one hand, 

and ‘non-gendered’ or ‘queer-gendered’ persons on the other? And how are we to respond to the 

potentially infinite diversity this appears to entail? 

The Gender‐Queer Continuum 

One response has been that we should recognize a third gender, or a category of ‘non-

gendered’ persons. Recent changes in California law (as well as in Australia and Germany) allow 

an individual officially to identify as ‘non-binary’. Robin Dembroff, writing as ‘one who 

identifies as gender queer and uses the gender-neutral pronouns they and them’, has argued that 

such measures, despite their good intentions, are misguided. (Dembroff 2018). Conservative 

opponents of the California law argued, along the expected lines, that Nature, if not God himself, 

decrees every person to be either male or female, man or woman, on the basis of their possession 

of penis or vagina. Equally unsurprising, most progressives duly welcomed the legal change as a 

vindication of the rights of every individual to define their own sexual and gender identity. 

Dembroff, however sees it as just another extension of the state’s constraints on individuals’ 

lives on the basis of gender. Dembroff’s objection, in short, is to the very idea of gender as a 

basis for defining the rights and privileges of individuals in any way whatever. Dembroff is 

advocating nothing less than the abolition of gender. 

Opponents of the ‘third option’ might be making the case that a third alternative is just 

not enough. If many of the properties marked as feminine or masculine admit of degrees, then 

gender itself should be regarded as a spectrum or continuum. Against this, Rebecca Reilly-

Cooper has asked: ‘If gender really is a spectrum, doesn’t this mean that every individual alive is 
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non-binary, by definition?’ (Reilly-Cooper 2016). To forestall this conclusion, she suggests, one 

might want to say that gender is a binary on a relative spectrum, like short and tall. But in that 

case, just as everyone is tall relative to some people and short relative to others, so everyone 

would be ‘non-binary’ because there would always be someone more feminine, as well as 

someone more masculine, to whom you might be compared. Reilly-Cooper points out that the 

claim to be any kind of transgender can only be sustained in contrast to a class of people whose 

personality perfectly models masculinity or femininity. But again, very few people are actually 

platonic embodiments of their gender stereotype. Transgender people, then, would constitute an 

overwhelming majority. A prospect sure to alarm the likes of Jordan Peterson. 

The main problem is that the term ‘transgender’ is defined negatively by opposition to 

‘cis-gender’. A cis-man or cis woman seems, on the face of it, easily understood as someone who 

typically has never questioned their gender identity as assigned to them at birth. But that 

definition is phrased in terms of a negative: a transgender person is a person who is not cis-

gendered. But in the absence of consensus on any positive definition of a Real Man or Real 

Woman, there is no option but to define a cis-person as one who is not transgender.  

The two terms, then, appear to be inter-defined in a circle of mutual negation. Any 

attempt to pin down a positive property faces an insuperable difficulty: while there may be 

widely shared intuitions about what constitute masculine traits and what constitute feminine 

traits, those intuitions reflect little more than local prejudices prevalent at some particular time 

and place. Like Dembroff, Reilly-Cooper concludes that we should simply abolish the very 

notion of gender. 
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The Epistemic Authority of Deviance 

Those who are of the ‘conservative’ persuasion might come back to object. They might 

urge that deviant life-styles, whether they involve non-conforming sexual orientation or a queer 

identity, might come to seem desirable according to the norms of a self-identified minority who 

regard them as ‘cool’—something in the nature of an eccentric fashion. From that point of view 

some might be inclined to dismiss gender dysphoria as a delusion grounded in a fad.  

It remains uncomfortably true, however, that many people do suffer acutely from some 

form of gender dysphoria. Sometimes, though not always, this takes the form of feeling trapped 

in the wrong body. Expressing these feelings is not without risk. Consider again the comparison 

with homosexuality. Until recently, and still today in much of the world, the dangers and the 

difficulties entailed by the practice of homosexual acts could be so severe that no one would 

lightly choose to indulge in them, unless their inner landscape of preferences and desires made it 

irresistible. A heterosexual person seldom questions their own orientation. A homosexual, in 

contrast, faces powerful incentives to ignore their inclinations and pretend to be ‘normal’, that is 

to say, heterosexual. This means that those who attribute to themselves a ‘deviant’ sexual 

orientation are less likely than ‘normal’ people to have made a mistake. They have had to 

overcome a temptation to self-deception. Similarly, a gender-queer individual, whose sexual 

identity doesn’t conform to the societal norm, often faces severe difficulties, including, 

sometimes, threats of death. One might expect, then, that such a person will also be more reliably 

authentic than those who are satisfied with one of the ‘default’ identities of man or woman, 

masculine or feminine.  

In other words, gender queer persons are not making it up. But recalling what I called 

above the whence question, we should allow, without any disrespect to the epistemic authority of 
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people experiencing gender dysphoria, for the possibility that they have misdiagnosed it. Perhaps 

the cause of their unhappiness is not their gender as assigned, but the very fact that any such 

assignment is required. In that sense, we could say we should all feel gender dysphoric, because 

the expectations of masculinity and femininity alike are arbitrary, constraining, and therefore 

oppressive. If society were to allow you to make any selection, along all of the dimensions 

formerly regarded as markers of masculinity and/or femininity, without fear of disapproval, 

perhaps the cause of gender dysphoria would have been removed. We would cease to see gender, 

just as we now, in pockets of multicultural societies, have, or have aspired to, cease to see race.  

Conclusion: The Abolition of Gender 

As I conceded at the outset, the abolition of gender is arguably, at this time, an 

unattainable goal. While stereotypical gender schemas of masculinity and femininity differ 

widely among times and cultures, their power is pervasive. On the one hand, then, getting rid of 

gender schemas seems possible only in Utopia.  

On the other hand, there are some reasons for progressives to hope. One is that the 

pervasiveness of the category of gender does not mean that it needs to be consistently applied to 

persons. We might recognize the category without caring about it, as we do hair or eye color. In 

those languages where gender is a grammatical marker, it does not seem to be linked even to the 

metaphorical idea of sex as gender. Think, for example, of the fact that the German word for 

‘female’, ‘das Weib’, is neuter; or that in French and other Romance languages, the word person 

(‘personne’; ‘persona’, ‘pessoa’) is feminine: if grammatical gender packed metaphorical power, 

one might have expected speakers of those languages to be less inclined to sexist attitudes than 

speakers of non-gendered languages. That doesn’t seem to be the case. While traits might 
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continue to be coded as masculine or feminine, their association with men or women might lose 

their normative power.  

To some extent this seems, in fact, to have happened since Sandra Bem devised her 

measures of masculinity and femininity. What she identified as androgyny – a combination of 

masculine and feminine traits in a single individual – has become far more common in women. 

Follow-up studies suggest that cultural and economic changes have caused major shifts in the 

extent to which women identify with or are even comfortable with the feminine stereotypes that 

defined Bem’s original schema. Although men’s self-identification as masculine has not 

apparently undergone much change, ‘women... showed increases in androgyny. This result was 

driven entirely by women’s increased masculinity’ (Donnelly & Twenge, 2017, p. 556). That 

may be a second reason for hope. Moreover, as we have learned from Jordan-Young’s critique of 

the unexamined assumptions about women’s sexual desire and behavior, the stereotypes that 

pass for common-sense can change remarkably quickly.  

A third reason for optimism is that in her original study of the gender schema, Bem found 

that the pervasiveness of its influence on all areas of life depended on the extent to which 

individuals clung to masculinity or femininity in their self-identification. As women come to 

reject the expectation that they should conform to such ‘feminine’ characteristics as ‘gentle, 

gullible, warm’ in preference to ‘assertive, independent, ambitious’ (ibid.), we may see a 

weakening of the gender schemas, resulting in part from the greatly increased diversity of 

acceptable ways to be human. As a result, rather than seeing gender-queer individuals as either 

transgressing norms or suffering from pathology, their rejection of both masculine and feminine 

‘packages’ may come to be seen as opening respectable and even desirable alternatives. Such 

individuals need not be seen as modeling any particular style of personality, such as androgyny. 
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While scoring high on both masculine and feminine scales may for some constitute an attractive 

target of aspiration, recognizing it as a gender would again introduce normative expectations. 

Abolishing gender, by contrast, would allow an indefinite number of mixes of characteristics, 

along any or all of the continua previously marked as one or the other, to present themselves as 

valuable ways of being human. There would be no expectation that where you stood on one 

spectrum bound you to a position on any other.  

Finally, another reason for cautious optimism is the model provided by the change in 

attitudes we have seen on same-sex relationships. Who would have predicted, as recently as the 

turn of this century, that about twenty-five countries including some with strong Roman Catholic 

cultures should have legalized same-sex marriage before 2020? To be sure, a political and social 

backlash has been aroused by each successive wave of feminism – from the early 20th century 

Suffragettes to the ‘#me-too’ demands for more extensive forms of equality and respect in the 

early 21st. But the change achieved in the last century or so has been awe-inspiring. The 

difference between the styles of life open to a woman at the turn of the 20th century, and what a 

girl of the millennial generation might now expect, sets an impressive precedent. The abolition of 

gender, as a category imposed on every child at birth, and its replacement with individual 

choices on the level of personal style, might be just one more step in the direction of liberating 

each of us to make individual choices. It may still seem utopian. But it may not be impossible.  
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