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Types of differences 
between men and women

1) Phenotypic - genitals, body shape, height, weight…

2) Physiological - hormonal differences

3) Psychological(?) - are there differences in 
intelligence? emotional states? tastes and 
preferences?





what about mental 
differences?

It is a bit unclear what ‘mental’ or ‘psychological’ actually 
refers to but it is something in between physical differences 
(like brain and hormones) and behavioral differences (like 
spending more time watching sports or gambling more) 

1) What are the brain differences between men and women?

2) What are the behavioral differences between men and 
women? — and why? What is the connection??
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Figure 1. Density plots of sex differences in overall brain volumes (left 
section) and subcortical structures (right ...







Sex Differences in the Brain: Implications for Explaining Autism
• Simon Baron-Cohen*, Rebecca C. Knickmeyer, Matthew K. Belmonte

See all authors and affiliations
Science  04 Nov 2005:
Vol. 310, Issue 5749, pp. 819-823
DOI: 10.1126/science.1115455



PNAS November 27, 2018 115 (48) 12152-12157; first published November 12, 2018 https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1811032115







Natural Kinds

Scientific classification aims to divide the world into 
natural kinds

Clear cases of natural kinds are chemical elements
— hydrogen, helium, beryllium, etc. are different kinds 
of things

Other examples include acid, metal, liquid, carnivore, 

Traditionally, biological taxa (mammal, primate, 
human) are thought to be natural kinds too



Natural Kinds

We can correctly classify different types of molecules, 
rocks, animals, etc.

The classification isn’t just based on human interests - 
they are natural kinds

There are law-like regularities governing these kinds. 
We use them for prediction and explanation, 
inductions, etc.



Kinds of humans?

The ‘obvious’ view is that male and female are natural 
kinds. They are both human, but they are different 
kinds of humans.

But is it really true that “male” and “female” follow 
law-like regularities? If you know someone is male, 
what else do you know about them?



natural kinds and 
essentialism

One traditional view of natural kinds is that they have 
essences

An essence makes it what it is (necessary and 
sufficient conditions) and explains why it has the 
properties it does

The atomic structure of a molecule explains why it 
behaves the way it does



Problems with the 
essentialist view for humans?

1) Not clear what the necessary and sufficient conditions for 
male vs. female are

2) Not clear that the plausible conditions are all that 
explanatory (sex vs. gender)



Problems with the 
essentialist view of the brain

Cordelia Fine talks about three problems for the essentialist 
view of brains:

1) overlap - variability within male and female and huge 
overlap between male and female

2) contingency - group differences sometimes disappear (or 
reverse) in subgroups

3) mosaicism many dimensions of differences that can 
independently vary
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Studies indicate that on average, men:
1) are better at mental rotation of objects
2) are more physically aggressive
3) more interested in things vs. people
4) more prone to dyslexia, schizophrenia and drug and 

alcohol addiction
5) less prone to alzheimer’s
6) more interested in no-strings attached sex
7) better at mathematical word problems
8) worse at mathematical calculation… (and more)

But it is typically not true that the same people have ALL of 
the more “masculine” traits

Mosaicism



So it is really useful to talk about “the male brain”?

Baron-Cohen says yes, “male brain” just means the kind of 
brain that more men have than women. Not all men have a 
male brain, not all women have a female brain

But very plausibly this kind of labeling just feeds in to the 
already-existing stereotypes and leads to serious 
misunderstandings about the nature of the evidence

Problems with the essentialist 
view of the brain



Are these differences 
natural?

It seems clear that behavioral and psychological differences 
are heavily shaped by culture and upbringing. So how much 
of these differences are “natural”?

It might seem that brain differences indicate that these are 
“biological” rather than cultural, but the brain is quite plastic 
and is shaped by our experiences. So possibly, many of these 
differences are not natural.

But — some studies seem to indicate differences even in 
babies



Are these differences 
significant?

The Spelke-Pinker debate in 2005 was prompted by Larry 
Summers (president of Harvard) commenting on the gender 
imbalance of many jobs including faculty in particular 
departments at Harvard. His explanation:

1) High powered job hypothesis
2) differential aptitude at the high end
3) different socialization and patterns of 

discrimination











Explanation?

Elizabeth Spelke suggests that discrimination (sometimes 
outright, sometimes more subtle) plus social and cultural 
forces can entirely explain these differences

Steven Pinker (and Larry Summers) agree those make a 
difference, but think that biological differences also play a 
role (and probably a large role). For example, they lead to 
differences in aptitude and differences in interests



Explanation?

Elizabeth Spelke suggests that discrimination (sometimes 
outright, sometimes more subtle) plus social and cultural 
forces can entirely explain these differences

Key arguments from Spelke include known affects of gender 
on parental (and societal) expectations and our expectations 
affect what we actually perceive



Explanation?

Steven Pinker (and Larry Summers) agree those make a 
difference, but think that biological differences also play a 
role (and probably a large role). For example, they lead to 
differences in aptitude and differences in interests

Key arguments from Pinker include known differences 
between male and female brains, babies, and other animals. 

Also, small differences in the mean can still lead to large 
differences at the tails (especially with higher male variance)


