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INTRODUCTION

The primary aim of this paper is to show why the assumption that real essences under-
lie the kinds we distinguish in scientific investigation is mistaken. I want to claim that
this assumption is not merely empirically unwarranted, but necessarily at odds with a
genuinely empirical approach to science. Briefly, unless one supposes the discovery
of akind to imply the discovery of an essence, there is nothing more to the discovery
of akind than the discovery of the correlations of properties characteristic of the mem-
bers of the kind. Since I do not believe that essences are to be found so easily, [ shall
argue that the importance of the discovery of kinds to the progress of science is much
less than is generally supposed.

Although [ shall illustrate this argument with a fairly detailed discussion of some
specific classificatory concepts, I would like to emphasize at the outset that the role of
this discussion is just that—illustration. It would be possible to understand the basic
thrust of this argument by reading only the introduction and the conclusion of the pa-
per. However, the cases that I shall discuss should certainly assist in the understanding
of the argument (as well, I hope, as having some intrinsic interest of their own). The
significant point about the concept of sex is that although it is undoubtedly a concept
that has major significance for biology, and although it is also a concept that divides
the natural world into well-defined classes, the scope of the generalizations to which it
gives rise is at every stage an empirical matter. In its briefest outline, the force of my
argument will be that if a real essence is to serve any purpose, it must at least determine
the scope of generalizations covering the entities that realize it. But, for a serious em-
piricist, there is never any reason to suppose that this can be done.

The case of sex is particularly revealing because despite the extreme sharpness, by
biological standards, anyway, of the cleavages it makes in the organic world, it turns
out that there is neither evidence nor reason to expect that it gives rise to any general-
izations across the broad categories that it defines. The concept of gender, a
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concept that has received a good deal of elaboration and clarity from the last fifteen to
twenty years of feminist scholarship, has been developed in ways that demonstrate
that one cannot assume that the intersection of biological sexual categories with some
smaller biological category will give one the appropriate scope for generalization.
Even as applied to one species, Homo sapiens, the scope of generalizations restricted
to male or female is a purely empirical matter and, in most interesting cases, far nar-
rower than that of the entire species.

Ishall begin the paper with a brief explanation of what I understand by essential-
ism, or, at any rate, of the sense in which I shall claim that it is objectionable. I shall
also mention some immediate difficulties that it presents in the context of biology. 1
shall, then, discuss first sexual categories, and then gender categories, as illustration
of the impossibility of extrapolating from the existence of a kind to the scope of any
generalizations about its members. In the discussion of the latter categories, I shall
mention some of the reasons for confidence that the sex/gender distinction cannot be
dissolved. In conclusion, I shall argue that the cases considered point to fundamental
defects in the essentialist point of view, and that this point of view should be aban-
doned rather than modified.

ESSENCES

In thinking about essences, it is first necessary to distinguish two very different func-
tions that they may be supposed to serve. First, essences are often conceived as proper-
ties that determine the answer to the question to what kind the object that instantiates
them belongs. But, second, essences are also thought of as determining the properties
and behavior of objects that instantiate them.

Within the first type of function, we can introduce the familiar Lockean distinc-
tion between real and nominal essences. The view that nominal essences determine
the kinds to which objects belong amounts to little more than the introduction of a bit
of technical terminology. A nominal essence is connected to a kind by some sort of
linguistic convention. Since it is obvious that we could not refer generically to mem-
bers of any kind without the existence of some linguistic convention determining the
(at least approximate) limits of that kind, the existence of nominal essences as charac-
terized above is not controversial. More detailed description of nominal essences may
certainly commit one to more or less powerful semantic theses—for example, to the
view that there must be necessary and sufficient conditions for the application of every
classificatory term—but will carry no metaphysical commitments.' My concern in
this paper will be solely with real essences.

To assert that there are real essences is, in part, to claim that there are fundamen-
tal properties that determine the existence of kinds that instantiate them. The existence
of such properties will have profound metaphysical consequences: in particular, it will
imply that the existence of kinds of things is as much a matter of fact about the world
as is the existence of particular things. Such kinds are quite independent of our at-
tempts to distinguish them, and their discovery is part of the agenda of science. It is
consistent with at least the majority of modern usage to take the previous sentence as
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providing a necessary and sufficient condition for the existence of a natural kind, and
I shall hereafter use that expression in that way. It is important to note, however, that
although the existence of a real essence is, then, sufficient to determine the existence
of a natural kind (ignoring possible problems about noninstantiation), it does not fol-
low that a real essence is necessary. As a matter of fact, I believe that there are natural
kinds without real essences, unless perhaps in an almost vacuously attenuated sense.?

I would also like now to emphasize a point that will be central to the argument [
have in mind against essentialism. This is the observation that even if a kind is deter-
mined by a real essence, it is hard to see what route there could be to the discovery of
essences other than the prior discovery of kinds. This should immediately lead one to
entertain serious doubts about the empirical credentials of such essences. In particu-
lar, if this epistemological point is correct, we should be very suspicious of any practi-
cal consequences that appear to follow from the existence of a real essence. In the
remainder of this section I shall develop the concept of a real essence so as to try to
show that if the existence of a real essence amounts to anything, it does, indeed, have
practical consequences—specifically, in entitling us to anticipate the existence of
laws governing the behavior of objects that partake of it. In the following two sections,
I shall illustrate the fact that the differentiation of kinds entitles us to no such anticipa-
tion. The conclusion that will be developed in the final section of the paper is that dis-
covering kinds does not involve discovering essences; and so, given that there is no
other way of discovering them, nothing does.

However, to return to the main thread of the argument, it does seem that, barring
the most radical and implausible nominalism, there must be something to the doctrine
of real essences as so far described. Some kinds are, at the very least, more natural than
others. The class of creatures with wings and feathers, for example, is more natural
than that of creatures that are gray and over one foot long. This is so because when we
know that a creature belongs to the first class, we can make numerous further reliable
predictions about it—that it, or its female relatives, lays eggs, is warm-blooded, and
so on. Membership of the second class carries no such benefits. Depending on how
deeply we can explain such clustering of features, we can adduce more or less power-
ful characterizations of real essences. If, to take one extreme case, God had simply
chosen to assemble creatures in the light of some preconceived ideas of which features
went well together, the real essences might amount to no more than conjunctive, or
perhaps partially disjunctive, descriptions of God’s aesthetic preferences. Since these
descriptions would still reflect genuine clusterings of properties, they would at least be
natural kinds and would exhibit, in a sufficiently weak sense, real essences. However,
we naturally believe that the discontinuities in nature admit of somewhat deeper expla-
nations, and this leads us finally to the second, and much more problematic, function
of real essences, that of explaining the nature of the members of the kinds that such
essences determine.

The strongest possible notion of a real essence would be that of a property, or
group of properties, that determined—and, hence, in principle could be used to ex-
plain—all the other properties and behaviors of the objects possessing them. Although
such a notion might be defensible for individual essences (Locke seems sometimes to
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have envisaged the microstructural description of an object potentially playing such a
role), it cannot work for the type essences that are my present concern. This is for the
simple reason that there is no kind (with the possible exception of the ultimate mi-
crophysical kinds), the members of which are identical with respect to all of their prop-
erties, even their intrinsic ones. I say ‘‘intrinsic’’ properties because it is obvious that
the behavior of an object will typically depend on both its intrinsic properties and its
external environment. Clearly, the strong view I am considering should claim only
that essence determines behavior as a function of some set of external variables, or, in
other words, determines precisely specifiable dispositions to behavior. However,
variation in intrinsic properties requires a more fundamental retreat from the strong
position. Specifically, some distinction between essential and accidental properties,
that is, between properties that can and those that cannot vary between members of a
kind, is unavoidable.

A promising and natural modification of the strongest conception of real
essence, which provides a way of drawing just the distinction mentioned above, is the
following: the essence of a kind determines just those properties and dispositions of its
instances for which it is 2 matter of natural law that members of the kind will exhibit
those properties or dispositions. The essential properties of members of a kind will
then be, first, the real essence itself, and, second, those properties and dispositions
nomically determined by the real essence. The rest will be accidental. Thus, for exam-
ple, it is clearly no law of nature that squirrels are gray, since many are black. On the
other hand, perhaps it is a law that squirrels have tails,and, hence, tailedness is an es-
sential property of squirrels. An essentialist holding the position I am now suggesting
would explain this by saying that the essence of squirreldom, perhaps a particular ge-
netic structure, determined the growth of tails, but not a particular color of coat. The
suggestion that the essence might be the genetic structure illustrates another important
aspect of such a position, the way that the essence itself is to be distinguished from
other essential properties. Presumably, the genetic structure causally determines the
growth of a tail, and not vice versa. Thus, the essence itself is that property that is
explanatorily primary among the set of essential properties.

Making such an essentialism applicable to any part of biology—and, probably,
to most other parts of science-—requires some important qualifications. To begin with,
it is very difficult to find really sharp distinctions anywhere in biology; generally,
there is a range of intermediate cases. Certainly, as far as taxonomic distinctions are
concerned, sharp boundaries are the exception rather than the rule. Thus, a theory of
essences would have to be considered as applying to typical members of kinds rather
than to all members. Assuming that it remains desirable to attribute individuals to
kinds despite their abnormality, the laws applying to such kinds could be only proba-
bilistic. The probability that something has a tail, given that it is a squirrel, would then
reflect the frequency of the abnormality of tail-lessness. The modified essentialist po-
sition could be maintained by insisting that there is, nevertheless, some standard ge-
netic structure that constitutes the essence of squirreldom, and that anything that
perfectly realizes this structure would, as a matter of nomic necessity, have a tail.
Less-than-ideal squirrels would then be judged to be squirrels, or not, on the degree of
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similarity of their genetic structure to this standard form. It will be apparent, however,
that this unavoidable modification leaves the essential/accidental distinction rather
more arbitrary than might have been wished. It is, at least, unclear whence the funda-
mental difference between blackness and tail-lessness of squirrels derives—apart
from a patently question-begging appeal to the essential nature. If it comes to no more
than a quantitative difference in frequency, then a fairly arbitrary decision is required
to include one (or its genetic basis), but not the other.

Many philosophers of biology would wish to mitigate this difficulty by denying
that taxonomic distinctions define kinds at all, and a fortiori, that they are natural kinds
that could admit of real essences.’ I myself believe that species (higher taxa I assume
to be purely nominal kinds) are kinds rather than individuals. However, I doubt that
the present problem will be much mitigated by denying that species are kinds. What-
ever kinds one happens to favor in biology (e.g., ecological or evolutionary), one is
unlikely to find the sharp boundaries that would evade the present difficulty. A strik-
ing illustration, which will be discussed in detail in the next section, is that of sex. It
would be hard to imagine a more obviously natural division within biology than that
between male and female. Yet in sexually dimorphic species there are typically varia-
tions with respect to sexually specific characteristics, and even genuinely intermediate
individuals. At any rate, the distinction btween fairly sharp boundaries between kinds
and absolutely sharp ones is itself an absolutely sharp one, so that the advocate of bio-
logical kinds that completely evade the present problem will have a difficult task.

Part of my reason for emphasizing this difficulty is to stress the detachability of
a belief in natural kinds from a belief in essences. The belief that there are discontinu-
ities in nature to be discovered rather than invented is quite independent of the question
whether these discontinuities are sharp or gradual. Moreover, the relation of natural
kinds to questions of explanation does not depend on a doctrine of essences. One
might suppose, for example, that there was some optimal set of laws (perhaps maxi-
mally deterministic and/or explanatory) governing a domain, and that the classes of
entities recognized by those laws should be considered as natural kinds. Such a view
does not require that any fundamental distinction be drawn between the essential and
accidental properties of the members of such kinds. Since it will typically be the case
that the frequencies of such properties in a kind will vary continuously from almost
one hundred percent to almost zero percent, such adistinction appears inevitably arbi-
trary. But, as I have.tried to show, without this distinction, the point of essentialism
becomes obscure.

I shall return to the idea that natural kinds should be treated strictly as derivative
from the discovery of laws in the final section of this paper. But, for now, I shall move
on to discuss more specific cases in detail. This will demonstrate some further and
compounding difficulties with the essentialist perspective.

SEX

As promising an essential distinction as one is likely to find in biology is that between
male and female. The distinction can be drawn successfully for a very large number of
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organisms, and although, as I have suggested is true of almost any biclogical distinc-
tion, there are borderline cases, the vast majority of organisms of types to which the
distinction applies can be assigned unambiguously to one category or the other.

Another relevant feature of the distinction, although now only for as long as we
look at a particular type of organism, is that there are systematic differences between
males and females at various levels of structural organization, and that these are
causally and explanatorily related. More specifically, for most species, males and fe-
males differ genetically, physiologically, and behaviorally; and we are fairly confi-
dent that the genetic differences cause the physiological ones, and that the
physiological differences cause the behavioral ones.

However, further consideration shows that the situation diverges greatly in cer-
tain respects from the essentialist scenario I sketched in the previous section. The
properties that are causally fundamental in explaining sexual dimorphism between the
members of a species are unquestionably not the properties that realize the real
essences (if any) of maleness and femaleness. A microstructurally oriented essential-
ist might be inclined rashly to assume that the essence of maleness and femaleness for
humans was/is the possession, respectively, of an XY or an XX chromosome. But
many animals that can be divided into males and females as clearly as humans can
have no XX or XY chromosomes. Indeed, this view would seem to imply that to say
that there are both female humans and female geese would be a gross equivocation on
the word *‘female,’’ since in each case the word refers to a quite different microstruc-
tural property; and this would patently be absurd.

Surely the correct way of describing the situation is to say that for humans, hav-
ing XY or XX chromosomes causes individuals to be male or female. What it is to be
male or female, on the other hand, is a property at a higher level of structural organiza-
tion, that of producing relatively large, or small, gametes. It is this distinction, based
on the fact that most types of organisms have individuals of two kinds distinguishable
by a major dimorphism in the size of the gametes they produce, that is referred to by
the general categories of male and female, and that in particular species is caused by a
particular genetic dimorphism.* Thus surprising, and even paradoxical, though it may
seem, it is correct to say that physiological differences between the sexes, and any
genetically determined behavioral differences that there may be, are not, in fact,
caused by the sex of the organism; rather, these differences and the sex of the organism
are joint effects of a common cause.

In this light, it is nor surprising that the sexual categories have little explanatory
power. It is very doubtful, that is, whether there are any very significant laws relating
to males and females in general. It seems plausible that every generalization about a
sexually specific characteristic is limited to some narrower group than that of all sexu-
ally dimorphic species. In some cases, there is a recognized taxon over which the gen-
eralization applies, either because the character concerned is an evolutionary novelty
in a phylogenetically demarcated taxon, typically a species, or because that very char-
acter is used to define the higher level grouping, as with mammals, or placental mam-
mals.
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Although the possibility cannot be ruled out a priori that there might be some
properties universally, or almost universally, correlated with large or small gamete
production, there seems to be no reason to expect that this will be the case. This obser-
vation invites reconsideration of my claim that sexual categories are exceptionally
promising candidates for biological natural kinds. The intuitive basis for that claim
certainly has nothing to do with a knowledge of laws pertaining to males and females
in general. It is based, rather, on two kinds of observation. First, that within any spe-
cies, and often within much larger taxa, there are very pervasive sex-specific general-
izations to be made. Men grow or shave beards, and women have breasts; males and
females of large numbers of (related) species have relatively similar genitalia. And,
second, for enormous numbers of species, it is possible to distinguish males from fe-
males. However, what these observations properly suggest is that sex is a very signif-
icant property that may be appealed to in the analysis of innumerable different
taxonomic groupings but that, nevertheless, it is not a property that is sufficient to de-
fine any significant kind. Alternatively, if one wishes to insist that males and females
do form natural kinds, then there are natural kinds with little or no explanatory power.

The fact that nature can be *‘carved at the joints’’ without yielding explanatorily
significant categories is worth a moment’s reflection. The explanation in this case is
not hard to find, deriving from a very fundamental fact about biology: biological kinds
reflect historical similarities as much as they indicate similarities of causal power. The
divide between males and females, as general categories, derives not from character-
istic properties or dispositions of the two classes but, presumably, from the existence
of a very pervasive evolutionary tendency toward sexual dimorphism.’ But it seems
likely that the common evolutionary pressure may do no more than favor a simple di-
morphism of gamete size, and that subsequent elaborations of the dimorphism may
well be much more specific to particular evolutionary lineages, and not susceptible to
large-scale generalization.

Two responses to the preceding argument need to be considered. First, 1 have so
far ignored a trend in contemporary biology that does want to maintain the general
explanatory power of sexual categories. By this, I mean a major area of sociobiology.
And, second, one may accept the general conclusion that I have argued for above and
yet explore the possibility of defining narrower, but still explanatorily powerful, sexu-
ally delimited kinds. I shall now briefly discuss these positions. The second will lead
conveniently into the topic of gender.

I cannot hope to give an adequate treatment here of the highly problematic and
controversial discipline of sociobiology.® However, one major area of sociobiological
theorizing does assert precisely what I have said there is no reason to believe: that the
simple fact of gamete size dimorphism strongly disposes species to certain subsequent
evolutionary developments, specifically, to quite well-defined behavioral dimor-
phism. At its most general, the theory asserts that those organisms with smaller
gametes (i.e., males) will tend to develop behavioral strategies that maximize the dis-
persion of their gametes, while the females will develop strategies that tend to increase
the chances of successful development for those offspring that they are able to assist.
At this very general level, the theory is based simply on the idea that a large gamete is
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a more significant investment of resources than a small one, and this will give dispro-
portionate encouragement to strategies that tend to further its development. If there is
any force to this argument, there is obviously a lot more to it when the reproductive
physiology of the organism requires that much larger investments of resources are de-
manded for the female to have any chance of reproduction, as is the case of viviparous
animals or animals that lay large eggs. Additionally, in such cases it is argued that
when the offspring, or egg, is produced a substantial time after fertilization and re-
quires further care to have any chance of survival, the female will find herself playing
an evolutionary game with no cards. The male, it is argued, will by then have taken off
to attempt to impregnate more females, and the only way that a female can expect to
have any reproductive success at all will be to provide at least the essential minimum
of parental care.

The most obvious defect with this argument is that the predictions to which it
gives rise do not turn out to be true. Many species, even of birds and mammals, are
quite monogamous in both sexes, and there are many species in which the male pro-
vides as much parental care as the female, or even more. But I shall not attempt any
evaluation of the general force of this sociobiological argument, since the preceding
simple observation is sufficient to demonstrate the conclusion I wish to draw for my
present purpose. This is simply that however significant a force in evolution these ar-
guments may indicate, that is all they indicate. Clearly, if there is such a force, it is one
capable of being overridden by other forces that operate in an opposing direction; oth-
erwise, there could not exist the many exceptions just mentioned. (The same point
can, and will, be made in connection with alleged systematic differences beetween
men and women.) It might be thought that since I have allowed that dispositions com-
mon to members of a kind suffice to give that kind explanatory power, the above con-
cession would be sufficient to constitute sexual categories as natural kinds. But this
would be a confusion based on the failure to distinguish historical from causally ex-
planatory categories. It may be that in every species there has been an evolutionary
tendency for males to acquire dispositions to promiscuity and females to acquire dis-
positions to parental care. But in many cases those dispositions have not been actual-
ized; and, hence, the members of many species do not have those dispositions. A
drake, say, may have no disposition whatever to desert his mate. And it would be ab-
surd to say that he must have such a disposition merely on the grounds that his ances-
tors had some, in fact unrealized, tendency to evolve such a disposition. So, in short,
whatever the force of these sociobiological arguments, though they may help to ex-
plain the particular behavioral dimorphisms in particular species, they do nothing to
make males or females into genuinely explanatory kinds.’

The second response I described above was to accept that sexual categories are
not themselves explanatory kinds but to argue that more narrowly defined sexually
specific categories might, nevertheless, be so. Thus, male and female mammal, goose
and gander, and man and woman may constitute sex specific natural kinds with ex-
planatory force regardless of whether male and female are themselves such kinds.
Two general points should be made about this proposal. First, assuming, which I
would be very reluctant to do for any taxonomic level above the species, that the taxon
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that is being sexually restricted is a genuine kind, this is not a case of the intersection
of two kinds, but one of the subdivision of one kind. This is simply the application of
the main conclusion of the present section about general sexual categories. But sec-
ond, there is certainly no a priori objection to the internesting of natural kinds. There
is nothing incoherent, for instance—though there is, almost certainly, something
false—in conceiving biological taxonomy in this way. Metal and iron provide one
plausible example. Human and woman might be another.

Itis worth mentioning that the viability of this proposal will depend on accepting
that some taxonomic groupings are, indeed, natural kinds. For one who believes that
species are individuals (see note 3), it would be quite extraordinary to suppose that
these individuals might be formed from the union of two kinds. However, this is not
the place to pursue that issue. .

It seems that there is nothing deeply wrong with this idea provided one registers
some important qualifications. In particular, it would be absurd to suppose that man
and woman, say, were ‘‘better’” kinds than human. To admit that species are kinds is
to admit that kinds may encompass very considerable variation and, hence, license
only probablistic nomic generalization. Moreover, as I have argued earlier, it is to ad-
mit that kinds can be considered as defined by essences only in the most attenuated
sense of “‘essence.”’ It would, again, be absurd to suppose that the essence of woman
was any more clearly definable than the essence of human. But, in fact, one would
predict the opposite. Since the similarities between men and women are vastly more
numerous than the differences, one would expect the latter kinds to be *‘worse.*’ And
the problems with defining an essence of woman must surely, then, be more severe
than those of defining an essence of human.

My final point follows, once again, from the fact that male and female are not
themselves explanatory kinds. The explanatory significance of sexually specific kinds
must be wholly empirically determined. No systematic differences between the males
and females of a particular species can be assumed beyond those that are used to distin-
guish the sexes. This does need slight qualification. Sometimes one can appeal to
higher-level generalizations. If one discovers a new species of mammal, one will rea-
sonably anticipate that dissection will reveal an approximately familiar and sexually
dimorphic type of reproductive physiology characteristic of mammals. However, I
know of no other type of property for which, in the case of higher animals at least, such
broader generalizations would be of any use. Certainly, there are none in overt mor-
phology beyond similarities of external genitalia in related taxa; and more impor-
tantly, there are none in the area of behavior, or again, none that extend beyond very
narrowly defined phylogenetic groups. And, as I have insisted, none can be deduced
from the mere fact of subsumption under the broad sexual categories. Accepting,
then, the possibility, if highly qualified, that species as kinds may be subdivided into
sexually specific subkinds, it is now time to look in more detail at the human case and
to turn to the topic of gender.

GENDER

The term *‘gender,’” as it has been developed in contemporary feminist theory, refers
to the sexually specific roles that are occupied by men and women in various societies.
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The most obvious reason for insisting on a sharp distinction between sex and gender®
is that whereas whatever properties may follow from the sex of their bearers, such as
reproductive physiology and secondary sexual characteristics,” must be equally
prevalent in all societies, it is quite clear that gender roles, on the contrary, are highly
variable and culture specific in many respects. So even if man and woman as biologi-
cal categories are modestly explanatory natural kinds, it is clear that much of the be-
havior encompassed under gender roles is no part of what they explain.

It is not altogether easy to assess the extent of variability in gender roles. One
reason for this is that a great deal of the relevant research is particularly susceptible to
the kinds of problems to which feminist critics of science have drawn attention; if there
is any part of science for which the accusation of distortion by male-biased preconcep-
tions seems particularly plausible, this is surely it.'® But both anthropological and his-
torical evidence leaves little doubt that such variability is extremely widespread.'!
Some particularly noteworthy areas are those that have been of special prominence in
attempts to reduce gender specific behavior to a causal consequence of sex. Promiscu-
ity, and the extent to which it is a male prerogative, provides one important example.
Also of interest is the variability in the extent to which the generally socially approved
form of gender specific behavior is adhered to or insisted upon. The prevalence of, and
attitudes toward, homosexuality and incest, both subjects that have received a great
deal of attention from sociobiologists, appear to be highly variable. The prima facie
evidence seems to be that in most of the aspects of behavior that suggest sexual dimor-
phism in the context of a particular culture, there is a great deal of cross-cultural varia-
tion.

Before continuing this discussion, it will be useful here to recapitulate a little,
and explicitly to reintroduce the topic of essentialism. One traditional view might be
the following. Both humans and males constitute natural kinds with a certain essential
property. To be a male human is to partake of both the relevant essential properties,
and much of the behavior of a male human can be explained by reference to the causal
powers of one or both of these essential properties. Against this I have argued that the
most that can be sustained is the claim that male humans form a subkind of human-
kind. If this kind has an essential property, it is presumably a combination of the essen-
tial genetic structure of humans with the specifically sex-determining genetic features
of male humans. The reason that the essentialist is forced into this specific, and, I sus-
pect, rather unpromising, form of genetic determinism is precisely that maleness in
general is not an explanatory category, and the only available candidate for an ex-
planatory essence for the kind of human males must be their distinctive genetic fea-
tures. Unpromising or not, there are certainly those, certain sociobiologists providing
their theoretical wing, who want to maintain a position of this kind and trace the be-
havioral differences between men and women to the genetic.

A major thrust of the feminist research that has emphasized the historical and
anthropological variability of sexual differences in behavior has been explicitly di-
rected against positions of this kind. Its aim has been to establish that these differences
are to be understood in terms of social forces, which are fairly specific to particular



SEX, GENDER, AND ESSENCE 451

cultures. It has also offered alternative schemes of explanation, perhaps the most in-
fluential and interesting of which are those that trace these differences primarily to the
action of economic forces and conditions.

It would be an oversimplification to suppose that feminist scholarship fits uni-
formly into this agenda. To begin with, there are some feminists who would pretty
much accept the essentialist structure that I have just outlined, while objecting only
that the details have been filled out in a way revealing profound male bias. Most note-
worthy in this category are a small number of feminist sociobiologists. ' But more sig-
nificantly, a markedly essentialist flavor has-often been detected in a good deal of
more mainstream feminist thought." Indeed, it may even be suggested that the very
intelligibility of feminism depends on construing women as a natural kind and, hence,
on accepting essentialism. Although there may be some feminist projects that do, in-
deed, depend on this assumption, in most cases such suspicions are ill grounded. It
will be worth a short digression to indicate why this is so.

It is easy to overestimate the prevalence of essentialist assumptions in feminist
writing by failing to identify its primary goals. A great deal of emphasis in feminist
work has been accorded to one observation that strongly appears to be a cross-cultural
universal, namely, that men seem invariably to have achieved a position of domina-
tion over women. I do not think it would be unfair to say that this is often seen as the
central theoretical problem of feminism. And if the central theoretical problem is one
of explaining a universal fact about the relation of men and women, it is not surprising
that much of the writing has a rather essentialist flavor.

But it is crucial not to overlook the fact that feminism, perhaps more than any
other area of academic interest, is at least as much a political movement as a theoretical
inquiry. From a political point of view, the universality of male domination is clearly
of paramount importance. The political achievement of feminism may be described
without exaggeration as the discovery and definition of an entire political class ig-
nored by traditional theories. Nevertheless, the political significance of patriarchy
should not blind us to the fact that from the point of view of the purely theoretical task
of understanding sex and gender categories, this fact is anomalous rather than central.
A brief consideration of the reasons for this will also help to forestall any tendency for
the universality of male domination to serve as a motivation for a crudely biological
theory of gender differences. '

Although I would readily concede that if male domination is a universal or near
universal phenomenon throughout human societies, it is a phenomenon well worth
theoretical study, there is no reason whatsoever for taking this as contradicting the ba-
sic variability in human sexually differentiated behavior. In the first place, it is only
one case to set against many. But even this way of putting the case is misleading; male
domination is a phenomenon on a higher level of abstraction than is the characteriza-
tion of particular forms of behavior in particular societies. There is no reason to sup-
pose that the exercise of male domination is itself something that has always been
implemented by the very same kinds of behavior. On the contrary, the kind of labor
that women perform for men is quite different in, say, feudal societies, hunter-gath-
erer societies, and modern industrial societies; and the social institutions and personal
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interactions that enforce such performance are equally variable. Hence, the implemen-
tation of male domination—which is what we should consider, rather that its mere
existence, if we are evaluating the plasticity of behavior—far from contradicting the
variability of gender roles, graphically illustrates it. Analogously to my conclusion for
the case of sex, there may be good reason to suppose that human sex differences give
rise to forces that have some tendency to bring about male supremacy. But, as in the
previous case, although the existence of such a force may be of use in explaining the
genesis of a particular gender-differentiated society, it does not pick out any property
that characterizes the present state of that society. In this case, even if male supremacy
is genuinely universal, the enormous variability in the form that it takes indicates ex-
tensive interactions with more specific forces that, in turn, show that there are no
grounds for assuming that even the abstractly characterized consequence is in any way
inevitable.

Returning now to the main theme of my argument, as in the broader case of sex
in general, the question we should consider is whether even man and woman (in their
biological sense) are genuinely useful explanatory categories. I have conceded that as
purely biological kinds, they are largely unobjectionable; it may be allowed as a mod-
est nomic generalization, for example, that humans born with penises will tend to
grow facial hair later in their lives. But there is a very powerful tendency to extend the
relevance of explanatory categories beyond their empirically determined limits—a
tendency, I am suggesting, that derives philosophical nourishment from the idea that
when one has distinguished a kind, one has discovered an essence. If, in fact, the em-
pirical significance of the kinds man and woman does not go beyond some systematic,
if quite variable, physiological differences and the observation that men appear to
have achieved a dominant position in all or most societies, the kinds distinguished
seem of very modest significance. Certainly, nothing in those empirical facts provides
the slightest motivation for thinking that these categories should be accorded funda-
mental importance in explaining the particular forms of behavior found in very differ-
ent social systems, whether such explanation is motivated by sexist apologetics or
(misplaced) feminist ardor.

The conclusion I want to defend might be stated as follows. Just as the concept
of sex in general will do very little to explain why peacocks, but not turkeys, have long
tails, or why the prairie chicken, but not the goose, is polygynous, so the notion of
woman will do nothing to explain why Oriental women once had their feet mutilated,
or why twentieth century Western women are more likely to become nurses than doc-
tors. In principle, the same move is open to one as was suggested at the conclusion of
th discussion of sex in the previous section. It would be possible to suggest that the
appropriate explanatory categories were again to be narrowed, so that for behavioral
explanations, the relevant classes would be as specific as female ‘Kung or male
Spaniard. At this point, however, the claim to have identified even the most attenuated
natural kinds would be impossible to sustain. The claim to have identified a natural
kind must involve the idea that the behavior of its instances depends, in some cases, on
intrinsic properties of the individual characteristic of members of that kind. But it
would be hard to find even the most bigoted racist nowadays prepared to assert that the
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social interactions characteristic of a man raised in, say, rural Spain would have been
just the same if that individual had been brought up in a wealthy California suburb. To
concede that explanations must appeal to kinds with that degree of specificity is to con-
cede beyond serious argument that it is local, presumably cultural, factors that deter-
mine the relevant forms of behavior.

MORALS FOR ESSENTIALISM

I would like to take the discussion of the preceding two cases to illustrate a general
argument against essentialism. The main thrust of this argument is to plea for complete
empiricism with regard to the explanatory potential of particular kinds. My suggestion
is that a belief in real essences either is vacuous or violates this demand. In partial reac-
tion to this point, I shall also suggest that attention be drawn away from the attachment
of fundamental importance to the delineation of kinds, and directed toward the identi-
fication of properties, dispositions, and forces. To connect these points, what makes a
kind explanatorily useful is that its instances share the same properties or dispositions
and are susceptible to the same forces. But since we have no way of deciding how
much of such concomitance to expect in any particular kind, the discovery of a kind
adds nothing to the discovery of any correlations that may turn out to characterize it.
An essence, as I characterized it in the first section of this paper, can be seen as a
promissory note on the existence of such correlations. It is a promissory note that em-
piricists should reject. I take the preceding discussion to illustrate this point in the fol-
lowing way: it is easy enough to distinguish classes at many different levels of
generality—males, male vertebrates, men, Irishmen, and so on—but there is nothing
in this process of differentiating classes that provides any basis for predicting the ex-
tent to which its members will be amenable to lawlike generalizations. Finally, this in
no way impugns the theoretical significance of the propertieson the basis of which
such classes are differentiated (I shall elaborate on this remark with regard to sex
below).

The most powerful example I have offered in support of this plea is the case of
sex in general. As I said in the course of discussing sex, what we see is that there are
major seams in nature that not only fail to distinguish robust natural kinds, but also fail
to distinguish classes that realize any general lawlike regularities. The explanation in
this case is simple enough: the seam reflects a presumably uniform type of historical
process rather than the discrimination of any causally uniform type of entity. But it is
hard to see what could be the basis for postulating the existence of a natural kind, in the
strong sense of a set of common possessors of a real essence, except either the percep-
tion of a natural seam among phenomena, or the discovery of one or more laws satis-
fied by a class of phenomena. In the first case, as the example of sex shows, the
inference to a natural kind would be illegitimate; and in the second case, unless it con-
stituted a quite ungrounded assumption that further hitherto undiscovered laws were in
the offing, it would be wholly redundant.

Having rejected the idea that general sexual categories could provide a basis for
lawlike generalization, I then considered the possibility that far more restricted sexu-
ally specific categories might still constitute natural kinds in the strong, essentialist
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sense. I do not mean to claim that this possibility has been—or, for that matter, could
have been—rigorously explored in the space I have allowed. However, the issue of
gender shows, at least, that it cannot generally be assumed that such kinds are discov-
erable. Here again, it is not difficult to see what is going on. Many factors affect hu-
man behavior, including behavior that is gender differentiated. Looked at in this
obvious way, it would be foolish to assume that there were forms of behavior that were
determined simply by the agent being, say, a human male—still less by the agent be-
ing merely a male. Nevertheless, unless we are careful to restrict the import of our
categories to the empirical, we are in danger of being led into just such an assumption.

I should emphasize that I do not take myself to have shown any particular limits
on the nomic significance of sexually defined catégories in general. In the case of hu-
mans, there are good reasons for doubting whether this significance extends beyond
the purely physiological. In many other species, there are undoubtedly good general-
izations to be made about sexually dimorphic behavior. My point is not that sex is a
scientifically useless concept, but rather that from a conceptual standpoint that seeks
kinds and their underlying essences, one is very likely to misrepresent that signifi-
cance. I should now, therefore, say something very briefly about how I do understand
its significance.

To begin with, nothing I have said contradicts the idea that sex is a highly signif-
icant property. By that, I mean that sex is a property that, in a sufficiently specific
context, is frequently susceptible of lawlike generalization. At a certain time of year,
for instance, the males of a particular species of bird produce very characteristic and
predictable noises. If you know the time of year and the species of bird, what you addi-
tionally need to know, if you want to predict whether it will make that noise, is what
sex it is.

No doubt of more theoretical interest are the ways that sex connects with evolu-
tion. At the most theoretical level, there is the question of the origin and maintenance
of sexual reproduction. Since sex seems, prima facie, such an extraordinary waste of
reproductive energy from the point of view of most females, this is a very baffling
question. On the other hand, this very problematic nature of the phenomenon makes it
likely that there is some powerful evolutionary process at work. Ata less general level,
as Darwin emphasized at great length, the existence of sex can have profound effects
on the particular course of the evolution of a species. Thus, I am far from denying the
biological interest of sex. WhatI want to claim is that the way in which the basic sexual
categories—male, female, neuter, hermaphrodite—divide the natural world tells us
nothing about either the extent to which such categories will give rise to general laws
or, more importantly, what will be the scope of whatever interesting laws do involve
those categories. It is the denial of this latter point that, I believe, is required to provide
any motivation for an essentialist position and that, I have argued, is very difficult to
reconcile with the range of phenomena I have been discussing.

Let me conclude with a word about natural kinds. There is certainly no harm in
calling a set of objects that are found to have a substantial number of shared properties
anatural kind. I want to insist that the discovery of such a kind provides no basis for the
supposition that some particular property or properties can nonarbitrarily be singled
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out as essential. But, as I remarked earlier, there is no reason why the term *‘natural
kind’’ should be wedded to essentialism—or, anyway, no more reason than an acci-
dent of linguistic history that can readily be rectified. With this proviso, I am quite
happy to refer to species as natural kinds. This case is unusual, in that we do have rea-
son to expect that members of species will share a large number of properties, this rea-
son being that we suppose the members of the species to have come about through an
extremely homogeneous historical process. However, this in no way contradicts my
insistence that the extent of homogeneity within a kind should be treated wholly em-
pirically. Members of a species, as I have remarked, also vary greatly. And we cannot
know a priori how variable any particular feature will turn out to be.

The only thing that could provide grounds for dispensing with this empirical
stance would be if we were somehow to know that the members of certain kinds were
completely homogeneous in all respects. Many people seem to believe that this is true
of the kinds distinguished by physics and chemistry, though I find this doubtful. " If it
is, physics and chemistry are in a very important respect different from biology. But
even if this is the case, it is surely an empirical fact, not anything that could be known
a priori. It is surely possible to conceive of a world composed of indivisible atoms,
each as different from one another as one organism is from the next. Such wouid not
appear to be the case; but how homogeneous physical or chemical particles may be
remains an empirical matter. If this is correct, even microphysics cannot provide a
hiding place from the categorial empiricism that I am advocating.'®

Notes

1. Thisclaim s, of course, controversial in the light of the well-known views to the contrary of Kripke
(1972) and Putnam (1975). I have argued against these views elsewhere (1981). The possibility of deriving
essentialism from semantic considerations has also been attacked at length by Salmon (1981).

2. This is a reasonable way of interpreting the conclusion I formerly defended about species (1981).

3. Classic statements of the view that species should be treated as individuals have been made by Hull
(1976) and Ghiselin (1974). An excellent sense of the present state of the debate can be gleaned from
Kitcher’s (1984) attack on the view and Sober's (1984) reply.

4. An interesting paper by Michael Lavin (unpublished), primarily addressed to some philosophical
problems that arise from gender reassignment surgery, includes a persuasive argument for the view that
what we mean in ordinary language by ‘‘male’’ and *‘female’’ has nothing to do with either genetic or gen-
eral biological considerations, but is derived wholly from considerations of gender, that is, of socially con-
structed conceptions of what it is to be male or female in our society. Although I am entirely sympathetic to
this view, I hope it is clear that it is these more technical considerations that are relevant to my present dis-
cussion.

5. The nature of this pressure, however, remains surprisingly obscure. Excellent sources on the prob-
lem are Williams (1975) and Maynard-Smith (1978).

6. The classic text on sociobiology is Wilson (1975); a highly readable popular introduction is
Dawkins (1976). The enterprise has come under devastating attack from Lewontin, Kamin, and Rose
(1984) and, perhaps a little more sympathetically, from Kitcher (1985).

7. Kitcher (1985, especially 166-76) shows clearly the internal weakness of this sociobiological argu-
ment.

8. Some feminists, notable among them Alison Jagger (1983, 112) now want to resist drawing such a
distinction between sex and gender, on the grounds that it erroneously suggests that the sexual side of the
dichotomy is rigid and unchanging; and that, in fact, there is a continuous dialectical interaction between
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cultural and biological aspects of gender differentiation. Nancy Holmstrom (1982) develops a similar posi-
tion and defends the conception of a distinctively female nature, on the basis that *‘nature’’ should be under-
stood in a way that encompasses both biological and culturally determined aspects, since she also denies that
these can be intelligibly disentangled. Although I do not want to take issue with this view and willingly
disavow any implication that there is some readily distinguishable set of immutable biological differences
between men and women, I believe that my appeal to this distinction in the present context is both useful and
harmless.

9. Secondary sexual characteristics—for example, the distribution of body hair—in fact show consid-
erable geographic variability. If Darwin was right in attributing the majority of geographical variations
among humans to a process of sexual selection (see Darwin [1981], especially chs. 7, 19, 20), this is hardly
surprising.

10. See, e.g., Longino and Doell (1983); Reed (1978).

11. A good illustrative source is the collection of essays in Ortner and Whitehead (1981). It should,
perhaps, be mentioned that these authors have more interesting and ambitious goals than merely establish-
ing gender role variation. Ortner and Whitehead's introduction begins with the sentence: **It has long been
recognized that ‘sex roles’—the differential participation of men and women in social, economic, political,
and religious institutions—vary from culture to culture.'* Nevertheless, for anyone who doubts this claim,
these essays include ample evidence.

12. See,e.g., Hrdy (1981). Ata more popular level, an entertaining feminist answer to Desmond Mor-
ris is Morgan (1972).

13. Jagger (1983) suggests that acommitment to biological determinism is a characteristic defect of the
school of feminist thought she describes as **Radical Feminism. "’

14. Asthat, e.g., of Steven Goldberg (1973). Unfortunately, it is also my impression that some femi-
nists have been led by the same observation in the same direction though certainly those who, like Gold-
bertg, see male aggressiveness as the crucial, and even biologically grounded, factor are likely to point out
that aggressiveness is not necessarily an unqualified virtue,

15. Thave briefly defended this claim elsewhere (1983, 326-27).

16. I would like to thank the Pew Memorial Trust for a grant that supported the initial stages of this
research, and the Stanford Humanities Center where it was completed.
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