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Anti-essentialism is a prevailing assumption in contemporary feminism, to
the extent that the term ‘essentialist’ has become a term of abuse? in femi-
nist writing as well as in university classes in feminist theory. In a recently
published collection of essays whose aim is to critique the prevailing anti-
essentialism, Naomi Schor characterizes essentialism as “a prime idiom of
intellectual terrorism and the privileged instrument of political orthodoxy.
. . . [the word essentialism has been endowed within the context of femi-
nism with the power to reduce to silence, to excommunicate, to consign to
oblivion.”? And Diana Fuss makes a similar observation at the beginning of
her book Essentially Speaking:

The sheer rhetorical power of essentialism as an expression of
disapprobation and disparagement was recently dramatized for
me in the classroom when one of my most theoretically sophis-
ticated students, with all the weight of recent feminist theory
behind her, sought to persuade me that the Marxist-feminist text
I had assigned did not deserve our serious consideration. The
book, my student insisted, was obviously essentialist and there-
fore dangerously reactionary. . . 4

Despite the evident depth of anti-essentialist feeling, there is very little
sustained examination in the feminist literature of the precise form of essen-
tialism that is being attacked. We can, however, identify two arguments on
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the basis of which anti-essentialist conclusions are drawn. The first—which
I will call “the naturalizing argument”—understands essentialism as a posi-
tion attributing a “fixed and unchanging” nature to women.’ In the history
of philosophy, the nature attributed to women has been assumed to be infe-
rior to the nature attributed to men; women have been characterized vari-
ously as passive, irrational, emotional, by nature bearers and care-takers of
children, and so on. In response to this assumption, feminists have devel-
oped the position that the attribution of inferior qualities to women is the
result of misguided social and cultural conceptions of women. In broad terms,
the naturalizing argument proposes a “socially constructed”” account of gen-
der, in which the qualities constituting womanness are no longer understood
as natural, and in that sense fixed, but rather as open to social reform. As I
will explain in a moment, there is an alternative way of characterizing the
claim that women’s nature is fixed, namely, as a claim that individuals have
their womanness necessarily.®

The second anti-essentialist argument—which I will call “the diversity
argument”—rejects the implicit universalism in essentialist claims. As
Elizabeth Spelman puts it, it rejects essentialism’s commitment to the exis-
tence of “common identities” among women, to “a golden nugget of wom-
anness all women have as women.”” The argument points out that there are
significant differences among members of the category “woman,” differences
in race, class, culture, as well as more fine-grained differences in individual
experience and role. Individual women are particular, not the same, and
according to this argument their particularity is incompatible with the uni-
versalism inherent in essentialist positions.® The diversity argument is impor-
tant because it raises the issue of whether women constitute a genuine class
and hence whether feminism can operate as a political movement on behalf
of a unified group of women. However, the characterization of essentialism
in the argument, as a claim about women having “common identities,” con-
flates two sets of issues which ought to be kept distinct. It conflates issues
concerning whether there is something in common among members of the
class “woman” with issues concerning the individual identity of a member
of the class.

The issue of whether there is something in common among members of
the class “woman” raises two more specific questions: first, whether women
constitute a genuine class and, secondly, if they do, whether there is a uni-
versal womanness that all members of the class share. Any arbitrary collec-
tion of things can constitute a class; for example, there is a class consisting
of the moon, the continent of Australia, and the Great Wall of China.®
However, there is a distinction between gerrymandered classes, such as the
latter, and genuine classes, such as the classes of horses, gold things, or human
beings. Following D. M. Armstrong, I will call the genuine classes “types.”'°
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Broadly speaking, there are two possible ways of explaining how different
“tokens” are members of the same type. The first is by positing a universal
that all members of the type share. On this option, members of a type have
something in common which is strictly identical; and if members of a type
instantiate the same universal, they instantiate exactly the same thing.!" The
second option is to posit a kind of “nominalism” about types, in which tokens
of types are unified, not through sharing the same universal, but in some other
way. Armstrong outlines six different versions of nominalism;'? here I will
outline two which are relevant to the following discussion. In predicate nom-
inalism tokens constitute a type because they fall under the same predicate;
in resemblance nominalism they constitute a type through being parts of the
same “‘resemblance structure.”!3 In the third part of the paper, I will be argu-
ing for resemblance nominalism with respect to the type “woman.”

The form of essentialism which focuses on the question of universals
is distinct from another issue that is common in feminist discussions of
essentialism—that of individual identity. There is a set of questions con-
cerning the identity of the individual tokens of a type; for instance: What fea-
tures are necessary to an individual being the object that it is? In virtue of what
does an individual persist through change? One way of answering these ques-
tions is to say that individual objects have some of their properties neces-
sarily. These “essential” properties are responsible for an individual object

~ being the individual that it is and for its persistence through change. Since
essential properties of individual objects are “fixed and unchanging,” the form
of essentialism targeted by the naturalizing argument can be understood as
the claim that individual women have their womanness necessarily.

One of the aims of the paper is to argue that the two forms of essential-
ism—i.e., as a claim about a universal “woman” and as a claim about the
essential properties of an individual-—should be kept distinct. Rejecting the
“essentialist” claim of universal womanness does not imply that particular
women do not have a particular womanness which is essential to their indi-
vidual identity; and neither does rejecting the claim that individual women
have essential properties, as some postmodernists do, imply that there is no
universal womanness.'* Consider the class of white things, and suppose that
there is no universal whiteness that they share. It is still an open question,
for any particular object, whether the particular whiteness of the object is
necessary to its existence as the object that it is or to its persistence through
change. Now suppose that whiteness is an accidental property of members
of the class of white things. It does not follow from this that whiteness is not
a universal.

My goal in the paper will be twofold: to make precise and criticize three
conceptions of the first form of essentialism, i.e., the position that there is a
universal “woman,” and to develop a nominalist account of the type “woman”
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which responds to the concerns of the diversity argument. The first part of
the paper introduces an example of the diversity argument and explains how
the two forms of essentialism I have identified are conflated in the argument.
In part 2, I outline and argue against three possible conceptions of the first
form of essentialism: The first is a claim about Aristotelian species-essences;
the second is a claim about non-Aristotelian natural universals; and the third
is a claim expressed in terms of Locke’s notion of nominal essence. I try to
point out in each case how the issue of universals is different from the issue
of individual identity. In part 3, I introduce an alternative characterization of
the type “woman” which allows for the differences identified in the diver-
sity argument, yet also emphasizes the importance of treating women as a
type. [ suggest that the concept “woman” is a cluster concept and that the con-
cept applies to a resemblance class. There is no single set of features an indi-
vidual must have in order to be a woman; she is a member of the type just
in case she participates in the relevant resemblance structure. Finally, I make
some brief and speculative comments about the implications of my argu-
ment for the second form of essentialism, that is, for issues concerning the
identity of individual women.

1. THE DIVERSITY ARGUMENT

A number of writers, for example, Marfa Lugones and Elizabeth Spelman,
and Angela Harris, have developed versions of the diversity argument.'> Tt is
especially strongly and comprehensively argued in Spelman’s book
Inessential Woman. In this part of the paper, I will outline Spelman’s version
of the argument and will suggest that the argument conflates issues con-
cerning the nature of the type “woman” with issues concerning the nature of
the individuals who make up the type.

The argument is as follows. The conception of woman implicit in much
feminist writing, and in the work of philosophers like Plato and Aristotle,
presupposes that the experiences, roles, and self-conceptions of women, as
well as the treatment of women by others, are as they are for white, middle-
class women. To illustrate this point, Spelman uses an example from Betty
Friedan who claims that the solution to the political issues of feminism is for
women to “get out of the house.'¢ Friedan’s suggestion presupposes that
women are somehow defined by their role in their own families, which,
although it may have been true of white middle-class American women in
the 1950s, has never been true of poor women or women from ethnic minori-
ties, who have always worked outside the home as well as in it. Many recent
writers have made the point that the experience of black and Hispanic women
in America of oppression, as well as their experience of sexual violence like
rape, is different from that of white middle-class women.!”
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Indeed, as Spelman argues, the problem raised by women of color in
relation to white middle-class feminists is exactly parallel to the problem
that white feminists raised in relation to men. Treating male experiences,
occupations, and so forth as the norm for valuable human behavior has
implicitly developed a norm that excludes women. Similarly, white middle-
class feminism has developed a norm that is inapplicable to other women.
Implicitly conceiving of all women as white and middle class, and develop-
ing a feminist politics on this basis, has excluded and ostracized other women
to the extent that many now resist identifying with the feminist movement.

Two possible positions could be taken in response to these observations:
Either one could treat the norms inherent in feminism as a mistake, yet nev-
ertheless assume that all women are the same, or one could treat woman-
ness, not as difference from men, but as difference from other women and
as particular to class, race, or culture. The two responses are analogous to
those taken within feminist theory to the problem of sameness and difference
from men. Equality feminists like Friedan and de Beauvoir see the problem
of feminism as largely a political one of removing the barriers to equality
with men. On this view, it is assumed that the human nature of men and
women is the same and that it is sexist ideology that treats them as different.
An alternative approach has focused on differences, rather than on same-
ness, and has attempted to characterize what it is to be a woman in terms
which capture women’s difference from men. '8

I understand Spelman as proposing a version of the second option. Her
argument is not only a political one against the white middle-class norms of
contemporary feminism. She argues that feminist writing has presupposed
a false metaphysics, which she describes as “tootsie-roll”(or “pop-bead”)
metaphysics:

It thus is evident that thinking of a person’s identity as made
up of neatly distinguishable “parts” may be very misleading. . . .
This is a version of personal identity we might call tootsie roll
metaphysics: each part of my identity is separable from every
other part, and the significance of each part is unaffected by the
other parts. On this view of personal identity . . . my being a
woman means the same whether I am white or Black, rich or poor,
French or Jamaican, Jewish or Muslim. As a woman, I’m like

other women; my difference from other women is only along the
other dimensions of my identity."?

Spelman is arguing against the metaphysical assumption that “woman”
is a universal. Consider, for example, Angela, who is a black woman, and
Elizabeth, who is a white woman. Spelman points out that it is implausible
that womanness is the same feature in Angela as it is in Elizabeth, because
if we try to imagine Angela as white and Elizabeth as black, we inevitably
imagine a difference in their womanness: “[D]oes our being called ‘women’
mean the same thing to us and for us? Are there any situations in which my
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being white and her being black does not affect what it means to us and for
us to be women?”?

However, Spelman goes on to say that if the womanness of Angela and
Elizabeth were a separable, isolable part of each, it would follow that
Elizabeth’s womanness would have been the same had she been black and
Angela’s would have been the same had she been white. Here she is propos-
ing that a certain analysis of particulars, namely, the position that they are
constituted by separable properties, implies that the properties which con-
stitute them are universals. This inference is invalid because the separability
of properties in a particular does not imply that these properties are univer-
sals. A standard view in metaphysics claims that particulars are comprised
of particular properties (called “tropes”)—particular whiteness, womanness,
or whatever.?!

Perhaps, however, Spelman has another argument in mind. Consider the
view in which particulars either are bundles of separable universals or instan-
tiate separable universals.?> On this view, if there are universals, then they are
separable parts of particulars. If the properties of particular women are not
separable, then, on this view, the properties of particular women are not uni-
versals. The thought experiment about Angela and Elizabeth is supposed to
show that Angela and Elizabeth do not share a universal womanness. Does
it also show that their race, class, or womanness are not separable from each
other? There is no motivation for saying that it does unless one presupposes
that separable properties imply universals, which, because of the possibility
of tropes, they do not. Assuming that the thought experiment shows that wom-
anness is particular, it does not follow that it shows that particular woman-
ness is not separable from the other properties or relations of an individual.

Spelman’s position does not acknowledge these distinctions because for
her essentialism is both a claim about a universal “woman” and a claim about
the common identities of particular women. She says that “positing an essen-
tial womanness has the effect of making [particular] women inessential.”>}
As Angela Harris puts a similar point: “[I]n an essentialist world, black
women’s experience will always be forcibly fragmented . . . as those who are
‘only interested in race’ and those who are ‘only interested in gender’ take
their separate slices of our lives.”?* However, this characterization of essen-
tialism leaves out a number of possibilities; in particular, it leaves out the
possibility that universal womanness is a non-necessary feature of individ-
ual women. If it is, the fact that there is a universal “woman” has no impli-
cation for the essential nature or identity of individuals who happen to be
women. Hence, while I agree with Spelman that the diversity argument chal-
lenges the idea that the type “woman” is a universal, the suggestion that posit-
ing universal womanness has implications for each individual woman’s
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identity needs to be considered in more detail. Indeed, as I explain in the
next part of the paper, there is only one form of essentialism in which uni-
versal womanness is a claim about common identities.

2. THREE NOTIONS OF ESSENTIALISM

In this part, I will outline three ways of characterizing the form of essential-
ism claiming that there is a universal “woman.” These are: womanness on the
model of an Aristotelian species-essence; womanness as a non-Aristotelian
natural universal; and womanness as a nominal essence in Locke’s sense. I
will argue against all three conceptions of essentialism. Although the type of
essentialism that is regarded as problematic in feminist philosophy has recently
been contrasted with Lockean essentialism, I will suggest that Lockean essen-
tialism fails largely as a result of the diversity argument.

(I) ARISTOTELIAN SPECIES-ESSENCES

One way feminist theorists outline the notion of essentialism is to refer
to the so-called “Aristotelian” notion of essence.?> Of course, there is con-
troversy among Aristotle scholars about the exact interpretation of Aristotle’s
conception of essence.?® In this section, I will try to characterize a notion
which fits the view attacked in feminist theory and will make no attempt to
provide an interpretation of Aristotle.

On the Aristotelian view, members of biological species, such as horses,
squirrels, or human beings, share a common species-essence. A species is a
special kind of universal where the individuals instantiating the universal have
a common nature. On this view, the species-essence and the individual essence
coincide, and hence it is appropriate to speak as feminist theorists do of “com-
mon identities”” among individual members of the type. For example, suppose
human beings constitute a species and that the species-essence is rationality:
That is, it is a necessary and sufficient condition of being a human being that
an individual has rationality. On the Aristotelian notion of species-essence, it
is also necessary that an individual human being have rationality to be the
individual that it is: If an individual human being were to lose rationality, it
would not only cease to be a human being, it would cease to be the individ-
ual that it is and hence cease to exist. Having rationality is different, therefore,
from having brown eyes. The class of brown-eyed people may constitute a
biological kind, but it would not constitute a species, because having brown
eyes is not necessary to an individual’s being the individual that it is. On the
Aristotelian view, then, species are universals of a special sort: those which
are instantiated in particulars as the natures or essences of those particulars.
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How would the category “woman” be treated on the Aristotelian model?
In the first place, if women were a species in the Aristotelian sense, the cat-
egory of woman would be a genuine type, not an arbitrary collection of par-
ticulars. Secondly, since the Aristotelian notion of a species is committed to
species-essences (or universals), there would be a universal womanness that
all women share. Thirdly, womanness would be an essential part of each
individual woman. Finally, since the Aristotelian model refers to biological
kinds, the relevant essence would have to be biological, i.e., natural, not
social.

There is only one plausible biological type that is a candidate for the
species of woman: the type “female human being.” Although it has been sug-
gested that certain psychological features—for example, being emotional or
caring—constitute the nature of women, as far as I know these features do
not support the generalizations that would make them plausible candidates
for the universal “woman.” It is implausible that either the class of caring
humans or the class of emotional humans constitutes a universal; and it is
even more implausible that they constitute Aristotelian species. If the type
“caring individual” were a species, being caring would be part of the essence
of individuals who are caring. Yet being caring does not seem necessary to
an individual’s identity; for example, the same individual would persist even
after a loss of the capacity for caring. Hence, the only plausible candidate for
the species of woman is that of female human being.

For the remainder of this section, I will consider the following argument
for the claim that there is an essence of woman in the Aristotelian sense:

(a) Female human beings constitute a species.
(b) The members of a species share a common (real) essence.

(¢c) The type “woman” is the same type as the type “female
human being.”

Hence, (d) there is a species-essence (or universal), “woman.”

There are serious objections to all three premises of the argument. In
this section I will consider objections to () and () only and will postpone
discussion of premise (¢) until the next section. For the moment, I will
assume that premise (¢) is true, i.e., that the type “woman” is identical with
the type “female human being.”

Premise (@) claims that female humans constitute a species. If the
premise were true, the species could be either an intersection of two further
species, those of female sex and human being, or a subspecies of the species
“human being,” or, if human beings are not a species, a species in its own
right. The most plausible of these alternatives is that “female human” is a sub-
species of the species of human being.?” The clusters of features that are the
candidates, respectively, for the essences of male and female are: an XY
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chromosome, relatively small gametes, and male primary sex characteristics
for males; and an XX chromosome, relatively large gametes, and female sex
characteristics for females.

I will develop two objections to premise (a), one deriving from empir-
ical evidence and a second using intuitions about logical possibility. Consider
first some empirical results suggesting that there are five sexes, not two. Anne
Fausto-Sterling has proposed that, in addition to males and females, there are
three major groups of “intersexual” bodies: the “herms” or hermaphrodites,
who possess one testis and one ovary; the “merms” or male pseudo-
hermaphrodites, who possess testes, some aspects of female genitalia but no
ovaries; and the “ferms” or female pseudohermaphrodites, who have ovaries,
some aspects of male genitalia but no testes.?

One way to construe this evidence is to say that there are no clear bound-
aries dividing male and female and hence males and females do not each
constitute separate species. Indeed, it was an apparent absence of sharp
boundaries in general that led Locke to reject the Aristotelian conception of
real species.? If variations among the sex characteristics of human beings
are continuous gradations between the endpoints “male” and “female,” it is
implausible that sex characteristics of particular sorts constitute fypes, let
alone species.

Alternatively, if we construe Fausto-Sterling’s results as evidence for
the claim that there are literally five sexes, not two, an Aristotelian could
claim that females, males, herms, merms, and ferms all constitute species.
However, it would then become implausible and ad hoc to propose that
women are all and only female human beings, as many hermaphrodites (i.e.,
those brought up as girls) have most of the features we associate with women.
As I will argue in part 3, they are women. On this alternative, although
Fausto-Sterling’s results would not constitute a direct objection to premise
(a), they would undermine the argument as a whole by making the truth of
(a) incompatible with the truth of (c).

A second objection to premise (a) derives from the relation in
Aristotelian essentialism between species-essence and individual essence.
For Aristotle, a change in species would constitute, not simply an alteration
in accidental properties, but “substantial change” or the extinction of the
individual.*® Hence, we can assume that on the Aristotelian view an indi-
vidual has its species-essence necessarily. As contemporary essentialists such
as Kripke put it, an individual’s being of a certain species is modally essen-
tial to the individual being the thing it is.*!

The problem for premise (a)—the claim that female human beings con-
stitute a species—is that it seems to conflict with intuitions about logical pos-
sibility. If women constitute a species, it would be logically impossible for
particular men to be women in the same way that it is logically impossible
for particular men to be insects or eagles. Yet there is a qualitative difference
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between the claim that, for example, Michelangelo could have been an insect
and the claim that he could have been a woman. The standard (albeit defea-
sible) tests for logical possibility are the epistemological tests of conceiv-
ability and imaginability. Try to imagine a possible world exactly like ours
in every respect except that an insect, or an eagle, was born to Michelangelo’s
parents in the Diocese of Arezzo on 6 March 1475. We cannot conceive of
Michelangelo (or any other human) as an insect, or as an eagle. Yet we can
imagine a world exactly like ours in every respect except that a baby girl was
born to Michelangelo’s parents on 6 March 1475. We can imagine the girl
having the same talents and upbringing as Michelangelo himself had,
although, of course, many of his attributes would have been different. As a
woman he would probably not have been given the same opportunities to be
a painter, and, even if given the opportunities, he would probably not have
become recognized as a great painter. With enough historical information
about the social status of women in Renaissance Italy, however, we would
be able to imagine the ways Michelangelo’s attributes would have been dif-
ferent. It is at least presumptively true, then, that Michelangelo could have
been a woman.

The point can be brought home using counterfactuals. The counterfactual
“If Michelangelo had been an insect, he would not have painted the Sistine
Chapel” has an impossible antecedent. Similarly, if female human beings con-
stitute a species, the counterfactual “If Michelangelo had been a woman, he
would not have painted the Sistine Chapel” would also have an impossible
antecedent. Since counterfactuals with impossible antecedents are trivially
true, the counterfactual would be trivially true. But the counterfactual seems
true substantively, not trivially: We assess it as true on the basis of historical
evidence about the social status of women painters in Renaissance Italy.
Moreover, there are parallel counterfactuals which seem obviously false:
For instance, it is false that if Michelangelo had been a woman, he would not
have been a Catholic. The proposal that female humans constitute a species
leads to an unacceptable conclusion, namely, that counterfactuals which seem
obviously false are trivially true. It follows that even if there are genuine
Aristotelian species, we should hesitate to adopt premise (@) and to claim that
female human beings themselves constitute a species.

[ will now turn to a consideration of premise (b). The premise claims that
the members of a species share a common “real” essence. It articulates the
two main elements of the Aristotelian position: first, that the members of a
species have real essences, construed as internal structures (or Aristotelian
forms)*? of the individual members; and secondly, that the essences of the
members of a species are numerically identical; that is, they are particular
instantiations of a single universal. The objective discontinuities—or precise
boundaries—delimited by species are due to their members having essences
which are both real and numerically identical.
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The primary problem for Aristotelian accounts of species is to recon-
cile the commitment to universals construed as real internal structures of
individuals with the considerable variations among members of a species. I
will outline two manifestations of the problem: first, to explain the distinc-
tion between essential and accidental features of members of a species; and
secondly, to explain how individuals can be unified into a species when some
members of the species have a significantly different internal structure.

One way of accounting for variations among members of a species is to
distinguish between essential and accidental properties of the individuals in
the species. Variations are explained away as variations among accidental
properties only. John Dupré, for example, discusses a “natural law” analy-
sis of the distinction between essential and accidental properties.** Suppose
that squirrels have a certain genetic structure and as a matter of law the
genetic structure causes squirrels to have tails. The essential features of a
squirrel are the genetic structure and those properties, such as having a tail,
which as a matter of law are determined by the genetic structure. Properties
such as being gray or black, or being of a particular size, are accidental
because they are not determined as a matter of law by the genetic structure.
It is a fact, however, that a certain small percentage of squirrels will develop
without tails or other features typical of normal squirrels. Dupré suggests a
modified essentialist position in which the relevant laws are probabilistic:
Since it is highly probable that squirrels have tails, having a tail is plausibly
determined by the genetic structure in normal squirrels and is thus an essen-
tial feature of a squirrel.>* However, as Dupré goes on to point out, a proba-
bilistic criterion seems arbitrary, for suppose that the frequency of gray
squirrels were the same as the frequency of squirrels with tails. If it is the
same, how do we distinguish color as an accidental feature of squirrels and
having a tail as an essential feature?

The second manifestation of the variation problem for premise (b) cen-
trally concerns abnormal members of species. Consider the claim that species
constitute natural divisions in nature on the basis of the essence, i.e., the
internal structure, of the members of species. As Locke pointed out, “there
are Naturals amongst us, that have perfectly our shape, but want Reason.” The
internal constitution of a “Changeling” may be as different from the normal
human as the latter is from a monkey or “Drill.’* Indeed, the genetic struc-
ture of a chimpanzee may be more similar to a normal human’s than to a
genetically abnormal human’s.?® On the basis of internal structure, how do
we keep genetically abnormal humans in the species while at the same time
keeping chimpanzees out? Problems such as these have led philosophers to
abandon the internal-structure account of species-essence and move to an
“evolutionary” model of species, in which membership in a species is delim-
ited through the capacity of members for interbreeding as well as the origin
of members in a common gene pool.” But this version of essentialism about
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species is a rejection of the Aristotelian commitment to common internal
structures and hence a rejection of premise (b). It is also incompatible with
treating female humans as a species, i.e., with the truth of premise (a).

For all these reasons, the prospects for an Aristotelian account of the
essence of women look bleak. Even if we assume for the sake of argument
that “woman” refers to all and only female humans, we still cannot establish
that there is a species-essence of woman. The notion that female humans
comprise an Aristotelian species is problematic both empirically and for rea-
sons issuing from modal intuitions. Moreover, essentialism about species
will be difficult to sustain in an Aristotelian form, i.e., as a claim about the
sameness of internal structure of members of species. Thus, the Aristotelian
essentialist position that all women have the same essential womanness—a
position which has been the target of so much feminist criticism—will fail
for reasons which are quite independent of the feminist arguments outlined
in the introduction to the paper.

(II) ESSENCES AS NON-ARISTOTELIAN NATURAL UNIVERSALS

The criticisms developed in the last section were specific to the
Aristotelian proposal in which universal womanness, if there is such, is
instantiated as the essence of each individual woman. The Aristotelian pro-
posal characterizes “fixed and unchanging” womanness, the notion which is
rejected by the naturalizing argument, as the property all women have nec-
essarily. However, as I argued in part 1, we cannot assume that a commit-
ment to universals implies a commitment to properties that individuals have
necessarily. Even if, for example, whiteness is a universal, it does not follow
that whiteness is an essential property of individual white things. Thus, an
alternative conception of the first form of essentialism—i.e., essentialism
understood as a claim about universals—is a conception in which the uni-
versal is instantiated as a non-necessary or accidental property of the indi-
vidual. In this section, I will consider the position that womanness is such a
universal. In particular, womanness will be characterized as an intrinsic, nat-
ural, yet accidental property of individual women.*® Since the property is
intrinsic and natural, it is a “fixed and unchanging” property in the sense of
being unable to be revised through social reform.

On this approach, having the property of womanness is not necessary
in any sense to the identity of the individual. Being a woman is analogous
to having a certain facial structure or skin color. Individuals having the same
facial structure or skin color have an intrinsic, natural feature in common
which can be characterized as a universal without implying that facial struc-
ture or skin color is an essential feature of the individuals instantiating the
universal. Notice however that while on this alternative womanness, skin
color, or facial structure is not necessary to individual identity, there is no
assumption that they are irrelevant to individual indentity. Consider the
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example of race. Some views of race suppose that race is simply a matter of
having a certain bodily or facial structure or a certain skin color. They fur-
ther suppose that these features of a person are irrelevant to the identity of
the individual having the features. (This is illustrated by the remark that “a
black man is a white man underneath.”)* However, the color of one’s skin
is clearly not irrelevant to personal identity on certain understandings of per-
sonal identity: For example, the color of one’s skin is clearly not irrelevant
to one’s sense of self. Although the issues of universals and individual iden-
tity are logically distinct, this does not imply that they are entirely unrelated.

In order to consider whether there is a natural and intrinsic property con-
stituting universal womanness, I will consider premise (c) of the argument
presented in the previous section. Premise (c) claims that the type “woman”
is the same type as the type “female human being.” The type “female human
being,” i.e., the class of individuals having an XX chromosome and female
sex characteristics, is the only genuine candidate for a natural universal of
womanness. (There is no evidence that other putative candidates, such as the
class of “caring individuals,” constitute types which could correspond to uni-
versal womanness.) If the type “female human being” is a universal, and the
type “woman” is identical with the type “female human being,” then there
is a natural universal of “woman.” My strategy in this section will be to argue
that the concept of woman does not apply to all and only female humans. I
will elaborate the concept by looking at a range of cases which illustrate
what we mean in our applications of the term ‘woman’. [ will argue that the
term is used in a variety of ways which outrun the category of female human
and hence that there is no natural category which overlaps exactly the exten-
sion of the concept “woman.” If the concept “woman” does not apply to all
and only female human beings, it follows that the type “woman” is not the
same as the type “female human being.” Hence, even if “female human
being” is a universal, it is not the same universal as the universal “woman,”
and there is no natural universal of womanness.

Consider, first, cases of sexually indeterminate people, such as those
described by Anne Fausto-Sterling, who can count as either men or women,
or neither. I will assume for the moment that their existence does not under-
mine the existence of the universals “male” and “female.” Their existence
however does undermine the claim that “woman” refers to all and only
female human beings (and correspondingly that “man” refers to all and only
male human beings). The film Paris Is Burning provides a striking example
of cases of people of indeterminate biological sex to whom the common-
sense concept of woman clearly applies due to their behaviors, clothes, make-
up, sexuality, hair, body shape, etc. (Such examples have led Judith Butler
to claim that gender is constituted through performance and parody.)*
Transvestites, like the character Dil from the film The Crying Game, as well
as transsexuals, provide a related set of examples. Male transvestites have
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many of the features which make the concept of woman applicable, yet have
an XY chromosome and male sex characteristics. Transsexuals keep the same
chromosomes, yet change genders. These examples show at least that there
is more to the concept “woman” than having an XX chromosome and related
sex characteristics. At most, they show that female sex is not necessary for
being a woman and hence cannot be a candidate for the universal “woman.”

The diversity argument provides more evidence that the concept of
woman applies to features other than female sex. An important version of the
argument can be found in anthropological discussions of the variations in
and cultural specificity of gender roles.*! If the type “woman” is identical
with the type “female human,” such variations are, like the color of a squir-
rel, features which are not essential to membership in the type. All the fea-
tures of an individual woman other than her female sex—her oppression on
the basis of sex, her reproductive role, her role as nurturer and carer, the kinds
of labor she performs—are accidental to her membership in the type. Yet, as
I go on to argue in part 3, the type “woman” is a type precisely because of
the clustering of a range of features, including both female sex and the typ-
ical roles females play, such as reproductive role, or the kinds of work female
humans typically perform, and so forth.

The concept of woman is a rich and complicated one which includes
many more elements than the identification of the type “woman” with the
type “female human” suggests. Although a person’s sex may be a paradig-
matic element in the correct application of the concept, sex is not the only
element, and in cases where a person’s sex is indeterminate, it is not an ele-
ment at all. Since the type “female human” is the only plausible candidate
for womanness construed as a natural universal, and since the examples sug-
gest that being a female human is not necessary to being a woman, I would
conclude that there is no natural universal of womanness.

The conclusion is relevant to an important debate in the feminist litera-
ture on the relation between sex and gender. Although I have not been pre-
supposing that sex is different from gender, it is standard to distinguish them
in the following way: “Sex” (a person’s maleness or femaleness) refers to
anatomical sex, while “gender” is analyzed as a social category which is in
principle independent of sex. This sharp distinction between sex and gender
has been problematized by certain feminist philosophers who have proposed
that the focus of theoretical investigation ought to shift from “gender” con-
strued as a purely social category to “body” or “sexed subject.” For example,
Moira Gatens has argued persuasively that female sex is not a tabula rasa on
which gender is inscribed. Rather, there is a significant and nonarbitrary con-
nection between one’s bodily attributes and behaviors and one’s gender.*> On
the view that the concept of woman is a cluster concept, which I propose in
part 3, female sex turns out to be a necessary component of the concept of
woman, although as I have suggested it is not essential to the attribution of
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womanness to an individual. Hence the view I will adopt can be understood
as a contribution to the position that sex and gender are, not only nonarbi-
trarily, but necessarily linked.*’

The arguments of the last two sections can be summarized as follows.
The claim that there is an essence of woman (understood as a universal) can
be construed in two different ways: either as an Aristotelian species-essence
or as a non-Aristotelian universal in which womanness is instantiated in indi-
vidual women as a natural intrinsic property of them. The only plausible can-
didate for both a species-essence of woman and a universal “woman” is the
female human. However, female humans do not constitute an Aristotelian
species and hence “woman” is not an Aristotelian species. Neither is
“woman” a non-Aristotelian universal, because, even if “female human
being” is a universal, the concept of woman does not apply to all and only
female human beings. If “woman” is not a universal in either of these two
senses, the possibilities left open are these: (i) “Woman” is a social or con-
ventional universal; (if) “woman’ is not a universal at all, i.e., women either
are not a type or are unified into a type through some other means. The next
section takes up option (i), and part 3 of the paper develops my version of
option (ii).

(IIT) NOMINAL ESSENCES

In response to the conclusion of the last section, one possible approach
would be to develop an “error theory” of the concept of woman; that is, to
argue that insofar as our ascriptions of the term ‘woman’ purport to attribute
universal natural properties, they fail to refer and hence fail to be true of the
world. This option would argue that since there is no natural universal named
by the general term ‘woman’, there are simply no women.** An alternative
approach is to develop the position that womanness is a social or conventional
universal. This view has been outlined by feminists using Locke’s notion of
nominal essence. In this section, I will briefly outline Locke’s concept of
nominal essence, then argue that since a nominal-essence analysis in effect
supposes that there is a single property or set of properties constituting wom-
anness, this analysis cannot cope with the diversity argument.

Locke rejected the Aristotelian claim that species (such as “horse”) and
chemical kinds (such as “gold”) are natural universals. Instead he suggested
that we sort things into classes on the basis of their overt features; in the case
of gold, on the basis of features such as its yellowness, shining color, weight,
fusibility, malleability, etc. The nominal essence of both a species and the
individual members of a species is the set of characteristics that we associ-
ate with individual members of the species, not their internal constitution or
real essence. For example, the nominal essence of gold is yellowness, shin-
ing color, malleability, etc.; as Ayers puts it, the nominal essence is an epis-
temological essence.®
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Locke had several arguments against Aristotelian species.*¢ For instance,
he claimed that since real essences are unknown to us, we cannot classify
things into species on the basis of real essences, and that since species con-
tain deformed or “monstrous” individuals, we should not claim that there
are precise boundaries in nature between species. However, despite the con-
clusion that the natural world does not contain precise boundaries, for Locke
our classifications have precise boundaries: “The measure and boundary of
each Sort, or Species . . . is what we call its Essence, which is nothing but
that abstract Idea to which the name is annexed: So that everything contained
in that Idea is essential to that Sort.’*’ Following Mackie, we can interpret
Locke as claiming that there is a set of necessary and sufficient criteria which
an individual must satisfy in order to fall under a general idea such as “gold”
or “horse.”8 Articulating a nominal essence is thus providing a definition of
a term.

Both the naturalizing and the diversity arguments provide rationales for
a shift from real essence to nominal essence. The naturalizing argument
understands essentialism as primarily a position which attributes a fixed,
unchanging (and inferior) nature or biology to individual women. The doc-
trine of nominal essences offers an opportunity to reject essentialism con-
strued in this way, as it replaces real essences (or individual natures) with
nominal essences or ways of classifying the natural world in order to achieve
certain purposes: As Locke claims, classifying things into species enables us
to “consider Things, and discourse on them, as it were in bundles, for easier
and readier improvement, and communication of their Knowledge. . . %
Moreover, Locke’s nominalism provides a promising response to the diver-
sity argument since nominalism rejects the position that there is a single com-
mon (natural) property had by all members of a type. If one is a nominalist,
members of a type are at most a group of similar particulars. For example,
“woman” could be the name of a class of similar particulars without imply-
ing that womanness constitutes a natural universal.

Feminist writers have invoked nominal essence in order to elaborate
a “socially constructed” conception of woman. For example, both Teresa
de Lauretis and Diana Fuss contrast nominal essence with the Aristotelian
essentialist appeal to common natures. De Lauretis says:

If most feminists . . . agree that women are made, not born, that
gender is not an innate feature but a sociocultural construction,
. . . that patriarchy is historical, . . . then the ‘essence’ of woman
that is described in many of the writings of so-called essential-
ists is not the real essence, in Locke’s terms, but more likely a
nominal one. It is a totality of qualities, properties and attributes
that such feminists define, envisage, or enact for themselves. . . .
This is more a project, then, than a description of existent real-
ity; it is an admittedly feminist project of “re-vision.”. . .5
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And Diana Fuss suggests that

when feminists today argue for maintaining a class of women,
usually for political purposes, they do so . . . on the basis of
Locke’s nominal essence. It is Locke’s distinction between nom-
inal and real essence which allows us to work with the category
of “women’” as a linguistic rather than a natural kind, [and] nom-
inal essence is especially useful for anti-essentialist feminists
who want to hold onto the notion of women as a group without
submitting to the idea that it is “nature” which characterizes them
as such.’!

Fuss and de Lauretis propose different ways in which nominal essence
might be helpful in characterizing the notion of woman. In the first quote,
de Lauretis claims that nominal essences could provide the opportunity for
“revisionary” accounts of the notion of woman. In the second, Fuss argues
that nominal essence provides the tools for treating women as a (linguisti-
cally constructed) type without appealing to Aristotelian natures. These dif-
ferent interpretations indicate (as Haslanger has pointed out)*? that the notion
“socially constructed” is multiply ambiguous. For example, de Lauretis inti-
mates that the category of woman might be socially constructed in the sense
that it might be posited—perhaps tacitly—in order to achieve certain revi-
sionary political goals.>® This approach focuses on the pragmatics of attri-
butions of gender. Alternatively, the category of woman might be socially
constructed in the sense that it is constituted by social relations and prac-
tices. If so, ascriptions of the term ‘woman’ would be descriptive, rather than
pragmatic—they would describe the relevant relations and social practices.
Consider a parallel distinction between “socially constructed” accounts of
morality: Moral rules might be socially constructed in the sense of being
instituted to achieve certain goals. Alternatively, morality might be analyzed
as constituted by a tacit agreement among citizens in a society and hence
“socially constructed” in another sense. On the latter sense, moral terms
would be descriptive of features of the tacit agreement.

The distinction between the two notions of “socially constructed”
reflects a distinction in Locke between types of nominal essence. For Locke,
the paradigm case of a nominal essence is the nominal essence of substances
such as biological species and chemical stuffs. For substances, the nominal
essence can be understood as a pragmatic device introduced by us to clas-
sify a vague natural world. The nominal essence is used to group together
individuals with unknowable real essences on the basis of similarities in their
overt features. However, not everything falls into the category of substance.
In particular, there are also what Locke terms mixed modes, which include
geometrical figures as well as social concepts like adultery or suicide, and
for which real and nominal essences coincide: “[A] Figure including a Space
between three Lines is the real as well as the nominal Essence of a Triangle;
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it being not only the abstract Idea to which the general Name is annexed, but
the very Essentia, or Being, of the thing it self.”>* Like the term ‘triangle’,
the terms ‘suicide’ and ‘adultery’ are descriptive of a real essence, in their
case, of a certain range of behaviors defined as constituting suicide or adul-
tery. Hence, the distinction between types of nominal essence reflects a dis-
tinction between types of term. If one thinks of the term ‘woman’ as a
substance term, like ‘gold’ or ‘horse’, then the nominal essence can be under-
stood as a definition introduced by us for certain purposes. It is distinct from
the real essence of the individuals to whom the term refers. However, if
‘woman’ is a social term like ‘adultery’ or ‘suicide’, it does not make sense
to draw a sharp distinction between real and nominal essence. For social con-
cepts, the real essence is constituted by the social features of the world given
in the definition of the term. If ‘woman’ is defined by a certain social rela-
tion, e.g., being subordinated on the basis of having a female sex, then, on
Locke’s view, the real essence of womanness is precisely the relation of being
sexually subordinated. In order for an individual to be a woman, it is neces-
sary and sufficient for that individual to be in a relation of sexual subordi-
nation. Notice, however, that there may be an epistemological distinction
between real and nominal essence, even for social concepts. As Mackie
points out, our possible knowledge of suicide is not exhausted by the features
we associate with the term ‘suicide’, because it is also a “concrete perfor-
mance, a kind of behaviour, a socio-psychological phenomenon which may
well have much more to it than is known automatically to everyone who uses
the word correctly.”’> Similarly, there may be more to the actual “psycho-
social phenomenon” of being subordinated on the basis of female sex than
is known by those who understand the definition of the term ‘woman’.

In the rest of this section, I will use Catharine MacKinnon’s analysis of
gender as an example of an analysis appealing to nominal essence. I will
argue that although MacKinnon’s analysis of woman can deal with the issues
raised by the naturalizing argument, it cannot give a convincing account of
the differences among women outlined by the diversity argument. There are
numerous possible interpretations of MacKinnon, of which here I will briefly
outline two.% First, MacKinnon can be understood as claiming that women
are defined by being in a certain kind of social relation: a relation of eroti-
cized subordination to men. On this understanding, MacKinnon is suggest-
ing a parallel between a Marxist conception of class and a conception of
gender. As class is defined in Marxism as work-related subordination, so
gender is defined in feminism as sexualized subordination. A second way of
understanding MacKinnon is to say that her social theory of gender relies on
a tacit claim about women’s experience. The social theory that women are
defined by their sexual subordination often seems to be justified in
MacKinnon’s writing by a further assumption that all women’s experience
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is as of being sexually subordinated. In either case, ‘woman’ is defined using
social relations: Being a woman is either being in a relation of sexual sub-
ordination or experiencing sexual subordination as a result of the social struc-
ture of the culture in which we live.

Accounts such as MacKinnon’s in terms of social relations can provide
a promising response to the issues raised by the naturalizing argument
because, even if they are committed to a real essence of woman, the real
essence is not “fixed and unchanging.” Recall that we can distinguish two
senses of the notion “fixed and unchanging”: An individual’s womanness
could be fixed and unchanging either in the sense that it is a natural property
of the individual or in the sense that it is a necessary property of the indi-
vidual. On MacKinnon’s analysis, womanness is not fixed and unchanging
in the first sense, since womanness is a social relation. Neither is it thought
to be fixed and unchanging in the second sense. If the social conditions of
society were revolutionized, and the social relation of sexualized subordi-
nation was thereby destroyed, women would cease to exist. However,
arguably the individuals who had been women would persist. Thus, an anal-
ysis of “woman” in terms of social relations suggests that womanness is not
a necessary property of individuals who are currently women. (Note that an
analysis of womanness in terms of social relations does not entail that wom-
anness is not a necessary component of individual identity. I discuss this
issue further in part 4 of the paper.)

On the other hand, MacKinnon’s analysis does not adequately address
the diversity argument. Although it rejects the position that there is a natu-
ral universal “woman,” it introduces a social universal. MacKinnon’s posi-
tion is an example of an appeal to nominal essence precisely because it
provides a definition of womanness: On her view, it is both necessary and
sufficient in order to be a woman that an individual either be in a relation of
sexual subordination or experience sexual subordination because of cultural
conceptions of sex. Thus, womanness is literally the same relation or expe-
rience in all individuals who are women—that 1is, it is a universal.

I will suggest three reasons for rejecting MacKinnon’s analysis. First,
its commitment to a social universal cannot be reconciled with the differ-
ences outlined by the diversity argument. Secondly, the definition of wom-
anness offered by MacKinnon is too restrictive to do justice to the richness
of the concept of woman. Thirdly, the diversity argument is typically accom-
panied by a positive project of developing and revaluing new and different
conceptions of womanness. MacKinnon’s analysis is incompatible with this
project.

In order to elaborate the first reason, let me introduce a parallel from
moral philosophy. Moral absolutists claim that there is a single true morality,
a single moral code or set of moral rules applicable to all. Moral relativists
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claim that there is no single true morality, but rather a number of different
moral codes which are relative to different concerns, outlooks, or cultures.
MacKinnon holds a position on gender like the absolutist view on morality.
Although her position can be understood in either a strong or a weak sense
(Elizabeth Rapaport points out that the social relations MacKinnon invokes
can be understood either as historically and culturally invariant or as opera-
tive in modern European industrial culture),’ she nevertheless defines women
within modern European culture using a single relation; there is a unitary role
or social experience which is necessary and sufficient for being a woman.

In contrast, Spelman’s position can be characterized as adopting an
extreme relativistic account of gender. She argues that there is no single gen-
der that members of the type “woman” share; rather, there are many: that of
Afro-American women, that of white women, that of Hispanic-American
women, that of poor women, etc. For Spelman, the definition of gender is rel-
ative to a racial or cultural context or, as Mackie puts it when discussing
morality, a “way of life.”

The question here, as in the case of morality, is which account provides
a better explanation of the facts of diversity? Prima facie, the relativistic posi-
tion is a compelling explanation of diversity. On the other hand, MacKinnon’s
view could be reconciled with the evident diversity of roles and experiences
within even western industrialized culture by claiming that difference is a dif-
ference in manifestation of the same relation or experience of sexual subor-
dination. For example, subordination on the basis of cultural conceptions of
sex could be manifested differently among Hispanic women than among
black women, etc., while still remaining, at a general level of description,
subordination on the basis of cultural conceptions of sex.

The suggestion that differences are different manifestations, in differ-
ent racial or cultural contexts, of a single relation or experience is uncon-
vincing. The greater the difference in manifestation, the less plausible will
be the claim that those manifestations are of a single role or experience. For
example, both Iceland and Ireland are western industrialized countries, yet
the roles and experiences of women in each country appear to be vastly dif-
ferent. In the former, for example, women have their own avenue of politi-
cal representation through the Women’s Party, while in the latter, basic
services such as contraception are not readily accessible. MacKinnon’s abso-
lutism is hostage to the empirical evidence: If the evidence shows an enor-
mous range of experiences and roles of women, it will be ad hoc to label
them manifestations of the same thing. The second reason for rejecting
MacKinnon’s analysis is that the definition of “woman” outlined by
MacKinnon seems incompatible with the concept of woman outlined in the
last section. Even if there were a society (perhaps, e.g., Iceland) in which
there was no obvious sexual subordination of a class of members, it would

280



be implausible to suggest, given the many aspects of our common-sense
concept, that womanness does not exist in that society. Individuals will con-
tinue to call themselves “women,” engage in political action on behalf of
others whose experiences are similar, and value aspects of themselves which
are particularly associated with being women. Thirdly, MacKinnon’s
approach ignores the theme of revaluing that is apparent in contemporary
attempts to recharacterize and rework the notion of woman. De Lauretis
adopts nominal essence because the notion is compatible with what she calls
the “feminist project of ‘re-vision.”” As we have seen, de Lauretis can be
understood as promoting nominal essence in the sense of promoting the idea
that conceptions of womanness should be developed to achieve certain prag-
matic goals. However, MacKinnon’s use of a definition of womanness (a
nominal essence) is part of a descriptive rather than a pragmatic project. She
theorizes that womanness is constituted by certain existing social features
of the world. Since those features are inevitably oppressive, the only desir-
able course of political reform is to extinguish gender altogether.

I have suggested that MacKinnon’s account of the social concept
“woman” can be understood as an application of Locke’s notion of nominal
essence. She provides a definition of “woman” in social terms, and in her the-
ory the term ‘woman’ refers to preexisting social relations and structures.
Because her analysis of “woman” is literally a definition, she is committed
to a social universal “woman” which is incompatible with the differences
among women emphasized by the diversity argument. Moreover, her defi-
nition fails to capture the diversity of features in the concept of woman and
fails to allow for the positive project of developing new and different con-
ceptions of womanness.

3. “WOMAN” AS A CLUSTER CONCEPT

MacKinnon’s definition of gender does not adequately address the diversity
argument, because of its appeal to a unitary notion of woman. Spelman, on
the other hand, copes with the diversity argument by suggesting that there
are many definitions of “woman.” For Spelman, a particular definition of
“woman” is relative to a context or way of life which includes other signif-
icant features such as race and class. She claims that

If we can say with de Beauvoir that societies create women out
of females (making gender out of sex) and that different soci-
eties do this differently, indeed in part define their differences by
how they do this, we can say in an important sense that there is
a variety of genders . . . gender is constructed and defined in con-
junction with elements of identity such as race, class, ethnicity
and nationality rather than separable from them. . . %8
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If Spelman is right, the term ‘woman’ refers to a range of different proper-
ties: For middle-class Asian-American women, it refers to womanness*; for
poor Euro-American women, it attributes womanness**; for middle-class
Afro-American women, it attributes womanness***, etc. The question arises
of whether and how the many individuals satisfying the different definitions
of “woman” can be unified into a type. Although Spelman does not deny that
there are similarities among women*, women** and women***, etc., she
does not indicate whether on her view they constitute a type. What little she
says suggests that she would endorse, at most, predicate nominalism. For
instance, she writes, “To know what ‘woman’ means is to know that it applies
to me and to Angela Davis, and doesn’t apply to my brother Jon or to James
Baldwin>

Although I find Spelman’s view congenial because of the plausibility of
a “ways-of-life” analysis of gender, her view is unsatisfactory for two rea-
sons. First, according to predicate nominalism, the type “woman” is no more
than an ad hoc collection of women in different racial and cultural contexts
that is a collection simply in virtue of the arbitrary designation of the word
‘woman’.% Predicate nominalism provides no principled reasons for col-
lecting women into a type, and hence cannot provide a justification for fem-
inist action on behalf of women, nor an explanation of the similarities among
individual members of the type. But individuals calling themselves “women”
identify with each other on the basis of shared experiences, political goals,
and similar behaviors and bodily features. Just as it fails to be explanatory
to ignore differences among individual women, it also fails to be explanatory
to ignore similarities. Secondly, Spelman’s view leaves us with a problem I
alluded to when discussing the sex-gender distinction. Her position is a strong
version of the view that gender is a social category: Different genders are con-
stituted by different social contexts. On this view, although women are typ-
ically associated with having a female sex, there is no necessary relation
between sex and gender. Yet being a female human (or having a female body)
is perhaps the most important cross-cultural feature making the concept
“woman” applicable and distinguishing it from the concept “man.” For this
reason, I would argue that there is a necessary relation between the concept
of woman and female sex. As I explain in a moment, if we treat “woman” as
a cluster concept, then even if having a female sex is an essential component
of the concept, it does not follow that having a female sex is essential to
being an individual woman.

In this part, I will sketch an account of “woman” which has two elements.
First, the concept of woman is a “cluster concept™; i.e., there is-a cluster of dif-
ferent features in our concept of woman and in order for an individual to sat-
isfy the concept, it is sufficient to satisfy enough of, rather than all and only,
the features in the cluster.®! Secondly, the type “woman” is a type in virtue of
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the resemblance structure which obtains among individual members of the
type. Women constitute a type on the basis of the real (natural and social) sim-
ilarities among the members of the type, and hence sentences ascribing wom-
anness to the world are true. Resemblance nominalism also allows for
difference because the similarities are not identities; as Armstrong puts it, the
similarities are at most “partial identities.”s? Positing that “woman” is a clus-
ter concept which picks out a resemblance class avoids either the appeal to
nominal essence, which requires that we delimit a set of necessary and suffi-
cient features which members of the type must have, or the difference
approach, which fails to build in important similarities among members of the
type. Thus, the position I will outline is a stronger tool for feminists than either
the appeal to nominal essence or the difference view espoused by Spelman.

The notion of a cluster concept derives from Wittgenstein’s idea in the
Philosophical Investigations that some features of the world bear family
resemblances to each other.®® For example, our concept of game includes
“board-games, ball-games, card-games, Olympic games and so on.” However,
there is no single thing that is the same across them all: “[W]e see a compli-
cated network of similarities, overlapping and crisscrossing: sometimes over-
all similarities, sometimes similarities of detail.”®* Wittgenstein observes that
different games have different features: In chess, much depends on skill; in
cards, there are elements of skill and luck; in children’s games, there are ele-
ments of luck and amusement, but perhaps not of skill, and so forth. We call
all these practices “games” because of the similarities among them.%

The concept “woman” is like the concept “game.” There are a number
of different features in our idea of womanness. As with the concept “game,”
it is sufficient that an individual woman have a proportion of these features
in order to satisfy the concept “woman.” The elements of concepts cluster
together: Our idea of a game includes the elements of play, amusement, fun,
luck, etc., which are typically associated with each other in the practices to
which the word ‘game’ applies. Similarly, a class of objects is a type because
of a characteristic clustering of features: ‘Gold’ refers to a type because of a
clustering of the features of yellowness, shining color, malleability, fusibil-
ity, etc., in samples of gold. In order to outline the elements of the concept
“woman” and to argue that the concept applies to a type not a gerryman-
dered class, I will look for a clustering of features which is both associated
with the concept “woman” and manifests itself in actual individual women.

I want to suggest that there are four general elements in the concept
“woman.” First, womanness is attributed on the basis of female sex. Female
sex includes having the characteristics of a human female (XX chromosome,
sex characteristics, and general morphology) and having other bodily char-
acteristics such as gait or voice quality. Secondly, a range of phenomeno-
logical features, or aspects of what it feels like to be a woman, are typically
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associated with women: for example, physical feelings, like having menstrual
cramps and female sexual experience, and the “lived experience” of child-
birth, breast-feeding, or at least the potential to have such lived experience.
The phenomenology also includes feelings which are the product of social
factors, like fear of walking on the streets at night or fear of rape. Thirdly,
there are roles such as wearing typical female dress, or being oppressed on
the basis of one’s sex, or typically undertaking “private” responsibilities like
child-rearing rather than “public” responsibilities in the wider community.
Finally, there are self-attributions and the attributions of others which occur
as a result of the physical and other features that I have identified: calling
oneself a woman and being called a woman. An important explanation of
why these particular features cluster together in individual women is that, for
many individuals, having a female sex causes the phenomenology, role, and
attributions of womanness. Lived experience often occurs as a result of bod-
ily features as well as cultural and social conceptions of femaleness; roles
like child-rearing are typically the products of having a female sex, and attri-
butions of womanness tend to be made on the basis of female sex.

The elements of the concept “woman” will help us to pick out paradigms
of women which are required to construct a resemblance class. In his account
of resemblance nominalism, H. H. Price provides a method for constructing
aresemblance class: “[A] class has, as it were, a nucleus, an inner ring of key
members, consisting of a small group of standard objects or exemplars.”®’ Let
a group of particulars which satisfy the concept of woman, i.e., satisfy enough
of the elements in the cluster, be the exemplars of the type “woman.” What
counts as enough will be controversial, but for the moment I will suggest that
an exemplar must satisfy at least three of the dimensions in the concept of
woman in order to count as a woman. For example, the following group could
constitute the exemplars of the type: (i) an Afro-American who has an XX
chromosome and female sex characteristics, a characteristic female gait,
attributes womanness to herself, and is oppressed on the basis of sex; (ii) an
Asian-American transsexual who attributes womanness to herself and dresses
as a female, has female secondary sex characteristics, and has many of the
elements of female phenomenology though she lacks an XX chromosome;
(i) a white European hermaphrodite who has been brought up “as a girl” and
as a result satisfies typical female roles, has many of the aspects of female
phenomenology, and dresses and lives as a female though she lacks female sex
characteristics; (iv) a Papua New Guinean with an XX chromosome and
female sex characteristics who calls herself a woman and is called a woman,
and has responsibility for child-rearing and other family oriented tasks.

Any individual resembling any of the paradigms sufficiently closely (on
Price’s account, as closely as they resemble each other)®® will be a member
of the resemblance class “woman.” For example, consider a white American
from a poor background with an XX chromosome and female sex charac-
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teristics who has been oppressed on the basis of sex. The nature of her
oppression will differ from that of exemplar (i) since, for Afro-American
women, the experience of oppression is intimately bound up with the his-
tory of slavery and racial oppression in America. Nevertheless, she will count
as a woman because her oppression will resemble the oppression experi-
enced by exemplar (i) sufficiently closely. Her oppression is as similar to the
oppression of exemplar (i) as the latter is to the oppression of the white
hermaphrodite of exemplar (iif).

There are a number of advantages and consequences of the model I am
developing. First, it makes sense of some of the hard cases raised earlier in
the paper. Having an XX chromosome and female sex characteristics is not
necessary for being an individual woman, though female sex is a necessary
component in the concept of woman. Treating the concept as a cluster con-
cept explains both why female sex is centrally important to the notion of
woman and how individuals can be women without being of the female sex.
For instance, individuals of indeterminate sex who have female lived expe-
riences, social roles, and self-attributions of womanness will count as women.
Moreover, we understand why examples like the character of Dil in The
Crying Game are hard cases. Dil is a transvestite who dresses as a woman,
has the gait and bearing of a woman and hence has womanness attributed to
her by others, and also has many aspects of female phenomenology. However,
Dil also satisfies many of the features of the concept “man” and in principle
could be a member of the type “man.” Treating the types “woman’ and “man”
as resemblance classes explains this possibility. Resemblance classes do not
have precise boundaries, and cases like Dil suggest that the boundaries of the
types “man’ and “woman” overlap.

Secondly, there is room to argue on this model that gender is a matter of
degree. Whether it is a matter of degree depends on how we understand the
notions of a cluster concept and of sufficient resemblance to the exemplars
of the resemblance class. On one common understanding of a cluster concept,
once an individual satisfies enough of the features in the concept, it is fully
fledged; there is no room for satisfying the concept to a greater degree.* On
an alternative understanding, having enough of the elements in the cluster is
a threshold over which an individual must pass in order to satisfy the concept.
However, once past the threshold, an individual can be a woman to a greater
or lesser degree, depending on how closely she resembles the exemplars of
the class. Degrees of gender might be useful in explaining cases like Dil.
Even if Dil makes it over the threshold of womanness, she may not be a
woman to the greatest possible degree, as she may not resemble the exem-
plars as closely as other members of the type.

Thirdly, the model has an advantage over analyses of gender which char-
acterize gender wholly in terms of social relations. It provides an account in
which natural features such as sex, as well as features caused by them, like
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sexual experiences, are necessary components of the concept of gender
(though not necessary to an individual being a woman).

Fourthly, the notion of woman as a resemblance class is an empirically
powerful one in that it explains actual “felt similarities” among women.
Judith Mary Green and Blanche Radford Curry use a Wittgensteinian anal-
ysis to explain what they term the “real recognition experiences, in history,
in literature, and in our own lives” among women of different races.”® Just
as differences cannot be denied, the similarities among women along the
four dimensions mentioned earlier must be recognized in any account of
what it is to be a woman.

Finally, the model is compatible with the projects of revision and reval-
uation of what it is to be a woman outlined by de Lauretis. Although there
are real similarities among members of a resemblance class, the class is con-
structed in the sense that there is a choice as to the exemplars of the class.
Moreover, the elements of the cluster concept that I have identified include
both social roles and conceptions, and natural features of individuals. To the
extent that any of these are revisable, the concept itself is also revisable.

4. IDENTITIES

In the introduction I identified two forms of essentialism: a form which
understands the essence of woman as a universal, and a form in which the
essence of woman is the essence or identity of individual women. I have
argued that there is no essence of woman in the first sense, though women
constitute a type which is bound together by a resemblance structure.
Feminists claim, however, that people have a gender “identity”” and often
seem to imply by this that gender is constitutive, or at least partially consti-
tutive, of the individual. Since I gave a negative answer to the question of
whether there is a universal “woman,” the possibility of an affirmative answer
to the question of whether gender is essential to individual identity again
shows that the two forms of essentialism are distinct.

The plausibility of the claim that gender is essential to personal identity
itself depends on how one unpacks the notions of “essential” and “identity”
used in the attribution of a gender identity. I will briefly consider three pos-
sibilities here. These are that gender is essential to one’s “sense of self”; that
gender is essential in that the individual cannot survive changes in gender;
and that gender is essential in that one’s actual gender is logically necessary
to being the individual that one is.

I have already suggested that the last alternative is implausible. The
counterfactual “If I were a man, I would not have written this paper” seems
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true, but not simply trivially true. It seems true for substantive reasons such
as that men are far less likely to be interested in feminist philosophy. Yet, if
gender were a condition of modal identity, the conditional would have an
impossible antecedent and hence be trivially true. Similarly, the counterfac-
tual “If I were a man, I would have learnt to drive earlier than at the age of
seventeen” seems false. (My parents did not treat my brothers differently in
this respect.) However, the counterfactual could not be false if gender were
modally essential to identity, as, if it were, the counterfactual would be triv-
ially true. It follows that if the claim that gender is essential to self means
“modally essential,” it is unlikely to be true.

Perhaps, however, having the gender that I have, once I have it, is essen-
tial to me.”" On this view, if I change genders, I become a different person.
Despite hard cases (e.g., transsexuals who perhaps do not seem to become
different persons as a result of a change of gender), this line of argument
may be promising, though I cannot pursue it here.

Finally, the claim that gender is an essential part of one’s sense of self
seems almost uncontroversial.”” The claim may not be true if one had an
ambiguous gender to start with. However, once one has a gender, it seems
plausible that the features of gender are deeply connected to one’s sense of
who one is. This is exemplified by the fact that people identify with a cer-
tain gender and make attributions of gender to themselves.

If gender is essential to individual indentity in any of these senses, an
interesting consequence follows. I have argued that gender is a cluster concept,
which means that a particular individual has a gender just in case she has a
certain number of the properties in the cluster. On my account, the properties
in the cluster comprise relations as well as intrinsic properties. Thus, having
a gender may in part be a matter of being in certain relations. If gender is
essential to individual identity or to one’s sense of self, and if gender is, in
part, having certain relations, it follows that the self or at least one’s sense of
self is, in part, constituted by being in certain relations. A conclusion that the
self is relational, if established, could illuminate in interesting ways several
independent accounts of the nature of the self in which it is argued that the self
is relational. For example, some communitarians claim that individuals are
constituted by historical and community relations; and some feminists pro-
pose that bodily relations and properties are components of the self.”?

5. CONCLUSION

I have suggested that two forms of essentialism in feminist philosophy should
be separated. An analysis and critique of the first form reveals that there is
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no universal “woman.” Instead, the concept “woman” is a cluster concept
applying to a resemblance class. People are women when they have enough
of the properties relevant in the application of the concept.

An answer to the question of whether there is a universal “woman” does

not answer the further question of whether womanness is essential to indi-
vidual identity. This question’s answer depends on how we unpack “essen-
tial” in the context of individual identity. However, if gender is essential to
individual identity, there is an interesting consequence for the nature of the self.
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