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Abstract: Was bisexuality a widespread feature of ancient Greek society? This
question is an instance of cross-cultural projection – of taking the means through
which people are categorized in one culture and applying it tomembers of another.
It’s widely held by those who think that sexual orientation is socially constructed
that its projection poses a problem. In this paper, I offer a more careful analysis of
this alleged problem. To analyze projection, I adapt Iris Einheuser’s substratum-
carving model of conventionalism to fit the specific needs of social construction
(and social metaphysics more broadly). Using this model, I show that projection is
conceptually coherent, and so does not for that reason pose any problem. Along
the way, I identify some of the epistemic difficulties facing projection. While these
difficulties are formidable, they are not substantially affected by the constructivist
claim. I therefore conclude that there is no unique problem facing the projection of
a socially constructed sexual orientation.

Keywords: sexual orientation, historical projection, social construction, social
metaphysics, Iris Einheuser, modality

1 Introduction

In more than one dialogue, Plato portrays a relationship between Socrates and
Alcibiades that was sometimes playful and often erotic. Within an English church
there is a 15th-century brass memorial that depicts two maidens, Elizabeth Etch-
ingham and Agnes Oxenbridge, intimately gazing into each other’s eyes. And,
according to the Book of Han, the Emperor Ai once awoke from a nap and decided
to cut off the sleeve of his robes so as to not disturb the slumber of his favored
official, Dong Xian, underneath whose head the sleeve was stuck.

*Corresponding author: Peter Finocchiaro, School of Philosophy, Wuhan University, Wuhan,
P. R. China, E-mail: peter.w.finocchiaro@gmail.com. https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4060-7061

Journal of Social Ontology 2021; 7(2): 173–203

Open Access. © 2021 Peter Finocchiaro, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed
under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.

https://doi.org/10.1515/jso-2021-0005
https://doi.org/10.1515/jso-2021-0005
mailto:peter.w.finocchiaro@gmail.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4060-7061


More than a few people have used these – and similar – examples to combat
contemporary heteronormativity. On the whole, our society is one where people
are presumed to be straight and those who are not are seen as unusual. But the
history of sexuality seems to tell a different story. In some cultures, relations
between men or between women were seen as normal. So why should such re-
lations be, in the here and now, so conspicuous? Why should we presume that
there is something unusual about those who are bi, gay, or lesbian when the
historical records suggest otherwise?

The richness of queer history is seen by many as a useful tool in the fight for
political equality. It is perhaps understandable, then, that it has become entangled
in a dense knot of issues regarding sexual orientation. I can’t hope to adequately
address each of those issues here. Many of them are better addressed by historians,
sociologists, and biologists, anyway. But within this knot is an issue that, in fact, is
best addressed by philosophers. I think I can separate it from the others. And I hope
to adequately address it here.

Some people think that our contemporary categories of sexual orientation
reflect real divisions in nature. For example, the neuroscientist Simon LeVay says:

Sexual orientation is an aspect of gender that emerges from the prenatal sexual differentia-
tion of the brain.Whether a person ends up gay, straight, or bisexual depends in large part on
how this process of biological differentiation goes forward, the lead actors being genes, sex
hormones, and the brain systems that they influence (LeVay (2017): 163).

They consequently take our contemporary categories of sexual orientation as
“essential”, and often look for historical expressions of this supposed essence. To
that end, it is extremely common for people to reference the myth that Aristo-
phanes shares in Plato’s Symposium. According to the myth, humans used to be
large, circular, and doubled – double-armed, double-faced, and double-sexed.
Zeus split these primeval humans down the middle. Ever since, humans long for
their “other half”, be it the other male from a male-male double, the other female
from a female-female pair, or the other sex from a mixed pair.

But other people think that our contemporary categories of sexual orientation
are mere constructions of our society. For example, Michel Foucault says:

We must not forget that the psychological, psychiatric, medical category of homosexuality
was constituted from the moment it was characterized […] less by a type of sexual relations
thanby a certain quality of sexual sensibility, a certainway of inverting themasculine and the
feminine in oneself. Homosexuality appeared as one of the forms of sexuality when it was
transposed from the practice of sodomy onto a kind of interior androgyny, a hermaphrodism
of the soul. The sodomite had been a temporary aberration; the homosexual was now a
species (Foucault (1978): 43).
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According to Foucault, “the homosexual”’ did not exist until doctors began to
categorize patients as homosexual (Shortly thereafter, they were understandably
compelled to categorize some “non-homosexuals” as “heterosexual”). He would
deny LeVay’s assertion that sexual orientation is a biological category, and he
would deny that the historically recent division of people into gay, straight, or
bisexual is a mark of scientific progress in our understanding of sexuality. Ac-
cording to Foucault, there is no unadulterated “essence” for science to discover.
Foucault and others often marvel at the diversity of sexual expression in humans
across space and time. As a result, they pay careful attention to how other cultures
conceive of their sexuality and organize its expression. They emphasize taking
others “on their own terms” and not imposing onto them our contemporary cat-
egories of sexual orientation. Thus, despite their differences, the ancient Greek
erastes and the medieval sodomite were no less real in their own times than “the
homosexual” or “the gay man” is in ours.

Entangled in this disagreement is a sort of reasoning that I will call cross-
cultural projection (or projection, for short). We regularly sort ourselves into social
categories – black or white, man or woman, gay or straight, and so on. We project
when we extend this activity to those in other social contexts. So, when in their
fight against heteronormativity people claim that bisexuality was a widespread
feature of ancient Greek society, they are projecting our contemporary under-
standing of sexual orientation onto people like Socrates and Alcibiades.

What is at stake is whether or not the projection of sexual orientation is
problematic. Themost prominent characterization of this alleged problem relies on
two seemingly connected claims. The first claim is a metaphysical claim: sexual
orientation is socially constructed; our concepts regarding who is lesbian, gay, bi,
or straight do not track natural categories; if they track anything, they track
something that we, as a society, have created. The second claim is a methodo-
logical claim: it is problematic to sort culturally distant figures into socially con-
structed categories that would be alien to them. From these two claims it follows
that the projection of sexual orientation is, despite its political significance,
problematic. As the historian of Christianity andmedieval Europe John Boswell so
plainly puts it: “If the categories ‘homosexual/heterosexual’ and ‘gay/straight’ are
the inventions of particular societies rather than real aspects of the human psyche,
there is no gay history’’ (Boswell (1989): 20).

In this paper, I argue that this characterization fails to show that projection is
problematic. It fails because the second claim is either (a) prima facie plausible but
in fact false, or (b) not impacted by the truth or falsity of the first claim. I begin in
Section 2 by more clearly articulating what it means to say that something is
socially constructed. I then develop a model for articulating such claims about
reality. Next, in Section 3, I use that model to develop an account of our socially
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constructed concept of sexual orientation. In Section 4, I analyze the projection of
sexual orientation and distinguish between some ways in which it may be prob-
lematic. I argue that, so far as the conceptual coherency of projection is concerned,
it is not problematic. I end by tentatively discussing some of projection’s epistemic
difficulties. These difficulties are legitimate, but their difficulty would remain even
if our concepts regarding who is lesbian, gay, bi, or straight did track natural
categories. Thus, there is no unique problem facing the projection of a socially
constructed sexual orientation.

2 Modeling Social Reality

Let’s assume that sexual orientation is socially constructed. Yet to say that
something is socially constructed is to leave a lot of the details unspecified. To give
the assumption greater specificity, I will first say a bit more about what “social
construction”means in the context of the essentialism/social construction debate
about sexual orientation. Then, I will present amodel for characterizing this social
construction. The model is an adaptation of a neglected model of metaphysical
conventionalism developed by Einheuser (2006).

2.1 Socially Constructed, But Not Socially Fictitious

There is noway to uncontroversially explainwhat social construction is. But formy
purposes here, I will focus on the question “What is it to say that x is socially
constructed?” Thus, I set aside (for now) the important motivations and method-
ologies of those engaged in constructionist projects.

Generally speaking, to say that x is socially constructed is to say that society
plays a role in determining what x is. There are at least two importantly different
roles a society may play, though. First, a society may play a causal role in deter-
mining what x is. Think of stereotypes about social categories – for example, the
stereotype that girls are not as good at math as boys. Quite plausibly, this ste-
reotype has a causal effect on who excels in math classes, who decides to pursue
math-related careers, and so on.1 Things that are shaped by society in this way are
causally constructed. Second, a society (or an aspect of a society) may be a
constitutive element of x’s metaphysical definition. For example, any plausible
account of what it is to be an Associate Justice of the Supreme Court of the United

1 For some empirical work on this claim, see Good, Arsonson, and Harder (2008), Miller, Eagly,
and Linn (2015), and Spencer, Steele, and Quinn (1999).

176 P. Finocchiaro



States of America involves a reference to – you guessed it! – the United States of
America. Thus, the judgeship is constitutively constructed. While causal determi-
nation and metaphysical determination may come together, they often do not.2

Sexual behavior is obviously causally constructed. Just look at how much it
varies across societies! The only plausible explanations for why pederasty was
more prominent in ancient Greece than in medieval India or for why same-sex
sexual behavior is more common among female prisoners than among the general
female population are explanations that mention the causal role society has on
behavior. But the fact that sexual behavior is causally constructed does not
automatically entail that sexual orientation is causally constructed. Plausibly, an
individual’s sexual orientation is dispositional: it only “manifests” in the appro-
priate “stimulus conditions”. These conditions are often not met in observable
sexual behavior. The sexual behavior of a celibate priest (i.e. his celibacy) says very
little about his underlying sexual orientation; so, too, for the sexual behavior of
those who are forced into survival sex. Thus, the variation in sexual behavior
across societies shows that sexual orientation is causally constructed only if the
relevant conditions for its manifestation are met across these variations. But what
these conditions are and whether they are met is a matter of dispute.

Nevertheless, these causal issues are not the focus of those who think that
sexual orientation is socially constructed. They are more interested in the seem-
ingly arbitrary nature of the categories we employ and our blindness to that
arbitrariness. As the sociologist Mary McIntosh (who is arguably the first to
acknowledge this issue) puts it:

Recent advances in the sociology of deviant behaviour have not yet affected the study of
homosexuality, which is still commonly seen as a condition characterizing certain persons in
the way that birthplace or deformity might characterize them […] This conception and the
behaviour it supports operate as a form of social control in a society in which homosexuality
is condemned […] It is proposed that the homosexual should be seen as playing a social role
rather than as having a condition (McIntosh (1968): 182–184).

McIntosh goes on to compare sexual orientation to other social labels, like juvenile
delinquency and race. These labels are unlike the labels that track naturally

2 For more on what it is to say that x is socially constructed, see Haslanger (2012): 85–94. Has-
langer discusses other varieties of the social construction question, most relevantly discursive
social construction and pragmatic construction. They are all subtly different and worthy of dis-
cussion. But I think the distinction I introduce suffices to clarify the issues at stake, and so for the
sake of concision I will gloss over these subtleties (Though a fuller discussion is needed, it seems
that the line I developbelow is one according towhich themanifest concept of sexual orientation is
strongly pragmatically constructed while the operative concept is constitutively constructed, in
the second sense developed later).
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significant categories (like those for blood type or diabetes) and so it is no surprise
when their scientific study leads to error and confusion: “One might as well try to
trace the aetiology of ‘committee chairmanship’ or ‘Seventh Day Adventism’ as of
‘homosexuality’” (183).

Continuing this theme, the classicist and queer theory scholar David Halperin
compares the study of homosexuality to the study of dietary preferences. Why
should we assume that someone’s preference for men over women reveals their
“personal identity” or their “innate, characterological disposition”whenwedonot
assume the same about their preference for white meat over dark meat? (Halperin
(1990): 26–27). Similarly, the philosopher and legal scholar Edward Stein com-
pares our situation to that of an imaginary country named Zomnia. In Zomnian
society, people are categorized on the basis of their sleeping habits. Those who
predominantly sleep on their stomachs are called “fronters”, and those who pre-
dominantly sleep on their back are called “backers”. According to Stein, we ought
to think that “[the Zomnian] practice of grouping people into backers and fronters
is laughable at best, their practice of discriminating against people on the basis of
their sleep habits is morally wrong, and their scientific theories that concern the
‘etiology’ of ‘backerhood’ are pseudoscientific” (Stein (1999): 73).

What these comparisons have in common are two theses about sexual
orientation, one positive and one negative. The positive thesis recognizes that our
categories of sexual orientation track genuine differences in human sexuality and
that some claims made using these categories (e.g. “Ellen DeGeneres is gay.”) are
non-trivially true or false. The negative thesis, though, denies that these differ-
ences are mind-independently significant in the same sense that differences be-
tween species are (arguably) mind-independently significant. Insofar as
differences in sexual orientation matter at all, it is only because we, as a society,
have decided to make them matter. Contrary to what we may have thought, the
social significance of sexual orientation is an ineliminable part of the story about
what it is. Thus, sexual orientation is constitutively constructed.

Along those lines, those who think that sexual orientation is socially con-
structed in this way do not go on to say that sexual orientation is “not real”. Some
people really do prefer white meat over dark meat. Admittedly, it may be peculiar,
even laughable, to continue placing such a great emphasis on something that lacks
mind-independent significance. But that is not by itself a mark against its reality.
Some further argument must be given to move from mind-independent insignifi-
cance to elimination. Such an argument may be hard to sustain, though, since
there seem to be all manner of social features that still exist despite their mind-
independent insignificance – political appointments, gym memberships, and
modern art, to name just a few examples.
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2.2 The Substratum-Carving Model

To more precisely characterize claims about socially constructed features, I will
now develop a model. The model is an adaptation of a neglected model of meta-
physical conventionalism developed by Iris Einheuser.3 She uses her original
model to characterize prominent anti-realist positions like ontological conven-
tionalism and moral projectivism. But with some small modifications the model
can be made to work for theories of social construction and social reality more
broadly.

The primary distinction upon which Einheuser’s model is built is that between
S-features andC-features. S-features are the features of theworldwhose presence is
independent of our conceptual practices. In contrast, C-features are the features
whose presence constitutively depends on our conceptual practices. Take the
mind-independent portion of reality, the substratum. This substratum on its own
gives rise to certain features of the world. Those features are the S-features. Facts
about which S-features are present andwhat they are like depend only onwhat the
substratum is like. Everything else is a C-feature. Facts about which C-features are
present and what they are like depend on both what the substratum is like and the
conventions we impose on that mind-independent substratum.

Any example here would be controversial. But I hope the following examples
are controversial in an illustrative sort of way. The class of S-features may include
things like physical particles, space and time, God, and perfectly natural proper-
ties. These features are “objective” – if they exist, they exist whether or not we
recognize them. The class of C-featuresmay include things like spatially disjointed
objects, abstracta, statues, andmoral properties. According to some philosophers,
these things exist only as constructions of ourminds. Of course, other philosophers
think that these things are just as “objective” as physical particles. Their
disagreement is best characterized on this model as a disagreement as to whether
the thing in question is an S-feature or a “mere” C-feature.

C-features are derived from conceptual practices. Loosely speaking, concep-
tual practices are systematic ways of conceiving. Conceptual practices are varied
and complex phenomena that raise many tough questions in their own right
(Consider, for example, just how much has been said throughout the history of
western philosophy about the nature of abstraction). But Einheuser distances her
model from the particularities of conceptual practices by introducing the notion of
a carving. A carving is a function that takes a substratum and gives a set of
C-features. Intuitively, then, a carvingmodels theways C-features can emerge from

3 In what follows, I focus primarily on the model as developed in Einheuser (2006). Further
applications of her model can be found in Einheuser (2009, 2011).
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a given conceptualization of substrata. For example, a carving that models
abstractionmight take the particulars existing in a substratumand give the general
ideas or universals that an individual could mentally generate from those partic-
ulars. Similarly, a moral carving might take a substratum, including its natural
properties, and supply the moral properties that like-minded individuals would
project onto that substratum. Because carvings are functions, they do not represent
“free-for-all” readings of abstraction ormorality. They uniformly produce the same
outputs from the same inputs, only generating C-features where the relevant
S-features are present in the substratum to which they are applied.

Following Einheuser, we can formally represent aworld as an ordered pair of a
substratum and a carving. Consequently, for any one substratum – for example,
the one we actually occupy – there are many worlds constructed from that very
same substratum and various carvings of it. Similarly, a single carving can be
paired with different substrata to generate different worlds.

Now, to adapt Einheuser’s model to work as a model of social reality, I need to
introduce three modifications.

First modification. Einheuser remains fully neutral with respect to the
comparative “reality” of S-features and C-features. But, arguably, such neutrality
cannot be maintained by a model of social reality. As I said above, the claim that
something is socially constructed is distinct from the claim that it is “unreal”. My
model should therefore be interpreted as one where C-features are genuinely real
and claims about their presence or absence are genuinely true or false, depending
on what the world’s substratum is really like. What this means, exactly, is hard to
say. Onmypreferred interpretation, the relationship between social C-features and
non-social S-features is like the relationship between non-fundamental properties
and fundamental properties. The claim that the world contains grue emeralds is
genuinely true, even if it is in some way less metaphysically perspicuous than the
claim that the world contains green emeralds. So, too, for the claim that my wallet
contains someUS dollars and the claim that Ellen is gay. Each is a true claim about
a particular C-feature, and each might be the most accurate way of describing that
C-feature. Nevertheless, C-features are not fundamental and so claims about them
cannot be as metaphysically perspicuous as claims about S-features can be.4

Second modification. Einheuser originally characterizes the conceptual
practices from which C-features derive as being constituted by how people think,

4 Elsewhere, I characterize this as a difference in fidelity. See, for instance, Finocchiaro (2021). To
be clear, I give this interpretation primarily as ameans of illustrating the reality of C-features; fully
defending it is beyond what I hope to accomplish in this paper. Other people may maintain that
C-features are the causal products of S-features and therefore C-features are no less real than the
S-features that create them.
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speak, and behave. So, while Einheuser does not characterize conceptual practices
as being entirely mentalistic, she does seem to suggest that they are the direct
product of intentional activity. Yet such anunderstandingmight exclude indirectly
produced social phenomena, indirect in the sense that it is not necessary for people
to think about them specifically. Consider economic recessions. Economic re-
cessions are socially constructed phenomena – without minds, there are no re-
cessions. And yet economic recessions do not seem to be the direct product of
intentional activity, but rather the collateral creation of economic systems.
Economists nowadaysmight be able to identify when an economy is in a recession.
But the first recessions predate their ability, and in fact predate the entire concept
of a recession. Thus, a recession is in this respect importantly different from a
C-feature like money, which is (arguably) directly constructed in the sense that
money needs to be conceived of by people asmoney. John Searle characterizes this
difference as the difference between the “ground-floor” facts that are directly
represented in people’s thought, speech, or behavior and the “fallout” facts that
are constituted by those ground-floor facts, but need not themselves be directly
represented. To adapt Einheuser’s model to work as a model of social reality, her
(now potentially misnomered) notion of “conceptual” practices should be inter-
preted broadly so as to include the “ground floor” and the possibility of “fallout”.5

Third modification. In her original model, Einheuser intentionally leaves the
relationship between conceptual practices and carvings underspecified so as to
accommodate as many conventionalist positions as possible. But not all carvings
are social carvings. For a carving to count as a social carving, it must satisfy some
minimal constraints. Most importantly, social carvings must be social. A carving
that models the enigmatic conceptual practice of a single individual living in
relative isolation is not a social carving. Thus, for a carving to count as social it
must take into consideration the conceptual practices of multiple people. This
third modification leads to a formidable challenge. It takes some work to get a
sense of what one single person thinks. It takes that muchmore work to get a sense
of what one hundred, one thousand, or onemillion people think. But the challenge
runs deeper than that. Members of a single society almost always have conflicting

5 See Searle (2010): 116–119. The example of an economic recession originally comes from
Thomasson (2003). See, also, Khalidi (2015): 98–100. The notion of “conceptual” practices I want
to invoke is meant to accommodate the existence of Khalidi’s first kind of social kinds – i.e. social
kinds whose existence and nature does not require anyone having any propositional attitude
toward them, specifically, in contrast to Searle’s “self-referential” constructions which do have
that requirement. Importantly, though, what I am calling indirect social constructions are still
constitutively constructed. Along these lines, we can distinguish between the material hardship
that is causally constructed by a decline in economic activity and the recession itself that is
constitutively constructed.
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understandings of their world (try asking people if a hot dog is a sandwich and see
what happens!). For a carving to be genuinely social, it must also model an
appropriate means of reconciling these conflicts by formalizing that reconciliation
into a mathematically determinate function. That’s no mean feat.

I don’t have anything new to say that would help meet this challenge.
Following Searle (1995), we could say that a carving is social only if it models a
constitutive rule that the members of some society collectively accept. Or,
following Haslanger (2012), we could say that a carving is social only if it models
the schemas that partially constitute some society’s social structure.6 But either
approach would still leave plenty of work in determining how, for example, con-
ceptual practices combine to produce collective acceptances.

For now, I will simply assume that there is some way to reconcile the con-
flicting conceptual practices of a society’s members and that members of that
society have more-or-less reliable access to the results. I don’t think this is an
unreasonable assumption. Consider the determination of the meaning of expres-
sions in a natural language. Linguistic meaning is ultimately constituted by the
linguistic practices of members of a linguistic community and the interactions
between them. How, precisely, that happens is of course a matter of great dispute.
Hopefully, this issue about linguistic meaning is somehow resolved. But even if I
don’t know how this issue is resolved, it’s reasonable for me to assume that it is,
somehow, and that the members of the linguistic community in question have
more-or-less reliable access to the results. To say otherwise is to commit to a
pervasive form of skepticism about meaning. The determination of linguistic
meaning is just a special case of social reconciliation; in the absence of an argu-
ment to the contrary it seems reasonable for me to assume the same holds for other
special cases. That being said, it is not okay for me to assume that everymember of
every society knows exactly what is manifested by that society’s collective social
practice. We are often lost, confused, and deceived about how, precisely, a society
operates. This is especially true when it comes to features that are purported to be
natural but are in fact socially constructed.

3 Carving Sexual Orientation

Now I will show how the adapted substratum-carving model can be applied to the
metaphysics of sexual orientation. I will focus on characterizing the dominant

6 For some alternative approaches (though they do not use the terminology that I employ here),
see Ásta (2018), Epstein (2014), Hacking (1999), Mallon (2016), Millikan (2014), and Ritchie (2018).
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conceptualization of sexual orientation in the social context that I know best: the
United States of America in the early 21st century.7

I think that dominant conceptualization is accurately represented by the
carving I am about to provide.8 To that end, I will offer some motivations for the
view and argue against a few alternatives. But my primary interest is in analyzing
the problem of projection, not in defending any specific carving that we project. I
encourage whoever is unpersuaded by what I have to say to substitute my carving
with their preferred carving in the subsequent analysis of projection.

3.1 The Proposed Carving

Consider the fact that Ellen DeGeneres is gay. I suggest that this fact depends on
society’s conceptualization of seemingly natural facts about Ellen’s dispositions.
More specifically, Ellen is gay because Ellen is a woman who is disposed to feel
sexual attraction toward and engage sexually with primarily or exclusively
women. But there is nothing special about Ellen with respect to the relevance of
these dispositions. To model this conceptualization of sexuality, I offer a carving
that targets two portions of the world’s substratum.9 First, it targets every person’s
dispositions to feel sexual attraction toward and engage sexually with others and
groups these dispositions on the basis of the sexual object’s gender. Second, it
targets the gender of the person with these dispositions. The carving builds
schemas from these two elements to carve sexual orientations.10

7 Tobe sure, different subcultures in theUnited States varywith respect to how they conceptualize
sexual orientation. For instance, various LGBTQ subcultures tend to be more inclusive of trans
individuals and so their conceptualizations of sexual orientation also tend to be more inclusive of
them. Perhaps these subcultural conceptions of sexual orientation are the ultimate “atoms” of
conceptualization fromwhich larger cultures derive their conceptualizations. Yet I think there is a
sense in which the United States has a dominant conceptualization of sexual orientation. In this
respect I follow Haslanger (2012) in her notion of a dominant ideology as it applies to gender and
race. This dominant ideology is the one typically implicated in instances of cross-cultural
projection.
8 More specifically, it represents the United States of America’s manifest concept (For the dif-
ference between a society’s manifest concept of some phenomenon and its operative concept, see
Haslanger (2012): 92–93).When peoplemake a judgment about the sexual orientation of historical
figures, they in practice employ their manifest concept of sexual orientation. By developing a
social carving for that manifest concept, my analysis will more immediately connect to the issues
at stake when it comes to the projection of sexual orientation.
9 Technically speaking, if a carving is a mathematical function, then this carving is a function
whose input is an ordered pair. What follows is a less technical (and hopefully more accessible!)
presentation of the carving I have in mind.
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I claim that the United States’ dominant conceptualization of sexual orienta-
tion is accurately represented by the popular LGB initialism. This concept can be
characterized by a carving that satisfies the following constraints:

Lesbian: For all x, if (i) x is awomanand (ii) x is disposed to feel sexually attracted toward and
engage sexually with primarily or exclusively women, then x is lesbian.

Gay: For all x, if either (i) x is a woman and (ii) x is disposed to feel sexually attracted toward
and engage sexually with primarily or exclusively women, or (i’) x is a man and (ii’) x is
disposed to feel sexually attracted toward and engage sexually with primarily or exclusively
men, then x is gay.

Bisexual: For all x, if (i) x is disposed to feel sexually attracted toward and engage sexually
withwomen, (ii) x is disposed to feel sexually attracted toward and engage sexuallywithmen,
and (iii) the strengths of these dispositions are comparable, then x is bisexual.11

Straight: For all x, if either (i) x is a woman and (ii) x is disposed to feel sexually attracted
toward and engage sexually with primarily or exclusively men, or (i’) x is a man and (ii’) x is
disposed to feel sexually attracted toward and engage sexually with primarily or exclusively
women, then x is straight.

These four constraints exhaust the features carved byUS social practices regarding
sexual orientation.

3.2 Motivating the Proposed Carving

I don’t claim that there is anything especially novel in the characterization I’ve
provided. Indeed, the fact that it is not novel is precisely my aim – I am trying to
accurately characterize the carving that US society in fact employs. To that end, I
should say more to motivate this descriptive claim. First, this account is in some
important ways compatible with scientific approaches to sexual orientation that
are prominent in the United States, like LeVay’s. Those who adopt such an
approach often think that sexual orientation is a kind of natural feature (like blood

10 Note that this carving is exclusionary insofar as it does not ascribe a sexual orientation to
individuals who do not fit within a binary construction of gender. This is unfortunate. However, I
am providing a social carving for the manifest concept of sexual orientation in the US. Sadly, US
society is exclusionary.
11 By “comparable” I mean the negation of what I mean by “primarily or exclusively”. I do not
mean that the strengths of the dispositions are equal or approximately equal. According to this
carving, someone is bisexual even if their sexual experiences “lean” toward one gender over the
other. I admit that the boundary here is fuzzy, but a more informative distinction is not necessary
for the analysis of projection.
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type) connected to dispositions to feel sexual attraction and dispositions to engage in
sex (sexual dispositions, for short). They then go on to offer scientific explanations for
sexual dispositions.12 But such explanations canbe endorsed evenby thosewho think
that sexual orientation is socially constructed. The two parties can agree that there is
an underlying naturalistic explanation for why people have the sexual dispositions
that theyhave.What the twoparties disagree about iswhether or not there is a socially
independent reason to care about these sexual dispositions.13

That being said, determining what an individual’s sexual dispositions are is not
always a straightforward task. We never have direct access to a disposition. We can
only infer the existence of a disposition by observing its manifestation in an in-
dividual’s sexual behavior. But, as I mentioned above, in some circumstances an
individual’s sexual behavior is not a reliable indicationof their underlyingorientation.

So when is sexual behavior a reliable indication? I don’t know, and I don’t
think the United States of America knows. That is, the dominant US conceptuali-
zation of sexual orientation is underdeveloped enough that there is no precise
answer to this question. There are some conditions that seem uncontroversially
mandatory. The individual must be acting consensually. They must be presently
willing and able to act sexually. They must have a reasonable diversity of options
(e.g. being stranded and lonely on a desert island doesn’t count). But beyond those
uncontroversial conditions it’s unclear what more can be said. On the one hand,
people often allude to the content of fantasy, which suggests that they think the
best indications of sexual orientation involves what an individual would want to
do in ideal circumstances. On the other hand, people also very clearly make
judgments about an individual’s sexual orientation on the basis of ordinary cir-
cumstances– circumstanceswhich are presumably not ideal. There are at least two
ways of reconciling these facts. First, judgments made on the basis of fantasy may
just be a particularly expedient way of introspecting about what an individual
would do in ordinary circumstances. Second, judgmentsmade on the basis of what
an individual does in actual, ordinary circumstances may involve a sort of
abstracted inference as to what they would do in ideal circumstances. I’mnot sure
how to choose between these two readings.14 I don’t think I need to, though, and so
I will leave the issue undecided for now.

12 See LeVay (2017) for an extensive presentation of potentially relevant scientific research.
13 Cf. Halperin (1990): 41–44 and 49–51, Stein (1992): 325–331, andDembroff (2016): 24, especially
in connection to LeVay (2017): 25–38. I donotmean to say that an essentialistmust be committed to
a whole-sale sort of social independence here. Some essentialists regarding sexual orientation
might admit the social construction of gender or other features that figure into sexual dispositions.
14 Formore about conditions, see Stein (1999): 45–49 (who defends an ideal-conditions view) and
Dembroff (2016): 13–18 (who defends an ordinary-conditions view).
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The dominant conceptualization of sexual orientation in the United States is
also underdeveloped when it comes to the distinction between sex and gender.
Though the terms are contested, many scholars think sex terms like ‘male’ and
‘female’ target biological features (like genitalia) and gender terms like ‘man’ and
‘woman’ target social features (like personal appearance or social situatedness).
People in the United States regularly run roughshod over this distinction. Conse-
quently, the dominant US conceptualization of sexual orientation is equivocal. In
some prominent cases, sexual orientation is said to be a matter of gender. This is
best exemplified in connection to the sexual orientation of individuals who are
trans. For example, Grindr says that a trans man who is attracted to other men is
gay and a trans man who is attracted to women is straight.15 But there are equally
prominent cases where sexual orientation is said to be a matter of sex. Recently,
the Supreme Court ruled that Title VII of the Civil Rights Act protects individuals
against discrimination on the basis of their being gay or trans. In the majority
opinion, Justice Gorsuch argues that “homosexuality and transgender status are
inextricably bound up with sex” and explicitly specifies that ‘sex’ indicates the
biological distinction betweenmale and female (Bostock v. Clayton County (2020),
Opinion of the Court, 10).

My carving should be read in a way that preserves this equivocality in usage.16

To capture that equivocality, I could use a neologism like ‘sex-gender’. But I’d
rather not. The terms ‘man’ and ‘woman’ are already used equivocally; sometimes
they are used to refer to a gender, sometimes to a sex, and other times to neither in
particular. Thus, when I define being a lesbian in terms of being a woman, I do not
intend to take a stand on whether people in the United States consider trans
women to be “genuine” lesbians.

That being said, I do intend to take a stand on whether people consider
bisexuality to be gender-inclusive. They do not. Admittedly (and thankfully), there
is a growing trend of linguistic authorities defining ‘bisexual’ in a way that ac-
commodates attraction to those who are neither men nor women. Merriam-
Webster, for instance, recently revised its definition to include “sexual or romantic

15 “Can a Trans Person Be Gay?” Grindr, help.grindr.com/hc/en-us/articles/115014919647-Can-a-
trans-person-be-gay-. Accessed 17 June 2020.
16 Other scholars who preserve the equivocality in their discussions of sexual orientation include
Stein (1999): 33 and Díaz-León (forthcoming): 4. To be clear: I am preserving the equivocality here
for descriptive reasons. There are interesting arguments that sexual orientation should be
conceptualized only in terms of sex (e.g. Stock (2019): 301–308), interesting arguments that sexual
orientation should be conceptualized only in terms of gender, and interesting arguments that
sexual orientation should be conceptualized in terms of both sex and gender (e.g. Dembroff (2016):
18–20). Despite the merits of these arguments, a cursory look at usage in the United States shows
that they have not had the intended persuasive effect.
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attraction to people of one’s own gender identity and of other gender identities”.
Yet my impression is that the predominant usage of ‘bisexual’ in America is still
binary. Indeed, despite its recent revision, Merriam-Webster retains the binary
definition and adds this usage note:

While educational and advocacy groups tend to define bisexual broadly as applying to sexual
or romantic attraction tomembers of one’s own gender identity aswell as tomembers of other
gender identities, the older, narrower application describing attraction to male and female
people persists among English speakers, aided, no doubt, by the word’s morphology: the
prefix bi- means ‘two.’Note that while the broadermeaning of bisexual can be understood as
occupying the same semantic territory as pansexual, there are peoplewho identify as one but
not the other, as well as people who identify as both (https://www.merriam-webster.com/
dictionary/bisexual).

I think that as amatter of empirical fact the LGB carving I provided best characterizes
the dominant conceptualization of sexual orientation in the United States of America.
First, this carving haswidespread official recognition. Returning to the SupremeCourt
TitleVII ruling, even JusticeAlito says inhis dissentingopinion that sexual orientation
follows the LGB carving, citing similar language in a psychiatry textbook, the Amer-
ican Heritage Dictionary, and Webster’s New College Dictionary (Bostock v. Clayton
County (2020), DissentingOpinion, 7–8). But themost compelling reason to think that
the LGB carving is the dominant carving is the comparative rarity of alternatives.
Consider carvings that offer more fine-grained categories. The Kinsey scale, for
example, assigns to each individual a number between 0 (exclusively heterosexual)
and 6 (exclusively homosexual). Though the Kinsey scale might better capture the
popular idea that sexuality is a spectrum, it isn’t commonly used by people in the
United States.17 Similarly, while the use of ‘asexual’ is growing, the term has not yet
reached the level of prominence possessed by ‘lesbian’, ‘gay’, ‘bi’, and ‘straight’.

I could be wrong, of course. I have not offered quantitative evidence for the
dominance of the LGB carving. Those who think that another carving (perhaps one of
the ones I just mentioned) more accurately characterizes the dominant conception of
sexual orientation should use it in the subsequent analysis of projection.

4 Addressing the Problem of Projection

Now, with an account of a socially constructed sexual orientation in hand, we can
turn more specifically to the problem of cross-cultural projection.

17 Admittedly, this might be changing. Though it’s rare for people to non-ironically use Kinsey
numbers as identifiers, some dating apps have started to include categories that are plausibly co-
extensional with Kinsey numbers (e.g. “1” and “heteroflexible”).
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4.1 Stating the Problem

Cross-cultural projection is the application of our social categories onto those for
whom those categories are alien. Many people think that the legitimacy of this
application depends on the nature of the categories. So, if some given category is
“essential”, that category reflects a real division in nature that is socially inde-
pendent, and therefore the projection of that category is unproblematic. But if that
category is “constructed”, it is in some way contingent and tied to the society in
question, and therefore it is problematic to project onto a different social context.

To be clear: there is no canonical sense in which projection is allegedly
problematic. The problemwas first stated, somewhat inchoately, almost as soon as
social constructionismbegan to rise in prominence in the late 1970s. It took time for
scholars to articulate more precise statements of the problem. Despite their
increasing prominence, even these more precise statements are underdeveloped
and undermotivated. And, unfortunately, they diverge in philosophically signifi-
cant ways. This lack of precision and consensus is, I think, understandable. The
study of sexuality spans across many disciplines. So, while many scholars have
wrestled with this problem, most of them have done so within their own disci-
plinary bubbles. It’s no surprise that sociologists, biologists, anthropologists, and
historians have said things that philosophers would find, by the standards of
philosophy, unsatisfying.

Nevertheless, I think that the predominant sense in which projection is alleg-
edly problematic is conceptual. Here’s a representative statement. Recall Stein’s
fictional society of Zomnia, a society where people are divided into sleep orienta-
tions. The historians of this Zomnian society project their categories of fronters and
backers onto their historical figures. Stein insists that they are making a mistake.
So, too, when we project our sexual categories onto our historical figures:

[I]t does notmake sense to try to apply the Zomnian terms “backer” and “fronter” to people in
Attic Greece or contemporary North America because the Zomnian categories of sleep
orientation are (or at least seem to be)merely social kinds. Similarly, constructionists say that
it does not make sense to try to apply the terms “heterosexual,” “homosexual,” or “bisexual”
to other cultures such as Attic Greece. Constructionists admit that there were people in Attic
Greece who had sex with people of the same sex-gender—they even admit that there were
people who had sex primarily with people of the same sex-gender—but they deny that this
entails that there were homosexuals in our sense of the term in Attic Greece. To apply our
sexual-orientation terms to another culture, we need to have evidence that people in that
culture had sexual orientations in roughly our sense of the term (Stein (1999): 97).

According to Stein, “it does not make sense” for someone to apply terms for the
socially constructed categories of her own culture to those to whom these
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categories would be alien. Admittedly, “it does not make sense” could be inter-
preted in several importantly different ways. Stein does not provide much elabo-
ration. But I think “it does not make sense” is best interpreted as an accusation of
conceptual error. According to the reasoning provided by Stein, it seems to be an
analytic truth that membership in “merely” social kinds is not universally attrib-
utable. Thus, given the relevant historical facts, everyone should know that the
claim “Alcibiades was bisexual” cannot be true. Perhaps it is an analytic false-
hood, like “There exists a round square”. Or perhaps it is in some other way
infelicitous, like the nonsensical claim “Green ideas sleep furiously” or the pre-
suppositional claim “China has stopped shipping tea to its bunker base on the far
side of Jupiter”.

This conceptual problem of projection should be distinguished from an
adjacent problem with which it is sometimes conflated. Theoretically, some
C-featuresmight be interactive, in the sense that the presence of that feature at least
partially depends on attributions of that feature. For example, some people claim
that an individual’s sexual orientation is determined by their sexual identity: when
someone identifies as bisexual, their self-identification does not merely provide
strong epistemic evidence that they are bisexual but in fact metaphysically de-
termines that they are. But self-identification is not the only potentially relevant
attribution. Other people claim that an individual’s sexual orientation is deter-
mined by their social position: to put it simply, someone is bisexual when society
treats them as bisexual. Interactive accounts of sexual orientation create a distinct
conceptual problem for projection. If bisexuality is an interactive C-feature, then
someone cannot be bisexual unless they or their society has a concept of that
feature. But the absence of such a concept is the characteristic feature of cross-
cultural projections. Thus, if sexual orientation is an interactive C-feature, cross-
cultural projections are false, and obviously so.

Call this second problem the specific conceptual problem of projection, spe-
cific in the sense that it depends on specific claims about which S-features deter-
mine an individual’s sexual orientation. The general conceptual problem that Stein
articulates does not depend on these specific claims. Rather, the general problem
depends on the claim that sexual orientation is a C-feature and C-features cannot
be cross-culturally projected.

Some people have raised the specific problem of projection. The legal scholar
Ortiz (1993), for instance, says “The answer to the constructivist question […]
depends upon the content we give to gay identity” (Ortiz (1993): 1843–1844). But it
is not the problem that Stein is concerned with. And Stein is not alone. The Talk
pages ofWikipedia articles about LGBT topics are rife with debates overwhether or
not it is a mistake to even use the phrase “LGBT”, especially when discussing
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historical topics.18 On the more academic side of things, John Corvino gestures
toward the general problemwhen he says, “constructionists do not deny that there
were same-sex desire or same-sex sexual acts. Rather, they claim that those desires
and acts did not constitute a ‘sexual orientation’—because that mode of identity
simply didn’t exist until fairly recently” (Corvino (2013): 113–114). Similarly, the
anthropologist Carole Vance asks “if sexuality is constructed differently at each
time and place, can we use the term in a comparatively meaningful way?” and
recommends describing some acts as “same-sex” rather than “homosexual”
(Vance (1989): 164–165).

An analogous issue occurs in the philosophy of race. While supporting the
claim that race is socially constructed, Michael Root says “Race does not travel.
Some men who are black in New Orleans now would have been octoroons there
some years ago or would be white in Brazil today. Socrates had no race in ancient
Athens, though he would be a white man in Minnesota” (Root (2000): 631–632).
This “no traveling” constraint is widely shared by scholars who think that race is a
social construction, and is often used as a desideratum for favoring one theory over
another. Now, strictly speaking, the “no traveling” constraint could be substan-
tiated by the claim that race is an interactive C-feature. But some scholars spe-
cifically reject such a claim. For them, their “no traveling” constraint is just another
way to state Stein’s claim that cross-cultural projection “does not make sense”.19

4.2 Two Axes of Social Possibility

In Section 2.2, I defined a possible world as a substratum-carving pair. Conse-
quently, social possibility is a two-fold notion. One axis of possibility is possibility
with respect to the space of possible substrata. The other axis of possibility is
possibility with respect to the space of possible carvings. Worlds vary along both
axes: two worlds may have the same substratum but different carvings, different
substrata but the same carving, or even different substrata and different carvings.

This two-fold notion of possibility introduces subtle challenges of interpre-
tation. Consider, for instance, the claim “Ellen could be a regal blue tang fish”. This
claim is a paradigmatic claim about what is metaphysically possible, the type of

18 These debates are typically resolved by contributors using the phrase “homosexuality”, which,
ironically, has an even shorter and more limited conceptual history.
19 Cf. Mallon (2004): 656–661, Díaz-León (2020): 265–267, and Glasgow (2007): 559–562. Glas-
gow’s particular solution to this problem is importantly different from the one I develop. Glasgow’s
solution holds that racial properties are relativized to a social context, whereas my solution holds
that properties are not relativized. See, also, Dembroff (2018): 38–42, who adopts Glasgow’s
property relativism as it relates to gender.
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possibility that is about how things could have been different from the way things
actually are. On a standard analysis of this type of possibility, “Ellen could be a
regal blue tang fish” is true if and only if there is a possible world at which “Ellen is
a regal blue tang fish” is true. But how should this claim be analyzed when the
standard notion of a possible world is replaced with my notion of a substratum-
carving pair?

Well, that may depend on the context in which the claim ismade.20 That being
said, I think most invocations of what is metaphysically possible should be
interpreted as implicit restrictions to the first axis of possibility. Interpreted in this
way, we fix to a constant carving and survey what is true at the worlds constituted
by that carving. More formally:

SubstratumPossibility:>sφ is true at aworldw1 = <s1, c1> if and only if there is a substratum
s2 such that φ is true at w2 = <s2, c1>

Understandably, when people discuss what is metaphysically possible they are
usually concerned with what is possible relative to their own world. Such claims
should be interpreted as applying Substratum Possibility to their own carving. For
us, here and now, that is the actual world’s actual carving.

What is the actual world’s actual carving?21 Relative to any context of utter-
ance, there is a social structure in which the speaker is embedded. That social
structure’s dominant social carving is the actual carving for any utterance made in
that context.22 What carving is actual is therefore a location- and time-sensitive
matter: different parts of the world have different social structures, and even the
same location will witness changes in social structure over time.

20 Cf. Einheuser (2006): 466. Einheuser says that philosophers’ ordinary claims about meta-
physical possibility are fixed to the actual world’s actual carving. But given the frequency with
which philosophers seem to be miscommunicating, I doubt that there is any one thing that
philosophers mean, even in ordinary contexts.
21 Cf. Einheuser (2006): 468–469. While Einheuser is interested in a broad range of conceptual
practices, I am interested only in the conceptual practices that generate social reality.
22 This is a substantive position on the semantics of social carving. Here’s an alternative that
seems prima facie plausible. The actual carving of an utterance is the dominant social carving of
the social milieu that the speaker intended to “speak from”. Arguably, something like this is
defended in Haslanger (2012): 418–423. This alternative easily explains why, for example, both a
daughter and her mother say something true when they say “Crop tops are/are not cute.” In my
terminology, what they say is different insofar as the social carvings they employ are different.
Ultimately, I think that this difference in determining the actual carving is analogous to the
difference in determining conventionalmeaning and speakermeaning.My semantics is preferable
insofar aswe are interested inunderstanding the shared, publicmeaning of our social expressions.
Thus, I would argue, there is a genuine fact of thematter that determines if it is the daughter or if it
is the mother who speaks truly.
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We can also evaluate what is possible along the second axis of possibility. To
do so, we fix to a constant substratum and survey what is made true by different
carvings of that substratum:

Carving Possibility:>cφ is true at a worldw1 = <s1, c1> if and only if there is a carving c2 such
that φ is true at w2 = <s1, c2>

This axis of social possibility explores the ways that the very same underlying
natural facts can give rise to social facts. Together, Carving Possibility and Sub-
stratum Possibility can exhaustively characterize social reality’s modal space. For
example, “The whiskey in my glass is bourbon” is true in the actual world because
(i) it was made from a mash that was 70% corn, and (ii) on the legal standards
actually set in the United States, a whiskey is a bourbon only if it was made from a
mash that was at least 51% corn. But “The whiskey in my glass is bourbon” is
possibly false in two different senses. It is possibly substratum-false because there
is a possible world consisting of the actual carving and a different substratum
where the whiskey in my glass was made from a mash that was 50% corn. In
addition, “The whiskey in my glass is bourbon” is possibly carving-false because
there is a possible world consisting of the actual substratum, including my 70%
corn-based whiskey, and a different carving according to which a whiskey is a
bourbon only it was made from a mash that was at least 75% corn.

I now need to complicate the model.
Which carving is the actual carving is a contextually sensitivematter. Consider

the planet Earth.What carving is actual will depend onwhat region of Earth you’re
in and what time you’re in it. Let’s say that a substratum, s, supports a social
carving, c, just in case the conceptual practices present in s are accuratelymodeled
by c. Earth supports many, many carvings. Methodologically speaking, though, it
would be better if a substratum supported only one carving. For that reason, I
define a substratum as a “centered” substratum – as a slice of the all-
encompassing universe taken at a particular place and at a particular time.
Thus, by definition, each centered substratum supports exactly one social carving
(even if that carving is the “null” carving).23

This complication increases the complexity ofmodal space. Substrata can now
agree or disagree with respect to their universe, their region of focus, or their time
of consideration, and as a result the definitions I gave above must be refined and
supplemented. I won’t go into all the details here; most of them make no differ-
ence. Conveniently, though, one of themwill help address the conceptual concern
about projection. To that difference I now turn.

23 Cf. Lewis (1979) and Einheuser (2006): 468–469.
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4.3 Temporal Possibility and Diagonal Confusion

Sometimes we make claims about what used to be the case. In metaphysics, it is
standard practice to formalize such claims using the Priorian tense operators: P, F,
H, and G. But on the current substratum-carving model tense operators can be
eschewed in favor of quantification over worlds with temporally-connected sub-
strata. To make this interpretation work, a (centered) substratum is structured as
an ordered triple of a universe, u, a region of that universe, r, and a time of that
universe, t. A claim of the form “Pφ” can then be defined as:

Past Possibility:>pφ is true at a worldw1 = <<u1, r1, t1>, c1> if and only if there is a substratum
s2 = <u1, r2, t2> such that (i) t2 < t1 and (ii) φ is true at w2 = <s2, c1>

where “t2 < t1” means that t2 temporally precedes t1. On this interpretation,
claims about the past are a subset of claims about possible centered substrata. As
I’ve already suggested, substratum possibility is analyzed by holding fixed to the
carving supported in the context of utterance. Thus, past possibility is also
analyzed by holding fixed to that carving.

Let’s return to projection. Consider statements like the following:
(1) Alcibiades was bisexual.

Imaintain that, inmost contexts, utterances of (1) are simply claims about the past.
They should therefore be analyzed using Past Possibility. Thus, Alcibiades was
bisexual just in case it is true there was some time in the past (i.e. a time of the
universe that is prior to the time of utterance) where, according to the dominant
carving at the time of utterance, Alcibiades is bisexual. The dominant carving in
the United States, I’ve argued, is one according to which Alcibiades is bisexual if
and only if (i) Alcibiades is disposed to feel sexually attracted toward and engage
sexually with women, (ii) Alcibiades is disposed to feel sexually attracted toward
and engage sexually with men, and (iii) these two sets of dispositions are com-
parable. This was likely true of Alcibiades – though the historical details are
irrelevant to the larger conceptual point at hand.24 Thus, inmost contextswhere (1)
is uttered in the United States, that utterance is true.

Importantly, such utterances of (1) are not modal utterances that attribute a
modal property (like would-be-bisexual) to Alcibiades. According to the analysis I
am proposing, the default evaluation of claims about the past does not discrimi-
nate between attributions of C-features and attributions of S-features. So most
utterances of (1) are nomoremodal than are utterances of an “ordinary” statement

24 For some historical discussion, see Littman (1970).
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like “Alcibiades was a member of the species homo sapien”. Both are evaluated by
holding fixed to the dominant carving in the context of utterance, even if that
carving bears little resemblance to the carving that was dominant in Alcibiades’s
social context.

This analysis of projection holds generally. In most contexts, an utterance of a
claim that employs a socially contingent feature should be evaluated according to
the social practices present in the context of that utterance. The time, place, or
universe under discussion is irrelevant. Thus, we can speak intelligibly about
bisexuality in ancient Greece, in ancient China, or in medieval England. We can
even speak intelligibly about bisexuality in the completely fictional land of Zom-
nia, though that will require us to evaluate worlds that combine the actual carving
with merely possible substrata.

Earlier, I said many people simply assume that if a category is socially con-
structed then it cannot be applied to individuals in a society that does not recognize
the category. That claim rules out the analysis that I’ve developed in this section.
Interestingly, I think the two-fold notion of possibility can be used to construct a
substantive argument for their assumption. While I think the argument ultimately
fails, it is initially plausible and it does arguably capture what people who present
the conceptual version of the problem of projection may have had in mind.

Adiagonal world is aworld constructed froma substratumand the carving that
it supports. The actual world is among the diagonal worlds, since it is constructed
from the actual substratum and the actual substratum – by definition – supports
the actual carving. Also among the diagonal worlds is Stein’s land of Zomnia. Its
substratum contains a society of people that divide themselves into those who
sleep on their back and thosewho sleep on their front; its carving is the carving that
accurately models that society’s concept of sleep orientation. Diagonal possibility
is a restriction of social possibility that considers what is true at these diagonal
worlds. In general:

Diagonal Possibility:>dφ is true at a world w1 = <<u1, r1, t1>, c1> if and only if there is a
substratum s2 = <u2, r2, t2> and carving c2 such that (i) s2 supports c2 and (ii)φ is true atw2 = <s2, c2>

Many substrata are devoid of conceptual practices and therefore support no
carvings. For such substrata, what they make diagonally possible is nothing
beyond what is possible simply with respect to their S-features.

Methodologically speaking, any substratum can be paired with any carving.
But we are naturally interested in worlds that have substantive connections be-
tween their substrata and their carvings. In some historical investigations, we
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might be especially interested in the carvings supported by the historical society in
question. Those who object to projection seem to turn this interest into an obses-
sion. Thus, for them, any claimmade about the past must be interpreted as a claim
about the diagonal past:

Diagonal Past Possibility:>dpφ is true at a worldw1 = <<u1, r1, t1>, c1> if and only if there is a
substratum s2 = <u1, r2, t2> and carving c2 such that (i) t2 < t1, (ii) s2 supports c2 and (ii) φ is true
at w2 = <s2, c2>

So here’s the argument. In every context, an utterance about the past must be
analyzed according toDiagonal Past Possibility. For instance, the relevant substratum
of (1) is ancient Greece, and so the relevant carving must be the carving that was
supported by ancient Greek society. When social possibility is so restricted, it follows
that we cannot intelligibly talk about socially contingent features that were not sup-
ported by that society. Because projections are by definition about socially contingent
features that were not supported by the society in question, we can conclude that all
projections are false by definition. And, surely, if projections are false by definition
then they are conceptually problematic.

But the real problem lies with those who restrict social possibility in this way. I
concede that some utterances of statements like (1) should be interpreted as claims
about the diagonal past. Historians, in particular, may be interested in these kinds of
claims. But I deny that all utterances should be so interpreted. We regularly entertain
claims that deviate fromdiagonal space. In fact, I think that the interpretation provided
by Past Possibility is the default interpretation for utterances of statements like (1). It is
only in special contexts that they should be interpreted according to Diagonal Past
Possibility.

To fully substantiatemy interpretive hypothesis would require extensive empirical
work. But the following three examples suggest that theburdenof proof is on thosewho
would limit all interpretations of statements like (1) to Diagonal Past Possibility. First,
consider the following series of counterfactual claims about social reality:
(2) If Ellen were to move to Taiwan, she would not be a resident of Los Angeles

County.
(3) If Ellen were not disposed to feel sexually attracted toward and engage

sexually with women, she would not be lesbian.
(4) If we were to change our laws, conventions, and practices such that the

conditions for being a resident of Los Angeles County required living in the
city of Los Angeles, Ellen would not be a resident of Los Angeles County.

(5) If we were to change how we conceived of sexual orientation, such that the
condition for being a lesbian required having never dated aman, Ellenwould
not be lesbian.
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Each of these claims considers what would be true if things had been different
along only a single axis of social possibility. (2) and (3) are countersubstratums.
Intuitively, each is evaluated by holding fixed the carving supported in the context
of utterance and determining if the consequent is true at the closest worlds where
its antecedent is true. (4) and (5) are counterconventionals. Intuitively, each is
evaluated by holding fixed the substratum of the context of utterance and deter-
mining if the consequent is true at the closest worlds whose carvings make its
antecedent true. All four of these intuitive interpretations deviate from diagonal
space. Thus, if the interpretive hypothesis that I reject were correct, these in-
terpretations would be as unacceptable as my interpretation of projections. But it
seems to me that these interpretations are perfectly ordinary and perfectly intel-
ligible. At any rate, these interpretations seemmore ordinary than those demanded
by the restriction to diagonal possibility. Yes, in some contexts, we may consider
howpeople would react to changes in the law. Thus, it may be true that a change in
residency law would motivate Ellen to move. But in just as many contexts we
consider howdifferent lawswould apply to the samematerial circumstances.What
we say in these contexts would therefore be true because Ellen lives in Beverly
Hills, not the city of Los Angeles. Similarly, in many contexts an utterance of (5)
would be true because Ellen, like many lesbians, had dated a man early in her life.

Second, the diagonal restriction onmodal space fits poorly with a wider range
of claims about C-features. Consider the claim
(6) At some time in the past, no one spoke English.

In most contexts, someone who utters (6) would be saying something that seems
obviously true. On my proposed interpretation, it’s clear how. English is a
C-feature; it is the product of social practices and is not a feature of the mind-
independent substratum. I claim that my utterance of (6) should be interpreted as
applying the carving supported inmy context of utterance. This carving establishes
the conditions used for evaluating when someone speaks English. Of course, there
is some time in the past where no one meets those conditions. So, on my inter-
pretation, my utterance of (6) is true. In contrast, suppose that all utterances of (6)
must be evaluatedwith respect to diagonal space. Then (6)wouldbe evaluatedwith
respect to substrata in the past and the carvings that they support. Presumably,
though, the substrata in the past where no one speaks English are precisely those
substrata whose carvings lack English as a C-feature. No one in ancient Greece
spoke English and ancient Greek society lacked a concept of English. So it seems
that the restriction to diagonal modal space makes (6) just as unintelligible as the
supposedly unintelligible claims about sexual orientation. But that’s absurd. We
regularly talk about the absence of some specific socially contingent feature.
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Third, if social possibility were restricted to diagonal possibility in every
context of utterance, then negative claims about social features that are alien to the
society in question would be no better than their positive counterparts. Consider
my utterance of a statement like:
(7) In ancient Greek society, no one was gay, straight, lesbian, or bisexual.

Onmy interpretation, my utterances of (7) is false. It is false because it is evaluated
with respect to the carving supported in my context of utterance, the LGB carving I
articulated in Section 3.1. According to that carving, there were such people in
ancient Greek society. But, following the diagonal interpretation, my utterance
should be evaluated according to the carving supported by ancient Greek society.
But that carving does not recognize the LGB sexual orientations. Thus, on the
diagonal interpretation, utterances of (7) are also unintelligible. Perhaps the di-
agonal interpretation could be modified in a way that makes utterances of (7)
intelligible. Perhaps, for example, negative claims about the past are evaluated
according to the carving supported in the context of utterance even though positive
claims are evaluated according to the carving supported in the past. But that
bifurcated interpretation strikes me as unmotivated.

The supposed problem of projection rests on an implicit restriction on social
possibility. But that restriction is not generally adhered to. Because social possi-
bility involves much more than diagonal possibility, the projection of a socially
constructed sexual orientation is not conceptually problematic.

4.4 Epistemic Problems with Projection

There is no conceptual problem with projection. But that doesn’t mean projection
is problem free. In fact, projection raises a host of epistemic issues.25 These issues
are especially challenging when it comes to sexual orientation.

One such issue concerns counterfactuals regarding our behavior across social
contexts. Even assuming that we know an individual’s sexual orientation in their

25 Some scholars have also articulated moral or political versions of the problem of projection.
The medieval scholar Karma Lochrie, for instance, says in the preface to Out in Theory: The
Emergence of Lesbian and Gay Anthropology “we need to be wary of the effects of using [the term
‘lesbian’], namely, the replication of heteronormativity” (xiv). The sociologist Margaret Robinson
(2017) similarly cautions us to be wary of terminological colonialism. Regarding the label ‘two-
spirit’, which plays a special role within Indigenous American culture, she says “to fold two-spirit
under various LGBTQ umbrellas” “is an ethical choice” because “such inclusionmust not come at
the expense of erasing them as Indigenous, or of overwriting their Indigenous identities as if their
bisexuality is a more authentic category”.
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own social context, how can we know what their orientation would be in
another?26 If Alcibiades lived in the United States of America today, would he still
be bisexual? If Ellen lived in ancient Greece, would she still be gay? It’s hard to say.
Sexual behavior is not modally robust. While who someone sleeps with is likely in
part determined by their socially-independent desires, who they sleep with is
undeniably shaped by their social context. Thus, it is difficult to determine the
extent towhich an individual’s desires are their own rather than a reflection of their
society. Insofar as these desires indicate their underlying sexual dispositions,
there is a similar difficulty for sexual orientation.

Actually, though, this is a difficulty even for the essentialist. Let’s suppose that
sexual orientation is not socially constructed. That doesn’t change the underlying facts
that give rise to this difficulty. Who someone sleeps with will still be shaped by their
social context. Everyone agrees on that. Of course, these variations in sexual behavior
may not indicate a corresponding change in sexual orientation. Perhaps the relevant
stimulus conditions for their sexual dispositions were not met in one or either social
context. The variation in sexual behavior marked by an oath of celibacy does not
indicate a corresponding change in sexual orientation because the stimulus conditions
for sexual dispositions are ordinarily notmetwithin oaths of celibacy. The samemaybe
said for social contexts where, for example, there are strong social sanctions against
some kinds of sexual behavior. But these considerations are a matter of the causal
construction of sexual orientation. They are not amatter of its constitutive construction.

Another epistemic issue concerns theways thatprojectionmaybeaharmful act in
an epistemically instrumental sense. When we apply our socially constructed cate-
gories onto people to whom those categories would be alien, we distort our under-
standing of their lives.27 Suppose that the claim that Alcibiades was bisexual is
meaningful and supposewe even know that it is true. Considered on its own, then, the
claim is epistemically valuable. But itmaynevertheless leadus astray.Whenweknow
the sexual orientation of someone living in the United States today, we are likely to
make inferences on the basis of that knowledge. Those inferencesmay be reliable in a
contemporary context. But they are not universally reliable.28

26 For a representative statement of this epistemic problem, see Stein (1999): 46. Cf. Wilkerson
(2007): 151–155.
27 For representative statements of this epistemic issue, see Katz (1990): 7, Lewin and Leap (2002):
8–9, and Hinsch (1992): 5.
28 This factmight suggest an inferentialist semantics for social kind terms like sexual orientation.
According to this semantics, the literal meaning of these expressions are determined by their
inferential role. Thus, if these terms are unable to fulfill their normal role when they are projected,
that might suggest that their literal meaning changes. While this inferentialist semantics is
interesting, I cannot adequately engage it in this paper. Thus, I presuppose a “classical” semantics
of social kind terms. Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for raising this concern.
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Here are two examples. First, we may infer from someone’s sexual orientation
that they have certain romantic desires. Many gay people in the United States are not
only disposed to feel sexual attraction toward people of the same gender, but are also
disposed to feel romantic attraction toward them, with some social expectation that
this will lead to the pursuit of long-term partnerships like marriage. This connection
need not hold universally. In fact, in many societies it did not. Thus, by coming to
believe that a historical figure was gay, we may incorrectly infer that they were
unhappy in their “traditional” marriage. Second, our reliance on using our own
contemporary carving of sexual orientation may result in our failure to recognize the
alternatives. Theways inwhich other societies have institutionalized their sexual lives
are extremely diverse, at times incorporating features like age, social status, sexual
acts, and roles. Such features may seem to many people in the United States to be
entirely irrelevant – or, at least, explanatorily subservient to gender. But that says
more about a society’s inability to recognize carvings that differ from its own. Again,
though, this is not a difficulty unique to the constructionist view. Our indiscriminate
tendency to categorize historical figures as gay or straight may blind us to the ways
that they categorized themselves. But that remains true even if our categories are
mind-independently “correct”. Suppose that our contemporary understanding of
certain psychological disorders “carves at the joints”. The projection of our contem-
porary understanding to the behavior of ancient Greeks could nevertheless lead to a
distorted understanding, especially if we were ignorant of how they conceptualized
these issues. Furthermore, the essentialist can justify the value of our projections only
on the supposition that our projections succeed in employing categories that “carve at
the joints”. If it turnedout that they didnot, then the essentialistwould benobetter off
than the constructionist with respect to the distorting effects of projection.

As I’ve suggested, there are a multitude of reasons that we may consider the
sexual orientation of historical figures. Perhaps when it comes to some historical
projects,wehavegood reason to restrict our attention todiagonalworlds.But there are
other, equally legitimate, projects that should not be so restricted. Consider, for
example, thehistorical analysis of class. Surely suchananalysis neednot limit itself to
the conceptual practices of whatever society happens to be the target of analysis.
Rather, there is genuine value in using our own conceptions of class to better
understand the world. So, too, for the historical study of sexual orientation.29

29 There are other epistemic issues that have also been raised. For example, Simon LeVay
cautions against categorizing those who partnered with anatomically male but feminine presenting
individuals because “to assert that they were in fact homosexual would be to claim far more
understanding of their mental lives thanwe possess” (LeVay (2017): 14). The issue LeVay raises does
not seem unique to projection, though. For that reason, I ignore it and similarly non-unique
epistemic issues.
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4.5 Alternative “Two-Factor” Models

I would like to end by briefly discussing the role thatmy substratum-carvingmodel
plays in solving the general conceptual problem of projection.

I think that the model is particularly well-suited for the analysis of modal
claims about socially constructed features. I also think that the model has
advantages over other models with respect to metaphysical issues that are
orthogonal to the issues I’ve discussed in this paper.

That being said, I think the problem of projection can be solved using other
models. Abstractly speaking, anymodel that enables a “two-factor” account of social
features should be able to develop an analysis of projection analogous to the one I
develop in thispaper.A “two-factor”account is anaccount thatdistinguishesbetween
(a) the social conditions that determinewhen a particular social feature is present and
(b) the social conditions that determine the rules for determining when a particular
social feature is present. By distinguishing between these two factors, the model can
be used to construct a two-dimensional modal space. That two-dimensional modal
space is what ultimately salvages the conceptual coherency of projection.

In the substratum-carving model, this distinction comes from the difference be-
tween a social carving and the substratum to which it is applied. I suspect that many
othermodels of social reality canalsomake thedistinction in their ownways, though I
cannot hope to give a comprehensive survey of how. Still, here is an example to
illustrate what I have in mind. The model of social reality developed in Epstein (2015)
distinguishesbetween the grounding relations that holdbetweenparticular social facts
and their grounds and the anchoring relations that hold between rules – frame prin-
ciples, in Epstein’s terminology – and the social conditions that establish those rules.
Epstein uses this grounding-anchoring model to construct a two-dimensional modal
space that recombines possible grounds of social facts with possible frame principles
(82–84).While Epstein does not directly address the problemof projection as it relates
to sexual orientation, he clearly rejects the more general claim that, as I put it, Di-
agonal Possibility is the only way to evaluatemodal claims about social reality. Thus,
though his dialectical focus is elsewhere, Epstein says that “we can look back at
ancient societies, and evaluate whether there are classes or castes, aristocrats or serfs
[… and] we can sensibly ask whether Caligula was a war criminal” (123–124).30

30 Epstein briefly acknowledges the similarity between his model and the one originally devel-
oped by Einheuser. As I see it, the primary difference between them – and consequently the
primary difference between Epstein’s model and mine – is ontological. The carving-substratum
posits possibleworlds, and claims about social reality amount to claims aboutwhat is true at these
possible worlds. Epstein’s model posits dependence relations (i.e. grounding and anchoring)
between facts. The extent to which this ontological difference matters depends on a host of other
concerns, for instance, broader skepticism about grounding as a theoretically useful relation.
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I think the fact that the substratum-carving model is able to provide an adequate
analysis for the conceptual coherence of cross-cultural projection serves as a reason to
think that the model is a good model for social reality. I would think the same of any
other two-factormodel that canbe shown todo something analogous. But I admit that
this conclusion is shaped by my pre-theoretic intuition that cross-cultural projection
seems conceptually coherent. I suspect that adamant opponents of projectionwill take
the analysis I develop as an indirect argument against the model – or, at any rate,
against the parts of themodel that are used in the analysis. Such is life.Mymain aim in
this paper was to provide a defense of projection in the same way that someone may
provide a defense of knowledge against the arguments of the epistemological skeptic.
Such a defense need not satisfy the skeptic; but it should provide a rational justifi-
cation for what is being defended.31

5 Conclusions

The constructionism/essentialism debate does not matter when it comes to the
problem of projection. The one way in which it might – with respect to its con-
ceptual intelligibility – relies on an unmotivated restriction on social possibility.
That being said, there are legitimate epistemic difficulties regarding our ability to
understand the sexual lives of culturally distant people. But these difficulties
would remain even if essentialismwere true and sexual orientationwere a natural,
objectively significant, characteristic of every human of every culture.
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