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Introduction

his book is about sex, and about the mysterious thing

known as ‘gender’. It is about how, in the first quarter of
the twenty-first century — quite unexpectedly —a philosophical
theory about something called ‘gender identity’ gripped public -
consciousness, strongly influencing UK and international insti-
tutions, and causing protests and even violence.

In 2004, the UK government introduced a new law called
the Gender Recognition Act. This allowed trans people to-:
get a Gender Recognition Certificate, giving them what the
official legal wording called an ‘acquired gender’ in line with
their preferences. In 2004, it was estimated there were about
2,000-5,000 trans people in the UK.! Back then, the popular
image of a trans person was mainly of a ‘medically transi-
tioned’ adult trans woman, or ‘male-to-female transsexual’:
an adult person of the male sex who had taken hormones over

a long period of time to change many aspects of appearance,
and who had also had ‘sex reassignment’ surgery to refashion
natal genitalia. The Gender Recognition Act was brought in
so that, among other things, transsexuals could get their birth
certificates reissued to record their preferred sex instead of
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their natal one. In this way, they could protect then']sellves i::rr‘
accusations of fraud, and avoid being forced to disc Os'f'qting
sex in contexts where it might feel embarrassing or humll'l‘rmts
to do so. To get a Gender Recognition Certificate, applic "
did not have to have undergone surgery or hormone treatr'n.e n’
but had to demonstrate they were serious about transm}(l)e s
having lived in their preferred gender for two years. Tb'li)-,
would also need official diagnosis of a profound and de 'lql
tating sense of unease about their sexed body, a psychologic?
condition known as ‘gender dysphoria’, Vo gt e .
Six years later, in 2010, gender reassignment was officia Y
made a protected characteristic under the Equality Act. This
made it illegal to discriminate aga
gender reassignment. To count as eligible for protection, 2
Gender Recognition Certificate was not officially r equired-

Instead, a person Was protected under the terms of the Act
if they were ‘proposing to undergo
[had] ... undergone 4 process (

) of
Inst someone because

-+« [were] undergoing Of
Or part of a process) for the

T -

respects. Most obviously, th )
flas rock'eted. ’A.cc‘ordmg to the LGRT . arity Stonewall, their
| best estimate’ is about 600,000 In 201 » the Government
put the ﬁgure slightly lower and More Cautiously, 4, “200.000—
500,000’, noting that only around 5,000 of these, have re;eived
a Gender Recognition Cert

ificate since 20044 |
Along with this increase, there has been 5 radica] change to



INTRODUCTION 3

the public image of a trans person. For one thing — though we
still don’t know the actual proportions ~ the trans population
now contains significant numbers of people of the female sex
identifying as trans men or as non-binary (that is, as neither
male nor female, or as both). For another, the trans popula-
tion is no longer exclusively adult. Both of these changes are
reflected in the fact the female sex has overtaken the male sex
as the largest group of patients in gender clinics for children. In
2010, forty male and thirty-two female children were referred
to the national NHS Gender Identity Development Service
for children (GIDS); by 2019 that had risen to 624 males and
1,740 females. In 2018/19 the youngest patient seen by GIDS

was three.’
In 2011, doctors at GIDS started to administer drugs called

‘puberty blockers’ to some patients at their clinic, in order to

delay puberty and the physical changes it normally brings.¢

Though clinicians are licensed to prescribe these drugs for

other conditions, they have not been licensed for use for chil-

dren and adolescents with gender dysphoria. (According to the

Health Research Authority, particularly in paediatric medicine '
it is ‘common to use unlicensed medicine based on learning

from clinical practice’.”)

Evidence shows that many young patients who receive
puberty blockers later proceed to cross-sex hormones when
they reach the age of majority, and sometimes to surgery too.
But these days not everyone in the trans community medically
transitions — another way in which the 2004 stereotype of a
trans person is now outdated. A 2019 study from the US notes
that genital surgery has ‘prevalence rates of about 25-50%
for transgender men [i.e. females] and 5-10% for transgender
women’ [i.e. males].® Although we don’t know the UK figures,
it is clear that many trans people are not seeking surgery.
Anecdotally it seems a significant proportion of trans people
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do not take hormones either. While medical practitioner.s
often still think of being trans as a disorder, associating it
with the condition of gender dysphoria and conceiving of it
as something to be treated by drugs and surgery, many trans
people now reject this idea, and with it the implication that any
medical diagnosis or intervention is necessary for being trans.

As the size of the trans population has increased, its political
voice has got stronger. Trans political interests are for the first
time at the forefront of public consciousness. Prominent UK
trans activist organisations such as Stonewall, Mermaids, the
Scottish Trans Alliance, Gendered Intelligence, GIRES, Press
For Change and All About Trans have made coordinated and
effective pushes for a number of new measures, and have met
with some success. Since 20135, as a direct result of lobbying,
the main English and Scottish political parties have all sup-
ported proposed changes to the 2004 Gender Recognition
Act that would make getting a Gender Recognition Certificate
a matter of ‘self-identification’ or ‘self-ID’, withdrawing the
requirements of a medical diagnosis of gender dysphoria and
of evidence of having lived in the acquired gender for twoO
years beforehand. On the proposed new terms, getting a
GRC, and so also changing one’s birth certificate, would be a
purely administrative and relatively instantaneous matter. The
Conservatives, initially enthusiastic, have now rowed back on
the propqsal, buF apparently the Labour, Libera]l Democrat
?nd Sc9ttlsh NaFlonal Parties all sti]] officially support it, and
it was included in each of their 2019 general election mani-
festos. Were Labour to get back into power, it is reasonable
to assume they would seek to implement thig change. As |
write, the Women and Equalities Select Committee is again
examining the question of gender recognition reform from an
apparently sympathetic perspective.

The focused lobbying for gender recognition reform has
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sprung from the newly perceived importance of something
called ‘gender identity’ in trans activist thinking. According
to this theory, it is not the process of gender reassignment that
makes you trans but, as Stonewall puts it: ‘A person’s innate
sense of their own gender, whether male, female or something
else ... which may or may not correspond to the sex assigned
at birth.”? That is, it’s an inner feeling. It is your gender iden-
tity rather than your sex that is considered to be what makes
you man, woman or non-binary. It also determines your pre-
ferred pronouns: that is, whether you wish to be referred to
as ‘she’, ‘he’ or (in the case of non-binary people) ‘they’. Some
supportive academics add that binary sex does not materially
exist for humans in nature anyway. Educators in schools and
universities are now advised by trans activist organisations to
teach pupils and students about innate gender identity, and
that sex is ‘assigned at birth’.

For at least five years, alongside proposed changes to
the issuing of Gender Recognition Certificates, trans activ-
ist groups have been lobbying the Government to change
the protected characteristic of ‘gender reassignment’ in the
Equality Act to ‘gender identity’. They have also pressed to
have exemptions removed from the Equality Act that allow
discrimination on the basis of sex in certain circumstances —
exemptions that might exclude trans people from single-sex
spaces belonging to the opposite sex.!® At the same time, some
of these activist groups — most notably Stonewall — have been
advising institutions and organisations that existing Equality
Act exemptions do not go far enough, and that if they want
to be inclusive they should not apply the exemptions in most
ordinary cases of public facility and resource provision. Many
of those in charge of facilities and resources across the country
have listened. So right now, within multiple national organ-
isations, the policies that govern women-only facilities ~ for
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instance, changing rooms, hostel dormitories, public toilets,
sleeper carriages, school facilities, student accommodation,
rape crisis centres and domestic violence refuges — have been
explicitly changed to include anyone, male or female, who self-
identifies as a woman. Similar policies, citing self-identification
as a man, now apply to many men-only facilities. There has
also been a big rise in ‘gender neutral’ facilities (in older ter-
minology, unisex).

One striking consequence of this change is that since 2016,
trans women - some without GRCs - have been housed along- -
side female inmates in the female prison estate. Also strikinglys
in some amateur and professional sporting competitions,
trans women now compete alongside females. Meanwhile,
resources originally set up to try to establish equal opportuni-
ties for women in the workplace and public life — for instance,
all-women training and mentoring events, shortlists or prizes —
are now often .explicitly open to anyone who identifies as a
woman. Even in data collection, gender identity is replacing
sex. For instance, despite protests from some academics and
sorfu? hesitation over a similar plan in Ep
writing Cem:»us authorities in Scotland and Northern Ireland
still plan to instruct respondents to their 2021 Census survey

tbat they may answer the question about their sex as a ques-
tion about their gender identityn

many powerful national bodies, it

gland, at the time of

- By common consent of
is

n.

Simultaneously there has been a Wwidespread reduction
of public references to biological sex, ¢ has become com-
monplace to hear from politicians, officj

als and other public
figures that ‘trans women are women,

and trans men are
men’, and that there should be ‘no debate’ about it. It has

e ~\\
LN
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become unexceptional for non-trans and trans people alike
to announce their pronouns, indicative of gender identity, in
email signatures or social media bios. In some workplaces,
asking about or commenting upon the sex of a fellow trans
employee risks your being classed as ‘transphobic’ by official
HR policies. The trend in favour of gender identity and away
from sex has reached public health communication, with some
national health bodies starting to talk about ‘menstruators’
and ‘cervix-havers’ rather than women and girls.

These changes in social organisation and public language
have been rapid and have caused enormous disquiet among
some sections of the public. A generational divide has opened
up. Many younger people cheer on the changes in the name
of progress and see dissent as a measure of societal hatred
of trans people. Many older women feel concerned or even
outright panicked by what seems rapidly to be disappearing,
without their having had any real say in the process. While
mainstream feminist groups have either kept out of it or
straightforwardly supported trans activist demands, grassroots
women’s organisations have sprung up to discuss how best to
fight the proposed changes. Young activists have protested at
these meetings with megaphones, smoke bombs, graffiti and,
at one point, a bomb threat.!”” Women attendees have been
screamed at from close quarters, had water thrown at them,
been shoved and blocked from entering. I know, because I am
one of them.

As I write this in 2020, the public row has just gone global.
After J. K. Rowling wrote a blog post in defence of attending
to women and girls’ interests during any discussion of trans
activist demands, the backlash was intense."* Accusations of
‘transphobia’ flooded in from around the world, often accom-
panied by threats and insults. Stars such as Daniel Radcliffe
and Emma Watson, whose reputations were made in the films
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of Rowling’s books, scrambled to distance themselves from
her and to repeat the mantra that ‘trans women are women”."*
Employees of Rowling’s own publishing house asserted thf.lt
they would not work on her latest book.!s Public attention 1S
on the conflict as never before.

The thinking behind the rise of gender identity originally came
from academia. 'm an academic too, employed in a philosophy
department in a UK university. For most of my profcssiOﬂal
life, I have focused on exploring questions to do with fiction
and imagination, and I have occasionally published in femi-
nist philosophy too. Both of these areas of expertise — fiction
and feminism - are highly relevant to the discussion of trans
activist claims. Still, it’s worth noting that, despite my recent
professional turn towards sex and gender, ’m still mostly con-
sidered an outsider to the area. Although I have been writing
and speaking on the topic in public for a couple of years now;
and have authored academic papers about it,  don’t work in @
Qender Studies department, or in the field of queer theory, Of
in Trans Studies. Pm not trans myself. I’'m not even a proper
femm.ist philosopher; at least, Ldidn’t used to think I was.
This me'ans that academics already working in these fields
often COnS.ldCr me unqualified. When I write opinion pieces
e oo T i ey ol
_ : \A mtellectually unsophlstlcated
r.ube, makmg.old mistakes in my thinking that they have long
since put behind them. ‘Hasn’t she read the literature?’ they
ask. ‘How can she be so naive>’ Another common response iS
to say that I must be arguing with Strawmen: academics don’t
really think what I think they think. ‘Nobody thinks there
isn’t a distinction between sex and gender, Kathleen,” I am
told, often by the very same academics who are telling me that
referring to trans women generally as biologically male, for the

RN
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purposes of discussing the impacts of sex, is transphobic. Or,
even more basically, it’s complained that — whether I mean to
be or not - I am a transphobe who shouldn’t be listened to.

Yet my outsider status in this area has many benefits. As
far as I can see, standard academic norms for the production
of knowledge are not often observed in fields that deal with
matters of sex and gender. The whole arca has become unac-
ceptably politicised. Particular articles and books are treated
like sacred texts rather than the opinionated, potentially
fallible or myopic arguments they actually are. As one trans
author, Andrea Long Chu, puts it, the result is ‘warmed-over
pieties’ and ‘something like church’.'¢ There are small things
you may question or criticise, and then there are the fun-
damental orthodoxies it is considered transphobic to deny.
Evidence or facts are considered relevant only when they help
what is perceived to be the political cause of trans people. Any
philosophical critiques that do sometimes (rarely) emerge —
especially by non-trans academics — are regularly treated as
equivalent to actual attacks on trans people rather than as
critiques of views about trans people, or of trans activist
commitments. It’s assumed these critiques are not worthy of
rational engagement but should be met only with strong moral
disapproval and suppression. This sort of judgement floats
down from on high, via academic managers, journal editors
and referces, to make sure that, on the ground, no dissenting
voice gets into ‘the literature’ without a huge struggle. Even
worse, it helps ensure that hardly any seriously dissenting
voices get into the discipline areas in the first place.

In this suffocating context, I definitely count as a heretic.
And that suits me fine. I didn’t become a professional phi-
losopher to go to church. In the article I just quoted from,
Andrea Long Chu also describes a lot of academics in Trans
Studies as secretly ‘itching for a fight’. I'm more than happy
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to provide an intellectual one here. I do so partly in the naqr:;
of academic rigour, and partly on behalf of the WOm‘;’ c‘te q
girls whose lives — as I will document — are adversely ahelf of
by policies based on gender identity. I also do so on be aands
the many trans people whose objections to political C'lem e

made in the name of gender identity, and also in their n;l m’
are routinely ignored. Trans people deserve lives free }rl 2m
fear. They deserve laws and policies that properly protectt d
from discrimination and violence. But as I will argue, laws an

policies based around gender identity are not the right route.

. ol O use

A note on pronouns: In this book I've made the decision t i
. t

preferred pronouns for trans people in a way that tracks chis
gender identity and not their sex. I wil discuss my route to

choice, and its implications, in Chapter 6. I'll also defend the
right of others to choose differently.



A Brief History of
Gender Identity

|__| ere are four axioms of modern trans activism, which I’ll
be examining from different angles in this book.

1. You and [, and everyone else, have an important inner
state called a gender identity.

2. For some people, inner gender identity fails to match the
biological sex — male or female - originally assigned to them
at birth by medics. These are trans people.

3. Gender identity, not biological sex, is what makes you a
man or a woman (or neither).

4. The existence of trans people generates a moral obliga-
tion upon all of us to recognise and legally to protect gender
identity and not biological sex.

Though it might seem surprising, these count as philosophi-
cal claims. Philosophy is popularly imagined as involving a lot
of dry reading, incomprehensible words and chin-stroking. In
its academic guise, this isn’t far wrong. But most of us have
philosophical thoughts every day. When you wonder what
makes you the same person you were ten years ago, or whether
your cat has a mind and what that is like, or whether you’re
technically responsible for what you did last night after eight
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conditions must a human satisfy to count as either? If you
have spent time reading Judith Butler or queer theory more
generally, you might hear these questions in a particular way.
As we know, Butler sees categories like womanhood and
manhood as ‘normative’ and ‘exclusionary’. In that context,
my questions can sound sinister. Effectively, they might seem
to ask: how unfeasibly perfect do you have to be to count as
awoman or man? What bodily, psychological or sexual ideal
do the normies require you to fit before they let you into their
exclusive club?

However, this isn’t what the questions inevitably mean.
Questions about what a woman is, or what a man is, arc at
least in part questions about the public concepts WOMAN
and MAN (capitalised to indicate ’'m talking directly about
concepts, rather than the entities they represent or refer to).
Queer theory doesn’t have a monopoly on accounts of con-
cepts. A request for ‘membership conditions’ of a conceptisa
question about the conditions that already govern a concept
(roughly: what an entity has to have, or be like, to count as
covered by the concept), as revealed in people’s use of them.
These aren’t decided arbitrarily by some snooty, perfection-
ist committee somewhere; or even by you, when you try to
answer ‘“What is a man?’ or ‘What is a woman?”. When asked
such questions, you aren’t being invited to stipulate some
arbitrary standard. You are not that powerful. Anyway, as ril
explain shortly, that’s not how concepts work or what they
are for. Instead you’re being asked to reflect, at least partly,
on how users actually employ the words ‘woman’ and ‘man’
in a range of contexts and see what presuppositions those
uses have in common. So the right question is more like: what
would you have to explain to a non-English user or a child,
so they understood what the concepts WOMAN and MAN
ordinarily refer to? You aren’t being asked to stipulate what

e
;l/;(u,,-:
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womanhood and manhood should be but describe what they
already are.

And even this isn’t the full story, because when you're trying
to describe what something is, you might end up criticising tl}C
public concept of it and suggesting some adjustments. Bear in
mind that in trying to answer what makes someone a woman
or a man, you’re more like a spy patiently doing reconnais-
sance work than a bouncer at a club.

Conceptual analysis

What are concepts? Philosophers argue about this, but I'think
of them as cognitive tools or capacities which — at least Wh‘?n
working well — help us all to negotiate the world we live 1n
more effectively. Concept possession helps us notice differt'?ﬂt
kinds of thing and make distinctions between them, felat_lve
to interests we might have. For instance, it’s not surprising
most people in every culture have a concept of FOOD. Once
a person has the concept of FOOD and knows how to apply
it, she can distinguish potential food from non-food and help
keep herself alive. Though trans scholar Jack Halberstam
presents a preoccupation with concepts as a ‘mania for 2
godlike function of naming’, which ‘began ... with colonial
exploration’,! in fact the capacity to name and conceptualise
the world in interest-relevant ways has been with humans for
as long as their higher cognitive brain functions have. W€
wouldn’t have got very far without it.

One sign that an individual has 3 concept of a particular
thing is an ability to identify that thing reliably using sensory
information, with more hits than misses, However, we also
have concepts for lots of things that can’t directly be sensed
at all. Most things we think about can’t be sensed directly

/’ N



WHAT MAKES A WOMAN? 145

(oxygen, corruption, narratives, values, anxiety, online
transactions, thoughts, energy, numbers, etc.). Whether
perceptually identifiable or not, another sign of concept pos-
session is an ability to talk coherently about that thing in a
range of contexts, using special words referring to the thing
that others can recognise. Names, whether individual or
general, help us do the latter. If, as a language-user, you have
a concept of a thing, very often you’ll have acquired from
o.thers a name to refer to that thing too. Indeed, the two are
linked: for our main way of getting new concepts is by being
told about new kinds of things by others, using names plus
definitions, explanations or examples. Using a name in the
Same way as other people do facilitates communication about
the thing in question.

Not every division between things is interesting enough
10 require g concept for it. Here’s a concept, albeit clumsily
Named: BEING OVER TWO YEARS OLD. We could think
UP a pithier name for this kind of thing and start to use it to
classify all the objects in the world, as either satisfying it or
not. But there wouldn’t be much point. On the other hand, if |
¢very object in the world over two years old suddenly became
letl?al to touch, you can bet we’d get a pithy handle to refer
to 1t pretty quickly. As philosopher John Dupré points out,
It is0’t a coincidence that most languages have many more
concepts for vertebrate animals than invertebrates. We have
relatively little general interest in invertebrates but many inter-
©Sts in vertebrates, given the multiple roles they play in human
life: pack animals, pets, predators, food, and so on.?

So we form concepts in response to human interests.
We’re more jnterested in some things than others, given who
we are. But that doesn’t mean concepts don’t also pick out
already existing real divisions in the world. Concepts, when
working well, pick out what’s already there. Despite what
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Judith Butler thinks, they don’t, on their own, create particu-
lar kinds of things, though often they help spread word of
those things, and in some cases, increase their popularity and
number via social trends. Sometimes a concept helps us pick
out something purely material: e.g. CARBON. Sometimes
it helps us pick out what’s arguably a purely social kind of
thing: e.g. FUNNY JOKES. But either way, I would argue,
the things were there before the concepts, though admittedly
this claim is a harder sell about funny jokes than carbon.’
Sometimes it becomes clear a concept isn’t working very
well. In the most extreme sort of case, it is discovered tl?at
a concept refers to nothing real. That’s what happened with
the old concept of PHLOGISTON, formerly understood as
an element released in combustion. In the cighteenth centurys
it became clear to scientists that there was no such thing, SO
the concept fell out of scientific use. Less extremely, but O.ﬂlY
just, theorists might offer a thoroughly revised understanding
of an existing concept.* This is what has happened with the
traditional concept of RACE. Theorists have proposed tha:t
the membership conditions of any given racial category arent
grounded, as previously understood, in genetics OF other
aspects of biology, but rather in social factors.®
In a third, more common case, people might notice
think they have noticed) that a particular concept should,
given the internal logic of its membership conditions, be
applied to some individuals previously thought by others
to be ineligible. This is what happened when animal rights
actw.lsts first argued that the concept of a PERSON was
applicable to higher primates like gorillas and chimpanze€s
as well as humans; or when art critics in the late 19908
argued that Tr'acey Emin’s messy bed, when transported
oo gl el e e conc ART.
an entirely new concept is coined

(or
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to help us pick out some phenomenon in the world worth
paying attention to. We now have the concept COVID-19.
In 2018, we didnt.

‘Analytic’ philosophers like me spend lots of time investi-
gating concepts and seeing whether they’re fit for purpose,
T}Vhich is to say, whether they actually meet the way the world
1s and the interests we collectively have in mapping vari-
ous bits of it. That is exactly what I was doing in Chapters
2 and 3 when 1 reviewed the concepts of BIOLOGICAL
SEX, FEMALE and MALE and argued for their continued
Acoherent application to the world. Following standard phi-
losopher’s terminology, let’s call this activity ‘conceptual
analysis™ analysis of concepts. It shouldn’t be assumed this
Means only recovering and recording how language-users
already think of the world, in a wholly passive and conserv-
ative way. This charge is sometimes levelled at conceptual
analysis, but as | mean it, it involves both attention to con-
Cepts and language and attention to the nature of things.
As my examples already show, there’s potentially an active
‘tlement, trying to improve concepts where necessary, the
better to fit the world. My conceptual analysis is concerned
With how concepts should be and not just how they are.
But - equally and very importantly — this admission doesn’t
immediately turn a conceptual analyst into the equivalent of
the bouncer at the nightclub door, gatekeeping about who
can get ‘in’ to a concept and who can’t, in order to prop up
Power hierarchies or meet selfish interests. Features of the
world, and our collective human interests in them, are not
arbitrary, and that’s what we should be trying.to make con-
cepts responsive to. We're still doing reconnaissance work,
not gatekeeping — or we should be.

TN
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» he function of WOMAN as a concept

A central pillar of gender identity theory is that what mal‘<es
you a woman or a man isn’t your sex but your gender identle.
That is conceptual analysis, whether or not gender identity
theorists recognise it as such. They are proposing radically
revised understandings of the existing concepts WOMAN
and MAN. These concepts were traditionally understood as
follows: ‘woman: adult human female’; ‘man: adult human
male’. The proposed new definitions of the associated con-
cepts, spelled out, are: ‘woman: adult human with female
gender identity (whether “assigned” male or female)’;. ‘maﬂ’:
adult human with male gender identity (whether “3551gn€(§

female or male)’. Since talk of assignation makes no sens ri
remove reference to it in what follows.

Straight away, given the arguments of the last chaptef W
can see significant problems for this account of womanhoo
and manhood. If I'm right about the identification model, not
everyone has a gender identity. This would seem to leave U8
requiring a different explanation for what makes those other
people, without gender identities, count as men or women too-
Whatever conditions we came up with for them, presumal?ly
they would be applicable to people with gender identities
too. In that case, we’d have two competing sets of conditions
for womanhood and manhood. Equally, I argued in the last
chapter that some n0#-trans people have gender identities. It
scems strange, even by the standards of gender identity theory,
to say, for example, that Anne Lister’s apparently male gender
identity must make her a man when she wouldn’t classify
herself that way.

Still, to be fair to opponents, I'm not going to make my
objections rest on the truth or otherwise of the identification
model. Let’s assume — for this chapter only — gender identity
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theorists are right about gender identity, not me. Even so, I’ll
now argue, we shouldn’t define ‘woman’ and ‘man’ in terms
of gender identity.

On the face of it, the proposals from gender identity
theorists about the concepts WOMAN and MAN ook a
bit like the case of the concept of RACE mentioned earlier,
which many now understand as something social rather than
genetic. In that case, too, there was a proposed big revision
of membership conditions. So how can we test whether a
revision like this should be adopted by language-users? One
Wway is to assess whether the traditional version of the concept,
with membership conditions as originally understood, fits the
way the world is, and the collective interest in mapping vari-
ous bits of that world. With RACE, it’s at least arguable that
the traditional concept, whose membership conditions cite
biological factors as determinative of race, does neither. For
instance, a 2016 article in Science, summarised in Scientific
American, argued that understood as ‘a useful tool to eluci-
date human genetic diversity’, the concept of RACE isn’t fit
for purpose, and may even be confusing people. In fact, the

article argues, racial categories are ‘“weak proxies for genetic
diVersity’.(’ Hence, it continues, the traditional concept of
RACE needs revising so its membership conditions are under-
stood to refer to something purely social.

In this sort of case, where big alterations are being pro-
Posed to the common understanding of a concept, we can
use a decision tree as follows (with ‘C’ referring to the tradi-
tional version of a concept, and ‘C2’ referring to the proposed
new version):
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Does C track some feature of the world/fulfil some
important classificatory function(s)?

' Yes

No
| I
Does C2 track some Will G2 perform those
feature of the world/ Yes functions too, and
fulfil some important others besides?
classificatory function(s)?
No Replace C with C2 No
Reject both C and C2 Does C2 rack SOrrf]elf I
B Yes feature of the world/fulf

some important functions

Adopt C2 AND keep C as
is but call C2 something
different to avoid confusion

No

Reject C2. Keep Casis.

If the Science article is right, the decision structure with RACE
seems to be: Noj Yes.

What about the concepts WOMAN and MAN? For most of
the histories of the English words ‘woman’ and ‘man’, they’ve
referred, and been commonly believed to refer, tO ‘adult
human female’ and ‘adult human male’ respectively. It’s been
commonly understood that every woman is by definition an
adult human female, and every adult human female a woman;

R N
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every man by definition an adult human male
human male a man. Do these concepts conti
the world is? Yes; for in Chapter 2 Targued t
death of binary sex in humans h
There are older human males and
males and females

, and every adult
nue to fit the way
hat reports of the.
ad been greatly exaggerated.
females, and younger human
» and no new theory has shown otherwise.
So this isn’t like the case of PH LOGISTON.

The next question is: is it useful to have concepts that refer
to these groups? Are these concepts more like the useful con-
cept FOOD or the currently useless concept BEING OVER 2
YEARS OLD? The answer is obvious. There’s abiding public
interest in having concepts to distinguish between adult
human females and younger human females; and adult human
males and younger human males. This is what the traditional
concepts WOMAN, GIRL, MAN and BOY do. They respec-
tively distinguish subgroups of females and males it looks
important — even essential — to have concepts for.

On the gamete account of the sexes, animal species and
€ven plant species have female and male members. So on
that version of sex, we can’t use the concepts FEMALE and
MALE to differentiate human females and human males
When we want to talk and think about them specifically.
For many species that are important to human interests,
we also have concepts for the female and the male of each:
DUCK and DRAKE, HEN and COCK, QUEEN and
DRONE, DOE and BUCK, COW and BULL. It’s entirely
Predictable that language-users, in every human' language,
would develop concepts for the female and male in our own
species as well.” Meanwhile, on the chromosor.ne al.ld.cluster
accounts, FEMALE and MALE (in many linguistic con-
texts, anyway) refer only to humans; but still, the concepts
FEMALE and MALE don’t distinguish between adult and
non-adult females, or adult and non-adult males. These too
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are uscful distinctions to be able to make, for all sorts of
reasons. Though ADULT is itself a vague and historically
vexed concept, with no clear boundary between adulthood
and childhood, still, it’s a very useful concept to have. (As
repeatedly emphasised in earlier parts of the book, vagueness
and lack of clear boundaries in a concept is not a problem per.
se.) It’s also useful to have concepts that pick out adu'lthOOd
intersecting with biological sex, because in our society sO
much of importance hangs on relative age: moral r‘?Sp_on-
sibility (as connected to sexual majority, the vote, criminal
justice, and so on); different prepubescent and POStpuPescem
health challenges; different social challenges facing different
sexed age groups, and so on. If we want to explain whyfceh:
tain things tend to happen more often to one adult halff) t rt
population, we need a concept to refer to them, and to 105¢
into causal explanations where relevant.

This is especially true if the aims are femini
Wave feminist Marilyn Frye put it — referring to .
the traditional sense — ‘Being a woman is a major factor in MY
not having a better job than I do; being a woman selects me s
a likely victim of sexual assault or harassment; it is MY belﬂ%
a woman that reduces the power of my anger t0 @ P rof)f 01
my insanity. If a woman has little or no economic OF politica
power, or achieves little of what she wants to achievé majot
causal factor in this is that she is a woman. For any womas
of any race or economic class, being a woman is Signiﬁ cantly
attached to whatever disadvantages and deprivations she
suffers, be they great or small.’® Getting rid of the concept
WOMAN would mean we couldn’t describe, explain, predict
or manage these distinctively caused phenomena. .

In sum: on all three models of sex reviewed in Chapter 2,
alongside the concepts FEMALE and MALE it would seem
essential, given many common purposes, to have further

st. As Second
cwoman’ mn

PAIREN
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;’;Z?i tj if;:i‘;:rhlr?i iasdilsllt }xmml:z females and adult human
MAN give us alo;} > 1s what the concepts WOMAN and
: ! , g with GIRL and BOY for the younger
Incarnations.
Wg;/?;hl\e; I\‘/{“X}?%’;; Especci:t of ?he traditional concepts
of being W}’]O m()s,t i an BOY is .that 'they refer to kinds
basis of perc;ptml o elzlm.c, can be 1.dent1ﬁed as such on the
Witha cromd ¢ (eo lcs. Zr fmstance, if I were.to present you
order, normall p P,g,gln if your senses were in full worl'<mg
about wh Wei’e};(})lll h el all:le to make reliable assumptions
males in the croud ¢ a ubt luma.n female.s an'd adult human
in Chapter 3. vo ) ']u}it y looking and.hs.tenmg. As we saw
missex mis-, y U.mlg‘ t not always get it right — bef:ause you
» Mis-age or mis-human — but most of the time, most
S:flli)ll]ee \i’Vlll, and especially for people who are not at the bor-
n terms of age. There are a potentially vast number of
rea‘sons why we might want to be able to perceptually distin-
guish the adult human females from the adult human males,
and both of those from children of either sex. A few of these
Wwere reviewed in Chapter 3.

In recent years it has become clear to cognitive scientists
that there’s a close relationship between perception and the
Acquisition of some concepts. Common sense already tells us
this, in fact, since one of the main ways of acquiring concepts
of material entities in the world is via perception: seeing,
hearing, touching, smelling and tasting things. The concepts
WOMAN and MAN are ordinarily acquired partly by sight
and sound. Most children get a sense of how to use these con-
Cepts partly by having women and men pointed out to them

in the street, at home or in picture books.
Generally, when sighted humans look at their environment,

they perceive discrete, bounded objects, not vast arrays of
undifferentiated information. This is due to a brain capacity

N
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described as ‘categorical perception’. As one author explains:
‘Categorical perception allows us to carve up the world into
the categories that are relevant to our behavior, thus allow-
ing us to more efficiently process the visual features that are
relevant to these categories. For example, when presented
with a poisonous snake, it is more useful to quickly process
snake-relevant features for fast categorization than to attend
to the visual features that discriminate this snake from other
snakes.” This isn’t to say some people can’t visually discrimi-
nate different snakes, but only that for most people, differences

between snakes and other objects will be more pronounced,

and usually more quickly processed, than differences between

this snake and that snake.

The cognitive process via which a child starts to be able
to perceptually distinguish a particular kind of thing — say, a
snake, or a dog ~ and so to possess its associated concept, is
a pretty amazing one. The two lead investigators in UCLA’s
Human Perception Laboratory, Philip Kelmann and Christine
Massey, write about how a child might first acquire the con-
ZilztaDernGl,l for .instance. First, the child’s father might point
he mighta Yvhlte poodle, saying ‘dog’ as he d.oes so. E\Iext,
too. Even IZ;)(I)nt Eur a large black retriever, saying ‘c.log here
relatively diffug each new instance encountered mlfght I?Ok
colour, ear anilr;m to the last in terms of things like ‘3126,
the chi’ld starts t alc)e shape, and so on, still, relatively quickly
before as dogs Jous : able to ident.ity breeds she has nev§r seen
capacity to dis;ingui:}? ssefu”)’a she simultaneously g.ams the
somewhat similar (e.g COgs from Cfther mammals wblch look
often important, suc.h.asa;s]’ O(Ii'.squl'rrel-s). ‘Shape variables are
of dogs and cats’ note Kellniariffermg jaw or body struc'tures
are highly relational and abstrq atnd Massey. ‘Sl'mpe VarlaPles
lar colors, sizes, and contexts wch-, rther than tied to particu-

» which is what allows those who

T N



WHAT MAKES A WOMAN? 155

have undergone this kind of learning to effortlessly recognize
a glass tabletop ornament as a dog versus a cat.*°

It’s reasonable to think this process broadly resembles that
by which children ordinarily acquire perceptual versions of
concepts such as WOMAN and MAN as well. Normally
a c.hild becomes able to recognise, for example, women, by
being exposed — directly or indirectly — to (images of) women
with a relatively wide variety of physical characteristics,
within given ranges, still eventually managing to start to
identify only the relevant ones. (It’s therefore an interesting
question what pointing to a trans woman who has had no
surgery or hormones, and telling a child ‘that’s a woman’
and then pointing to a female and saying the same does to the

child’s emerging conceptual map of the world. T don’t know
the answer.)

WOMAN as a gender identity

As we know, gender identity theory proposes huge revisions to
WOMAN and MAN, GIRL and BOY. On the new versions,
some women are not adult human females (they’re males), and
some adult human females are not women (they’re men, or non-
binary). Equally, some men aren’t adult human males (they’re
females), and some adult human males aren’t men (they’re
women, or non-binary). Not just all this, but also: women,
men, girls and boys aren’t beings you can ever directly identify
by looking or listening, or by any other perceptual means. For
the thing that supposedly makes you a woman, man, girl or
boy is gender identity, an inner psychological state that has no
reliable correlation with outer appearances.

Fairly obviously, all this radically changes the traditional
functions of the concepts in question. But — unlike the case of

7N
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RACE, perhaps — the need for those original functions hasn’t
gone away. So, if we put gender identity theory’s proposal fof
WOMAN and MAN into the decision tree eatlier, the decision
structure seems to me to be: Yes; No; Yes. That is, we get an
argument for retaining the original versions — how could we
do without them? — but also creating new additional concepts
for ‘adult human (male or female) with female gender identity’
and ‘adult human (female or male) with male gender identity’
which don’t replace the originals but supplement them. Ideally,
we would call these something different to avoid confusion:
‘Female-identified people’ would be one tentative suggestion:
in which case, both men and women could be ‘femnale-
identified’, where applicable, but it would be well understood
that this made no difference to their original statuses as men
or women either way.

In fact, the importance of retaining the original versi

Is even greater than I just suggested. (I’ll focus on WOM‘A;N
or

ons

here as my example, but similar points can be made
MAN, GIRL and BOY.) A reference to WOMAN is central
to the roles of several other concepts in which it’s embedded:
For instance: MOTHER, which the QED has as ‘the female
parent of a human being; a woman in relation to a child or
children to whom she has given birth; (also, in extended use)
a woman who undertakes the responsibilities of a par ent
towards a child, esp. a stepmother’,. WOMAN or GIRL is
also embedded into ordinary concepts of GRANDMOTHER,
DAUGHTER, SISTER, AUNT, WIFE and, as we have se¢ll
in Chapter 3, LESBIAN; and many other c;ncepts too. So: if
the membership conditions of WOMAN were about gender
identity not sex, this would seem to mean a radical revision in
our understanding of the related concepts too, to make them
about gender identity as well. Some adulr human males would
be mothers, stepmothers, grandmothers, daughters, sisters,

VRN
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aunts and wives; and some adult human females would be
fathers, grandfathers, sons, brothers, uncles and husbands.
Some trans activist organisations recognise these implica-
tions and welcome them. As we’ve seen earlier, Stonewall and
GLAAD now tend to interpret the concept LESBIAN as refer-
ring to those with female gender identities attracted to others
with female gender identities. In the UK courts in 2020, there
was an unsuccessful attempt by trans man Freddy McConnell
to be named as “father’ on the birth certificate of the child to
which he gave birth, and not ‘mother’, even though he’s an
adult human female."" UK LGBT organisations backed him
in this attempt.
But if we were to start implementing these related linguistic
changes on a grand scale, as trans activists apparently want
us to, we wouldn’t lose our collective need of concepts to
represent: the human females who give birth; or the human
males whose sperm is the genetic contribution to a child; or
human female offspring; or human females attracted to other
adult human females; and so on. If we aren’t supposed to call
these ‘mothers’, ‘fathers’, ‘daughters’ and “lesbians’ (etc.), we’ll
“have to come up with other terms to do the job. That is, we’ll
continue to need to identify and talk about these important
groups of people, relative to a wide range of human interests.
I’s not enough for opponents to point out that, were the
concepts to change in the way gender identity theorists pro-
pose, many people who count as, for example, ‘mothers’ now
would still count as mothers under the new proposal. For that
would be an accident. The concept wouldn’t be picking out
their femaleness and its connection to having given birth or
raising children.
Still, I can imagine objectors insisting that, despite all this, cis
people should be ‘kinder’, i.e. ‘give up’ the concepts WOMAN
and MAN (as if people who argue as I do were hanging on to

SN
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the words éut of bitterness, like a spouse’s possessions Z.lftef
divorce). After all, they might say, language-users collec‘tlvelly
could just as easily develop completely new names for ,adut
human female’ and ‘adult human male’ instead. Whe‘res the
harm? Yet it seems to me this would be unlikely to Sf:tleY the
aims of gender identity theorists in the long run. Let’s Sa;’l_we
called adult human females and adult human males something
else: anything will do, but as a present example let’s cl‘loose,,
with an affectionate nod to 70s feminists, ‘womyn’ and my}?-
Once bedded down among language-users, in effect f'ls
would look like a pretty superficial switch. In that scenarios
we would still have clearly distinct concepts for adult humildn
females and adult human males, with new names attaCheI(i
Given their multiple important roles in human life, we w??he
be bound to keep using those new names in all or most ‘O ,
contexts in which we traditionally used ‘woman’ and ‘maft-
Trans women still would be myn and wouldn’t be womy™
and trans men still would be womyn and wouldn’t be myn-
There would - or at least, should — still be distinct healfhcafe’
spaces, resources, data collection and, in some cases, SOCIil
arrangements for womyn and myn. That is, there would stl
be (as queer theorists see it) ‘normative exclusion’ and (as I'see
it) ‘useful classification, and consequent rational attempts t?
adjust social organisation, relative to many coherent purposes -
I conclude that, rather than changing the concepts
WOMAN and MAN (etc.) to incorporate a reference' to
gender identity and remove sex, we should keep the or igmal
versions and add to our collective vocabulary further CO“CC_ptS’
that represent ‘adult human with 4 female gender identx.t},’
and ‘adult human with a male gender identity’. In case It'S
not clear, these concepts wouldn’t be either/or. They would
cross-categorise people. Women could be adult humans with
male gender identities, and men could be adult humans with

VN
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female gender identities. We each can, and do, fall into many
categories simultaneously.

A hierarchy of interests?

My discussion so far has demonstrated the impracticality of
gender identity theory’s proposal for the concepts WOMAN
and MAN. An important supplementary point is that
women — understood as adult human females — tend as a group
to exhibit certain particular social characteristics, and face
certain distinctive social challenges. These vary from society
to society in their precise details, but most women face cer-
tain common aspects and obstacles, broadly construed. As
we know, for instance, women are significantly more likely
to be sexually assaulted than men, and significantly less likely
to commit sexual assaults than men. Men, not women, are
also responsible for the majority of violent crimes.'? This is
an international phenomenon. We also know that, partly as a
result of facts about pregnancy, women are more likely than
men to occupy low-paid or part-time jobs, if they work at all.
Relatedly, they are more likely to be responsible for unpaid
childcare and domestic work in the home than men. For those
that also work, this places consequent extra pressures on
their time that men in the same position tend not to face. This
affects women’s capacity to work to the same level as men in
the same job.

These are generalisations not universalisations, and there
are many exceptions. But they don’t occur randomly. They are
linked in various explicable ways to prior facts about biology:
women’s average relative strength in relation to men, and their
capacity as a group to bear children. These fairly immovable
biological facts, averaged across the populations of men and

P
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women, have interacted with contingent social facts to produce
the world we currently have. Many women feel it is an unjust
one. They have the strong impression of living in a world setup
for and run in the interests of men. Recent books like Invisible
Women by Caroline Criado Perez and Pain and Prejudice by
Gabrielle Jackson have emphasised how, even in supposedly
progressive countries like the UK and US, there’s a large data
gap when it comes to understanding — or more accurately,
failing properly to understand — multiple areas of women’s
interests, including medicine, the workplace, product designs
taxation and political representation,

In this context, treating males with female gender identities
as women in every possible context is a politically jnﬂan1-
matory act. In effect it sends a contemptuously dismissive
message to women already conscious of unequal treatment.(’f
their interests. This message says: the interests of males Wi
female gender identities are more important than yours. 1 have
already described how many institutions are presently taking
gender identity to determine access to spaces and resources,
and to govern the gathering of data. They are also taking
it to determine the reporting of information. An illustrative
example is the way trans women’s crimes are now reporte
in the press. Following news regulator IPSO’s publication ©
guidelines on media reporting about trans people in 2016,
the UK media started to report the crimes of trans womef!
as ‘women’s’ crimes."* According to the [PSO guidelines: ‘An
individual’s gender identity ... must not be referenced unless
genuinely relevant to the story.” What this seems to mean i
practice is that the sex of a trans woman perpétrator shouldn’
be mentioned, and instead the crime should be reported as
a woman’s. In a context’where men ~ understood as adult
human males ~ are responsible for more than three times as
many violent and sexual assaults as women, headlines such as

—
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‘Woman, 41, pretended to be a boy to groom a girl’ (Metro
website, 1 October 2018)," ‘Gang of women repeatedly stamp
on man’s head in 2am brawl at Leicester Square underground
station’ (Daily Mirror website, 26 June 2018), ‘Sheffield
woman found with over 1,000 indecent images of children
hauled before the court’ (Daily Star website, 19 July 2019),
“Woman who once shoved policeman onto Tube tracks jailed
for spitting at officer’ (Daily Mirror website, 17 February
2020) and “Woman who “bragged about being a paedophile”
approached boys at Remembrance event’ (Wales Online, 15
May 2020) seem to demonstrate a flagrant, even provocative
disregard for women’s interests. The underlying message on
the part of media organisations seems to be: we care more
about deferring to the inner gender identities of criminally
convicted males than we do about transmitting the misleading
message to the public that women, as a group, have hitherto
unsuspected capacities for paedophilia, sexual predation and
violent assault. When the crimes in question are then recorded
as ‘women’s’ or ‘female’ crimes within the criminal justice
system, the affront is compounded. Data we might otherwise
have tried to use to combat violence against women in the
original sense is now significantly compromised.” Again, the
fact that the powers-that-be don’t seem to care at all about this
is infuriating to many women, me included. )
Apart from the relative neglect of women’s interests in rela-
tion to men’s, and the negative political message sent to women
about it, the discussion of this section underlines an earlier
point: gender identity theory’s proposed alternative to the tra-
ditional concepts WOMAN and MAN cannot possibly cover
all of the still-pressing contexts in which we need to use the
term ‘woman’, meaningfully, to refer to adult human females,
and ‘man’ to refer to adult human males. One response to
this objection might be gratefully to revert to the traditional
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concepts. A rival response, however, is to propose a different
alternative to the traditional concepts, this time identifying
women and men, not in terms of gender identity, but instead
in terms of some kind of shared social role.

WOMAN as a social role

In the first chapter, I introduced an idea with a powerful
attraction for many feminists over the years: the idea that
WOMAN refers to those expected by society to perform a
“feminine social role’. What this means, spelled out, is usually
a bit vague, but it’s something like: a woman, by definition,
is any adult human expected to occupy or perform a set O

behaviours stereotypically associated with the female sex, and/
or who is interpreted by society in terms of a set of female-
associated stereotypes and norms. So women, by definition,
are the people expected to look after children, do most of the
housework, take lower paid jobs than their partners, speak
more submissively, be good listeners and be caring. They ar¢,
by definition, the people who tend to be lauded as virginal or
as motherly, or castigated as whores or ag witches; who are
easily thought of as bitches, or bossy, or slutty, or frigid, or
girly, or bubbly, or feisty (etc., etc.).

In the twenty-first century this vi i )] call
‘WOMAN:-as-social’ or WAS f(ilr short, hl::;v l,)e::)}:rllz};sslcfciated
in some minds with a justification for the claim that ‘passing’
trans women are women. Passing trans women are defined as
those male people who, as a result of surgery and taking hor-
mones, eventually cannot be perceptually distinguished from
adult human females by most people. Sometimes these are
distinguished from other trans women by being called ‘trans-
sexuals’. If a transsexual trans woman passes, it is assumed
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by many that she must be subject to the same expectations
and norms of femininity as are typically projected upon adult
human females, and that this is what ‘makes’ her a woman.
Passing trans men are considered to be men for similar reasons.

This sort of view is often accompanied, with an implied
‘tadaah?’, by the quote from Simone de Beauvoir we saw in
Chapter 1: ‘One is not born, but rather becomes a woman’
(alternatively: ‘A woman is not born but made’). The fact that
in The Second Sex de Beauvoir was fairly obviously talking
only about females and their involuntary encounters with a
social system subjecting them to impossible ideals of femi-
ninity from birth seems mostly ignored. De Beauvoir wasn’t
talking about males who decide after puberty to radically
alter their bodies artificially, and nor would she have excluded
from the purview of her claims any trans man who did simi-
lar. Still, whatever the case, her quote has found new life in a
modern context.

WAS and gender identity theory are competitors. Effectively,
each offers a different conceptual analysis of WOMAN and
MAN. According to contemporary trans activists — or at least,
the consistent ones — WAS is, like the traditional versions of
WOMAN and MAN, ‘exclusionary’, since it cannot accom-
modate the claims of non-passing trans women to be women,
or of non-passing trans men to be men. WAS is also criticised
for having nothing to say about non-binary people. Still, for
many others — and in particular people familiar with, and
sympathetic to, the history of. rwentieth-century Western fem-
inism — WAS remains a convincing explanation of why some
trans women count as women, and trans men as men.

Unfortunately, though, WAS is beset with problems. In what
follows, I’ll talk only about WAS as it applies to the concept of
WOMAN, as befits its original historical impetus. However,
my points can be altered to apply to any view arguing that the
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concept of MAN refers, by definition, to those expected by

society to perform a masculine role.

Bad reasons given for WAS

I think WAS appeals to many people on a subconscious level.
This is partly to do with cognitive factors, and partly with
social ones about the way we objectify women generally. But

here I'll deal only with conscious reasoning for WAS. There

are two main sources of perceived support, both of them fairly

underwhelming on closer inspection.
The first of these draws upon a feature of ordinary lan-

guage: the fact some people tend to say things like ‘she’s nota
real woman’, when talking about certain adult human females.
De Beauvoir has a few examples early on in The Second Sex.
She tells us: “They whisper, even in Russia, “women are still
very much women”.’ She goes on: ‘Speaking of certain women,
the experts proclaim “They are not women’” even though they
have a uterus like the others’ And: ‘Everyone agrees there
are females in the human species; today, as in the past, they
make about half of humanity; and yet we are ... urged “Be
women, stay women, become woman”.’ She concludes: ‘So not
every female human being is necessarily a woman; she must
take part in this mysterious and endangered reality known as
femininity.’6 :

Supporters of WAS take these observations to demonstrate
tha.t the concept of WOI\/{AN refers to an expected feminine
_sfoc1atl :}? le. W};at thfey don ttap parently notice is that hundreds,
if not thousands, of concepts ar i L
and rhetorical c:)nstructi(fns inecS;lt)]qeiitzo similar te'mporary

E ontexts, without us
needing to propose radical alterations to those concepts gen-
erally. As was pointed out by philosopher J. L. Austin in the

/ m‘—\l\
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1960s, whether something is counted as ‘real’ or not depends
on what’s effectively being excluded as uninteresting by way
of the contrast in the current conversational context.!” Take
for instance, the concept DIAMOND, understood as a crys-
tz%lline carbon allotrope. When given a huge, clear, sparkly
diamond as a present, the recipient might say, ‘Now, that’s a
real diamond!’ Or a jeweller might say to the would-be seller
Of a small, dull diamond, ‘Call that a diamond? That’s not a
diamond’, though both know that it is. In this sort of case,
there’s what we might call a temporary ‘escalation’ or ‘de-
escalation’, whereby concepts plus qualifiers such as ‘real’,
‘not real’ (etc.) and/or certain emphases and tones of voice are
used by speakers to draw attention to particular properties
f)f objects currently of interest, or the lack of them. So for
Instance: ‘Now that’s a real castle?’, “That’s not a real birthday
present!’, etc. (Try it now with things around you: ‘Call that a
sofa?’; “If you were a real husband ... ) Saying of a diamond
you don’t currently value that it’s not a real diamond doesn’t
show that generally DIAMOND means something other than
a crystalline carbon allotrope. And it definitely doesn’t show
that DIAMOND refers only to the socially expected or valued
role of diamonds, such as being clear, sparkly and large.
Similar points, I think, apply to feminist interpretations of
the activist and former slave Sojourner Truth’s famous 1851
speech “‘Ain’t 1 a Woman?’. Truth points out that the white
middle-class stereotypes that ‘women need to be helped into
carriages, and lifted over ditches, and to have the best place
everywhere’ don’t apply to heras a former slave; yet she is still,
after all, a woman.'® This is taken by many feminists to implic-
itly support WAS. Yet historical statements that black women
weren’t women, or real women, were temporarily de-escalated
uses of WOMAN, revelatory of the fact that racist speakers
didn’t value black women as they valued whites. In other

VRN
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contexts, the same people who made such statements would
unproblematically acknowledge black women as women — not
least because many slave owners instrumentalised black wom-
en’s pregnancies to keep the machinery of slavery going, and
were themselves responsible for some of them.

A second argument supposedly helpful to WAS brings us
back, once again, to the spectre of biological determinism:
the idea that females’ biological status makes it ‘natural’ and
so right for them to be in the kitchen, nursery or bedroom,
but not in the boardroom or parliament. For many Second
Wave feminists, WAS seemed attractive because, on the face
of it, it promised to free women from accusations of biological
determinism. In fact, though, as ’ve already argued, defining
WOMAN explicitly in terms of an expected feminine social
role is a truly terrible response to that problem. If — big if -
it’s really true that women are biologically determined to be
domestic, submissive, and so on, redefining WOMAN as
something nonbiological won’t save them from that fate- All
it will do is distractingly change the subject to a different kind
of people. Meanwhile, the adult human females will still be
there, working away in the kitchens and nurseries and bed-
rooms?, subjugated by their biology. Much better instead for
feminists to directly attack the idea that being female makes
one naturally suited to domesticity, using available scientific
evidence plus conceptual analysis to do this; or alternatively,
attflck the idea that what’s ‘natural for feme’lles’ in the sensé
Sitsfx:lril:e: r\:\rﬁ:ffsagrfg?lctf(}:)sr ta};f s: tire population of females’

These days, the old adversaria] dezen i%ny of them. in-
ists and feminists has morphed intoyt}::;n IZ be]t Weeln .dete}:rrtll if
you don’t embrace WAS, but instead argiepfl;: :hceatlrr:d:tiil;al
ve.rs§on of WOMAN, you must be a nasty old biological deter-
minist who wants to ‘tie’ women “to thejr biology’. Frankly,
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this is bonkers. The traditional version of WOMAN whose
legitimacy I’'m defending says that a woman is an adult human
female. In Chapter 2, I offered three models of the sexes. Not
one of them proposed any personality traits or behaviours as
essential to, or necessary for, femaleness. They don’t mention
personality traits or behaviours at all. They’re concerned only
with endogenous physical characteristics. Whether or not
females are, on average, naturally suited to domesticity or any
‘other thing is an entirely empirical matter — i.e. to do with what
scientific evidence emerges, either way — and it has nothing to
do with the membership conditions of BEING FEMALE. So
by favouring the traditional version of WOMAN (i.e. adult
human female) over WAS, there’s no inevitable implication
you must be committed to some view of women as naturally
suited to domesticity, nor any other particular behaviour or
psychological trait.

Sometimes critics of the traditional version of WOMAN
get yet more confused, this time by the fact that three charac-
teristics are being proposed as ‘essential’ to the membership
conditions of womanhood: namely, being i) adult, ii) human
and iii) female. Doesn’t this fact make the view perniciously
‘essentialist’ in a politically suspect way? No. Or if it does,
then WAS is ‘essentialist’ too, and so for that matter is gender
identity theory! After all, both of them also propose certain
membership conditions as ‘essential’ for (i.e. necessary to)
being a woman. Is it a political problem for a definition of
DIAMOND that it proposes ‘being a crystalline carbon
allotrope’ as ‘essential’ to diamonds? No. Proposing certain
characteristics as essential membership conditions, in this
sense, is a feature of thousands of definitions of catego-
ries — that’s arguably how categories work. (It’s true some
philosophers have argued that sometimes or always, thinking
of categories as having essential or necessary conditions is a
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mistake. However, they think it’s a philosophical mistake not
a political one; and their point applies to most or all concepts.
I looked at two relevant examples of this approach in Chapter
2, where I discussed cluster models of SPECIES and of MALE
and FEMALE.)

Yet another strawman offered is that defenders of the
traditional version of the concept WOMAN, understood as
adult human female, are effectively ‘reducing women to their
biology’. It’s as if what’s really being said is that having a
female biology is all individual women can ever be good for.
But what’s important to, or about, an individual can vary
from context to context, depending on background interests.
Arguing that the membership conditions of WOMAN as a
general category essentially require being female doesn’t mean
that being female (or adult, or human) is a personally impor-
tant feature of any given woman, let alone all she can ever be
good for. Compare: the membership conditions of BANKER
essentially require a person who is a banker, by definition,
to be working in a bank. But that doesn’t mean working in
a bank is personally important to any given banker, let alone
that it’s all she or he can ever be good for. Being a woman
doesn’t cover everything individual women are or could be. It
was never reasonably supposed to.

Additional points against WAS

I've just discussed arguments supposedly in favour of WAS.
When it comes to looking for additional argﬁments against it,
it seems even less promising. We can find at least three. The first
applies to WAS, considered generally as a challenge to the tra-
ditional version of the concept WOMAN. The other two relate
“to WAS as it supposedly applies to trans women in particular.

s
// N ' \\\
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The first challenge relates to whether, in practice, WAS
was ever an adequate replacement version for the traditional
version of the concept WOMAN. A big problem for WAS is
that there’s no single social role expected to be performed
by all women that could be used to define them, practically
speaking. Earlier on, I said that women tend to face similar
social challenges, such as susceptibility to sexual assault, and
less comparative success in the workplace relative to men — but
still, this is hardly enough to define the entire category, and in
any case clearly has many exceptions. This problem emerged
early on in the history of WAS within feminist thought. In
Practice, concrete articulations of ‘the feminine social role’,
when given by white Western heterosexual women, tended
to default — surprise, surprise — to sociocultural expectations
upon white Western heterosexual women. This was quickly
pointed out by black and Latina feminists as well as by
lesbians, Not all women are culturally expected to be passive -
some matriarchal cultures value agency. Not all women are
culturally expected to be refined and delicate — black feminists

ave argued that black women aren’t viewed this way, and nor
are lesbians. Incomprehensibly, once this problem was noticed,
rather than concluding there was something wrong with WAS
some academic feminists took the heroically ambitious route
of denying there was such a thing as the unified category of
women at all.!” Others suggested we should pretend there are
women for politically strategic purposes.?’

Often missed in the interminable academic discussions that
followed — as with gender identity theory earlier — was that
the traditional concept of WOMAN and the version of the
concept proposed by WAS obviously perform very different
functions. Unlike the concepts WOMAN and GIRL taken
together, WAS cannot offer an account covering 51 per cent of
the population, or anything like it. We have seen that, relative
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to many important purposes, we continue to need concepts t¢
distinguish adult and younger human females from everyon®
else, as well as from each other. Any concepts offered by WA

as putative replacements, citing only expectations of soc12
role, cannot do this job. There is not enough overlap betwee?
the people to whom the traditional version and the WAS Vf’r’
sion actually apply. This suggests that, as with gender identity
theory, the decision structyre when fed into the decision tre
should be Yes; No; Yes. That is, we should retain the fffldl'
tional version of the concept WOMAN, continuing to use It 10
refer to adult human females, and develop separate concepts 0
identify the various sociocultural roles women are expected ©
perform in different historica] and social contexts. '

I tend to think that this objection, like the aCCOmPZm).’mg
similar one for gender identity theory, thoroughly undermines
the rationale for WAS, Still, I know there will remain devotees:
So I'll assume for the sake of my next bit of argument that
WAS works as a general theory of worﬁanhood, even thoug
I don’t think it does.

There are two reasons that WAS doesn’t fit well with the
idea that trans women are women. The first point i that
women and passing trans women aren’t always expected t(z
occupy the same social role unless you define social role
very narrowly as something [jke ‘the role a stranger might
expect you to fulfil, based only on what you look like to them
now’. But expected socia] roles are much wider than that. For
one thing, what social €Xpectations and norms are projecte
upon you partly depend on what others know about you, an

from a distance in the street. If you're 4 passing trans woman
who is ‘out’, then, precisely, People know you’re male and that
you have grown up male. In that case, in some contexts you're
likely to be treated differently, and be subject to different
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expectations, than the average female (sometimes better, some-
times worse, and sometimes no better or worse, just different).
There will be a lot of overlap, but it’s unlikely to be total.

For another thing, the social role occupied by any individual
extends throughout time, and isn’t reducible to a single year,
week or day, let alone a single moment when a stranger looks
at you. Roles start early on, in childhood, and are affected
?Y experiences. As novelist Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie said
In an interview in 2017, seeming to embrace some version of
WAS: ‘I think. the whole problem of gender in the world is
about our experiences ... It’s about the way the world treats
us, and I think if you’ve lived in the world as a man with the
Privileges that the world accords to men and then sort of
change gender, it’s difficult for me to accept that then we can
equate your experience with the experience of a woman who
has lived from the beginning as a woman and who has not
been accorded those privileges that men are.?! In similar vein,
journalist and academic Elinor Burkett wrote of trans women:
‘They haven’t suffered through business meetings with men
talking to their breasts or woken up after sex terrified they’d
forgotten to take their birth control pills the day before. They
haven’t had to cope with the onset of their periods in the
middle of a crowded subway, the humiliation of discovering
that their male work partners’ checks were far larger than
theirs, or the fear of being too weak to ward off rapists.’?2 Such
points would indeed suggest many passing trans women aren’t
women after all, even by the lights of WAS.

A separate critical point about WAS is this. As you might
expect given its political origins, a frequent accompaniment
to the original feminist argument that WOMAN referred to
those expected to perform a feminine social role was severe
criticism of that expectation and role. Feminists such as
Catharine MacKinnon and Andrea Dworkin, apparently
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f
writing in support of something very like WAS, f:g‘;ﬁ};zl
inequality and suffering as baked into the expec?;]inity, n
jected upon women. They wanted to §m35h femi N
that’s an understatement. On their view, Women"despread
are socially constructed via lifelong C}_ch'SUfe f" W;nd men,
practices of sexual dominance and ob]CC“ﬁCanoni)-ectifying
as such, are socially constructed as sexua“)"¥ Jbe rapa-
dominators. Wrote MacKinnon, for ins.tance: oS hat a
ble, a position that is social not biological, define
woman is.’23 o . od. thinking of

So, at least as it was originally practised, A to be
WOMAN in terms of a social role was not sup [,osé"al role.
a reactionary move in favour of preserving that 50?} WAS,
Indeed, this is implied by a modern-day advocflteuo argues
American philosopher Sally Haslanger, who basically : t 0
that we should focus our minds on the political Pf"l]joo y
getting rid of women. By this she means not Sorr.’e . ation’
massacre of adult human females, but rather the ehmmm 24
of restrictive and damaging social expectations upon the t.C
~ To say the least, it’s a bit odd, then, to see WAS Co-opog_
ina twenty-first-century campaign to get trans women r€¢ nd.
nised as women, as if that’s a progressive victory all ro(lil be
If MacKinnon and Dworkin were right, no one shoul

to see how the frequent trans activist caricature of na'sllf)’
‘TERFs’ zealously ‘gatekeeping’ womanhood in order unfatrly
to keep trans women out of it is compatible with the fact that
many MacKinnon- and Dworkin~inspired “TERFs’, at least;
" spend their wider lives fighting the misogynist social stereo”
types which, they believe, constitute womanhood.

If you try to believe simultaneously both that trans women
should be categorised as women S 2 matter of social justice
and that womanhood involves exposure to g regressive social
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role essentially involving domination and sexual objectifica-
* tion, then something’ got to give. In practice, what seems
to be giving these days is recognition that expected feminine
social roles might be in any way regressive or worth fighting
against. Femininity is often now presented, even by progres-
sives, as either a neutral or a positive, life-affirming choice.
It’s apparently just assumed that when you act passive and
§meissive, or emotional, you’re being ‘woman-like’, or even
Just being a woman — whatever your sex. For instance, trans
author Kate Bornstein writes in her memoir about a female
?artner who would later transition to become a trans man:
We had sex being boys. We had sex being girls. We were boy
and gir] at random. He had as much fun on top of me as I had
fun on top of her. And we both enjoyed being on the bottom.”*
In other words, when on top, the partner is a ‘he” and when on
the bottom, a ‘her’. And trans woman Joy Ladin writes in her
n.lemoir: “When my wife and I discuss the destruction of our
life together, she’s the one who cries. If tears start in my eyes —
and they often do — I automatically stifle them. When my wife
and 1 are together, she’s the woman and I'm the man.*¢ The
apotheosis - or possibly, nadir — of this approach is found in
the 2019 book Fenales by trans scholar Andrea Long Chu,
which - Pm kind of hoping satirically, though I’m not entirely
sure — defines ‘female’ as ‘any psychic operation in which the
self is sacrificed to make room for the desires of another’.?
When combined with WAS, this leaves a reactionary posi-
tion diametrically opposed to what radical feminists could
possibly have originally meant —¢ven if these days, they deny
this.?® Since academic intricacies understandably tend to be
lost on the general public, were this toothless version of WAS
to become yet more popular, it would presumably leave even
more people with the impression that women are ‘supposed to
be’ feminine (as in: dominated, sexually submissive, emotional,

77N
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and there to do the blddmg of the masculine people), and me?
‘supposed to be’ masculine (as in: dominant, sexually demand”
ing, unemotional, and there o have their needs met by th°
feminine people). It’s not hard to anticipate how this cues 1'1[7
further agony for all concerned, and especially for those Chl{’
dren, teens and adults who are confused and/or feel they dont
fit the right mould.

Given these considerations, it’s preferable, as before, ©°
retain the original concepts of WOMAN and MAN, an
then to have separate concepts for the sex-associated s0€t
roles, expectations and norms - damaging or otherwise - that
we collectively have interests in tracking and critiquing: In
this we might emulate a language like Swedish, in which the
word for both ‘woman’ ang “female’ is “kvinna’, and the W‘?r
for biological sex is ‘k6m’ (a word which, luckily for Swedish
communication purposes, does not also mean the sexual a<th
Meanwhile, the word for the social norms and expccmti(,)ns
associated with the sexes jg ‘genus’, a word that isn’t applic
In the service of development of separate’ concepts for
the distinctive socia] stereotypes and norms associate
with each sex, English speakers could rescue the concepts
MASCULINITY and FEMININITY from the current mitks
and be more explicit aboyg what they mean. In the forme
case, masculinﬁty could be exclusively understood as the S€tS
of social expeétations and normg (etc.) projected upon most

concepts further into separate sub-cy tegories, to explicitly
cover different kinds of Sex-associated socig] ex;’)ectations and
norms — appearance-based, behavioural, psychological, and so
on — we could do that too, We could alsp develop a separate
concept of PEOPLE SUBJECT TO MISOGYNY (or something
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pithier), which could apply both to women and to some passing

trans women, in virtue of what is called ‘discrimination by
perception’; and PEOPLE SUBJECT TO MISANDRY, which
could apply to men and to some trans men. In refining existing
concepts or coining new ones, we could easily develop a rich,
flexible vocabulary to refer to whatever sex-associated social
phenomenon we wished to describe. But: there’s no reason
to think that any reference to these factors can, or should be,
automatically built into the concepts of WOMAN and MAN
as such. Not only would this make the concepts too unwieldy,
but it would also be incompatible with their original, still
pressing purposes: serving as the nexus of literally thousands
of intersecting discussions, explanations and predictions, of
great collective importance, concerning adult human males
and females.

With respect to the main topic of this chapter, then, we’re
left with a stark conclusion. Here’s the least stark articulation
of it I can muster. If trans women are women, they are not
‘Women’ in the same sense in which adult human females are
‘Women’. If trans men are men, they are not ‘men’ in the same
sense in which adult human males are ‘men’. ‘Trans’ isn’t, as
we saw Julia Serano claim in Chapter 1, an adjective attached
to ‘woman’, There are wholly different concepts here. Ideally,
we should have phonetically different terms to refer to each.
But if we don’t collectively develop phonetically different
words, we should at least be clear that TRANS WOMAN,
TRANS MAN, WOMAN and MAN are four different con-
cepts, each with different membership conditions; and that
membership of TRANS WOM AN doesn’t entail membership
of WOMAN or preclude membership of MAN, and nor does
membership of TRANS MAN entail membership of MAN or
preclude membership of WOMAN.

This conclusion may be greeted, at least initially, with shock.
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I don’t blame you at all, as a reader — trans or Othzrw:lf)pe
this is how you feel. It wasn’t you personally Who_ e rraft
the confused idea that there were no conceivably impo mef!
differences between trans women and women, or tranzsmt 0
and men, for which language-users might rationauynv; trac
develop separate public concepts in order to record 3 Activist
them. That was the academics, lawmakers an.d fran® \‘/arious
organisations, who disseminated this narrative f(;: ve built
misguided intellectual or political reasons. People ha h 't
their lives around this narrative. Perhaps it feels as thoug
ripping all that away, and that causes you pain. pout what
So straight away I want to be absolutely C]ear.a (')f thes¢
Pm #not saying, before | g0 on to explain and just! i’ic
points in more detail in the next chapter. (I can an uent
a lot of these misunderstandings because they’re fre(z red
fired at me by critics, as assumptions about what I mus
be saying)

ipate

. ok
* P'mnot saying that to physically alter oneself to 0 th
. i oth,
like the opposite sex, or unlike one’s own sex, or b nse
isn’t ever a reasonable thing for adults to do in resp®

to developing a misaligned gender identity. 1 think It
can be, and have explained

evaluation that I've made the arg
* I’m not underplaying the psychological reljef it gives

many trans people to think of themselves as members

of the opposite sex. Nor, perhaps Surprisingly, am I

uments [ have.
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saying that trans women and trans men, respectively,
shouldn’t ever call themselves ‘women’ and ‘men’ or be
referred to that way by those around them. T’ll explain
why in the next chapter.

I'm not saying trans people are ‘deceivers’, nor that they
are ‘delusional’ or ‘duped’ - far from it. I'll explain why
in the next chapter, so there can be no doubt.

N
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Elizabeth Finneron Burns, Holly Lawford-Smith, Mary
Leng and Rebecca Reilly-Cooper, and to my feminist Queen,
Julie Bindel.
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being replaced by another version. I will take the latter route.
Angela Onwuachi-Willig, ‘Race and Racial
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