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Abstract

Metaphysics of Gender is a branch of Feminist Philosophy in which the metaphysical issues
about "Gender" are discussed. Chatlotte Witt is a feminist philosopher, who analyzes gender
from a particular point of view. Witt names her theory "Uni-Essentialism" which is an
essentialist theory of gender, while differing deeply from customary essentialist theories. She
avoids the current framework of debate between Realists and Nominalists, because her main
question is about the role of gender in one's identity. She says that there are always some
conflicts between norms of various social roles one occupies, and for this reason we all need
a unifying normative principle. According to Witt, gender is that normative principle, which
unifies and organizes all other roles. So, gender is essential for everyone, in an Aristotalian
sense. In this paper the Uni-Essentialism thesis of Witt is analyzed and its weaknesses are
discussed. Finally we will suggest some points for improvement and modification of the

theory.

Keywords: Feminist Philosophy, Metaphysics of Gender, Gender Essentialism,
Aristotelian Essentialism, Gender Identity.

Received date: 2020.12.20

Accepted date: 2021.5.18

DOI: 10.22034/jpiut.2021.43445.2738

Journal ISSN (print): 2251-7960 ISSN (online): 2423-4419
Journal Homepage: www.philosophy.tabtizu.ac.ir



http://www.philosophy.tabrizu.ac.ir/
mailto:Zargar89@gmail.com
mailto:Hanieh.gholamali@gmail.com
mailto:Homa.yazdani.65@gmail.com

A Contemplation on the Role of Gender in One's Identity: A Critical ...
Philosophical Investigations Vol. 15/ Issue: 35/ Summer 2021/ PP. 340-357 @

1- Introduction

Charlotte Witt is a feminist philosopher who works on metaphysics of gender. In this
paper we want to explain and criticize her thesis about gender, named “Uni-
Essentialism”. In the second wave of Feminism movement, the concept of “Gender”
was defined as social, cultural and acquired differences between men and women, and
was distinguished from Sex which designated biological differences. This newly
emerged concept — gender- enabled feminist intellectuals to emphasize on the role of
social norms and structures in women’s suppression.

Debates around articulation and definition of gender construct the Metaphysics of
Gender in Feminist Philosophy. A main line of discussion in these debates is about
Gender Realism vs. Gender Nominalism. Defenders of Gender Realism believe that
there are some universally common features among women, which are responsible
for their submission. These features can be about personality, sexual behaviors, and
social situation and so on. Gender Realists claim that by recognizing these suppressing
factors, acting against them, and finally removing them, we can finish the inequality
between two sexes. But Gender Nominalists don’t agree with them. They believe that
when one tries to define and articulate womanhood, she is inevitably considering a
particular group of women. Women are various and structures of suppress are various
too. Therefore we cannot speak about essence of womanhood or anything real and
universal which is common among all women.

Witt considers the problem of Gender from another point of view. She is
interested in the role of gender in one’s identity. She starts her work from the intuitive
claim that if we had another gender, we would be another person. In this vein, Witt
names her account “Uni-Essentialism of Gender”, according to which gender is
essential for each social individual. Essentialism here is used in an Aristotelian sense.
It means that gender is an ultimate function that unifies and organizes all social roles
and makes a single unified identity. Witt defends a version of essentialism which is out
of framework of Gender Realism/Nominalism, and examines the role of gender for
each individual.

2- Gender as the Unifying Essence

Witt distinguishes three different aspects of human self: human organism, person and
social individual. Human Organism is the biological body that its norms and conditions
are not determined by society. Person is the psychological and mental dimension of
human being; it is about first person perspective and is not necessarily social
dependent too. But the third aspect is the Socia/ Individual which refers to the social
roles that one occupies, like being a daughter, a student, a citizen and so on. Here
physical or mental states are not relevant. Social individual is just about roles of the
social agent and their norms. Witt claims that gender is related to this aspect of human
being. She says each social role is governed by particular norms which are culture-
laden and society-based. When one occupies many social roles, finds herself facing



A Contemplation on the Role of Gender in One's Identity: A Critical ...
Philosophical Investigations Vol. 15/ Issue: 35/ Summer 2021/ PP. 340-357 @

with some conflicts. Therefore, every social individual needs a “Normative Principle
of Unity” which arranges priority of norms for her, and makes it possible for her to
perform all of the roles. Witt calls this principle a Mega-Role. This Mega-Role should
be diachronic and synchronic, since it unifies all social roles in one time and also
during the lifetime of the agent. Hence, this Mega-Role is part of the agent’s identity.
In other words, it is essential for her in an Aristotelian sense.

Witt argues that one can suggest some candidates for Mega-Role, like gender,
religion or race. In each case we have norms which influence all areas of social life,
and can dominate and affect norms of all other social roles. But she finds gender a
better option, because religion and race are not as universal and permanent as gender.
Gender is the social construct of a biological sexual labor division that is critical for
human reproduction and sustainment of human societies. As a result, gender
structures exist in all societies over the world and history. Witt concludes that gender

has a unique and universal status in social life of human beings.

3- Criticizing Witt’s “Uni-Essentialism”

There are some problems with Witt’s account. First of all, she has limited gender to
the level of social life, while gender is extended to psychological and biological levels
of human life too. Furthermore, Witt’s theorization of Mega-Role presupposes that
we can consider gender isolated from other components of identity, like race and
religion. But according to other feminist theorists, all components of identity are
interwoven. Meaning of gender for everyone is determined by other identical
dimensions. So, the Mega-Role can be a combination of the most important
normative principles in gender, race, religion and etc. Finally, Witt’s account doesn’t
provide any ground and implication for social reformation against gender inequality.
Hence, prima facie one cannot consider it as a contribution in the project of feminism.

4- Conclusion

We suggest that to become useful in a social reformation project, Uni-Essentialism
should be supplied by a thesis which have value judgments about gender norms, and
introduce mechanisms by which persons can act against social norms and change
them. By doing so, Uni-Essentialism can be used to bring the project of gender
equality a step further.
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