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     In recent years, numerous articles and books in the humanities and the social sciences have been devoted to understanding the ascription of race, gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, mental illness, and other ‘human kind’ concepts to persons. What may be more surprising given the enormous volume of this research and the diversity of its sources is that much of it shares a common commitment to understanding the categories picked out by these concepts in an non-essentialist way.  For example, Iris Marion Young suggests of social groups (including races, genders, classes, age groups, and ethnicities) that they,

should not be understood as an essence or nature with a specific set of common attributes… There is no common nature that members of a group have.

The invocation of such a non-essentialism is ubiquitous in social theory, and non-essentialism is widely considered an important constraint that must be met.  Charlotte Witt even observes that “showing a position is ‘essentialist’ can [in contemporary feminist theory] function in and of itself as a good reason for rejecting it."
 But what does it mean to be non-essentialist about such human categories, and what theoretical aims is it meant to achieve?

     Essentialism is a doctrine with philosophical roots in Aristotle and Locke, and with a substantial grounding in common sense or ‘folk’ theorizing about the world.
  The sort of essentialism and non-essentialism with which I am concerned are doctrines regarding categories or types of person as opposed to individuals.
  There is a voluminous philosophical literature concerned with the possibility that a property or set of properties is necessary to the identity of an individual object.  Philosophical concern with personal identity is a special case of this concern.  While there are interesting and deep philosophical questions about personal identity raised by an individual’s various human category (e.g. race, gender, ethnicity, class, etc.) memberships, these questions are orthogonal to my concern here.  

    Instead, (and like Witt) I aim to understand and evaluate non-essentialism about types of person.
  My strategy in doing so is to reconstruct an account of essentialism based on the theoretical roles the concept is meant to play in social theory.  I come to this task without an independently motivated account of essence to offer.  Rather, my reconstruction is successful if it can explain, organize, and clarify the particular uses of the term by the theorists that I discuss.  I then go on to consider whether non-essentialism contributes to accomplishing the theoretical aims of anti-essentialists that embrace it. In doing so, I emphasize examples of non-essentialism involving race and gender.  These two categories are especially worthy foci for a number of reasons.  Both are socially salient, pre-theoretically recognized categories that routinely figure in explanations of putatively natural differences.  Each is the subject of numerous anti-essentialist discussions across a wide range of academic fields that, in turn, inform a range of other discussions of human categories.
  Moreover, for reasons that will become more clear below, I think non-essentialism is likely true of race and gender.  

      In what follows, I argue that social theorists have misplaced their interest in the essentialism/non-essentialism divide, for non-essentialism is too weak a constraint to satisfy central theoretical aims of anti-essentialists.  I argue that a focus on non-essentialism stems, in part, from a mistaken assumption regarding the connection between categories with necessary and sufficient conditions and generalizations, and I look to recent developments in philosophy of science to illuminate this mistake. I go on to suggest that this mistake also animates and distorts the project of attempting to frame more plausible and theoretically fruitful non-essentialist accounts.  Abandoning this mistake suggests a reorientation of social theory towards the a posteriori investigation of human categories.

1.  What is essentialism?  What is non-essentialism?

Non-essentialism about a category is a metaphysical view that holds that instances of the category share no common essence.  The essence of a category is supposed to be a property or set of properties, such that:

E1.  The property or properties are simple, and possession of the property or properties is individually necessary, and they are together jointly sufficient, for membership in the category.

E2.  The property or properties are intrinsic (nonrelational) and natural features of individual members of the category.

E3.  The property or properties may be unobservable, but they typically explain observable properties of individuals, especially observable properties characteristic of the category.

Call this sort of property or properties a core essence.  Anti-essentialists about a category deny one or more of these features obtains.

     Typically, anti-essentialists about human categories deny either E1 or E2.  Call anti-essentialists who deny that there are individually necessary and jointly sufficient conditions on category membership (who deny E1) skeptical anti-essentialists.  Call anti-essentialists who deny that there are intrinsic or natural features differentiating category members (E2) constructionist anti-essentialists.
  The separation between skeptical anti-essentialists and constructionist anti-essentialists marks an important divide in anti-essentialist approaches to race and gender.  While theorists may adopt elements of both approaches, each approach embodies a distinct view regarding what is wrong with essentialism.  Skeptical anti-essentialists are concerned primarily with the use of concepts picking out categories to frame generalizations about a category, and their primary concern is that such ‘essentialist generalizations’ marginalize persons. In contrast, constructionist anti-essentialists are interested in replacing explanations of group difference that appeal to natural or biological differences among members of human categories with other explanations that hold such differences are caused or constituted by relational (e.g. social) differences. At the core of constructionist anti-essentialist accounts is the desire to make reference to a human category in descriptions, explanations, and predictions of the social world, or in articulating a basis for solidarity or political organization.  At the same time, however, constructionist anti-essentialists want to insist that any predictive or explanatory importance of these categories is a product of social practice, not natural fact.  Thus, these two kinds of anti-essentialism have fundamentally different aims.  Skeptical anti-essentialists typically attempt to problematize, deconstruct or eliminate human category concepts and generalizations while constructionist anti-essentialists typically offer non-essentialist reinterpretations human category concepts in order to employ them for theoretical and practical work.

2.  Two Varieties of Anti-essentialism

2.1. Skeptical Anti-essentialism

     Skeptical anti-essentialism is most familiar from a particular kind of argument that begins with an implicit or explicit proposal about the features of members of a category.  The proposal is then attacked as essentialist on the grounds that certain members of the category do not have the features in question, and thus the proposal is misleading and potentially oppressive.  Finally, a refined anti-essentialist proposal may be offered in place of the original proposal.  This dialectic may proceed through repeated iterations.  For example, almost as soon as feminist theory began the articulation of feminist perspectives excluded by patriarchal assumptions of masculinity, it became clear that articulations of feminism were themselves susceptible to distortions rooted in other power relations including those centering on race and class. In particular, newly articulated feminist theories seemed to privilege the perspective of the white, middle class women producing them.
  This experience was a pivotal moment in a persistent dialectic in social theory between the articulation of concepts and the attempt to subvert those concepts via the introduction of exceptions.  What, then, is the appropriate path through this dialectical landscape? 

     One possible reply is to multiply the number of causal dimensions that figure in determining the social world.  On this view, the problem with early feminist articulations of gender was that they privileged gender alone as a causal factor in producing differential conditions of oppression or differential experiences of the world, and this causal model is too simple.  Instead, this one factor model should be replaced with a multi-factor model that treats “gender as one relevant strand among others, attending also to class, race, ethnicity, age, and sexual orientation …”
  Such an approach seeks accuracy through articulation of difference along all the dimensions that matter.  

     However, this approach itself is open to, and has been subjected to, critique in the name of a more thoroughgoing avoidance of generalizations.  For example, Uma Narayan points out that many feminists have sought to add breadth and complexity to the discussion of the category woman by appeal to different cultural groups of women.  But, she writes,

Seemingly universal essentialist generalizations about “all women” are replaced by culture-specific essentialist generalizations that depend on totalizing categories such as ‘Western culture’, ‘Non-western cultures,’ ‘Western women,’ ‘Third World women’ and so forth. … They depict as homogenous groups of heterogeneous people whose values, interests, ways of life, and moral and political commitments are internally plural and divergent.

Narayan is concerned with the way in which the attempt to escape from the frying pan of gender essentialism may land feminist theorists into the fire of cultural essentialism.  Narayan’s point is that “essentializing” a culture + gender category can lead to the same problem facing gender categories simpliciter, where “essentializing” here means making assertions about the shared features of all the members of a category.
   The use of a label or concept for a category leads us to ignore the differences among category members, marginalizing and potentially oppressing those who lack the typical features of the category so ‘universalized’.  

     The skeptical rejection of essentialism has also figured prominently in recent discussions of race.  K. Anthony Appiah employs a skeptical argument against a family of views he calls racialist.  Racialists believe that,

we could divide human beings into a small number of groups, called "races," in such a way that the members of these groups shared certain fundamental, heritable, physical, moral, intellectual, and cultural characteristics with one another that they did not share with members of any other race.

Appiah argues that historically, races have been viewed via the essentialist lens of racialism, with each race assumed to have an underlying commonality that identifies the members of the race and explains racially differentiated appearance, behavior, dispositions and so on.  With the advent of modern biology, these essences eventually were interpreted as genetic in character.  However, as Appiah notes, modern biology has now provided an edifice of both theoretical and empirical arguments against this view:

It turns out that, in humans, however you define the major races, the biological variability within them is almost as great as the biological variation within the species as a whole…

The attempt to understand racial difference in terms of some significant and explanatory commonality in genetic material shared by all and only members of a race fails because, Appiah explains, studies of patterns of genetic variation give us reason to doubt there is such material.
  Racialism is false because there are no racial essences.

    Skeptical anti-essentialism is thus a style of anti-essentialism pursued both in the context of gender and race theorizing.  Instances of the style of reasoning incorporate two steps.  First, a proposed category is interpreted as implying a commitment to the existence of a condition or set of conditions (an essence) that all persons in the category picked out by the concept are supposed to satisfy.  Second, it is claimed that this condition or set of conditions is not satisfied by (i.e. is not true of) some members of the category.  Therefore, it is not the case that the putative essence is shared by all the members of the category (and the account fails).  I will call this approach the ‘method of exceptions’ approach to undermining a belief in an essence.  The reasons for endorsing the first step vary from case to case.  Some accounts may simply state a proposed ‘essence’ of a human category.  In other cases, the putative essence may be implied by the use of the term or concept together with a particular theory of meaning and reference.
  Once the stated or implied essence is made explicit, the second step is relatively straight forward: simply find exceptions.
  For example, Narayan notes the way in which cultural labels may imply the existence of a unified category in which women share the same values, experiences, practices, and social contexts while in fact women labeled as belonging to a single culture may differ sharply along these and other dimensions (e.g. in her criticism of Mary Daly’s work on “Indian Suttee”).
  And we saw Appiah join others in arguing that biological versions of racial essentialism are false because the genetic evidence suggests that variations (and therefore exceptions) are the genotypic rule.
 

     Providing a counterexample to proposed necessary and sufficient conditions for a category does not, by itself, show that there are no conditions to be found.  In fact, it seems to be relatively easy to specify an arbitrary property such that all and only the members of an arbitrary group have it.  One strategy for doing so involves picking a unique property pm for each individual member m of an arbitrary group.  Then we specify a new property q that is the disjunction of these unique properties (p1or p2 or p3or … pn).  Then every member of the arbitrary group and no other individual will share the property q, and the skeptical anti-essentialist strategy will be a failure (since there will always be necessary and sufficient conditions for category membership, namely instantiating q).

     The response to such gruesome maneuvering has to be to insist that such a wildly disjunctive property is not the right sort of property to count as an essence.  For example, the skeptic might insist that such bizarre properties are not natural properties, or explanatory properties, or psychologically primitive properties, or real properties.  Whatever account we choose, it requires us to interpret the skeptical anti-essentialist denial of E1 as denying that category members share necessary and sufficient conditions of the right sort.  Because defending an account of "the right sort" would take us far astray, and very far beyond anything skeptical constructionists actually say, I will ignore this complication through most of what follows, instead marking the issue in condition E1 and throughout the discussion with the codicil that a core essence have 'simple' necessary and sufficient conditions.  We will, however, have occasion to return to this issue below.

2.2.  Connecting Essences and Generalizations

      The skeptical anti-essentialist undermines essentialist claims by the method of exceptions, and the purpose of this undermining is, at least for many skeptical anti-essentialists, to undermine potentially oppressive generalizations about category members.  It’s worth considering, then, what the supposed link between essence and generalization is supposed to be.  Clearly if members of a category are characterized by a core essence, knowing that an individual is a member of the category warrants inferring the individual has those intrinsic, necessary and sufficient conditions constitutive of the category and other properties explained by them.  Indeed, on the simplest rendering, essences are shared by instances of true natural kinds that support exceptionless, universal natural laws.
   Thus, it is the case that:

(ESG) The existence of an essence e for a category k supports generalizations about instances of k.

However, (ESG) is not nearly strong enough to make skeptical anti-essentialism interesting.  For what skeptical anti-essentialists seem to assume is not only that necessary and sufficient conditions allow generalizations, but, in addition, that generalizations (at least to some interesting extent) require essences.  They need that,

 (GRE) All (or at least most, or the most important, or some important group, or some …) generalizations about a category k require instances of k to share an essence.

And the particular feature of the essence that skeptical anti-essentialists think is relevant is the possession of necessary and sufficient conditions.  That is, they endorse the claim (entailed by GRE):

(GNSC) All (or at least most, or the most important, or some important group, or some …) generalizations about a category c require instances of c to share simple, individually necessary and jointly sufficient conditions (c1, c2, c3… cn).

If (some interesting version of) (GNSC) is not true, then undermining belief in the existence of simple necessary and sufficient conditions would do little to undermine generalizations involving the category.  For while such a strategy would undermine generalizations supported by a belief in underlying essences, it would allow many other generalizations, even harmful, oppressive generalizations, that were not underwritten by such essences.  In Section 4 below, I argue that there is substantial reason to doubt that GNSC is true on any interesting rendering.  For this reason, I argue that skeptical non-essentialism is insufficient to achieve the aims of skeptical anti-essentialists.
  

2.3.  Constructionist Anti-essentialism

      In both racial and feminist theory skeptical anti-essentialism has been criticized for undermining the basis for the use of racial or gender concepts on the grounds that such a project makes it more difficult to discuss, understand, and correct a racially and sexually divided society. 
  Constructionist anti-essentialists, like skeptical anti-essentialists, reject essentialism, but they have a different diagnosis of the problem posed by essentialism.  According to constructionists, essentialism is problematic not primarily because it leads to generalizations about members of different racial groups, but because of the explanation it offers for those differences.  They explain differences as the result of social, historical or contextual factors rather than intrinsic, natural ones.
     E2, recall, suggests that category members share properties that are “intrinsic and natural features,” and constructionist anti-essentialists may deny E2 by rejecting either or both conjuncts.  Some constructionist accounts (e.g. Michael Root), hold that a category (in Root’s case, a racial category) is constituted by its social relations.  This contradicts E2 by denying that membership in a category is a result of a person’s intrinsic properties.
  Other constructionist accounts (e.g. Adrian Piper, Anna Stubblefield, Iris Marion Young) hold that while category members may be differentiated intrinsically (e.g. by differences in experiences or belief states), these differences are socially rather than naturally caused.
  They thus deny E2 by denying that category members share important natural properties.
     Constructionist anti-essentialists are thus more comfortable than skeptical anti-essentialists with classification and group based generalizations about category members, but resist essentialism by providing alternate accounts of these categories as constituted or caused by non-natural or contextual features of persons.  Such anti-essentialists worry that without some account of commonality, there will be no basis for claims of similarity among group members, group based generalizations, or group solidarity.
3.  The Victory of Non-essentialism

      Skeptical and constructionist varieties of anti-essentialism form the contemporary antinomy in social theory.  Skeptical anti-essentialists attempt to escape from the generalizations permitted by essentialism by avoiding any characterization of a human category that appeals to necessary and sufficient conditions.  Constructionist anti-essentialists diagnose the problem of essentialism differently, and so they avoid appeal to essences by offering constructionist characterizations of the social categories involved. 

     But non-essentialism is not only a widespread view of human categories among social theorists.  It is also a common way of viewing various natural kind categories among philosophers of science.  In this section, I discuss these developments in the theory of natural kinds.

3.1.  The increasing importance of non-essentialist natural kinds

     As noted above, the notion of a core essence has historically been linked to classification, generalization, and thereby explanation.  On this simple view, essences are natural kinds, reference to which supports exceptionless generalizations that are, or are explained by, universal laws of nature.
 In recent years, however, this simple view has been repeatedly challenged, from at least two directions.    

     First, it has become increasingly recognized that at least some sciences do not employ exceptionless laws imagined in the classical conception, but instead employ law-like generalizations with ‘ceteris paribus’ clauses.
  While some may insist that such generalizations are not genuine laws of nature, the important point for present purposes is that whether or not there are genuine laws of nature that admit of exceptions, there are many useful generalizations employed in scientific enterprises that have exceptions.  Second, the recognition that useful, scientific generalizations may admit of exceptions has been accompanied by a move to separate the notion of a core essence from the notion of a natural kind.  As Paul Griffiths points out, “Categories from any special science that enter into the generalizations of that science are now commonly regarded as natural kinds.  Inflation and schizophrenia take their place alongside electrons and stars.”
  

     Generalization-supporting natural kinds may lack essences in either (or both) of two ways discussed in Section 2.  First, members of a generalization-supporting category may lack simple, individually necessary and jointly sufficient conditions.  The most discussed and widely accepted example of such kinds is the case of species.  Philosophers of biology more or less universally reject the view that species are to be characterized by reference to an underlying essential property.  And a primary reason for this is the profound level of variation – including genetic variation – within individual species.  As Kim Sterelny and Griffiths write in their recent introduction to the philosophy of biology, the consensus view now is that “In reality…there is no such thing as the ‘genetic essence’ of a species.  …  Diversity is normal … uniform populations in the natural world are unusual...”
  In particular, genetic variation within a species may be nearly as large as genetic variation between species, and that suggests that there is unlikely to be genetic material shared by all and only members of a species that can serve as the species essence.  Of course, the failure of a single account of necessary and sufficient conditions does not show that none are to be had, only that an account of species essences that some find plausible does not work.
  The present point is that we do not need for such necessary and sufficient conditions to exist in order for species concepts to be useful for explanation and induction.  

     Natural kinds may also be non-essentialist in a second way.  As Griffiths goes on to discuss, such kinds need not be intrinsic or natural properties of the instances of the category.  Rather, they can be relational or socially caused.  For example, a widely held view in the philosophy of psychology is that there are true psychological generalizations making reference to the contents of mental states, but these contents may be ‘externally’ (relationally) determined.
  Similarly, Griffiths suggests that from the point of view of economics, money is a natural kind though being money is a relationally determined property.
  Finally, most views of species characterize species kinds as relational properties of organisms.  For example, Ernst Mayr, in defending his famous biological species concept, writes: “It is … irrelevant and misleading to define species in an essentialistic way because the species is not defined by intrinsic, but by relational properties.”

     Again, purists may wish to resist the attempt to separate the notion of essence from the notion of a natural kind by insisting that generalization-supporting categories lacking essence are not genuine natural kinds.  The present point is only that generalization supporting categories lacking core essences are used in many sciences, whether or not they are appropriately labeled as ‘natural kinds’. 

3.2.  Boyd’s Theory of Kinds:  A model for non-essentialist kinds

     We can get a sense of what non-essentialist but generalization-supporting categories might look like by considering the homeostatic property cluster theory of kinds put forward by Richard Boyd.
  According to Boyd, we should understand kinds as property clusters that may be imperfectly shared by instances of the kind.  These properties are reliably co-instantiated or ‘held together’ in the world by some mechanism of causal homeostasis that may take a variety of forms: “Either the presence of some of the properties  . . . tends (under appropriate conditions) to favor the presence of the others, or there are underlying mechanisms or processes that tend to maintain the presence of the properties . . . or both.”
  A Boydian property-cluster kind is thus characterized by both the properties in the property cluster and the mechanism of causal homeostasis – the mechanism that is the source of the properties' continued co-occurrence in the cluster.  Such an account allows non-essentialist construals of kinds in both of the ways discussed above.  It allows that kinds may support induction without sharing simple necessary and sufficient conditions.  For example, Boyd writes of species, 

The appropriateness of any particular biological species for induction and explanation in biology depends upon the imperfectly shared and homeostatically related morphological, physiological and behavioral features which characterize its members.
  

Boyd's property cluster account also allows that kinds may be characterized by relational or nonnatural, rather than intrinsic or natural, properties.    

     Boyd’s property cluster account may be thought of as an effort to make clear how it is possible that a category (like a species category) might support induction in the absence of a core essence.
  Because instances of the category share some of the properties in the cluster, and because these properties are reliably co-instantiated in the world, concepts grouping the instances will be useful for explanation and prediction.  Such an approach to persons allows us to understand why generalizations can be true of a category of persons without being true of every member of the category or true in virtue of natural or intrinsic properties.

4.    The Weakness of Non-Essentialism

    Recent developments in philosophy of science have thus converged on a conclusion close to the hearts of many philosophers and social theorists working on human categories: the conclusion that non-essentialism is true of a variety of important categories.  Indeed, this convergence has been noted before, but its significance has not been adequately emphasized.
  For while non-essentialism seems to be the favored construal of a host of different categories, the very range and completeness of its victory over essentialist alternatives signals something is amiss.  Indeed, one might have thought that non-essentialism was supposed to distinguish certain human categories like race and gender from natural kind categories like species, but now it is clear it does not.  Many theorists, especially constructionist anti-essentialists, have worried that non-essentialism (especially skeptical non-essentialism) is too strong in that it excludes useful and true approaches to human categories.
  In this section, I argue that the insights gained from recent philosophy of science show that both skeptical and constructionist non-essentialisms are too weak to rule out pernicious generalizations regarding human categories, and this reveals the failure of non-essentialism as a useful constraint on accounts of human categories.

     Consider the recent developments of natural kinds reviewed in the last section.  There we saw that "natural kinds" - kinds that support induction within a science - may lack necessary and sufficient conditions.  Concepts of, for example, species can work quite well to support a broad range of inductions and explanations regarding individual species members whether or not such members must share simple, individually necessary and jointly sufficient conditions. It is sufficient that members of the category more or less share the properties figuring in the property cluster.  Similarly, we saw that induction-supporting categories may be socially caused or constituted (e.g. money) or comprised of relational properties (e.g. psychological content, species membership).  Such examples should begin to raise doubts that eliminating essentialist construals of categories does much to undermine pernicious and marginalizing generalizations about category members. 
     We can see more clearly the failure of both forms of non-essentialism to exclude pernicious generalizations if we examine the case of race.  Above we noted that Appiah rejects “racialism” because of its endorsement of racial essences.  Similarly, philosophers of biology have rejected essentialism about species.  Importantly, however, the reasoning offered for being an anti-essentialist about race and about species is the same.  But this just shows how weak a constraint non-essentialism about race is, for non-essentialism about race is compatible with a variety of views, including the view that human races are distinct species or subspecies with profoundly different typical properties!  Such an account is false, but it need not be essentialist.  Indeed, it might be non-essentialist in both the skeptical and constructionist senses.  Call such a view no-essence racialism.  In an echo of Appiah’s racialist, the no-essence racialist holds that:

(NER)  We can divide human beings into a small number of relationally caused or constituted groups, called "races," in such a way that the members of these groups more or less share certain physical, moral, intellectual, and cultural characteristics that with one another that they more or less do not share with members of any other race.
Describing what is wrong with such a view requires shifting focus away from questions of essentialism and non-essentialism entirely for no-essence racialism is nonessentialist in both the skeptical and constructionist senses.
 The view must be denied simply on the grounds that it is false.  Racial groupings are simply not as useful in couching generalizations about persons’ physical, moral, intellectual and cultural characteristics as some have thought.  No-essence racialism is objectionable not because it is essentialist, but because it is false.

     No-essence racialism thus provides a stark illustration of the failure of skeptical and constructionist anti-essentialist strategies.  Skeptical anti-essentialists fail to exclude such pernicious categories because they rely on the method of exceptions to deny that there are categories with core essences.  Constructionists, in contrast, concentrate on socially caused or contextually defined categories to eliminate problematic categories, but such a strategy fails to exclude pernicious categories of a social or cultural origin.  On either approach, no-essence racialism clearly has the potential to support oppressive generalizations in exactly the way racialism does.  While no one would suggest that non-essentialist accounts of race or gender are, by themselves, sufficient to undermine racism or sexism, reflection on no-essence racialism shows just how weak a constraint non-essentialism is.  

5.  The Constructionist Move to Thin Categories

     Non-essentialism appears to do little work in ruling out pernicious generalizations involving human categories.  I have suggested that skeptical anti-essentialists have failed to realize this because they have adopted the mistaken view that generalizations require essences (GRE).  In contrast, some constructionist anti-essentialists have implicitly realized the failure of constructionist non-essentialism (one that denies category members share natural or intrinsic properties) to exclude pernicious generalizations, and they have responded by shifting to thin categories.  But it seems that this strategy too results from an implicit commitment (this time by constructionist anti-essentialists) to the mistaken view that generalizations require essences. 

     Let's look first at the strategy.  Recall Young’s hope to develop a constructionist account of race, gender and other groups.  She suggests we understand race and gender in terms of a common “sense of identity” among group members, one that involves a broad range of conditions that look to be necessary for category membership:

A person’s particular sense of history, understanding of social relations and personal possibilities, her or his mode of reasoning, values, and expressive styles are constituted at least partly by her or his group identity.

It follows that on Young's account, a person who doesn’t share, for example, the appropriate “mode of reasoning, evaluating, and expressing feeling” would not count as a member of the social group of blacks or of whites, of men or of women.  For this reason, Stubblefield charges that “the significance that Young attributes to groups undermines her non-essentialism. … Young presupposes a very strong correlation between specific needs and interests and race.”
  Young’s account suggests that different groups are to be characterized by robust sets of necessary conditions that are unlikely to be true of every putative member of the groups Young discusses (e.g. gender and racial groups). And such robust or thick sets of conditions quickly raise concerns about the authenticity and generality of various claims involving group identification or other group properties.  

      In contrast to Young’s approach, many constructionists like Stubblefield offer more limited characterizations of similarities among category members.  This amounts to a recognition on their part of the conclusion of the last section: merely locating conditions on category membership outside the intrinsic or natural features of a category member is insufficient to avoid pernicious generalizations.  In the context of race, for example, Stubblefield suggests that we understand the self-identifying statement, “I am black” as “I identify with other people who are labeled as ‘black’.”
  Adrian Piper, in contrast, writes that “what joins me to other blacks, then, and other blacks to [one] another, is not a set of shared physical characteristics, for there is none that all blacks share.”
  Rather, Piper goes on to assert, blacks are joined by “the shared experience of being visually or cognitively identified as black by a white racist society, and the punitive and damaging effects of that identification.”
  And Root suggests that we understand racial terms as fixing institutional roles, so that race exists only because a community employs racial concepts to demarcate it.
  Stubblefield, Piper, and Root join Young in endorsing a constructionist non-essentialism, understanding race as a relationally caused or constituted feature of persons.  But Stubblefield, Piper and Root avoid the broad characterization of racial commonality that Young implies, offering instead thin characterizations of necessary and sufficient conditions for falling under a racial concept.  Such thin characterizations still appear as a list of properties shared by category members, but because the list is thinner, its claims about category members are less strong (and more likely to be true of all members).
    

      The move from thick to thin constructionist accounts raises two sorts of questions.  First, we might ask whether the move to thin accounts is an improvement?  Notice that thin accounts like Stubblefield’s have a complementary problem to that which plagues Young’s account.  A thin basis of identity could be so thin, so trivial a property or properties of category members, that the grouping of people cannot support induction or provide a basis for political organization.  If thick accounts are too restrictive, excluding too many people, thin accounts may be too permissive, allowing too many or failing to specify a significant category.   What is the right balance between thick and thin accounts of a human category?  We will return to this problem of balance below.

      The second sort of question the move from thick to thin accounts raises is: does the move from thick to thin exhaust the resources of constructionist to respond to concerns about pernicious generalization?  In light of our earlier discussion, we are in a position to see that the answer is no.  The thin constructionist accounts we have considered here construe human categories as characterized by a thin list of simple necessary and sufficient conditions.  This is peculiar, for in doing so they are susceptible to the employment of the method of exceptions characteristically employed by skeptical anti-essentialists.  Why do they characterize the categories in this way?  A plausible diagnosis is that, in seeking categories that are theoretically and practically useful, many constructionist anti-essentialists also implicitly endorse (GNSC) – they also endorse the view that a useful, generalization-supporting category must be characterized as possessing simple necessary and sufficient conditions.  But we have already seen that this is a mistake: categories without simple necessary and sufficient conditions may support generalizations.  So it is at least an option to state constructionist accounts (whether thick or thin) in terms of categories lacking simple necessary and sufficient conditions. In what remains, I argue for such an approach to constructionist categories: one that allows that categories may lack simple necessary and sufficient conditions and characterizes those categories a posteriori. 

6.  Beyond Non-essentialism: Discovering human categories

6.1.  Cluster Accounts

      The recognition that generalization-supporting categories may lack simple necessary and sufficient conditions ought to allow us to offer a different variety of constructionist account.  One way of developing such an account can be found in Boyd’s property cluster account of natural kinds.  Boyd offers his theory primarily in the context of understanding natural kinds, but it can be readily appropriated for offering constructionist accounts.  The idea of a homeostatic property cluster is neutral on both the sorts of properties in the cluster (e.g. are they intrinsic or relational?) and the mechanism of such properties’ continued homeostasis (e.g. is it a natural mechanism? a social mechanism?  some complex combination?)   While above we saw that Boyd’s theory could be applied by those who wish to conceive of race as a natural kind of person and even employed to frame pernicious views of race, it can also be applied by those attempting to fashion a constructionist, non-essentialist account where the category is produced in some way by human actions.
  Because such clusters are not characterized by simple necessary and sufficient conditions, they allow members that do not share every simple property characteristic of the property cluster. And because they allow such exceptions, they may be characterized by a thicker set of properties without implying that those who do not share every property characteristic of the category are not authentic members of the category in question.

     An alternative eschewal of necessary and sufficient conditions can be found in the recent suggestions by Linda Nicholson and others that we understand human category concepts as “family resemblance” concepts of the sort suggested by the later work of Ludwig Wittgenstein.
 On such a view, we conceive of categories like woman as being picked out by concepts understood as a "map of intersecting similarities and differences."
  Working in the same vein, Natalie Stoljar goes on to specify the features of such a cluster concept, and she maintain that "in order for an individual to satisfy the concept, it is sufficient to satisfy enough of, rather than all and only, the features in the cluster."
 

    Both Boydian and Wittgensteinian approaches are cluster approaches that allow that there could be generalization-supporting categories that lack simple necessary and sufficient conditions.  Boyd's approach has it that such categories are characterized by the cluster of properties that individual members share along with the mechanism responsible for the properties' causal homeostasis while on the Wittgensteinian approach categories are specified by reference to a cluster concept that specifies a complex set of characteristics such that satisfaction of enough of the right ones is sufficient for category membership. 
6.2.  Simple Vs. Cluster Constructionist Categories

     One contrast between the thin constructionist accounts we considered above and cluster approaches looks to be that the thin accounts have necessary and sufficient conditions while the cluster approaches do not.  But, as we noted at the end of Section 2.1, that is too quick because even categories that lack simple necessary and sufficient conditions may nonetheless have complex necessary and sufficient conditions.  This applies to cluster accounts as well.  For example, we saw that Stoljar attempts to specify sufficient conditions for the concept woman.  But presumably it is also a necessary condition on being an instance of woman that one must satisfy enough of the conditions in the cluster as well.  Without this addition, Stoljar's account of woman might allow us to identify only a tiny fraction of all the members of the category - surely not what she intends.  But that means that arguing for complex over thin accounts of categories requires more than simply the claim that cluster accounts lack necessary and sufficient conditions (because they do have complex necessary and sufficient conditions).  Rather, one must argue that complex necessary and sufficient conditions are in some way better than simple ones. 

     Here, skeptical anti-essentialists and cluster constructionists anti-essentialists all make the same assumption that there is something especially bad about simple necessary and sufficient conditions.  What might make this so?  It would be so if the features that we are attempting to capture with our conditions on category membership have such complexity that they cannot be accurately stated as a list of simple necessary and sufficient conditions.  And this is plausible, whether we view our project as providing a cluster account of concepts (as Nicholson and Stoljar do) or a cluster account of kinds in the world (as Boyd does).  With regard to concepts, research in psychology and philosophy that attempts to understand concepts as being applied on the basis of simple necessary and sufficient conditions have just not been successful in capturing the complexity of our classificatory practices, and such approaches have now have been widely abandoned in psychology.
  But if (like Boyd) we view our project as characterizing the features of categories in the world, the discussion in Section 3 above suggests while some generalization supporting categories may have simple necessary and sufficient conditions (e.g. H20), others do not (e.g. species).  If this is right, then it is not surprising that simple necessary and sufficient conditions would fail to capture either the complexity of our conceptual practices or the complexity of many categories in the world whereas a complex cluster of conditions might succeed.

6.3.  Wittgensteinian vs. Boydian Clusters 

     But even if cluster approaches are an improvement, what sort of cluster approach is best?  While both cluster approaches hold that to be a member of a particular category involves instantiating some subset of properties that figure in a cluster, the Boydian approach holds that the properties in the cluster are arrived at a posteriori.  On the Boydian account, the problem we face is not simply that we ought to recognize that we employ family resemblance concepts, or even that we should change our practice to employ such concepts.  Rather, it is that we ought to recognize that the world that we seek to conceive and label is itself full of both property clusters and variations.
  

      We can contrast the Boydian approach with the Wittgensteinian one by considering a lingering worry.  While skeptics, Wittgensteinians, and Boydians alike all assume there is something problematic about simple necessary and sufficient conditions, skeptics typically hope to undermine the use of a category all together.  So, it remains the case that, faced with a complex set of necessary and sufficient conditions provided by a cluster approach, a skeptical anti-essentialist may well continue to attempt to find a bona fide instance of the category that does not instantiate enough of the conditions in the right way.  Avoiding such an exception requires having exactly the right set of conditions in the cluster (ones that have no exceptions).  But how can we be sure we have the right conditions if we, like Stoljar, stipulate them a priori?  We cannot.  The way to be sure that our characterization of the category has no counterexamples is to view it as to a large extent specified by the way the world itself is – to view our statements of the properties characteristic of the cluster as only drafts of the way social reality really is.  Such drafts can be revised in the face of further evidence (including apparent counterexamples) because the Boydian approach sees the complex conditions for the application of terms or concepts to be arrived at through on-going investigation rather than stipulated in advance.

      Still, we are left with a worry:  how can we be sure that understanding human categories as property clusters will not lead to oppressive construals of these categories?  The answer is that we cannot be sure.  As we saw above, merely being non-essentialist is no guarantee that oppressive generalizations cannot be framed. We combat false conceptions of human categories by showing that they are false, and by defending more accurate conceptions.  This shows that the problem of balance we posed above - the problem of how thickly or thinly a constructionist should characterize categories - is in part a problem of accuracy. Property clusters are metaphysical posits, and the properties in the cluster are themselves revealed a posteriori by empirical investigation along, as Fraser and Nicholson suggested above, all the many dimensions that matter.
  Such an approach to human categories would alter the character of social theory, making metaphysical accounts of human categories subject to vigorous empirical debate, drawing upon and driving the work of the social sciences. 

      A mistaken view of the connection between generalizations and simple necessary and sufficient conditions has poorly served social theory in two ways.  For some (those I have labeled skeptical anti-essentialists) it has led to a peculiar emphasis on the method of exceptions – a method so weak as to be unable to rule out even very pernicious accounts like no-essence racialism.  For others, including some of those I have labeled constructionist anti-essentialists, we see the mistake in the move to thin accounts of human categories, still characterized by simple necessary and sufficient conditions.  In both cases, abandoning this assumption ought to lead to more fruitful discussions of and accounts of social categories.  The way of proceeding that I have recommended here is to conceive of constructionist kinds as Boydian property clusters, making our characterizations of social categories in part hostage to the social world we find around us.
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� 1989, p. 260.


� 1995, p. 321.


�   I use the term ‘human category’ throughout rather loosely, simply to mean any property that can be specified by a predicate and instantiated by persons.  The term is thus intended to be neutral as to whether the property is important (for example, is a significant natural kind) or an unimportant property (e.g. bigger than a bread box).


� Keil 1989, Gelman et al. 1994, Hirschfeld 1996.


� To see how these issues may be linked, and are sometimes confused, see Stoljar 1995.


� Throughout, I use ‘non-essentialist’ and related terms of a category or an account of category whenever the category lacks an essence.  I use the term ‘anti-essentialist’ to identify theorists and their views regarding what is wrong with essentialism.  I confess this way of labeling things has come to seem intuitive to me.


� E.g. Dominic Murphy (forthcoming) discusses Omi and Winant’s (1986, 1994) racial constructionism in connection with his exploration of the social construction of mental illness.  Paul Griffiths (1997, Chp. 6) discusses the social construction of gender in connection with his discussion of social constructionist accounts of emotions.


�  While it is a feature of the contemporary debate to focus on natural essences, anti-essentialists that deny E2 - those I call constructionist anti-essentialists - would typically want to insist that differential properties of category members have their roots in human culture or practices.  They would thus deny not only that there are such natural properties, but also that there are religious, metaphysical, or other independent sorts of differentiating properties.  The word 'natural' in condition E2 can, then, be seen as standing for any such independent differentiating property.  I retain the word 'natural' here since biological properties are typically viewed as the best candidates for essences in contemporary social theory.  I am grateful to Sally Haslanger for helpful discussion on this point.


�  Anti-essentialists, as I interpret them, defend non-essentialism as a local thesis true of particular categories (or even a single category).  One might also hold that non-essentialism is true of all categories – i.e. that nothing has an essence.


� Here, I stipulate that the term ‘constructionist’ labels a certain variety of anti-essentialism.  Other uses abound.  For some of them see Hacking 1999, Haslanger 1995, Mallon 2003, 2004; Mallon and Stich 2000.


� A third influential response to the essentialism/non-essentialism debate has been to ‘bracket’ the metaphysical question regarding shared essences among category members and focus instead on a strategic or pragmatic question.  For example, Sally Haslanger (2000) offers constructionist non-essentialist accounts of gender and of race as a way of specifying what is important to progressive social projects.  And Tommie Shelby (2002) suggests that the appropriate foundation of black solidarity is the shared experience of subjection to anti-black oppression.  I think these strategic approaches are very promising, but for present purposes, I intend to ignore them because they bracket precisely the metaphysical question – the question of the metaphysical character of these human kind categories – that I pursue here.


� Cf. Frye 1983.  For an alternate take on this history, see Nicholson 1999, pp. 2ff.


� Fraser and Nicholson 1990, p. 35.


� 1998, p. 87-88.


�   This sort of problem has been repeatedly noted within feminist discourse  (e.g. Bordo 1990, Martin 1994, Nicholson 2000).


� 1996, p. 54. 


� 1996, p. 68.


� For a fuller exegesis of this biological story, see e.g. Lewontin 1972, 1982; Nei and Roychoudhury 1972, 1974; Cavalli-Sforza, Menozzi, and Piazza 1994.  


� The variation facts are consistent with the possibility that there is some small amount of genetic material correlating with racial membership.  For that reason, Appiah elsewhere combines the variation argument with a denial that any such material would be explanatory (1995, 70) - i.e. he attacks essentialism by combining a denial of E1 with a denial of E3.


� Appiah (1996) offers an illustrative discussion of the way theories of meaning and reference might figure in the implication of essentialist claims about race.


�   Note that in order to be sure that the exception is an exception, one must have an independent grasp on the extension of the term or concept.  For example, suppose someone suggests all women share an essential property p.  In order to produce an example of a woman that lacks property p, or an example of a nonwoman that possesses property p, one must have an independent grasp on who is or is not a woman (on pain of begging the question against the essentialist).


� Daly 1978; Narayan 1998, p. 88.


� Appiah also employs this strategy a second time to critique the attempt to understand American blacks as possessing a common culture (1996, pp. 86-90).


�   As John Dupre writes:


The belief that there must be exceptionless laws true of the members of a natural kind is closely connected with the idea that to constitute a natural kind a set of objects must share a common essence.  Laws governing the members of natural kinds might then be consequences of the common essence.  (Dupre 1993, p. 270, n.7)


� It might be thought that what I am proposing to advocate (the possibility of generalization without essence) can be ruled out a priori.  If we construe the skeptical theorist as holding that “having an essence” just means “having necessary and sufficient conditions,” and ‘generalizing’ means making or implying statements of the form “All ks are p” (where k is a kind term and p a property), then it will follow that adherence to skeptical anti-essentialism avoids generalizations about members of a category.  This alternative reading of skeptical claims is consistent with many skeptical texts, but the criticism I am leveling does not depend on divergent uses of terms like ‘essence’ and ‘generalization’.  Rather, what I will suggest is that oppressive and marginalizing inductive claims of just the sort the skeptical anti-essentialist seems to oppose are quite possible even without the instances sharing necessary and sufficient conditions.  And this reveals that concern with necessary and sufficient conditions is a misconceived way to combat oppressive inductive reasoning.


� In the case of race, some worry that skepticism about the legitimacy of racial categories undermines meaningful and supportive racial communities (Outlaw 1996).  Others worry that such skepticism plays into the hands of neoconservative proposals to eliminate race from public policy or efface racial injustice (e.g. Omi and Winant 1986, 1994; Mills 1998; Sundstrom 2002). Linda Alcoff (1997) and Paul Gilroy (1993), among others, worry that anti-essentialism about race threatens to rob racial categories of political and social power for organizing progressive change.  These theorists all seek to replace the idea of a racial essence with some positive but non-essentialist account of race that will serve their theoretical ends.  Among feminist theorists, there has also been concern that skeptical anti-essentialism is intellectually and practically unsustainable.  For example, Susan Bordo (1990) worries that the gender skepticism associated with skeptical anti-essentialism deprives theorists of an important epistemological tool in understanding a gendered society.  Jane Roland Martin (1994) argues that a disciplinary commitment to anti-essentialism has had a stifling effect on feminist inquiry.  Cressida Heyes (1997) suggests that an a priori anti-essentialism has lead feminists to ignore productive developments in Carol Gilligan’s research program into psychological gender differences.  And Iris Marion Young (1989, 1990) worries that group level categories are required to both understand society and organize social life in non-oppressive ways.


� Root 2000.  Root allows that racial membership has causal impacts upon persons, but denies that these impacts are constitutive of racial membership.


� Piper 1992, Stubblefield 1995, Young 1989.


� So a natural kind is any category (including, as we will see below, a socially produced one) that is referred to in statements of scientific generalizations or laws.  Note that my use of 'kind' here does not entail the view that an individual's kind membership is necessary to that individual's identity.


� E.g. Fodor 1981; Cartwright 1983; Griffiths 1999.


�  Griffiths 1999, p. 216.  Many authors including Griffiths 1999, Boyd 1999, Stein 1999 continue to use the term ‘essence’ to pick out natural kinds.  Griffiths, for example, writes that Boyd’s work, “is a substantial revision of the traditional ideas of essence and natural kindhood” (p. 219); and suggests that Boyd “frees the idea of essence from many of its traditional commitments."  My view is very close to that of Griffiths (and Boyd), but they choose to retain the term ‘essence’ in the face of its revision while I, for present purposes, abandon it along with the idea of a core essence.


�  Sterelny and Griffiths 1999, p. 7.


� E.g. Kripke 1972 finds such an account plausible.


� E.g. Burge 1979, Stalnaker 1989, Fodor 1994.


� Griffiths 1999, p. 218.


� Mayr 1984, p. 535.


� Boyd 1999, 1992, 1991, 1988.  Aficionados of the philosophy of biology may find my use of Boyd’s theory in the context of species suspicious, for the anti-essentialist consensus in philosophy of biology arose alongside the view that species are particular populations, not types of organism (Ghiselin 1974; Hull 1976, 1978) – a view of the species concept to which Boyd’s own property cluster account is an alternative (Boyd 1999).  However, the present point is something that defenders of the view that species are particular, spatio-temporally extended individuals should concede.  Typological species concepts are frequently enormously useful in both everyday and scientific induction, even if species are more usefully considered individuals for the purposes of biological theory.


� Boyd 1999, p. 143.


� Boyd 1991, p. 142.


� Griffiths defends a similar view of the significance of Boyd’s theory (Griffiths 1999, p. 219).  


� Earlier acknowledgement of the convergence can be found in Dupre 1993, Witt ms.


� E.g. Martin 1994; Alcoff 1997.


� Nor is such a view fanciful. For example, David Goldberg (1993) reminds us of David Hume’s views on national character.  Hume claimed that Jews were "fraudulent," Greeks, "deceitful, stupid, and cowardly," and Arabs, "uncouth and disagreeable," and all for reasons of a socially and culturally created national character, not biology.  If Hume’s generalization-supporting categories are socially caused and allow exceptions, they are not essentialist.  But they are clearly false, offensive, and potentially oppressive.


� Young 1989, p. 259.


� Stubblefield 1995, p. 345.  It’s not quite accurate or fair for Stubblefield to claim that Young’s account of social groups “undermines her non-essentialism,” for at least on the core account of essence (that Young takes as her target) Young’s account of race and gender categories is non-essentialist.


� Stubblefield 1995, p. 362.


� Piper 1992, p. 30.


�  Piper 1992, pp. 30-31.


� Root 2000.


� Such thin specifications of necessary and sufficient (but relationally caused or constituted) features will not satisfy the skeptical anti-essentialist, however, for even these more limited accounts open the door to overgeneralization and marginalization.  Many skeptical anti-essentialists seem concerned that any rendering of necessary and sufficient conditions is controversial either because of whom it excludes or includes.  The very project of stating simple necessary and sufficient conditions for membership may give rise to an on-going and divisive questioning regarding whom the "authentic" or true members of a category are.


     Judith Butler expresses such a sentiment in her widely read book Gender Trouble, writing that, 


the insistence upon the coherence and unity of the category of women has effectively refused the multiplicity of cultural, social, and political intersections in which the concrete array of “women” are constructed.  (1990, p. 14)


Instead, according to Butler, we ought to abandon the attempt to find a unified category, instead suggesting that “provisional unities might emerge in the context of concrete actions that have purposes other than the articulation of identity” (p. 15).  Butler’s argument suggests that any but the most highly contextualized characterization of commonality among category members is potentially a source of overgeneralization and marginalization.


     Notice that even strategic accounts like Haslanger’s or Shelby’s (see endnote 11 above) are subject to such disputes, insofar as people may question whether someone has been authentically oppressed or escaped such oppression.


� I am grateful to Sally Haslanger for pointed criticism that shaped this entire section.


�  Boyd recognizes this: 


there should be kinds and categories whose definitions combine naturalistic and conventional features in quite complex ways.  . . . . It follows that extensions of the traditional account of natural kinds should be appropriate just to the extent that the kinds in question are employed for induction and explanation. (1992, p. 140)


� Wittgenstein's (1958) "family resemblance" approach has been taken up by Nicholson 1994, 1999; Stoljar 1995; and Davison and Smith 1999 among others.  


� Nicholson 1994, 101.


� Stoljar 1995, 284.


� See, e.g., Fodor 1998, Chp. 3.


� It's worth noting that cluster accounts of concepts have also been sharply criticized in psychology, and threatened with replacement by more sophisticated accounts of human concepts.  I ignore these concerns here as I do not defend a Wittgensteinian cluster account.


�   This is consistent with the idea that for moral or strategic reasons, we might want to count certain people as belonging to a particular group. E.g. J. Angelo Corlett (2004) employs a cluster conception of Latino/Latina identity, but he makes it clear that he is pursuing an "ethical" rather than a "metaphysical" account of the category in question.  Cf. endnote 61 below.


� While Boyd is motivated in part by the same semantic grounds driving causal-historical theories of reference (e.g. Kripke 1972, Putnam 1975), the argument here depends on recognition of the pragmatic advantages of an a posteriori approach.


� Fraser and Nicholson 1990.  Such investigation may be difficult, for such because such categories may be produced by human social activity, they may be “on the move” (Hacking 1999, p. 108) along with the social practices producing them.  But they may reach stable equilibria in which categories serve as long-term points of social coordination as well (Mallon 2003).


� Even when we pursue this approach there remain strategic, moral, and political questions as to which of the various ways of conceiving and talking about the world ought we to employ – questions of the sort addressed by, e.g., Haslanger 2000, Nicholson 2000, Shelby 2002.
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