
Contra-essentialism and the Neo-gender-binary
V1.0, comments are appreciated

Jan A. Bergstra
j.a.bergstra@uva.nl, janaldertb@gmail.com

Informatics Institute, University of Amsterdam,
The Netherlands

Laurens J. Buijs
laurensbuijs@protonmail.com

La Convivencia, Amsterdam,The Netherlands

September 12, 2023

Abstract

Two terms are coined: contra-essentialism and the neo-binary. Contra-essentialism,
a new brand of essentialism, consists of the conviction that gender is exclusively de-
termined by self-identification. The neo-binary consists of the idea that gender is
either 100 % determined by biological factors or alternatively gender is for 0 % de-
termined by biological factors, there is no intermediary option.

1 Neo-essentialism on gender
Classically essentialism in the context of b-sex and gender amounts to the point of view
that a person’s body determines their b-sex and/or gender in an unambiguous manner.
In other words biological features are the exclusive determinants of gender. A recent
description, as well as motivation for (classical) gender essentialism is given in [8].
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Since around 1990 a completely different perspective has gained ground: the determi-
nation of gender of a person P is exclusively a matter of acts of free will by P : the idea
is that (i) by definition P determines their own gender identity, an that (ii) gender identity,
again by definition determines gender categorization (using the terminology of [2]).

Definition 1.1. (Gender contra-essentialism.) Contra-essentialism is the viewpoint that
the essence of gender is gender identity, i.e. an expression of the subjective experience of
one’s gender.

2 The gender neo-binary
Contra-essentialism constitutes one of two options resulting from the adoption of what we
will call the gender neo-binary. The contra-essentialist option has (though not with that
name) been formulated for instance in [1]. The gender neo-binary expresses that only two
options out of a possible spectrum of options really matter.

Definition 2.1. (Gender neo-binary.) The gender neo-binary amounts to the viewpoint
that either for all humans their gender is determined exclusively by bodily (i.e. biological)
features and aspects, or alternatively for all humans their gender is determined exclusively
by their mind, i.e. by psychological and social (in other words non-biological) aspects and
factors.

The gender neo-binary appears as a motive in the proposed German ‘Selbstbestim-
mungsgesetz’ (self-determination act). In the explanation of the proposal it is stated that it
is known as a scientific fact that gender (Geschlecht) is not fully determined by biological
factors, then to propose a law by means of which determination of gender will not take
any biological factors into account at all.

3 Assessment of gender neo-binary
In [3] a rejection of the gender neo-binary is formulated and plausible arguments for an
intermediary (hybrid) position on gender are provided. Unfortunately finding a widely
applicable and convincing intermediate position on gender, that is a compromise between
bio-essentialism (classical essentialism) and psycho-essentialism (what we call contra-
essentialism) is difficult. To the best of our knowledge such a compromise has not yet
been proposed. The quest for a compromise between essentialism and contra-essentialism
is stated as problem 3.9 in [5].
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The position of the RCC (Roman catholic Church) is remarkable. On the one hand the
official position as explained in e.g. [10] adopts the classical gender binary, and thereby
supports the gender neo-binary as well, while gender contra-essentialism is rejected. In
Germany, however, one finds an opposite state of affairs. A majority of the German bish-
ops supports both the gender neo-binary and gender contra-essentialism (see [9]). Another
recent German source, [11], seems not to adopt the gender neo-binary, at least not as an
initial assumption.

4 Assessment of contra-essentialism
Contra-essentialism is the position advocated by trans-activists and organizations like
Stonewall. Given that contra-essentialism is one of the two options allowed by the gender
neo-binary, rejecting the neo-binary comes with rejecting contra-essentialism. Contra-
essentialism is often advocated as a self-evident principle, as if it were easily derivable
from a modern perspective on human rights. Gender contra-essentialism has been con-
vincingly refuted in [6]. Another rejection of the gender neo-binary is given in [7].

We consider contra-essentialism to be an implausible viewpoint and we believe that
attempts must be made to overcome the gender neo-binary. When doing so a compromise
will be needed, but there will be no other way. We believe that adopting conra-essentialism
may well lead to gender erosion, see also [4], a tendency which we think should best be
avoided.
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