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Philosophy of Gender and Race 
 
Instructor: Professor Asya Passinsky 
Email: passinskya@ceu.edu 
Credits: 2 US/4 ECTS  
Semester: Fall 2021 
Meeting time: Thursdays 5:40 to 7:20 pm  
Course level: Master’s and Doctoral  
 
Course description: This course will examine recent controversies in the philosophy of gender 
and race, focusing on contemporary research within the analytic philosophical tradition. The first 
part of the course will center around the question, ‘What is gender?’. We will consider various 
answers to this question, including the view that gender is a social position, that it is an identity, 
that it is a conferred social status, that it is a historical kind, and that it is a biological category. 
The second part of the course will center around the question, ‘What is race?’. We will consider 
various answers to this question, including the view that race is not real, that it is biologically 
real, and that it is a social construct. In the third part of the course, we will examine different 
ways of construing the debate over what gender and race are.  
 
Learning outcomes: Upon completing the course, students will gain an understanding of recent 
debates in the philosophy of gender and race. Students will be able to explain and critically 
evaluate some of the main competing accounts of gender and race in the philosophical literature, 
and they will be able to explain and critically evaluate different ways of construing these debates. 
Students will also be able to articulate and defend their own views on these issues in a rigorous 
and thoughtful way. 
 
Course format: The course will be a seminar. Each session will begin with an introduction to 
the week’s topic and reading. The majority of class time will then be devoted to discussion. 
Students will be expected to come to class having completed the assigned reading, and they will 
be expected to actively participate in class discussion.   
 
Schedule of topics and readings (subject to change): Please complete the required readings 
before class. All readings will be posted on the course website.  
 
Week 1: Introduction. Gender as a social position  

• Description: Sally Haslanger’s account of gender as a social position  
• Required reading: Haslanger, “Gender and Race: (What) Are They? (What) Do We Want 

Them To Be?”   
 
Week 2: Gender as identity  

• Description: Katharine Jenkins’s critique of Haslanger’s view, and her proposal to 
distinguish gender as class and gender as identity  

• Required reading: Jenkins, “Amelioration and Inclusion: Gender Identity and the 
Concept of Woman”  
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Week 3: Conferralism about gender and sex 

• Description: Ásta’s conferralist account of gender and sex, according to which gender 
and sex are conferred social statuses  

• Required reading: Ásta, Categories We Live By: The Construction of Sex, Gender, Race, 
and Other Social Categories, chapters 1 and 4  
  

Week 4: Gender as a historical kind  
• Description: Theodore Bach’s account of gender as a historical kind  
• Required reading: Bach, “Gender is a Natural Kind with a Historical Essence” 

 
Week 5: Gender as a biological category   

• Description: Alex Byrne’s account of gender as a biological category, and Robin 
Dembroff’s reply  

• Required reading: Byrne, “Are Women Adult Human Females?”; Dembroff, “Escaping 
the Natural Attitude About Gender”  
 

Week 6: Racial eliminativism    
• Description: Anthony Appiah’s eliminativist view, according to which there are no races  
• Required reading: Appiah, “Race, Culture, Identity: Misunderstood Connections”, 

selections  
 
Week 7: Biological racial realism   

• Description: Quayshawn Spencer’s defense of race as a biologically real kind  
• Required reading: Spencer, “Philosophy of Race Meets Population Genetics” 

 
Week 8: Race as a social construct  

• Description: Sally Haslanger’s account of race as a social construct  
• Required reading: Haslanger, “A Social Constructionist Analysis of Race”   

 
Week 9: A normative construal of the debate  

• Description: Ron Mallon’s view that debates over the nature of race should be construed 
in normative terms 

• Required reading: Mallon, “‘Race’: Normative, Not Metaphysical or Semantic”   
 
Week 10: A metaphysical construal of the debate  

• Description: Jonathan Schaffer’s view that debates over the nature of gender should be 
construed in ground-theoretic terms   

• Required reading: Schaffer, “Social Construction as Grounding; Or: Fundamentality for 
Feminists, a Reply to Barnes and Mikkola” 

 
Week 11: A conceptual engineering construal of the debate  

• Description: David Chalmers’s account of conceptual engineering as applied to debates 
over the nature of gender and race  

• Required reading: Chalmers, “What Is Conceptual Engineering and What Should It Be?”   
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Week 12: Student presentations  
• Description: In-class student presentations of final papers  
• Required reading: none  

 
Course assessment:   
 
For students taking the course for a Grade:  

• One in-class group presentation, 7-10 minutes in length: 15%. Over the course of the 
term, students will give a presentation on one of the course readings in groups of 2-3. The 
presentation must involve some critical evaluation of the author’s arguments. It may also 
relate the reading to current events and/or raise several questions for discussion. Students 
will sign up for a group presentation at the beginning of the term.   

• One in-class individual presentation, 4-5 minutes in length: 15%. On the last day of class, 
students will give a short presentation on their final paper. The presentation should 
summarize the main thesis and argument of the paper. 

• Final paper, 2000 words in length: 70%. The final paper will be due on the first day of the 
Winter term, Monday, January 10, 2022. Students will be required to submit a 1-page 
paper proposal in Week 9.  

• Excellent class participation will boost the final grade in borderline cases. 
 
For students taking the course for an Audit:  

• Regular class attendance and participation.  
 


