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Definition: Woman
Amy K. Guenther

Why even define “woman”?

It may seem unnecessary. Many people have never questioned and/or thought about what
a woman is unless they or someone near them have had their identity as a woman questioned or
been called a woman when they are not. Hegemonic society assumes a woman is a female with a
vagina who menstruates once a month; can bear children; and can be a mother, wife, daughter,
sister, or, more recently, a scientist, CEO, or even president. This implicit understanding of
“woman” is encountered every day and has been used to organize many societal systems, from
medicine to education. Yet “woman” is not so easily defined. The problem with relying on an
unexamined conceptualization of “woman” is that it often tends to exclude those on the edges of
what hegemonic society defines as “woman.”
Indeed, for centuries feminists have questioned, critiqued, and redefined what it means to
be a woman: from English writer and philosopher Mary Wollstonecraft’s examination of women
in her 1792 A Vindication of the Rights of Woman; to abolitionist and women’s rights activist
Sojourner Truth’s 1851 speech “Ain’t I a Woman?” addressing racism in the women’s suffrage
movement; to French philosopher Simone de Beauvoir’s now famous statement that, “one is not
born but, rather, becomes a woman,” in her 1949 The Second Sex; to legal scholar and critical
race theorist Kimberlé Crenshaw’s coining of the term “intersectionality” in 1989 to describe the
interlocking oppressions of being black and a woman;1 to trans women in the twenty-first
century claiming their space as women. 2 These examples demonstrate that there is no one
singular definition or experience of “woman.”
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Even today, we as a society continue to struggle with how to define woman. Both the
Oxford Dictionaries and Collins English Dictionary [82] have recently faced controversies over
what many perceive as sexist language associations and trans-exclusionary definitions of
“woman.”3 While the publishers argue that dictionaries reflect words in their common usage,
which is not necessarily how scholars or activists might define them, dictionary definitions of
sex and gender terms do have real world consequences.4 Moreover, as the renewed controversy
around Olympic champion Caster Semenya also reveals, the International Olympic Committee
and the International Association of Athletics Federation have a long, problematic history of
using medical testing to determine if a woman athlete meets certain biological standards of being
female and thus eligible to compete in women’s athletics. 5 In Semenya’s case and those of many
other women of color outside of sports, the definition of “woman” also has much to do with race
and racism.6 So when a definition of woman is left unexamined, hegemonic society still
privileges and implicitly assumes “woman” to be biologically female, cis, white, and
heterosexual. Therefore, in (re)examining definitions of “woman,” The Bearded Lady Project
attempts to define “woman” as broadly and inclusively as possible.

Woman (noun and an apposite noun)
We use the term “woman” as a type of gender category. Therefore, it is socially,
historically, and culturally constructed. As such, “woman” has meant different things in different
times and places. As a gender category, “woman” exists on a spectrum of masculinity and
femininity, which are also socially constructed categories. “Woman” is not synonymous with
“feminine” or “femininity.” Likewise, masculinity is not antithetical to “woman.” Many in the
public use “woman” interchangeably with “female,” but gender scholars and activists tend to
reserve “female” for biological sex rather than gender categories.
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We also use the term “woman” intersectionally, meaning that no experience of
womanhood is ever singular or universal; all women must negotiate their positionality in regards
to race, gender, sexuality, class, religion, ability, and/or nationality. Perhaps the most readily
available example of the intersectionality of (at least) gender and race is the gender pay gap,
wherein for every dollar a man earned in 2017, a woman earned 80 cents. Broken down further,
however, for every dollar a white man earned, Latinas earned 53 cents, Native American and
Alaska Native women earned 58 cents, black women earned 61 cents, white women earned 77
cents, and Asian women earned 85 cents. Yet even these categories can be further broken down
and complicated by factors such as sexuality, motherhood, disability, and age, among others.7
We acknowledge that the term “woman” is often used in medical and [83] scientific
research and public discourse to denote the biological sex of people born with what are generally
understood as female reproductive organs (vagina, ovaries, no Y chromosome, etc.); however we
problematize this definition as inadequate and exclusionary.

•

It does not fully encompass the existence of intersex women (people who possess male
and female chromosomes, hormones, genital, and/or sex organs and tissues), trans
women, and cis women with elevated androgens (male hormones).

•

A biological definition also incorrectly includes people with female reproductive organs
that are not women. We understand that not all women have vaginas, not all people with
vaginas are women.
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•

Additionally, it brings into question the “womanhood” of cis women who never
menstruate, never become pregnant, have had a double mastectomy, and/or have had a
hysterectomy. If being a woman is based solely on biology, an argument often made by
both the far right and the more liberal trans-exclusionary radical feminists (TERFs), then
does changing these biological markers change a cis woman’s identity as a woman?

•

Moreover, biological definitions have been dangerously aligned if not used as outright
justifications for invasive medical surveillance of, and violence against women of color
and women deemed “sexually deviant.”8 For example, nineteenth- and early twentiethcentury scientists and doctors frequently studied (often enslaved) black women’s
genitalia and bodies, with questionable levels of consent, for anatomical anomalies to
explain what the doctors’ perceived as heightened sexuality and to justify biological
differentiation between races. 9 Forced sterilizations have also been overwhelmingly
carried out against women of color in the U.S. in a messy confluence of racism,
misogyny, ableism, and classism. Such an extreme biological alteration is meant as both a
form of eugenics and a means of curbing so-called deviant behaviors that exceed
hegemonic gender and sexuality norms. 10

Biological definitions are still being used to justify discrimination against women (when
“woman” is meant as female assigned at birth). As recently as 2018, CERN scientist Professor
Alessandro Strumia, a member of one of the most well-known scientific organizations in the
world, gave a talk on gender and physics where he suggested that men’s brains are better suited
to physics than women’s. 11 [84]
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For all of these reasons, “woman” is a term inadequate to capture the complexities of
gender identity when it is simply juxtaposed against the dichotomous term “man”; however, it is
still the best term we have (right now) to describe and study gender inequities in society and the
sciences until researchers widen the gender demographics studied.

We admit that by necessity our definition is incomplete and ongoing. 12
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