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Biology and Feminism

This book provides a unique introduction to the study of relationships

between gender and biology, a core part of the feminist science research

tradition which emerged nearly half a century ago. Lynn Hankinson Nelson

presents an accessible and balanced discussion of research questions,

background assumptions, methods, and hypotheses about biology and

gender with which feminist scientists and science scholars critically and

constructively engage. Writing from the perspective of contemporary

philosophy of science, she examines the evidence for and ethical

implications of biological hypotheses about gender, and discusses relevant

philosophical issues including understandings of scientific objectivity, the

nature of scientific reasoning, and relationships between biological research

and the scientific and social contexts in which it is pursued. Clear and

comprehensive, this volume addresses the engagements of feminist

scientists and science scholars with a range of disciplines, including

developmental and evolutionary biology, medicine, neurobiology, and

primatology.

lynn hankinson nelson is Professor Emerita of Philosophy at the

University of Washington. She has published Who Knows (1990) and

numerous articles on feminist science scholarship. She is co-author of On

Quine (1999), and is co-editor of Feminism, Science, and the Philosophy of Science

(1997) and of a special issue of Hypatia on Feminist Science Studies (2004).

www.cambridge.org/9781107090187
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-09018-7 — Biology and Feminism
Lynn Hankinson Nelson 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge Introductions to Philosophy and Biology

General editor

Michael Ruse, Florida State University

Other titles in the series

Derek Turner, Paleontology: A Philosophical Introduction

R. Paul Thompson, Agro-technology: A Philosophical Introduction

Michael Ruse, The Philosophy of Human Evolution

Paul Griffiths and Karola Stotz, Genetics and Philosophy: An Introduction

Richard A. Richards, Biological Classification: A Philosophical Introduction

www.cambridge.org/9781107090187
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-09018-7 — Biology and Feminism
Lynn Hankinson Nelson 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Biology and Feminism

A Philosophical Introduction

lynn hankinson nelson

Univ e r s i t y o f Wash ing ton

www.cambridge.org/9781107090187
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-09018-7 — Biology and Feminism
Lynn Hankinson Nelson 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

University Printing House, Cambridge CB2 8BS, United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, NY 10006, USA

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, VIC 3207, Australia

4843/24, 2nd Floor, Ansari Road, Daryaganj, Delhi – 110002, India

79 Anson Road, #06–04/06, Singapore 079906

Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge.

It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of

education, learning, and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org

Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781107090187

DOI: 10.1017/9781316106280

© Lynn Hankinson Nelson 2017

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception

and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,

no reproduction of any part may take place without the written

permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2017

Printed in the United Kingdom by Clays, St Ives plc

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Nelson, Lynn Hankinson, 1948- author.

Title: Biology and feminism : a philosophical introduction / Lynn Hankinson Nelson.

Other titles: Cambridge introductions to philosophy and biology.

Description: Cambridge, UnitedKingdom ;NewYork, NY : CambridgeUniversity Press, 2017. |

Series: Cambridge introductions to philosophy and biology | Includes

bibliographical references and index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2017019180| ISBN 9781107090187 (hardback : alk. paper) |

ISBN 9781107462038 (pbk. : alk. paper)

Subjects: | MESH: Developmental Biology | Feminism | Biological Evolution | Philosophy

Classification: LCC QH491 | NLM QH 491 | DDC 571.8–dc23 LC record available at

https://lccn.loc.gov/2017019180

ISBN 978-1-107-09018-7 Hardback

ISBN 978-1-107-46203-8 Paperback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy

of URLs for external or third-party Internet websites referred to in this publication

and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will remain,

accurate or appropriate.

www.cambridge.org/9781107090187
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-09018-7 — Biology and Feminism
Lynn Hankinson Nelson 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

For my granddaughters, Charley Grace and Elyse Cate

O’Connor

www.cambridge.org/9781107090187
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-09018-7 — Biology and Feminism
Lynn Hankinson Nelson 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Contents

List of Figures page viii

Preface ix

Acknowledgments x

1 Conceptual Preliminaries 1

2 Sexual Selection: Darwin 23

3 Sexual Selection: Parental Investment Theory and Human

Sociobiology 52

4 Primatology 74

5 Developmental Biology 108

6 Medicine 135

7 Neurobiology 171

8 Evolutionary Psychology 199

9 Socially Responsible Science and Socially Relevant

Philosophy of Science 226

Bibliography 241

Index 253

vii

www.cambridge.org/9781107090187
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-09018-7 — Biology and Feminism
Lynn Hankinson Nelson 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Figures

1.1 Ptolemaic Cosmology: Geocentric model of the universe.

Sheila Terry, Getty Images. page 14

2.1 Peacock wooing Peahen. Angel Traversi/EyeEm/Getty Images. 29

2.2 The Necker cube. “Observations on some remarkable optical

phænomena seen in Switzerland; and on an optical

phænomenon which occurs on viewing a figure of a crystal or

geometrical solid,” L. A. Necker, The London and Edinburgh

Philosophical Magazine and Journal of Science Series 3, 1832. Taylor

and Francis Online, reprinted by permission of the publisher

(Taylor & Francis Ltd., www.tandfonline.com). 48

2.3 “My wife and my mother-in-law” by W. E. Hill, Illus. in:

Puck, v. 78, no. 2018 (1915 Nov. 6), p. 11. 48

4.1 Bonobo female grooming adult son, Pan paniscus, Congo, DRC,

Democratic Republic of the Congo image 148307626. Frans

Lanting, Getty Images. 94

6.1 Seventeenth century depiction of the uterus and vagina. Vidius

1611, Vol. 3. Photo taken from Weindler 1908: I40. 139

6.2 Sixteenth century depiction of female reproductive organs as

phallus-like. Attributed by Weindler 1908:141 to Bartisch’s

Kunstbuclze, 1575 (MS Dresdens. C. 291). Photo taken from

Weindler 1908, fig. 104b, p. 144. 140

8.1 Cheater detection illustration 1. 206

8.2 Cheater detection illustration 2. 207

Every effort has been made to contact the relevant copyright holders for the

images reproduced in this book. In the event of any error, the publisher will

be pleased to make corrections in any reprints or future editions.

viii

www.cambridge.org/9781107090187
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-09018-7 — Biology and Feminism
Lynn Hankinson Nelson 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Preface

In the preface to the first edition of The Selfish Gene, Richard Dawkins identi-

fied three kinds of reader he had in mind as he wrote it. I also had groups of

readers in mind and they helped shape the level, foci, and content of the

forthcoming discussion.

The first and most important group of readers are senior undergraduate

and graduate students who are assigned this text for a course, or who find it

on their own, and are largely unfamiliar with feminist engagements with the

biological sciences and/or without an extensive background in biology or

philosophy of science. Accordingly, I have worked to present relevant topics

and arguments with as much clarity as possible, and to include cases of

feminist engagements with biology that are not only representative but also

accessible to these readers.

The second and third groups of readers are those I felt, to paraphrase

Dawkins, “looking over my shoulder” as I wrote: those with substantial

background and expertise in some or even all the topics discussed here. Let’s

put feminist scientists and science scholars in the second group, and biolo-

gists and philosophers of biology in the third. But let’s remember that many

of those whose work we will study are both biologists and feminists, or both

philosophers of biology and feminists.

I separate the groups because the “voices” I had in mind reflect different

backgrounds and/or interests. Although I don’t always follow the advice of

those I think of as looking over my shoulder, at least not in the ways or to the

extent they might have me do, keeping them in mind has led to this being a

better discussion than it would have been had I not done so.
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