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Abstract 

 Feminist/queer science offers exciting possibilities for psychology and other fields. In 

this article, we review a set of dynamic principles for feminist/queer science, based in research 

with gender, sex, and sexuality (gender/sex/uality). There are potentially surprising ways that 

queer and science overlap for a queer science, and we focus on four: construction, openness, 

challenge, and multiplicities. There are also meeting points between feminism and science that 

support a feminist science, and we again focus on four: bias, truth, objectivity, and empiricism. 

Yet there are a number of challenges to feminist/queer science, including those that are 

epistemological, empirical, and methodological. We detail these, articulating how feminist/queer 

science also provides ways to address, sidestep, and move beyond them. Throughout, we 

articulate how feminist/queer science provides a dynamic and rigorous way forward for 

psychological science as well as other fields, and we conclude by articulating how it can lead to 

more empirical, accurate, and just knowledge. 

Key words: feminism, queer, science, gender/sex, sexuality 

Public significance statement: Science is one crucial approach to understanding gender, sex, and 

sexuality and can be more empirical, less harmful, and more just when combined with feminist 

and queer principles. This article describes these principles and highlights how feminist/queer 

science is a dynamic and powerful approach for building knowledge that reflects and contributes 

to the fullness of gender/sex and sexual diversity. 
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Feminist and Queer Science: Principles for Research with Gender, Sex, and Sexuality in 

Psychology and Beyond  

Feminism and queer1 are often seen as contrasting or conflicting with science and vice 

versa. Yet, there are promising meeting points that have the potential to improve science and its 

impact overall. In this article, we articulate a feminist/queer science and its exciting possibilities 

for the field of psychology and beyond. To do so, we review a set of dynamic principles and 

evidence for them based in psychological research about gender/sex/uality2. We build on 

scholarship that has demonstrated how dominant scientific practices have historically reinforced 

oppressive social structures and illustrate how feminist/queer science has challenged these 

practices. We lay out how feminist and queer approaches can work in synergy with and modify 

mainstream science to make for what has often been called a “successor science” (Harding, 

1991). Our approach is shaped considerably by the already vibrant and relatively nonoverlapping 

fields of feminist psychology and queer psychology (Hegarty & Massey, 2006; Rutherford, 

2021; Rutherford & Pettit, 2015) and the fields of feminist science studies and queer science 

studies (Harding, 1986; Hird, 2004; Intemann, 2010).  

Our purpose in delineating a set of dynamic principles for feminist/queer science is to 

equip scientists and scholars with tools for imagining feminist/queer transformations of their 

 
1 We use the term “queer” in this grammatical form (as well as others) to refer to a set of epistemic principles, a 

usage present in considerable existing scholarship for some time (Chen, 2012; Jagose, 1996; Sicurella, 2016; 

Talburt, 2000). It is more appropriate for our article than “queer theory” (a more specific term that refers to a 

specific academic field) or “queerness” (which refers to a property or features of phenomena). Though in common 
usage, this grammatical form of queer may be new to some; in this case, readers might consider how this form might 

be understood to queer their usage of the term queer as well as grammatical practices using some of the principles 

we outline in the article.  
2 Gender/sex/uality is a shorthand for gender/sex and sexuality, terms we use repeatedly in this article and concepts 

that often are invoked together. By gender/sex, we mean how gender (sociocultural aspects of femininity, 

masculinity, and gender diversity) and sex (biological/evolved, biomaterial, and bodily/physical aspects of maleness, 

femaleness, and sex diversity) are most generally tied together in ways that are interconnected and/or difficult to 

disentangle (van Anders, 2015b, 2022). The term does not, however, conflate gender, sex, and/or sexuality, and we 

separate them as appropriate. 
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research, and their fields more broadly. We emphasize examples of feminist/queer psychological 

science on gender/sex/uality because of our training and field, but the principles we describe are 

applicable to feminist/queer social science (and many other forms of science) in general. Our 

project contributes to a growing body of scholarship integrating feminist and queer perspectives 

in the sciences (Cipolla et al., 2017; Fahs & McClelland, 2016; Gupta & Rubin, 2020.; Hagai & 

Zurbriggen, 2022; Molldrem & Thakor, 2017; Pitts-Taylor, 2016; van Anders, 2013; van Anders, 

2022) by creating a roadmap of sorts to help scientists conceptualize and conduct feminist/queer 

research. 

To start, we review and characterize the concepts of feminism, queer, and science for the 

purposes of our article. We then consider the unique meetings points between science and both 

feminist and queer approaches. As we do so, we review research that highlights how these 

overlaps make for a more creative, rigorous, and productive form of scientific inquiry. We 

delineate four key meeting points between queer and science: multiplicities, challenge, openness, 

and construction. We next lay out four key meeting points between feminism and science: bias, 

truth, objectivity, and empiricism. We use this approach (queer then feminist) because queer 

science currently has a smaller body of literature, making it a more contained entry point. Our 

approach considers science’s meeting points with feminism and queer approaches separately 

while also recognizing their linkages and shared vision of a feminist/queer “successor science.” 

We also recognize that there are a number of challenges, barriers, and potential pitfalls 

that can raise difficulties for feminist/queer science, and we characterize these in three ways. The 

first is epistemological; ways of knowing within science, feminism, and queer that introduce 

significant barriers to doing feminist/queer science: conflicting and problematic understandings 

of feminism and queerness within culture, hegemonic approaches to science (e.g., with 



QUEER/FEMINIST SCIENCE  5 

 

scientism) and feminism (e.g., with essentialist or neoliberal feminisms), as well as across 

scholarship (e.g., with the privileging of theory and basic scholarship over practice and applied 

scholarship). The second set of challenges is empirical; how evidence is understood and valued 

within science, feminism, and queer and we detail two: that science is a justifiably hard sell in 

feminist and queer spaces, and the considerable antagonism to and ignorance of feminism, queer, 

and science. The third and final set of challenges is methodological; understandings of how to do 

science, feminist scholarship, and queer scholarship. Here, we focus on clashes between 

quantitative and qualitative methodologies, how methods that characterize feminist and queer 

science can actually introduce a specific problem for research with gender/sex/ual majorities3 

that we describe as “overempowerment” (van Anders, Schudson, et al., 2022), and the challenge 

of materiality for feminist/queer work. Yet, existing feminist/queer science also meets these 

challenges. As such, we describe the ways this growing field is sidestepping barriers and moving 

understandings of gender/sex/uality forward. 

What are Science, Feminism, and Queer? 

Science, feminism, and queer are broad concepts with multiple understandings. For this 

work, we characterize science as an objective, systematic, and empirical pursuit of facts. We 

define feminist scholarship as attending to gender inequities and intersecting power hierarchies 

that (a) police all gender/sexes, (b) disproportionately disadvantage women, femininity, and/or 

femaleness, and (c) disproportionately advantage men, masculinity, and/or maleness. And we 

understand queer scholarship as (a) rethinking power and value of binaries, categories, and 

categorizers, (b) challenging, upending, and exploding proscriptive and prescriptive norms, (c) 

considering pleasure and strangeness in transformative ways, and (d) attending to lived 

 
3 We define minority/minorities and majority/majorities in relation to power hierarchies, not statistical frequencies 

(van Anders, 2015). 
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experiences of people on the margins–all especially focused on gender/sex/uality and 

gender/sex/ual minorities.  

Extensive scholarship demonstrates the ways that science in its dominant form has been 

built toward marginalizing minoritized groups or had that impact. Somewhat less well-

understood, especially by majorities, is that many forms of feminism and queer are and have 

been hostile toward the lives and scholarship of minoritized people, including transgender and/or 

nonbinary people and racialized groups/people of color; in contrast to these, we focus on 

feminist and/or queer research and approaches that are explicitly built with, from, and for diverse 

lives, experiences, and scholarship. 

Feminist/queer science attends to social location among other key phenomena. This refers 

to our place within multiple axes of identity, existence, and power at individual, group, and 

structural levels, and can include majoritization/majorities (e.g., holding privilege and power, 

including over others), minoritization/minorities (e.g., oppressed and marginalized but including 

resistance), and minority-majority locations (e.g., social locations that include majoritization and 

minoritization). Social location contributes to our understandings of positionality, that is, 

people’s reflective understandings of their own social locations and concomitant privilege and 

oppression relative to others’ (Haraway, 1988; Harding, 1986). Social location axes are often 

understood to include gender/sex, sexuality, race/ethnicity, class/socioeconomic status, 

citizenship status, body size, Indigeneity, dis/ability, parental status, and more, as well as their 

intersections. Intersectionality is a theory and praxis (i.e., practical application or use of theory or 

ideas–through activism, for example) developed by Black women in the United States to name 

how many forms of their oppression are not just based on singular axes that are always divisible 

or separable–misogyny or anti-Black racism–but about their intersection as Black women, and to 
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develop ways to name and resist this (Cole, 2009; Combahee River Collective, 1983; Crenshaw, 

1991). Understandings of social location rely, in part, on lived experience: The knowledge 

people can gain about the oppression tied to their social location because they have experienced 

it and critically engaged with and reflected upon it (Haraway, 1988).  

Social location, positionality, and lived experience are crucial aspects of feminist/queer 

science, as this article delineates. One of the reasons for this is that they can shape what counts as 

knowledge, how knowledge can be adjudicated, and what is known. And this can happen in ways 

that support liberatory and social justice aims or oppose them, in what is often called 

hermeneutical injustice or epistemic injustice of many forms (Dotson, 2012; Fricker, 2007; 

Medina, 2017). Accordingly, feminist/queer scientists are called on–and call on others–to make 

authors’ social locations explicit, to help inform our ability to consider and mitigate our biases 

and others’ ability to understand the context of our knowledge claims. We presently define our 

social locations as: white/Jewish/white-adjacent, queerish, fat, upper-middle class, nondisabled, 

Canadian, parent, cisgender, woman; white, upper-middle class, Jewish, American, gay, 

cisgender, man; white, queer, upper-middle class, U.S.-born, nondisabled, genderfluid; white, 

woman, queer, upper-middle class, cisgender, American/Canadian. Making explicit how we are 

socially located as people and as scientists is one of the many ways that principles of 

feminist/queer science can help us to transform knowledge production for more empirical, 

rigorous, and just understandings of the world. 

Queer Science and Gender/Sex/uality 

Though queer and science can be seen as unrelated, orthogonal, or even antithetical or 

antagonistic to each other, we see four productive meeting points (see Figure 1): construction, 

openness, challenge, and multiplicities. We focus on each of these in turn, describe what they 
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are, and provide examples based on gender/sex/uality research in psychological science. These 

meeting points between queer and science translate into principles that underlie queer science, 

including for research with gender/sex/uality in psychology and other fields. We understand 

“queer science” as the doing of science in ways that follow these principles (and others that have 

yet to be articulated or might be elsewhere). In this frame, queer science does not necessarily 

mean “science with queer people” or even “science on queer topics,” especially considering the 

long history of mainstream science done on queer communities that is antithetical to the thriving 

of gender/sex/ual minorities (Ansara & Hegarty, 2012). Rather, we frame queer science as a way 

of constructing knowledge that combines scientific empiricism and the expansiveness of queer 

thinking. 

Construction 

Queer and science are both descriptive projects but, more than that, are also constructive 

ones. Queer is worldmaking (Berlant & Warner, 1998): It sets out ways to view and structure the 

world in new, strange, and compelling ways. It also sets out visions for a different, parallel, or to-

come world not molded by heteronormative gender/sex/ual norms (Muñoz, 2009). Of course, 

queer can also be a deconstructive project, pulling on the loose threads of irrational and harmful 

gender/sex/ual norms to show their lack of coherence. However, the way that queer constructs 

existing and potential worlds connects with science because science is also a constructive 

project. It uses methods and measures that tell us what gender/sex/uality “is,” could be, or should 

be (Foucault, 1990; Hacking, 1986). In this way, science is a diffractive project (e.g., Barad, 

2007). It does not just discover the world as it is; science uses measures through which certain 

parts of gender/sex/uality can be seen (depending on who’s looking). Diffraction quite literally 

shapes the gender/sex/ualities we come to see and does not just reveal them. Science therefore 
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builds the world as it measures and studies it. Thus, mainstream science and queer are both 

involved in constructing worlds, and queer science does so in a way that understands itself as an 

active and agentic process, one that reshapes the worlds we live in and might. 

Queer science in psychology often details the ways gender/sex/ual minorities construct 

their worlds outside of and as a challenge to cisheteronormativity. As language to describe 

gender/sex/uality has historically been built by majorities, gender/sex/ual minorities often find 

traditional labels insufficient and invent or adopt new language to describe themselves (e.g., birl, 

genderfucker, pan-curious, switch boi, trisexual; Galupo et al., 2016, Kuper et al., 2012). 

Sometimes these labels are specific to certain lesbian, gay, bisexual, queer (LGBTQ+) 

communities, such as stud among masculine Black youth who were assigned female at birth 

(Kuper et al., 2014).  

Queer psychologists have also attended to gender/sex/ual minorities’ narrative 

construction of their life stories across age cohorts, noting how events like the removal of 

“homosexuality” from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders and the Human 

Immunodeficiency Virus/Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome epidemic impact how 

gender/sex/ual minorities construct their identities over time, including the proliferation of 

identity scripts beyond the historically dominant, pathologizing view of sexual minority identity 

as sickness (Hammack et al., 2013).  

Forms of queer world-making, like drag, make space for gender/sex/ual minorities to 

dynamically construct unique forms of embodied gender expression and play with peoples’ 

gendered and sexual expectations to challenge cisheteronormativity (Levitt et al., 2018). Queer 

world-making also increasingly occurs online, which can provide space to discursively negotiate 
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identities, stake political claims, and foster feelings of belonging (Adams-Santos, 2020; 

Schudson & van Anders, 2019).  

From these and other queer worlds, researchers have constructed ways of thinking about 

gender/sex/uality that can advance queer projects in science and beyond. For example, sexual 

configurations theory (SCT; van Anders, 2015) draws connections across seemingly disparate 

identities and experiences (e.g., polyamorous, single-by-choice) to theorize partner number as an 

important component to people’s sexualities. SCT also provides visual models for representing 

gender/sex sexuality, partner number sexuality, and individual gender/sex in ways that expand 

beyond traditional measures and are described by participants as constructing new 

understandings (Abed et al., 2019; Schudson et al., 2017). In another queer construction, Levitt 

(2019) has proposed a theory of LGBTQ+ gender, wherein gender functions across four 

domains: psychological, cultural, interpersonal, and sexual. Based upon Levitt’s qualitative 

research with a wide range of LGBTQ+ people’s experiences of gender, this theory highlights 

the ways gender/sex/ual minorities construct gendered realities to meet intrapersonal and 

interpersonal needs. 

Constructive work in queer science is often influenced by queer theorist Judith Butler’s 

ideas, especially gender performativity (Butler, 1990). Gender performativity holds that 

gender/sex results from a social process that is routinely and repetitively accomplished (i.e., 

performed) according to norms and thereby takes on the appearance of a natural property via 

essentialism. Incorporating this concept into queer science, researchers have explored how 

gender norms might impact circulating levels of testosterone, building support for the very idea 

of gender/sex (e.g., that there are phenomena where gender and sex are intertwined; van Anders 

et al., 2015). Others have used gender performativity as a queer science research framework for 
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social psychology (Morgenroth & Ryan, 2018, 2021) that envisions the concept of gender/sex ( 

van Anders & Dunn, 2009; van Anders et al., 2015) as theatrical performance, involving an actor 

(i.e., a person) with a character (i.e., gender/sex identity), costume (i.e., gender expression), and 

script (i.e., behavior) performing on a stage (i.e., social context). Morgenroth and Ryan’s 

theatrical metaphor encourages psychologists to play with gender/sex, for example, by studying 

performances that “coincide with” or “branch from” (van Anders, 2015) audiences’ expectations 

rather than only reinforcing them. Yet trans and other scholars and scientists like Charlotte Tate 

(Tate et al., 2014) have cogently highlighted the need to ensure that gender is not theorized or 

studied as merely “doing gender” rather than “being gender.” Assuming that gender reflects only 

doing rather than being can and has been coopted to undermine or preempt some trans 

experiences. This (queer) work has ensured that queer science does not erase the being of gender 

that is central to many people’s–including trans–lives and the ways they are oppressed. Tate’s 

queer science builds in other ways from gender performativity, including constructing gender as 

multiple, as with her concept of the “gender bundle” that includes many forms of doing gender 

and being gender (Tate et al., 2014). 

Openness 

The openness that queer and science share is a welcome reminder of the joy we take in 

our research and scholarship. Queer scholars often explicitly incorporate emotion and feeling 

into their work in ways that may be unfamiliar to scientists (e.g., Love, 2007; Stryker, 2006). 

Yet, scientists often describe their work as being fueled by passion and wonder. Both queer and 

science are characterized by a sort of all-encompassing and willful curiosity about the world, the 

meanings we make of it, the ways we do our research, and where we go from any one 

understanding. Both inhere an openness to new ways of seeing the world; indeed, they both 
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demand or require it. Queer science thus gifts us with a way of looking through what is thought 

about a phenomenon to a richer level of understanding it, and the joy and fun of caring to look 

deeper and the process of doing so. 

The openness of queer science allows for and encourages “surprise” and flexibility in 

research methods. For example, Diamond and Butterworth (2008) set out to study women’s 

sexual trajectories—that is, shifts in sexual identities across time—yet discovered that four of 

their participants also experienced shifts in gender/sex identities away from or in addition to 

womanhood. Seeing these developments as rich opportunities for understanding the dynamic 

links between gender/sex and sexuality, they saw that multiplicity in gender/sex experiences and 

identifications can give rise to multiplicity in experiences of sexual desire (and vice versa).  

Queer scientific methods also involve openness to what researchers see as legitimate 

data. For example, researchers often group participants with sexual identities that do not fit 

heterosexual, bisexual, or lesbian/gay categories into one of these groups anyway or exclude 

them (Centre for Gender & Sexual Health Equity, n.d.). Openness has encouraged researchers to 

dive into and study sexualities that exist outside typical definitions (e.g., heteroflexible, 

bicurious, mostly straight), allowing for more nuanced understandings of sexual diversity. This 

research has demonstrated that even heterosexuality can often be viewed as “elastic” and 

flexible, as with heterosexually identified men who have sex with men (Carrillo & Hoffman, 

2018; Schrimshaw et al., 2018).  

Important insights can result not only from openness to the ways people understand 

themselves, but how they engage with methods during research. For example, participants 

sometimes “speak back” to researchers, explaining how their experiences do not fit the 

predetermined options by writing in the margins of surveys or making verbal comments in 
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interviews. Several researchers have argued that this input, sometimes called “marginalia,” 

provides invaluable insight into gender/sex/uality as well as the ways our methods can fail to 

make sense of people’s experience of their sexuality (and many other scientific constructs; Fahs, 

2016; McClelland, 2016; Stewart & Newton, 2022; van Anders et al., 2013). 

Queer science is also open to exploring pleasure, including in potentially unexpected 

places and highlighting that “unexpected” is often defined by researchers and not the lived 

experiences of their participants. For example, scholars such as Boone and Bowleg (2020), 

Feinstein et al. (2020), Hargons et al. (2021), and Wang and Feinstein (2022) have found that 

research on Black women and Black gay, bisexual, and other men who have sex with men 

primarily focuses on risk and negative experiences, calling attention to a need for more research 

on Black sexual pleasure, intimacy, and love (Calabrese et al., 2015; Thorpe et al., 2022; Townes 

et al., 2021; Ware et al., 2020). Another example is research on gender pleasure, one often 

intense form of which is “gender euphoria” as coined by transgender people (Newman, 2018). 

Research on this topic has demonstrated that some gender/sex/ual minorities report experiencing 

distinct joy and comfort from their gender identities, gender expressions, and/or sexed bodies 

(Beischel, Gauvin, et al., 2022).  

Challenge 

 One of the main ways most scholars understand queer is that it challenges norms by 

boldly differing from accepted practice and questioning why those norms exist in the first place. 

Queer confronts norms and emphasizes the social value and pleasure in transgressing them 

(Warner, 1991). In this way, queer holds challenge in company with science, since even 

mainstream science also challenges and tests norms. Indeed, one of its hallmarks is that science 

challenges accepted wisdom and, moreover, that accepted wisdom or tradition is little (or no) 
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reason for continued valuation of an idea. Science is explicitly oriented around testing the 

assumptions we hold for granted, especially when they hold no evidentiary basis. In this way, 

queer science brings together the vibrancy of scientific challenge and its tests of assumptions 

with the boldness of queer’s transgression of unaccounted-for traditions and norms. 

 Recent theoretical innovations in the psychological study of gender/sex/uality exemplify 

how queer science can challenge orthodoxies that have persisted despite flimsy evidentiary 

bases. For example, Tate et al. (2014) described how integrating theoretical models of cisgender 

and transgender identity development disrupts dominant psychological models of gender self-

categorization. These had positioned transgender identity development as an active site of 

inquiry but also a problem to be addressed when juxtaposed with ignoring cisgender identity 

development, thus naturalizing it.  

SCT is another theoretical approach that shows challenge, including to the notion of 

sexed bodies (and not gender, gender/sex, partner number sexuality, kink, or other phenomena) 

as the normative basis for defining sexual orientation (van Anders, 2015), reflecting gender/sex 

and sexual minorities’ critiques of dominant definitions of gender/sex and sexual orientation and 

common ways that scientists measure them (Bornstein, 1994; Galupo et al., 2016; Galupo, 

Mitchell, et al., 2014). SCT also challenges “alignment normativity,” or the general presumption 

that people’s sexual orientations, identities, and statuses should “align” in particular ways, 

offering instead the concepts of branchedness and coincidence for describing how they configure 

along with empirical support for them (Abed et al., 2019; Beischel et al., 2021; Schudson et al., 

2017). 

 Theoretical works have also upended traditional perspectives of sex positivity by calling 

for the integration of sex criticality into psychological assessments of positive, healthy sexuality 
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(Barker, 2013). For example, as an alternative to either sex-positive or negative (e.g., anti-porn) 

positions, Barker (2013) proposes sex criticality as reflecting an understanding of sexual agency 

as something that operates within multiple intersecting power dynamics rather than a polarized 

dichotomy of free choice versus structural forces. This enables both the celebration and criticism 

of sexual communities’ practices without dichotomizing such them as overall good/pure versus 

bad/problematic.  

Fahs (2014) also offers a queer challenge to sex-positive politics via anarchist politics. 

This challenge argues that the normative sex positive framework–which typically promotes the 

freedom to engage in more, diverse, and agentic forms of sexual expression–has become 

antithetical to its original goals by fostering a culture of sexuality that mandates women’s 

openness to sex as a part of women’s sexual liberation (see also Gill, 2007). Fahs proposes that 

the sex-positive movement integrate and promote negative liberty, which includes the freedom 

from social mandates that women must have sex, be sexual, and pursue sexual pleasure in order 

to be considered modern and liberated. Notably, this work has opened the potential for more 

nuanced visions of what sex-positive research can look like.  

Other examples of how queer scientific inquiries have led to innovations in sexuality 

research include studies that have challenged normative assumptions about sexual desire and 

orgasm. For example, the heteronormativity theory of low sexual desire in women partnered with 

men challenges assumptions that “low” sexual desire is an issue of women’s psychology or 

physiology, instead proposing that heteronormativity contributes to inequities and life 

experiences that detract from women’s sexual desire (van Anders, Herbenick, et al., 2022). In 

other research about women’s experiences with faking orgasms, Lafrance and colleagues (2017) 

opted to focus on women who resist faking orgasms, demonstrating novel insights into women’s 
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experiences subverting normative orgasm scripts. Research on orgasm has challenged what it is 

and how it is conceptualized. For example, Herbenick and colleagues (2018) found that, despite 

nearly universal conceptualizations of orgasms as sexual, the physiological experience of orgasm 

is not actually always a sexual phenomenon, and not always in response to stimulation that could 

be in any way interpreted as sexual, as with abdominal exercises. Additionally, despite 

conceptualizations of orgasms as universally positive sexual experiences, research has shown 

that orgasms can be unpleasant and unenjoyable, cooccur with negative affect, and tied to 

negative outcomes challenging the universality of “orgasms = good” (Chadwick et al., 2019, 

2022).  

This work on sex criticality expands on others’ that promotes diverse – and specifically 

queer and/or crip4–notions of sexual pleasure. These incorporate facets of sexual experiences 

beyond orgasm (e.g., intimacy, empowerment, nonorgasmic physical sensations, etc.) into 

definitions of sexual satisfaction (Goldey et al., 2016; Hargons et al., 2018, 2022; Jagose, 2010; 

Jones, 2019; Loeser et al., 2018; McRuer, 2011; Thorpe et al., 2022; Tiefer, 2004). Together, this 

research further highlights the exciting potential that queer science’s challenge offers to a 

psychological science of gender/sex/uality.   

Multiplicities 

 Multiplicities are a hallmark of queer. Queer reminds us that what we think of as natural 

gender/sex/ual categories vary over time and place. For example, who counts as a woman or man 

is and has been contested, with differing definitions used in varying attempts to restrict rights 

(Fausto-Sterling, 2000). Similarly, what the gender binary contains and whom it polices all have 

 
4 “Crip” is a term adopted within disability movements and scholarship that reflects a reclaimed adaptation of the 

term “cripple,” which is mostly used in derogatory ways otherwise. Its adjective use refers to theory and 

perspectives that challenge dominant deficit perspectives of disability and demand a more expansive and accessible 

worldview and practice (McRuer, 2006). 
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differing answers over time and place (Bailey, 2016). Understandings of sexual orientations and 

identities vary as well: For example, is someone gay because they are a man who is sexually 

interested in other men, holds the identity of gay, sexually penetrates other men, likes being 

penetrated, expresses or is perceived to express femininity, and/or is a target of an antigay slur? 

Yes to all of these depending on context? Category boundaries are indistinct, in part because they 

have been populated and constituted variably over time and place. Given that few category 

boundaries are self-evident, universal, or natural, queer also pushes us to consider what 

categories mean and why, and to what end (Bem, 1995; Tate et al., 2014; van Anders, 2015). 

Queer approaches thus inhere multiplicities; for example, how a phenomenon thought to be 

singular can be opened up to show its multiple iterations, facets, or pieces, and the ways that 

phenomena thought to be distinct can be shown to share multiple features.  

Science also attends to multiplicities, including with fields in the biological sciences that 

attend to ecology. Attending to local ecologies explicitly values and recognizes that biological 

phenomena occur in context, including the array of plant and animal species, weather, and 

lifespans. Indeed, the concept of local ecologies reminds us that life happens in close-knit 

connection with conspecifics, other species, land, and other dimensions such as time. It is 

perhaps obvious but worth highlighting how this tenet of bioscience–paying attention to local 

ecologies–takes for granted that life is coconstituted by its surroundings, events, and others in 

close or distant relation. Science not only makes space for multiplicities, it necessitates them.  

 Queer science brings science’s attention to local ecologies together with the 

understanding of plurality from queer, to make for a science with space for multiplicities. Queer 

also adds explicit political considerations. Both queer and hegemonic science are political, of 
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course, but queer’s political commitments to multiplicity are foundational and unapologetic, and 

this includes an antiessentialism.  

Antiessentialism is intrinsic to queer’s commitment to multiplicities, and highlights not 

only that social phenomena are neither singular nor universal, but that the costs of ideologies that 

would paint them so are high and disproportionately borne by those on the gender/sex/ual 

margins (Balzer Carr et al., 2017; Bem, 1995). For example, psychological essentialism 

(Gelman, 2003), which is defined as a pervasive cognitive bias toward perceiving social category 

membership as rooted in singular, natural, biological essences, is largely (albeit not exclusively) 

linked to negative attitudes about gender/sex/ual minorities (Grzanka et al., 2016; Schudson & 

van Anders, 2021). Beliefs that the categories of gender/sex/ual minorities and gender/sex/ual 

majorities are discrete, highly coherent entities, and defined wholly by their gender/sex/ual 

identities (e.g., as opposed to other aspects of selfhood) are all associated with cissexist and 

heterosexist attitudes. However, the essentialist belief that being a gender/sex/ual minority is 

biologically determined and immutable is often contemporarily associated with positive attitudes 

toward gender/sex/ual minorities (Grzanka et al., 2016; Schudson & van Anders, 2021). This 

association might be best understood as a reaction against heterosexist and cissexist discourses 

about gender/sex/ual identities as immoral personal choices rather than as a necessary antecedent 

to support for gender/sex/ual minorities (Diamond & Rosky, 2016; Hegarty & Golden, 2008). 

Certainly, beliefs that gender/sex/ual minority status is biological has been and continues to be 

associated with negative attitudes and actions, including violence in many times and places 

(Sheldon et al., 2007). Perhaps most compellingly, presenting people with antiessentialist, social 

constructionist ideas derived from queer theoretical approaches to understanding sexuality leads 

to more positive attitudes toward sexual minorities, which suggests that bringing queer 
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antiessentialism into our psychological science has powerful implications for social justice 

efforts (Fry et al., 2020; Grzanka, 2016). 

 Queer science’s commitment to antiessentialism has led to empirical demonstrations that 

gender/sex/uality contains multiplicities that go beyond binary categories of woman/man, 

straight/gay, or even cisgender/transgender. Though most psychological research treats 

gender/sex as a categorical variable (e.g., woman/female, man/male), researchers have shown 

that many people, sometimes over half and including majorities and minorities, place themselves 

along various spectra of gender/sex that include genders and sexes thought to branch from their 

assigned sex (e.g., cisgender women seeing themselves as at least somewhat masculine; 

cisgender boys seeing themselves as something other than completely male; e.g., Baum et al., 

2014; Beischel et al., 2021; Bem, 1974; Joel et al., 2014).  

Sometimes a queer lens to multiplicity can make clear how attention to gender/sex 

diversity, even with inclusive intentions, can instantiate new binaries. For example, research that 

includes transgender and cisgender categories is an improvement over cisnormative research that 

presumes participants are cisgender. However, transgender and cisgender are often positioned as 

the only two options for gender trajectory (i.e., a person’s relationship to their sex assigned at 

birth; Beischel, Schudson, et al., 2022). In contrast, research has demonstrated that not everyone 

falls into one of these two categories, and that an “allogender” category is a useful addition 

(Beischel, Schudson, et al., 2022), echoing narratives and lived experiences (Bornstein, 1994; 

Darwin, 2020; Diamond & Butterworth, 2008). 

Sexuality research has demonstrated similar multiplicities to gender/sex. Since at least the 

1940s, scientists have recognized that human sexuality can be understood in continuous ways 

(Kinsey et al., 1948, 1953). Modern psychological research makes clear that people fall along 
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various continua of sexuality (e.g., attraction to women, interest in multiple partners, desire for 

intimacy), but also that the ways people experience and conceptualize their sexualities often 

cannot be neatly categorized (Chadwick et al., 2017; Galupo et al., 2015; Joel et al., 2014; van 

Anders, 2015). For example, Galupo and colleagues (Galupo, Davis, et al., 2014; Galupo, 

Mitchell, et al., 2014) have demonstrated that many gender/sex/ual minorities view their 

sexualities as more fluid and contextual than can be represented on popular scales of sexuality.  

Summary: Queer Science 

Queer science reflects interesting and promising meeting points between queer and 

science. We have focused on four: construction, openness, challenge, and multiplicities. In doing 

so, we have highlighted existing scholarship that falls into queer science, with a nod to future 

approaches. In this next section, we focus on feminist science.  

Feminist Science and Gender/Sex/uality Research 

Like queer and science, feminism and science can seem worlds apart. Or, they can appear 

to meet only when one critiques the other. However, there are a number of ways feminism and 

science come together for a feminist science, and we focus here on four of these (see Figure 2): 

bias, truth, objectivity, and empiricism.  

Bias 

Most nonscientists understand science as unbiased, at least in theory, and indeed that is 

one of the goals of science. Mainstream forms of science aims to produce knowledge that is 

untinged by its practitioners’ potentially distorted views, so that the same conclusion would be 

achievable by anyone (Haraway, 1988). Like these dominant approaches to science, the very 

core of feminism includes attending to bias, but specifically identifying and naming bias 

(especially related to gender/sex and intersecting power hierarchies), noting how bias is 
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supported by power differentials, and proposing ways to change the systems that allow bias to 

otherwise exist. This makes claims that feminism is biased–or that it would add bias to 

mainstream science rather than subtract it–ironic, ignorant, and harmful to the potential for 

science. 

One approach to bias within feminism is with “situated science,” whereby scientists 

explicitly consider the ways that scientists’ own social locations impact our science (Haraway, 

1988). For example, people in majority social locations are often unaware of (and resistant to 

knowing) the ways they overbenefit from systems, and take those systems and their outcomes as 

natural, given, good, and right. This negatively affects majorities’ ability or motivation to 

mitigate their own biases. Moreover, social locations and lived experiences expose us to some 

problems and shield us from others. Accordingly, they can shape what we as scientists know, can 

know, or can think to know, impacting our questions, funding, materials, analyses, conclusions, 

reception, and more. Situated science–feminist science–calls on scientists to think about our 

social locations, and the ways we benefit from and are disadvantaged by them, what knowledge 

we might gain from them, how any privilege-related bias might impact our science, and what we 

can do about this.  

For example, cisgender researchers have been historically overrepresented as experts on 

transgender topics, reinforcing the dominance of cisgender perspectives on gender, whereas 

transgender people have been underrepresented as knowledge producers about their own lived 

experiences (Billard et al., 2022; Galupo, 2017). Although cisgender people’s beliefs about 

gender are by no means unitary, cisgender researchers’ experiences of gender (e.g., lacking 

firsthand experience of transphobia) shape how they both ask and answer research questions 

about gender. Certainly, cisgender psychologists have facilitated the spread of pathologizing 
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perspectives on transgender experiences (Ansara & Hegarty, 2012; Riggs et al., 2019; B. W. 

Vincent, 2018). Yet, when researchers marginalized by social location oppose the exclusion of 

perspectives gained from lived experience and/or scholarship, they are commonly minimized as 

inappropriately ideological, which invisibilizes the ideological and sometimes harmful nature of 

privileged groups’ perspectives (Ashley, 2019). 

Dominant forms of science addresses bias less explicitly. One way they aim to do so is 

with the presence of enough diversity among scientists that competing biases would cancel out as 

these different and diverse scientists address the same research question. Whether this diversity 

is meant to refer to social location, positionality, and/or worldview is not always clear, but the 

idea is that it is a diversity that will lead to a canceling out of biases full stop. Unfortunately, this 

is more aspirational than real: scientists are not that diverse by many metrics (Bernard & 

Cooperdock, 2018; Burke, 2019), and there are no explicit or formal mechanisms within 

hegemonic science to promote the diversity needed for this method of addressing bias, including 

across or within fields, much less specific topics or research question. Indeed, some mainstream 

scientists actively work to undermine attempts to diversify mainstream science by calling for 

ignoring social locations, working at cross-purposes to this core tenet of science–though of 

course many scientists do work to diversify science. Moreover, this approach presumes that 

“specificities” tied to people’s social locations, positionality, or worldviews are error to be 

corrected for or canceled out, rather than meaningful and evidentiary conclusions about the 

world derived from lived experience, or willfully oppressive or ignorant positions that involve 

reaping benefits from inequities. 

Fortunately, feminist science provides a way for science to enact one of its routes to 

mitigating bias, for example, by attending to social locations. For example, research suggests 
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that psychology journal articles with men as lead authors are more likely to use generic language 

to describe their results than articles with women as lead authors (DeJesus et al., 2021). These 

generic statements broadly generalize about groups and have been linked to the development of 

essentialist beliefs and stereotyping (Hammond & Cimpian, 2017). Attention to the social 

locations of knowledge producers (which includes scientists) is necessary for these kinds of 

insights; collecting and sharing data on this bias can be used to encourage its mitigation.  

Feminist science also challenges how normative scientific commitments invisibilize 

structures that shape who is able to (safely) do science. For example, the pervasiveness of sexual 

harassment manifests in varied sites of academic life, including collecting data or attending 

research conferences, which makes for hostile environments for marginalized scholars, 

especially women and gender/sex minorities and/or those of color (Clancy et al., 2014; 

Herbenick et al., 2019; Lewis Jr., 2020). Sharply increasing expectations for academic labor and 

travel can especially disadvantage some disabled researchers/researchers with disabilities as well 

as those with other care responsibilities (Brown & Leigh, 2018; Yerbury & Yerbury, 2021). And, 

academic conference spaces commonly lack gender-neutral restrooms and childcare or lactation 

spaces, which can endanger or prevent many scholars from attending, including primarily those 

who are transgender, nonbinary, gender/sex diverse, and/or primary caregivers who are usually 

women (Calisi & a Working Group of Mothers in Science, 2018; Scheim et al., 2019). The 

feminist science acknowledgment of scientists as socially situated–including embodiment–

facilitates an understanding of scientists’ diverse embodied needs, means for communicating 

these, and encouragement to change structures to ensure support–actually increasing diversity of 

scientists, a tenet even of mainstream science to avoid bias. 



QUEER/FEMINIST SCIENCE  24 

 

Moreover, insights from feminist science help disentangle the notion of “bias” from 

phenomena like subjectivity, social location, positionality, identity, and experience, since these 

concepts are so often conflated. Bias is the unjustified favoring or insertion of one point of view 

that distorts reality and approaches to it, including within science. Points of view are not 

inherently biased, and neither are the factors that are tied to them, including social location, 

identity, or experience. And these can be an influence or source for valuable insights for science. 

Thus, far from equating bias to positionality or subjectivity, bias in dominant science is the 

outcome of ignoring positionality and subjectivity. By attending to one’s own and others’ social 

locations as with situated science, feminist science provides for the reality that science is never 

“untinged” by its practitioners or culture but can be less warped–and less biased. 

Objectivity 

 Objectivity is a clear hallmark of science, though potentially only presumptively so in 

hegemonic science. Objectivity is related to bias, since objectivity holds that either mainstream 

science is objective (as biases will cancel out), or that scientists themselves are objective and 

thus interchangeable and/or their social locations are irrelevant to the phenomena they study. 

Haraway calls this the “god trick,” as if a godlike disembodied knower with neither subjectivity 

nor social location was the one doing science, not us mere socially located humans (Haraway, 

1988). Many traditional science readings of objectivity assume that it requires the complete 

separation of science and scientists from who we are. This might be an interesting ideal, theory, 

or goal, but is unachievable in reality, as decades and even centuries of feminist scholarship have 

shown (e.g., Cole, 2009; Fausto-Sterling, 2000; Haraway, 1988; Harding, 1986; Somerville, 

2000). 
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 The need for more attention to objectivity in science is often downplayed, and there is 

little guidance on how objectivity should be “done” or could be confirmed (e.g., according to 

mainstream science, in what ways are we, as embodied humans, supposed to step outside 

ourselves? How do we know that we or others are being objective?). Given the well-documented 

failures and harms of the presumption of objectivity, it is perhaps not surprising that many 

feminist scholars have put objectivity aside, nor is it surprising that other feminist scholars have 

considered how to bring the reality of science closer to its ideal by engaging with what feminist 

approaches to objectivity might entail, with varied and sometimes competing approaches. 

 “Strong objectivity” (Harding, 1995) provides one important feminist approach to 

objectivity. It considers how objectivity is strengthened by subjective considerations. Feminist 

science calls for us to consider how social locations matter for scientists, with strong objectivity 

as one approach to doing so, calling for us, in community with other people, to focus on 

strengthening our objectivity by actively reflecting on our social locations and the ways they 

might challenge our and others’ objectivity in our science. Strong objectivity calls on us to 

consider the tools of objectivity and how we can maximize the likelihood of their success in light 

of our and others’ subjectivities.  

 Some researchers have demonstrated the benefits of actively reflecting on the 

assumptions built into seemingly objective psychological tools to build more empirical ones. For 

example, researchers validate their measures across participants, ideally of diverse identities, to 

demonstrate objectivity and generalizability. Yet this approach to objectivity presumes that 

constructs have one best operationalization across diverse social locations–ironically at cross-

purposes to the very point of attending to that diversity. People’s experiences of phenomena–

including psychological constructs and including gender/sex/uality–are shaped in part by their 
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social location. As such, diversity might not just result in different scores on the same constructs 

but different contents of a scale or its factors. For example, Chadwick et al. (2017) explored how 

gender/sex/uality might actually coconstruct a measure of sexual desire, resulting in experience-

specific factor structures. Here, intimacy was a factor for sexual minority and majority women 

and men, yet included different items that, not surprisingly, reflect gendered and sexual norms 

(e.g., feeling special and protected for heterosexual women but not heterosexual men). Scale 

development that attends to the subjectivity of lived experiences can thus result in more objective 

measures and metrics for their development. 

Similarly, McClelland et al. (2020) evaluated quantitative measures of abortion attitudes 

in the United States and found that survey items were steeped in sexist and racist stereotypes. Far 

from “objective” measures of attitudes, they argue that, in scale development, researchers rely on 

culturally circulating images of what is seen as “legitimate” reproduction. Surveys with these 

scales can then go on to strengthen sexist and racist cultural images because they are treated with 

the respectability afforded to science. Strong objectivity would include these insights into 

improving these measures or starting anew. 

Science and (some tenets of) feminism thus both hold objectivity as a priority and goal. 

Feminist science calls for us to explicitly monitor the objectivity we as scientists know is 

necessary to the success of science but constantly threatened, and work to mitigate and prevent 

those failures we can know, predict, and/or learn about. 

Truth 

 Canonical science’s view of truth tends to hold that each discrete phenomenon at its most 

indivisible has one truth that is universal, and perhaps that scientists are continually improving 

upon methods in ways that bring us closer to that truth. Feminist scholars and others have shown, 



QUEER/FEMINIST SCIENCE  27 

 

however, that accuracy is often insufficient to help a more truthful account supplant a less 

accurate one (Fujimura, 2006; Kuhn, 2012). That is, research shows that truth is often not 

enough to merit scientific support.  

 Truth holds a different position in feminism. Feminism is often positioned as a 

postmodern endeavor, which could be taken to mean envisioning research as the production of, 

or listening to, multiple stories, none of which are more true than others and all of which reveal 

something about the world. Clearly there are multiple views and realities of discrete phenomena, 

and they do provide insights into the world. Yet feminist approaches to truth are largely 

characterized by understanding truths can be multiple and are always contextualized (Haraway, 

1988; Harding, 1995). In other words, X may be true in this time and place but not others; some 

facts are true across all or most contexts, and others are profoundly local. This does not mean, 

however, that all feminist approaches to multiple, contextualized truths reflect a commitment to 

truths-as-stories, if by stories we mean only interesting narrative exercises, and thereby that all 

truths are “equal.” Many feminist scholars argue that, yes, there are multiple truths, but it is our 

job as “knowers”–thoughtful, critically engaged people who reflect on our social locations–to 

adjudicate among truths when needed, as some truths are more accurate, do less harm, are more 

liberatory, etc. (Longino, 1996). This is especially true for feminist scholars working at the 

margins, with communities, and in applied and activist spaces, where the impact of truth claims 

on actual people’s actual lives is clear.  

Truth is therefore a meeting point between feminism and science. Both have longstanding 

commitments to exploring and understanding truths. In feminist science, there are multiple, 

contextualized truths, and our job is to explore, understand, and potentially integrate these and 

try to discern–when helpful and/or appropriate–which are more accurate and just. 
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 Feminist psychologists have provided numerous models for how to contend with 

multiple, contextualized truths at once. For example, Diamond et al. (2020) explored the multiple 

meanings of women’s “sexual fluidity,” theorizing at least four related but distinct sexual 

phenomena: (a) general arousal and attraction toward women’s less-preferred gender, (b) 

variability across contexts in arousal and attraction towards women’s less-preferred gender, (c) 

branchedness between the genders of women’s attractions and the genders of their sexual 

partners, and (d) variability across time of women’s sexual attractions. These various 

operationalizations produced decidedly different pictures of participants’ sexual fluidity. This 

maps onto SCT, which holds that a person’s sexuality is not one singular entity, but rather a 

multifaceted configuration that may be branched or coincident (van Anders, 2015). 

 Work from feminist psychologist Bay-Cheng (2019) also highlights how concepts such 

as sexual agency, exploitation, and safety can exist simultaneously for young women. 

Researchers define sexual agency in terms of choice, control, freedom, and responsibility, and 

avoiding exploitation and maintaining safety (e.g., facilitating condom and contraceptive use, 

sexual negotiations with partners, health care service utilization). This can frame young women 

having unwanted sex with men who pressure them to do so as a problem of young women 

lacking sexual agency. Yet this diverges from the social and material reality of their lives, where 

some young women choose to have unwanted sex with partners to avoid threats of violence and 

instability at home, or because sex offers opportunities (e.g., housing, emotional or financial 

support) to pursue educational goals. In these cases, it becomes clear that sexual agency is 

present–these young women act to influence their immediate experiences and/or their lives 

through their sexuality. And, exploitation can be present when contextual factors limit women’s 

options for exerting their agency (Bay-Cheng, 2019; Gavey, 2012; McClelland, 2010). 
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Empiricism 

 Empiricism is the last meeting point we cover between feminism and science. A hallmark 

of science is to seek observations from outside one’s own experiences to understand a 

phenomenon we want to learn more about, rather relying solely on our own existing knowledge, 

experiences, and intuitions. These observations become data, or the stuff of science, because we 

collect them systematically. The systematicity of observations is often an ideal rather than 

reality, as the many egregious “scientific” practices of racism, sexism, colonialism, and more 

have shown us and continue to demonstrate (Bailey, 2016; Fujimura, 2006; Jordan-Young, 2010; 

TallBear, 2015). What makes these practices often problematic is the selective – rather than 

systematic–collection of observations to suit the purposes of, say, white supremacy, patriarchy, 

cisgenderism, or settler colonialism (Riger, 1992). However, at its best, science uses empiricism–

data, that is, collections of systematic observations–as part of its practice. 

 Yet observations, and even data, are also a hallmark of feminism. Feminists do not come 

to see the world as inequitable on the basis of gender and intersecting systems of power by 

accident, choice, or uninformed opinion. Feminists observe(d) the world and its inequitable 

treatments, share(d) these observations with each other, and then use(d) this information to draw 

evidence-based conclusions that provide the basis for naming inequities and working to change 

them. Feminism is inherently empirical.  

Yet, empiricism is often seen as relevant to science only, and not by accident. Indeed, 

another hallmark of hegemonic science is, explicitly or implicitly, to claim that only science is 

empirical. Given who was allowed to produce science for most of its existence (majority men), 

and the value placed on scientific knowledge, this is not surprising. This sequestering of 
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empiricism has protected it for majority men scientists and excluded all others as knowledge 

producers. 

 Feminist science can use empirical approaches that include those from mainstream 

science, including hypothesis testing, as well as those from feminism. Indeed, feminism makes a 

provision to value knowledge that relies on the data an individual or community has already 

collected. This is because feminism recognizes knowledge gained from lived experience.  

 Lived experience as data within feminist science matters because it provides a way to 

acknowledge the expertise people have gained through focused, intensive, and systematic 

engagement with their experiences; knowledge that might not be gained in any other way and 

that contradicts a universalist approach that sees all people as potentially equal contributors to 

each and any aspect of truth. This epistemic privilege (Harding, 1986), or the knowledge that 

people have about socially located phenomena tied to their experiences of oppression from 

critically reflecting upon their lived experiences and its value over what those in power might 

conclude about the same phenomena, is crucial to feminist science. For example, intersex people 

have worked for decades to convey the truths of their medical experiences, that is, that forced 

surgeries, secrecy, stigmatization, objectification, and gender policing have harmed their lives–

largely in ways not only unheard by those in power but actively pushed back against (Pagonis, 

2017; Wall, 2015). Both science and feminism use empiricism–observations collected to form 

data we use to generate insights about the world. Feminist science just acknowledges the reality 

that there are multiple forms of empiricism that provide meaningful and impactful knowledge. 

Qualitative research is an arena of psychology that clearly demonstrates the value of 

upholding lived experiences as important data to inform conclusions about issues of power, 

race/ethnicity, and gender/sex/uality. Brassel et al. (2020) exemplified this in a focus group study 
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with Black and white men exploring their relationships to power and masculinity. They found 

that, compared to women, men generally associated “manhood” with privileges and 

responsibility that results in both benefits (e.g., status) and costs (e.g., stress). Yet masculinity is 

also racialized: Black men expressed a masculinity that was more relational, and white men had 

narrower social networks of responsibility. This kind of feminist qualitative research 

demonstrates the value of paying attention to epistemic privilege and building psychological 

theories from people’s lived experiences for more empirical, accurate, and just truths. 

Summary: Feminist Science 

Feminism and science have various meeting points that make for a feminist science. Our 

focus was limited to four: bias, truth, objectivity, and empiricism. In describing these, we 

highlighted gender/sex/uality research that could be said to fall within feminist science, as well 

as work from other feminist disciplines that explores principles of feminist science.  

Challenges for Feminist/Queer Science 

Despite the promise of feminist/queer psychological science for understanding 

gender/sex/uality, there are a number of challenges, barriers, and potential pitfalls (Table 1). 

Some of these are epistemological, and related to issues that feminist/queer science tries to 

grapple with but cannot resolve or has not yet resolved within understandings of how to 

approach knowledge. Some are empirical, related to larger histories or presents of feminist/queer 

scholarship and hegemonic science. And, some of these are methodological, related to 

potentially clashing or unresolved approaches to knowledge production. 

Epistemological Challenges to Feminist/Queer Science 

Conflicting and Problematic Understandings of Feminisms and Queer  
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We have discussed feminist/queer science as if the intertwining of feminism and queer 

were conflict-free, but the terms have different definitions, histories, and practices that can exist 

in tension. For example, one of feminism’s central commitments is addressing gender inequity, 

which typically involves attending to gender/sex/ual categories–and can be seen as reifying 

them. Yet, one of queer’s central commitments is eradicating the categoricality or staticity of 

gender/sex/uality–which can be seen as dissolving the foundations for social action on these 

bases. These very different epistemological commitments can present a challenge to the actual 

doing of feminist/queer science. 

One approach to or thread within feminism–essentialist feminism–is especially 

problematic for feminist/queer science (Spelman, 1991). Like sexism, essentialist feminism 

essentializes women and men, clashing with the antiessentialism of queer epistemologies. 

Essentialist feminism positions women as superior to men because of women’s ostensibly 

“special” essence, and thus conflicts with other feminisms that recognize how gender/sex is not 

experienced in singular ways, and that oppression and privilege can be tied to intersecting social 

location axes (e.g., not just “woman” but “Black woman” or “disabled woman,” etc.).  

Essentialist feminism presents other conflicts. For example, it often is used to restrict the 

rights of gender/sex minorities by policing who counts as women, rather than increasing 

gender/sex rights or loosening the normativities of gender/sex categories (B. Vincent et al., 2020; 

Williams, 2020). This includes biological essentialisms, for example, with excluding women 

with higher testosterone from competing in women’s athletic categories, and thus defining 

“woman” by low testosterone against empirical evidence (Karkazis et al., 2012; Pape, 2019; van 

Anders et al., 2017). It also includes social essentialisms, as with excluding women from 

women’s spaces if they have not lived their entire lives treated by others as women (and girls), 
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and thus defining women by “shared” experience, even though intersectionality makes clear that 

there is no one “woman’s experience” (Bettcher, 2013; Collins, 2000b).  

Essentialist feminism is a pitfall for feminist/queer science; it focuses on the recognition 

of women’s supposed superiority and policing the boundaries of womanhood as goals. In 

contrast, feminist/queer science focuses on ending gender policing, redressing 

antifemininity/femaleness/womanhood, or pushing back against 

promasculinity/maleness/manhood wherever these appear. This feminist/queer science approach 

aligns with feminisms that focus on critiquing how patriarchy harms people of all gender/sexes, 

albeit not identically or equally (e.g., hooks, 2000; Serano, 2007).  For example, Hoskin (2019) 

interviewed gender/sex/ual minorities of many gender/sex identities and experiences, finding that 

femmephobia, or the devaluing of femininity and the policing of “appropriate” femininity, was at 

the root of many of their experiences of discrimination. Focusing on women’s supposed 

superiority or policing the boundaries of womanhood would not help address the issues 

experienced around femmephobia. 

Another form of feminism that presents pitfalls for feminist/queer science includes those 

that frame removing restrictions on women’s individual choices as the solution to feminist goals 

(for critiques of commercialized, post-, and neoliberal feminism, see Bay-Cheng & Eliseo-Arras, 

2008; Goodkind, 2009; Hirshman, 2006; McRobbie, 2004). Such feminism posits that the 

primary obstacle presented by sexism is its limitation on women’s ability to make choices, such 

that the mere ability of women to make choices is (a) feminist and (b) reflective of the absence of 

sexism (Hirshman, 2006). This neoliberal take focuses on individuals–and typically what an 

individual can buy, what occupational choices they can make, or what labor they can put into 

their appearance–rather than systemic inequity, arguably serving to reregulate women’s 
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engagement with their own subjugation through a language of personal choice and empowerment 

(McRobbie, 2004). Insidiously, such feminism can create the false impression that any science a 

woman does is feminist because she is a woman who chose to do the science, rather than because 

her science met feminist goals like attending to inequities based on gender/sex/uality and 

intersecting axes of oppression. In contrast, feminist/queer science explores scientists’ 

motivations, methodologies, epistemological commitments, and impacts. For example, Bowleg 

(2008) reflected on her methodological missteps while conducting research with Black lesbians 

that assumed participants could compartmentalize their identities into separate categories of 

Black, lesbian, and woman. Bowleg noted that her own identityshaped her research interests but, 

crucially, it was her engagement with Black feminist literature that helped her identify how her 

work had taken an additive approach, rather than an intersectional one–the latter of which better 

captured how participants conceptualized their identities as Black lesbian women.  

One challenge to feminist/queer science reflects a shared issue within feminism and 

queer. In feminism, there is a long history and present of struggle to ensure that it does not center 

majority women’s experiences, in part because so much of it has. This holds also for queer, 

where many queer scholars have focused on and elevated whiteness, able-bodiedness, and those 

of binary gender/sex. This is one reason why queer of color scholarship and/or quare (Ferguson, 

2018; E. P. Johnson, 2001) work exists, because queer theory was excluding queer insights and 

labor from scholars of color, seeing them as marginal or irrelevant to the “main questions” of 

queer theory, which were largely defined by white scholars in positions of (relative) power. 

There is a similar reason why trans studies and intersex studies exist separately from queer 

scholarship, because queer largely ignored experiences related to embodiment yet embodiment is 

key to many experiences of oppression for intersex and/or trans individuals and communities 
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(Morland, 2009; Prosser, 1998). In contrast, feminist/queer science is built with insights that are 

from and meaningful to those on the margins of the margins, which is a key point. To make 

meaningful movement toward liberatory aims, forms of knowledge production about 

marginalized experiences–including feminism, including queer–need to avoid attending only or 

mainly to the most majoritarian of them (e.g., men in scholarship on racism, cisgender women in 

feminist scholarship, white people in queer scholarship). 

Another challenge to feminist/queer science is the criticism of queer theory as being 

opaque, inaccessible, and purposively dense, an accusation also held against some feminist 

theory (especially queer feminist theory). This matters because, if theory is aimed to support, 

respond to, and promote praxis or social change but is inaccessible by those outside a limited 

circle, how can it meet its ostensible goals? One notable feature, however, is that many of these 

attacks are leveled only at queer and feminist scholars, as if they were the only academics to use 

dense, specialized language. Yet, most scholars in most disciplines use specialized language to 

discuss their work, language that requires specialized training and education, and few outside of 

feminist or queer authors are attacked for this. In fact, many majority men are celebrated for the 

intensity or denseness of their writing. The ability to read a physics article would require 

considerable knowledge of physics, but few would level an accusation of “denseness,” 

“unreadability,” or inapplicability to real-world problems because of this. Moreover, criticisms 

about queer theory were often leveled by those who seemed to feel they should be able to 

understand queer theory (e.g., feminist scholars who are not doing queer theory; philosophers 

who were not doing queer philosophy) but may not have understood that it reflected a new 

discipline and not merely a sub- or subordinate topic within the one they knew. Feminist/queer 

science is useful in this way, because it covers such a breadth of topic and disciplinary approach 
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that it does not take for granted that knowledge in another discipline or field will be easily or 

automatically intelligible. 

Scientism 

Scientism is the belief that science is the only and/or best way to know about the world 

(Hayek, 1942). Scientism and science are not the same; in the same way that heterosexuality 

need not be heteronormative (i.e., positioning heterosexuality as better and more natural than 

minoritized sexualities), science need not be scientistic. Yet it often is. Feminist/queer science 

instead sees science as (a) one of many partial and valuable ways of knowing about the world, 

(b) a good though imperfect way to approach some kinds of knowledge about some kinds of 

things, and (c) potentially the best though imperfect way to address some specific and discrete 

questions, as other ways of knowing are about other phenomena (Haraway, 1988; Harding, 

1993). Moreover, far from being the best and/or only way of knowing about the world, 

feminist/queer science understands that research shows how mainstream/traditional science is 

deeply flawed, providing limited, distorted, and harmful knowledge if practiced in unaltered 

ways. Scientism thus presents an epistemological challenge to feminist/queer science. And, 

feminist/queer science’s commitment to rejecting scientism presents a tension for dominant 

regressive approaches to science. However, it also provides valuable ways forward. For example, 

in moving beyond scientism, feminist/queer science makes clear that human sexual desire is not 

best explained by scientistic theories that focus exclusively on androgens but by attending to 

lived experiences tied to oppression (Bay-Cheng, 2019; Tiefer, 2004; van Anders, Herbenick, et 

al., 2022). 

Privileging of Theory/Basic Scholarship over Practice/Applied Scholarship 
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 Western cultures have long privileged certain types of labor over others, with material 

and conceptual value afforded to the intellectual (head labor) tied to higher socioeconomic status 

over either the physical (hand labor) or caring (heart labor) tied to (also gendered) labor of 

working class people (Rose, 1983). This replicates itself in mainstream science and in ways that 

intersect with gender/sex/uality and minoritized identity statuses. For example, though theory 

comprises a small portion of science, the highest levels of the most theoretical disciplines like 

mathematics or theoretical physics are dominated by men, are seen as the “harder” sciences, and 

their practitioners are vastly more likely to be valued as “brilliant” and “geniuses” (Leslie et al., 

2015). In contrast, scientific disciplines that involve collecting data–which are still often 

dominated by men but include more women than disciplines seen as “hard” science–are valued 

less and seen as “softer,” perhaps reflecting hand labor (as ironic as that might be to physical 

laborers!; Light et al., 2022). Further yet, science that attends to living beings in social context, 

and especially affect of any kind, is typically seen as an even lesser form of science within 

dominant views of science, arguably reflecting heart labor. For these and many other reasons, 

research that attends to social context from the perspective of researchers who are marginalized 

by majority treatment of the phenomena they study (e.g., researchers of color studying racism) 

and/or occurs via collaboration with community stakeholders (e.g., critical participatory action 

research) has been historically suppressed within psychology (Fine, 2013; Neville et al., 2021). 

Hegemonic science’s privileging of head labor and antipathy toward the context dependency of 

knowledge claims can lead to a devaluation of feminist/queer science on gender/sex/uality 

because it relates to social context and intimacy. Moreover, it can be a context for some 

gender/sex/uality researcher to try to “remove” or “control for” as much social context as 

possible to share in the authority and respect afforded to the harder sciences.  
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Theory and basic scholarship are also privileged over applied work within many feminist 

and queer disciplines for the same reasons, that is, the privileging of intellectual labor. 

Accordingly, feminist/queer scholarship that directly measures inequities or seeks to materially 

support the oppressed is often devalued relative to more theoretical or general work (Spade, 

2020). These kinds of devaluations can further marginalize marginalized scholars (e.g., scholars 

of color), who are more likely to conduct applied research than socially privileged scholars 

(Settles et al., 2021). Indeed, theory from or for these groups is often valued by majoritarian 

scholars only when it is seen as disentangleable from the very needs the theories were created to 

help meet. Feminist/queer science can thus be devalued within feminist/queer scholarship for 

similar reasons as within science. 

In parallel, but for its involvement of practice (e.g., data collection, wrangling equipment, 

statistical analysis), feminist/queer science can be devalued compared to feminist/queer theory. 

Sometimes, this division is elided, as if the actions involved with science practice and theory 

could be collapsed by sheer will. Instead of trying to devalue theory, raise the value of practice, 

or elide their difference, feminist/queer science needs to subvert the underlying hierarchy of 

labor valuations, hopefully joining in shared project with others doing this work. 

Empirical Challenges 

The Justifiably Hard Sell of Science in Feminist/Queer Spaces 

Hegemonic and mainstream science about gender/sex/uality has a sordid history of 

excluding, attacking, marginalizing, and restricting the rights of those in lower-power positions 

within social systems. Indeed, dominant approaches to science have long been a handmaiden of 

colonialism and an engine of racism (Gough, 1968), including around gender/sex/uality. This is 

not surprising, given that science in a sexist or homophobic society will tend to be sexist and 
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homophobic unless explicit antisexist and antihomophobic approaches are incorporated. 

Consider, for example, that commonplace science was–and in some cases still is–used to justify 

giving lobotomies to men sexually attracted to other men, clitorectomies to women with sexual 

interests or clitorises deemed too large, and forced sterilizations on women of color, especially in 

the Global South (Katz, 1992; Smith, 1995; Smith & Hegarty, 2021). The notion that science 

somehow automatically sits outside ideology is a naïve and antiempirical view of science, 

unsupported by scholarship (e.g., Fujimura, 2006). Yet, mainstream science education rarely 

teaches this. Instead, dominant, scientistic perspectives on science tend to valorize its 

practitioners and scientific outcomes. Feminist/queer scholarship is usually left to identify and 

document the harms of dominant forms of science around gender/sex/uality (e.g., Serano, 2010). 

Given this, many feminist and queer scholars have wondered if science around gender/sex/uality 

is recuperable at all.  

Given science’s baggage, feminist/queer skepticism toward or rejection of 

gender/sex/uality science is not only unsurprising, but warranted and rational. But there are no 

pure academic disciplines that carry no harm or baggage; from, for example, History’s 

assumptions that women did not matter to or for it, to English’s beliefs that gender/sex/ual 

minorities could not and did not write or speak about their existences in ways that mattered, to 

Anthropology’s treatments of culture that ignored or exoticized gender/sex/ual minorities (Stone, 

2006). Their epistemological commitments and methodological approaches are no less harmful 

than those of hegemonic science when used in the service of a majoritarian status quo. As such, 

the existence of feminist and queer successor versions of those disciplines carries promise for 

feminist/queer science. 
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Moreover, though canonical forms continue to carry and do harms like other disciplines, 

science also–like other disciplines–can be progressive as well. Like these other disciplines, other 

approaches to science have also been an important part of valuable antihomophobic fights or 

securing rights for women (Hull, 2017; Starheim, 2019). Feminist/queer approaches have 

transformed research within many disciplines, and provide a way forward for feminist/queer 

science.  

Antagonism to/Ignorance of Feminism, Queer, and Science 

 There is clear antagonism to and ignorance of feminist and queer approaches, as well as 

increasingly toward science. Even within science, there is a lack of mechanisms for scientists to 

learn about the tenets of science (vs. just learning to do science). As a result, some see science as 

a method, and feminism as an ideology, whereas both are epistemologies with methodological 

norms and ideological commitments. Yet, because “ideological” is frequently used as an insult, 

people often lose sight that “having an ideology” is not inherently problematic; it is the content 

of the ideologies and/or their deployment that can make them so. This is made clear with other 

ideologies that are justifiably welcomed by scientists, for example, ethics, conservation, safety, 

etc.  

For example, attending to gender/sex/ual minorities is often seen as ideological (which it 

is) whereas the more common scientific practice of focusing on majorities is not seen as 

ideological (but it is). Yet both represent an ideological as well as methodological decision. 

Moreover, focusing on majorities and defending this as nonideological further marginalizes 

gender/sex/ual minorities, impoverishes our understanding of gender/sex/ual diversity, and 

denies self-knowledge to those already marginalized (Ashley, 2019; Blair, 2014; Dotson, 2012). 

Feminist/queer science carries an explicit ideological commitment to the world as it exists, 
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including acknowledging and attending to minoritization, which can make for more just, 

empirical, and accurate knowledge.  

The antifeminist and antiqueer sentiment that pervades culture stems from cultural 

institutions that can include hegemonic approaches to science. And, it reflects the reality that 

most nonfeminists learn about feminism from those who are not feminists, often through 

negative cultural depictions of feminists (Robnett et al., 2012). Many mainstream scientists who 

do cite feminist scholars cite only one, often one whose views are outdated or even antithetical to 

many feminist projects. For example, scientists might cite feminists who see no value in science 

or materiality rather than those who do. This can (often intentionally) make feminist/queer 

science hard to imagine, understand, or appreciate. 

Many believe that feminism is only about women (including some feminists), which can 

be a challenge for science. This is because almost all of science has traditionally excluded 

women as authorities from its practices and spaces. Even within the 20th and 21st centuries, 

women were not allowed into some science buildings or classrooms–and mainstream science has 

included focused efforts to erase women’s contributions to scientific knowledge (Schiebinger, 

2004). Moreover, because gender is understood as synonymous with women by some, that 

feminism introduces women is also seen as introducing gender into spaces where social context 

and political considerations are supposed to be irrelevant because of scientistic commitments, 

often unstated. Many see women, gender, and/or feminism as thus challenging the “neutrality” of 

dominant forms of science–for example, men who study women’s sexual desire are objective, 

but women who do are self-interested; cisgender people who studied trans people’s experiences 

are neutral, but trans people who do are biased (e.g., Ashley, 2019). Indeed, it is largely women 

who have often been the ones to bring feminist concerns to mainstream science, as it has largely 
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been trans people to bring concerns about cisgenderism and transphobia, and LGBQ folks about 

heteronormativity and homophobia, since those experiencing oppression are the most likely to 

recognize it, name it, and work to redress it (Ansara & Hegarty, 2014; Brooks, 1981; Carpenter, 

2018; Collins, 2000a; Haraway, 1988; Stewart & McDermott, 2004). So, the antagonism toward 

feminist/queer science from some within hegemonic science belies, in part, an antagonism 

toward women and gender/sex/ual minorities, as well as to issues of social justice and equity, 

rather than being about resisting ostensible challenges to science’s neutrality. This antagonism 

also works to protect scientists in positions of institutional and/or social power who may feel 

challenged by the redistribution of power that can come from feminist/queer critiques of 

hierarchy; after all, those who benefit from inequities are rarely quick to give these benefits up. 

 The antiqueer sentiment within hegemonic science relies on more of a profound 

ignorance of queer approaches. Those who resist queer often do so out of unstated scientistic 

commitments. For example, within academic spaces, queer scholarship most commonly comes 

from humanistic disciplines; what can they contribute to Science? And, queer is rooted in 

poststructuralist foundations; if science is “just” a story about the world like any other, where 

does that leave science as an authority, including as “the” authority? Yet feminist/queer science 

doesn’t undermine the utility of science; it undermines the scientism of hegemonic science, 

highlighting the important contributions to knowledge–and to science–other disciplines have 

made and can make, and expanding our notions of who authorities are and can be–in ways that 

ultimately improve science and our knowledge. 

Methodological Challenges 

Quantitative Versus Qualitative Methodologies 
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 Scientific approaches to gender/sex/uality tend to use methodologies characterized by 

systematization, experiments, and, in general, quantitation. This reflects mainstream science’s 

epistemological commitment to one truth, and that a phenomenon can be best understood by 

averaging out error associated with various instantiations of it. In contrast, feminist and queer 

approaches to gender/sex/uality often use methodologies characterized by qualitative approaches 

that explicitly make space for contextual, structural, and/or individual experiences (Marecek et 

al., 1997). This reflects epistemological commitments to multiple truths, situated knowledge, and 

complexity and contextualization. But these methodologies can be as clashing as the 

epistemologies that inform them, raising tensions for feminist/queer science. 

The use of methodologies associated with science can be seen as carrying the baggage of 

hegemonic, masculinist, and white supremacist science, including its scientism and harm. Even 

scientific (or scientistic) terms like “capturing” data or “discovering” a phenomenon can reveal a 

commitment to pinning down or essentializing phenomena in ways that deny the importance of 

context and the active role of scientists as knowledge-producers rather than just “finders”. 

However, as most academic disciplines have had antiliberatory intentions, tendencies, or 

impacts, most methodologies have also been used in antiliberatory ways, and it is unlikely–and 

arguably essentializing–to position some as inherently more regressive than others rather than 

having had more regressive impact, for example (Hammersley & Traianou, 2012; Stacey, 1988). 

Following other recuperative efforts, feminist/queer science does use some of the methodologies 

of mainstream science, informed by feminist and queer political values (Fine, 2013; Riger, 

1992). These include experiments and quantitation, which provide important insights into 

oppression around gender/sex/uality and ways for gender/sex/ual minorities to thrive. For 

example, feminist/queer psychologists studying prejudice have used experiments to reduce 
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gender/sex/ual majorities’ prejudice toward minorities (e.g., Fry et al., 2020), and argued for the 

use of complex quantitative models to facilitate person-centered approaches to understanding 

patterns in prejudice (Grzanka, 2016). 

Minority-Inclusive Methods and Gender/Sex/ual Majorities 

Feminist and queer methodologies often attend to marginalization and try to minimize the 

disempowering impact of science on minoritized groups, in what might be called “minority-

inclusive” approaches (van Anders, Schudson, et al., 2022). Yet not all feminist/queer science is 

conducted with minoritized groups. Focusing on majorities can be a critical way to understand 

gender/sex/ual diversity, including “studying up,” or how those in positions of power manage 

their and others’ gender/sex/ualities (Nader, 1972; van Anders, Schudson, et al., 2022). Minority-

inclusive methods that seek to empower participants and counter scientism can unintentionally 

overempower gender/sex/ual majorities who are already in positions of social power. This can 

work to reify gender/sex/ual majorities’ sense of privilege and centrality, thereby countering the 

goals of feminist/queer science. For example, minority-inclusive methods that aim to facilitate 

participant agency, such as allowing participants to steer the conversation, can overempower 

heterosexual men to make unwanted sexual advances to women researchers (van Anders, 

Schudson, et al., 2022). And scholars have described how majority white men can feel “safe” 

enough in private interviews to comment in ways that retrench their masculinity and provide 

platforms and implicit support for their racist claims (Cabrera, 2019). 

Feminist/queer science does need to be minority-inclusive, but it also needs to be 

“majority-situating” (van Anders, Schudson, et al., 2022). Majority-situating methods help 

majorities see they are situated in a larger context and decenters them, introduces them to 

experiences and terminologies outside their experience, and provides opportunities for them to 
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learn and grow. They may still resist this or push back, as privilege and power often does, but 

methodologies can be designed to curb this to some extent (van Anders, Schudson, et al., 2022). 

Thus, feminist/queer science need not only be defined only by the presence/absence of minority-

inclusive methodologies but also by majority-situating methodologies. For example, by including 

terms familiar to most people as well as those minoritized on the basis of gender/sex/uality, 

research can be minority-inclusive and majority-situating, where majority participants leave 

feminist/queer science projects knowing more about the world, including gender/sex/ual 

diversity. 

The Challenge of Materiality 

Many methods that scientists use introduce another challenge to feminist/queer science 

because they tend to involve materiality. Materiality might be defined as “thingness”; for 

example, things we can cut, or things (like forces) that can cut other things. Materiality has been 

a thorny issue within feminism and often ignored within queer scholarship, which is one reason 

why many scholars within trans, disability, crip, and/or intersex studies–whose lived experiences 

inform their attention to issues of materiality–criticize queer scholarship (Hale, 2008; M. L. 

Johnson, 2015; Morland, 2009). Queer scholarship that elides or invisibilizes materiality renders 

many trans lives, intersex lives, and disabled/crip lives irrelevant, yet people in these and other 

groups experience stigma and oppression in part tied to questions of and beliefs about 

materiality. Ignoring materiality can thus end up further marginalizing people in these groups 

and in scholarship about their existences and experiences. It also reduces the queerness of queer 

scholarship, because troubling materiality, taking joy in it, rethinking categoralities and 

categorizers in relation to it–especially all tied to gender/sex/uality–is a place where queer 

approaches should thrive. 
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 Materiality poses problems within feminism because feminism has largely taken social 

constructions like sexism as its major subject matter. Obviously (though not always to everyone), 

materiality can be and is socially constructed, as with the notion that “breasts are for men” (Ward 

et al., 2006) or that bodies are sexed by social processes (Fausto-Sterling, 2020). However, 

materiality also carries material agency, a form and function that is not and cannot be controlled 

entirely (or sometimes at all) by human imaginaries or intervention even as it is interpreted and 

understood through them (Van Oyen, 2018). For example, testosterone is socially constructed by 

researchers who almost exclusively study it tied to masculinity, maleness, and/or 

manhood/boyhood; yet it also has material agency, for example, it can only bind to androgen 

receptors (and, after aromatization to estradiol, to estrogen receptors) and not just any receptor to 

influence the likelihood of a limited set of cellular responses and bodily impacts (Jordan-Young 

& Karkazis, 2019; van Anders, 2013). 

 Material agency has proven somewhat intractable within feminist scholarship because it 

resists complete deconstruction. This has made for little guidance for how to attend to materiality 

within feminist/queer science, and much pushback. This pushback comes from the very real 

feminist and queer concerns about the ongoing use of materiality to restrict people’s rights and 

oppose social justice (van Anders et al., 2017). It does seem rare to see materiality invoked about 

gender/sex/uality in ways that would increase rights rather than restrict them, making it–and thus 

feminist/queer science–suspect.  

Yet, materiality matters, and ignoring it or denying material agency just means those who 

engage with either do so outside of feminist and queer epistemological commitments (Fausto-

Sterling, 2000, 2005; van Anders, 2015). And, feminist/queer science engagements with 

materiality have explored dynamic engagements between bodies and our world. For example, 
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some research shows how gender socialization could change hormones like testosterone, 

challenging understandings of sex as fixed and innate, and gender as sociocultural and fluid (van 

Anders et al., 2015), and provides new definitions of sex and gender/sex that take materiality and 

lived experiences into account (van Anders, 2022). Other feminist/queer scholars in neuroscience 

have provided compelling engagements with materiality, including focusing on how gender/sex 

seems to be related to brains and biologisms in much less clear-cut and more complex ways than 

popular scientific assumptions about binaries and sexual dimorphism hold (Dussauge & Kaiser, 

2012; Eliot & Richardson, 2016; Hird, 2004; Joel, 2012). Additionally, some feminist/queer 

scholarship has engaged with scientific practices of naming material phenomena tied to 

gender/sex/uality. These are shaped by scientists’ own social locations and worldviews that 

include disgust for bodily features associated with womanhood and femaleness. For example, 

fluid from vaginas–but not penises–is referred to with negatively valanced and medicalized terms 

like “mucous” or “discharge” rather than neutral terms like “fluid” or even positively valenced 

ones, in stark contrast to fluid from penises, which is simply referred to as semen, and seen as 

neutral or positively-valanced (cf. “seminal”; van Anders, 2014). 

Summary: Challenges to Feminist/Queer Science 

 In this section, we discussed the challenges to feminist/queer science. To do so, we 

focused on those that are epistemological, empirical, and methodological, highlighting several of 

each. By using examples from gender/sex/uality, we also delineated how current and future 

research provides promising approaches for addressing these challenges, and moving forward to 

a feminist/queer science. 

Conclusions 
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Feminist/queer science challenges psychological science as typically practiced, yet 

reflects a coherent and progressive way forward for more comprehensive understandings of 

gender/sex/uality, and other phenomena. It pushes us to understand gender/sex/uality in terms of 

multiple truths and attend to the power dynamics among them, and question the power and value 

of categories and categorizers in transformative ways. Feminist/queer science highlights how 

phenomena are and can be dynamic, flexible, and fluid. They can be mobile and morph as they 

travel. With every study about gender/sex/uality, feminist/queer science asks us to consider: Why 

this category? What does this category do, and to whom? How might it be different? And, while 

feminist/queer science challenges normative conceptualizations, it does so with a curiosity and 

openness to the world as it is–and might be. 

Feminist/queer science offers us explicit frameworks for doing the work. This includes 

ways to strategize about issues like bias and objectivity, highlighting situated science and strong 

objectivity as ways forward. Feminist/queer science offers a more a more expansive empiricism 

that includes, values, and attends to knowledge and expertise from those on the gender/sex/ual 

margins and attending to marginalization within those locations as well. By attending to these 

lived experiences, feminist/queer science sees people as more than “gaps” in our theories, and 

instead as sources of expertise and knowledge to work with, draw insights from, and make 

meaning with. Feminist/queer science helps us to think about gender/sex/uality itself; what 

constitutes these interrelated constructs, how and when materiality might be implicated, and how 

they may be connected to or disconnected from each other and other phenomena in “strange” and 

insightful ways that help us see or construct meaning anew. By asking about their construction 

and avoiding (or engaging with) a priori assumptions, feminist/queer science provides an 
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empirical way forward for science’s contributions to understandings of phenomena like 

gender/sex/uality. 

The uptake of feminist/queer science principles is strong and growing. There is 

increasing regularization of many feminist/queer scientific practices about gender/sex/uality in 

research as well as with various funding agencies, journal policies, and conference practices. 

And there are increasing opportunities for education and developing shared practices. This is 

important because much is at stake with feminist/queer science. It redefines what science can and 

should be, highlighting that science in all forms already and always is ideological whether it 

supports majority-privileging status quos or is explicitly liberatory and working toward a more 

just world. But it also shows that ideologies are neither inherently negative nor equally relevant, 

and asks us to consider how to value knowledge that contributes to liberatory and more truthful 

aims and identify biases and positionalities that hinder them. It rearticulates our responsibilities 

as scientists, asking us to reflect on whom we are accountable to, with answers that include those 

on the margins. It also demonstrates that epistemic justice is at stake (Fricker, 2007), or the ways 

that human rights and potentials around gender/sex/uality are bound up in the oppressive and 

liberatory ways that we define what counts as knowledge, who counts as knowers, and what gaps 

in knowledge and interpretive resources count as injustice (Dotson, 2012). 

The best challenges, in the context of resiliency and flexibility, push for transformation. 

Feminist/queer science is dynamic, and one such approach that meets the needs of our time. It 

leads to a more empirical, accurate, and just knowledge, including of gender/sex/uality, and can 

shape science and its impact on the worlds we live in.  
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Tables 

Table 1 

 

Summary of Challenges for Feminist/Queer Science and Potential Solutions  

 

Challenges for feminist/queer 

science Example of challenge 

Example of solution from 

feminist/queer science 

Epistemological   

 Conflicting and 

problematic 

understandings of 

feminisms and queer 

Essentialist feminism defining 

womanhood based on specific 

characteristics (e.g., 

testosterone levels) 

Focusing on ending gender 

policing for people of all 

gender/sexes 

 Scientism Viewing knowledge about a 

phenomenon as valuable only 

if it was derived through a 

conventional scientific lens 

that excludes social context 

 

Viewing a phenomenon as 

embedded within its context, 

which can include 

oppression and privilege, 

and all knowledge to this 

end as valuable 

 

 Privileging of theory/basic 

scholarship over 

practice/applied 

scholarship 

Devaluation of feminist/queer 

science because of its 

association with hand and 

heart labor (as opposed to 

head labor)  

Deconstructing hierarchies that 

overvalue head labor and 

undervalue or devalue hand 

and heart labor 

Empirical   

 The justifiably hard sell of 

science in feminist/queer 

spaces 

Historic and contemporary 

harms done to minoritized 

people in the name of science 

leading to justified skepticism 

towards or rejection of it 

 

Feminist/queer successor 

science that acknowledges 

its own ideological 

embeddedness and is 

conducted with explicitly 

progressive approaches that 

counter biased status quos 

 

 Antagonism to/ignorance of 

feminism, queer, and 

science 

Fallacies that view science as 

free from ideology and 

feminist/queer projects as 

inappropriately challenging 

this supposed “neutrality” 

Being explicit about ideological 

commitments in all scientific 

endeavors and choosing 

progressive ones that carry 

fewer harms and provide 

more accurate and just 

knowledges 

Methodological   

 Quantitative versus 

qualitative 

methodologies 

Viewing quantitative scientific 

methodologies as inherently 

Combining methodologies, 

including quantitative ones, 
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regressive and uniquely prone 

to harm 

 

with feminist and queer 

political values 

 Minority-inclusive methods 

and gender/sex/ual 

majorities 

Using minority-inclusive 

methods meant to empower 

minoritized people can 

overempower majorities who 

are already in positions of 

power 

Using methods that are also 

majority-situating, 

decentering majority 

experiences and 

demonstrating that they 

represent one of many ways 

of being and identifying 

 

 Materiality Focusing exclusively on social 

construction and ignoring the 

importance of materiality and 

issues of material agency 

 

Understanding dynamic 

interplays between 

materiality and social 

constructs and 

feminist/queer possibilities 

for engaging with materiality 
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Figure Captions 

Figure 1  

Overlaps Between Queer and Science 
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Figure 2  

Overlaps Between Feminism and Science 
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