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T he day that Jordan Pe-
terson came to campus 
left us with two or three 

things to remember. Like the in-
famous UvA tweet in the wake of 
the death threats against UvA fa-
culty; a tweet unable to make the 
condemnation last long enough 
for the short breath that defines 
twitter. “At the same time we 
stand for free speech and diver-
sity of views,” the tweet conclud-
ed. (“A threat to the life of a per-
son is not a diverse view point,” 
Judith Butler commented.) Or 
like the weaponization1  of “free 
speech” that stupefies its audience 
into believing that the only per-
son whose free speech was guar-
anteed all along (an invitation, a 
podium, a mike, no intimidation 
let alone death threats) need-
ed protection, while mystifying 
where and how free speech was 
undermined (by the absence of 

1. Joan W. Scott (2017) How the Right Weap-
onized Free Speech,’ The Chronicle of Higher 
Education, 07/01/2018. https://www.chroni-
cle.com/article/How-the-Right-Weaponized-
Free/242142

debate, by intimidation and death 
threats). And like the profound 
confusion between free speech 
and academic speech that in-
formed some collegial and insti-
tutional responses. 

Of all the things to remember, 
however, one image is engraved 
in my mind. I accepted an invi-
tation to speak at an alternative 
event that evening, and I had 
done so because, like many of 
my colleagues, I am deeply com-
mitted to two central missions 
of the university: critical inquiry 
and education. And while we 
know that Peterson has made a 
business model out of seeking 
attention and controversy, as well 
as bringing intimidation and vio-
lence in his wake, it is difficult, 
in post-truth times like these, to 
remain silent: There is something 
quite intolerable about having 
pseudoscience fed to our students 

without critical debate2.  It would 
be intolerable if it were about the 
flatness of the earth, the connec-
tion between vaccinations and 
autism3, or the flat-out denial of 
climate change. And it is equally 
intolerable when it concerns sex 
and gender. And so that evening 
I spoke about what Peterson’s 
visit to campus is a symptom of 
and I briefly commented on how 
he seeks to reinscribe sex as bi-
nary when by now we know it 
isn’t. Several young men who had 
been captivated by what Peterson 
said earlier that day were among 
the audience. After the talk, one 
young man came up to me and 
said, “But surely, there are men 
and women, you can’t deny that!” 

2. I get the term “pseudoscience” in relation 
to ideas of sex as binary from the recent 
statement Transgender, intersex, and gender 
non-confirming people #WontBeErased by 
Pseudoscience, see https://not-binary.org/
statement/
3. A great example of the UvA protecting 
the academic speech one of its researchers, 
and supporting that academic speech in the 
public debate, in relation to the question 
of vaccination: https://www.folia.nl/weten-
schap/125103/roland-pierik-verplicht-vacci-
neren-mag-geen-taboe-zijn.

by Dr. Sarah Bracke

Sex and open jaws: Nostalgic white masculinity 
and the assault on gender
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His genuine consternation was 
caught up in certain assumptions: 
at no point had I denied that men 
and women exist, yet this is how 
pointing to the non-binary cha-
racter of sex is readily understood. 
It was late, the day had been long, 
and I needed to go home, and 
so I rushed the student through 
a 5-minute crash course on sex. 
Biologist and Gender Studies 
scholar Anne Fausto-Sterling has 
made that easy for us: I quickly 
covered some of the dimensions 
of sex (chromosomal, gonadal, 
hormonal, internal reproductive, 
external genital), explaining how 
each is not organized in an ex-
clusively binary manner and that 
these dimensions do not map 
onto each other into two discrete 
categories4.  When it comes to sex, 
the result is a wide range of bio-
logical variance and complexity. 
The story I told remained a gross 
simplification: I didn’t even touch 
upon the infinite layers of social 
and cultural signification and dis-
ciplining that are usually associ-
ated with gender. We are indeed 
“only beginning to understand 
gender,” as thousands of scientists 
state in response to a leaked law 
proposal from the Trump admi-
nistration that sets out to legally 
define gender as a binary condi-

4. See notably Fausto-Sterling. 1993. “The Five 
Sexes,” The Sciences, March/April, pp. 20-25; 
Fausto-Sterling. 2000. “The Five Sexes, Re-
visited,” The Sciences, July/August, pp. 18-23; 
Fausto-Sterling. 1992. Myths of Gender: Bio-
logical Theories About Men and Women. Basic 
Books.

tion determined at birth, based 
on genitalia5.  

As I was talking, the jaw of young 
man in front of me slowly, and li-
terally, dropped. At the end of my 
rushed story, he just stood there 
rather undone, mouth wide open. 
As he struggled to find words, he 
stammered: “How do you know 
these things? Where does one 
find out these things?” “In So-
ciology,” I grinned, making it into 
a disciplinary joke, yet acutely 
aware of the joke’s limits. 

The young man’s bewildered look 
and open jaw became my iconic 
image of Peterson’s visit to our 
campus. I would like to assume, 
while aware of the audacity of the 
assumption especially in post-
truth times like these, that on a 
university campus we have some 
shared knowledge about the earth’s 
shape and its positionality in rela-
tion to the sun, about the histor-
ical facts of European coloniza-
tion and the Holocaust, about the 
reality of climate change, about the 
importance of vaccinations and 
herd immunity. Clearly the depth 
of what we know and the manner 
in which we express that know-
ledge will depend on the different 

5.  The statement characterizes the idea that 
gender as a binary condition that can be deter-
mined as birth based on genitalia and genetic 
testing as “fundamentally inconsistent with 
science”, and has been signed by more than 
2000 scientists, including over 700 biologists 
and 100 geneticists and 9 Nobel prize winners. 
See https://not-binary.org/statement/

disciplines, intellectual traditions, 
and methodologies we are trained 
in. But on a campus, I would hope 
that most of us know that there 
aren’t merely “different views” on 
those matters (as there are in the 
public debate), but that some per-
spectives are research-based while 
others remain ignorant or flat-out 
denials. This is the distinction be-
tween free speech and academic 
speech. Yet when it comes to sex 
and gender, too often the scholar-
ly pursuit of truth and knowledge 
and the insights that come out of 
that scholarly pursuit are relegaed 
to the realm of a market place of 
views and opinions. Where all 
too often screaming, and indeed 
intimidation and (threats of) vio-
lence, decide on questions 
of truth and meaning, as 
Humpy Dumpty already knew. 

The bewildered look and open 
jaw have stayed with me as a 
symptom of an ignorance about 
sex and gender that gave Peterson 
the platform he ended up having. 
An ignorance that is well culti-
vated. Cultivated by orchestrated 
anti-gender campaigns, that is to 
say, campaigns to “biologize” cur-
rent dominant visions on gender 
as innate and to dismiss critical 
knowledge about gender as “ide-
ology”6.  Cultivated every time an 

6.  See notably M. Verloo (ed.). 2018. Varieties 
of Opposition to Gender Equality in Europe. 
London: Routledge; and R. Kuhar & D. Pater-
notte. 2017. Anti-gender campaigns in Europe: 
Mobilizing Against Equality. London: Rowman 
& Littlefield International.

guest contribution
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academic institution relativizes 
gender scholarship as “a diffe-
rent view”. Cultivated by public 
figures like Peterson, who speaks 
directly to the confusion, con-
sternation, and fear that young 
men, mostly white, experience 
in relation to sex and gender in 
times when sexism is increasingly 
questioned (albeit not necessarily 
dismantled) and the sex binary is 
increasingly unpacked (albeit not 
necessarily accepted). 

Peterson’s promise is nostalgic: 
a restauration of a binary, of a 
hierarchy, to those who feel they 
have most to lose from a more 
egalitarian, non-binary future. 
And the nostalgia he has on offer 
is cloaked in violence. A kind of 
violence that, in its more radica-
lized version, has killed 17 young 
people and injured 17 more in a 
high school in Parkland, Florida 
in February this year. And as I be-
gan writing this piece, another at-
tack occurred in a yoga studio in 
Florida, with 2 women killed and 
5 wounded. In between, there was 
the Toronto attack, with a young 
man driving a van into as many 
people, mostly women, as he 
could, resulting in 10 deaths and 
14 severely wounded. When in 
the aftermath of the massacre in 
this home town – a massacre that 
surely would have been called ter-
rorism if it were a young Muslim 
man driving into human beings 
with the aim to kill – Peterson 
was asked to comment. None of 

this would have happened, he 
suggested, if there was “enforced 
monogamy,” to make sure these 
men had a girlfriend7.  

His comment merely reflected 
Incels’ demand for “sexual redis-
tribution”. Incels, or involuntary 
celibates, are young men, mostly 
white, often on campuses, who 
are organizing themselves in a 
misogynist subculture, infused 
with frustration and a sense they 
are not getting what they feel they 
are entitled to. The Incel rebel-
lion has been declared8.  And so 
they slay – mostly with words, 
words that dehumanize women 
(“femoids” in Incel speak) and 
glorify violence, and then some of 
them kill. In 2017 Reddit banned 
the Incel subreddit, with its 40.000 
members, because of the level of 
incitement to physical violence and 
harm. Coming from Reddit, that 
means something. Yet Peterson 
caters to them, mobilizes their af-
fects, literally cries over them (and 
not over the human beings they de-
humanize and kill), and diagnoses 
the situation as one in which “the 
masculine spi-rit is under attack”, 
proposing the re-establishment of 
(patriarchal) hierarchies and en-
forced monogamy as the cure. 

7. See the interview of Nellie Bowles with Pe-
terson in the New York Times, “Jordan Peter-
son, Custodian of the Patriarchy”, 18/05/2018, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/18/style/
jordan-peterson-12-rules-for-life.html
8. See the interview of Nellie Bowles with Pe-
terson in the New York Times, “Jordan Peter-
son, Custodian of the Patriarchy”, 18/05/2018, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/18/style/
jordan-peterson-12-rules-for-life.html

What the young man and his 
open jaw reminds me of, is two-
fold. We have more and more 
young men among us, here on 
campus, who live a contemporary 
crisis of white masculinity – ah, 
that eternal crisis of masculinity 
– in intense ways and are looking 
for frames and stories to make 
sense of what they live. The price 
of leaving that terrain to some-
one like Peterson is very high: it 
means increased misogyny, hate 
speech, intimidation, and vio-
lence – and hence the end of free 
speech. It implies an assault on 
critical inquiry into sex and gen-
der – and hence the undermin-
ing of academic freedom. It also 
means a further weaponization of 
white masculinity, which might 
stem out of a sense of fragility 
and being undone in the light of 
claims for equality, yet foreclo-
ses the possibilities for remaking 
– and not just nostalgic clinging 
to old models – that comes with 
being undone. But also, at least on 
a campus, the open jaw reminds 
me of the power of education. In 
the right context, there’s a world 
to win with critical inquiry and 
education. We do, however, need 
to make sure that that context 
continues to exist, and hence 
take various kinds of threats to 
academic speech and freedom se-
riously.                                        


