
What is a Man?
Looking at a historical, contemporary, and essential answer 
Gregg R. Allison

To pose the question “what is a man?” a few decades ago in the 
United States, and to pose it now in most parts of the world, 
the inquiry would be met by a snicker or look of puzzlement. 
The question “what is a man?”—and its counterpart, “what is 
a woman?”—was/is so obvious that even if no formal defini-
tion might be forthcoming, everyone intuitively knew/knows 
the answer. Such is no longer the case in some societies today. 
Thus, the question is here re-proposed. To answer it, I will first 
summarize two common answers—one historical, one contempo-
rary—then defend the following definition: 

A man is a human being created in the divine image in the 
male-type of humankind and who inherently expresses 
the common human capacities and the common human 
properties in ways that are typical of and fitting for a man. 

A HISTORICAL ANSWER
Following Prudence Allen’s historical study, The Concept of 

Woman, I describe in four parts a dominant Greco-Roman phil-
osophical perspective on what is a man, offering for each part an 
example from Aristotle.1 

First, sex polarity is the dominant view: men and women are not 
equal but significantly different, with men being superior to women. 
Aristotle believed that men and women are opposites as contraries; 
furthermore, as a pair of contraries, the woman must be the priva-
tion of the man. Specifically, women are inferior to men and are 

identified with matter (rather than form), passivity, and the lowest 
elements. Oppositely, men are superior to women and are identified 
with form (rather than matter), activity, and the higher elements.2 

Second, men are superior to women because men possess the 
ability to produce seed (sperm), and this “particular aspect of 
human materiality is . . . the key to all valuation of sex identity.”3 

Aristotle rejected the correct double seed theory that both male 
seed (sperm) and female seed (ova) are necessary for reproduc-
tion.4 Instead, he affirmed sex polarity based on his (incorrect) 
view that the woman provides no seed in generation because she, 
as the privation of the man, is by nature colder than the man, who 
is superior to her. As the colder privation of a man, the woman is 
a deformed man. 

Third, men are superior to women because men are more highly 
rational than are women. Human nature consists of both body 
and soul, which itself consists of two parts. The first is the ratio-
nal aspect that corresponds to reason; male identity is tied to this 
higher function of the soul. The second is the irrational aspect that 
corresponds to the appetite; female identity is tied to this lower 
function of the soul. According to Aristotle, men and women alike 
have a rational capacity. In the man, however, his higher power of 
reason exercises authority over his lower/irrational powers; thus, 
men have superior reasoning capacity.5 By contrast, in the woman, 
her higher power of reason is without authority over her baser 
powers; thus, women have an inferior reasoning capacity. There-
fore, they are “capable only of true opinion and not of knowledge . . .  
and cannot be wise in the same way as men.”6 Accordingly, being 
inferior epistemologically, women cannot engage in philosophical 
pursuits nor participate in public life. 
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Fourth, men and women have different functions and thus have 
different virtues, with men’s virtues being superior to women’s 
virtues. Specifically, men rule and women obey, and this is accord-
ing to nature, not just convention.7 For Aristotle, because ethics 
involves a capacity to reason and engage in philosophical argu-
mentation, and because of a woman’s inferior reasoning capacity 
(which is without authority in women), she is not capable of vir-
tuous activity in this realm. Rather, to be virtuous, a woman must 
place herself in obedience to a virtuous man (who, as naturally 
superior, rules her) and express her virtues—e.g., compassion, 
silence—in the private context of her household and friendship.8

In summary, this dominant Greco-Roman historical perspec-
tive offered this answer to our question: a man is a person who is 
significantly different from and superior to a woman because he 
is formed rather than deformed, rational rather than irrational, 
active rather than passive, hot rather than cold, publicly rather 
than privately engaged, and is the sole contributor to reproduc-
tion. Tragically, this framework has exerted and continues to 
exert a widespread influence, particularly in Western societies, 
for over two millennia. One appalling consequence is the dis-
honoring and demeaning of women. This historical answer is a 
dreadfully wrong answer. 

A CONTEMPORARY ANSWER 
In response to evangelical feminism, the Council on Biblical 

Manhood and Womanhood proposed the Danvers Statement 
(1988) with Wayne Grudem and John Piper editing Recovering 
Biblical Manhood and Womanhood (1991). While not directly 
answering our question, the latter work defined manhood. Modify-
ing that definition for our purpose, RBMW’s answer is that a man 
is a person whose “heart of mature masculinity” is characterized 
by “a sense of benevolent responsibility to lead, provide for and 

protect women in ways appropriate to a man’s differing relation-
ships.”9 This answer stands in conjunction with another modified 
definition: a woman is a person whose “heart of mature feminin-
ity” is characterized by “a freeing disposition to affirm, receive and 
nurture strength and leadership from worthy men in ways appro-
priate to a woman’s differing relationships.”10 Five observations 
follow, but first a clarification is needed. 

RBMW articulated these derived definitions in the context of 
a repeated and biblically grounded affirmation of the equality of 
men and women in terms of essence. For example, men and women 

alike are created in the divine image; thus, even if role differences 
between men and women exist, by nature the sexes are equal. This 
perspective is a far cry from and much needed corrective to the 
historical answer presented above. 

The five observations are: First, the definition focuses on a 
man’s roles: leadership, provision, and protection.11 Second, these 
roles are primarily (though not exclusively) for a man who is a 
husband. Third, RBMW noted that this “roled” approach is a sec-
ondary matter, with the more fundamental matter being a man’s 
nature (though it did not treat this latter aspect).12 Fourth, the defi-
nition of a woman is formulated in relationship to the definition 
of man.13 Fifth, these points underscore the fact that RBMW, while 
well-meaning for the context it addresses, does not penetrate 
below the surface to actually define manhood and womanhood in 
terms of nature or essence. Thus, the derived definition of a man 
is reductionistic. 

AN ESSENTIAL ANSWER
The need to properly define a man by focusing on his nature 

leads to the definition presented at the outset:14 
A man is a human being created in the divine image in the 
male-type of humankind and who inherently expresses 
the common human capacities and the common human 
properties in ways that are typical of and fitting for a man. 

A brief justification follows:15 First, God created human 
beings in his image, and those made in his image are either 
male or female (Gen 1:26-27). In other words, there is the general 
kind—humanity, or humankind—of which there are two types: 
male-gendered image bearers and female-gendered image bear-
ers.16 Second, there is no such thing as a genderless or agendered 
human being; rather, God created his image bearers as either 
men or women. He did not begin with some kind of generic 
human being then add on genderedness as a secondary charac-
teristic or type. Everything about human beings as divine image 
bearers is gendered. 

Third, the ground for the distinction between these two types is 
biological. Men and women are fundamentally different because 
of chromosome, hormones, and other physiological particulari-
ties (e.g., genitalia; skeletal, muscular, and brain structures). Thus, 
a man is a human being who is characterized by a penis, testi-
cles, the production of sperm, a general range of testosterone to 
estrogen ratio (T/E2) that is different from that range in women, 
a general range of muscle mass that is different from that range 
in women, and more.17 From this biological foundation flows a 
man’s capacity to impregnate women and his potential of being 
a father.18 At the same time, this position is not what is generally 
considered to be gender essentialism in the sense of biological 
essentialism or determinism.19

Fourth, God created men and women alike with (1) human 
capacities: rationality, cognition, memory, imagination, emo-
tions, feelings, volition, motivations, purposing, and more; and 
(2) human properties—gentleness, courage, initiative, nurturing, 
patience, protectiveness, goodness, and more. These are common 
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capacities and common properties;20 there are no particular capac-
ities and properties that belong exclusively to men or to women.21 
At the same time, given the divinely created design of embodied 
genderedness, these common capacities and common properties 
must and will be inherently expressed in gendered ways that are 
appropriate to men and appropriate to women. Men typically and 
fittingly express these commonalities in male-gendered ways, and 
women typically and fittingly express these commonalities in 
female-gendered ways. 

Fifth, articulating what these “typical and fitting” expressions 
look like is notoriously difficult. Three errors must be avoided. 
The one is to so differentiate male and female expressions that the 
properties expressed become two distinct properties; for exam-
ple, male goodness and female goodness.22 The second error is to 
so stereotype these expressions that men and women who don’t 
“fit the mold” become confused and doubt their maleness and 
femaleness. The third error is to consider “typical and fitting” to 
be anything that cultural context allows. 

As for the first error, the trajectory tends to end up in a dou-
ble-columned chart with the headings “characteristics of a man” 
and “characteristics of a woman;” each column is populated by 
properties that belong uniquely to men or uniquely to women. 
To illustrate, the common property of nurturing inevitably falls 
under the second category as we simplistically view that property 
in terms of mothers breastfeeding their babies. While the bio-
logical foundation necessitates that only women can nurture in 
that manner, men are not thereby excluded from possessing the 
common property of nurturing. An example is a man who coaches 
Little League baseball, affirming his players’ progress, developing 
their batting skills, and correcting errors and meltdowns without 
belittling his team. 

As for the second error, and relying on Robert Spaemann’s Per-
sons: The Difference between ‘Someone’ and ‘Something’, “Persons 
are not roles, but they are role-players, who stylize themselves in 
one or another manner.”23 For our purposes, then, “man” is not a 
role, but “a man” is a role-player; as such, he expresses himself 
within a culturally-stylized framework. In one context, a man wears 
a ten-gallon hat and cowboy boots, loves to hunt and fish, smokes 
cigars, attends NASCAR races, and drives a monster truck. In 
another context, a man wears an apron and chef’s hat, loves to cook 
and bake, sips San Pellegrino, attends operas, and rides around in 
a convertible MINI Cooper. We err when we insist on stereotyping 
expressions of maleness, elevating what is contextually stylized to 
a universal sign of being a man. According to a famous proverb, a 
man is one who has planted a tree, written a book, and fathered a 
child. Improperly understood and applied, this maxim means that 
the vast majority of XY-chromosome human beings are not men. 
That conclusion, of course, is absurd. 

As for the third error, affirming that male expressions are 
contextually stylized does not mean that just any expression is 
“fitting” for a man. Scripture clearly draws the line. To take one 
example, a key expression that is culturally influenced is clothing, 
and Scripture denounces cross-dressing as an abomination to the 
Lord (Deut 22:5). This law is not only a sartorial rule; it gets to the 

nature of a man, who is to express himself appropriately as one 
whom God created to be a man. For a second example, Scripture 
prohibits “soft” or “effeminate” men, probably a reference to those 
who play the passive role in sexual activity with other men (1 Cor. 
6:9). A man who postures himself and acts effeminately is crossing 
a biblical line.24

In summary, we return to our essential definition:
A man is a human being created in the divine image in the 
male-type of humankind and who inherently expresses 
the common human capacities and the common human 
properties in ways that are typical of and fitting for a man. 

This definition has important overlap with Jordan Steffaniak’s 
recent proposal of the causal type of gender essentialism.25 This 
is the view that human essence or nature is the ground—the fun-
damental cause—from which flow human characteristics. While 
this proposal does not directly address our question, a definition 

derived for our purpose is that a man is a person who is biologi-
cally grounded and ordered to express the common human virtues 
in a masculine way. To put this notion in a broader context:26 

Human beings of either sex can practice every virtue 
indiscriminately. Men are not designed to practice 
protection whereas women are designed to practice 
nurturing, as if it is a scale of extremes with men and 
women on opposing sides and only physically capable 
of pursuing certain virtues. Men and women can pursue 
all the same virtues—love, joy, peace, patience, goodness, 
self-control, etc. However, biology does determine that 
men have differing levels of capability than women to 
display particular virtues and differing levels of potenti-
ality to display them.

His illustration echoes an earlier one: “For example, a mother is 
ordered to express nurturing in a different way than a father upon 
the birth of a child. Since only the mother is capable of breastfeed-
ing a child, she is given to a form of nurturing that the father is 
not. While the father can display the same amount of nurturing, he 
cannot display the virtue in the same ways. Therefore, the social 
characteristics can be shared by both, but each sex has the poten-
tial to display them differently.”27 

The advantages of this essential definition of a man include: 
making a clear break from the disconcerting Greco-Roman 
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framework; moving the discussion from a focus on secondary 
matters like roles and grounding it in nature or essence; encourag-
ing more work on the metaphysics of manhood and womanhood; 
removing the stumbling blocks of stereotyping male and female 
roles, behaviors, responsibilities, vocations, and other matters 
that stem from cultural and ecclesial preferences, traditions, and 
prejudices rather than from Scripture; and directing future work 
to champion the pursuit of Christlikeness. As Spaemann, in his 
presentation of persons as role-players, urged Christians, “take 
on the only true role that a human being can play—‘putting on 
Christ.’”28 This expression (Rom 13:14; Gal 3:27) is typical and fit-
ting for men—and for women as well. 

*      *      *

What is a Woman?
God’s intent for sex and gender 
Katie McCoy

As many a man has discovered, most women don’t like being 
called “emotional.” The term is at once a dismissal and a put-
down, an implication that she is melodramatic, irrational, or even 
unhinged. Ironically, men are equally as emotional as women; 
they just express their emotions differently. Despite cultural ste-
reotypes, the presence or intensity of feeling does not exclusively 
belong to women. Nor does the presence or intensity of a feeling 
exclusively define women. A woman’s emotions are not the sum of 
her identity. She is more than her feelings.

Every person is more than his or her feelings. Personal identity is 
not determined or proven by our emotions or perceptions. Yet, when 
we attempt to determine or prove gender identity, that is precisely 
the measure our culture employs. To be woman, today, is a feeling. 

And this feeling is an irrefutable proof, whether it corresponds to 
one’s biology, and whether it changes throughout one’s lifetime (or 
even one’s day).29 Apart from one’s feeling, the medical community 
has no physiological, legal, medical, or physical criteria to verify 
a person’s gender identity.30 It is a self-reported, self-verified, and 
self-sustained identity. As Ryan T. Anderson describes in his work, 
When Harry Became Sally, the belief that a biological male can be “a 
woman stuck in a man’s body” presupposes that he knows what’s it’s 
like to be a woman, despite his male body, male brain, male repro-
ductive capacities, and male DNA.31 Even more, it also presupposes 
that he can separate his biological body from his gender identity. 

In other words, the physical self becomes irrelevant to determine a 
person’s true self. For someone with gender dysphoria, one’s sense of 
gender is misaligned with one’s biology. The body is a hindrance to 
authentic self-expression. The condition causes intense psycholog-
ical distress, often causing gender dysphoric persons to seek relief 
through social, hormonal, and surgical changes. These changes can 
be anything as transient as clothing and hairstyles, or as irreparable 
as cross-sex hormones and organ-removing procedures. 

Recent data suggests gender confusion is affecting young 
women and girls at alarming and precipitous rates. Girls who 

identify as transgender have increased from 1/2,000 in 2008 
to 1/20 in 2022.32 Irreversible Damage: The Transgender Craze 
Seducing Our Daughters, Abigail Shrier notes the phenome-
non of gender dysphoria among teenage girls runs deeper than 
sudden identity confusion: “For these girls, trans identification 
offers freedom from anxiety’s relentless pursuit; it satisfies the 
deepest need for acceptance, the thrill of transgression, the 
seductive lilt of belonging.”33 

An entire generation of women and girls is searching for an 
answer to the question: What is a woman? And in a secularized, 
hyper-individualistic culture like ours that elevates sexual and 
gender identity as our true selves, they have little more than feel-
ings to guide them.34 As gender dysphoria spreads at alarming and 
precipitous rates, some suggest that Christian compassion would 
compel us to support someone’s gender transition, even if as a 
temporary measure to give therapeutic relief. 

THE BIBLE AND THE BODY
In For the Body, Timothy Tennent claims the body is not just 

a biological category; it is also a theological category, one that 
reveals its Creator. “[T]he body makes the invisible mysteries of 
God’s nature and redemption manifest and visible as a tangible 
marker in the world.”35 Like all of God’s creation, the human body 
reflects design and purpose; every part has a function, every cell 
is complex. 

Scripture portrays the body as good and essential to our iden-
tity (Gen. 1:26-29). If it were not both good and essential, the Lord 
would not have assumed a physical body (Heb. 2:13), nor would he 
have resurrected bodily (1 Cor. 15:3; Rev. 22:20), nor would he fulfill 
the redemption of his saints with a new, physical body (John 6:40; 
1 Cor. 15:52; Rom. 8:23).36 Our bodies are not accidental or inciden-
tal to our identity as those who are created in God’s image. 

How does our biological sex relate to our gender identity? The 
Creation narrative gives us a clue. Genesis 1-2 tells, then re-tells, how 

God created humanity. Chapter 1 describes humanity in relationship 
to the rest of God’s creation. God made mankind—the culmination 
of his creative work—in his image (Gen. 1:26-29). It describes the first 
human beings as a male (zakar) and female (nequeba).37 This refers 
to the sexual difference between male and female. It also demon-
strates that biological sex is binary.38 Chapter 2 describes humanity 
in relationship to each other, what today we would call gender iden-
tity. Instead of finding male (zakar) and female (nequeba), we find 
man (ish) and woman (ishah).39 The male and the female relate to 
one another as a man and a woman, respectively. 
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Here we find God’s original intent for sex and gender. In both 
Genesis 1 and 2, the sets of terms correspond. If a human being is a 
male (zakar), then God created him a man (ish). If a human being 
is a female (nequeba), then God created her as woman (ishah). Our 
biological sex indicates and informs gender identity.

Prenatal development confirms this. The male and female are 
comprehensive and complex. At the cellular level, there are only 
two biological types of reproductive cells: male and female.”40 The 
first evidence of sex differentiation occurs in utero, during the 
eighth week of gestation. At eight weeks, a male baby experiences 
a flood of testosterone, which shapes his brain development.41 

The absence of testosterone for a female baby shapes her brain 

development as well. The centers of her brain that control com-
munication, observation, and processing of emotion are larger. 
Female infants are born hardwired for emotional connection. 

In a female baby’s first three months, she will increase in eye 
contact and “mutual facial gazing” by 400%.42 As her brain devel-
ops,43 she will process facial features more quickly and have 
greater sensitivity to social experiences involving faces and 
emotions.”44 Her brain also has larger limbic systems, affecting 
language, relationships, and memory,45 as well as bonding, nesting, 
and one’s connection to one’s emotions.46 The corpus callosum is 
also larger in the female brain, which facilitates transfer of infor-
mation between the left and right hemispheres. The two areas of 
the frontal and temporal lobes that are associated with language 
are significantly larger in women than in men. All of this occurs 
before she can be imprinted by gendered social norms.47

THE BRAIN AND THE BODY
These neurobiological differences guide gender behavior. Baby 

girls prefer to look at faces (i.e., people), while baby boys prefer to 
look at mechanical mobiles (i.e., motion). As young as 9 months 
old, boys and girls will gravitate toward gender-typical toys (girls 
to dolls and boys to cars, for example). As Dr. Debra Soh notes, 
this age is before children are old enough to recognize gender as a 
concept, which usually occurs between 18 and 24 months.48 

Expressions of gender differences will vary from culture to 
culture; what is considered masculine or feminine in a given 
society or era will be different from another. But, whether a child 
gravitates toward, and identifies with, traits that are masculine 

or feminine within his or her own culture is “driven by biology.”49 
The biological differences in the brain lead to differences in 
behavior.50 This doesn’t negate individuality or people whose 
interests aren’t gender-typical. And it doesn’t mean women have 
to conform to culturally contrived stereotypes.51 Nancy Pearcey 
summarizes this well: “We must take care not to add to Scripture 
by baptizing gender expectations that are in reality historically 
contingent and arbitrary. . . . The church should be the first place 
where young people can find freedom from unbiblical stereo-
types—the freedom to work out what it means to be created in 
God’s image as wholistic and redeemed people.”52 These patterns 
do show, however, that God’s created our physical selves and our 
relational selves to be a unified whole.53 So, we can plainly state:

A woman is a biologically female human being
But, what if the physical body and the inner sense of gender 

don’t align? Which one determines who we are? Preston Sprin-
kle gives guidance in his book, Embodied, when he says our 
biological sex “determines who we are . . . and our embodiment 
is an essential part of how we image God in the world.”54 Our 
created, embodied selves tell us 
who we are. Who we are is not 
determined on how we feel. The 
pain of gender dysphoria is real. 
Longing for inner wholeness is 
real. But the promise of peace55 
through hormone treatments and 
surgical procedures is an illu-
sion.56 Because the purpose for 
our sex and gender—the purpose 
for which we were made—will 
never be discovered from know-
ing ourselves, but in knowing the 
God who made us for himself.57
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