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What Is Feminist Philosophy?
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FEMINIST PHILOSOPHY is Western philosophy’s most recent tradition. While feminist perspectives have not been absent from contemporary non-Western philosophical traditions, within the Western philosophical traditions feminist philosophy has impacted every philosophical approach and all of the areas of philosophy. The “difference” of the feminist philosophical tradition proceeds not from a unique method but from the premise that gender is a crucial lens for philosophical analysis that transforms both the content and at times even the methods of philosophical research.

Feminist attention to gender has resulted in an approach to philosophy that provides new insights in all areas of philosophical scholarship: history of philosophy, ethics, epistemology, philosophy of science, aesthetics, social and political philosophy, metaphysics, logic, philosophy of language, and so on. It is a tradition that works within and very frequently across all of the mainstream traditions within Western philosophy, including the Continental, analytic, and American traditions.

Feminist philosophical scholarship emerges out of and responds to the lives of women and women’s aspirations for freedom, but it is also attentive to the ways in which gender structures oppress men and impact human-nature interactions. As feminist philosophical scholarship emerged, it became increasingly attentive to the fact that gender cannot be adequately understood apart from other often intersecting locations including economic status, ability, race/ethnicity, and sexuality. Because of this, feminist philosophical scholarship often overlaps with many of the other philosophical approaches detailed in this volume.

Feminist philosophical scholarship begins with attention to women, to their roles and locations. What activities are women engaged in? How do their activities compare to those of men? What social roles or political activities are women part of or excluded from? What do women’s roles and locations allow or preclude? How have their roles been valued or devalued? How do the complexities of a woman’s situatedness, including her class, race, ability, and sexuality, impact her locations? In addition to this set of questions, feminist philosophical approaches also include attention to the experiences and concerns of women. Have any of women’s experiences or problems been ignored or undervalued? How might attention to these experiences transform our current methods or values? And from here feminist philosophers move to the realm of the symbolic. How is the feminine instantiated and constructed within the texts of philosophy? What role does the feminine play in forming, either through its absence or its presence, the central concepts of philosophy? How do conceptions of the feminine or concepts marked by gendered associations circulate in the larger social realm?

Contemporary feminist philosophical scholarship emerged out of the experiences and concerns of the women’s movement. Philosophers who were themselves feminists and living in those regions where the women’s rights movement had a strong impact—in particular, North America, Europe, and Australia—began in the early 1970s to grapple with the issues that emerged as a result of this movement. While women had come close to achieving legal parity with men (the right to vote, to own property, etc.) in most countries by the early decades of the twentieth century, they remained seriously disadvantaged in the areas of economic and social parity. The goal of the women’s movement during this period was to eradicate any remaining legal restrictions on women’s freedom (e.g., inequitable marriage contracts or employment discrimination) as well as to identify and remove any institutional or social sources of gender inequity. Contemporary feminist philosophical scholarship in its first decade (1970-1980) focused on the topics central to the women’s rights movement including the identification of the practices and institutions responsible for women’s oppression, the examination of how to best obtain equity for women (e.g., equal rights within the current political and social structure vs. revolutionary changes of that structure), and ethical analyses of reproductive freedom.

As feminist philosophical scholarship developed, some feminist philosophers began to consider the ways in which the history of philosophy might provide a resource for understanding contemporary views of women’s nature or abilities. Feminist philosophers began to investigate how canonical philosophers dealt with the question of women, both to determine if their views might provide resources for addressing contemporary issues and whether the sexism of their theories continued to pervade contemporary philosophical and, perhaps, even social and political practices.

As feminist philosophical scholarship began to gain a foothold and professional organizations like the Society for Women in Philosophy (SWIP) and scholarly journals devoted to feminist philosophy, like Hypatia: A Journal of Feminist Philosophy, began to emerge, feminist philosophical scholarship increasingly focused on the more “traditional” philosophical issues, such as the nature of truth, the basis for ethical action, the nature of scientific research, and so on. While attention to gender as a crucial lens of analysis was central to the work of feminist philosophers, most feminist philosophers also employed (and sometimes transformed), for feminist purposes, the philosophical tools they had been trained to use. As a result, feminist philosophy began to emerge from all the prevalent traditions of Western philosophy, including analytic, Continental, and classical American philosophy, and, with time, the thematic focus of feminist work was also impacted by the particular topics and questions highlighted by these traditions.

When I speak of feminist philosophical scholarship as a tradition, I do not intend to imply that it is homogeneous either in its methods or in its conclusions. Furthermore, while feminist philosophers have embraced approaches from the various traditions within philosophy, they have also argued for the reconfiguration of the accepted structures and problematics of philosophy. For example, feminists have not only rejected the privileging of epistemological concerns over ethical concerns common to much of analytic philosophy, they have argued that these two areas of concern are inextricably intertwined. This has often led to feminists using methods and approaches from more than one philosophical tradition.

While it is impossible in a chapter this brief to describe the richness of feminist philosophical thought, I will offer an overview of feminist approaches to a series of philosophical topics to provide a glimpse of the breadth and depth of this tradition. I urge the reader, however, to understand that what I can offer is only a sketch of a profoundly complex tradition, and one that is a living tradition that is fluid and emergent. This chapter, then, is best seen as an invitation to enter into an important philosophical dialogue.

History of Philosophy1

Feminist attention to gender in the history of philosophy has led to numerous vectors of analysis. Two of the central foci are (a) attention to women and (b) investigation of the symbolic imaginary relating to the feminine and the masculine.

Attention to Women

Feminist attention to women in the history of philosophy is bifurcated between, on the one hand, examining the views of canonical philosophers about women’s nature and proper roles, and, on the other hand, recovering women philosophers. I will begin with the latter. As feminist philosophers began to research women philosophers from earlier centuries, it became increasingly clear that the absence of women philosophers was a relatively recent phenomenon. As Eileen O’Neill documents in her essay “Disappearing Ink: Early Modern Women Philosophers and Their Fate in History,” there is a robust inclusion of women philosophers in standard seventeenth-century histories of philosophy. However, by the nineteenth century this list has been narrowed down to a small handful, and then in early twentieth-century histories disappears altogether.

O’Neill argues that there are four factors that contributed to this phenomenon. The first factor is the “purification” of philosophy. “By allying philosophy motivated by religious concerns with an unreflective mysticism, eighteenth-century historians excised whole philosophical schools, and the work of many women, from philosophy proper.”2 Second, the work of other women, such as Anna Maria van Schurman and Anne Finch, Viscountess Conway, disappeared because their ideas or worldview did not “win out.” Third, O’Neill notes that philosophy that becomes “unfashionable” is often characterized as feminine and thus worthy of forgetting. “The alignment of the feminine gender with the issues, methods, and styles that ‘lost out,’ together with a good deal of slippage between gender and sex, and the scholarly practice of anonymous authorship for women, led to the almost complete disappearance of women from the history of early modern philosophy”3 Finally O’Neill argues that to explain the striking absence of women’s philosophical contributions in the nineteenth century we must look outside of philosophy to the aftermath of the French Revolution and anxieties about how to maintain a system of male rule predicated on sexual difference in the context of ideals of a common humanity and an egalitarian social order.

As a result of studies like this, issues of canon formation became a central concern of feminist approaches to the history of philosophy.4 Documenting the values that provide the foundation for canon selection and are used to determine which questions and styles count as philosophical and whose voices are sufficiently influential to be chronicled became a focus of feminist historical scholarship. If, for example, we limit our definition of philosophy to that work done in the academy and seminary as opposed to in the convent or salon, or insist on the treatise over and above the letter or the novel as the rhetorical vehicle for the work of philosophy, then we will exclude those locations and styles that are most common for women in particular historical periods.5 Armed with this insight, feminist philosophers of history began to contest the standard “great men” model of history and the values that underlie it and argued for the importance of retaining the thought and impact of women philosophers such as Elisabeth of the Palatine, Jane Addams, Mary Astell, Anne Finch, Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz, Jacqueline Pascal, Anna Maria van Schurman, and Mary Wollstonecraft, to name just a few.

Another set of themes emerged from efforts to attend to what canonical philosophers had to say about gender. Feminist philosophers documented that a common thread of most canonical texts in the history of philosophy is the view of women as inferior to men. Feminists have documented that the Aristotelian conception of women as lesser or misbegotten men has had a profound structuring impact on the history of philosophical conceptions of men as the true form and women as inferior.6 Luce Irigaray has argued that women have been defined not in terms of true difference from men, but in terms of lack according to an A (male) —A (female) logic, a logic well illustrated by Hegel’s claim that women, while educable, are not capable of activities like science or philosophy that demand a universal faculty.7 In such a schema, women are merely an inferior version of the masculine.

Feminist analyses of philosophers’ views of women identified a cluster of related views about women’s nature that were common to canonical philosophical views. The view of woman as less perfect or less developed than man, whether due to divine design or evolution, translated for many canonical philosophers into the belief that women possess inferior rational capacities in comparison to men, the view that women had a less sophisticated moral sense than men, and a commonly found view that due to women’s nature, in particular more limited moral and rational capacities, they were less able than men to govern themselves or society wisely. It is important to mention that while these tenets were common themes in the history of philosophy, they were not embraced in the same way by all philosophers. Many philosophers modified their view by attending to classes or, in later periods, races of people, arguing that the capacities of women from the higher classes or races were indeed superior to those of men from the lower. However, even within these philosophical frameworks, women from those groups identified as “superior” were seen as less capable than men from these groups.

A common conclusion derived from this view of women was the belief that women’s abilities were best suited for the private realm where a woman’s desires and capacities could be both directed toward the welfare of her family and governed by her husband. While many philosophical accounts lauded the importance of the private realm and the suitability of women to the important tasks of raising children, the private realm of family was consistently viewed as requiring less-developed rational capacities than the public realm.

While it might be tempting to view these remarks as simply reflective of the societal biases of the time, feminist philosophers have demonstrated that this response is inadequate. It assumes that such sexism is limited to a philosopher’s views of women and has not been inscribed on the central categories of philosophical theories—what it is to be rational, to be moral, to be a political agent. As feminist philosophers began to pay attention to canonical philosophers’ views on women, we discovered that the sexism ran far deeper than false beliefs about women. These investigations have led to the realization that the very concepts of philosophy—reason, justice, virtue—have themselves been inscribed by this conception of man and thereby by the masculine as the true form.


Philosophical Imaginary

Feminist attention to gender has revealed that many of the central categories of philosophy are formed through the exclusion of the feminine. An early example of such an analysis is Genevieve Lloyd’s The Man of Reason: “Male” and “Female” in Western Philosophy. Lloyd demonstrates that “rationality has been conceived as the transcendence of the feminine; and the ‘feminine’ itself has been partly constituted by its occurrence within this structure.”8 To the extent that the central categories of philosophy have been inscribed by gendered conceptions, that is, defined in terms of traits historically associated with masculinity and requiring control or transcendence of those traits historically associated with the feminine (the body, the emotions, and the passions), then sexist bias cannot be trivialized or seen as philosophically insignificant. As Michèle Le Dœuff has argued, this philosophical imaginary of gender is inscribed onto dominant conceptions of reason and thus is not an instance of sexism that can be ignored or excised, for it is at the core of the values from which the category of reason emerges.9 It is rather one of the ways that philosophical theorizing is complicit in a social organization that impoverishes the lives of women as well as men.

This realization has led to feminist efforts to identify and refigure the role of “the feminine” in the texts of canonized philosophers and to examine the specifically feminine sites of philosophy. In this fashion, feminist historians of philosophy have begun to identify resources for engendering the central concepts of philosophy in ways not predicated on an imaginary that views the feminine as inferior. There are various strategies for doing so. Some, like Annette Baier’s work on Hume or Barbara Herman’s analysis of Kant, return to the canonical texts to tease out new or overlooked resources for revaluing the role of embodiment, imagination, and the affective life.10 Others turn to the work of “recovered” women philosophers to trace alternatives to dominant models of philosophy. Catherine Villanueva Gardner, for example, argues that a complex notion of sensibility and a rhetorical style that exemplifies sensibility can be found in the work of women philosophers such as Mary Wollstonecraft, Catharine Macaulay, Christine De Pisan, George Eliot, and Mechthild of Magdeburg.11 Gardner argues that the work of these uncanonized philosophers provides a rich conception of the role the passions play in moral philosophy. Another reading strategy is to provide correctives to histories of philosophy that have ignored topics like the emotions or the imagination, such as Susan James’s account of the passions in seventeenth-century philosophy.12 Yet another style of feminist reading can be found in the work of Luce Irigaray, who focuses on the contradictory movement and unstable logic of the exclusion of sexual difference in the history of philosophy.13 It is her goal to open the historical texts of philosophy to contemporary feminist concerns not simply to confront what has been repressed, but to rethink it.

Feminist attention to the philosophical imaginary and the lessons learned from the canonization of particular philosophical styles has led to sensitivity to the rhetorical dimensions of philosophical writings, as well as to an appreciation of their affective dimensions. Mainstream efforts to excise the figural in order to uncover the literal truth of canonical texts give way in feminist rereadings to an appreciation of the role of imagination in philosophy and better understanding of how reason, imagination, and emotion are interwoven in the practice of philosophy. This attention to rhetoric and affect can be seen as an aspect of the philosophical imaginary common to many feminist historians of philosophy who reject the division between reason and passion.



Ethics and Social Theory

Contemporary feminist philosophical scholarship has also enriched and arguably transformed the field of ethics. Feminist perspectives on ethics developed in response to the ways in which sexism impacted traditional Western ethics and has focused on three interrelated biases. The first, as mentioned above, is the view of women’s moral capacities as less developed than those of men. The second bias is that accounts of moral capacities have privileged traits historically identified as masculine, such as reason, autonomy, and independence, over traits identified as feminine, such as caring, community, and interconnection, and that moral theories have similarly emphasized reason, principles, and impartiality over emotion, situatedness, and relationships, again reinforcing the primacy of the culturally masculine. The third bias is the fact that the majority of moral theorizing has focused on the public realm, with primary attention to men’s interests, and has neglected moral concerns arising in the private realm, as well as often overlooking women’s rights and interests in the public realm.

The Virtues of Women

Attending to the gendering of moral capacities and virtues has a long history. The tenet that women’s virtues differed from those of men was canonized in Aristotelian philosophy. Based on the commonly held belief in women’s relative physical weakness and rational inadequacies in comparison to men
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