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I Feminist Theory and its Relation
to Philosophy

Feminist theory is the attempt to make intellectual
sense of, and then to critique, the subordination of
women to men. As such it has a relatively short
history, for the history of secing subordination as
something that needs to be understood, rather than
simply accommodated or perhaps given a rationale,
is relatively short. This history begins with the
Enlightenment, which brought forward the idea
that legitimate authority requires the consent
(in some sense) of those who are asked to submit to
it. Of course, the thinkers that one immediately
connects with the Enlightenment did not think
that this applied to women (or many other groups,
for that matter). But ideas have a way of getting
loose and taking root in places not originally
intended for them, and this was the case for liber-
alism. Thus, early feminist theory took root in the
imaginations of women and men such as Mary
Astell, Olympe de Gouges, Mary Wollstonecraft
and Poulain de Le Barre, and later, Harriet Taylor
and John Stuart Mill; and the suffragists in
England and the United States. Feminist theory,
though, begins as a self-consciously distinct field
only in the latter part of the twentieth century,
with the publication of Simone de Beauvoir’s The
Second Sex.

Making intellectual sense of the subordination
of women to men has turned out to be a more
encompassing project than political analyses of it
might suggest. For women are dominated not only
politically and economically, but also sexually,
physically, and in nearly every field of artistic or
intellectual endeavor and philosophical thought.
‘Women are not only under represented in the history
of ideas, they are also largely denigrated by many
of these theories and ideas. Since the end of the
Second World War, however, women have come
in ever larger numbers to the academy and are now
a significant minority of intellectuals and theorists
in many fields. This has slowly but assuredly led to
the recognition of the male bias of the history of
ideas and of society. This bias has resulted in several
distinct kinds of mistakes that feminist theorists
have revealed. One mistake is sexism, that is,
taking men to be of greater value than women.
This anthology includes an entire part of chapters
that characterize and criticize sexism. Another is
androcentrism, which is taking maleness or mascu-
linity to be the norm for humanness or humanity.
Many of the chapters explicitly or implicitly reveal
this sort of mistake in the history of ideas. A third
is the illegitimate cognitive authority that males
and androcentric theories have been accorded.
This kind of mistake is perhaps the most difficult
to recognize. In dispassionate intellectual discourse

Al
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ideas are supposed to stand or fall on their own
merits. When they do fall to criticism, it is considered
awkward or indelicate to diagnose the previous
acceptance of the theory as due to something other
than the (ultimately mistaken) persuasiveness of the
idea itself. Sometimes, though, the idea seems so
implausible on examination that the only explanation
of its previous acceptance is a misplaced authority
lent to the author of it. Each of these mistakes has
been revealed through feminist analysis, and no
doubt more discoveries are to come.

Many of the early feminist theorists are philoso-
phers by training and affiliation. Philosophers are
trained to conceptualize and theorize, to question
assumptions and to deduce principles from the
assumptions that they have justified. Thus it was
logical that feminist theory would begin philosoph-
ically. Much important work in feminist theory has
been done in the past three decades by historians,
literary theorists, anthropologists, sociologists,
political scientists, and economists. Philosophers,
however, provide a uniquely foundational and general
perspective from which to understand women’s
subordination. This anthology aims to capture and
characterize the unique perspective of philosophers
on feminist theory.

This is not to say that philosophy has an ecasy
relation to feminism, any more than the other dis-
ciplines just mentioned. Indeed, it must be admitted
that perhaps more than the others, philosophy
fears feminism. Feminist theory has quickly come
to challenge much of what has been said by the
long history of philosophy as itself deeply biased by
sexism and androcentrism. Such challenges have not
always been welcomed by influential philosophers.
Feminism is thus not yet a part of the mainstream
of philosophical thought. When one does episte-
mology from a feminist perspective, for example,
it is called feminist epistemology, not epistemology
tout court. Feminist philosophers have had to choose
sides — either they will be considered feminist phil-
osophers, and thus not completely philosophers, or
they will couch their feminist ideas in carefully
worded phrases so as not to be written off by the
mainstream philosophers of their chosen field. This
unfortunate state of affairs forced many women in
philosophy who wished to be part of the mainstream
dialogue among philosophers to avoid feminist
theory, or at least to avoid calling themselves or
being called “feminists”. Particularly among analytic
philosophers, the dominant strain of philosophy in
the Anglo-American world, this dilemma has been

powerful. However, in the past decade, many female
(and some male) analytic philosophers have over-
come their fear of feminism and joined in the
project of feminist theorizing. The result has been
a flowering of philosophical thought that has come
to be known as the analytic feminism movement in
philosophy. This anthology draws heavily, though
not exclusively, on this burgeoning literature, in the
hope that by doing so more productive dialogue
will arise between and among feminist theorists of
all stripes and philosophers who have not dared to
call themselves feminists.

II The Value of Feminist Theory

Feminist theory affords several intellectual and
practical values. First, it sustains social criticism,
by revealing subordination and the moral and
political implications of that subordination. Since
there are by definition those who benefit from others’
subordination, it is essential that there be a way of
proving that subordination exists and that it is
morally unsupportable. Secondly, it provides a
lens through which ideas and social practices can
be analyzed. Feminist theory has proven to be
applicable across a wide variety of human thought
and action, for it has shown that much of what we
do, and how we conceptualize what we do, is affected
by gender. Thirdly, feminist theory offers visions of
liberation, of what life, persons, and society would
be like without the subordination of women.

For philosophy specifically feminist theory has
unique value. Critical analysis of past philosophers
through the lens of feminist theory allows us to sce
how their theories are infected by sexism. Although
this sort of critical analysis can take the form of
simply pointing out sexism as a kind of meanness,
at a deeper level 1t can allow us to see how theories
and ideas can be simply false or skewed by taking it
for granted that the subordination of women is jus-
tifiable or natural. Theories of justice are the
most obvious examples of theories shown to be
false by revealing them as sexist, since sexism is a
form of injustice, after all. Ethical theory, as is
shown by the chapters in Part V of this anthology,
are good examples of theories that have been sim-
ply skewed by the sexist assumption that the
activities performed by women are not rational
activities to be judged by the standards of right
and wrong.



Finally, through feminist theorizing philosophers
can reclaim women’s writings from the past as a part
of the dialogue of philosophy. Feminist theory
has expanded the domain of what counts as ethical
or political theory, of what sorts of questions
epistemology should entertain, of what counts as a
theory of the self. Once this domain has been
expanded and shown to be a proper part of philoso-
phy, it is possible to look back at the history of
ideas and see that women who discussed such
issues and questions were in fact philosophizing.
Feminist theory also has encouraged historians to
look again at the writings of women to see whether
they have been forgotten more because of their
inferior gender than for the inferior quality of their
ideas. This anthology does not include chapters
pursuing this specifically historical project, worthy
though it 1s, but rather focuses on the work of
specifically feminist theorists. Not surprisingly, many
of the women who have been rediscovered by this
project play no part in the history of feminist
theory, but rather engaged their contemporaries in
the philosophical questions of the day, which only
rarely directly considered the subordination of
women.

III Aims of this Book

The chapters in this anthology have been selected
and arranged to address the major questions of
feminist theory in philosophical way. The editors
have attempted to choose chapters that are well
argued and well representative of major views among
feminist theorists, although at times we have had to
choose sides. In almost all such cases we have sided
with what we consider to be the most well-argued
position from the perspective of analytic feminist
philosophers. Thus we have attempted to provide
a book that is analvtic in orientation, though not
exclusive, to expand the dialogue among phil-
osophers and feminists from different fields and
orientations. One justification for our choice is that
philosophically oriented feminist theory has been
dominated in other disciplines by continental
feminists. We believe that is at least in part because
analytic feminist theory 1s a latecomer for reasons
explained above. There are few collections of
analytic feminist work, the hallmark exception
being the excellent volume, A Mind of One’s Omwn,
edited by Louise Antony and Charlotte Witt, now
mn its second edition. This anthology is intended to
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present another philosophical perspective on femi-
nism, both for philosophers and for those working
in other fields, as well as for students of philosophy
and of feminism.

IV The Questions

This book is divided into parts, each of which
address what we consider to be the most significant
questions of feminism. These questions (and part
titles) are: (1) What is feminism? (2) What is sexism?
(3) What is gender? (4) Is knowledge gendered? (5)
Is value gendered? (6) What is a self? (7) What
would liberation be? Some of these questions map
into some of the major fields of philosophy, such as
question 4, which is properly a part of epistemology,
question 5, which is a question in ethics, and ques-
tion 6, which is both an issue of metaphysics and of
ethics. But the other questions reveal the unique
contributions of feminism to philosophy.

We begin the book quite logically with the
question of what feminism is. The chapters in this
first part are included to develop an understanding
of the central developments in the history of
feminist thought, including pieces from the three
recognized “waves” of feminist theory and activism.
These chapters seek to elucidate the situation of
women and the need for a theoretical understanding
of it. Since feminism begins as a movement for
freedom from oppression, the second part of the
book addresses the question of what sexist oppres-
sion is. This questions deals with the central claim
of feminism: that women are oppressed. The
chapters in this part theorize the nature of sexism
and of oppression, and the unique aspects of the
oppression of women as distinct from other
oppressed groups. The third part takes up what we
consider to be the single greatest contribution of
feminist theory to thought: the sex/gender distinc-
tion. The chapters of this part consider the alleged
scientific understandings of sex, and the ways that
these have been confused with socially constructed
differences of gender, and the nature of the claim
that some difference is socially constructed. In the
fourth part of the book we include chapters in the
sub-field that has come to be known as feminist
epistemology. These readings address the ways in
which conceptions of gender and gender-based
norms influence conceptions of rationality, know-
ledge, and scientific objectivity. The fifth part
includes chapters on feminist ethics, including two
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authors’ takes on the ethics of care, a chapter on
contractarianism as a feminist ethic, and finally a
chapter on the universality of moral and political

principles. The sixth part takes up the question of

the self as feminist philosophers have addressed it.
A great deal of feminist work has been done on this

in the past decade because of the importance of

defining the self for moral and social theory. The
chapters there include chapters on identity and
autonomy. In the last part we ask what liberation
would look like and include some chapters that
address the question of whether liberation would
require the elimination of gender. We also include
a chapter that argues that freedom, not equality, 1s
the important value for feminists to strive for.

V The Future of Feminist Theory
and Philosophy

We hope that this anthology shows the rich inter-
action between feminist theory and philosophy, and
encourages philosophers and feminists to continue
devising new and better feminist theories. One
might wonder whether feminist theory will some
day come to be a mainstream branch of philosophy.
There are good reasons to think that this will not
be the case, nor that it is desirable. First there are
institutional obstacles to this, since much feminist
theory is developed as criticism of philosophy or
the main currents of philosophy. Thus, it often
seems not to fit within those main currents but to
be talking about something that is beside the point.
Second, although criticism is the main line of work
that philosophers are in, the discipline sometimes

Ca)

balks at the depth of criticism that feminist theory
offers. There are also good intellectual reasons for
why feminist theory cannot be subsumed by phil-
osophy. Feminist theory often advances through
interdisciplinary work. Feminist theory will always
need to connect to empirical social and natural
sciences for observation of and evidence for subor-
dination. Indeed the hallmark of feminist theory 1is
its insistence on a connection to actual women’s
and men’s lives. Philosophy regards itself as more
foundational and prior to empirical observation,
and this keeps those more empirically infused
branches farther out from the main trunk of the
philosophical tree.

It is sometimes asked of feminist theorists what
would happen to their branch of intellectual
endeavor if the day came when there was no sexism
or no gender. To a feminist this is something like
asking whether there would be a need for political
philosophy if there were no need for government.
It 1s perhaps a hopeful idea to consider, if some-
what difficult to imagine how that state might
come about. If we consider the hypothetical philo-
sophically, though, as philosophers are wont to
consider the logically possible as if it were actual,
we could say this: At that point feminist theory
would be relegated to the collection of outmoded
theories, not as Ptolemaic astronomy has been, or
as craniometry was, but rather as the science of
constructing mud huts no longer has a use, yet
could be put to use should human needs, conditions,
or desires change. That we have not reached beyond
the pioneer days of conquering sexist oppression is
clear, however. It is our hope that this anthology
aids in clarifying our vision of both the present and
the possibilities for an enlightened future.
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