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Most	 people	 don’t	 think	 of	 Plato’s	 	 as	 a	 work	 of	 feminist
philosophy.	 But	 when	 Plato	 proposed	 that	 women,	 as	 well	 as	 men,

were	capable	of	leading	the	ideal	city-state,	he	was	thinking	far	ahead	of	his
time.	Plato	argued,	through	the	voice	of	Socrates,	that	talented	and	intelligent
women	 should	 be	 chosen	 to	 work	 alongside	 men	 as	 Guardians.	 These
‘Philosopher	Kings’,	as	 they	are	often	called,	would	 rule	over	 the	Republic,
providing	 perfect	 philosophical	 enlightenment	 and	 bringing	 harmony	 to	 the
city.
Over	 2,000	 years	 later,	 you	would	 forgive	 people	 for	 assuming	 that	men

have	been	doing	most	of	 the	philosophy	since	 then.	Women	do	not	seem	to
have	fulfilled	Plato’s	prediction	that	they	too	could	become	great	thinkers.	Or,
at	least,	that’s	how	today’s	philosophy	books	make	it	look.
The	 history	 of	 philosophy	 has	 not	 done	women	 justice.	 To	 see	 this,	 you

only	 have	 to	 look	 at	 some	 of	 the	 recent	 books	 published	 on	 the	 topic.	 In
	 only	 two	 women	 feature,	 with	 Mary

Wollstonecraft	 and	 Simone	 de	Beauvoir	 taking	 the	 seats	 of	 honour.	 In	
,	no	women	made	the	cut.	Each

chapter	in	that	particular	book	was	written	by	a	contemporary	philosopher,	all
of	whom	are	also	men.	At	the	time	of	writing,	a	newly	published	book	by	A.
C.	Grayling,	boldly	titled	 ,	includes	no	sections	on
women	philosophers.	The	book	does	 include	a	 three-and-a-half-page	 review
of	 ‘Feminist	 Philosophy’	 in	 which	 only	 one	 woman	 philosopher	 –	 Martha
Nussbaum	–	is	mentioned	by	name.	You’re	beginning	to	sense	a	theme.
It’s	 important	 to	 note	 that	 this	 gap	 is	 not	 due	 to	 a	 lack	 of	 books	 being

published	 about	 philosophy	 generally.	 On	 the	 contrary,	 accessible	 texts	 are
being	 written	 on	 an	 incredibly	 broad	 range	 of	 topics,	 such	 as	

,	
,	 and	 last	 but	 certainly	 not	 least,	 .	 And	 yet,

very	 little	 has	 been	 written	 to	 celebrate	 the	 work	 of	 great	 women
philosophers.	 One	 notable	 exception	 was	 written	 by	 a	 great	 philosopher
herself,	 Baroness	 Mary	 Warnock,	 who	 wrote	 	 over
twenty	years	ago.
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It	is	of	course	true	that	women	have	been	under-represented	in	philosophy,
and	 indeed	most	of	academia,	because	 they	were	historically	excluded	 from
education.	The	first	four	women	in	the	UK	to	receive	degrees	in	any	subject
graduated	 in	 1880	 from	 University	 College	 London.	 The	 University	 of
Cambridge	 was	 the	 last	 British	 institution	 to	 allow	 women	 to	 take	 full
degrees,	 in	 1948.	 This	 institutional	 exclusion	 meant	 that	 women	 were
prescribed	 roles	 in	 society	 that	 kept	 their	 thinking,	 and	 their	 freedom,	 to	 a
minimum.
But	this	is	2019	and	things	have	certainly	improved	over	the	past	century.

More	women	 are	 taking	 degrees	 in	 philosophy	 than	 ever	 before,	with	most
universities	 now	 seeing	 higher	 numbers	 of	 women	 than	 men	 in	 their
undergraduate	 classes.	 In	 spite	 of	 this	 progress,	 there	 is	 still	 a	 huge	 gender
disparity	 higher	 up	 in	 the	 pecking	 order.	 There	 are	 very	 few	 philosophy
departments	 where	 women	 make	 up	 anywhere	 near	 50	 per	 cent	 of	 faculty
staff.	 In	 2015,	 women	 accounted	 for	 only	 22	 per	 cent	 of	 philosophy
professors	 at	 the	 twenty	 top	US	 universities.	 In	 some	 fields	 of	 philosophy,
there	has	been	almost	no	increase	in	 the	number	of	women	since	the	1970s.
So,	even	though	more	young	women	are	taking	their	first	dive	into	the	man’s
world	of	philosophy	than	ever	before,	this	is	not	quickly	translating	into	more
at	the	top.	Where	some	women	have	secured	lectureships	and	professorships,
an	 overwhelming	 number	 of	 them	 are	 white.	 Non-white	 women	 are	 still
hugely	under-represented	in	philosophy,	with	very	few	senior	positions	filled
by	people	from	minority	backgrounds.	In	her	 	interview,	‘The
Pain	and	Promise	of	Black	Women	in	Philosophy’,	Professor	Anita	L.	Allen
noted	 that	 only	 1	 per	 cent	 of	 full-time	 philosophy	 professors	 in	 the	US	 are
Black,	whilst	around	17	per	cent	are	women.
When	the	two	of	us	were	studying	philosophy	at	university,	we	knew	that

women	 were	 under-represented	 in	 our	 discipline.	 Both	 of	 us	 had	 only	 a
handful	 of	women	 lecturers,	 and	 our	 lessons	were	 dominated	 by	men	 from
hundreds	 of	 years	 ago,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 men	 standing	 before	 us.	 A	 typical
philosophy	syllabus	will	likely	feature	very	few	or	no	women,	with	the	focus
instead	 being	 on	 the	 ‘philosophical	 canon’.	 That	 is:	 Plato,	 Aristotle,
Descartes,	 Hobbes,	 Locke,	 Hume,	 Rousseau,	 Kant,	 Mill,	 Nietzsche,	 Sartre
and	 Rawls,	 to	 name	 only	 a	 few.	Women	 are	 often	 only	mentioned	 briefly,
perhaps	in	reference	to	a	male	counterpart	with	whom	they	worked	or	had	a
relationship,	or	 (if	you’re	 lucky)	as	part	of	a	 single	 ‘Women	 in	Philosophy’
module.	When	attempts	are	made	to	diversify	the	curriculum	to	include	other
important	philosophical	voices,	 this	 is	often	accompanied	by	a	media	outcry
over	‘snowflake’	students	and	lecturers.
Despite	these	frustrations,	there	is	much	cause	for	hope.	Outstanding	work
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is	 being	 done	 in	 academic	 philosophy	 to	 reclaim	 the	 history	 of	 women
philosophers	and	ensure	 that	 their	voices	and	perspectives	are	preserved	 for
the	 next	 generation	 of	 thinkers.	 The	 New	 Narratives	 in	 the	 History	 of
Philosophy	 group	 and	 Project	 Vox	 both	 showcase	 the	 work	 of	 women
philosophers	 from	 the	 early	 modern	 period,	 1500–1800.	 The	 Society	 for
Women	in	Philosophy	(SWIP)	runs	events	and	mentoring	programmes	aimed
at	promoting	women	in	philosophy,	past,	present,	and	future.	The	Centre	for
the	History	 of	Women	Philosophers	 and	Scientists	 at	 Paderborn	University,
Germany,	 runs	 an	 annual	 summer	 school,	 teaching	 students	 about	 the	 great
contribution	 that	 women	 have	 made	 to	 the	 history	 of	 thought.	 The	 In
Parenthesis	project	at	Durham	University	explores	and	archives	 the	work	of
the	 Oxford	 four:	 Mary	 Midgley,	 Iris	 Murdoch,	 Elizabeth	 Anscombe	 and
Philippa	Foot.	This	year	has	also	seen	the	publication	of	
by	one	of	our	own	authors,	Kate	Kirkpatrick.	All	of	 this	work	 is	helping	 to
break	down	barriers	for	women	in	philosophy	today,	by	showing	that	women
in	this	field	are	far	from	new.	We	have,	in	fact,	been	philosophers	all	along.
There	is	still	a	long	way	to	go	to	change	popular	perceptions	of	philosophy.

When	creating	our	promotional	video	for	this	book,	we	asked	members	of	the
public	to	name	as	many	philosophers	as	they	could.	When	they	all	listed	the
usual	suspects,	we	asked	whether	they	could	name	any	 	philosophers.
None	of	the	people	that	we	surveyed	could	name	a	single	one.
This	 book	 is	 an	 attempt	 to	 change	 these	 perceptions.	 In	 the	 pages	 that

follow,	 we	 intentionally	 adopt	 a	 broad	 definition	 of	 ‘philosopher’	 as	 we
believe	 that	 part	 of	 the	 reason	why	women	have	 historically	 been	 excluded
from	 our	 discipline	 is	 because	many	 of	 them	 have	 instead	 been	 considered
activists	or	 ‘learned	 ladies’.	This	has	 led	 to	a	prevailing	 image	of	 the	white
male	philosopher	 thinking	 from	his	 armchair.	 Instead,	 it’s	 time	 to	 recognise
the	clear	intellectual	rigour,	questioning	and	insight	that	makes	these	women
worthy	of	the	‘philosopher’	title.
The	 authors	 and	 subjects	 in	 this	 book	 come	 from	 many	 different

backgrounds	 with	 their	 own	 unique	 ideas,	 experiences	 and	 histories.	 The
philosophers	written	about	here	are	complex,	challenging,	often	inspiring,	and
sometimes	 deeply	 problematic.	 However,	 they	 all	 contribute	 an	 important
element	 to	 our	 understanding	 of	 philosophy.	 Some	 of	 them	 you	 will	 have
heard	 of,	 or	 perhaps	 studied.	Others	 you	might	 encounter	 here	 for	 the	 first
time.	You	can	enjoy	 this	book	by	 simply	 selecting	chapters	 that	pique	your
interest	or	 following	along	chronologically;	 the	choice	 is	yours.	There	have,
of	course,	been	many	women	whom	we	have	not	been	able	 to	 include.	You
can	find	a	list	of	other	women	philosophers	in	the	More	Philosopher	Queens
section	at	the	back	of	the	book.	We	encourage	you	to	explore	their	lives	and
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work	for	yourself.
So	if	you’re	interested	in	women	and	their	ideas,	this	book	will	help	you	to

learn	 about	 the	 many	 Philosopher	 Queens	 who	 have	 contributed	 to	 our
world’s	 rich	 intellectual	 history.	We	 hope	 you	 enjoy	 getting	 to	 know	 these
women	as	much	as	we	have.
	

Rebecca	&	Lisa
LONDON,	2019
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I

Diotima
.	400	BCE

Zoi	Aliozi

t	may	come	as	a	surprise	to	some	that	Plato,	often	regarded	as	the	founding
father	 of	 philosophy,	 included	 a	woman	 as	 a	 key	 character	 in	 one	 of	 his
dialogues.	His	discussions	with	Diotima	of	Mantinea	on	the	nature	of	love
and	 beauty	 are	 immortalised	 in	 one	 of	 Plato’s	 famous	 works,	 the

.	However,	Diotima	herself	remains	a	mystery,	with	many	arguing
that	 she	 never	 existed	 at	 all.	 This	 difficult	 puzzle	 has	 shrouded	 much	 of
Diotima’s	possible	contribution	to	the	history	of	ideas,	which	has	not	yet	been
fully	appreciated	or	understood.	Her	teachings,	if	indeed	they	are	hers,	remain
valuable	2,000	years	on.
Diotima	was	one	of	the	few	women	to	feature	in	Plato’s	dialogues.	Another

was	Aspasia	of	Miletus,	who	features	in	the	 .	Neither	Diotima	nor
Aspasia	 appear	 as	 speakers	 in	 their	 own	 right	 in	 these	 dialogues.	 Instead
Socrates	recounts	his	previous	arguments	with	them	to	his	male	interlocutors.
Plato	is	also	believed	to	have	had	women	as	students,	most	notably	Axiothea
of	Phlius	and	Lastheneia	of	Mantinea.
Given	 her	 potential	 influence	 on	 such	 a	 key	 figure	 in	 the	 philosophical

canon,	 we	 might	 wonder	 why	 Diotima	 has	 been	 somewhat	 ignored	 by
academics,	 resembling	 more	 myth	 than	 historical	 figure.	 Some	 argue	 that
Diotima	was	created	by	Plato	as	a	literary	device	to	exemplify	what	it	means
to	be	a	good	philosopher.	This	is	thought	to	have	been	a	method	of	adapting
his	argumentative	style	to	his	main	discussant	in	the	 ,	Agathon.	As
Socrates	notes	in	the	 ,	to	have	the	power	of	speech	one	must	know
how	 to	 lead	 the	 soul,	 and	 to	do	 so	 successfully,	one	must	know	 the	 soul	of
one’s	 interlocutor.	 Having	 a	 woman	 as	 his	 partner	 in	 argumentation	 might
have	been	a	way	to	make	his	position	more	persuasive.
Scholars,	such	as	Mary	Ellen	Waithe	in	

(1987),	 have	 begun	 to	 recognise	Diotima	 as	 a	 historical	 figure.	There	 are	 a
few	reasons	why	we	might	share	this	view.	It	is	true	that	there	is	no	definitive
proof	 that	 a	 Greek	 philosopher	 named	 Diotima	 visited	 Athens,	 met	 with
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Socrates	and	taught	him	philosophy.	We	do	know,	however,	that	many	of	the
characters	 in	 Plato’s	 dialogues	 were	 real	 people,	 which	 perhaps	 makes
Diotima’s	existence	more	 likely.	Some	also	believe	 that	Socrates	potentially
sought	 out	 the	 opinions	 of	 other	women,	 as	 he	 references	 receiving	 advice
from	wise	men	and	women	in	 .	That	he	would	have	spoken	to	a	woman
like	 Diotima	 on	 the	 nature	 of	 love	 is	 perhaps	 not	 so	 unlikely.	 We	 might
further	wonder	whether	claims	that	she	was	fictional	stem	from	the	disbelief
that	a	woman	of	such	intellect	might	have	existed	in	Ancient	Greece	at	all.
Even	if	Diotima	was	imagined	by	Plato,	she	is	still	worth	recognising	as	an

important	woman	in	the	history	of	philosophy.	Fictional	or	not,	her	voice	had
a	 powerful	 influence	 on	 the	 arguments	made	 by	 Socrates	 and	 therefore	 the
history	of	philosophy	as	we	know	it.	So,	whether	Diotima	existed	is	not	our
main	worry	here.	Let’s	simply	acknowledge	for	 the	 time	being	that	our	first
Philosopher	Queen	is	something	of	an	enigma.
As	we’ve	noted,	the	character	of	Diotima	plays	an	important	role	in	Plato’s

dialogue,	 the	 ,	 which	 contains	 all	 that	 we	 know	 about	 the
philosophy	attributed	to	her.	A	symposium	was	a	gathering	of	men	discussing
various	 philosophical	 topics,	 usually	 following	 a	 banquet	 and	 drinks.	 In
Plato’s	 ,	though,	there	was	one	fundamental	difference:	there	was
a	woman	whose	ideas	enjoyed	equal	status	with	 the	male	thinkers	presented
in	 the	 text.	 The	 protagonists	 in	 the	 	 are	 asked	 by	 their	 host,
Agathon,	 to	 give	 speeches	 on	 the	 meaning	 of	 love.	 After	 listening	 to	 his
companion’s	 arguments,	 Socrates	 states	 that	 he	 was	 educated	 in	 ‘the
philosophy	of	love’	by	Diotima	of	Mantinea,	describing	her	as	a	wise	woman,
philosopher	 and	 priestess.	When	 introducing	 Diotima,	 Socrates	 also	 claims
that	 she	 foresaw	 and	 successfully	 postponed	 the	 Plague	 of	 Athens	 by
instructing	the	citizens	to	perform	sacrifices	and	rituals;	the	figure	of	Diotima
is	 therefore	often	associated	with	prophecy	and	foresight.	Socrates	used	 this
as	 evidence	 of	 her	 intellectual	 superiority	 and,	 some	 argue,	 to	 contrast	 her
higher	 knowledge	with	 the	 earthly	wisdom	of	 the	 others	who	were	 present.
Socrates	 recalls	 learning	 from	Diotima’s	 great	 wisdom.	 He	 claims	 that	 she
engaged	his	younger	self	in	what	has	become	known	as	the	Socratic	method,
an	argumentative	conversation	involving	an	individual	being	asked	a	series	of
questions	 about	 their	 view	 or	 definition	 and	 being	 potentially	 led	 to	 an
alternative	 position.	 The	 implication	 being	 that	 Diotima	 perhaps	 taught
Socrates	one	of	his	greatest	contributions	to	philosophy:	his	methodology.
Socrates	goes	on	to	discuss	his	meetings	with	Diotima	as	a	young	student.

Here,	 he	 outlines	 her	 teachings	 on	 the	 theory	 of	 Beauty	 and	 presents
Diotima’s	 ladder	 or	 ‘the	 ladder	 of	 love’,	 for	 which	 this	 dialogue	 is	 best
known.	Diotima’s	ladder	places	desire	and	lust	for	one	attractive	body	at	the
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bottom	of	the	ladder,	and	this	can	lead	towards	an	appreciation	of	the	Form	of
Beauty,	 the	highest	point	of	 the	 ladder.	There	are	 six	 steps	on	 the	 ladder	of
love.	First,	the	love	of	one	individual	body.	Second,	the	love	of	all	beautiful
bodies.	Third,	the	love	of	the	beauty	that	a	soul	can	have.	Fourth,	a	love	for
beautiful	public	 institutions,	and	then	fifth,	a	 love	for	knowledge	in	general.
Finally,	the	lover	will	develop	love	for	Beauty	itself,	which	Diotima	describes
as	 ‘looking	 upon	 a	 vast	 sea	 of	 Beauty’.	 The	 appreciation	 of	 Beauty	 itself
brings	with	 it	 the	moral	 characteristic	 of	 virtue.	 She	 goes	 on	 to	 say	 that	 he
who	 develops	 a	 love	 for	 Beauty	 itself	 ‘will	 create	 many	 fair	 and	 noble
thoughts	 and	 notions	 in	 boundless	 love	 of	 wisdom;	 until	 on	 that	 shore	 he
grows	and	waxes	strong,	and	at	last	the	vision	is	revealed	to	him	of	a	single
science,	 which	 is	 the	 science	 of	 beauty	 everywhere’.	 An	 appreciation	 of
Beauty	therefore	requires	moving	beyond	appearances	and	instead	learning	to
comprehend	the	abstract	Idea	of	Beauty.
This	discussion	 is	closely	 related	 to	Plato’s	 famous	 theory	of	The	Forms.

Throughout	many	of	his	dialogues,	Plato	argued	that	Ideas	or	Forms	are	 the
non-physical	 essence	 of	 things	 in	 the	 changing,	 physical	 world.	 Plato
therefore	 believed	 that	 we	 could	 not	 have	 knowledge	 of	 objects	 in	 the
physical	world	because	they	are	merely	imitations	of	the	eternal	realm	of	the
Forms.	 In	 order	 to	 achieve	 knowledge,	 as	 opposed	 to	merely	 opinions,	 one
must	turn	away	from	the	world	of	perceptions	and	shadows	and	towards	the
world	of	Ideas,	the	most	important	of	which	was	The	Form	of	the	Good.	It’s
not	clear	whether	 the	Good	 is	a	Form	in	 the	same	way	as	other	Forms,	 like
Beauty	 or	 Justice.	The	Form	of	 the	Good,	 Plato	 tells	 us	 in	 the	 ,	 is
instead	 ‘beyond	Being’	 and	 ‘makes	 all	 things	 intelligible’.	 The	 best-known
illustration	of	this	is	Plato’s	allegory	of	the	cave.
However,	 it	 is	 not	 obvious	 that	 Diotima’s	 concept	 of	 the	 Good	 or	 the

Beautiful	is	the	same	as	Plato’s.	Diotima	argues	that	Beauty	is	not	the	end	but
the	 means	 to	 something	 greater.	 It	 is	 the	 achievement	 of	 a	 type	 of
reproduction	and	the	path	towards	immortality.	Diotima	explains	this	through
her	 discussion	 of	 pregnancy.	 When	 Socrates	 asks	 Diotima,	 ‘What	 is	 the
function	of	love?’	she	responds,	‘It	is	a	childbirth	in	something	beautiful,	both
in	respect	of	body	and	of	soul.’	When	Socrates	says	he	does	not	understand,
Diotima	 replies,	 ‘All	 human	 beings	 are	 pregnant,	 Socrates,	 in	 body	 and	 in
soul,	 and	when	we	 reach	maturity	 it	 is	natural	 that	we	desire	 to	give	birth.’
We	 should	 note	 that	 Diotima	 is	 not	 always	 referring	 to	 pregnancy	 in	 the
conventional	 sense.	 Instead,	 she	 often	 talks	 about	 pregnancy	 as	 part	 of	 the
reproduction	of	ideas	as	well	as	of	human	beings.	Those	pregnant	in	the	body
seek	a	partner	with	whom	to	have	children	and	create	an	heir.	Those	pregnant
in	 the	mind	 instead	seek	people	with	whom	 they	can	share	 their	knowledge
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and	virtue.	Diotima	continues,	 ‘Who,	when	he	 thinks	of	Homer	and	Hesiod
and	 other	 great	 poets,	 would	 not	 rather	 have	 their	 children	 than	 ordinary
human	ones?	Who	would	not	emulate	them	in	the	creation	of	children	such	as
theirs,	which	have	preserved	their	memory	and	given	them	everlasting	glory?’
The	 ultimate	 form	 of	 immortality	 is	 achieved	 through	 sharing	 and	 giving
ideas	to	others,	therefore	creating	intellectual	offspring,	as	Homer	and	Hesiod
have	done.	This	form	of	reproduction,	Diotima	believed,	was	the	function	of
Beauty.	 As	Mary	 Ellen	Waithe	 puts	 it,	 ‘For	 Diotima	 the	 Good	 is	 a	 selfish
good;	 one’s	 own	 good	 is	 the	 acquisition	 of	 immortality	 by	 reproducing
oneself	 through	 the	 idea	 of	 the	 Beautiful.’	 The	 Good	 therefore	 does	 not
appear	to	function.
So,	what	should	we	learn	from	the	mystery	of	Diotima	of	Mantinea?	When

discussing	 her	 ideas,	 Socrates	 recognises	 his	 own	 ignorance,	 and	 his
willingness	 to	 learn	 from	 her	 obvious	 wisdom.	 During	 her	 discussion	 with
Socrates	she	says	with	confidence,	‘Of	course	I’m	right!’	and	emphasises	his
inability	 to	 keep	 up	 with	 her	 argument.	 When	 Socrates	 asks,	 ‘Most	 wise
Diotima,	 is	 what	 you	 say	 really	 true?’	 he	 recalls,	 ‘Like	 the	 accomplished
sophists,	she	said,	“You	can	be	sure	of	that,	Socrates.”	’	That	such	a	powerful
woman	was	 potentially	 present	 at	 such	 an	 important	 time	 in	 the	 history	 of
philosophy	should	act	as	a	call	to	women	philosophers	everywhere.	Whether
she	was	fictional	or	not,	the	ideas	attributed	to	her	matter,	and	we	should	do
our	 best	 to	 channel	 the	 confidence	 and	 intellect	 of	 Diotima.	 Even	 when
arguing	with	one	of	the	founding	fathers	of	philosophy.
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B

Ban	Zhao
45–120	CE

Eva	Kit	Wah	Man

an	Zhao	 is	 perhaps	 the	greatest	 intellectual	woman	 in	 ancient	Chinese
history.	 Together	 with	 sixteen	 other	 women,	 Ban’s	 brief	 biography
appears	 as	 ‘the	wife	 of	 Cao	 Shishu’	 in	 the	 collection	 ‘Biographies	 of
Exemplary	Women’	 in	 the	 .	 Born	 in	 the	 early

years	of	 the	Eastern	Han	dynasty	(25–	220	CE),	she	was	 the	daughter	of	 the
well-known	writer	and	historian	Ban	Biao	(3–54	CE)	and	the	younger	sister	of
the	general	and	diplomat	Ban	Chao	(32–102	CE)	and	historian	Ban	Gu	(32–92
CE).	She	was	married	at	the	age	of	fourteen	to	Cao	Shishu.	When	her	husband
died	 young,	 Ban	 refused	 to	 remarry	 in	 observance	 of	 the	 tradition	 of
widowhood	 that	 honours	 the	 virtue	 of	 chastity.	 Therefore,	 Ban	 conducted
herself	totally	in	keeping	with	her	status	and	in	conformity	with	the	rules	and
standards	of	the	time.
The	 most	 outstanding	 achievement	 of	 Ban’s	 dazzling	 career	 was	 her

contribution	to	the	 ,	a	history	covering	the	twelve	emperors	from
Emperor	 Gaozu	 to	 Emperor	 Ping,	 whose	 reigns	 spanned	 300	 years	 of	 the
Western	Han	dynasty,	which	preceded	the	Eastern	Han	dynasty.	The	

	was	 originally	 started	 by	Ban’s	 father	Ban	Biao	 and	 continued	 by	 her
brother	 Ban	 Gu,	 who	 died	 before	 finishing	 the	 script.	 Known	 as	 ‘broadly
learned	and	superior	in	her	talent’,	Ban	was	ordered	by	the	Emperor	He	of	the
Eastern	 Han	 dynasty	 to	 complete	 the	 book.	 At	 the	 same	 time	 she	 was
summoned	to	the	palace	to	give	instructions	in	proper	conduct	to	the	empress
and	 the	 imperial	 concubines.	 She	wrote	 narrative	 poems,	 commemorations,
inscriptions,	 eulogies,	 arguments,	 commentaries,	 elegies,	 essays	 and	 other
works	until	she	died	in	her	old	age.
Ban	 earned	 her	 unique	 place	 in	 ancient	Chinese	 history,	 not	 only	 for	 her

learning	on	what	 constituted	 ideal	womanhood	and	her	writings	 intended	 to
educate	 upper-class	 women,	 but	 also	 for	 her	 chastity,	 which	 had	 a	 great
historical	 and	 philosophical	 impact.	 In	 general,	 she	 has	 been	 regarded	 as	 a
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pioneer	 of	 women’s	 education	 and	 a	 paragon	 to	 be	 emulated	 by	 Chinese
women.	 Her	 texts,	 for	 example	 	 and	 ‘Rhapsody	 on	 an
Eastward	Journey’,	and	 the	 treatises	 inspired	by	her	 life,	were	well	 received
by	 Chinese,	 Korean	 and	 Japanese	 orthodox	 scholars,	 especially	 during	 the
later	Qing	dynasty.
However,	when	 the	West	met	 the	East	 and	 the	East	 became	 a	 subject	 of

Western	 study	 in	 the	 twentieth	 century,	 the	 views	of	 the	 orthodox	 scholars,
who	 praised	 her	 as	 a	 pioneer	 of	 women’s	 education,	 began	 to	 evolve	 and
Ban’s	 significance	was	 re-evaluated.	For	example,	Ban	was	described	as	 an
enemy	of	 the	 cause	of	women	by	 the	women’s	 liberation	movement	during
the	late	Qing	and	early	Republican	era.	A	much	more	neutral	stand	sees	Ban
as	 neither	 heroine	 nor	 villain,	 but	 a	 faithful	 recorder	 of	 conventional	 views
regarding	relations	between	the	sexes	and	appropriate	behaviour	for	women.
These	 points	 of	 view,	 along	 with	 the	 praise	 by	 earlier	 scholars,	 reflect	 a
current	heightened	interest	in	Chinese	gender	studies	in	general.

	is	unquestionably	Ban’s	most	important	and	influential
work.	As	 the	first	completed	 text	devoted	 to	women’s	 learning	compiled	by
Ban,	it	was	likely	written	in	106	CE,	when	Ban	was	sixty-one	years	old.	The
text	is	given	in	the	biography	of	Ban	in	the	 .	It	consists
of	 seven	 short	 chapters,	 covering	 seven	 topics:	 humility,	 husband	 and	wife,
respect	 and	 caution,	 womanly	 qualities,	 wholehearted	 devotion,	 implicit
obedience,	 and	 harmony	with	 younger	 brothers	 and	 sisters-in-law.	 The	 text
discusses	 how	women	 establish	 their	 proper	 relation	 to	 others	 in	 the	 family
and	keep	their	honour	and	reputation	in	society.	In	the	brief	introduction,	Ban
first	expresses	her	gratitude	to	her	scholarly	father	and	cultured	mother	for	the
education	and	training	she	received.	Her	education,	she	states,	enabled	her	to
successfully	escape	her	fear	of	disgracing	her	parents	or	creating	difficulties
for	 her	 husband’s	 relatives.	 After	 claiming	 that	 she	 no	 longer	 has	 any
concerns	for	her	son,	as	he	has	grown	up	and	successfully	entered	an	official
career,	Ban	writes	 that	 her	only	 remaining	 anxiety	 is	 for	her	daughters	 (not
necessarily	only	Ban’s	own	daughters,	but	also	the	girls	of	her	family),	who
are	of	marrying	age.	Thus,	Ban’s	intent	in	composing	these	seven	chapters	of
instructions	 was	 to	 provide	 her	 daughters	 with	 guidance	 for	 achieving
domestic	 harmony	 and	 for	 leading	 a	 better	 life	 once	 they	 entered	 into	 the
hostile	 environment	 of	 their	 husbands’	 families.	 It	was	 assumed	 disrespect,
accusations,	 quarrels	 and	 overt	 confrontation	were	 inevitable,	 particularly	 if
the	wife	could	not	remain	in	her	proper	place,	namely	complete	submission.
The	relationship	between	husband	and	wife	is	 the	most	important	topic	in

.	 	and	 ,	as	 the	ultimate	principles	of	Heaven	and
Earth,	 are	 the	 basis	 for	 how	 the	 relationship	 between	 husband	 and	 wife	 is
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defined.	A	man	represents	 ,	the	quality	of	which	is	rigidity,	honoured	by
his	 strength.	 A	 woman	 represents	 ,	 the	 function	 of	 which	 is	 yielding,
appreciated	 due	 to	 her	 gentleness.	 The	 natural	 order	 of	 the	 interaction
between	 	and	 	is	essentially	that	 	controls	the	 	and	 	serves
the	 ,	which	legitimises	the	conjugal	ethics	of	women	controlled	by	men
and	men	served	by	women.
However,	 when	 we	 focus	 on	 the	 moral	 teachings	 of	 how	 a	 wife	 should

serve	her	husband	and	classify	Ban’s	precepts	as	Confucian	womanly	virtues,
we	 might	 overlook	 the	 complicated	 relationships	 in	 the	 family	 life	 or
oversimplify	the	interaction	between	the	sexes	as	mere	controlling	of	women
by	men,	especially	if	we	keep	in	mind	the	analogy	of	 	and	 .	For	Ban,
the	 most	 important	 principles	 for	 a	 wife’s	 conduct	 are	 respect	 and
acquiescence.	Although	Ban	 adopts	many	 keywords	 traditionally	 associated
with	femininity	when	she	elaborates	on	the	principles	with	instructions	–	for
example,	 terms	 such	 as	 weakness,	 softness,	 inferiority,	 malleability	 –	 it	 is
interesting	to	see	how	she	actually	describes	the	practical	reasons	for	abiding
by	 the	 principles.	 She	 determines,	 for	 example,	 that	 the	 heart	 of	 disrespect
originates	from	the	habit	of	the	two	spouses	staying	too	close	to	one	another.
She	also	says	that	accusations	and	quarrels	in	family	affairs	are	derived	from
bluntness	 and	 crookedness	 in	 words.	 Here,	 respect	 and	 acquiescence	 are
recommended	as	a	result	of	what	Ban	observed	in	married	life	in	reality,	not
because	of	some	moral	and	ethical	deduction.
This	 suggests	 an	 alternative	 explanation,	 corresponding	 to	 Ban’s	 own

statement	in	the	introduction	to	the	text	that	her	intention	is	to	provide	young
wives	with	a	survival	kit	necessary	for	marriage.	In	this	sense,	it	is	interesting
to	look	at	the	final	two	chapters	in	 :	lessons	on	how	to	get
along	 with	 father-,	 mother-,	 brothers-	 and	 sisters-in-law.	 Both	 include
statements	 on	 the	 saying	 ‘nobody	 can	 be	 faultless’,	 for	 example	 what	 the
mother-in-law	 says	 can	 be	 wrong.	 Ban	 even	 admits	 that	 the	 flaws	 and
mistakes	a	daughter-in-law	has	made	can	be	well	hidden	if	she	is	able	to	live
in	 harmony	 with	 others	 in	 her	 husband’s	 family.	 This	 proves	 that	 the
challenge	for	a	wife	with	respect	to	her	husband’s	family	is	mainly	a	matter	of
positioning	herself	in	the	labyrinthine	complex	of	human	relationships	in	the
in-laws’	house.	In	addition,	she	confirms	that	wives	have	their	own	sense	of
right	or	wrong,	although	Ban	sees	it	as	dangerous	for	wives	to	exercise	such
judgement	 when	 they	 are	 in	 a	 situation	 in	 which	 they	 are	 completely
overpowered.	 Therefore,	 it	 is	 reasonable	 to	 think	 that	 the	 main	 purpose	 of
Ban’s	 writing	 is	 to	 provide	 future	 brides	 with	 a	 set	 of	 skills	 necessary	 for
survival	 in	 the	 hostile	world	 of	 the	 in-laws’	 house.	Accommodation,	 rather
than	overt	confrontation,	 is	viewed	as	a	politically	expedient	way	of	dealing
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with	powerful	superiors.
The	Confucian	 text	 	 states	 that	 family	must	be	put	 in

order	first,	and	only	then	can	the	state	be	ruled.	As	a	result,	strict	regulations
for	 the	 relations	 between	 man	 and	 woman	 were	 set	 out	 in	 Han	 Confucian
texts.	 Scholars	 therefore	 tended	 to	 stress	 the	 rules	 for	 establishing	 a	 stable
family	 life	and	undisturbed	continuation	of	 the	 lineage.	This	was,	at	 least	 in
part,	a	reaction	to	the	dissolution	of	old	feudal	loyalties	and	the	growth	of	a
new	intermediary	class	that	sprang	up	with	the	rise	of	the	Western	and	early
Eastern	Han	dynasties	as	a	new	empire.	This	intention	can	be	easily	discerned
in	 	as	well.	For	example,	Ban	advises	that	enticements	like
using	flattering	and	coaxing	words	should	be	avoided,	and	 that	 it	 is	best	 for
wives	to	exercise	self-cultivation,	suppress	contempt	and	keep	a	safe	distance
from	their	husbands.
However,	 the	 thinkers	 in	 that	bright	age	did	not	 resolve	 to	 learn	from	the

Confucian	 classics	 alone.	 Under	 the	 patronage	 of	 emperors	 who	 were
themselves	lovers	of	literature	and	art,	 the	great	literary	achievements	of	the
Classical	Age	of	Ancient	China,	including	the	teachings	of	several	important
schools	 of	 thought	 during	 that	 period,	were	 re-edited	 and	 reissued	 in	 terms
more	 suitable	 to	 the	 new	 age.	 In	 addition	 to	 the	 orthodox	 works	 of	 the
Confucians,	the	 	includes	993	sections	on	works	by	thirty-seven
different	authors	of	the	Daoist	school	and	eighty-six	sections	on	the	works	by
six	different	writers	of	the	Mohist	school.	Therefore,	it	should	be	emphasised
that	Han	philosophy	did	not	derive	its	conceptions	from	any	single	tradition,
but	 from	a	synthesis	of	various	streams	of	 the	pre-Qin	schools	of	 thought	–
mainly	Confucianism,	Daoism	and	Mohism.
Ban’s	family	history	and	the	trajectory	of	her	education	were	at	the	centre

of	 this	 trend	 of	 thought.	 Thus,	 we	 should	 question	 the	 validity	 of	 a	 solely
Confucian	interpretation	of	her	life	and	her	texts.	Instead,	the	gender	relations
and	 patriarchal	 values	 in	 the	 texts	 should	 be	 put	 into	 context.	 Here,	 it	 is
meaningful	 to	note	 that	 the	palace	cult	of	 the	Han	rulers	was	predominantly
Daoist.	 Daoism,	 unlike	 Confucianism,	 makes	 no	 assumption	 of	 the	 benign
nature	of	man’s	living	environment.	The	Daoists	regard	self-preservation	and
survival	as	man’s	first	order	of	business	in	life,	and	humility	and	self-denying
service	to	the	strong	are	seen	as	necessary	skills	if	men	are	to	negotiate	their
relationship	in	a	perilous	environment.
However,	 the	 usefulness	 of	 	 as	 a	 historical	 source	 is

comparatively	limited.	First,	Ban’s	prescriptions	were	exceptional	even	in	her
own	day.	Second,	remarriage	of	women	was	not	an	uncommon	phenomenon.
Third,	no	earlier	 references	 stipulate	 that	women	were	not	allowed	 to	 speak
their	minds,	and	the	interdiction	of	socialising	between	men	and	women	did
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not	 seem	 to	 exist	 or	 be	 enforced	 strictly.	Fourth,	 if	we	 look	 at	 those	 liberal
works	on	sexual	life	during	the	Han	dynasty	–	for	example,	‘Tong	Sheng	Ge’
(‘Song	of	Harmonious	Sounds’	or	‘Song	of	Love’)	by	Zhang	Heng	(78–139
CE),	 who	 in	 this	 poem	 makes	 reference	 to	 	 (

),	one	of	 the	most	 important	works	on	 sex	 in	ancient	China	–	Ban’s
ideal	 of	 womanhood	 remained	 the	 wishful	 thinking	 of	 orthodox	 Confucian
householders	for	many	centuries	to	come.
In	2017,	a	series	of	university	lectures	delivered	by	Ding	Xuan,	a	member

of	the	China	Women’s	Development	Foundation	and	executive	vice-president
of	 the	 Hebei	 Province	 Traditional	 Culture	 Research	 Association,	 stirred
heated	 discussions	 on	 social	 media.	 In	 one	 of	 her	 lectures	 about	 ‘being	 a
gentle	 and	graceful	woman	 in	 the	modern	era’,	 she	argued	 that	 ‘a	woman’s
best	 dowry	 is	 her	 virginity’	 and	 criticised	 women	 for	 wearing	 revealing
clothing.	That	such	public	speeches	recur	and	become	a	social	focus	is	not	a
surprising	case	 in	 today’s	China.	But	 it	does	partly	prove	 the	 relevance	and
significance	of	Ban	Zhao	and	her	 scholarship,	 even	 if	we	disagree	with	her
view.	She	is	an	important,	influential	thinker	who	deserves	our	attention	and
continued	engagement.
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Hypatia
.	350–415

Lisa	Whiting

hen	 asked	 to	 imagine	 the	world	 of	 ancient	 philosophy,	most	 people
would	think	of	a	group	of	old	men	with	beards	and	togas.	A	woman
giving	lectures	in	the	public	square,	attracting	large	crowds	of	people
who	had	travelled	great	distances	to	hear	her	speak,	would	be	unlikely

to	 fit	 into	most	 people’s	 conception.	 This	 is	 one	 of	 the	many	 reasons	why
Hypatia	of	Alexandria	is	such	a	fascinating	figure.
Hypatia	was	a	mathematician,	an	astronomer	and	a	philosopher.	She	is	one

of	 the	 first	 philosophers	 who	 was	 both	 a	 woman	 and	 who	 has	 reliable
historical	 records	documenting	major	 elements	of	her	 life.	Despite	 this	 fact,
many	 myths	 surround	 her.	 Through	 the	 centuries	 since	 her	 death,	 she	 has
become	 a	 central	 figure	 in	 poetry,	 literature,	 art	 and	 even	 a	 Hollywood
blockbuster,	 ,	 starring	 Rachel	 Weisz.	 These	 fictions,	 though
entertaining,	have	led	to	significant	confusion	about	Hypatia’s	life	and	work.
It	is	important	to	peel	back	these	layers	so	that	we	can	appreciate	Hypatia	for
the	woman	that	she	really	was.
Hypatia	was	born	around	350	CE	 (although	 the	exact	date	 is	unknown)	 in

Alexandria,	 Egypt,	 which	 at	 that	 time	was	 part	 of	 the	 Roman	 Empire.	 For
context,	 this	 was	 around	 400	 years	 after	 the	 birth	 of	 another	 famous
Alexandrian	woman,	Cleopatra	VII.	The	city	of	Alexandria	was	known	for	its
scholarship,	second	only	to	Athens,	and	students	would	travel	great	distances
to	be	taught	by	academics	 in	 the	city.	Theon,	Hypatia’s	father,	 is	 thought	 to
have	 been	 the	 head	 of	 the	 prestigious	 university	 in	 Alexandria	 named	 the
Mouseion.	Theon	was	a	famous	mathematician	and	teacher	who	edited	many
mathematical	works	 throughout	his	 life,	his	most	notable	contribution	being
an	 edited	 early	 version	 of	 Euclid’s	 .	 The	 book	 set	 out	 extensive
fundamental	 principles	 of	 early	 mathematics,	 and	 extracts	 of	 Theon’s
commentary	 are	 still	 in	 use	 today.	 Sadly,	 nothing	 is	 known	 of	 Hypatia’s
mother	and	no	records	refer	to	her.
Theon	taught	Hypatia	mathematics	and	philosophy	from	an	early	age,	and
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sources	 attest	 that	 she	 soon	 outshone	 him.	 The	 fifth-century	 Byzantine
historian	 Socrates	 Scholasticus	 wrote	 in	 his	 	 of
‘Hypatia,	daughter	of	 the	philosopher	Theon,	who	made	such	attainments	 in
literature	and	science,	as	to	far	surpass	all	the	philosophers	of	her	own	time’.
In	 terms	 of	 her	 mathematical	 achievements,	 Hypatia	 edited	 and	 wrote
commentaries	 on	 various	mathematical	 texts,	 including	 books	 in	 Ptolemy’s

.	It	was	in	this	text	that	Hypatia	made	her	most	notable	mathematical
contribution	through	devising	an	improved	method	of	long	division	described
as	 a	 tabular	method.	She	 also	wrote	 commentaries	on	Diophantus’	 thirteen-
volume	 ,	devised	a	new	edition	of	 	by	Ptolemy	and
wrote	a	commentary	on	Apollonius’	book	on	the	geometry	of	conic	sections.
In	 addition	 to	 her	 mathematical	 writing,	 she	 was	 also	 known	 to	 build
astronomical	 instruments,	 such	 as	 astrolabes,	 which	 were	 devices	 used	 to
calculate	the	position	of	planets.
As	 none	 of	 Hypatia’s	 philosophical	 texts	 have	 survived,	 it	 is	 not	 known

whether	 she	 devised	 any	 original	 theories.	 However,	 academics	 consider	 it
unlikely	 because	 during	 the	 period	 it	 was	 more	 common	 for	 scholars	 to
comment	 on	 existing	 works	 and	 to	 develop	 their	 predecessors’	 arguments,
rather	than	write	original	theses.	Some	speculate	that	this	was	due	to	a	desire
to	preserve	existing	texts,	following	the	destruction	of	the	famous	Library	of
Alexandria	when	a	significant	number	of	ancient	works	were	destroyed.	It	is
for	 this	 reason	 that	 Hypatia	 is	 regarded	 more	 as	 an	 accomplished
mathematical	commentator	than	an	innovator.
Why,	then,	should	Hypatia	be	considered	an	accomplished	philosopher?	To

answer	this	question	we	must	look	to	her	teaching,	as	it	was	here	that	Hypatia
truly	 flourished.	 Multiple	 historical	 sources	 attest	 to	 the	 popularity	 of	 her
lectures	on	philosophy,	which	were	attended	not	only	by	enthusiastic	students
but	also	by	the	political	leaders	of	the	day.	One	of	her	students,	Synesius	of
Cyrene,	so	admired	her	work	that	he	wrote	letters	to	her	addressed	simply	to
‘The	 Philosopher’.	 In	 one	 letter	 to	 a	 friend	 he	 wrote	 that	 Hypatia	 was	 ‘a
person	so	renowned,	her	reputation	seemed	literally	incredible.	We	have	seen
and	 heard	 for	 ourselves	 she	who	honourably	 presides	 over	 the	mysteries	 of
philosophy’.	 Synesius	 would	 often	 send	 young	 men	 great	 distances	 to
Alexandria	to	be	taught	by	Hypatia.
Occasionally	Hypatia’s	 students’	 appreciation	would	 turn	 into	more	 than

intellectual	 admiration	 as	 her	 beauty	 led	many	young	men	 in	 her	 classes	 to
fall	 in	 love	 with	 her.	 She,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 was	 having	 none	 of	 it	 and
reportedly	 remained	 a	 virgin	 until	 she	 died.	 In	 one	 famous	 encounter
described	by	 the	Platonic	philosopher	Damascius,	Hypatia	 tried	 to	stifle	one
of	her	most	persistent	student’s	affections	by	playing	a	musical	instrument	for
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hours	in	the	hopes	he	would	get	bored.	When	this	did	not	work	she	turned	to
more	extreme	measures	and	one	day	pulled	out	a	bloodied	menstrual	rag	and
waved	it	 in	 the	boy’s	face,	proclaiming	that	 it	was	only	 lust	 that	he	desired,
and	 this	was	not	beautiful	 compared	 to	her	 intellect	 and	 the	 true	wonder	of
philosophy.	Perhaps	unsurprisingly,	Hypatia	 succeeded	 in	halting	 the	young
man’s	advances	after	his	soul	‘was	turned	away	by	shame	and	surprise	at	the
unpleasant	sight,	and	he	was	brought	to	his	right	mind’.
When	she	was	not	teaching	in	a	classroom,	Hypatia	would	go	out	into	the

public	 square	 to	 lecture.	Historical	 sources	describe	Hypatia	 ‘putting	on	 the
philosopher’s	cloak	although	a	woman	and	advancing	through	the	middle	of
the	city’.	She	was	known	 to	publicly	 teach	 the	work	of	Plato,	Aristotle	 and
other	 philosophers	 to	 any	 who	 wished	 to	 listen.	 This	 would	 have	 been
common	behaviour	for	male	philosophers	of	the	time,	but	it	was	unusual	for	a
woman	 to	 teach	 in	public	 in	 this	way.	That	Hypatia	was	 so	 revered	 for	 her
teaching	by	countless	students	serves	as	a	testament	to	her	remarkable	talents,
not	only	in	philosophy,	but	also	as	a	charismatic	and	diplomatic	speaker	who
commanded	respect	through	her	intellect.
Hypatia’s	 popularity	was	 also	 partly	 due	 to	 her	 openness	 and	 inclusivity

towards	 a	 variety	 of	 different	 people	 and	 perspectives.	 Although	 a	 pagan
herself,	 she	 accepted	 and	 taught	 many	 Christians	 and	 Jews,	 which	 was
significant	given	 the	 rising	 religious	 tensions	of	 the	period.	Her	 student	and
friend	Synesius	went	on	to	become	a	Christian	bishop,	and	another	one	of	her
closest	 confidants	 was	 a	 man	 named	 Orestes,	 who	 was	 the	 governor	 of
Alexandria.	 Through	 these	 relationships	 she	 built	 a	 reputation	 as	 a	 highly
influential	 political	 figure,	 with	 leaders	 often	 asking	 for	 her	 wisdom	 when
facing	challenges	in	their	work.
Hypatia	 was	 therefore	 far	 more	 than	 an	 academic	 and	 a	 talented

mathematician;	she	was	a	public	 intellectual	who	used	her	role	 in	society	 to
make	 a	 positive	 difference	 through	 the	 connections	 she	 made.	 Damascius
describes	this	well	when	he	says:

Hypatia’s	style	was	like	this:	she	was	not	only	well-versed	in	rhetoric	and	in
dialectic,	but	she	was	as	well	wise	in	practical	affairs	and	motivated	by	civic-
mindedness.	Thus,	she	came	to	be	widely	and	deeply	trusted	throughout	the
city,	accorded	welcome	and	addressed	with	honour.

Tragically	 it	 was	 this	 civic-mindedness	 and	 her	 influence	 amongst	 the
powerful	 that	 eventually	 led	 to	 her	 brutal	 death,	which	 is	 not	 a	 tale	 for	 the
faint-hearted.	 From	 around	 382–412	CE	 the	 Pope	 of	Alexandria	was	 a	man
named	Theophilus,	who	maintained	a	good	relationship	with	Hypatia,	despite
their	 different	 beliefs.	 However,	 after	 Theophilus	 died,	 his	 nephew	 Cyril
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fought	 to	 take	power	of	 the	city.	One	of	Cyril’s	critics	was	Hypatia’s	friend
Orestes,	 who	 asked	 for	 her	 advice	 in	 dealing	 with	 the	 conflict.	 Rumours
sprang	 up	 amongst	 Cyril’s	 supporters	 that	Hypatia	was	 at	 fault	 for	Orestes
and	 Cyril’s	 inability	 to	 reconcile	 their	 differences,	 which	 was	 leading	 to
greater	 violence	 in	 the	 city.	 Shortly	 after	 these	 rumours	 began,	 a	 group	 of
monks	 called	 the	 Paraba-	 lani	 raided	 Hypatia’s	 carriage	 while	 she	 was
travelling.	The	mob	stripped	her	naked	and	tore	her	body	to	pieces	using	what
is	 translated	from	Greek	as	either	oyster	shells	or	roof	tiles,	before	dragging
her	limbs	through	town.	They	then	set	her	remains	on	fire.
Hypatia’s	 vicious	 murder	 sent	 shockwaves	 through	 Alexandria,	 not	 only

due	 to	 its	violent	manner	but	 also	because,	up	until	 this	point,	 philosophers
were	considered	untouchable	figures	 in	city	 life.	The	murder	had	 its	desired
effect	by	 further	destabilising	Orestes’	 supporters,	and	soon	after	Cyril	 took
complete	 control	 of	 the	 city.	 Debate	 remains	 around	 whether	 Hypatia’s
murder	was	ordered	by	Cyril	or	if	it	was	an	act	that	arose	because	of	the	wider
anxiety	 and	 violence	Alexandria	was	 enduring	 at	 the	 time.	Regardless,	 it	 is
clear	that	Hypatia’s	status	and	influence	made	her	a	target.
As	the	first	known	female	martyr	to	philosophy,	Hypatia’s	dramatic	legacy

has	often	been	co-opted	 to	support	or	denounce	various	causes.	 In	 the	early
modern	period	Hypatia	was	the	focus	of	a	book	by	John	Toland,	dramatically
(and	 lengthily)	 titled	

.
Toland’s	clearly	exaggerated	view	of	Hypatia’s	life	made	its	way	into	the	rest
of	the	book	where	he	made	up	stories	about	her	to	advance	his	anti-Catholic
cause.	Thomas	Lewis	later	wrote	an	essay	to	rebut	Toland’s	work.	Seemingly
inspired	by	Toland’s	penchant	for	the	dramatic,	Lewis	titled	it	‘The	History	of
Hypatia,	a	most	Impudent	School-Mistress	of	Alexandria:	Murder’d	and	torn
to	 Pieces	 by	 the	 Populace,	 in	 Defence	 of	 Saint	 Cyril	 and	 the	 Alexandrian
Clergy.	 From	 the	 Aspersions	 of	Mr	 Toland’.	 In	 both	 texts	 we	 see	 Hypatia
reformulated	 into	 feminine	 stereotypes	 that	 wilfully	 ignore	 the	 reality	 and
complexity	of	her	existence.
In	1853,	Charles	Kingsley	wrote	an	extremely	popular	novel	about	Hypatia

which	made	her	a	well-known	figure	with	wider,	less	academic	audiences.	In
1908,	 the	 American	 writer	 Elbert	 Hubbard	 wrote	 what	 he	 claimed	 to	 be	 a
biography	 of	 Hypatia’s	 life.	 However,	 the	 book	 is	 littered	 with	 fiction	 and
involves	numerous	unsubstantiated	claims.	Books	of	 this	 sort	 contributed	 to
an	illusory,	romanticised	construction	of	Hypatia,	and	proliferated	numerous
myths	about	her	life,	many	of	which	remain	to	this	day.
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L

Lalla
1320–92

Shalini	Sinha

alla	was	an	unorthodox	 figure	 in	 the	philosophical	 and	 social	world	of
fourteenth-century	Kashmir.	This	was	a	period	of	 transition	 in	which	a
primarily	 Hindu	 and	 Buddhist	 philosophical,	 religious	 and	 political
context	gave	way	 to	 Islamic	 influence	and	political	power.	Here,	Lalla

emerged	as	a	universal	figure,	claimed	historically	by	both	Hindu	and	Muslim
traditions.
She	is	an	authoritative	individual	 in	 the	Sufi	Islamic	trad-	 ition	as	well	as

the	Śaiva	Hindu	 traditions	of	Kashmir.	She	 is	called	Lalleshwari	by	Hindus
and	 Lalla	 Arifa	 by	 Muslims,	 while	 her	 non-sectarian,	 popular	 names	 are
simply	Lalla	or	Lal	Ded.	Her	poems,	relayed	orally	for	over	600	years,	have
left	 a	 powerful	 and	 pluralist	 legacy	 in	 the	 Kashmiri	 religious	 and	 cultural
landscape.
Not	only	is	Lalla	one	of	the	most	influential	figures	in	the	religious	history

of	Kashmir,	she	is	also	a	well-known	figure	in	Indian	classical	poetry.	In	this
wider	 tradition,	 her	 rejection	 and	 critique	 of	 social	 and	 religious	 orthodoxy
parallels	 that	 of	 several	 other	 well-known	 women	 philosopher-poets	 of
classical	 and	 early	modern	 India,	 such	 as	Akka	Mahadevi	 (twelfth	 century,
Karnataka),	Janābāi	(thirteenth	century,	Maharashtra)	and	Mirabai	(sixteenth
century,	 Rajasthan),	 as	 well	 as	 dissenting	 male	 philosopher-poets	 such	 as
Kabir	 (fifteenth	 century,	 Uttar	 Pradesh).	 Like	 these	 poets,	 Lalla	 defies
conventional	norms	 in	 a	quest	 for	 liberation.	 In	her	work	 she	highlights	 the
possibility	of	a	mental	and	bodily	freedom	that	is	accessible	to	all,	regardless
of	caste,	creed	or	gender.	In	popular	biographies,	she,	like	Akka	Mahadevi,	is
often	depicted	as	a	naked	ascetic	–	someone	who	lived	a	 life	of	severe	self-
discipline	–	who	invited	criticism	for	her	rejection	of	convention.	Yet,	much
like	other	radical	female	poets,	Lalla	gained	an	iconic	status	that	created	and
legitimised	a	space	for	unorthodox	feminine	poetry	and	practice.
Tradition	 holds	 that	 after	 renouncing	 her	 home	 and	 family	 at	 the	 age	 of

twenty-six,	 Lalla	 underwent	 a	 period	 of	 education	 in	 ‘non-dual’	 Śaiva
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philosophy	 and	 its	 yogic	 practices.	 After	 this	 training,	 Lalla	 wandered	 the
Kashmir	countryside	as	a	yogini,	a	female	practitioner	of	philosophical	yoga.
The	rich	philosophical	and	yogic	contents	of	Lalla’s	poems	bear	testimony	to
this	and	make	 it	all	 the	more	surprising	 that	contemporary	scholarship	often
views	 Lalla	 as	 primarily	 a	 	 or	 devotional	 poet,	 rather	 than	 as	 an
accomplished	philosopher-practitioner	of	the	Kashmiri	Śaiva	tradition	and	its
yogic-tantric	 practices.	 Her	 legacy	 is	 evident	 in	 the	 varied	 collection	 of
popular	poetry	that	is	attributed	to	her,	which	is	unlikely	to	be	the	work	of	a
single	individual	and	rather	expresses	the	voices	of	poets	of	varying	religious
affiliation,	 gender	 and	 occupation,	 as	Ranjit	Hoskote	 points	 out	 in	

	(2011).
Lalla’s	 poetic	 utterances	 ( )	 evoke	 the	 philosophy	 of	 the	 tenth-	 and

eleventh-century	non-dual	Kashmir	Śaiva	schools.	These	schools	were	deeply
indebted	to	the	Buddhist	schools	of	Kashmir.	This	branch	of	Śaiva	philosophy
is	considered	non-dual	because	of	its	claim	that	the	ultimate	nature	of	reality
is	 beyond	 the	 necessarily	 ‘dualising’	 constructions	 of	 thought,	 concept	 and
language.	 Lalla’s	 use	 of	 terms	 such	 as	 	 (ultimate	 reality	 as	 ‘still’
awareness)	 and	 	 (the	 vitality	 or	 energy	 of	 awareness)	 reflect	 her	 Śaiva
beginnings,	 while	 her	 use	 of	 words	 such	 as	 	 (emptiness)	 provide
evidence	for	clear	Buddhist	influence.	An	emerging	tradition	of	Sufi	Islam	is
also	found	in	her	poetry,	some	of	which	may	be	attributed	to	later	additions.
For	Lalla,	as	for	most	practitioners	of	philosophical	yoga,	philosophy	is	a

practice,	a	search	for	truth	and	freedom	that	requires	a	radical	transformation
of	body,	mind	and	awareness.	This	 is	achieved	by	undergoing	philosophical
training	 in	 non-dual	 Śaiva	 philosophy	 and	 its	 practical	 realisation	 in	 yogic
training	 of	 mind	 and	 breath.	 Such	 physical	 training	 aims	 to	 develop	 this
philosophical	 understanding	 as	 a	 reality	 by	making	 it	 a	 part	 of	 behavioural
expressions	in	everyday	life.	This	non-dualism	forcefully	rejects	the	divisive,
hierarchical	 and	 exclusionary	 categories	 that	 organise	 contemporary	 social
life.	 These	 social,	 ethical	 and	 religious	 categories	 form	 our	 experiences	 in
terms	of	high	and	 low,	self	and	other,	purity	and	 impurity.	This	rejection	of
orthodox	 thinking	 is	 expressed	 in	 Lalla’s	 use	 of	 a	 variety	 of	 yogic-tantric
practices	that	are	ordinarily	considered	‘impure’	and	subversive	of	traditional
values	 and	 behaviour.	 These	 ranged	 from	 consuming	 meat	 and	 alcohol,	 to
yogic	traditions	undertaken	in	 the	cremation	ground	to	overcome	the	fear	of
death,	as	well	as	erotic	sexual	practices.
Combined	 with	 yogic	 cultivation	 of	 mind	 and	 breath,	 tantric	 or	 spiritual

exercises	aim	to	transform	our	ordinary	perception	and	understanding	of	who
we	are	 and	 the	nature	of	 the	world	around	us.	They	do	 so	by	attempting	 to
dissolve	the	conceptual	structures	 that	organise	our	 lives	and	our	experience

30



in	the	world	as	one	of	division,	moving	between	the	opposing	ideas	of	good
and	bad,	high	and	low,	right	and	wrong,	the	forbidden	and	unforbidden,	and
so	on.
Lalla	thus	argues	that	we	should	overcome	the	entrenched	social,	emotional

and	moral	divisions	and	hierarchies	whether	of	the	body,	mind	or	world.	She
claims	that	these	divisions	trap	us	behaviourally,	morally	and	cognitively	and
that	 yogic	 understanding	 and	 exercises	 are	 essential	 for	 freeing	 awareness
from	the	conceptual	fabric	that	clouds	it.	Her	poems	present	the	ways	we	can
break	down	these	embedded	conceptual	dualities	of	inclusion	and	exclusion,
inner	and	outer,	high	and	low,	and	how	this	can	radically	change	our	sensory,
cognitive,	bodily	and	social	behaviour	(v.	61).	Here,	her	dismissal	of	religious
divisions	 is	evident	when	she	 refers	 to	 the	divine	using	a	variety	of	popular
Buddhist	 and	 Hindu	 names,	 such	 as	 Jina	 and	 Keśava.	 On	 overcoming
emotional	and	moral	divisions,	she	says:
	

	
Reflections	 on	 the	 nature	 of	 freedom	 are	 pervasive	 in	 Lalla’s	 poetry.

Freedom	 for	 Lalla	 is	 recognition	 of	 the	 freedom	 of	 one’s	 own	 awareness.
Freedom	 	self-recognition,	a	recognition	of	our	true	nature	as	awareness,	an
awareness	whose	essence	is	its	absolute	freedom	( ̄ )	and	creativity.
This	timeless	awareness	of	 	has	the	power,	or	the	‘conceptual	power’,	to
manifest	 itself,	 by	 itself,	 as	 the	 world	 of	 conscious	 beings	 and	 inanimate
objects.
We	 experience	 the	world	 of	 objects,	 objects	 that	we	 take	 to	 be	 ‘me’	 and

‘not-me’,	 ‘inner’	 (mental)	 or	 ‘outer’	 (physical).	 However,	 these	 are	 simply
manifestations	of	the	freedom	of	awareness.	Lalla	explains	that	awareness	or
consciousness	spreads	a	‘net’	of	concepts	from	within,	and	this	infuses	all	of
the	outer	world	and	the	inner	life	of	each	person	(v.	105).	According	to	Lalla,
the	 world	 is	 nothing	 but	 the	 conceptual	 ‘net	 of	 consciousness’,	 or	 rather	 a
conceptual	 net	 of	 consciousness-energy,	 since	 consciousness	 is	 inseparable
from	 energy,	 which	 it	 controls	 or	 ‘rides’.	 Body	 and	 mind,	 from	 this
perspective,	 are	 conceptual	 constructions	 which	 are	 inseparable	 from	 the
energies	 they	 harness.	 Yogic	 mind	 and	 breath	 training,	 therefore,	 aim	 to
cultivate	 recognition	 of	 this	 world	 of	 objects,	 including	 the	 self,	 as	 the
contents	 of	 original	 awareness	 that	 are,	 in	 fact,	 nothing	 other	 than	 this
awareness	itself.
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simply	 	non-conceptual	awareness,	or	 ,	an	experience	which	cannot	be
conceived	or	expressed	in	words:
	

	
It	 is	 important	 to	 note	 that	 Lalla’s	 philosophical	 practice	 represents	 a

democratisation	 of	 tradition.	 This	 was	 achieved	 through	 her	 articulation	 of
complex	philosophical	thought	in	simple	terms,	using	images	and	metaphors
from	 everyday	 life.	 Together	 with	 an	 open	 rejection	 of	 social	 taboos,	 this
allowed	 her	 ideas	 to	 gain	 popularity	 across	 the	 social	 spectrum,	 among
scholars	 and	 the	 non-literate	 alike.	 Lalla’s	 philosophy	 of	 freedom	 seeks	 to
dissolve	the	divisions	and	hierarchies	of	religion,	caste	and	class,	gender	and
sexuality,	mind	and	body,	self	and	world.	It	does	so	in	pursuit	of	a	freedom
that	 is	 universal	 and	 accessible	 to	 all,	 as	 the	 very	 nature	 of	 one’s	 own
awareness.	 It	 is	 the	 ability	 of	 her	 philosophy	 to	 speak	 to	 the	 very	 heart	 of
human	 experience,	 by	 evoking	 freedom	 as	 the	 ever-present	 possibility	 of
awareness,	that	invites	closer	study	of	her	thought	and	practice.	It	inspires	us
to	 investigate	 the	 possibilities	 of	 human	 freedom	 today,	 by	moving	 beyond
the	 conceptual	 borders,	 divisions	 and	 hierarchies	 that	 shape	 our	 own
awareness.
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I

Mary	Astell
1666–1731

Simone	Webb

n	 the	 next	 chapter	 you’ll	 read	 about	 Mary	 Wollstonecraft,	 who	 you’ve
probably	 heard	 of	 –	 she’s	 the	 biggest	 name	 that	 comes	 to	 mind	 when
people	 think	about	early	 feminism.	You’re	 less	 likely	 to	be	 familiar	with
the	 subject	 of	 	 chapter,	 though.	 Like	 Wollstonecraft,	 Mary	 Astell

analysed	 women’s	 subjugated	 condition	 in	 relation	 to	 men	 and,	 like	 her
successor,	offered	considered	solutions.	Her	feminist	philosophical	treatise	

	 (1694)	 appeared	 a	 century	 before
Wollstonecraft’s	better-known	 	(1792).
However,	Astell’s	writing	 isn’t	 limited	 to	 her	 feminist	 thought:	 her	 prolific
output	 includes	 arguments	 on	 theology,	 metaphysics,	 epistemology,	 ethics
and	 the	 political	 intricacies	 of	 the	 day.	 She	 feels	 curiously	 contradictory	 to
modern	 readers,	 writing	 both	 scathingly	 and	 radically	 about	 the	 negative
effects	 of	 marriage	 for	 women	 in	 one	 text,	 while	 being	 a	 thoroughgoing
conservative	about	existing	social	hierarchies	in	another.	In	the	same	treatise,
you’re	likely	to	find	witty	satire	alongside	earnest	Christian	piety.
We	 don’t	 know	 much	 about	 Astell’s	 life.	 Unlike	 several	 other	 major

women	philosophers	of	the	early	modern	period,	such	as	Lady	Anne	Conway
or	Margaret	Cavendish,	 she	was	no	 aristocrat	 –	 her	 father	was	 a	Newcastle
coal	merchant.	Like	most	women	in	seventeenth-century	England,	she	wasn’t
formally	educated.	However,	 she	had	an	 intellectually	 inclined	uncle,	Ralph
Astell,	who	is	thought	to	have	tutored	her.	He	had	connections	with	a	group
of	philosophers	known	as	the	Cambridge	Platonists,	and	Platonist	influences
are	visible	in	her	later	writing.
Astell’s	 father	 died	when	 she	was	 twelve,	 leaving	 the	 family	 in	 financial

difficulty.	With	 her	 opportunities	 as	 a	 woman	 being	 very	 constrained,	 and
either	 not	wanting	 or	 not	 having	 the	 opportunity	 to	marry,	Astell	moved	 to
London	 in	her	early	 twenties.	She	was	 fortunate	 to	 receive	aid	and	contacts
from	 the	 Archbishop	 of	 Canterbury,	William	 Sancroft.	 Soon	 after	 this,	 she
began	 writing.	 She	 never	 married,	 boldly	 choosing	 instead	 to	 live	 alone,
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forging	 friendships	with	other	 intellectually	oriented	women	 in	London	 and
receiving	 their	patronage.	 In	1709,	with	 the	support	of	 friends	such	as	Lady
Catherine	 Jones	 and	Lady	Elizabeth	Hastings,	 better	 known	 as	 Lady	Betty,
she	 opened	 a	 charity	 school	 for	 poor	 girls	 in	 Chelsea.	 Her	 life	 was	 highly
ascetic	and	devout.	She	died	at	the	age	of	sixty-three	from	breast	cancer.
But	 it’s	Astell’s	writing	 rather	 than	her	charitable	endeavours	or	personal

devotions	for	which	she	is	known	today.	Her	first	published	text	was	Part	I	of
the	treatise	mentioned	earlier:	 	(1694).	Part	II
followed	just	a	few	years	later	in	1697.	She	published	another	of	her	feminist
works,	 ,	 in	1700,	 and	 in	 the	 ensuing	years
notably	wrote	on	contemporary	politics	and	her	magnum	opus,	

	 (1705).	This
lengthy	 theological	 and	 philosophical	 text	 also	 challenges	 gendered
inequality.	Astell	urges	women	to	learn	and	understand	the	 	grounds
of	their	religion	rather	than	simply	accepting	dogma	on	authority.
Astell	 was	 very	much	 part	 of	 the	 philosophical	milieu	 at	 the	 turn	 of	 the

eighteenth	century.	Despite	the	hindrances	of	her	gender,	she	engaged	directly
and	indirectly	with	notable	thinkers	of	 the	day.	

	(1695),	from	the	earlier	part	of	her	career,	comprises	a	series	of	letters
between	her	and	John	Norris,	a	philosopher	little	known	today	but	prominent
in	his	time.	John	Locke	is	one	of	the	best-known	philosophers	of	the	era,	and
while	Astell	didn’t	directly	communicate	with	him,	she	engaged	in	detail	with
his	philosophy,	sharply	criticising	his	empiricist	 thought.	She	also	 indirectly
challenged	another	contemporary	woman	philosopher,	Damaris	Masham	(also
known	 as	 Damaris	 Cudworth,	 Damaris	 Cudworth	 Masham	 and	 Lady
Masham),	 John	 Locke’s	 friend	 and	 companion.	 In	 ,
Astell	 rebuts	 arguments	 that	 Masham	 puts	 forward	 in	 her	 own	 treatise,	

	(1696)	–	albeit	under	the	impression
that	 she’s	 responding	 to	 Locke.	Masham,	 like	Astell	 and	 nearly	 all	women
writing	at	the	time,	published	her	work	anonymously.
Astell’s	 work	 was	 widely	 read	 at	 the	 time	 she	 was	 writing,	 although	 it

dropped	from	view	quickly	after	her	death.	Intellectual	women	used	her	ideas
to	 support	 their	 own	 quests	 for	 knowledge	 by	 sharing	 and	 discussing	 her
books.	Despite	writing	anonymously,	Astell’s	identity	wasn’t	exactly	a	secret.
Her	 books	 were	 well	 known	 enough	 in	 the	 late	 seventeenth	 and	 early
eighteenth	 centuries	 to	 be	 satirised	 by	 writers	 like	 Jonathan	 Swift	 (better
known	 today	 for	 ),	 as	 well	 as	 plagiarised	 by	 the	 famous
eighteenth-century	 idealist	philosopher	George	Berkeley	 in	his	compendium

	(1714).
So,	 where	 does	 Astell	 stand	 philosophically?	 As	 well	 as	 her	 feminist
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thinking,	which	I’ll	get	to	shortly,	she	engages	with	several	key	issues	of	the
day.	She	can	be	broadly	characterised	as	a	Cartesian	and	a	Platonist,	meaning
that	she	inherits	philosophical	stances	from	the	‘father	of	modern	philosophy’,
René	Descartes,	 and	 one	 of	 the	 earliest,	 greatest	 philosophers	 of	 all,	 Plato.
This	 manifests	 in	 a	 tendency	 to	 emphasise	 the	 value	 of	 the	 spiritual	 realm
over	the	material	world,	and	to	argue	that	knowledge	gained	through	rational
reflection	 and	 contact	 with	 divinity	 is	more	 certain	 than	 knowledge	 gained
through	sensory	perception.	 In	 	 she	argues
that	 we	 should	 ‘withdraw	 our	 selves	 as	 much	 as	 may	 be	 from	 Corporeal
things,	 that	 pure	 Reason	may	 be	 heard	 the	 better;	 to	 make	 that	 use	 of	 our
senses	for	which	they	are	design’d	 but	not	to	depend	on	their	Testimony
in	 our	 Enquiries	 after	 Truth’.	 This	 is	 in	 contrast	 to	 Lockean	 empiricism,
which	 sees	 the	 mind	 as	 a	 blank	 slate,	 or	 ,	 until	 knowledge	 is
acquired	 by	 worldly	 experience.	 Indeed,	 Astell	 strongly	 opposes	 Locke	 on
several	 important	 philosophical	 and	 theological	 points.	 Like	 Descartes,	 she
argues	for	 the	existence	of	an	 immaterial,	 immortal	mind	which	 is	united	 in

	world	to	a	material,	mortal	body	–	but	which	is	superior	to	that	body,	and
worthy	of	greater	care	and	attention.	Unlike	Descartes,	however,	she	doesn’t
believe	that	the	nature	of	the	mind	can	be	known	by	humans,	arguing	further
that	not	all	minds	are	 the	same	or	have	equal	capacities.	Unequal	capacities
between	 minds,	 however,	 are	 not	 gendered;	 women	 and	 men	 are	 naturally
equal	in	rationality	and	the	ability	to	be	virtuous.
In	this	way,	Astell	uses	Cartesian	ideas	to	support	her	feminist	arguments.

If	the	minds	of	men	and	women	are	essentially	the	same,	there	is	no	reason	to
bar	 women	 from	 the	 same	 education	 and	 self-development	 which	 men	 are
encouraged	 to	 pursue.	Many	 of	 Astell’s	 philosophical	 standpoints	 shore	 up
her	feminist	stance	like	this:	her	theory	of	human	free	will	and	autonomy,	for
instance,	 reinforces	 her	 conviction	 that	women	 are	 conditioned	 into	
such	 autonomy.	 The	 growing	 scholarship	 on	 Astell	 convincingly
demonstrates	 how	 her	 positions	 in	 different	 areas	 interlock,	 forming	 a
coherent,	complex	and	original	philosophical	system.
Unlike	 much	 later	 feminist	 thought,	 Astell’s	 concern	 about	 women	 isn’t

that	 they	 lack	 ,	 or	 are	 materially	 oppressed	 by	 a	 patriarchal	 society.
Instead,	Astell	shows	how	women’s	 	are	warped	and	corrupted	by	social
customs	and	 lack	of	 education,	making	 them	prone	 to	 ethical	 flaws	 such	 as
pride	and	vanity.	She	writes	in	 :	‘If	from	our	Infancy	we
are	nurs’d	up	in	Ignorance	and	Vanity;	are	taught	to	be	Proud	and	Petulent	.	.	.
Humorous	and	Inconstant,	’tis	not	strange	that	the	ill	effects	of	this	Conduct
appear	 in	 all	 the	 future	 Actions	 of	 our	 Lives.’	 Societal	 sexism	 makes	 it
difficult	for	women	to	become	rational	and	ethical	beings.
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Her	 response	 to	 this	 problem	 isn’t	 to	 advocate	 large-scale	 social	 change.
She	maintains	that	‘men	therefore	may	still	enjoy	their	Prerogatives	for	us,	we
mean	not	 to	 intrench	on	any	of	 their	Lawful	Privileges’.	Instead,	Astell	puts
forward	 a	 two-fold	 strategy	 for	 remedying	 the	 problems	 that	 women	 are
subject	to.	First,	and	most	famously,	she	sets	out	a	proposal	for	an	all-female
educational	 retreat	 in	 which	 women	 can	 develop	 themselves	 into	 virtuous,
rational	beings	and	form	improving	friendships	with	other	women:	‘One	great
end	of	this	institution	shall	be	to	expel	that	cloud	of	Ignorance,	which	Custom
has	 involv’d	 us	 in,	 to	 furnish	 our	 minds	 with	 a	 stock	 of	 solid	 and	 useful
Knowledge.’	Secondly,	she	outlines	an	intellectual	and	moral	regimen	which
individual	 women	 can	 follow	 to	 cultivate	 themselves.	 By	 practising
philosophical	 reflection	 and	 emotional	 self-control,	 women	 can	 become

	 free	 from	 the	 tyranny	 of	 social	 custom	 and	 their	 own	 emotional
fluctuations:	 ‘Our	 only	 endeavour	 shall	 be	 to	 be	 absolute	Monarchs	 in	 our
own	Bosoms.’	Astell	hopes	that	her	female	readers	will	gain	autonomy,	even
if	their	legal	and	social	situation	remains	unchanged.
In	addition	to	 ,	Astell	presents	a	critique	of	marriage	in

,	which	 still	 reads	 as	 radical	 today.	While
she	accepts	marriage	as	a	divine	institution	and	believes	that	within	marriage
women	do	in	fact	have	a	duty	of	obedience	to	their	husbands,	she	also	argues
that	 most	 marriages	 are	 bad	 for	 women.	 Men	 exercise	 their	 authority	 and
power	 in	 arbitrary,	 unreasonable	 ways,	 forcing	 women	 to	 submit	 their
rationality	 and	 autonomy	 to	 unsuitable	 partners.	There’s	 no	way	out	 of	 this
once	women	are	married	–	Astell’s	strict	Christian	beliefs	hold	no	room	for
divorce.	However,	 she	 implies	 that	 for	most	women	 it’s	better	 if	 they	don’t
get	married	at	all,	writing,	‘Perhaps	if	 they	took	time	to	consider	and	reflect
upon	 it,	 they	 seldom	wou’d	Marry.’	This	 subversive	argument	accords	with
her	 advocacy	of	 a	 separatist	women’s	 community	 in	 	 as
somewhere	 women	 can	 be	 free	 of	male	 sexual	 and	 romantic	 advances	 and
‘may	be	kept	secure,	from	the	rude	attempts	of	designing	Men’.
Astell	 feels	 paradoxical.	 Her	 feminism	 stands	 alongside	 a	 deep	 social

conservatism	 and	 can	 often	 be	 found	wanting.	Her	 proposal	 for	 a	women’s
educational	space,	for	instance,	is	explicitly	aimed	at	women	of	a	certain	class
and	 financial	means.	These	 are	 ‘Persons	 of	Quality’	who	 are	 able	 to	 afford
‘five	 or	 six	 hundred	 pounds’	 to	 put	 towards	 the	 project.	 Her	 writing	 isn’t
concerned	 with	 the	 oppression	 of	 poor	 and	 working-class	 women,	 and	 she
upholds	 class-based	 social	 hierarchies.	 She’s	 not	 exactly	 an	 intersectional
feminist!	 You	 might	 see	 her	 focus	 on	 individual	 self-transformation	 for
women	 rather	 than	 collective	 resistance	 as	 an	 inadequate	 response	 to
patriarchal	oppression.
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Furthermore,	she	devalues	the	material	body	as	opposed	to	the	immaterial,
immortal	mind	and	soul.	This	puts	her	at	odds	with	a	strong	feminist	tradition
which	 re-emphasises	 the	 importance	 of	 embodiment	 and	 interprets	 the
elevation	of	the	mind	as	containing	implicitly	masculine	ideals.	The	centrality
of	her	Christian	beliefs	to	her	philosophical	and	feminist	framework	may	not
chime	 well	 with	 an	 increasingly	 secular	 readership	 and	 a	 world	 in	 which
religious	 institutions	 and	 belief	 systems	 are	 often	 charged	 with	 upholding
patriarchal	power.
Despite	 these	 issues,	 Astell	 stands	 out	 as	 a	 woman	 who	 was	 devoted	 to

other	women,	 aligning	herself	with	womanhood	and	 the	cause	of	 furthering
women’s	abilities.	Although	she	was	largely	forgotten	shortly	after	her	death,
we	 can	 find	 resonances	 of	 her	 ideas	 throughout	 the	 history	 of	 feminist
thought.	 Scholars	 are	 connecting	 her	work	with	modern	 feminist	 theorising
about	 power,	 autonomy,	 trauma	 and	 separatism,	 with	 recent	 work	 even
linking	her	thought	to	the	phenomenon	of	‘gaslighting’.	Some	claim	her	as	the
first	English	feminist	–	a	thinker	who	didn’t	just	point	to	inequalities	between
men	and	women,	but	theorised	those	inequalities,	called	for	their	remedy	and
offered	solutions.	 If	you	want	 to	get	 to	know	her	work	better,	get	hold	of	

	 and	 dive	 in;	 it’s	 as	 sharp,	 funny	 and
excoriating	 as	 it	 ever	 was,	 and	makes	 a	 great	 introduction	 to	 this	 brilliant,
underappreciated	philosopher.
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Mary	Wollstonecraft
1759–97

Sandrine	Bergès

ary	 Wollstonecraft,	 while	 not	 quite	 a	 household	 name,	 is	 probably
better	known	than	the	other	women	in	this	collection.	While	today	her
fame	is	due	to	her	fearless	defence	of	women’s	rights	and	to	her	calls
for	 radical	 educational	 reform,	 this	 recognition	 is	 fairly	 recent.

Wollstonecraft	was	famous	for	her	writings	during	her	lifetime,	but	the	years
following	her	death	saw	a	sharp	decline	in	her	reputation,	which	had	more	to
do	with	her	life	choices	than	with	her	work	(her	husband	had	revealed	many
personal	 details	 in	 his	 biography	of	 her).	 In	 the	 early	 twentieth	 century	 she
became	 popular	 again	 with	 feminists	 such	 as	 Virginia	 Woolf	 and	 Emma
Goldman,	 but	 again	 it	was	 her	 life	more	 than	 her	works	 that	 attracted	 their
attention.
I	first	came	across	Mary	Wollstonecraft	because	a	male	colleague	of	mine

suggested	 there	 weren’t	 enough	 women	 on	 our	 syllabus	 for	 a	 history	 of
political	 thought	 course,	 and	 offered	
(1792)	as	an	addition.	I	read	the	book	over	the	next	few	days,	and	have	never
looked	back.
Mary	Wollstonecraft	was	born	in	London	in	1759.	Shortly	after	her	birth,

her	 family	 inherited	manufacturing	mills	 from	her	paternal	 grandfather.	But
her	 father’s	 gambling	 and	 drinking	 meant	 that	 by	 the	 time	 Mary	 was	 a
teenager,	the	family	was	quite	poor.	They	moved	constantly	to	avoid	creditors
and,	as	a	 result,	Mary’s	education	was	neglected.	An	 intelligent	and	curious
child,	she	took	advantage	of	any	library	she	came	across	and	acquired	a	fairly
solid	education	for	herself	(though	she	did	not	know	Greek	or	Latin,	and	her
French	 was	 not	 as	 fluent	 as	 she	 wished).	 It	 is	 fascinating	 to	 trace	 the
development	of	her	writing	skills	through	her	letters,	starting	with	the	poorly
spelled	and	awkwardly	phrased	teenage	correspondence	with	her	friend	Jane
Arden,	 in	Beverley,	Yorkshire,	 and	 the	 subtle,	 beautiful	 and	 incisive	 letters
she	wrote	about	Scandinavia	towards	the	end	of	her	life.
Wollstonecraft’s	upbringing	also	provided	her	with	a	painful	education	 in
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with	 the	 Kingsboroughs	 she	 read	 Jean-Jacques	 Rousseau,	 the	 eighteenth-
century	 French	 political	 philosopher	who	was	 then	 famous	 as	much	 for	 his
novels	 as	 his	 educational	 and	 political	 writings.	 Inspired	 by	 his	mixture	 of
autobiography,	 fiction	and	philosophy,	 she	planned	a	book,	named	after	her
eponymous	heroine,	Mary.	 	(1788)	tells	the	story	of	a	young
woman	 neglected	 as	 a	 child,	 but	 who	 develops	 her	 own	 intellect	 through
reading	and	writing.	Mary	is	disappointed	first	in	friendship,	then	in	love,	but
she	settles	into	a	non-carnal	love	relationship	between	two	souls.
Mary	Wollstonecraft	got	on	too	badly	with	her	employers	to	stay	with	them

long.	 She	 came	 back	 to	 London	 and	 the	 first	 person	 she	 visited	 was	 her
publisher,	Joseph	Johnson.	He	immediately	offered	her	rooms	above	his	shop
and	 a	 job	 as	 translator	 and	 reviewer	 for	 his	 ,	 where	 she
stayed	 from	 1787	 until	 1792.	 She	 continued	 to	 work	 for	 Johnson	 until	 her
death	in	1797.
Working	 as	 a	 publisher	 meant	 that	 Wollstonecraft	 did	 not	 need	 to	 seek

subscribers	before	she	could	write	a	book.	For	her	contemporaries,	 this	was
how	 they	 secured	 a	 contract	with	 a	 printer,	 by	gathering	 enough	pledges	 to
buy	 the	 book	 once	 it	 was	 written	 –	 very	 much	 like	 a	 modern-day
crowdfunder.	Johnson	knew	what	would	sell	and	was	keen	for	Mary	to	write
more	educational	texts	for	him.	Wollstonecraft’s	next	two	books	after	

	 were	 a	 collection	 of	 readings	 for	 young	 ladies	 and	 her	
	(1788),	moral	tales	with	a	female	teacher	and	her	two

young	charges	 learning	about	 the	world	 and	how	 to	 respect	others,	whether
men,	 women,	 poor,	 rich	 or	 even	 animals.	 Wollstonecraft’s	 commitment	 to
education	stayed	with	her	till	the	end	of	her	life,	and	her	most	famous	book,	

,	is	in	many	ways	a	treatise	on	educational
reforms.	Women,	she	argues,	need	to	be	educated	in	the	same	manner	as	men
if	they	are	to	claim	their	rightful	place	in	society.
When	Edmund	Burke	attacked	her	friend	and	mentor	Richard	Price	in	his

pamphlet	 against	 the	French	Revolution,	Mary	wrote	 the	 first	 reply	–	her	
	(1790).	In	that	book,	she	first	articulated	her

belief	that	to	be	free	means	to	be	free	from	domination,	and	that	therefore	it	is
important	 to	be	 independent	 to	 the	extent	 that	one	 is	capable	of	and	able	 to
make	 one’s	 own	 decisions.	 So	 a	 French	 serf	 before	 the	 revolution	 was
dependent	 because	 they	 could	 not	 afford	 to	 stand	 up	 to	 their	 master,	 and
because	they	lacked	the	intellectual	resources	to	know	what	it	would	mean	to
do	that.	But	equally,	a	woman	whose	material	life	depends	on	her	husband	is
unfree,	 even	 if	 she	 does	 not	 realise	 she	 is,	 because	 there	 are	 a	 number	 of
choices	 she	 simply	 could	 not	 make	 for	 herself	 without	 her	 husband’s
approval.	In	that	sense,	an	unequal	marriage	is	as	much	a	tyrannical	state	as	a
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When	Wollstonecraft	came	back	from	Scandinavia,	her	friend	Mary	Hays
introduced	her	to	the	philosopher	William	Godwin,	whom	she	had	met	once
at	Johnson’s.	The	two	became	lovers	and	in	1797,	after	she	found	out	she	was
pregnant,	 they	 married.	 During	 her	 pregnancy,	 she	 worked	 on	 a	 novel	 –

	(published	posthumously	in	1798)	–	which
some	see	as	the	sequel	to	the	second	 .	 	takes	up	the	theme	of
how	domination	can	harm	women,	no	matter	their	social	background.	It	tells
the	 story	of	an	aristocratic	woman,	Maria,	married	 to	a	 tyrannical	man	who
has	her	imprisoned	in	an	asylum	for	the	insane	so	that	she	does	not	leave	him
and	take	her	child	with	her.	Jemima,	her	jailer,	is	a	poor	woman	who	has	been
abused	 from	childhood	 and	 lived	on	 the	 streets	 and	 as	 a	 prostitute	until,	 by
luck,	she	was	able	to	educate	herself	and	gain	this	job.	The	novel	tells	how	the
two	 women	 slowly	 learn	 to	 trust	 each	 other,	 looking	 at	 what	 they	 have	 in
common	 as	 well	 as	 their	 differences.	 During	 that	 time	Wollstonecraft	 also
started	a	book	on	child	rearing,	which	emphasised	the	equal	roles	of	mother
and	 father,	 and	 made	 notes	 for	 another	 philosophical	 treatise.	 She	 did	 not
complete	any	of	these	as	she	died	of	puerperal	fever	in	September	1797,	ten
days	after	giving	birth	to	her	second	daughter,	Mary.
Fanny	 Imlay,	 her	 first	 daughter,	 committed	 suicide	 in	 early	 adulthood.

Mary	 Godwin	 inherited	 her	 mother’s	 love	 of	 writing,	 travel	 and	 her
unfortunate	 predilection	 for	 unreliable	 men.	 She	 went	 on	 to	 marry	 Percy
Shelley	 and	 write	 one	 of	 the	 greatest	 novels	 in	 English	 literature,

.
Wollstonecraft	is	not	the	only	philosopher	to	have	argued	for	women	to	be

better	educated,	nor	indeed	that	their	intellectual	abilities	are	equal	to	men’s.
Nor	was	she	 the	 first	 to	decry	 the	social	conventions	 that	kept	women	from
becoming	what	 they	were	 capable	of	 being.	But	 she	was	one	of	 the	 first	 to
defend	such	views	and	 to	argue	 that	 they	should	be	executed	now.	Hers	are
not	 mere	 suggestions.	Whether	 stories	 for	 children	 or	 treatises	 on	 political
philosophy,	 her	 writings	 are	 always	 instructions	 for	 change	 to	 be	 put	 into
practice	now.	In	that	sense	she	has	much	more	in	common	with	contemporary
philosophers	 such	 as	 Martha	 Nussbaum	 and	 Amartya	 Sen:	 her	 job	 is	 to
change	the	world,	to	analyse	the	causes	of	suffering	and	to	argue	for	the	best
remedy.
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his	friends,	Stuart	Mill	was	recovering	from	a	‘heavy	dejection’	caused	by	his
losing	 faith	 in	 the	 reforms	 he	 had	 essentially	 been	 bred	 to	 achieve	 by	 his
father	James	Mill	and	the	renowned	utilitarian	Jeremy	Bentham.	Taylor	Mill
wrote:	‘The	whole	foundation	on	which	[his]	life	was	constructed	fell	down’
and	 he	 despaired	 of	 finding	 a	 ‘power	 in	 nature	 sufficient	 to	 begin	 the
formation	of	[his]	character	anew’.	Such	a	power	he	found	in	Harriet.
Stuart	Mill	seems	to	have	been	as	much	of	a	thunderbolt	across	the	summer

sky	of	her	 life	as	she	was	a	 lightning	flash	across	 the	darkness	of	his.	They
soon	 fell	 deeply	 in	 love.	 Although	 Taylor	Mill	 tried	 to	 sever	 ties	 with	 her
husband,	Stuart	Mill	protested:	their	paths,	he	wrote,	‘though	parted,	can,	and
must,	meet	again.	This	is	not	the	end’.	And	it	was	not.
Taylor	 Mill	 wrote	 many	 pieces	 on	 marriage,	 women’s	 rights,	 women’s

education,	and	the	power	of	society	over	the	individual,	particularly	women’s
moral	 character	 and	 happiness	 at	 this	 time.	 Her	 analysis	 is	 nuanced,
sophisticated	and	original.	She	separates	sex	from	what	we	now	call	gender,
explaining	how	the	latter,	though	deep-rooted	in	women	given	their	education
from	birth,	 is	a	social	construct,	and	 identifies	core	elements	of	what	would
now	be	termed	the	patriarchy.	She	strongly	critiques	the	powers	exercised	by
husbands	over	wives,	and	the	insidious	power	of	society	to	shape	–	and	warp
–	the	individual	mind.	She	advances	bold	claims	regarding	the	real	nature	of
marriage	 (bartering	 sex	 for	 subsistence),	 the	 wrongness	 of	 the	 current
marriage	vows,	the	impossibility	of	divorce,	and	legislating	for	expressions	of
affection	between	consenting	adults;	and	the	importance	to	happiness	of	self-
development,	individuality	and	enjoyment	of	life	rather	than	ascetic	rejection
of	it.	Controversially	linking	sex	with	morality,	she	writes:

Sex	 in	 its	 true	 and	 finest	 meaning,	 seems	 to	 be	 the	 way	 in	 which	 is
manifested	all	that	is	highest	best	and	beautiful	in	the	nature	of	human	beings
.	 .	 .	Who	extends	 and	 refines	 those	material	 senses	 to	 the	highest	 .	 .	 .	 best
fulfils	 the	end	of	creation.	That	 is	only	saying	–	Who	enjoys	most,	 is	most
virtuous.

It	 is	 still	 debated	whether	 she	 and	Mill	 put	 this	 philosophy	 into	 practice.
But	in	late	September	1833	Taylor	Mill	acted	on	at	least	some	of	her	views,
separating	from	her	first	husband.	Given	the	constraints	of	the	period	–	with
no	 right	 to	 legal	 separation,	 access	 to	her	 children	or	 any	 financial	 support,
and	almost	no	means	of	earning	her	own	living	–	this	was	an	enormous	step.
Stuart	 Mill	 soon	 joined	 her	 in	 Paris,	 where	 they	 could	 finally	 realise	 how
perfectly	 happy	 they	 made	 each	 other.	 But	 there	 remained,	 as	 Stuart	 Mill
outlines	 in	 a	 letter,	 ‘all	 the	 other	 obstacles,	 or	 rather	 the	 one’	 to	 continuing
this	 happiness	 for	 ‘the	 rest	 of	 [their]	 natural	 lives’	 –	 John	Taylor,	 and	 their
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three	children.
Taylor	Mill	knew	that	she	and	Stuart	Mill	were	not	the	only	people	whose

happiness	 ought	 to	 be	 considered.	 Determining	 to	 act	 on	 her	 ethical
principles,	 and	 to	 try	 to	maximise	 the	 happiness	 of	 everyone	 involved,	 she
returned	to	London	–	to	a	sexless	marriage,	and	back	to	a	platonic	relationship
with	Stuart	Mill.
She	did	not	remain	long	living	in	her	husband’s	house	–	a	decision	which

forced	her	into	social	isolation.	She	was	also	plagued	by	ill	health,	including
partial	 paralysis.	 However,	 during	 the	 next	 decade	 and	 a	 half,	 Taylor	Mill
wrote	 some	 short	 pieces	 on	 ethics	 and	 religion,	 and	 discussed	Stuart	Mill’s
work,	 culminating	 in	 suggesting	 the	 need	 for	 an	 entire	 chapter	 in	 his

	 (1848)	 and	 setting	 the	whole	 ‘tone’	 of	 the
book	by	persuading	him	that,	though	the	laws	of	production	might	be	‘fixed’
(like	 the	 laws	 of	 gravity),	 the	 laws	 of	 distribution	 are	 mutable	 human
constructions.	 This	 realisation	means	 that	 the	 existence	 of	 rich	 and	 poor	 is
suddenly	 not	 a	 settled	 fact	 of	 either	 nature	 or	 religion,	 but	 the	 outcome	 of
human	 (in)activity.	 Thus,	 workers	 demanding	 reform	 cannot	 be	 fobbed	 off
with	 the	excuse	that	 things	can’t	be	changed;	 it	has	 to	be	proved	that	 this	 is
the	best	possible	social	arrangement.
Improvements	 and	 alternatives	 to	 the	 status	 quo	 are	 considered	 in	 the

chapter	of	 	taken	from	Taylor	Mill’s	lips.	There,	she	and	Stuart	Mill
outline	how	workers’	increasing	demands	for	independence	will	lead	to	their
rejection	 of	 wage-relations	 with	 capitalists	 in	 favour	 of	 profit-sharing
schemes,	 and	 eventually	 their	 rejection	 of	 any	 form	 of	 dependence	 on
capitalists	 at	 all,	 instead	 setting	 up	 producer	 and	 consumer	 cooperatives.
Through	a	gradual	process	of	organic,	piecemeal	change,	all	private	property
would	end	up	in	the	hands	of	worker-run	and	managed	cooperatives,	and	we
would	have	arrived	in	a	socialist	future	which	would	be	‘the	nearest	approach
to	social	justice,	and	the	most	beneficial	ordering	of	industrial	affairs	for	the
universal	good,	which	it	is	possible	at	present	to	foresee’.

	cemented	Stuart	Mill’s	reputation	as	one	of	the	leading	minds	of
his	day.	He	 tried	 to	give	public	 credit	 to	Taylor	Mill	 in	 the	dedication,	but,
according	to	his	autobiography	(1873),	her	dislike	of	publicity	prevented	this.
There	was	soon	a	second	edition,	in	the	preparation	of	which	Taylor	Mill	was
deeply	involved.
In	1849,	John	Taylor	became	seriously	ill.	Taylor	Mill	moved	back	into	his

house,	and	fought	tirelessly	against	his	disease	and	apathy,	but	to	no	avail.
Now	 formally	 free	 to	 marry	 Stuart	 Mill,	 they	 faced	 the	 obstacles	 of	 his

family’s	disapproval,	and	their	own	feminist	objections	to	marriage,	outlined
in	 Stuart	Mill’s	 ‘Statement	 on	Marriage’	 (1851).	 Despite	 this,	 they	 wed	 in
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1852.	During	this	period,	Taylor	Mill	wrote	and	anonymously	published	
	 (1851),	 an	 extended	 argument	 for	 female

suffrage,	 and	 fragments	 which	 would	 eventually	 be	 included	 in	
	(1869),	Stuart	Mill’s	famous	penetrating	critique	of	the

socially	constructed	oppression	of	women.	Later	in	the	decade,	she	and	Stuart
Mill	worked	 together	 on	his	 autobiography,	 a	 series	 of	 articles	 on	domestic
violence,	and	 	(1859).

	 is	 generally	 viewed	 as	 Stuart	 Mill’s	 greatest	 contribution	 to
political	philosophy,	 and	ought	 to	be	counted	as	Taylor	Mill’s	 as	well.	 It	 is
perhaps	 one	 of	 the	 clearest	 and	 most	 passionate	 defences	 of	 freedom	 of
speech	ever	written.	It	contains	a	comprehensive	defence	of	personal	liberty	–
its	core	claim	being	that	people	may	only	be	forcibly	prevented	from	doing	as
they	see	best	 if	 they	cause	harm	to	others.	This	 is	a	strongly	anti-paternalist
stance:	 	 is	adamant	that	a	person’s	own	(supposed)	good	can’t	be
used	as	an	excuse	to	force	them	to	do	something	against	 their	will.	There	 is
also	 a	 strong	 perfectionist	 element:	 	 passionately	 defends	 the
importance	of	self-created,	self-developed	‘individuality’.
Unfortunately,	Taylor	Mill’s	health	was	failing.	She	died	in	Avignon	on	3

November	1858,	one	year	before	 	was	published.	The	book	began
with	this	dedication:

To	the	beloved	and	deplored	memory	of	her	who	was	the	inspirer,	and	in	part
the	 author,	 of	 all	 that	 is	 best	 in	my	writings	 –	 the	 friend	 and	wife	 whose
exalted	 sense	 of	 truth	 and	 right	 was	 my	 strongest	 incitement,	 and	 whose
approbation	was	my	 chief	 reward	 –	 I	 dedicate	 this	 volume.	 Like	 all	 that	 I
have	written	for	many	years,	it	belongs	as	much	to	her	as	to	me	.	.	.	Were	I
but	capable	of	interpreting	to	the	world	one	half	the	great	thoughts	and	noble
feelings	which	are	buried	in	her	grave,	I	should	be	the	medium	of	a	greater
benefit	 to	 it	 than	 is	 ever	 likely	 to	 arise	 from	 anything	 that	 I	 can	 write,
unprompted	and	unassisted	by	her	all	but	unrivalled	wisdom.

Stuart	Mill	 died	 in	 a	 house	 overlooking	Harriet’s	 grave	 in	 1873	 and	was
buried	with	her.
The	 circumstances	 of	 Harriet	 Taylor	 Mill’s	 life	 and	 times	 mean	 her

contributions	 to	 politics,	 economics	 and	 philosophy	 went	 under-recognised
and	undervalued	by	her	contemporaries.	It	is	time	for	us	to	do	better.

*	 Harriet	 Taylor	 Mill	 was	 never	 actually	 her	 name;	 she	 was	 Harriet	 Hardy,	 then
Harriet	Taylor,	then	Harriet	Mill.	But	accuracy	can,	in	this	case,	be	confusing.
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George	Eliot	(Mary	Anne	Evans)
1819–80

Clare	Carlisle

eorge	 Eliot	 is	 an	 undisputed	 queen	 of	 English	 literature,	 but	 she	 also
deserves	 a	 place	 in	 our	 philosophical	 tradition.	 She	 was	 born	 Mary
Anne	Evans	in	Nuneaton	in	1819	and	died	Mary	Anne	Cross	in	London
in	 1880.	 For	much	 of	 her	 adult	 life	 she	 wished	 to	 be	 known	 as	Mrs

Lewes,	due	to	her	long-term	partnership	with	the	writer	George	Henry	Lewes.
Yet	 when	 she	 began	 to	 write	 fiction	 in	 the	 1850s,	 she	 assumed	 the	 male
pseudonym	of	George	Eliot.	She	felt	that	her	novels	would	not	be	recognised
as	the	serious	philosophical	contributions	they	were	if	they	were	known	to	be
authored	by	a	woman.
Like	Maggie	 Tulliver,	 the	 passionate,	 scruffy	 heroine	 of	

	(1860),	the	young	Mary	Anne	had	a	voracious	intellectual	appetite.	Her
curiosity	 and	 spiritual	 sensitivity	 soon	 led	 her	 beyond	 the	 horizons	 of	 her
conservative	 lower-middle-class	 Anglican	 family.	 In	 her	 teenage	 years	 she
was	 fervently	 religious,	 then	 during	 the	 1840s	 she	 became	 friends	 with	 a
group	 of	 free-thinkers	 near	 Coventry	 and	 reached	 the	 conclusion	 that
Christianity	was	based	on	‘mingled	truth	and	fiction’.	Throughout	her	life	she
prized	 ‘wide’	 (one	 of	 her	 favourite	 adjectives)	 outlooks,	 open	 minds	 and
expansive	souls,	over	what	was	narrow,	hard	and	petty.	Despite	her	 shining
intelligence	 and	 remarkable	 aptitude	 for	 learning,	 she	 could	 not	 study	 at
Oxford	or	Cambridge,	or	 at	London’s	newly	 founded	University	College	or
King’s	College.	 It	was	 not	 until	much	 later	 in	 the	 nineteenth	 century	 that	 a
university	education	became	possible	 for	even	a	small	number	of	women	 in
England.
So,	before	she	became	George	Eliot,	Mary	Anne	Evans	undertook	a	self-

tutored	 philosophical	 apprenticeship.	 While	 reading	 Spinoza	 in	 1843,	 she
wrote	 to	her	 friend	Sara	Hennell	 that	 ‘We	cannot	 fight	and	struggle	enough
for	 freedom	 of	 enquiry.’	 Her	 interests	 ranged	 widely,	 encompassing	 new
scientific	 theories	 and	 the	 history	 of	 religion.	 She	 translated	 two	 recent
German	works,	both	crucial	turning	points	in	nineteenth-century	Christianity:
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Strauss’s	 	in	1846,	and	Feuerbach’s	
in	1853.	She	also	translated	Spinoza’s	 	from	Latin	in	1856	(and	she	had
translated	at	least	part	of	Spinoza’s	 	in	the	mid-
1840s,	though	that	manuscript	has	been	lost).
In	1851,	changing	her	name	to	the	more	sophisticated	Marian,	she	moved

to	London	 to	become	 the	unofficial	editor	of	 .	This
was	 an	 unprecedented	 role	 for	 a	 woman,	 and	 one	 that	 placed	 her
inconspicuously	at	the	heart	of	English	intellectual	life.	Her	numerous	articles
for	 	gave	her	opportunities	 to	comment	not	only	on
new	 literature,	but	 also	on	contemporary	 social	 issues.	These	 included	what
Victorians	 called	 ‘the	 woman	 question’:	 the	 place	 of	 women	 in	 a	 deeply
patriarchal	society	 that	was	becoming	gradually	receptive	 to	 ideas	of	gender
equality.
It	 was	 through	 her	 fiction,	 however,	 that	 George	 Eliot	 made	 her	 most

significant	contribution	to	philosophy.	The	genre	of	the	novel	gave	her	a	wide
canvas	 for	 exploring	 questions	 about	 freedom	 and	 responsibility,	 moral
weakness	and	empowerment,	and,	of	course,	the	development	of	character.	In
the	series	of	novels	that	brought	her	wealth	and	fame	–	 ;	

;	 ;	 ;	 ;	 ;
and	 	–	she	showed	that	these	are	not	abstract	questions;	they
are	lived	by	embodied	men	and	women	who	are	ensconced	in	complex	social
worlds,	 and	 driven	 by	material	 cares,	 emotional	 needs	 and	 spiritual	 desires.
Eliot’s	stories	elaborate	a	philosophical	view	of	human	beings	as	irreducibly
themselves,	yet	also	deeply	impressionable.	Although	her	characters	are	often
moulded	by	entrenched	habits,	she	portrays	people	as	constitutionally	open	to
change	 and	 new	 growth.	 Perhaps	 this	 is	 most	 clear	 in	 the	 development	 of
Silas	 Marner	 from	 a	 poor	 ‘withered’	 creature	 with	 a	 merely	 ‘mechanical
relation	 to	 the	objects	of	his	 life’	 to	a	 loving	and	beloved	 father	and	 friend.
Like	‘a	handle	or	a	crooked	tube’,	the	narrator	comments,	a	human	being	‘has
no	meaning	standing	apart’.
European	 philosophers	 in	 the	 nineteenth	 century	 often	 responded	 to	 the

great	 works	 of	 Immanuel	 Kant,	 which	 in	 many	 ways	 set	 the	 agenda	 for
modern	philosophy.	Samuel	Taylor	Coleridge’s	dissemination	of	Kant	 early
in	 the	 new	 century	 had	 a	 powerful	 influence	 on	 the	 generation	 of	 English
writers	 which	 Eliot	 followed,	 and	 she	 also	 engaged	 closely	 with	 German
thought	herself.	While	 ambitiously	metaphysical	 thinkers,	 such	 as	Schelling
and	 Hegel,	 sought	 to	 overcome	 the	 dualism	 in	 Kantian	 thought	 between
deterministic	 natural	 laws	 and	 absolute	 moral	 freedom,	 Eliot	 focused	 on
ethical	and	psychological	questions.	She	agreed	with	Kant	that	religion	finds
its	justification	in	ethical	life	–	a	view	developed	by	Feuerbach,	whose	ideas
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she	 knew	well	 and	 admired	–	 and	 she	 shared	Kant’s	 distrust	 of	 speculation
about	 God	 and	 related	 metaphysical	 questions.	 Yet	 whereas	 Kant	 saw
morality	 as	 regulated	 by	 reason,	 she	 followed	 the	 Romantics’	 tendency	 to
emphasise	 feeling.	 She	 was	 particularly	 interested	 in	 the	 deep	 moral	 (and
indeed	 redemptive)	 feeling	 of	 ‘sympathy’	 between	 two	 human	 souls	 –	 an
empathic	connection	she	dramatised	repeatedly	in	her	novels.
Eliot	 also	 differed	 from	Kant	 in	 rejecting	 his	 ideal	 of	 rational	 autonomy.

She	saw	human	beings	as	profoundly	interdependent,	reciprocally	shaped	by
their	encounters	and	relationships.	In	the	‘Finale’	to	 	(1872)	she
declared	 that	 ‘there	 is	no	creature	whose	 inward	being	 is	so	strong	 that	 it	 is
not	 greatly	 determined	 by	 what	 lies	 outside	 it.’	 She	 may	 have	 drawn	 this
insight	 from	 Spinoza’s	 ,	 though	 she	 certainly	 made	 it	 her	 own.	 Her
characters	show	that	life	is	always	interactive;	they	are	shaped	by	their	family
ties,	 friendships	 and	 social	 relationships.	 Eliot	 is	 sometimes	 wrongly
perceived	 as	 a	 typical	 Victorian	 moralist,	 but	 in	 fact	 she	 was	 a	 moral
philosopher	 in	 the	broadest	sense.	She	was	concerned	above	all	with	human
flourishing,	and	was	keenly	aware	of	all	the	complexities	and	difficulties	this
involves.
In	 her	 last	 novel,	 	 (1876),	 Eliot	 reflected	 that	 ‘Men,	 like

planets,	have	both	a	visible	and	an	invisible	history.	The	astronomer	threads
the	 darkness	 with	 strict	 deduction,	 accounting	 for	 every	 visible	 arc	 in	 the
wanderer’s	orbit;	and	the	narrator	of	human	actions,	 if	he	did	his	work	with
the	same	completeness,	would	have	to	thread	the	hidden	pathways	of	feeling
and	thought	which	lead	up	to	every	moment	of	action.’	She	wrote	of	this	book
that	 ‘I	meant	 everything	 in	 the	book	 to	be	 related	 to	 everything	 else	 there.’
Through	 the	 literary	 form	 of	 the	 novel,	 Eliot	 accomplished	 a	 deeply
philosophical	 task:	 bringing	 into	 view	 the	 interconnectedness	 of	 a	 human
world.	She	showed	the	intricate	links	between	ecological,	social,	political	and
psychological	 forces,	 often	 by	 drawing	 analogical	 relations	 between
characters	 and	 events.	When	 we	 read	 her	 novels,	 we	 find	 ourselves	 in	 the
curious	 imaginative	 situation	 of	 being	 at	 once	 inside	 the	web	 of	 a	 fictional
world	–	we	feel	affected	by	what	happens	 there,	and	our	 interpretations	and
our	 sympathies	 flow	 into	 it	 –	 and	outside	 the	web,	 surveying	 it	 as	 a	whole.
The	narrator	of	 	describes	herself	as	‘unravelling	certain	human
lots,	 and	 seeing	 how	 they	 were	 woven	 and	 interwoven’	 –	 and	 as	 she
accomplishes	 this	 ‘seeing’,	 so	 do	 we.	 In	 this	 way,	 Eliot’s	 fiction	 helps	 to
guide	 us	 through	 what	 Socrates	 saw	 as	 the	 essential	 work	 of	 philosophy:
knowing	ourselves.
Like	 Spinoza,	 Eliot	 believed	 that	 self-knowledge	 brings	 about	 a	 kind	 of

liberation,	 even	 though	 external	 circumstances	 always	 remain	 beyond	 our
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social	norms.	She	drew	on	her	own	romantic	experience,	which	was	complex
and	unconventional,	to	reflect	deeply	on	the	question	of	how	to	find	domestic
happiness	 without	 being	 confined	 by	 it.	 Among	 her	 most	 successful
characters	are	women	who	manage	to	steer	a	middle	way	–	not	a	compromise,
but	a	deeper	path	–	between	convention	and	non-conformity.	 In	
(1859)	 Dinah	 Morris,	 a	 young	 itinerant	 Methodist	 preacher,	 finds	 that	 her
non-conformist	life	distances	her	from	her	family	and	takes	her	away	from	the
village	which	offers	her	a	home.	Her	relationship	with	Adam	teaches	her	that
romantic	love	need	not	be	a	temptation	that	draws	her	from	her	true	vocation.
Getting	married	 and	 settling	 down	 enables	Dinah	 to	 channel	 her	 ‘power	 of
loving’	in	a	way	that	strengthens	the	whole	community.
Eliot	also	puts	before	her	characters	the	challenge	of	finding	a	middle	way

between	 egotism	 and	 self-denial.	 Her	 heroines	 Dinah	 Morris,	 Maggie
Tulliver,	Romola	de’	Bardi	and	Dorothea	Brooke	all	 try	earnestly	 to	master
their	selfish	desires,	yet	they	cannot	flourish	while	repressing	themselves.	The
tragedy	 of	 	 is	 that	Maggie	 finds	 no	 resolution	 to	 this
dilemma;	having	exhausted	both	possibilities,	she	has	nowhere	to	go,	except
down	 into	 the	depths	of	 the	River	Floss.	For	Dinah	and	Dorothea,	marriage
proves	to	be	a	middle	way	between	selfishness	and	self-denial,	just	as	it	is	a
middle	way	between	adhering	to	social	norms	and	rejecting	them.	Romola,	by
contrast,	 has	 to	 decide	 whether	 to	 leave	 a	 husband	 who	 is	 unfaithful	 and
morally	 corrupt.	 Eliot	 proposes	 no	 easy	 solution	 and,	 instead,	 she	 shows
Romola	 realising	 that	 she	 is	 confronting	 the	 deep	moral	 problem	of	 ‘where
the	 sacredness	 of	 obedience	 ended,	 and	 where	 the	 sacredness	 of	 rebellion
began.’
Recognising	 George	 Eliot	 as	 a	 powerful	 philosophical	 voice	 not	 only

enhances	 her	 reputation,	 it	 enhances	 philosophy	 too	 by	 giving	 feminine
experience	more	weight	than	many	established	philosophical	texts	allow	it	to
have.	 It	 encourages	us	 to	accept	 that	 emotional	 intelligence	 is	 crucial	 to	 the
task	of	understanding	what	it	means	to	be	human,	and	how	to	live	a	good	life.
It	also	 reminds	us	 that	 the	wisest	philosophers	are	 those	who	help	us	 to	see
why	life	can	be	so	difficult	and	complicated,	and	who	situate	moral	questions
where	 they	 belong:	 within	 the	 tangle	 of	 human	 feelings	 and	 human
relationships.
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Edith	Stein
1891–1942

Jae	Hetterley

o	the	non-philosopher,	Edith	Stein’s	life	outside	her	philosophical	career
is	perhaps	better	known.	Born	to	a	Jewish	family,	she	became	an	atheist
in	 her	 teenage	 years	 before	 converting	 to	 Roman	 Catholicism	 as	 an
adult.	After	her	time	in	academia	she	became	a	nun,	and	shortly	before

the	 Second	 World	 War	 began	 she	 was	 transferred	 to	 a	 monastery	 in	 the
Netherlands	for	her	safety.	Following	a	statement	from	Dutch	bishops	in	1942
condemning	Nazi	 racism,	 a	 crackdown	on	 Jew-	 ish	 converts	 to	Catholicism
ensued,	and	she	died	at	Auschwitz,	most	likely	on	9	August	1942.	Today	she
is	one	of	six	co-patron	saints	of	Europe.
In	philosophy,	Stein	is	a	more	marginal	figure	than	she	perhaps	ought	to	be.

During	 her	 short	 philosophical	 career,	 she	 was	 part	 of	 one	 of	 the	 most
exciting	philosophical	movements	of	the	twentieth	century	–	phenomenology.
This	 was	 the	 movement	 that	 also	 included	 or	 inspired	 other	 famous
philosophers	such	as	Martin	Heidegger,	Hannah	Arendt,	Jean-Paul	Sartre	and
Simone	de	Beauvoir.
Stein	was	only	the	second	woman	in	Germany	to	earn	a	philosophy	PhD.

Her	supervisor	was	Edmund	Husserl,	the	founder	of	modern	phenomenology,
and	she	took	a	job	as	his	assistant.
To	understand	Stein’s	work,	we	 first	need	 to	understand	phenomenology.

Most	 simply,	 phenomenology	 aims	 to	 centre	 first-person	 descriptions	 of
human	 experience	 as	 philosophically	 enlightening.	 Husserl’s	 most	 famous
formulation	is	as	a	response	to	radical	scepticism;	that	is,	the	age-old	question
of	 how	we	 can	 find	 grounds	 for	 our	 knowledge	 insofar	 as	 it	 is	 possible	 to
doubt	 all	 of	 our	 beliefs.	 For	 Descartes,	 overcoming	 scepticism	 involved
recognising	 one	 undoubtable	 belief	 to	 form	 the	 foundation	 upon	which	 the
rest	 of	 our	 knowledge	 could	 be	 built	 –	 .	 However,
Husserl	took	a	different	tactic,	reasoning	that	even	if	I	can	doubt	the	veracity
of	 all	 my	 experience,	 what	 I	 cannot	 doubt	 is	 	 I	 experience.	 Therefore,
philosophy	 can	 circumvent	 scepticism	 if	 it	 enquires	 into	 the	 nature	 of
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through	direct	recognition	of	the	other	as	a	person.	And	these	notions	of	direct
access,	 of	 disputing	 philosophical	 taxonomies	 through	 first-personal
reflections,	are	resolutely	phenomenological	methods.
Husserl	saw	phenomenology	as	a	collaborative	project,	akin	to	a	science;	of

a	 group	 of	 philosophers	 working	 together	 in	 different	 phenomenological
domains	 but	 within	 the	 same	 basic	 structure.	 And	 indeed,	 once	 Stein
completed	her	PhD	and	became	Husserl’s	assistant,	she	was	at	the	heart	of	the
phenomenological	project.	Here	is	where	the	uncomfortable	realities	of	being
a	 woman	 in	 philosophy	 reared	 its	 head.	 Stein’s	 main	 task	 upon	 becoming
Husserl’s	assistant	was	 to	 take	his	notes	on	 the	phenomenology	of	 time	and
work	 them	 into	 a	 publishable	 manuscript.	 These	 texts	 were	 a	 disparate
collection:	a	set	of	lectures	from	1905,	plus	some	earlier	and	later	notes,	and
even	some	more	contemporary	articles	(which	Husserl	may	have	provided	to
help	Stein).
Stein’s	 work	 involved	 going	 well	 beyond	 what	 would	 ordinarily	 be

expected	of	an	editor.	Husserl	hadn’t	written	a	first	draft	for	Stein	to	provide
suggestions	or	do	 some	surface	 rewriting	 to	 tidy	 the	manuscript	up.	Rather,
she	set	 to	work	on	 the	disparate	materials,	evening	 them	out,	changing	 their
order	to	construct	a	coherent	philosophical	narrative	until	 	had	a	first	draft.
Much	of	 the	correspondence	 from	Husserl’s	 students,	Stein	 included,	 shows
how	his	working	attitude	was	often	quite	fickle.	He	would	often	get	obsessed
with	particular	philosophical	problems	for	brief	(but	intense)	periods,	often	to
the	detriment	of	his	students,	and	it	would	only	be	after	Stein	had	completed
the	first	draft	that	he	became	enthusiastic	about	the	project.	But	then	Stein’s
contract	came	to	an	end,	and	she	had	to	make	a	decision	about	her	future.	She
wanted	to	complete	her	habilitation	–	a	necessary	qualification	for	holding	a
permanent	 academic	 chair	 and	 supervising	 PhD	 theses	 in	 Germany	 –	 but
Husserl	rejected	her	submission.	In	the	end,	she	left	the	secular	academy	and
taught	 at	Catholic	 institutions.	When	 the	Nazis	 came	 to	power	 in	1933,	 she
was	forced	to	resign	from	her	position	there	too.
For	a	decade,	the	manuscript	on	time	was	left	untouched.	For	all	that	Stein

had	 done	 to	 forge	 her	 own	 path	 within	 the	 phenomenological	 school,
Husserl’s	 dismissal	 of	 her	 habilitation	 effectively	 cut	 her	 career	 short.	 It	 is
difficult	 to	 be	 certain	 of	 the	 exact	 reason	 but	 given	 her	 close	 collaboration
with	 Husserl	 over	 a	 number	 of	 years,	 it	 seems	 extremely	 unlikely	 that	 it
would	be	the	quality	of	her	work,	not	least	because	in	1928,	Husserl	published
the	 manuscript	 she	 had	 worked	 on	 as	

.	 The	 work	 is	 credited	 to	 Husserl,	 and	 its
supposed	 editor,	 Martin	 Heidegger.	 Now,	 it	 is	 true	 that	 the	 book	 was
published	 as	 part	 of	 the	
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,	of	which	Husserl	and	Heidegger	were	co-editors,	and	so	Heidegger
would	 have	 had	 a	 hand	 in	 readying	 the	manuscript	 for	 publication	 –	 but	 a
much	more	substantial	part	of	 the	philosophical	 legwork	was	Stein’s.	 If	 she
hadn’t	been	tasked	with	working	up	Husserl’s	notes	into	a	manuscript,	 there
would	be	no	manuscript.	And	yet	the	only	credit	that	she	received	in	the	text
itself	was	a	note	inserted	by	Heidegger	saying	that	she	transcribed	Husserl’s
stenographic	lecture	manuscripts.
It	is	difficult	to	ascertain	how	much	of	the	work	is	Stein’s	and	how	much	is

Husserl’s	 –	 but	 without	 a	 doubt,	 she	 deserved	 better.	 And	 all	 of	 this,	 we
should	 note,	 was	 not	 even	 uncovered	 until	 the	 1991	 English	 translation
appeared,	 in	 the	 introduction	 by	 John	Barnett	Brough,	 the	 translator.	 In	 the
end,	Stein’s	academic	career	was	stymied	because	of	Husserl’s	sexism	–	and
later	 on,	 the	 Nazis’	 racist	 legislation	 –	 but	 also	 because	 Husserl	 and
Heidegger	would	not	even	credit	her	for	the	work	that	she	did.
In	many	ways,	Stein’s	short	period	in	academia	speaks	to	the	way	women’s

achievements	in	philosophy	are	not	only	down-played,	but	sometimes	entirely
ignored.	 And	 for	 all	 that	 philosophers	 like	 to	 think	 we	 are	 objectively
searching	for	necessary	and	universal	truths	–	unaffected	by	the	contingency
and	bias	of	ordinary	 life	–	 in	 fact,	philosophy	 is	never	done	 in	 the	abstract,
and	neither	can	philosophers	be	apart	from	the	contingencies	of	our	particular
time.	Many	consider	 the	popular	 image	of	 the	philosopher	 to	be	harmless	–
and	yet	that	image	is	reflective	of	the	dominant	political	forces	of	its	time.	It
is	 a	 white,	 male	 and	 heterosexist	 image.	 And	 this	 isn’t	 some	 ivory-tower
politics:	in	Stein’s	case	–	and	indeed,	for	many	other	women	and	minoritised
groups	in	philosophy	–	there	are	material	effects	that	the	image	engenders.	On
one	level,	Husserl	and	Heidegger	have	to	share	responsibility	for	their	actions
in	Stein’s	specific	case	(even	while	they	were	entirely	unaccountable	in	their
lifetimes),	and	yet	on	the	other,	we	have	to	consider	the	institutional	hurdles
which	can	still	be	in	place	that	allow	such	actions	to	continue	to	go	unchecked
–	and	even	if	one	wants	to	concede	that	things	are	somewhat	better	today,	we
still	 have	 to	 ask	 why	 there	 are	 so	 few	 minoritised	 groups	 in	 academic
positions	in	philosophy	departments.
History	cannot	be	rewritten,	and	what	happened	to	Stein	cannot	be	undone

–	 but	 what	 we	 can	 do	 is	 create	 a	 more	 welcoming	 and	 diverse	 academic
environment,	 in	which	 the	voices	of	marginalised	groups	do	not	continue	 to
be	marginalised,	where	we	challenge	the	complacency	of	philosophers’	self-
image	in	our	own	work,	and	we	incorporate	voices	such	as	the	women	in	this
collection	into	our	curricula.	Insofar	as	philosophy	ought	to	be	engaging	with
the	world	in	which	it	is	written,	there	is	still	much	to	be	done.
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Hannah	Arendt
1906–75

Rebecca	Buxton

	 (1951),	 Hannah	 Arendt’s	 most	 famous
political	 work,	 was	 difficult	 to	 find	 in	 book-shops	 across	 America	 in
November	2016.	This	major	 treatise	on	anti-Semitism,	 imperialism	and
totalitarianism	 sold	 out	 across	 the	 US	 after	 the	 election	 of	 President

Donald	Trump.	Writing	 on	 the	 nature	 of	 totalitarian	 rule	 in	Nazi	Germany,
Arendt	 described	 a	 group	 of	 people	 typically	 forgotten	 by	 politicians.	 She
wrote,	‘Potentially,	they	exist	in	every	country	and	form	the	majority	of	those
large	numbers	of	neutral,	politically	indifferent	people	who	never	join	a	party
and	hardly	ever	go	to	the	polls.’	She	could	easily	be	writing	about	the	present
day.
Born	 to	a	German–Jewish	secular	 family	 in	modern-day	Hanover,	Arendt

grew	 up	 as	 an	 only	 child	 with	 a	 keen	 interest	 in	 learning.	 Her	 mother’s
detailed	diaries	told	of	a	‘sunshine	child’	who	read	whatever	she	could	access.
When	Arendt’s	 father	was	dying	of	syphilis	during	her	early	childhood,	she
would	sit	with	him	and	play	cards	well	into	the	evening.	After	her	father	died,
Arendt	 became	 a	 companion	 to	 her	 mother.	 Although	 they	 were	 happy
together,	Arendt	later	lamented	her	fatherless	childhood.	However,	out	of	this
lonely	youth	and	love	of	books	grew	a	deep	affection	for	philosophy.
In	a	famous	television	interview	with	Günter	Gaus	on	 	(1964),

Arendt	said,	‘I	always	knew	I’d	study	philosophy	.	.	.	I	read	Kant.	You	may
ask	why	I	read	Kant.	For	me	the	question	was	either	I	study	philosophy	or	I
drown	 myself.’	 She	 indeed	 went	 on	 to	 study	 philosophy,	 with	 a	 minor	 in
theology	and	Greek,	at	the	University	of	Berlin.	She	later	moved	to	Philipps
University	of	Marburg,	where	she	was	tutored	by	the	well-known	continental
philosopher	Martin	Heidegger.	Arendt	is	often	only	mentioned	in	reference	to
her	romantic	relationship	with	Heidegger,	a	notable	thinker	who	later	 joined
the	Nazi	Party.	In	1929,	after	her	relationship	with	Heidegger	ended,	Arendt
married	Günther	Stern	(better	known	by	his	later	name	of	Günther	Anders),	a
fellow	student	of	Heidegger.
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Arendt	 predicted	 that	 the	 Nazis	 would	 come	 to	 power,	 years	 before	 it
became	 obvious	 to	 most	 political	 analysts.	 In	 1933	 she	 became	 heavily
involved	 in	 anti-Nazi	 organising	 and	was	 soon	 detained	 by	 the	Gestapo	 for
compiling	 evidence	 of	 anti-Semitic	 hate	 speech.	 She	 was	 held	 captive	 for
eight	days,	but	escaped	by	befriending	her	jail	guard	whom	she	described	as
‘charming’.	Arendt	was	 then	 smuggled	 to	France	by	 a	Zionist	 organisation.
Here	 Arendt’s	 circle	 of	 friends	 reads	 as	 a	 who’s	 who	 of	 the	 European
intellectual	 elite.	 She	 frequently	 spent	 time	with	Walter	Benjamin	 and	 here
met	her	second	husband,	the	poet	and	philosopher	Heinrich	Blücher.
Arendt	was	not	interested	in	politics	and	history	in	her	early	years.	Asked

later	when	 she	 became	 engaged	 in	 politics	 and	 political	 theory,	 she	 replied
with	an	exact	date:	27	February	1933	–	the	burning	of	the	Reichstag	and	the
illegal	arrests	of	Jewish	people	in	Germany.	From	that	moment,	Arendt	said,
she	felt	responsible.	In	1937,	after	several	years	in	Paris,	Arendt	was	stripped
of	her	German	citizenship	and	became	stateless.	 In	1940,	French	authorities
rounded	up	illegal	Jewish	German	refugees,	described	as	‘enemy	aliens’,	and
sent	 them	 to	 internment	 camps.	Arendt	was	 taken	 to	Gurs	but	 later	 escaped
during	the	chaos	of	the	Nazi	invasion	of	France.	She	soon	fled	to	Portugal	and
then,	 in	 1941,	 travelled	 to	 America	 with	 Blücher	 on	 an	 illegal	 visa	 –	 she
would	 only	 become	 an	 American	 citizen	 many	 years	 later.	 Her	 mother,
Martha,	 was	 initially	 denied	 a	 visa	 to	 America	 and	 followed	 her	 daughter
several	months	later.	Arendt	had	never	been	in	an	English-speaking	country,
but	she	mastered	the	language	quickly	and	began	writing	once	again.
Arendt	 went	 on	 to	 become	 one	 of	 the	most	 influential	 and	 controversial

political	theorists	of	the	twentieth	century.	Interestingly,	she	rejected	the	label
of	 ‘philosopher’,	 and	 may	 have	 objected	 to	 being	 included	 in	 this	 book
altogether.	She	 instead	 thought	of	herself	as	a	political	 theorist,	arguing	 that
there	was	a	constant	 tension	between	philosophy	and	politics.	 In	 the	case	of
politics,	she	argued,	it	is	not	possible	to	be	neutral,	even	for	the	well-trained
philosopher.	 She	 was	 also	 far	 from	 a	 self-professing	 feminist.	 Instead	 she
argued	that	‘it	doesn’t	 look	good	when	a	woman	gives	orders’.	However,	 in
her	actions,	Arendt	often	ensured	she	was	not	kept	in	what	she	considered	to
be	a	woman’s	position.	She	stated,	‘I	always	did	what	I	wanted	to	do,	I	never
cared	if	it	was	a	man’s	job.’
After	 her	 life	 in	 Germany	 and	 France,	 Arendt	 continually	 advocated	 for

thinkers	 to	 focus	on	 lived	experience	 rather	 than	abstract	political	 concepts.
She	wrote	 in	her	1960	essay	 ‘Action	and	 the	Pursuit	of	Happiness’,	 ‘I	have
always	believed	that,	no	matter	how	abstract	our	theories	may	sound	or	how
consistent	arguments	may	appear,	there	are	incidents	and	stories	behind	them
which	at	least	for	ourselves,	contain	in	a	nutshell	the	full	meaning	of	whatever
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we	have	to	say	.	.	.	Incidents	of	living	experience	must	remain	its	guideposts
by	which	it	takes	its	bearings	if	it	is	not	to	lose	itself	in	the	heights	to	which
thinking	soars	or	in	the	depths	to	which	it	must	descend.’	Indeed,	Arendt	felt
that	her	Jewish	identity	had	always	affected	her	thinking.	She	was	clear	about
the	impact	of	the	Holocaust	on	her	work.	In	that	same	television	interview	she
said,	‘The	decisive	day	was	when	we	heard	about	Auschwitz.	Before	that,	we
said:	 “Well,	 one	 has	 enemies.	 That	 is	 natural.	Why	 shouldn’t	 people	 have
enemies?”	But	this	was	different.	It	was	as	if	an	abyss	had	opened.	Amends
can	be	made	for	almost	anything	at	some	point	in	politics,	but	not	for	this.’
Arendt’s	writings	are	difficult	to	group	into	a	single,	coherent	theory.	Her

central	focus	was	the	nature	of	politics	and	political	existence.	Her	discussion
of	 how	 totalitarian	 governments	 gained	 power,	 outlined	 in	

,	still	resonates	today.	In	its	most	basic	sense,	she	argues	that
totalitarianism	 arises	 when	 people	 are	 disconnected	 from	 each	 other.	 A
political	movement	 then	emerges	and	offers	a	story	which	claims	 to	explain
why	people	 are	 unhappy.	This	 story	becomes	 so	powerful	 that	 it	 creates	 an
overwhelming	narrative	with	which	people	cannot	disagree.	She	calls	this	‘the
rule	from	within’.	Totalitarianism	takes	over	people’s	minds	and	by	extension
the	whole	of	society.
Arendt’s	 second	 argument	 on	 totalitarianism	 shows	 the	 influence	 of

Aristotle.	 She	 argues	 that	 there	 are	 two	 parts	 to	 a	 human	 being:	 their
biological	being,	or	their	body,	and	their	political	being.	Totalitarian	regimes
succeed	when	they	reduce	people	to	their	body	and	strip	them	of	all	of	their
social	 and	 political	 identity.	 In	 	 (2018)
Richard	Bernstein	summarises	Arendt’s	theory	of	totalitarianism,	arguing	that
its	 ultimate	 aim	 is	 ‘to	 make	 human	 beings	 as	 human	 beings	 superfluous’.
Totalitarian	 nation-states	 did	 so	 by	 destroying	 human	 spontaneity	 and
individuality.	 This	 destruction	 of	 human	 beings	 as	 political	 actors,	 Arendt
argued,	 allows	whole	 groups	 of	 people	 to	 be	 killed	without	 causing	 public
uproar,	just	what	happened	in	Europe	during	the	Second	World	War.
Although	Arendt	never	offered	any	solutions	to	the	rise	of	totalitarianism,

she	was	interested	in	the	nature	of	political	communication.	In	particular	she
considered	the	ways	in	which	citizens	ought	to	engage	in	political	life,	taking
her	lead	from	many	of	the	early	Greek	city-states.	Arendt	was	a	huge	admirer
of	 Socrates,	 whom	 she	 believed	 to	 be	 a	 philosopher	 par	 excellence.	 She
therefore	considered	open	debate	and	discussion	of	 ideas.	A	well-developed
political	community	is	one	that	listens	to	one	another’s	political	ideas	and	has
a	 culture	 of	 forgiveness	 for	 those	 who	 make	 mistakes.	 There	 has	 to	 be	 a
conversation	and	a	marketplace	of	ideas;	an	argument	which	we	should	surely
be	learning	from	today.
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Arendt’s	work	has	also	received	greater	attention	because	of	the	recent	so-
called	‘refugee	crisis’.	As	a	stateless	person	for	many	years,	she	argued	that
the	situation	of	displaced	people	 tells	us	much	about	 the	function	of	nation-
states,	as	well	as	how	humans	can	achieve	meaningful	political	action.	Shortly
after	escaping	 to	America,	Arendt	published	a	defiant	essay,	 ‘We	Refugees’
(1943),	 in	a	small	Jewish	journal.	In	her	usual	confident	tone	she	began,	‘In
the	first	place,	we	do	not	like	to	be	called	“refugees”.’	She	went	on	to	argue
that	optimism	for	displaced	people	 in	Europe	during	the	Second	World	War
was	 unfounded	 –	 instead,	 the	 European	 people	 had	 allowed	 ‘its	 weakest
members	 to	 be	 excluded	 and	 persecuted’.	 In	 	 Arendt	 discussed
what	she	called	‘homelessness	on	a	massive	scale’,	arguing	that	refugees	and
stateless	 people,	 and	 indeed	 all	 people,	 have	 ‘the	 right	 to	 have	 rights’.
However,	she	was	highly	suspicious	of	abstract	human	rights,	believing	that
these	rights	can	only	be	guaranteed	by	 .	Everyone	needs
access	to	relevant	political	institutions	in	order	to	have	their	rights	guaranteed.
Writing	 on	 the	 mistreatment	 of	 displaced	 people	 across	 Europe	 and	 North
America,	she	concluded	 that	 ‘what	 is	unprecedented	 is	not	 the	 loss	of	home
but	 the	 impossibility	 of	 finding	 a	 new	 one.’	 Refugees	 and	 stateless	 people
were	 excluded	 from	 accessing	 the	 political	 institutions	 that	 would	 enable
them	to	exercise	their	rights	and	were	therefore,	according	to	Arendt,	rejected
from	humanity	altogether.	The	parallels	with	today	are	simple	to	draw.	Many
displaced	people	are	excluded	from	access	to	legal	protection	and	still	do	not
have	 ‘the	 right	 to	 have	 rights’.	 For	much	 of	 her	 life	Arendt	was	 likewise	 a
citizen	of	nowhere.	She	instead	belonged	to	what	she	called	in	‘We	Refugees’
a	new	kind	of	human	being	in	contemporary	history:	‘the	kind	that	are	put	in
concentration	camps	by	their	foes	and	internment	camps	by	their	friends.’
When	Arendt	died	of	a	heart	attack	in	1975,	she	was	perhaps	best	known

for	her	essays	written	for	 	on	the	Eichmann	trial,	published	in
1963.	Otto	Adolf	Eichmann,	a	Nazi	lieutenant	colonel,	arranged	the	removal
of	millions	of	 Jewish	people	 to	 concentration	 camps	 throughout	 the	Second
World	 War.	 Eichmann	 faced	 a	 widely	 publicised	 trial	 for	 war	 crimes	 in
Jerusalem	in	1961.	He	was	found	guilty	and	executed	in	1962.
Writing	on	the	 trial	 in	her	usual	blunt	and	often	ironic	 tone,	Arendt	faced

huge	controversy	after	 this	publication.	She	 introduced	here	 the	 idea	of	 ‘the
banality	 of	 evil’,	 arguing	 that	 Eichmann	 was	 not	 sociopathic	 or	 driven	 by
extreme	 ideology,	 but	 instead	 an	 extremely	 average	 person	 who	 relied	 on
cliché	 as	 his	 primary	 defence.	 The	 banality	 here	 is	 not	 that	 Eichmann’s
actions	were	 ordinary	or	 to	 be	 considered	normal,	 but	 that	 his	 actions	were
motivated	by	a	lack	of	thought	or	ideology	altogether.	She	maintained	that	he
simply	looked	like	a	civil	servant	who	had	had	no	internal	moral	conversation
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Simone	de	Beauvoir
1908–86

Kate	Kirkpatrick

estern	philosophers	have	a	long	history	of	using	prison	metaphors	to
describe	 the	human	condition.	The	Gnostics	described	 the	body	as	a
prison,	offering	knowledge	of	salvation	to	those	who	could	resist	the
temptations	 of	 the	 flesh.	 Before	 them,	 Plato	 thought	 human	 beings

were	 prisoners	 of	 their	 ignorance,	 like	 cave	 dwellers	who	mistook	 shadows
for	reality.	For	Rousseau,	society	itself	held	men	captive:	‘Man	is	born	free,’
he	wrote,	‘and	everywhere	he	is	in	chains.’	Simone	de	Beauvoir	had	a	prison
metaphor,	 too.	 But	 it	 was	 not	 the	 	 condition	 that	 she	 thought	 it
described	–	it	was	the	‘feminine	condition’.
Her	 prison	metaphor	was	 a	 harem	 –	 a	 place	where	women	were	 kept	 in

positions	of	submission	to	men	in	order	to	magnify	their	greatness	and	satisfy
their	pleasures,	 instead	of	being	 free	 to	pursue	projects	or	pleasures	of	 their
own.	She	used	 this	 to	challenge	one	of	 the	 twentieth	century’s	most	 famous
philosophers	 –	 Jean-Paul	 Sartre	 –	 about	 his	 concept	 of	 ‘human’	 freedom
throughout	 the	 1930s,	 before	 they	 rose	 to	 joint	 fame	 as	 a	 legendary
intellectual	couple	after	the	Second	World	War.	Then,	she	challenged	him	in
print	 –	 and	went	 on	 to	write	 one	of	 the	 best-selling	books	 in	 the	 history	 of
philosophy:	 	(1949),	which	reputedly	passed	the	million-copy
mark	in	the	1980s.
Both	philosophically	and	biographically,	it	is	tricky	to	write	about	Beauvoir

without	 discussing	 Sartre.	 (I	 can	 almost	 hear	 the	 shoulders	 of	 my	 feminist
readers	tighten	as	they	read	that	sentence,	but	bear	with	me.)	For	much	of	the
twentieth	 and	 even	 twenty-first	 century	 Sartre’s	 reputation	 as	 a	 philosopher
overshadowed	Beauvoir’s	and	she	was	 falsely	described	as	having	 ‘applied’
Sartre’s	 philosophy	 in	 her	 own	works.	 The	 fact	 of	 the	matter	 was	 that	 she
publicly	 disagreed	with	 him	 (and	many	 others),	 forged	 her	 own	 version	 of
existentialism,	 and	 eventually	 changed	Sartre’s	mind.	So	why	did	 she	 think
that	‘the	feminine	condition’	was	one	of	captivity	and	submission?
As	a	student	Beauvoir	set	national	records:	at	twenty-one,	in	1929,	she	was
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the	 youngest	 person	 ever	 to	 pass	 the	 aggregation	 exam	 in	 philosophy,	 and
only	 seven	women	 before	 her	 had	 ever	 passed	 it.	 Fortunately	 for	 posterity,
Beauvoir’s	 student	 diaries	 (from	before	 she	met	Sartre)	were	 preserved	 and
published	in	French	in	2008.	They	show	that	even	as	a	teenager	Beauvoir	was
preoccupied	with	 ‘existentialist’	philosophical	questions.	She	was	fascinated
by	 the	 nature	 of	 freedom	 and	 how	 she	 could	 become	 an	 ethical	 self,
voraciously	reading	in	search	of	a	philosophy	that	she	felt	could	do	justice	to
life	–	 intellectually	and	practically.	She	was	raised	 in	a	 religious	household,
with	a	secular	father	and	Catholic	mother,	and	exposed	to	both	Christian	and
humanist	ethics.	Both	traditions	venerated	‘love’	as	an	ideal,	whether	ethical
or	 romantic.	 But	 at	 an	 early	 age	 Simone	 noticed	 that	 where	 love	 was
concerned,	different	expectations	applied	to	men	and	women.
At	home	her	father	famously	said	that	Simone	had	‘a	man’s	brain’,	that	she

‘thought	like	a	man’.	He	also	thought	that	women	couldn’t	be	truly	creative,
in	the	sense	of	having	originality	or	genius.	The	young	Beauvoir	noted	that	he
was	 in	 the	company	of	many	philosophers:	Schopenhauer’s	1851	essay	 ‘On
Women’	called	women	‘the	second	sex,	inferior	in	every	respect	to	the	first’,
claiming	that	while	it	was	possible	for	women	to	have	talent,	they	could	never
have	‘genius’.	Whether	from	her	father’s	lips	or	philosophers’	pens,	Beauvoir
grew	 up	 in	 a	 culture	 where	 girls	 were	 expected	 not	 to	 shine	 too	 brightly,
because	the	glare	of	too	much	genius	might	scare	suitors	away.
She	 would	 later	 develop	 existentialist	 ethics,	 employing	 an	 original

philosophical	method	 in	 ,	win	 prestigious	 literary	 prizes	 for
her	novels,	and	campaign	for	lasting	reforms	to	French	law.	But	her	successes
came	at	a	cost:	she	was	the	target	of	spite	and	scorn,	frequently	reduced	to	the
role	of	‘Notre	Dame	de	Sartre’,	a	woman	whose	fame	could	be	attributed	to
the	genius	of	the	man	beside	her.
The	question	of	which	work	is	Beauvoir’s	first	 	work	is	itself

a	philosophical	question.	Her	first	published	work	was	a	novel,	
	(1943).	The	phenomenologist	Maurice	Merleau-Ponty	would	praise	this

as	a	new	way	of	doing	philosophy	in	fictional	form,	showing	life	unfolding	in
the	concreteness	of	characters’	consciousness.	But	novels	can	be	 interpreted
in	 multiple	 ways,	 and	 philosophers	 who	 want	 ‘philosophy’	 to	 consist	 of
clearly	 defined	views	 and	well-argued	 theses	 are	 usually	 reluctant	 to	 assign
fiction	the	same	status.
Readers	 didn’t	 have	 to	 wait	 long,	 however,	 for	 Beauvoir	 to	 publish	 her

views	 in	 a	more	 traditional	philosophical	 form.	 In	1944	Beauvoir	published
an	 essay,	 .	 This	 work	 is	 still	 little	 known	 in	 English
(although	it	was	published	in	English	in	2004),	but	here	Beauvoir	developed
her	 existentialist	 ethics.	 The	 previous	 year	 Sartre	 had	 published	 a	 massive
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tome	 of	 philosophy	 entitled	 ,	 which	 painted	 a	 bleak
view	of	human	relationships.	Sartre	claimed	that	the	essence	of	interpersonal
relationships	 was	 conflict,	 and	 that	 love	 was	 an	 unrealisable	 ideal.	 In	 two
philosophical	 essays	 from	 the	 1940s	 Beauvoir	 described	

	 as	 a	 ‘failure’	 and	 existentialism	 as	 a	 philosophy	 that	 did	 not
‘imply	an	ethics’.	Beauvoir	 therefore	 introduced	her	own	work	as	providing
the	 ethics	 that	 existentialism	 lacked.	 But	 despite	 this,	 for	 much	 of	 the
twentieth	 century	 her	 role	 in	 the	 development	 of	 existentialism	was	widely
overlooked.
In	 	 Beauvoir	 asked	 ancient	 philosophical	 questions:

Why	 do	 something	 rather	 than	 nothing?	What	 does	 it	 mean	 to	 ‘love	 your
neighbour	 as	 yourself’?	 Beauvoir	 believed	 that	 humans	 have	 no	 Platonic
essence,	Epicurean	fate	or	divine	calling	that	determines	them	to	be	what	they
are.	When	a	human	being	looks	at	her	future,	she	has	to	choose	between	many
possible	selves,	and	 	in	order	to	become	one	of	them.	As	an	existentialist,
Beauvoir	was	committed	to	the	view	that	human	beings	are	defined	by	their
actions,	continuously	becoming	over	time,	through	pursuing	different	
that	shape	us.	But	she	disagreed	with	Sartre	about	the	extent	to	which	we	are
free	to	choose	who	we	become.
In	 	Sartre	 claimed	 that	human	beings	are	 radically

free,	and	 that	no	matter	what	projects	we’ve	previously	decided	 to	pursue	–
where	a	project	could	be	being	a	writer	or	a	philosopher,	or	loving	a	particular
person	–	at	any	point	we	are	free	to	renounce	that	project	and	pursue	another.
But	Beauvoir	did	not	think	our	past	becoming	could	be	so	easily	renounced.
And	she	didn’t	think	that	all	members	of	society	could	so	easily	renounce	the
external	expectations	that	conditioned	the	selves	they	became.
In	the	mid-1940s	Beauvoir	and	Sartre	emerged	as	an	iconic	power	couple

of	post-war	Paris.	Beauvoir	gave	lectures	in	America	and	France	on	the	state
of	women	writers,	 and	on	 the	new	philosophy	 ‘existentialism’.	At	 this	 time
she	 was	 not	 fully	 aware	 of	 her	 own	 privilege;	 she	 found	 it	 irritating	 that
people	asked	her	to	summarise	existentialism	in	a	single	sentence	when	they
would	never	expect	 to	understand	Kant	or	Hegel	in	such	a	perfunctory	way.
Despite	its	growing	reputation	as	a	popular	philosophy,	Beauvoir	claimed	that
to	 really	 understand	 existentialism	 you	 needed	 to	 understand	 the	 entire
philosophical	 tradition	 behind	 it.	 But	 she	 continued	 to	 develop	 her
existentialist	 ethics,	 arguing	 in	 	 (1947)	 that	 it	 was
inconsistent	 to	 value	 one’s	 own	 freedom	 without	 valuing	 the	 freedom	 of
others.
It	is	in	this	period	that	 	was	developed.	During	her	travels	to

America,	Beauvoir	observed	that	the	relationship	between	the	sexes	was	very
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different	 there	 than	 in	France.	And	she	 saw	 first	hand	 the	way	 race	divided
America,	with	her	mixed-race	 friends	Richard	and	Ellen	Wright.	She	read	a
book	 called	 	 (1944),	 by	 the	 Swedish	 sociologist
Gunnar	Myrdal,	in	which	Myrdal	argued	that	race	relations	in	America	were
trapped	 in	 something	 like	 –	 but	 importantly	 unlike	 –	 a	 vicious	 cycle.	 He
called	this	dynamic	‘the	principle	of	cumulation’:	Black	people	were	seen	to
be	 inferior,	kept	 in	positions	of	subordination,	and	did	not	achieve	 the	same
successes	 as	 their	 white	 compatriots,	 so	 their	 white	 compatriots	 concluded
that	they	were	by	nature	inferior	and	incapable	of	achieving	success.
In	 	 Beauvoir	wanted	 to	write	 a	 book	 as	 important	 as	

	–	but	on	women.	The	result	was	a	massive,	 two-volume
work.	 The	 first	 volume	 studied	 the	 man-made	 ‘myths	 of	 woman’:	 she
surveyed	biology,	history,	psychoanalysis,	economics,	 religion	and	 literature
to	 show	 that	 women	 are	 often	 defined	 as	 man’s	 ‘Other’.	 In	 the	 second
volume,	 she	 employed	 an	 original	 phenomenological	 method,	 drawing	 on
many	 women’s	 voices	 to	 show	 first-person	 perspectives	 about	 girlhood,
adolescence,	 puberty,	 sexual	 initiation,	 pregnancy,	 motherhood,	 marriage,
ageing	and	more.	Taken	together,	they	were	a	testament	to	the	ways	women
suffer	as	a	result	of	the	man-made	‘myths	of	woman’.
In	the	‘feminine	condition’,	Beauvoir	thought	that	to	become	a	woman	was

to	become	a	‘split	subject’,	torn	between	recognising	one’s	own	freedom	and
living	 up	 to	 externally	 imposed	 ideals.	 Becoming	 a	 woman	 ‘in	 the	 present
state	of	culture	and	education’	was	to	be	inducted	into	inferiority,	to	a	world
in	 which	 women	 were	 taken	 by	 nature	 to	 be	 secondary	 and	 submissive	 to
men.	The	problem,	as	Beauvoir	saw	it,	was	that	women	were	not	inferior	by
nature.	 Since	 the	 eighteenth	 century	Diderot	 and	many	 others	 had	 assigned
responsibility	 for	 women’s	 inferior	 status	 to	 society.	 The	 question,	 as
Beauvoir	saw	it,	was	whether	this	situation	had	to	be	perpetuated.
Beauvoir	believed	that	it	did	not,	but	in	order	for	women’s	situation	to	be

improved	 both	men	 and	women	would	 have	 to	 recognise	 and	 redress	 their
complicity	 in	 its	 perpetuation	 –	 both	would	 have	 to	 learn	 to	 see	women	 as
subjects,	not	objects.	For	too	long,	Beauvoir	wrote,	women	had	been	expected
to	dream	 through	men’s	dreams,	 in	public	and	private	 life.	Beauvoir	argued
that	previously	philosophers	such	as	Husserl,	Sartre	and	Merleau-Ponty	failed
to	take	into	account	experiences	particular	to	the	female	body,	and	the	ways
that,	for	women,	being	embodied	involves	being	objectified	–	being	‘prey’	to
the	 desires	 of	men,	wanted	 or	 not.	To	become	 a	woman	was	 to	 become	 an
object	to	be	seen,	not	a	subject	to	be	heard.
Beauvoir	 also	 returned	 to	 the	 concept	 of	 love,	 claiming	 that	 love	 meant

different	things	for	men	and	women.	For	men,	love	was	part	of	 life.	But	for
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women,	 love	 was	 often	 portrayed	 in	 history,	 philosophy	 and	 literature	 as
though	 it	 was	 life	 itself.	Women	were	 expected	 to	 sacrifice	 themselves	 for
their	 beloved	 in	 a	 way	 that	 was	 not	 reciprocal.	 Developing	 on	 her	 earlier
ethical	claim	that	to	value	your	freedom	you	must	also	value	the	freedom	of
others,	 in	 	 she	 claimed	 that	 authentic	 love	 involved	mutual
recognition	 of	 the	 freedom	 of	 both	 lover	 and	 beloved,	 in	 a	 relationship	 of
reciprocity.
When	 	was	published	Beauvoir	was	subject	to	vitriolic	and

highly	 personal	 attacks	 on	 her	 character.	 She	 had	 made	 a	 philosophical
argument	about	the	oppression	of	women,	and	rejected	the	analyses	of	many
influential	male	writers	as	partial	because	they	only	described	the	world	from
a	 limited	 point	 of	 view:	 the	 point	 of	 view	 of	 some	 men.	 In	 this	 respect,
Beauvoir	 is	 an	 excellent	 example	 of	 a	 dynamic	 that	 Virginia	Woolf	 wryly
observed	in	 :	the	consequences	of	being	critical	are	not
the	same	for	women.	Writing	in	1929,	Woolf	wrote	that	it	is	impossible	for	a
woman	to	say	‘this	book	is	bad,	this	picture	is	feeble,	or	whatever	it	may	be,
without	giving	far	more	pain	and	rousing	far	more	anger	than	a	man	would	do
who	gave	the	same	criticism.’
But	Beauvoir’s	work	did	more	 than	provoke	anger	–	 it	provoked	change.

Beauvoir	 dreamed	 of	 being	 a	writer	whose	words	would	 ‘burn	 in	 a	million
hearts’.	As	a	student	she	loved	philosophy	passionately,	but	she	thought	that
there	 were	 two	 types	 of	 metaphysicians:	 those	 who	 valued	 abstract
philosophical	 systems	 and	 those	 who	 valued	 the	 subjective	 experience	 of
human	 beings.	 She	was	 the	 latter,	 and	 for	much	 of	 her	 career	 she	 chose	 to
write	literature	because	she	thought	that	by	showing	human	beings	in	concrete
situations	 –	 even	 if	 they	 were	 fictional	 –	 her	 readers	 could	 undergo
‘imaginary	experiences’	that	helped	them	re-see	their	place	in	the	world.
Throughout	the	1940s	and	early	1950s	Beauvoir	wrote	several	more	novels,

including	 the	 one	 that	 won	 the	 prestigious	 Prix	 Goncourt,	
(1954).	But	in	the	mid-1950s	she	became	convinced	that	she	had	been	guilty,
like	 many	 intellectuals,	 of	 keeping	 her	 cultural	 privilege	 to	 herself.	 She
believed	 that	 existentialism	 was	 a	 philosophy	 that	 should	 be	 lived.	 And
although	she	had	written	‘existentialist’	novels	for	those	readers	who	did	not
have	 the	 elite	 philosophical	 educations	 to	 	 understand	 existentialism,
she	 thought	 that	 the	 message	 of	 	 was	 too	 important	 to	 be
accessible	only	to	those	who	could	read	800-page	philosophy	books.
So	Beauvoir	wrote	 something	 in	a	different	genre.	 In	1958	 she	published

	in	which	she	applied	the	theory	of	
	to	her	own	life	without	the	jargon	of	philosophy	or	psychoanalysis.	It	was

a	huge	success	–	hundreds	of	ordinary	French	women	wrote	to	her	saying	that
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she	 had	 ‘come	down	 from	a	 pedestal’;	 some	 even	wrote	 to	 chastise	 her	 for
writing	 	in	a	way	that	only	the	Paris	literati	could	follow.	Over
the	next	few	years,	Beauvoir	continued	to	write	her	 life	 in	story	form.	After
the	publication	of	these	memoirs	readers	went	back	to	 	to	try
to	better	understand	their	own	situations	–	and	it	was	only	then	that	second-
wave	feminist	movements	started	to	form	in	France.
In	 later	 life	 Beauvoir	 continued	 to	 write	 fiction,	 life-writing	 and

philosophical	 works;	 she	 knew	 her	 pen	 was	 a	 powerful	 weapon	 against
oppression.	But	she	was	no	longer	content	to	provide	‘imaginary	experiences’
of	liberated	women	in	her	novels;	she	campaigned	for	legislative	reforms	that
would	 give	women	 concrete	 freedoms	 in	 the	world.	Alongside	 the	 feminist
movements	 she	 helped	 to	 inspire,	 she	 pursued	 changes,	 including
contraceptive	 rights	 and	 divorce	 law	 reform	 as	 well	 as	 laws	 prohibiting
sexualised	images	of	women.	In	word	and	in	deed,	she	fought	for	women	to
be	 able	 to	 see	 themselves	 as	 ‘the	 eye	 that	 sees’	 the	world,	 as	 free	 subjects
whose	desires	and	pleasures	should	shape	it	–	not	just	as	objects	to	be	seen.
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Iris	Murdoch
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any	know	Iris	Murdoch	either	primarily	or	exclusively	as	a	novelist.
She	published	twenty-six	novels,	starting	with	 	in	1954,
selected	 as	 one	 of	 the	Modern	 Library’s	 100	 best	 English-language
novels	 of	 the	 20th	 century,	 and	 ending	 with	 	 in

1995,	 the	 year	 before	 she	 was	 diagnosed	 with	 Alzheimer’s	 disease.	 Her
prolific,	 distinctive	 prose	 –	 which	 characteristically	 wrestles	 with
philosophical	 themes	 such	 as	 good	 and	 evil,	 sexual	 relationships,	 morality,
and	 the	 power	 of	 the	 unconscious	 –	 made	 her	 one	 of	 the	 most	 revered
novelists	 in	 post-war	 Britain	 and,	 as	 a	 result,	 a	 Dame	 Commander	 of	 the
Order	of	the	British	Empire.
Dame	Iris	was	also	a	moral	philosopher	by	training	and	trade,	holding	the

position	of	tutorial	fellow	in	philosophy	at	Oxford	University	(1948–63)	and
continuing	 to	 publish	 influential	 works	 later	 in	 life,	 most	 notably	

	in	1970.	For	many	years,	Murdoch’s	literary	success	was
thought	 to	have	 surpassed	her	achievements	and	 influence	as	a	philosopher.
This	view	is	now	shifting.	Recent	scholarship	has	traced	the	substantial,	even
transformative,	 influence	 of	 Murdoch’s	 distinctive	 thought	 on	 Anglo-
American	 philosophy;	 and	 contemporary	 thinkers	 are	 returning	 more	 and
more	 to	 her	 prescient	 writings,	 finding	 within	 them	 a	 rich	 resource	 for
grasping	the	complexities	of	our	lives	as	moral	beings.	Hence,	her	influence
as	a	philosopher	seems	to	be	more	dynamic	than	her	distinction	as	a	Booker
Prize-winning	novelist:	her	philosophical	legacy	is	being	recovered	from	the
past	and	continues	to	grow.
Murdoch	was	born	Jean	Iris	Murdoch	in	Dublin,	Ireland	in	1919,	the	only

child	of	Anglo-Irish	parents.	The	family	moved	to	London	when	she	was	an
infant	 in	 order	 for	 her	 father	 to	 take	 up	 a	 clerk	 position	 in	 the	Ministry	 of
Health,	though	they	often	returned	to	Ireland.	In	the	introduction	to	

	(1965)	–	her	ninth	novel,	set	in	Dublin	during	the	week	leading
up	 to	 the	 1916	 Easter	 Rising,	 which	 explores	 the	 complex	 interrelations
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between	 an	 Anglo-Irish	 family	 who	 differ	 in	 their	 religious	 and	 political
affiliations	 –	 Declan	 Kiberd	 writes	 that	 Murdoch,	 ‘like	 many	 Anglo-Irish
before	and	after	her,	came	to	know	the	strange	condition	of	declaring	herself
Irish	in	England	while	feeling	herself	to	be	English	in	Ireland’.	However,	her
Irish	 identity	 marked	 her	 deeply;	 in	 an	 interview	 for	 	 in
1990,	Murdoch	stated,	‘I	feel	extremely	Irish.’
Murdoch	 excelled	 in	 her	 schooling	 at	 Badminton	 (a	 boarding	 school	 in

Bristol),	and	went	to	Somerville	College,	Oxford	in	1938	to	read	‘Mods	and
Greats’,	a	degree	comprised	of	Greek	and	Latin	literature,	ancient	history	and
philosophy.	 It	was	here,	while	 the	Second	World	War	 raged	 in	Europe,	 that
she	 became	 friends	 with	 Philippa	 Foot,	 Mary	 Midgley	 and	 Elizabeth
Anscombe.	 This	 remarkable	 generation	 of	women	 philosophers,	which	 also
produced	 Baroness	Mary	Warnock,	 is	 thought	 to	 have	 been,	 in	 part,	 made
possible	by	the	relative	absence	of	men	within	the	student	body	on	account	of
the	war.	In	a	letter	to	the	 	in	2013	entitled	‘The	golden	age	of	female
philosophy’,	Midgley	wrote:	 ‘As	 a	 survivor	 from	 the	wartime	 group,	 I	 can
only	say:	 sorry,	but	 the	 reason	was	 indeed	 that	 there	were	 fewer	men	about
then.’
Recently,	it	has	been	suggested	that	these	four	women	philosophers	should

be	 viewed	 as	 a	 unique	 and	 previously	 unrecognised	 case	 of	 an	 ‘all-female
philosophical	school’.	As	evidence	for	this,	Clare	Mac	Cumhaill	and	Rachael
Wiseman	of	 the	 In	Parenthesis	project	 at	Durham	University	 refer	us	 to	 the
fact	 that,	 in	 the	 years	 following	 the	 war,	 these	 women	 met	 regularly	 at
Philippa	 Foot’s	 house	 to	 discuss	 the	 ambitious	 project	 of	 setting	 out	 ‘a
detailed	 and	 comprehensive	 philosophical	 response	 to	 the	 dominant
conception	of	human	nature,	perception,	action	and	ethics	in	Modern	Western
philosophy’.	 A	 passing	 look	 at	 their	 many	 notable	 publications	 testifies
further	 to	 this	 interconnection:	Midgley	 wrote	 the	 foreword	 for	Murdoch’s

;	 Foot	 dedicated	 her	
	 (1978)	 to	 Murdoch,	 her	 one-time	 lover;	 and

Murdoch	 dedicates	 her	 	 (1992)	 to
Anscombe.
The	 five	 years	 between	 graduating	 and	 returning	 to	 philosophy	 were

formative	for	Murdoch.	For	the	remainder	of	the	war	years,	she	worked	at	the
Treasury	 in	London	 (1942–44)	and,	more	 significantly,	 as	an	administrative
officer	 with	 the	 United	 Nations	 Relief	 and	 Rehabilitation	 Administration
(1944–1946),	 first	 in	 Belgium,	 where	 she	 briefly	 met	 Jean-Paul	 Sartre	 in
1945,	 and	 then	 in	Austria.	According	 to	Peter	 J.	Conradi,	Murdoch’s	 friend
and	 biographer,	 her	witnessing	 the	 breakdown	of	 human	 society	 in	Europe,
and	the	capture	and	execution	of	her	first	great	love,	Frank	Thompson,	by	the
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Nazis	in	1944,	‘hurt	Iris	Murdoch	into	moral	philosophy’.	When	she	returned
to	 philosophy	 –	 first	 with	 the	 Sarah	 Smithson	 studentship	 at	 Newnham
College,	 Cambridge	 in	 1947	 and	 then	 as	 a	 fellow	 at	 St	 Anne’s	 College,
Oxford	in	1948	–	her	attention	was	directed	towards	defining	‘the	Good	with
a	 view	 to	 conducting	 our	 lives	 in	 its	 light.’	 Her	 distinctive	 view	 on	 this
expresses	 an	 important	 facet	 of	 the	 broad,	 alternative	 approach	 to	 moral
philosophy	that	the	wartime	group	sought,	and	successfully	established.
Murdoch	rejects	both	of	the	dominant	approaches	to	morality	of	her	time.

The	 first	 was	 the	 Anglo-American	 analytic	 philosophy	 of	 her	 Oxbridge
contemporaries.	Philosophers	such	as	R.	M.	Hare	and	Stuart	Hampshire	were
also	deeply	marked	by	their	wartime	experiences.	Hare	was	a	prisoner	of	war
for	 three	 years	 under	 the	 Japanese,	 while	 Hampshire	 interrogated	 Nazi
officers	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 war,	 convincing	 him	 that	 evil	 existed.	 They
responded	by	forming	and	contributing	 to	 the	‘muscular	choice-is-all	school
of	 moral	 philosophy’.	 This	 claims	 both	 that	 the	 moment	 of	 ethical	 choice,
issuing	 in	overt	action,	 is	 the	core	of	our	moral	 life,	and	 that	 the	will	 is	 the
central	mechanism	 in	choosing	 the	appropriate	action.	The	second	approach
was	Continental	existentialism,	associated	most	prominently	with	the	work	of
Jean-Paul	 Sartre	 and	 Simone	 de	 Beauvoir.	 Murdoch’s	 first	 book	 (and,
impressively,	the	first	book	published	in	English	on	Sartre’s	philosophy)	was

	 (1953).	Existentialism,	 too,	 focuses	on	matters
of	will	and	choice,	arguing	that	moral	values	are	not	fixed	but	rather	created
through	our	choosing	will.	Despite	 their	differences,	 these	dominant	schools
of	 ‘modern’	 moral	 philosophy	 in	 the	 1950s	 and	 1960s	 rested	 on	 the	 same
view	of	human	nature;	it’s	this	fundamental	moral-psychological	picture	that
Murdoch	thinks	is	mistaken	and	philosophically	distorting.
Her	 rival	 picture	 sought	 to	 capture	 the	 importance	 of	 our	 	 for

moral	 action.	Murdoch	 began	 this	 task	 in	 ‘Vision	 and	 Choice	 in	Morality’
(1956),	and	then	set	out	a	more	mature	version	in	 ,
especially	the	first	of	the	three	papers	collected	therein	entitled	‘The	Idea	of
Perfection’	 (originally	 published	 in	 	 in	 1964).	 Morality,
properly	understood,	 is	 at	 least	 as	much	a	matter	of	 ‘vision’	 as	 it	 is	 choice.
What	 does	 Murdoch	 mean	 by	 this?	 Briefly	 put,	 there	 is	 a	 moral	 reality
external	 to	 the	 agent	 that	 was	 absent	 in	 the	 choice-is-all	 picture.	 This
recognition	shifts	the	focus	of	our	primary	task	as	moral	agents,	to	 	or

	the	moral	features	of	this	world	of	value	around	us.	For	Murdoch,
making	the	right	choices	is	only	possible	if	we’re	able	to	gain	a	better	grip	on
the	forces	affecting	our	 inner	vision	 that	hinder	us	from	seeing	other	people
correctly.
Murdoch’s	central	parable	here	 is	 that	of	a	mother,	M,	who	feels	 towards
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her	daughter-in-law,	D,	a	certain	hostility,	finding	her	to	be	somewhat	vulgar,
tiresomely	 juvenile	 and	 a	 poor	match	 for	 her	 son.	Nevertheless,	M	behaves
properly	towards	D	all	the	while,	such	that	her	real	opinion	is	not	discernible
from	any	 aspect	 of	 her	 external	 behaviour.	Being	both	well-intentioned	 and
self-aware	 of	 her	 potential	 moral	 faults	 (e.g.	 snobbishness,	 jealousy,
prejudice,	 tendencies	 to	control),	M	sets	herself	 the	task	of	altering	how	she
sees	D.	Despite	generating	no	change	in	her	overt	actions	(given	Murdoch’s
stipulation	 in	 this	 case),	 we	 want	 to	 say	 that	 M’s	 adjustment	 of	 her	 inner
vision	constitutes	morally	 significant	 (though	unobservable)	 activity	–	 some
inner	 moral	 progress.	 Yet,	 frustratingly	 for	 her,	 this	 thing	 which	 Murdoch
thinks	we’re	‘irresistibly	impelled	to	say’	was	blocked	within	the	choice-is-all
approach	to	morality.
Murdoch’s	 alternative	 was	 influenced	 heavily	 by	 her	 reading	 of	 Simone

Weil,	the	twentieth-century	French	philosopher,	political	activist	and	mystic.
In	the	same	year	as	‘Vision	and	Choice	in	Morality’,	Murdoch	also	published
her	review	of	 	 (trans.	Arthur	Wills,	1956)	for

.	This	was	a	pivotal	moment	in	Iris	Murdoch’s	development	and
career	as	a	moral	philosopher;	but	it	also	resulted	in	her	withdrawing	from	the
philosophical	mainstream.	‘Vision	and	Choice	in	Morality’	was	her	last	paper
to	be	published	in	the	‘standard	annals	of	academic	philosophy’	in	large	part,
Justin	Broackes	claims,	due	to	the	difficulties	associated	with	‘domesticating
within	 the	 existing	 philosophical	 world	 the	 new	 ideas	 she	 was	 developing
from	 Weil.’	 Within	 Weil’s	 Christian	 Platonist	 thinking,	 Murdoch	 found
resources	 that	 inspired	 her	 re-reading	 of	 Plato,	 which	 then	 became	 the
foundation	 for	 her	 own	 (non-religious)	 arguments	 in	

.	 The	 main	 components	 of	 this	 were:	 (i)	 that	 Good	 is	 a	 transcendent
reality,	and	thus	the	good	person	is	one	who	sees	things	as	they	are;	(ii)	that
directing	our	attention	to	the	Good	excites	love	in	us;	and	(iii)	that	perfection
in	this	regard	would	result	in	us	no	longer	having	to	make	choices,	since	our
attention	 to	 the	 reality	 around	 us	 would	 automatically	 issue	 in	 appropriate
action.
Attention	 becomes	 a	 central	 moral	 concept;	 for	 Murdoch	 because	 it

captured	 ‘the	 idea	 of	 a	 just	 and	 loving	 gaze	 directed	 upon	 an	 individual
reality’,	 which	 she	 takes	 to	 be	 ‘the	 characteristic	 and	 proper	 mark	 of	 the
active	moral	agent’.	And,	in	her	view,	this	is	the	important	effect	of	changing
how	we	understand	moral	freedom,	as	she	writes	in	 :

If	we	ignore	the	prior	work	of	attention	and	notice	only	the	emptiness	of	the
moment	 of	 choice	 we	 are	 likely	 to	 identify	 freedom	 with	 the	 outward
movement	since	there	is	nothing	else	to	identify	it	with.	But	if	we	consider
what	 the	 work	 of	 attention	 is	 like,	 how	 continuously	 it	 goes	 on,	 and	 how
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imperceptibly	it	builds	up	structures	of	value	round	about	us,	we	shall	not	be
surprised	that	at	crucial	moments	of	choice	most	of	the	business	of	choosing
is	already	over.

This	 issued	 a	 serious	 challenge	 to	modern	moral	 philosophy	 and	 laid	 the
foundation	 for	 other	 philosophers	 (such	 as	 Philippa	 Foot,	 Elizabeth
Anscombe,	John	McDowell	and	Bernard	Williams)	to	develop	an	approach	to
moral	 philosophy	 able	 to	 attend	 to	 the	 texture	 of	 our	 inner	worlds,	 and	 the
patterns	of	 character	 that	 they	produce	over	 the	 course	of	our	 lives.	What’s
interesting,	 though,	 is	 that	many	of	 those	now	working	 in	 the	area	of	moral
psychology	 and	 the	 related	 movements	 in	 virtue	 theory,	 particularism,
emotion	 and	moral	 perception	 are	 often	 completely	 unaware	 of	Murdoch’s
role	in	setting	these	sites	of	inquiry	in	motion.	According	to	Justin	Broackes,
this	 influence	 can	 be	 traced	 principally	 through	 McDowell,	 who	 gave	 her
complex	 ideas	 ‘a	 new	 frame	 and	 support,	 in	 a	 [more	 domesticable]
philosophical	context	of	his	own,	and	showed	in	sustained	and	visible	debate
their	power	in	the	philosophical	market-place.’
Given	 Murdoch’s	 prescient	 philosophic	 imagination	 and	 vision,	 it	 is

somewhat	 strange,	 and	 unfortunate	 I	 think,	 that	 her	 writings	 lack	 any	 real
interest	 in	 the	 social	 and	 political	 determinants	 of	 what	 and	 how	we	 ‘see’.
There	is	a	growing	area	of	research	examining	the	complex	relations	between
individual	virtue	and	the	social	world.	This	has	developed	partly	in	response
to	 important	 findings	 in	psychology	 relating	 to,	 for	 instance,	 implicit	 biases
that	 play	 a	 role	 in	 racist	 and	 sexist	 judgements	 and	 actions.	 Such	 cases
provide	a	problem	 for	Murdoch’s	account,	because	attending	 to	 them	at	 the
individual	 level	 has	 been	 shown	 to	 be	 not	 only	 largely	 ineffectual,	 but	 also
sometimes	detrimental.	We	also	need,	then,	to	consider	the	kinds	of	social	and
political	 changes	 that	may	be	 required	 to	 support	 the	 inner	moral	work	 that
Murdoch	prizes.
Returning	 to	Murdoch	 as	 both	 novelist	 and	 philosopher,	we	 can	 see	 that

this	 rather	 anomalous	 positioning	 follows	 somewhat	 naturally	 from	 her
philosophic	 vision.	Murdoch’s	 understanding	 of	 the	 relation	 between	moral
philosophy	 and	 narrative	 fiction	 was	 outlined	 in	 a	 number	 of	 interviews,
particularly	 the	 interviews	with	Frank	Kermode	 in	1965	 (part	 of	 the	BBC’s
Modern	 Novelists	 series)	 and	 Bryan	 Magee	 in	 1977	 (part	 of	 the	 BBC’s
Modern	Philosophy	 series	 ironically	 titled	 ‘Men	of	 Ideas’)	 –	 both	 of	which
are	 easily	 accessible	 and	 worth	 watching.	 In	 the	 former	 she	 states	 that,
‘Philosophy	is	very	different	stuff	from	fiction;	writing	philosophy	is	a	very
different	 job	 [since]	 one’s	 aiming	 at	 a	 different	 result	 .	 .	 .	 But	 the	 subject
matter	 is	 the	 same,	 that	 is,	 human	 nature,	 operating.’	 Thus,	 the	 layered
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textures	of	experience	that	she	sought	to	record	and	explore	in	her	novels	are,
according	to	Martha	Nussbaum,	‘the	stuff	of	philosophy	as	well	as	the	stuff	of
life’.	Both	in	art	and	in	morals,	one	seeks	the	discovery	of	reality.
Murdoch	 was	 happily	 (though	 not	 always	 faithfully)	 married	 to	 John

Bayley	–	a	literary	critic,	writer	and	professor	of	English	at	Oxford	University
–	 from	 1956	 until	 her	 death	 in	 February	 1999,	 at	 the	 age	 of	 seventy-nine.
Bayley	 wrote	 	 (1999),	 which	 lovingly	 told	 the	 story	 of	 their
relationship	 and	 of	 her	 fight	 with	 Alzheimer’s	 disease.	 It	 was	 a	 very	 great
tragedy	that	someone	so	invested	in	discovering	reality	would	have	her	own
slip	away;	that	someone	so	skilled	with	language	and	so	rare	a	thinker	would
suffer	the	loss	of	these	faculties.	The	memoir	provided	the	basis	for	the	film

	(dir.	Richard	Eyre,	2001),	in	which	Murdoch	is	portrayed	by	Kate	Winslet
and	Judi	Dench.
Iris	Murdoch’s	 deep	 influence	 on	moral	 philosophy	 has	 not	 always	 been

adequately	 recognised,	 though	 thankfully	 this	 is	 now	 changing.	Despite	 her
retreat	 from	 academic	 philosophy,	 philosophers	 today	 are	 increasingly
returning	to	and	being	inspired	by	Murdoch’s	work.	I	look	forward	to	seeing
the	further	influence	that	Iris	Murdoch	and	her	work	might	have	on	the	future
of	moral	and	political	philosophy.
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Mary	Midgley
1919–2018

Ellie	Robson

ary	 Midgley	 was	 a	 vibrant	 moral	 philosopher	 whose	 inexhaustible
imagination	 and	 persistent	 questioning	 of	 the	 twentieth-century
analytic	philosophical	paradigm	spanned	her	long	life.	But	despite	her
refreshingly	 accessible	 style	 of	 writing	 and	 engagement	 with	 real-

world	 problems,	 Midgley’s	 broader	 philosophical	 vision	 has	 been	 largely
unappreciated.	Certain	aspects	of	her	work	are	widely	known	–	 such	as	her
engagement	with	 animal	 ethics	 and	 criticism	of	Richard	Dawkins	 –	 but	 the
breadth	of	Midgley’s	philosophy	stretches	far	beyond	these	topics.
Unlike	many	other	analytic	moral	philosophers	who	often	focus	on	abstract

puzzles	 or	 defend	 specific	 philosophical	 doctrines,	 Midgley	 was	 more
concerned	with	broadening	and	augmenting	our	vision	of	 things.	Her	books
brim	with	 rich	 ideas	 about	human	moral	 life,	particularly	 examining	human
beings,	 our	 nature,	 and	 our	 place	 within	 the	 world.	 Yet	 once	 you	 read
Midgley’s	books	you	will	notice	similar	themes	and	messages	–	in	this	sense,
Midgley’s	 philosophy	 may	 be	 described	 as	 both	 holistic	 and	 systematic.
Engaging	in	debates	of	modern	science,	evolution,	environmental	ethics	and
feminism,	her	philosophy	displays	a	constant	and	pragmatic	concern	 for	 the
next	‘task	at	hand’.	She	presents	a	positive	and	problem-solving	approach	to
the	everyday	anxieties	we	face	in	our	modern	world.
Midgley	 wasn’t	 always	 sure	 about	 her	 philosophical	 direction.	 Her

academic	 career	 took	 a	 somewhat	 unusual	 shape.	 Whereas	 most	 of	 her
contemporaries	 published	 a	 steady	 stream	 of	 books	 and	 articles,	 Midgley
focused	 on	 being	 a	 teacher,	 scholar	 and	 mother,	 only	 writing	 academic
philosophy	 towards	 the	 end	 of	 her	 professional	 career.	 This	 unlikelier	 path
may	have	slowed	the	uptake	of	Midgley’s	philosophy	 into	 the	philosophical
literature	 but,	 as	Midgley	 tells	 us	 in	 her	 ever-sensible	 tone,	 she	 was	 ‘jolly
glad’	 she	waited	 until	 her	 fifties	 to	 publish:	 ‘I	 didn’t	 know	what	 I	 thought
before	then!’
Midgley’s	memoir,	 	(2005),	presents	a	thoughtful	and
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light-hearted	portrayal	of	her	early	 life.	Born	 in	London	 in	1919,	Mary	was
the	 daughter	 of	 politically	 minded	 parents,	 Lesley	 and	 Tom	 Scrutton.	 Her
father	 later	 became	 a	 chaplain	 at	 King’s	 College,	 Cambridge.	 In	 1924	 the
Scruttons	moved	 to	Greenford,	Middlesex,	where	Mary	 enjoyed	 a	 typically
middle-class	upbringing.	She	describes	her	nature-loving	childhood,	recalling
timeless	outdoor	adventures	with	her	brother,	Hugh.	Aged	twelve,	she	began
attending	Downe	House,	a	girls’	boarding	school	near	Newbury.	Immersed	in
poetry,	Latin	and	drama,	 she	 recalls	 reading	Plato	at	 sixteen	and	 thinking	 it
was	‘tremendous	stuff’.
In	1938,	Midgley	began	 reading	Mods	 and	Greats	 at	Somerville	College,

Oxford.	 Among	 the	minority	 of	 women	 philosophy	 students,	 she	 describes
entering	Oxford	at	a	 time	when	philosophy	was	dominated	by	clever	young
men.	 Philosophy,	 to	 these	 men,	 was	 a	 competition	 to	 win	 arguments	 in
fractious	displays	of	intelligence	–	the	aim	was	not	advancing	understanding
but	 avoiding	 appearing	weak.	A.	 J.	Ayer’s	 	 had
appeared	only	two	years	earlier	and	was	highly	influential.	In	it,	Ayer	argues
for	 a	 trenchant	 separation	 of	 fact	 and	 value.	 But	 this	 left	 ethical	 questions
within	an	autonomous	sphere,	devoid	of	any	factual	content.	 It	also	reduced
the	work	of	the	moral	philosopher	to	little	more	than	linguistic	analysis.
Midgley	was	not	satisfied	with	this	‘moral	philosophy’	that	Oxford	offered

her	 and	 luckily,	 she	 was	 not	 alone.	 At	 Oxford	 she	 befriended	 three	 like-
minded	philosophers	–	Elizabeth	Anscombe,	Philippa	Foot	and	Iris	Murdoch
–	all	of	whom	went	on	to	be	formidable	philosophers	in	their	own	right.	When
the	war	began	in	1939,	many	young	men	were	enlisted,	leaving	this	quartet	in
a	unique	historical	position	–	freed	from	the	prevailing	demographic	norms	of
male-dominated	 study.	 Midgley	 and	 her	 friends	 would	 use	 their	 wartime
education,	 taught	 by	 older	 dons	 and	 conscientious	 objectors,	 to	 offer	 an
alternative	moral	 philosophy	 to	 the	Ayer-inspired	 paradigms	 that	 had	 taken
Oxford	by	 storm.	 Instead	of	 engaging	 in	 relentless	 linguistic	 analysis,	 these
women	 again	 focused	 on	 placing	 ethics	 back	 into	 the	 sphere	 of	 human
experience.	The	legacy	of	their	collective	work	is	still	being	charted	by	the	In
Parenthesis	 project	 at	 Durham	 University,	 led	 by	 Clare	Mac	 Cumhaill	 and
Rachael	Wiseman.
In	1950,	Mary	married	 fellow	philosopher	Geoff	Midgley	and	 the	couple

moved	 to	Newcastle,	where	 they	 spent	 their	 entire	 professional	 lives.	After
raising	 her	 three	 sons,	Midgley	 began	 to	write.	 Despite	 her	 late	 start,	 once
Mary	began	to	publish	there	was	no	stopping	her:	between	the	ages	of	fifty-
nine	and	ninety-nine	she	wrote	over	two	hundred	books,	articles	and	chapters,
contributing	frequently	to	 	and	the	 .	Her	energetic	tone
and	straightforward	good	sense	continued	to	sound	through	radio	broadcasts,
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and	for	many	years	she	spoke	on	programmes	such	as	Radio	4’s	
	and	 .	She	engaged	directly	with	notable	thinkers	of	the

day,	such	as	Richard	Dawkins	and	Daniel	Dennett,	and	became	a	 renowned
moral	 philosopher	 and	 public	 intellectual.	Midgley	 published	 her	 last	 book,

,	in	2018,	just	before	her	death	at	the	age	of	ninety-
nine.
Midgley’s	 thought	 is	 holistic,	 which	 makes	 it	 difficult	 to	 place	 in	 any

particular	philosophical	‘box’.	Unlike	the	linguistic	paradigm	dominant	in	the
Oxford	 of	 her	 youth,	 according	 to	Midgley	 there	 is	 no	 significant	 distance
between	 philosophy	 and	 human	 life;	 to	 pass	 from	one	 to	 the	 other	 is	much
like	 walking	 around	 the	 rooms	 of	 a	 house	 –	 effortless	 and	 familiar.
‘Philosophy,’	 she	 writes	 in	 ,	 ‘is	 not	 a	 luxury	 but	 a
necessity’	–	it	is	an	inevitable	part	of	the	human	condition,	much	like	growing
up	 or	 falling	 in	 love.	 When	 we	 do	 philosophy,	 we	 should	 not	 operate	 as
‘isolated	intellectuals’,	 taking	part	 in	a	sterile	enterprise	–	rather	we	are	part
of	a	collaborative,	living	process	of	shared	human	development.	Philosophy	is
simply	and	naturally	human.	As	a	human	endeavour,	Midgley’s	conception	of
philosophy	 rejects	 the	 distinctions	 between	 fact	 and	 value,	 a	 practice	 so
prominent	among	Midgley’s	male	contemporaries.
Midgley’s	 conception	 of	 philosophy	 as	 oriented	 around	 real-world

problems	 is	most	 visible	 in	 her	meta-philosophy	 –	 that	 is,	 her	 view	 on	 the
approach	 and	 role	 of	 the	moral	 philosopher.	 Detailed	 in	

	 (1996),	 Midgley’s
enduring	 comparison	 is	 between	 philosophy	 and	 plumbing.	 Both	 concern
underlying	structures	that	play	a	vital	yet	unnoticed	role	in	supplying	people
with	necessary	resources	for	everyday	life,	quietly	working	below	the	surface
of	our	attention,	exposed	only	when	they	break	down	in	floods	of	confusion.
When	 this	 happens,	 and	 our	 concepts	 become	 stagnant,	 it	 is	 the	 job	 of	 the
philosopher,	 like	 the	plumber,	 to	 ‘pull	 up	 the	 floorboards’	 and	 examine	our
faulty	concepts,	setting	about	trying	to	fix	the	problem.
This	powerful	metaphor	underlines	Midgley’s	 argument	 for	 the	 centrality

of	 philosophy	 to	 life.	 Philosophy	 really	 does	 matter.	 Even	 if,	 like	 the
plumbing,	we	can	get	away	with	ignoring	it	for	a	long	time,	sooner	or	later	the
myths	which	we	live	our	lives	by	–	to	borrow	a	turn	of	phrase	from	Midgley	–
will	become	stagnant	and	need	repairing.
One	constant	theme	of	Midgley’s	philosophy	is	that	of	‘world-pictures’	or

‘myths’	–	imaginative	visions,	expressing	stories	about	the	kind	of	norms	and
practices	human	society	lives	by.	In	 	(2003),	Midgley
unsettles	many	of	these	–	for	instance,	the	myth	of	the	social	contract	is	still
prevalent	 today.	 Popularised	 by	 Enlightenment	 philosophy,	 this	 is	 the	 idea
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that	‘morality	is	essentially	just	a	contract’,	freely	entered	into	by	isolated	and
autonomous	individuals	within	a	society.	In	her	autobiography	Midgley	notes
that	the	practice	of	unsettling	myths	demonstrates	to	what	extent	philosophy
is	like	therapy;	an	essential	activity	‘when	things	become	dark	and	difficult	to
see,	 rather	 than	 when	 they	 are	 clear	 and	 straightforward’.	 But	 while	 she
recognises	that	such	broad	visions	are	needed,	she	thinks	problems	arise	when
we	are	tempted	to	think	that	one	story	or	vision	can	capture	the	world	in	all	its
complexity;	 our	 vision	 is	 then	 prone	 to	 being	 one-sided	 and	 reductive.	 She
does	 not	 argue	 that	 the	 social	 contract	myth	 is	 false,	 but	 rather	 that	 it	 is	 a
‘typical	piece	of	Enlightenment	simplification’.
This	 notion	 of	 embracing	 the	 multi-faceted	 complexity	 of	 ‘this	 deeply

puzzling	 world’	 places	 Midgley	 at	 odds	 with	 an	 increasing	 philosophical
tendency	 to	 reduce	 and	 level	 out	 the	moral	 scene.	 That	 is,	 the	 tendency	 to
fixate	upon	some	singular	idea	or	entity	–	genes,	competition,	markets	–	so	as
to	give	a	unified	explanation	of	moral	reality.	Midgley	airs	her	suspicions	of
this	tendency	by	criticising	notions	such	as	‘social	atomism’	and	the	‘selfish
gene’	in	 	(1992)	and	 	(2010).	In	a	similar
vein,	she	warns	us	of	the	dangers	of	‘exaggerated	individualism’	encouraged
by	 an	 unrealistic	 acceptance	 of	 a	 radically	 competitive	 human	 nature	 in
modern	 versions	 of	Victorian	 social	Darwinism.	 In	
(1985)	 she	suggests	 that	modern	scientific	 figures	 such	as	Richard	Dawkins
have	distorted	Darwin’s	 theory	of	evolution	 to	create	 the	harmful	myth	 that
human	beings	are	radically	 isolated	 individuals,	homeless	 in	a	natural	world
that	 is	 an	 arena	 of	 relentless	 competition.	 This	 is	 a	 damaging	 myth	 for
Midgley,	 because	 it	 encourages	us	 to	 see	ourselves	 as	 ‘disembodied	minds’
rather	than	‘earthly	creatures’	–	a	self-conception	that	will	 likely	lead	to	our
lives	going	badly.	Again,	Midgley	is	drawn	back	to	this	idea	that	philosophy
is	 not	 a	 solitary	 endeavour.	Rather,	 our	 philosophy,	 like	 our	 plumbing,	 is	 a
shared	 cooperative	 and	 collaborative	 exercise	 needed	 to	 ‘keep	 the	 water
flowing’,	and	to	co-construct	pictures	that	we	live	by.
So,	 what	 is	 Midgley’s	 vision	 of	 ethics?	 According	 to	

(1978),	philosophy	is	the	study	of	our	complex	nature	and	our	situation	within
the	natural	world.	 It	 is	a	study	of	very	real	bonds	of	 friendship,	kinship	and
social	dependence,	and	of	how	we	live	as	dependent	social	beings.	Her	moral
philosophy,	 then,	 may	 be	 broadly	 placed	 within	 the	 camp	 of	 ethical
naturalism,	the	idea	that	ethics	is	dependent	on	facts	of	human	life,	facts	that
must	be	discovered	by	careful	study	of	the	human	animal.	Our	rich	culture	is
therefore	embedded	in	and	enabled	by	the	natural	world,	rather	than	alien	to
it.	However,	Midgley’s	naturalism	is	not	reductive.	Much	like	the	naturalism
present	 in	 Philippa	 Foot’s	 	 (2001)	 Midgley	 suggests	 our
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Elizabeth	Anscombe
1919–2001

Hannah	Carnegy-Arbuthnott

lizabeth	 Anscombe	 is	 one	 of	 the	 most	 important	 figures	 of	 twentieth-
century	 philosophy	 and	 one	 of	 its	most	 interesting	 characters.	 Born	 in
Ireland	in	1919,	and	later	schooled	in	South	London,	Anscombe	won	a
scholarship	 to	 St	 Hugh’s	 College,	 Oxford,	 to	 study	 classics	 and

philosophy,	 or	 Mods	 and	 Greats	 as	 it	 was	 known.	 She	 was	 so	 brilliant	 at
philosophy	 that	 she	 achieved	 a	 first	 class	 degree,	 despite	 a	 dismal
performance	 in	 the	 ancient	 history	 exams.	 (Roger	 Teichmann	 tells	 us	 she
ended	her	oral	exam	by	answering	‘no’	to	the	following	questions:	‘Can	you
give	us	the	name	of	a	Roman	provincial	governor?’	and	(in	some	desperation)
‘Is	 there	 any	 fact	 about	 the	 period	 you	 are	 supposed	 to	 have	 studied	which
you	would	like	to	tell	us?’)	So	started	an	illustrious	career	which	was	to	span
several	decades,	produce	seminal	contributions	to	philosophy,	and	profoundly
influence	 her	 students,	 many	 of	 whom	 would	 also	 become	 well-known
philosophers.	Alongside	her	professional	achievements,	Anscombe,	a	devout
Catholic,	raised	seven	children	with	her	husband	and	fellow	philosopher	Peter
Geach.	As	 her	 colleague	Philippa	Foot	 remarked,	 these	 achievements	 could
only	have	been	possible	for	a	woman	of	‘monumental	strength	of	mind,	will
and	body’.
Anscombe	 published	 important	 works	 in	 metaphysics,	 history	 of

philosophy,	 philosophy	 of	 mind,	 moral	 philosophy	 and	 philosophy	 of
religion.	Her	best-known	book,	 	(1957),	is	widely	hailed	as	a	classic
of	 modern	 philosophy,	 and	 has	 been	 described	 as	 the	 defining	 moment	 in
twentieth-century	philosophy	of	action.	Likewise,	her	article	‘Modern	Moral
Philosophy’	(1958)	stimulated	the	contemporary	development	of	virtue	ethics.
But	 it	was	as	a	 translator	 that	Anscombe	 first	 found	 recognition,	publishing
the	 authoritative	 English	 version	 of	 Wittgenstein’s	

	in	1953.
Anscombe	 met	 Wittgenstein	 at	 Newnham	 College,	 Cambridge,	 as	 a

graduate	 research	 student.	 She	 attended	 Wittgenstein’s	 lectures,	 becoming
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one	 of	 his	 most	 devoted	 students	 and,	 eventually,	 a	 close	 friend.	 When
Wittgenstein	died,	Anscombe	was	one	of	three	literary	executors	named	in	his
will.	She	edited	and	co-edited	several	volumes	of	Wittgenstein’s	posthumous
works,	produced	translations	of	many	of	his	texts,	and	wrote	

	 (1959).	 After	 her	 graduate	 studies,	 Anscombe
became	a	fellow	at	Somerville	College,	Oxford,	before	finally	returning	in	the
latter	 stage	 of	 her	 career	 to	 take	 up	 Wittgenstein’s	 chair	 in	 philosophy	 at
Cambridge.	However,	while	Wittgenstein	undoubtedly	 influenced	her	work,
their	relationship	was	certainly	not	one	of	discipleship.	Anscombe’s	body	of
work	 spans	 far	 beyond	 the	 commentaries	 she	 published	 on	 Wittgenstein’s
work.	Moreover,	 while	Wittgenstein	 was	 sceptical	 of	 the	 very	 existence	 of
ethical	 propositions,	 much	 of	 Anscombe’s	 philosophy	 tackled	 first-order
moral	questions	head	on.	Despite	disagreeing	in	their	attitudes	and	approaches
to	moral	philosophy	and	to	practical	political	problems,	part	of	what	endeared
Anscombe	to	Wittgenstein	was	her	staunch	independence	of	thought.
Anscombe’s	 independence	 is	evident	across	her	work,	and	not	only	 in	 its

originality.	 She	 was	 not	 the	 kind	 of	 philosopher	 to	 develop	 a	 particular
theoretical	 system	 and	 then	 apply	 it	 to	 various	 topics.	 Instead,	 she	 was,	 as
Teichmann	puts	it,	‘infuriatingly	prone	to	take	each	case	on	its	merits.’	Much
of	 her	work	was	 prompted	 by	 a	 dissatisfaction	with	 existing	 approaches	 to
some	field,	and	a	drive	to	address	important	underlying	questions	which	had
been	 overlooked	 or	 neglected.	 The	 philosophers	 that	 Anscombe	 most
respected	 were	 not	 necessarily	 those	 who	 she	 thought	 came	 to	 the	 right
conclusions,	but	the	ones	whose	work	got	at	deep	and	important	problems.	In
‘Modern	Moral	 Philosophy’,	 she	 remarks	 about	 Hume	 that	 he	 was	 a	 mere
sophist	–	albeit	a	brilliant	one	–	but	that	in	noticing	his	sophistry,	one	notices
matters	worthy	of	further	exploration.	In	her	own	words,	‘The	obvious	stands
in	need	of	investigation	as	a	result	of	the	points	that	Hume	pretends	to	have
made.’	This	opening	up	of	new	topics	was	something	Anscombe	prized	most
highly,	 and	 enough	 to	make	Hume	 in	 her	 eyes	 a	 ‘very	 profound	 and	 great
philosopher,	despite	his	sophistry.’
While	 Anscombe’s	 work	 often	 defies	 categorisation,	 her	 philosophy	 is

characterised	 by	 its	 overarching	 ambition	 to	 fully	 address	 fundamental
questions	 about	 our	 psychological	 and	moral	 nature.	 And	 in	 order	 to	 solve
these	 philosophical	 puzzles,	 she	 thought	 it	 useful	 to	 analyse	 ordinary
concepts,	how	we	learn	and	acquire	them,	and	to	consider	what	concepts	we
might	have	had	if	we	were	different	kinds	of	beings	altogether.
Her	groundbreaking	work	 	addresses	the	nature	of	agency	through

an	investigation	of	the	difference	between	intentions,	predictions,	motives	and
causes.	Anscombe	wrote	 	after	being	perplexed	by	supporters	of	the
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However,	some,	such	as	Roger	Crisp,	argue	that	we	should	read	‘Modern
Moral	 Philosophy’	 as	 an	 argument	 for	 the	 superiority	 of	 a	 religious-based
ethics.	 Anscombe	 was,	 after	 all,	 a	 devout	 Catholic,	 and	 her	 religious
commitments	 often	 found	 expression	 in	 her	 philosophy.	 Anscombe	 first
converted	 to	 Roman	 Catholicism	 after	 reading	 various	 theological	 texts
between	the	ages	of	twelve	and	fifteen.	As	is	often	the	case	with	converts,	she
took	her	faith	incredibly	seriously.*	It	was	also	thanks	to	that	reading	that	she
became	interested	in	philosophy.	She	had	read	two	arguments	in	a	nineteenth-
century	text	called	 	which	she	found	puzzling.	The	first	was
the	claim	that	God	knows	what	anybody	would	have	done	if	they	hadn’t	died
when	they	did.	Anscombe	didn’t	believe	that	there	were	any	such	facts	about
what	would	have	happened	if	things	had	been	different	to	how	they	actually
happened.	The	second	was	a	‘First	Cause’	argument	for	the	existence	of	God,
and	 it	was	 in	 attempts	 to	 improve	 that	 argument	 that	Anscombe	 first	 began
doing	 philosophy.	Her	 faith	 and	 philosophy	were	 again	 brought	 together	 in
her	 later	 work	 on	 ‘Contraception	 and	 Chastity’	 (1972),	 where	 she	 again
invoked	 the	 idea	 of	 actions	 being	 intended	 under	 a	 description	 to	make	 the
case	 that	 while	 barrier	methods	 of	 contraception	 are	 forbidden	 by	 Catholic
doctrine,	 there	 is	 no	 such	 problem	 with	 the	 rhythm	 method.	 That	 article
courted	controversy	for	some	comments	that	Anscombe	made	in	it	regarding
abortion	and	sodomy.	Michael	Tanner	and	Bernard	Williams	accused	her	of
accepting	 rotten	 thinking	 from	 the	 Pope	 and	 the	 Church.	 Anscombe
responded,	 wryly	 addressing	 her	 reply	 to	 ‘my	 friendly	 neighbourhood
philosophers’.
Anscombe	 certainly	 took	 philosophical	 argumentation	 very	 seriously,

whether	 she	 was	 engaging	 with	 famous	 philosophers,	 archbishops	 or
undergraduate	students	(she	once	wrote	to	the	Archbishop	of	Armagh	to	point
out	 a	 mistake	 he	 had	 made	 in	 a	 piece	 about	 Wittgenstein’s	 ).
Michael	Dummett,	who	was	a	student	of	Anscombe,	remarked	that	she	would
attack	 most	 vigorously	 any	 arguments	 with	 which	 he	 thought	 she	 would
agree,	sometimes	stretching	the	tutorial	well	over	its	allotted	time.	Taking	an
argument	 seriously	 was	 a	 way	 of	 showing	 respect	 to	 her	 interlocutor
regardless	of	their	status.
As	 a	 woman	 in	 the	 male-dominated	 world	 of	 Oxbridge	 philosophy,	 this

could	 sometimes	 cause	 friction.	Anscombe’s	 first	 journal	 publication	was	 a
critique	 of	 a	 chapter	 of	 C.	 S.	 Lewis’s	 book	 	 (1947).	 She	 read	 this
paper	 at	 a	meeting	 of	 the	Oxford	 Socratic	 Club,	 where	 Lewis	 himself	 was
present.	Some	reported	that	the	meeting	was	the	most	dramatic	in	the	club’s
history,	 as	 Anscombe	 had	 launched	 a	 heavy	 attack	 on	 Lewis	 and	 left	 him
deeply	disturbed	and	quite	horrified.	Anscombe’s	own	 recollection	was	 that
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Mary	Warnock
1924-2019

Gulzaar	Barn

lthough	 the	 aim	 of	 this	 collection	 has	 been	 to	 showcase	 women
philosophers	who	have	typically	been	neglected	from	the	canon,	one	of
the	 first	 books	 of	 philosophy	 that	 I	 happened	 to	 read	 was	 by	 a
philosopher	who	was	a	woman.	The	book	was	

	(1998)	by	Mary	Warnock,	given	to	me	by	my	parents	when	I
was	 in	 my	 final	 year	 of	 sixth	 form,	 after	 I	 had	 decided	 I	 wanted	 to	 study
philosophy	at	university.	Unfortunately	the	book	allowed	me	to	formulate	the
rather	false	impression	that	philosophy	was	always	this	digestible	and	lucid.	I
then	 most	 notably	 came	 into	 contact	 with	 Warnock’s	 work	 during	 my
postgraduate	studies	when	I	was	writing	on	the	ethical	concerns	raised	by	the
practice	of	commercial	surrogacy.	Here,	I	 learned	that	Warnock	had	chaired
the	Committee	of	 Inquiry	 into	Human	Fertilisation	and	Embryology	 (1984),
which	 directly	 influenced	 the	 Surrogacy	 Arrangements	 Act	 (1985).	 I	 was
awestruck	 that	 a	 philosopher	 had	 been	 appointed	 to	 such	 an	 important	 role
and	 had	 exerted	 such	 an	 impact	 on	 policy.	 It	 was	 her	 application	 of
philosophy	to	the	public	realm	which	Warnock	embodies	that	really	resonated
with	me	and	inspired	the	writing	of	this	chapter.
Warnock	was	born	in	1924	in	Winchester,	the	youngest	child	of	seven.	Her

father,	who	had	taught	modern	languages	at	Win-	chester	College,	died	seven
months	 before	 her	 birth.	Despite	 this	 tragedy,	Warnock	 describes	 herself	 in
her	memoir	as	having	a	‘supremely	happy	childhood’.	Warnock,	to	all	intents
and	purposes,	had	a	rather	privileged	upbringing:	meals	were	brought	upstairs
to	her	by	 a	maid,	 she	 and	her	 siblings	had	a	nanny,	 to	whom	she	 formed	a
deep	 attachment,	 and	 she	 attended	 public	 day	 and	 boarding	 schools.
Amusingly,	Warnock	 recalls	 that,	 aged	 fifteen,	 she	knew	she	was	a	 ‘natural
Tory’:	 ‘I	 loved	 hunting;	 I	 loved	 time-honoured	 hierarchies;	 I	 loved
cathedrals.’	 However,	 as	 the	 Second	 World	 War	 unfolded	 around	 her,
Warnock	felt	that	to	indulge	these	‘Trollopian	instincts’	would	be	wrong.	She
decided	to	‘check	her	privilege’,	as	is	encouraged	now,	and	became	‘woke’	–
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‘I	 must	 pull	 myself	 together,	 recognise	 the	 unfairness	 of	 my	 privilege	 and
comfortable	way	of	 life,	begin	properly	 to	aim	 for	a	 classless	 society,	 think
about	politics,	become	someone	who	would	go	to	what	I	vaguely	thought	of
as	meetings.	By	1945,	I	had	talked	myself	pretty	thoroughly	round	to	the	left.’
Conversion	techniques	that	would	put	modern	political	campaigns	to	shame!
Warnock	 adds	 that	 her	 husband,	 Geoffrey	 Warnock	 –	 fellow	 and	 tutor	 in
philosophy	 at	 Magdalen	 College,	 principal	 of	 Hertford	 College,	 and	 later
vice-chancellor	of	the	University	of	Oxford	–	was	much	more	wholeheartedly
of	 the	 left	 than	 she	 was,	 and	 was	 instrumental	 in	 finalising	 her	 change	 in
political	direction.
Warnock’s	life	at	Oxford	seemed	dizzyingly	glamorous	and	enviable.	She

won	 a	 scholarship	 to	 read	 Mods	 and	 Greats	 –	 an	 undergraduate	 degree
focusing	 on	 ancient	Greek	 and	Latin	 literature,	 history	 and	 philosophy	 –	 at
Lady	Margaret	Hall.	Warnock	says	she	would	not	have	won	this	scholarship
had	 she	 not	 attended	 Prior’s	 Field	 School,	 in	 Surrey,	 which	 had	 greatly
improved	her	self-confidence.	The	school,	founded	by	the	Huxley	family,	and
attended	 by	 both	 Aldous	 and	 Julian,	 paid	 great	 attention	 to	 politics	 and
culture.	 Being	 an	 undergraduate	 during	 the	 war,	 however,	 was	 not	 all	 that
enjoyable.	Wartime	regulations	meant	that	Mods	and	Greats,	normally	a	four-
year	course,	had	to	be	shortened.	Warnock’s	studies	were	further	disrupted	by
the	war,	and	she	left	to	teach	at	Sherborne	School	for	Girls	for	two	years,	until
Lady	Margaret	Hall	would	have	her	back.	After	finishing	her	undergraduate
degree,	 Warnock	 rushed	 to	 complete	 the	 then	 newly	 instated	 postgraduate
B.Phil.	 in	 philosophy	 within	 one	 year,	 rather	 than	 the	 customary	 two
(apologies	if	you	have	experienced	the	B.Phil	and	this	thought	creates	pangs
of	anxiety).	Following	this,	Warnock	was	elected	to	a	lectureship	at	St	Hugh’s
College,	 and	 her	 husband	 Geoffrey	 was	 elected	 to	 a	 prize	 fellowship	 at
Magdalen	College.
Philosophy	 at	 Oxford	 during	 the	 period	 Warnock	 taught	 there	 was	 at	 a

‘high	pitch	of	success’.	The	B.Phil.	was	attracting	graduates	from	all	over	the
world,	and	figures	such	as	Philippa	Foot,	Gilbert	Ryle	and	J.	L.	Austin	were
roaming	 the	 cloisters.	 Warnock	 and	 her	 husband	 were	 hobnobbing	 with
figures	such	as	Isaiah	Berlin,	Peter	and	Ann	Strawson,	and	having	Kingsley
and	Hilary	Amis	to	stay.	As	principal	of	Hertford	College,	Geoffrey	Warnock
even	had	his	portrait	painted	by	David	Hockney.	Warnock	recalls	how,	during
this	 period,	 the	Oxford	 left-wing	 dons	 had	 links	with	 the	Labour	 Party	 and
would	advise	on	policy.	Indeed,	‘it	was	among	these	people	that	the	Common
Market	as	a	first	tentative	adumbration	was	tentatively	discussed.’
Warnock	also	met	Margaret	Thatcher	a	number	of	times.	Warnock	talks	at

length	 in	 her	 memoir	 about	 Thatcherism	 and	 laments	 the	 dismantling	 of
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higher	education	through	cuts	to	university	grants,	and	through	the	new	onus
placed	 on	 universities	 to	 satisfy	 the	 requirements	 of	 industry.	 Crucially,
Warnock	 ventures,	 the	 most	 pervasive	 legacy	 of	 Thatcher’s	 was	 the
‘assumption	 that	nothing	matters	except	 the	non-squandering	of	money,	and
that	no	value	exists	except	to	save	and	prosper.’	As	well	as	believing	this	in
relation	to	the	state,	individuals	began	adopting	this	value	for	themselves.
Increasingly,	people	talked	about	‘offers	they	could	not	refuse’.	And	these,

of	course,	were	offers	they	could	have	refused,	but	did	not	want	to,	because
they	 were	 offers	 that	 would	 enrich	 them.	 In	 such	 a	 culture	 it	 becomes
increasingly	 easy	 to	 cross	 the	 line	 between	 honest	 and	 dishonest	 means	 of
becoming	rich.	If	personal	wealth	is	generally	seen	as	the	highest	value,	then
the	means	 to	 attain	 it	 may	 gradually	 become	 a	matter	 of	 indifference.	 The
erosion	of	moral	 standards	 in	 the	City	and	 the	 stock	market	 illustrates	what
may	come	to	seem	inevitable.
Warnock	 demonstrated	 a	 clear	 commitment	 to	 values	 outside	 of	 and

beyond	 enrichment,	 for	 example	 in	 her	 committee’s	 distinctly	 anti-
marketisation	 stance	 on	 surrogacy	 in	 1984.	 Negotiating	 surrogacy	 on	 a
commercial	basis	is	illegal	in	the	UK	under	the	Surrogacy	Arrangements	Act
(1985).	The	inquiry	led	by	Warnock	concluded	that	the	danger	of	exploitation
outweighed	 the	 potential	 benefits	 of	 commercial	 surrogacy.	 It	 stated	 that
treating	people	as	means	to	one’s	own	ends	becomes	‘positively	exploitative
when	 financial	 interests	 are	 involved.’	 It	 would	 seem	 that	 Warnock	 et	 al.
deemed	surrogacy	 to	 fall	outside	 the	proper	 scope	of	 the	market,	 the	use	of
surrogates	by	companies	perhaps	constituting	a	dishonest	means	of	becoming
rich.
While	 it	may	be	 the	case	 that	commercial	 surrogacy	 is	prohibited	here	 in

the	 UK,	 it	 has	 flourished	 elsewhere.	 India	 has	 emerged	 as	 a	 ‘leader’	 of
commercial	 surrogacy,	with	 the	Confederation	of	 Indian	 Industry	predicting
the	 industry	 now	 generates	 US$2.3	 billion	 annually.	 The	 Indian	 surrogacy
industry	 is	 characterised	 by	 wealthy	 international	 clients	 procuring	 the
services	of	Indian	surrogates	who	are	comparatively	and	absolutely	less	well
off.	 Much	 of	 the	 philosophical	 scholarship	 in	 the	 area	 points	 to	 the
exploitative	nature	of	Indian	surrogacy	arrangements.	Theorists	such	as	Vida
Panitch	 and	 Stephen	 Wilkinson	 fall	 shy	 of	 advocating	 prohibitive
intervention,	 however,	 arguing	 that	 exploitative	 surrogacy	 often	 serves	 as	 a
best	possible	option	for	disadvantaged	women	under	non-ideal	constraints.	In
recent	years,	the	Indian	government’s	position	on	surrogacy	has	dramatically
shifted,	coinciding	with	the	increased	scholarship	in	this	area,	suggesting	the
possible	 influence	of	academic	and	media	attention.	The	 lower	house	of	 the
Indian	parliament	passed	the	Surrogacy	(Regulation)	Bill	in	December	2018,
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effectively	 prohibiting	 commercial	 surrogacy,	 replacing	 it	 with	 a	 locally
regulated	altruistic	model,	available	to	Indian	nationals	only.
The	UK’s	own	surrogacy	laws	are	also	currently	under	a	three-year	review

by	the	Law	Commission	of	England	and	Wales,	and	that	of	Scotland.	One	key
area	 targeted	 for	 reform	 is	 the	way	 in	which	uncertainty	 in	 the	 law	may	be
encouraging	UK	residents	to	look	overseas	for	surrogates.	Warnock	has	rather
candidly	 since	 admitted	 that	 she	 believes	 she	 had	 an	 ‘irrational	 prejudice’
against	 permitting	 surrogacy,	 and	 that	 she	 followed	 her	 gut	 feelings,	 ‘quite
illegitimately’.	 The	 prohibition	 of	 surrogacy	 on	 commercial	 grounds	 has
arguably	had	a	bearing	on	the	emergence	of	industries	elsewhere	to	cater	for
demand:	it	is	reported	that	Britons	are	the	largest	consumers	of	the	industry	in
India.	 The	 act	 of	 liberalising	 surrogacy	 laws	 in	 the	 UK	 may	 serve	 to
redistribute	 some	 of	 the	 existing	 harms	 presented	 by	 the	 issue,	 in	 terms	 of
reducing	 the	 burden	 on	 surrogates	 in	 other	 countries	 to	 fulfil	 demand.
However,	a	parallel	problem	of	exploitation	may	persist	if	surrogates	from	the
UK	are	also	typically	contracting	out	of	socioeconomic	vulnerability,	albeit	to
a	lesser	degree.
Warnock	has	been	credited	with	promoting	the	discipline	of	‘bioethics’	as	a

vital	 intermediary	between	politics,	 the	public	and	biomedicine.	Bioethics	 is
often	 understood	 as	 the	 study	 of	 issues	 arising	 from	 advances	 in	 biology,
medicine	 and	 healthcare.	 Issues	 considered	 under	 this	 banner	 typically
include	 abortion,	 euthanasia,	 clinical	 research	 ethics	 and	 the	 allocation	 of
scarce	healthcare	resources.	It	has	been	suggested	by	Duncan	Wilson	that	the
development	of	bioethics	and	‘ethics	committees’	like	the	ones	Warnock	has
been	 involved	 with	 ‘tallied	 with	 the	 Conservative	 government’s	 desire	 for
increased	 surveillance	 of	 hitherto	 autonomous	 professions’.	 Nevertheless,
Wilson	 argues	 that	 this	 political	 demand	 ‘fulfilled	 Warnock’s	 belief	 that
philosophers	should	apply	themselves	to	practical	matters.	And	once	selected
as	 chair	 of	 the	 government	 inquiry,	 she	 became	 a	 strong	 advocate	 of	 what
became	 known	 as	 “bioethics”:	 criticising	 biomedical	 paternalism	 and
extolling	the	benefits	of	external	oversight.’
In	 her	 memoir,	 Warnock	 describes	 the	 difficulties	 involved	 in	 putting

together	 the	 final	 report	 of	 the	 committee	 on	 human	 fertilisation	 and
embryology.	She	 recalls	 that	 it	was	hard	 to	 reach	 agreement	 and	 encourage
members	to	state	clearly	what	their	objections	were,	after	they	had	indicated
that	‘they	“were	not	happy”	about	this	or	that’.	Warnock	also	suggests	that	the
solution	 to	 such	 irreconcilable	 differences	 did	 not	 quite	 lie	 in	 aiming	 for	 a
‘correct’	 answer,	 but	 rather,	 included	 proposing	 ‘something	 practical,
regretted	no	doubt	by	some	as	too	lax,	by	others	as	too	strict,	but	something	to
which,	whatever	their	reservations,	everyone	would	be	prepared	to	consent.’
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This	desire	to	‘reach	a	consensus’	in	the	face	of	such	obstructing	plurality
is	 echoed	 in	 the	 introduction	 to	 Warnock’s	 book	

,	where	she	 laments	 the	effect	 that	 logical	positivism	had	on
moral	 and	 political	 philosophy.	 Logical	 positivism	 was	 a	 movement	 that
emerged	 within	 philosophy	 in	 the	 1920s.	 It	 held	 that	 there	 were	 only	 two
meaningful	types	of	propositions:	those	that	were	necessarily	and	objectively
true,	such	as	mathematical	propositions,	and	propositions	that	were	rendered
facts	 through	 verification	 by	 observable	 evidence,	 such	 as	 facts	 emerging
from	 empirical	 scientific	 study.	 This	 approach	 had	 the	 effect	 of	 rendering
value	 judgements	 in	 moral	 philosophy,	 such	 as	 ‘this	 action	 is
good/right/wrong’,	 as	 meaningless.	 Such	 statements,	 after	 all,	 could	 not	 be
verified	or	falsified	in	this	way.	Warnock	took	issue	with	this	denigration	of
the	 notion	 of	 subjective	 ‘value’	 in	 favour	 of	 objective	 ‘fact’,	 believing	 that
questions	 must	 be	 asked	 ‘about	 values,	 what	 we	 value	 and	 why,	 and	 who
“we”	are	when	we	are	inclined	to	raise	these	problems.’
Relatedly,	Warnock	was	 also	 perturbed	 by	moral	 relativism,	 the	 doctrine

that	the	truth	or	justification	of	moral	judgments	is	not	absolute	but	is	relative
to	the	moral	standard	of	some	person	or	group	of	persons.	Such	a	view	holds
that	 there	 exist	 deep	 and	 widespread	 moral	 disagreements,	 and	 there	 is	 no
universal	 set	 of	 moral	 principles	 that	 can	 adjudicate	 between	 them.	 For
Warnock,	 however,	 ‘altruism,	 or	 unselfishness’	 is	 central	 to	 morality.
Goodness	is	not	merely	in	the	eye	of	 the	beholder.	Rather,	‘there	are	shared
and	permanent	values,	arising	from	the	nature	of	humanity	itself.’	Decisions
must	 aim	 towards	 some	 civic	 and	 social	 good.	 This	 relates	 to	 the	 root	 of
Warnock’s	 disagreement	 with	 Thatcherism	 –	 that	 the	 selfishness	 it
encouraged	served	to	undermine	the	idea	of	a	common	good.	Crucially,	such
Thatcherite	 selfishness	 is	 ‘hard	 to	 reconcile	 with	 the	 qualities	 of	 a	 truly
civilised	 society.’	 At	 her	 core,	 therefore,	 Warnock	 might	 be	 read	 as	 a
communitarian,	primarily	concerned	with	the	role	of	the	individual	in	relation
to	a	social	community,	with	actions	that	further	the	stability	and	cohesion	of
the	whole	seen	as	constituting	the	good.
Warnock	 describes	 the	 book	 	 (1916),	 an	 anthology

containing	 Shakespeare’s	 sonnets,	 other	 poems,	 and	 extracts	 from	 Spinoza,
Tolstoy	 and	 Plato,	 as	 ‘undoubtedly	 the	 most	 educative	 book’	 she	 ever
possessed.	 She	 was	 a	 great	 believer	 in	 the	 power	 of	 stories	 to	 encapsulate
values	that	are	‘permanent,	intelligible,	and	above	all	shared.’	It	is	clear	that
Warnock	 thoroughly	 enjoyed,	 and	was	 deeply	 grateful	 for,	 her	 own	 school
and	university	education.	This	appreciation	seems	to	be	reflected	in	her	belief
that	 significant	 value	 lies	 in	 educating	 children	 about	 ethics,	 as	 well	 as
cultivating	 their	 imagination.	Warnock	was	 able	 to	 further	 these	 sentiments
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T

Sophie	Bosede	Oluwole
1935–2018

Minna	Salami

o	consider	the	life	and	work	of	Sophie	Bosede	Oluwole,	the	erudite	and
provocative	 shaper	 of	 contemporary	 Yoruba	 classical	 philosophy,	 we
must	start	with	a	brief	history	of	the	Yoruba	people	of	today’s	Nigeria.	It
is	this	history	that	underpins	the	foundations	of	her	philosophical	work.

Most	 importantly,	 to	 understand	Oluwole’s	 position,	we	 should	 be	 aware
that	there	was	no	such	thing	as	Nigeria	only	as	recently	as	the	early	twentieth
century.	Yorubas	were	instead	part	of	the	Oyo	Empire,	which	stretched	across
modern	 day	 southwestern	 Nigeria	 to	 Benin	 and	 Togo.	 The	 Oyo	 Empire
consisted	of	numerous	city-states	which	it	had	conquered.	One	of	 those	was
Ondo	State,	where	Professor	Oluwole	was	born	in	1935.
By	 the	 time	 of	 Oluwole’s	 birth,	 Nigeria	 had	 been	 a	 British	 colony	 for

twenty-one	 years.	 In	 1914,	 the	 last	 of	 the	 Yoruba	 city-states	 (the	 Egba
kingdom)	 had	 been	 abolished	 and	 the	 entire	 Oyo	 Empire,	 along	 with
caliphates	 and	 kingdoms	 to	 the	 north	 and	 east	 of	 the	 River	Niger	 –	whose
fluvial	 mysteries	 had	 been	 the	 initial	 motive	 for	 British	 exploration	 in	 the
region	–	were	amalgamated	into	one	big	colony:	Nigeria.
To	what	extent	did	colonisation	impact	the	childhood	of	a	girl	born	in	Ondo

State	 twenty-one	 years	 after	 the	 formation	 of	 Nigeria?	 Did	 she	 consider
herself	Nigerian	first,	or	Yoruba	first?	To	what	extent	was	the	colonisation	of
the	mind	 in	effect	 in	 those	 relatively	early	days	of	British	 rule?	Perhaps	 the
story	 about	how	 she	 came	 to	be	 called	Sophie	gives	us	 an	 indication.	Until
Oluwole	was	eight	years	old	she	went	by	the	name	Bosede,	but	because	she
performed	so	well	in	school,	her	headmaster	suggested	that	her	father	rename
her	 Sophia,	 a	 name	 he	 found	more	 appropriate	 for	 her	 because	 she	was	 so
intelligent.
If	Anglophone	names	were	seen	as	a	sign	of	intelligence,	then	it	seems	safe

to	 assume	 that	 the	 colonial	 education	 had	 set	 its	 mark	 at	 this	 time.	 For
Oluwole’s	headmaster	to	suggest	that	her	name	be	changed,	let	alone	for	her
family	to	approve	of	it,	indicates	that	the	colonial	mentality	must	have	already
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been	shaping	life	in	Ondo	State	quite	pronouncedly.	In	fact,	Oluwole	herself
once	characteristically	said	that	although	she	tweaked	the	name	from	Sophia
to	Sophie	to	personalise	it,	she	kept	the	name	as	a	testimony	to	the	legacy	of
colonialism	of	her	people.
Perhaps	it	was	an	accident	of	fate	that,	if	she	had	to	be	re-baptised	at	all,	it

was	at	least	with	a	name	that	forms	the	field	of	study	–	philosophy	–	to	which
she	would	dedicate	her	 life.	Philosophy	 after	 all	 comes	 from	 ‘philo’,	which
means	‘love’	in	Ancient	Greek,	and	‘sophia’,	which	means	wisdom;	and	the
love	of	wisdom	was	Oluwole’s	greatest	tool.
However,	it	was	a	different	type	of	love	that	led	her	towards	philosophy.	In

1963,	 at	 twenty-eight	 years	 old,	 Oluwole	 moved	 to	Moscow	 with	 her	 first
husband	 who	 had	 received	 a	 scholarship	 from	 the	 USSR.	 Her	 first	 two
children	(she	would	have	four	more)	stayed	behind	with	family.	She	enrolled
into	university	but,	once	accepted,	her	husband	was	transferred	to	Cologne	in
West	Germany,	where	Oluwole	again	applied	 to	 study	but	again	missed	 the
opportunity	 as	 a	 year	 later	 her	 husband	 was	 transferred	 to	 the	 US.	 When
Oluwole	returned	to	Nigeria	from	the	US	in	1967,	she	finally	enrolled	at	the
University	 of	 Lagos,	 where	 she	 received	 both	 her	 bachelor’s	 and	 master’s
degrees	 in	 philosophy.	She	 then	moved	 to	 the	 then	 renowned	University	 of
Ibadan,	where	 she	was	 awarded	 her	 doctorate	 in	 philosophy,	 the	 first	 to	 be
awarded	to	a	Nigerian	by	a	Nigerian	university.
By	 now,	 Oluwole	 was	 beginning	 to	 become	 increasingly	 conscious	 of

Yoruba	 thought	 and	 African	 philosophy.	 Her	 proposed	 doctoral	 thesis	 was
titled	‘The	Rational	Basis	of	Yoruba	Ethical	Thinking’.	Alas,	due	to	a	lack	of
supervisors	on	the	topic	she	opted	to	write	a	thesis	titled	‘Meta-ethics	and	the
Golden	Rule’.	This	was	another	accident	of	fate	perhaps,	as	her	specialisation
in	the	ethics	of	reciprocation	would	later	–	when	she	indeed	did	dedicate	her
oeuvre,	in	essence,	to	‘the	rational	basis	of	Yoruba	thinking’	–	invigorate	her
ripostes	to	accusations	of	reductionism	and	fatalism	in	African	philosophy.
Her	journey	into	African	philosophy	was,	as	she	herself	said,	‘prompted	by

my	 training	 and	 experience	 in	 Western	 philosophy.’	 According	 to	 this
education,	she	was	taught	that	‘Africans	never	originated	any	cogent	tradition
of	philosophy’.	Even	at	her	own	doctoral	graduation	party	in	1984,	the	head
of	 department	 of	 philosophy	 congratulated	 her	 for	 finally	 attaining	 ‘the
license	 to	 talk	 all	 the	 nonsense	 [she]	 had	 been	 talking	 before.’	 Oluwole
became	 determined	 to	 use	 her	 intellectual	 capacity	 to	 prove	 the	 sceptics
wrong,	 declaring	 that	 she	was	 on	 a	 ‘crusade	 to	 rediscover,	 revive,	 criticise,
amend	and	promote	indigenous	African	knowledge’.
By	 ‘crusade’	 Oluwole	 referred	 to	 lucid	 criticisms	 of	 not	 only	 Western

philosophers	 such	 as	Hobbes,	Hegel	 and	Rousseau,	who	 blatantly	 espoused
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racist	 views	 in	 their	 writing.	 She	 also	 fearlessly	 slated	 leading	 African
philosophers	such	as	Paulin	J.	Hountondji,	Akin	Makinde	and	Kwasi	Wiredu,
arguing	 that	 their	 claims	 that	 scientific	 civilisations	 could	 not	 exist	without
writing	 (Hountondji),	 that	 African	 languages	 were	 not	 complex	 enough	 to
handle	 philosophical	 discourse	 (Makinde),	 or	 that	 traditional	 modes	 of
understanding	 were	 intuitive	 and	 unscientific	 (Wiredu)	 were	 absurd	 and
fictitious.	‘It	is	heretical	to	identify	and/or	characterise	African	thought	from
definitions	 derived	 from	 Western	 concepts	 and	 traditions	 of	 thought,’	 she
argued.
Oluwole	 contended	 that	 African	 philosophy	 could	 be	 discovered	 via	 a

hermeneutical	 approach,	 the	 theory	 or	methodology	 of	 interpretation,	 to	 the
oral	 canon	 of	 the	 continent.	 With	 the	 exception	 of	 Ancient	 Egyptian,
Ethiopian	 and	 Islamic	 texts,	 African	 epistemology	 was	 recorded	 through
proverbs,	 ritual	 texts,	 epic	 poems,	 musical	 traditions,	 creation	 myths,	 life
histories,	 historical	 narratives	 and	 recitations	 rather	 than	 through	 written
works,	and	it	was	through	studying	these	sources	that	philosophical	thoughts
could	be	understood.
Through	this	approach	she	demonstrated	how	Yoruba	oral	genres	qualified

as	 philosophy.	 More	 specifically,	 she	 argued	 for	 the	 interpretation	 of	 the
‘corpus	 of	 Ifá’,	 which	 is	 the	 quintessential	 Yoruba	 compendium	 of
philosophical	 themes	such	as	wisdom,	 justice,	 time,	human	agency,	destiny,
democracy,	misogyny	and	human	rights,	as	philosophy	rather	than	the	system
of	divination	it	is	commonly	assigned.	The	corpus	of	Ifá,	which	now	largely
also	exists	in	written	format,	is	a	geomantic	system	consisting	of	256	figures
to	which	thousands	of	verses	are	attached.	It	has	been	stored	through	memory
for	 thousands	 of	 years	 by	 traditional	 Yoruba	 philosophers	 known	 as
babalawos,	which	means	‘fathers	of	esoteric	knowledge’.
Oluwole’s	 insights	 and	 bravado	 established	 her	 as	 a	 fearless	 thinker	 and

soon	her	classes	at	the	University	of	Lagos,	where	she	now	lectured,	filled	to
the	 brim.	 As	 an	 unapologetic	 feminist	 in	 an	 anti-feminist	 society,	 her
popularity	was	 testimony	 to	 her	 charm	 and	wisdom.	 Eleven	 years	 after	 her
graduation	 she	 had	 already	 published	 five	 books:	

	 (1989),	
	 (1992),	

(1993),	
(1996)	and	 	(1997).	She	was	equally	prolific	in
writing	papers	and	editing	book	volumes.
In	 her	 last	 book,	

	 (2015),	 Oluwole	 offered	 a	 groundbreaking	 comparison	 between
Socrates,	the	founder	of	Western	philosophy,	and	Orunmila,	the	creator	of	the
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work,	it	had	challenged	the	status	quo,	strived	to	end	ignorance,	and	offered
the	general	populace	an	opportunity	to	rethink	what	they	accept	as	true.
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Angela	Davis
b.	1944

Anita	L.	Allen

ngela	Y.	Davis	was	born	in	Birmingham,	Alabama.	At	the	time,	African
Americans	were	 still	 segregated	on	 the	basis	of	 race	by	 state	 law	and
denied	 basic	 civil	 rights	 enjoyed	 by	whites	 in	 the	 areas	 of	 education,
housing,	 public	 accommodations,	 police	 protection	 and	 voting.	 At	 a

time	when	many	Black	women	in	the	American	South	could	only	aspire	to	be
farm	 hands	 or	 domestics,	 it	 would	 have	 been	 impossible	 to	 foresee	 that
Angela	Davis	would	 grow	 to	 become	 an	 internationally	 recognised	 icon	 by
the	 age	 of	 thirty,	 and	 a	 quintessentially	 American	 activist,	 feminist	 and
academic	philosopher.
Davis	 is	 perhaps	 the	 most	 iconic	 symbol	 of	 the	 American	 Black	 Power

Movement.	Exposed	 to	communist	 and	socialist	 theories	by	her	parents	and
later	as	a	student,	Davis	has	spent	her	life	working	to	understand	and	describe
the	full	extent	of	capitalist	state	oppression	in	the	United	States,	both	through
her	 scholarship	 and	 her	 political	 activism	 on	 behalf	 of	 Blacks,	women,	 the
poor	and	the	powerless.	She	was	a	member	of	the	Communist	Party	for	many
years,	including	during	the	Cold	War	with	the	Soviet	Union	and	the	Vietnam
War,	 when	 the	 United	 States	 defined	 itself	 as	 the	 enemy	 of	 global
communism.
Davis	 first	 gained	 nationwide	 attention	 in	 1969	when	 the	Regents	 of	 the

University	of	California	attempted	to	fire	her	from	a	teaching	position	at	the
University	 of	 California	 Los	Angeles	 (UCLA)	 for	 being	 a	 communist.	 Her
notoriety	grew	the	following	year,	when	her	face	wound	up	on	an	FBI	‘most
wanted’	 fugitive-from-justice	 poster.	 She	 was	 the	 subject	 of	 a	 high-profile
manhunt	 that	 led	 to	 her	 arrest	 and	 imprisonment.	 Guns	 that	 Davis	 had
purchased	in	her	name	for	security	purposes	were	used	without	her	complicity
in	the	siege	of	a	Marin	County,	California	courthouse	in	which	several	people
were	killed.	An	international	campaign	called	for	her	release	from	prison,	and
Davis	was	eventually	released	following	acquittal	of	all	criminal	charges	in	a
jury	trial.
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Just	 as	 important	 as	 her	 activism	 surrounding	 these	 events	 and	 their
aftermath,	 she	 has	 also	 made	 important	 scholarly	 contributions	 critiquing
capitalism	by	drawing	connections	between	anti-racism,	gender	equality	and
prison	 abolition.	 The	 Collegium	 of	 Black	 Women	 Philosophers	 honoured
Davis	at	Pennsylvania	State	University	in	2017.	A	professor	emerita	from	the
University	of	California	Santa	Cruz,	she	remains	in	the	national	spotlight,	as	a
lightning	 rod	 for	 political	 controversy.	 In	 2019	 her	 views	 on	 Israel	 and
Palestine	led	to	the	cancellation	of	a	Birmingham	Civil	Rights	Institute	gala	at
which	 she	 was	 scheduled	 to	 receive	 a	 human	 rights	 award.	 Davis	 has
advocated	boycott,	divestment	and	sanctions	against	Israel.
The	path	to	philosophical	eminence	was	in	Davis’s	case	a	rocky	road,	full

of	impediments	and	potential	barriers.	As	an	African-American	girl	growing
up	in	Birmingham,	Alabama,	in	the	1940s	and	50s,	Angela	Davis	could	easily
have	set	her	sights	low,	undermined	by	government-backed	racist	oppression.
Yet	 her	 parents	 were	 bold.	 In	 1948,	 hers	 became	 the	 first	 Black	 family	 to
move	 into	 a	 previously	 all-white	 block	 in	 town.	 As	 more	 Black	 families
followed	 hers,	 the	 neighbourhood	 became	 known	 as	 ‘Dynamite	 Hill’,
reflecting	 the	 frequency	with	which	 these	 families	had	 their	houses	bombed
for	 disrupting	 the	 racist	 hierarchy.	 Davis	 would	 later	 say	 the	 violence	 she
witnessed	 as	 a	 child	 instilled	 in	 her	 the	 importance	 of	 self-defence	 and	 a
willingness	to	fight	back	against	irrational	violence.
Davis	moved	north	as	a	teenager.	It	was	by	attending	Elisabeth	Irwin	High

School,	a	private	school	in	New	York	City	known	for	its	radical	politics	and
pedagogy,	 that	Davis	was	 first	 systematically	 exposed	 to	 socialism,	 reading
the	 	and	getting	involved	in	a	communist	youth	group.
Following	 high	 school	 Davis	 attended	 Brandeis	 University	 on	 a	 full
scholarship,	where	 she	participated	 in	protests	and	attended	visiting	 lectures
by	 leading	 thinkers	 in	 the	struggle	 for	 racial	 justice,	 such	as	James	Baldwin
and	Malcolm	X.	Although	Davis	majored	in	French	literature,	her	deepening
interest	 in	 the	 philosophy	 of	 Karl	 Marx,	 and	 the	 line	 of	 thinkers	 who
influenced	 and	were	 influenced	by	him,	 led	her	 to	 study	philosophy.	 In	her
final	 year	 at	 Brandeis	 she	 developed	 a	 mentorship	 with	 the	 philosopher
Herbert	Marcuse,	 who	 guided	 her	 study	 of	 philosophy	 and	 encouraged	 her
decision	to	continue	in	graduate	school	at	the	University	of	Frankfurt,	in	West
Germany.
Davis	was	comfortable	going	to	Europe	for	graduate	study.	She	had	spent

her	junior	year	of	college	studying	in	France	and	spent	the	summer	after	her
first	year	of	college	in	Europe	as	well.	While	Davis	seemed	to	find	her	time
abroad	 satisfying,	 she	 wrote	 in	 her	 autobiography	 that,	 ‘The	 more	 the
struggles	 at	 home	 accelerated,	 the	 more	 frustrated	 I	 felt	 at	 being	 forced	 to
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experience	 it	 all	 vicariously.	 I	 was	 advancing	 my	 studies,	 deepening	 my
understanding	of	philosophy,	but	 I	 felt	more	and	more	 isolated.’	One	of	 the
events	 that	 contributed	 to	 this	 feeling	 was	 the	 16th	 Street	 Baptist	 Church
bombing	in	her	hometown	of	Birmingham	on	Sunday	15	September	1963	that
killed	 four	 girls	 who	 had	 been	 her	 childhood	 friends:	 Carole	 Robertson,
Cynthia	Wesley,	Addie	Mae	Collins	and	Carol	Denise	McNair.	Davis	learned
about	the	event	from	the	pages	of	a	newspaper	while	she	was	in	France.	She
recounted	 in	 her	 autobiography	 how	 isolating	 it	 was	 to	 feel	 that	 her	 white
classmates	could	not	appreciate	 the	scope	of	 the	violence	 in	Birmingham	of
which	this	tragedy	was	a	part.
These	experiences	of	violence	 from	her	hometown	 left	a	deep	 impression

on	Davis.	During	an	interview	she	gave	from	prison	in	1972,	she	reflected	on
the	 bombings	 in	 her	 neighbourhood,	 including	 the	 one	 that	 killed	 her	 four
friends,	as	well	as	memories	of	Black	men	leading	armed	patrols	to	keep	their
families	safe:	‘That’s	why	when	someone	asks	me	about	violence,	I	just	find
it	 incredible.	 Because	 what	 it	 means	 is	 that	 the	 person	 who	 is	 asking	 that
question	has	absolutely	no	idea	what	Black	people	have	gone	through,	what
Black	people	have	experienced	in	this	country,	since	the	time	the	first	Black
person	was	kidnapped	from	the	shores	of	Africa.’
Davis	cut	her	time	in	Frankfurt	short,	and	moved	to	Southern	California	to

continue	her	graduate	studies	at	the	University	of	California	San	Diego	under
her	mentor	Marcuse,	who	 had	 relocated	 there	 from	Brandeis.	 She	 earned	 a
master’s	 degree	 from	 San	 Diego.	 She	 would	 eventually	 earn	 a	 PhD	 in
philosophy	 from	 the	 Humboldt	 University	 of	 Berlin.	 But	 in	 the	 meantime,
back	in	the	US,	Davis	blossomed	as	a	political	radical.	She	had	major	roles	in
the	Los	Angeles	chapter	of	 the	Student	Nonviolent	Coordinating	Committee
(SNCC),	a	Black	Panther	Party	office	in	Westside	Los	Angeles,	and	a	Black
Student	 Union	 at	 UC	 San	 Diego.	 Davis	 became	 leader,	 organising	 many
rallies,	 demonstrations	 and	 actions	 to	 demand	 accountability	 against	 racial
violence	 and	 oppression.	Davis	 also	 led	 the	Los	Angeles	 SNCC’s	 Freedom
School,	 where	 she	 and	 others	 taught	 courses	 on	 subjects	 like	 ‘Current
Developments	in	the	Black	Movement’	and	‘Community	Organising	Skills’.
Through	 her	 involvement	 in	 these	 political	 groups,	 Davis	 confronted	 the

reality	of	misogyny	and	sexism;	‘a	constant	problem	in	my	political	life,’	she
recounted	 in	 her	 autobiography.	 She	 was,	 she	 has	 reported,	 criticised	 very
heavily	for	doing	‘a	man’s	job’.	Black	women	who	took	initiative	and	worked
to	 become	 leaders	 in	 their	 own	 right	 threatened	 men’s	 masculinity.
Undeterred,	 Davis	 established	 her	 undeniable	 strength	 as	 a	 leader	 in	 the
movements	she	was	part	of,	despite	these	dynamics.
Driven	 in	part	 by	her	 frustrations	with	 some	of	 the	other	groups	 she	was
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	(1971)	helped	mobilise	support	for	Davis	and
raise	 awareness	 of	 the	 injustice	 of	 the	 prison	 system	more	 broadly.	 At	 her
trial,	Davis	was	acquitted	by	an	all-white	jury.
Following	her	acquittal,	Davis	became	a	professor	and	continued	to	speak

out	 on	 issues	 of	 oppression,	 especially	 around	 race,	 class	 and	 gender.	 Her
book	 	 (1981)	 has	 become	 a	 feminist	 classic,
challenging	 conventional	 anti-feminist	 and	 feminist	 narratives	 alike	 around
Black	women	(and	men).	She	has	continued	her	advocacy	against	the	‘prison-
industrial	complex’	and	is	a	leading	proponent	of	prison	abolition,	for	which
she	makes	 the	case	 in	 	 (2003).	Her	speeches	on	 these
topics	 and	 more	 broadly	 on	 the	 nature	 of	 freedom	 from	 oppression	 are
collected	 in	 	 (1989),	

	 (2012)	 and	 the	 most	 recent	

(2016).
Despite	 years	 of	 peaceful	 mainstream	 service	 in	 higher	 education

promoting	gender,	race	and	prison	studies,	Davis	is	no	stranger	to	controversy
for	 her	 outspoken	 views.	 In	 January	 2019,	 she	 was	 in	 the	 news	 for	 the
Birmingham	 Civil	 Rights	 Institute’s	 decision	 to	 rescind	 an	 invitation	 to
honour	her	at	its	annual	gala	(with	an	award	named	after	civil	rights	activist
Reverend	 Fred	 Shuttlesworth).	 In	 a	 statement,	 Davis	 explained	 that	 the
decision	 was	 based	 on	 her	 long-standing	 support	 for	 Palestinian	 justice.
Undeterred,	she	explained	that	she	would	be	returning	to	Birmingham	in	any
case.	‘Despite	the	BCRI’s	regrettable	decision,’	she	stated,	‘I	look	forward	to
being	in	Birmingham	in	February	for	an	alternative	event	organised	by	those
who	believe	that	the	movement	for	civil	rights	in	this	moment	must	include	a
robust	discussion	of	all	of	 the	injustices	 that	surround	us.’	Later	 that	month,
the	Institute	changed	course	and	reissued	its	invitation.
The	number	of	women	of	African	ancestry	who	are	professional	academic

philosophers	remains	small	in	the	United	States.	Angela	Davis	was	one	of	the
first	 such	women	 to	 receive	a	PhD	 in	philosophy.	 Joyce	Mitchell	Cook	and
Naomi	Zack	(Zack	identifies	as	mixed-race)	also	received	PhDs	in	the	1960s.
A	handful	more	 received	PhDs	 in	 the	1970s	and	1980s.	Davis	was	 the	only
Black	woman	philosopher	 I	 had	 ever	 heard	of	when	 I	 read	Marcuse,	Sartre
and	Marx	in	college,	and	began	a	PhD	programme	in	philosophy	in	1974.	In
November	 2017,	 soon	 after	 I	 commenced	 duties	 as	 president-elect	 of	 the
American	Philosophical	Association	Eastern	Division,	I	had	the	good	fortune
to	 meet	 Davis	 in	 person,	 at	 the	 Collegium	 of	 Black	Women	 Philosophers’
10th	 Annual	 Meeting	 at	 which	 she	 was	 honoured.	 I	 was	 not	 sure	 what	 to
expect	 from	my	 first	 meeting	with	 a	 person	whose	 beauty,	 commitment	 to
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justice	and	intelligence	have	uniquely	inspired	me	since	I	was	sixteen.	I	found
her	 warm	 and	 gracious.	 She	 was	 generous	 from	 the	 podium	 in	 publicly
acknowledging	 my	 far	 more	 modest	 accomplishments.	 As	 I	 watched	 her
address	a	room	full	of	admirers	that	included	my	own	college-aged	daughter,
it	was	 clear	 that	 I	 am	not	 the	only	one	 for	whom	Angela	Davis	 is	 and	will
always	be	a	Philosopher	Queen.

114



	

115



T

Iris	Marion	Young
1946–2006

Désirée	Lim

here	are	several	important	things	to	know	about	Iris	Marion	Young.	The
first	is	her	remarkable	career	trajectory.	Born	in	New	York	City	in	1949,
Young	completed	her	master’s	degree	and	doctorate	in	philosophy	at	the
Pennsylvania	State	University	by	the	age	of	twenty-five.	The	following

years	of	Young’s	life	likewise	proved	to	be	extraordinarily	productive.	Before
taking	up	her	final	position	as	professor	in	political	science	at	the	University
of	Chicago	in	2000,	she	had	established	herself	as	one	of	the	most	important
feminist	thinkers	in	the	world,	a	status	merited	by	her	influential	insights	on
feminism,	democracy	and	theories	of	justice.
At	the	same	time,	Young	was	a	committed	political	activist.	For	her,	theory

and	practice	were	inseparable.	In	her	first,	groundbreaking	work,	
	 (1990),	 Young	 eschewed	 theories	 that	 were	 ‘too

abstract	to	be	useful	in	evaluating	actual	institutions	and	practices.’	She	was
admired	throughout	her	career	for	her	willingness	to	situate	her	ideas	within
concrete	 social	 realities.	 Theorists	 could	 not	 afford	 to	 stand	 away	 from	 the
chaos	and	struggle	of	concrete	political	life.	Tellingly,	her	book	

	 (2000)	 begins	 with	 the	 uncomfortable	 experience	 of	 soliciting
signatures	for	a	referendum	petition	in	Pittsburgh	on	a	freezing	winter’s	day,	a
‘self-punishment’	she	persisted	in	because	of	her	knowledge	that	many	others
were	doing	so.	Driven	by	 the	 importance	of	solidarity	and	collective	action,
Young	participated	in	grassroots	political	activity	for	a	striking	multiplicity	of
social	causes.	These	ranged	from	women’s	rights,	the	civil	rights	movement,
various	 anti-war	movements,	 debt	 relief	 for	Africa,	workers’	 rights,	 and	 the
anti-nuclear	power	movement.
But	there	are	other	things	you	should	know	about	Iris	–	things	that	take	us	a

little	closer	to	Iris	Young	the	person,	and	not	just	the	celebrated	philosopher
or	passionate	activist.	She	loved	jazz	music,	frequenting	bars	around	Chicago
and	 playing	 jazz	 piano	 at	 the	 faculty	 club	 for	 her	 colleagues.	 When	 her
daughter	 Morgan	 was	 born,	 Young	 brightly	 wrote	 to	 her	 friends,	 ‘another
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socialist	feminist	has	come	into	the	world!’	In	this	spirit,	there	is	a	story	from
Young’s	childhood	that	is	worth	recounting.
At	 the	age	of	eleven,	Young	was	unceremoniously	 taken	to	a	 teen-reform

home	with	her	brother	and	sister.	Young’s	mother	had	been	devastated	by	her
husband’s	sudden	death	from	a	brain	tumour.	Shortly	after,	she	was	thrown	in
jail	 for	 child	 neglect	 –	 the	 primary	 evidence	 being	 ‘drinking	 and	 a	 messy
house’.	While	it	was	the	first	time	Young’s	mother	would	be	arrested,	it	was
sadly	not	the	last.	She	was	soon	marched	away	again	after	a	small	fire	in	their
household	 revealed	 the	 ‘papers	 strewn	about	and	dust	on	 the	 floor	and	beer
cans’.	 Sent	 to	 live	with	 a	 foster	 family,	Young	was	 only	 reunited	with	 her
mother	after	her	foster	father	also	died	suddenly,	instantly	rendering	her	foster
family	a	‘bad	environment’	for	children	in	the	eyes	of	the	state.
Young	 candidly	 recalls	 this	 incident	 for	 a	 particular	 reason.	 In	 her	 essay

‘House	and	Home:	Feminist	Variations	on	a	Theme’	(2005),	she	reflects	upon
the	 relationship	 between	 women	 and	 ‘the	 home’	 under	 conditions	 of
patriarchy.	Here,	Young	 agrees	with	 other	 feminists	 like	 Luce	 Irigaray	 and
Simone	de	Beauvoir	 that	 the	 ‘home’	can	 function	as	a	 source	of	oppression
for	women.	After	all,	her	mother	was	confined	to	the	role	of	homemaker	–	a
role	that	made	her	primarily	responsible	for	mundane	domestic	chores.	Rather
than	 be	 free	 to	 carve	 out	 her	 own	path,	 she	was	 expected	 to	 carry	 out	 ‘life
maintenance’	 –	 ‘cooking,	 cleaning,	 ironing	 and	 mending’	 for	 the	 sake	 of
supporting	 her	 husband	 and	 children.	 Against	 this	 backdrop,	 Young’s
mother’s	imprisonment	and	separation	from	her	children	shows	how	cruel	the
penalties	could	be	for	women	who	dared	to	resist	these	expectations.
However,	in	calling	attention	to	this	part	of	Young’s	life,	I	have	a	different

agenda.	 First	 of	 all,	 it	 disrupts	 the	 notion	 of	 the	 privileged	 childhood	 that
philosophers	are	often	presumed	 to	share.	This	notion,	 I	believe,	 is	part	and
parcel	 of	 broader	 assumptions	 about	 :	 wealthy	 white
men	whose	incipient	genius	is	tenderly	nurtured	from	a	young	age,	and	their
scholarly	pursuits	blissfully	uninterrupted	by	drudgery	or	poverty	of	any	sort,
much	less	being	carted	off	to	a	teen-reform	home.
More	importantly,	I	wonder	whether	 the	difficulty	of	Young’s	early	years

did	not	so	much	serve	as	an	obstacle	to	her	intellectual	flourishing	as	 	it.
The	above	event	starkly	raises	a	number	of	deep	philosophical	questions,	all
of	which	Young	was	 preoccupied	with.	This	 is	 a	 possibility	 that	Karsten	 J.
Struhl	 also	 raises	 in	 his	 touching	 ‘Letter	 to	 Iris	 Young’	 (2009).	 As	 Struhl
suggests,	 while	 we	 can	 never	 know	 the	 answer,	 we	 may	 still	 continue	 to
construct	 an	 idea	 of	 who	 Iris	 Young	 was	 from	 her	 writings.	 And	 even	 if
Young’s	main	theoretical	concerns	were	 inspired	by	an	entirely	different	set
of	events,	I	believe	that	revisiting	this	childhood	tragedy	helps	to	anchor	their
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importance.	For	these	reasons,	it	is	worth	connecting	a	number	of	her	central
contributions	to	this	part	of	her	life	story.
As	 a	 starting	 point,	 	 highlights	 the

importance	 of	 social	 relations	 between	 persons	 for	 thinking	 about	 social
justice.	 While	 taking	 care	 to	 acknowledge	 the	 significance	 of	 material
inequality	 or	 deprivation,	 Young	 argues	 that	 there	 are	 other	 fundamental
sources	 of	 injustice:	 namely	 	 and	 .	 Oppression,	 for
Young,	 is	 the	 ‘institutional	 constraint	 on	 self-development’.	 People	 face
oppression	when	they	are	subject	to	social	conditions	that	prevent	them	from
‘learning	 and	 using	 satisfying	 and	 expansive	 skills	 in	 socially	 recognised
settings’,	or	‘inhibit	[their]	ability	to	play	and	communicate	with	others	or	to
express	their	feelings	and	perspective	on	social	 life	in	contexts	where	others
can	 listen’.	On	 the	other	hand,	domination	 is	 the	 ‘institutional	 constraint	on
self-determination’;	we	 live	within	 structures	 of	 domination	 if	 other	 people
have	the	asymmetrical	power	to	determine	the	conditions	of	our	actions.
Why	 is	 it	 necessary	 to	broaden	our	understanding	of	 injustice?	 In	having

her	 children	 taken	 from	 her	 because	 of	 mere	 untidiness,	 Young’s	 mother
undeniably	suffered	immense	injustice.	And	yet	it	did	not	stem	from	
deprivation.	 In	 ‘House	 and	Home’	Young	 is	 careful	 to	 emphasise	 that	 they
‘were	 not	 poor	 once	 the	 insurance	 and	 social	 security	 money	 came,	 just
messy’.	 Rather,	 it	 seems	 that	 her	 mother	 was	 socially	 	 and

	 by	 those	 around	 her.	 In	 the	 first	 case,	 her	 ability	 to	 speak	 three
languages	 and	 possession	 of	 a	 master’s	 degree	 had	 already	 gone
unrecognised;	she	had	been	judged	solely	in	terms	of	how	well	she	kept	 the
house.	 On	 top	 of	 this,	 after	 her	 husband’s	 death	 she	 was	 unable	 to
communicate	 her	 grief	 to	 the	 neighbours,	 police	 and	 child-welfare	 agents,
whether	it	was	to	ask	for	the	emotional	support	she	desperately	needed,	or	to
explain	 that	her	children	remained	well	cared	for	despite	 the	mess.	 In	short,
the	 social	 conditions	 of	 patriarchy	 blocked	 her	 from	 vital	 forms	 of	 self-
development	and	self-expression.	At	the	same	time,	unilateral	decisions	were
made	 to	place	Young	and	her	siblings	 in	state	and	foster	care.	 It	 seems	 that
Young’s	mother	was	utterly	unable	to	have	a	say	in	where	 	children	should
go.	In	this	way,	Young’s	social	model	of	injustice	helps	us	to	understand	what
has	gone	wrong	in	such	cases	of	parent–child	separation.
Later,	Young	became	 interested	 in	what	she	calls	 ‘structural	 injustice’.	 In

	(2011),	her	final	book	published	after	her	death,	she
considers	the	fictional	case	of	‘Sandy’,	a	single	mother	who	has	been	evicted
from	her	apartment	and	is	trying	her	best	to	find	a	new	home	to	rent.	The	only
affordable,	decent	and	safe	apartments	Sandy	locates	are	so	far	away	from	her
workplace	 that	 she	 must	 devote	 some	 of	 her	 rent	 money	 to	 car	 payments.
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Furthermore,	 even	 though	 Sandy	 applies	 for	 a	 housing	 subsidy,	 she	 is	 told
that	the	waiting	time	is	about	two	years.	In	the	end,	Sandy	has	no	choice	but
to	 take	 an	 apartment	 that	 is	 smaller	 than	 she	 hoped	 for.	 In	 the	 process,	 she
faces	 one	 final	 obstacle:	 she	must	 deposit	 three	months’	 rent	 to	 secure	 the
apartment,	which	is	a	typical	landlord	policy.	Yet	because	she	has	used	all	her
savings	to	pay	for	her	car,	she	cannot	rent	 the	apartment,	and	now	faces	the
looming	prospect	of	homelessness.
This	 story,	 Young	 believes,	 ‘can	 be	 repeated	 with	 minor	 variations	 for

hundreds	of	thousands	of	people	in	the	United	States’.	She	contends	that	what
happened	to	Sandy	is	not	just	unfortunate	or	inconvenient,	but	 .
It	is	unjust	for	Sandy	to	be	placed	in	her	unenviable	position.	In	order	to	make
sense	 of	 this,	 Young	 thinks	 we	 need	 to	 fundamentally	 revise	 our
presuppositions	about	what	wrongdoing	is.	Typically,	we	regard	ourselves	as
having	suffered	moral	wrong	when	other	individuals	commit	wrongs	against
us:	for	example,	if	Sandy	became	homeless	because	she	was	defrauded	of	her
money	by	the	landlord.	You	might	also	say	that	we	are	wronged	when	we	are
subject	 to	 a	 particular	 unjust	 law	or	 policy,	 such	 as	 if	 Sandy	was	 explicitly
barred	from	renting	apartments	on	the	basis	of	her	race.	But,	as	Young	notes,
all	 the	 individuals	 that	 Sandy	 has	 interacted	 with	 (such	 as	 landlords	 and
apartment-hunting	agents)	treat	her	decently,	and	she	does	not	face	the	threat
of	homelessness	because	of	 a	 single	unjust	 law.	Rather,	Sandy’s	position	 is
the	result	of	a	particular	 ,	an	outcome	that	is	produced
through	 the	 actions	 of	 masses	 of	 individuals	 acting	 in	 accordance	 with
accepted	 norms	 and	 rules.	 Even	 if	 none	 of	 those	 individuals	 are	 guilty	 of
committing	 wrongs	 against	 Sandy,	 nor	 do	 they	 actively	 intend	 to	 render
Sandy	 homeless,	 the	 social	 structure	 they	 create	 through	 the	 sum	 of	 their
actions	nevertheless	has	a	serious	impact	on	her	housing	prospects.	It	sharply
limits	her	choices,	to	the	extent	where	she	is	basically	unable	to	find	a	home
for	herself	and	her	children.	In	other	words,	as	Young	powerfully	argues,	it	is
the	social	structure	as	a	whole	that	we	need	to	challenge,	rather	than	seeking
to	blame	any	single	person	or	policy.
While	Young	 does	 not	 explicitly	make	 the	 connection,	 the	 parallels	with

what	 happened	 to	 her	 mother	 are	 unmistakable.	 Like	 in	 Sandy’s	 case,	 she
suffered	serious	structural	injustice	–	prolonged	separation	from	her	children
–	that	happened	as	a	result	of	individuals	following	the	established	rules	and
norms,	 such	 as	 the	 police	 and	 child	 protection	 services	 simply	 doing	 their
jobs,	 and	 neighbours	 evaluating	 her	 behaviour	 in	 line	 with	 widely	 shared
expectations	 of	 women.	 Young’s	 discussion	 of	 these	 cases	 underscores	 not
only	 the	 importance	 of	 working	 to	 change	 social	 structures,	 but	 also	 the
necessity	 of	 critiquing	 our	 own	daily	 actions	 and	 the	 social	 conditions	 they
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may	inadvertently	contribute	to.
Young	 passed	 away	 suddenly	 from	 oesophageal	 cancer	 in	 2006.	 Shortly

before	her	death	she	was	still	travelling	for	lectures	and	conferences.
Young’s	 body	 of	 work	 not	 only	 reveals	 how	 philosophy	 can	 serve	 to

illuminate	and	give	voice	to	lived	experience	–	but	also	that	it	is	made	all	the
more	 nuanced	 and	 rich	 through	 its	 careful	 engagement	 with	 ordinary
struggles.	We	would	do	well	to	follow	her	example.
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Anita	L.	Allen
b.	1953

Ilhan	Dahir

hen	 asked	 where	 her	 hometown	 is,	 Anita	 Allen	 mentions	 Fort
Worden,	 Washington,	 and	 Schofield	 Barracks	 in	 Hawaii	 before
settling	on	Fort	Benning,	Georgia.	‘It’s	where	my	parents	are	buried.	I
have	an	affection	for	the	place,’	she	says	in	her	2017	interview	with

Clifford	Sosis.	It	is	important	to	note	the	many	spaces	a	person	can	call	home,
the	ability	 to	see	an	essential	 familiarity	 in	multiple	places	at	once.	 It	 is	 the
kind	of	awareness	that	permeates	Anita	Allen’s	sprawling	scholarship.	There
is,	 at	 once,	 an	 ability	 to	 see	 broadly	 enough	 to	 make	 astute	 and	 novel
observations	 about	 law	 and	 ethics	 in	 the	 contemporary	 age	 as	well	 as	 such
startling	 specificity	 as	 to	 contribute	 almost	 immediately	 to	 the	 canon	 of
essential	scholarship.
Anita	 Allen	 is	 widely	 known	 for	 her	 pioneering	 work	 in	 academia.

Currently	 the	 Henry	 R.	 Silverman	 professor	 of	 law	 and	 professor	 of
philosophy	at	the	University	of	Pennsylvania	Law	School,	she	is	perhaps	best
known	 as	 the	 creator	 of	 the	 privacy	 subfield	 within	 the	 discipline	 of
philosophy.	 Her	 scholarship	 has	 yielded	 some	 of	 the	 essential	 texts	 on	 the
topic.	 In	 fact,	 it	 is	 no	 exaggeration	 to	 say	 that	 there	 can	 be	 no	 complete
discussion	of	contemporary	philosophy	about	privacy	without	mention	of	her
influence.	Her	books	 include	

	 (1988),	 the	 first	 monograph	 on	 privacy	 written	 by	 an	 American
philosopher,	and	the	premier	privacy	law	textbook	
(2007),	which	has	been	called	‘the	most	comprehensive	 textbook	on	 the	US
law	of	privacy	and	data	protection’.	It	is,	to	this	day,	unmatched	in	its	breadth.
However,	a	chapter	dedicated	to	Allen’s	scholarship	is	as	much	about	her

contribution	 to	 answering	 the	 unanswered	 questions	 as	 it	 is	 about	 how
profoundly	her	work	has	 impacted	 the	questions	we	ask	 themselves.	Taking
Gabriel	García	Márquez’s	conception	that	‘all	human	beings	have	three	lives:
public,	 private	 and	 secret’,	 the	 question	 of	 privacy	 is	 made	 immediate	 and
personal.	 The	 notion	 of	 a	 tripartite	 consciousness,	 operating	 between	 all

122



human	 interactions	 but	 going	 largely	 unnamed,	 raises	 the	 stakes	 when	 it
comes	 to	 examination	 of	 any	 one	 aspect	 of	 the	 lived	 experience.	While	 the
compartmentalisation	of	 the	self,	keeping	some	facets	of	ourselves	 from	 the
public	or	 reserving	 some	persona	 for	 the	world,	 is	 a	necessary	part	of	daily
life,	 new	 ethical	 enquiries	 present	 themselves	 within	 the	 digital	 age.	 How
much	 of	 ourselves	 are	 we	 constructing	 across	 dimensions	 –	 public,	 private
and	secret	–	and	how	much	ownership	do	we	have	over	that	self-construction?
It	 seems,	 in	 a	 growingly	 connected	 world,	 anything	 and	 everything	 from
social	 media,	 technological	 advances,	 smartphone	 applications	 and
widespread	 internet	usage	 is	 leading	 to	 the	erosion	of	our	ability	 to	 retain	a
genuine	 sense	 of	 privacy.	 Indeed,	 as	 Allen	 said	 in	 a	 speech	 at	 The	 Aspen
Institute,	 ‘The	 right	 to	 privacy	 has	 a	 foot	 in	 the	 grave.’	 However,	 this
statement	 is	 not	motivated	 by	 a	 pessimistic	 approach	 to	 the	 question	 of	 the
future	of	privacy;	rather,	it	is	a	clear-eyed	assessment	of	the	state	of	affairs	as
they	stand.	Allen’s	scholarship	posits	that	the	right	to	privacy,	precarious	as	it
may	 seem	 today,	 is	 a	 concept	 crucial	 to	 the	 experience	 of	 humanity.	 She
boldly	claims	in	 	(2011):	‘Privacy	is
so	 important	 and	 so	 neglected	 in	 contemporary	 life	 that	 democratic	 states,
though	liberal	and	feminist,	could	be	justified	in	undertaking	a	rescue	mission
that	 includes	 enacting	 paternalistic	 privacy	 laws	 for	 the	 benefit	 of	 uneager
beneficiaries.’	Allen	does	not	simply	examine	the	role	of	privacy	in	our	lives
but	 pushes	 against	 the	 parameters	 of	 the	 concept,	 asking	 which	 privacies
people	are	dispositioned	to	protect,	which	they	neglect,	and	what	the	role	of
good	governance	is	in	preserving	this	right.
As	widely	discussed	as	issues	of	privacy	are	today,	 the	right	to	privacy	is

not	a	doctrinally	protected	concept.	In	fact,	the	‘right	to	privacy’	as	we	have
come	 to	 know	 it	was	 first	majorly	 discussed	 in	 the	United	 States	 by	 Louis
Brandeis	 and	 Samuel	 D.	Warren	 in	 the	 1890	 ,	 where
they	 argued	 that,	 although	 it	 is	 not	 officially	 stated	 in	 the	 Bill	 of	 Rights	 –
taking	common	law	and	the	United	States	Constitution	together	–	the	case	for
a	right	to	privacy	could	be	made	inferentially.	Warren	and	Brandeis’s	article
served	as	a	turning	point	for	the	study	of	privacy,	heralded	by	Harry	Kalven
Jr.	(one	of	the	most	influential	legal	scholars	of	the	twentieth	century)	as	the
‘most	influential	law	review	article	of	all’.	It	was	one	of	the	first	attempts	at
summarising	what	the	evasive	term	‘privacy’	meant,	while	also	endeavouring
to	define	its	often	shifting	borders.	William	Lloyd	Prosser,	a	leading	scholar
on	tort	law,	famously	argued	that	such	simplification	would	escape	the	point
entirely,	instead	proposing	that	privacy	was	a	collection	of	four	separate	torts
(a	 wrongful	 act	 leading	 to	 legal	 liability):	 1)	 appropriating	 the	 plaintiff’s
identity	for	the	defendant’s	benefit,	2)	placing	the	plaintiff	in	a	false	light	in
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the	public	eye,	3)	publicly	disclosing	private	facts	about	the	plaintiff,	and	4)
unreasonably	intruding	upon	the	seclusion	or	solitude	of	the	plaintiff.	All	four
of	these	general	rules	were	unified	only	loosely	by	the	concept	known	as	the
‘right	to	be	left	alone’.
However,	 it	was	Alan	Westin’s	 	 (1967)	 and	a	1980

	 article	 by	 Ruth	 Gavison	 that	 Allen	 credits	 with	 having
inspired	her	work	 .	This
would	 go	 on	 to	 be	 considered	 the	 first	 in-depth	 analysis	 of	 privacy	 by	 an
academic	 philosopher	 and	 would	 set	 the	 stage	 for	 Allen’s	 creation	 of	 the
privacy	 subfield	 within	 philosophy.	 The	 book	 examines	 the	 meaning	 of
privacy	 and	 the	 role	 it	 plays	 in	modern	 life,	while	 also	 containing	 a	 public
policy	approach	missing	from	the	work	of	her	peers.
Allen’s	own	education	began	at	New	College,	a	small	liberal	arts	college	in

Sarasota	 where	 her	 interest	 in	 the	 humanities	 was	 fostered.	 It	 was	 at	 New
College	that	she	met	her	first	mentors,	the	American	pragmatist	B.	Gresham
Riley,	her	continental	philosophy	professor	Doug	Berggren,	and	the	analytic
philosopher	Bryan	Norton	who	introduced	her	to	Rudolf	Carnap	–	the	thinker
who	would	inspire	her	undergraduate	thesis	on	the	rejection	of	metaphysics.	It
was	with	Norton’s	advice	that	she	set	her	sights	on	a	PhD.	Shortly	thereafter,
Allen	was	 admitted	 to	 the	University	 of	Michigan’s	 philosophy	 department
and	 she	 began	 her	 academic	 career.	 She	 received	 the	 Ford	 Fellowship	 to
complete	 her	 doctoral	 work.	 After	 getting	 to	 Ann	 Arbor,	 her	 intellectual
curiosity	and	academic	achievement	allowed	her	to	quickly	rise	into	positions
of	student	leadership.	Allen	was	elected	graduate	student	representative	to	the
faculty.	 She	 spent	 her	 time	 at	 the	 University	 of	 Michigan	 excelling
academically	while	 also	making	 the	most	 of	 every	opportunity	 presented	 to
her,	 even	 in	 the	 face	of	gendered	and	 racialised	discrimination	–	 issues	 that
would	present	themselves	again	when	she	set	her	sights	on	the	workplace.	In
any	case,	she	stated	in	her	2017	interview	with	Clifford	Sosis	that	she	‘made
the	 best	 of	 things’	 and	 began	 her	 work	 as	 an	 educator	 at	 Carnegie	Mellon
University.
While	discussions	about	privacy	laws,	privacy	ethics	and	legal	philosophy

have	 grown	 tremendously	 in	 the	modern	 era,	Allen’s	 specific	 approach	 has
left	 an	 enduring	 mark.	 With	 the	 rapid	 growth	 in	 new	 technologies,	 the
widening	of	 the	social	sphere	 through	 the	 internet,	and	 the	expansion	of	 the
state’s	 surveillance	 capacity,	 privacy	 discussions	 grow	 more	 and	 more
complicated	 every	 year.	 Allen’s	 book	

	 unpacks	 the	 moral	 considerations	 that	 communications	 technologies
present	in	the	way	of	privacy.	Allen’s	seminal	text	 	paved	the
way	for	discussions	of	privacy	that	delve	into	the	multi-faceted	nature	of	the
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concept,	particularly	focusing	on	the	private–public	distinction	introduced	by
feminist	thought	leaders	of	the	1960s.	The	study	of	privacy,	especially	when
understood	 in	 conjunction	 with	 law	 and	 ethics,	 has	 come	 a	 long	 way.	 An
expert	 on	 privacy	 law,	 bioethics	 and	 the	 philosophy	 of	 privacy,	 Allen’s
scholarship	 on	 legal	 philosophy	 has	 played	 a	 role	 in	 propelling	 those	 fields
forward.
In	 a	world	where	 developments	 in	 technology	 have	 greatly	 outpaced	 our

progress	 in	 the	 protection	 of	 personal	 data,	 privacy	 has	 become	 a	 question
inextricable	 from	 technology	 –	 how	 does	 a	 society	 maintain	 healthy	 rights
preservation	while	 encouraging	 technological	 improvement?	Allen	 broaches
this	 uncertain	 terrain	 in	 her	 2013	 article	 ‘An	Ethical	Duty	 to	 Protect	One’s
Own	Information	Privacy?’	where	she	considers	the	matter	from	the	angle	of
disclosure,	pushing	 the	discussion	away	 from	simply	protecting	 information
privacy	 to	 the	more	 difficult	 moral	 question	 of	 whether	 individuals	 have	 a
‘responsibility’	 or	 ‘obligation’	 to	 protect	 their	 own	 privacy.	 In	 this	 way,
privacy	 is	 a	 duty	 as	much	 as	 a	 practice	 taken	on	by	 the	 citizen	out	 of	 self-
respect.
Through	her	work	Allen	has	made	it	clear	that	the	issue	of	privacy	is	one

that	holds	ethical,	political	and	social	considerations	within	it	all	at	once.	It	is
for	 this	 reason	 that	 her	work	 has	 resonated	with	 those	within	 the	 academy,
while	 also	 establishing	 her	 as	 an	 expert	 and	 foremost	 thinker	 within	 other
spheres.	Her	work	was	recognised	by	the	highest	office	in	the	United	States	in
2010,	 when	 she	 was	 appointed	 by	 President	 Obama	 to	 the	 Presidential
Commission	for	the	Study	of	Bioethical	Issues.	This	commission	was	set	up
by	 the	 Obama	 administration	 to	 serve	 in	 an	 advisory	 capacity	 on	 issues
relating	to	bioethics.
A	legal	and	philosophical	scholar	of	exceptional	skill,	Allen’s	contributions

to	the	field	are	doubled	by	the	trailblazing	effect	her	scholarship	has	already
had	on	the	academy.	She	is	no	stranger	to	firsts.	The	first	African-American
woman	 to	hold	both	 a	PhD	 in	philosophy	 and	 a	 law	degree,	 the	 first	Black
woman	 to	 be	 the	 president	 of	 the	 Eastern	 Division	 of	 the	 American
Philosophical	Association,	 a	National	Academy	of	Medicine	 appointee,	 and
one	of	the	leading	voices	in	privacy	philosophy,	she	holds	the	double	honour
of	 opening	 the	 field	 for	 the	 women	 philosophers	 of	 tomorrow	 while
profoundly	contributing	to	the	field	today.	In	her	Aspen	Institute	speech	Allen
continued	 that	 while	 ‘the	 right	 to	 privacy	 has	 a	 foot	 in	 the	 grave	 .	 .	 .	 our
grandchildren	will	resurrect	privacy	from	a	shallow	grave’.	When	they	dream
of	the	‘solitude,	independence	of	mind	and	confidentiality’	that	once	existed
with	privacy,	I	believe	they	will	call	upon	Allen’s	incisive	scholarship	to	light
the	way.	It	is	for	this	reason	that	I	am	optimistic	for	the	future	of	privacy	and
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for	those	who	will	resurrect	it.
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Azizah	Y.	al-Hibri
b.	1943

Nima	Dahir

n	 the	 contemporary	 age,	 it	 is	 nearly	 impossible	 to	 read	 about	 Islamic
jurisprudence,	 the	 theory	 or	 philosophy	 of	 law,	 without	 mention	 of	 the
current	 contentious	 and	 divided	 global	 political	 climate.	 The	 discussion
about	 the	nature	of	 this	climate	and	what	 it	can	 tell	us	about	some	of	 the

major	 questions	 of	 the	 modern	 world	 is	 increasingly	 confused;	 it	 is	 a
discourse	that	is	necessarily	multilayered.	For	this	reason,	the	study	of	Islamic
law	requires	political,	ethical	 	philosophical	analysis.	While	many	thinkers
have	attempted	to	address	the	need	for	a	multi-faceted	and	nuanced	approach,
this	chapter	is	dedicated	to	the	life	and	contributions	of	Azizah	Y.	al-Hibri	–
one	 of	 the	 great	 Islamic	 philosophers	 of	 the	 modern	 day.	 In	 a	 time	 of
heightened	 discourse	 surrounding	 gender,	 Islam	 and	 their	 relationship,	 al-
Hibri	 is	 a	 premier	 scholar	 at	 the	 juncture	 of	 women	 and	 Islam.	 Her	 work
should	 be	 better	 recognised	 as	 a	 vital	 contribution	 to	 contemporary
philosophy.
Azizah	Y.	 al-Hibri	 is	 a	 Lebanese-American	 professor	 of	 law	 focused	 on

human	 rights	 and	 Islamic	 jurisprudence.	 She	 graduated	 from	 the	 American
University	in	Beirut	with	a	bachelor’s	degree	in	philosophy	in	1966.	She	then
earned	 a	 PhD	 in	 philosophy	 at	 the	University	 of	 Pennsylvania	 in	 1975	 and
worked	there	as	a	philosophy	professor,	before	 later	returning	to	study	for	a
law	degree	in	1985.	In	1992,	upon	being	hired	as	an	associate	professor	at	the
T.	 C.	 Williams	 School	 of	 Law	 at	 the	 University	 of	 Richmond,	 al-Hibri
became	 the	 first	Muslim	woman	 to	 work	 as	 a	 law	 professor	 in	 the	 United
States	–	an	achievement	that	should	not	be	understated.
Al-Hibri’s	 research	 has	 focused	 on	 the	 intersection	 of	 Islamic	 law	 and

gender	equality.	Much	of	her	scholarship	can	be	summarised	in	the	pursuit	of
answering	one	question:	how	does	Islamic	 jurisprudence	fit	 into	 the	 twenty-
first	century?	Throughout	her	career,	her	work	has	examined	the	creation	and
maintenance	 of	 Islamic	 law	 that	 is	 compatible	 with	 gender	 equality	 and
human	rights	for	all.
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As	such,	al-Hibri	has	contributed	significantly	to	the	Islamic	jurisprudence
canon.	Her	work	clarifies	and	defines	the	tenets	of	Islamic	jurisprudence	for
legal	audiences,	while	also	critiquing	the	historical	interpretations	of	religious
text	 to	 further	 patriarchal	 status.	 Her	 work	 is	 crucial	 in	 the	 modern
understanding	of	 faith-based	 legal	 reasoning,	 as	 she	examines	 the	 effects	of
patriarchy	 on	 how	 religion	 has	 been	 interpreted.	 In	 her	 1997	 article	 ‘Islam,
Law	 and	 Custom:	 Redefining	 Muslim	 Women’s	 Rights’,	 she	 asserts	 that
much	of	 Islamic	 jurisprudence	 that	 subjugates	women	 (for	 example,	 rulings
on	 divorce	 law,	 domestic	 violence	 and	 polygamy)	 is	 based	 on	 a	 patriarchal
(and	thus,	faulty)	interpretation.	Al-Hibri’s	research	instead	maintains	that	the
Islamic	 legal	 tradition	 is	 flexible	 enough	 to	 reflect	 the	 modern	 lives	 and
beliefs	of	Muslim	women.
A	basic	tenet	of	Islam	is	to	accept	the	Quran	as	divinely	ordained	and	as	the

unchanging	word	of	God.	Thus,	the	Quran	serves	as	the	primary	religious	text
in	 the	 daily	 lives	 of	 Muslims	 and,	 importantly,	 for	 Islamic	 jurisprudence.
Where	the	Quran	is	unclear,	Muslim	jurists	turn	to	the	sayings	and	actions	of
the	 prophet	 Muhammad	 (called	 ).	 Both	 the	 Quran	 and	 the	
maintain	the	equality	of	all	humans,	and	this	has	been	interpreted	to	allow	for
the	cultural	customs	of	the	society	to	weigh	in.	However,	al-Hibri	claims	that
too	often	 cultural	 customs	 that	 are	 in	 conflict	with	 the	Quran	and	prophetic
traditions	 are	 entrenched	 in	 the	 laws	 of	 Muslim	 countries.	 This	 confusion
between	culture	and	religious	text	threatens	the	autonomy	of	women	in	these
countries	and	is	difficult	to	extract	because	of	a	communal	fear	of	questioning
laws	that	seem	to	be	based	on	religious	interpretation.	Al-Hibri	claims	that	a
lack	of	proper	religious	education	perpetuates	the	confusion	between	culture
and	 religion,	 and,	 in	 turn,	 the	 subjugation	 of	 women	 through	 these	 laws.
Crucially,	Islam	has	no	formal	clergy	or	hierarchical	structure.	Therefore,	 in
the	 Islamic	 tradition,	 all	Muslims	with	 the	 required	 knowledge	 are	 allowed
(and	 encouraged)	 to	 participate	 in	 their	 own	 reasoning	 and	 interpretation	of
religious	 text.	 Thus,	 many	 different	 and	 equally	 valid	 interpretations	 may
exist.
Al-Hibri	 observes	 this	 phenomenon	 through	 a	 variety	 of	 different

interpretations	 in	 the	 codified	 laws	 of	 nations	 in	 the	 Middle	 East.	 She
examines	the	validity	of	these	laws	through	the	lens	of	Islamic	jurisprudence
and	 concludes	 that	 many	 are	 unduly	 influenced	 by	 patriarchy.	 Islamic
interpretation	is	meant	to	adjust	to	the	context	of	the	particular	society,	which
allows	 for	 flexible	 interpretation	 in	 a	 variety	 of	 different	 cultures,	 but	 also
allows	for	patriarchal	culture	to	interpret	the	work,	helping	to	shape	how	it	is
understood	and	implemented.
The	 relationship	 that	 al-Hibri’s	 work	 examines	 –	 between	 women	 and
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Islam	–	 is	one	rooted	 in	 the	past.	Throughout	Islamic	history,	various	social
and	political	conditions	have	deeply	impacted	how	Islam	is	interpreted,	and,
in	 turn,	 how	 it	 is	 practised.	 Al-Hibri	 argues	 that	 while	 true	 Islam	 is	 not
patriarchal,	 historical	 events	 have	 transformed	 the	 practice	 of	 Islam	 into
patriarchy.	 The	 pre-Islamic	 period	 in	 the	 Arabian	 Peninsula	 (referred	 to	 as
Jahiliyyah,	or	‘age	of	ignorance’)	was	deeply	steeped	in	patriarchal	traditions,
where	 female	 infanticide	 was	 fairly	 common,	 as	 was	 polygamy.	 Al-Hibri
noted	in	her	1982	essay	‘A	Study	of	Islamic	Herstory:	Or	how	did	we	ever	get
into	 this	 mess?’	 how	 Islam	 fundamentally	 transformed	 the	 culture	 of	 the
Arabian	Peninsula	by	weakening	the	patriarchal	hierarchy,	replacing	it	with	a
religious	 relationship	within	which	 all	 are	 equal,	 regardless	 of	 gender,	 race,
nationality	 or	 ethnicity.	 However,	 after	 the	 death	 of	 the	 Prophet,	 al-Hibri
argues	 that	 culture	 re-entered	 religious	 discourse	 and,	with	 it,	 patriarchy	 as
well.	Al-Hibri’s	 job,	 then,	 is	 a	 crucial	one:	 to	 re-examine	what	 Islam	might
look	like	if	liberated	from	the	reins	of	patriarchy.
Al-Hibri	has	 also	written	extensively	on	Muslim	women’s	 relationship	 to

Western	 thought.	More	 specifically,	 she	 has	 published	 numerous	 works	 on
Western	 feminism	and	 its	 relationship	 to	 the	Muslim	world,	 and,	 in	 turn,	 to
Muslim	women.	She	 argues	 that	 colonisation	 changed	much	of	 the	 existing
social	 structures	 in	 the	 Muslim	 world,	 exposing	 it	 to	 alternative	 religious
beliefs	 and	 cultural	 values.	 However,	 al-Hibri	 does	 not	 concede	 to	 the
superiority	 of	 Western	 values.	 Instead,	 she	 argues,	 Muslim	 women	 (and
indeed,	 men)	 are	 faced	 with	 the	 problem	 of	 facilitating	 progress	 in	 their
societies	while	maintaining	 their	 distinctive	 culture.	 She	 further	 argues	 that
Western	 feminism,	 with	 its	 focus	 on	 secular	 assertions	 of	 women’s	 rights,
threatens	 losing	 sight	 of	Muslim	women	 both	 in	 the	West	 and	 in	Muslim-
majority	countries.
The	 relationship	 between	 Islamic	 and	 Western	 legal	 thought	 is	 also	 of

interest	 to	al-Hibri.	Much	of	European	 legal	 thought,	 she	argues,	 is	 inspired
by	Western	contact	with	Islamic	civilisation.	She	observes	many	similarities
between	 the	 original	 founding	 premises	 of	 the	 United	 States	 and	 Islamic
values,	suggesting	a	borrowing	of	Islamic	jurisprudence	in	the	construction	of
the	 legal	 basis	 of	 the	 United	 States.	 From	 these	 observations,	 al-Hibri
concludes	democracy	 is	quite	 compatible	with	 Islamic	values,	 and	 therefore
the	Muslim	world	can	successfully	engage	with	democratic	experiments.
As	 a	 scholar	 of	 Islamic	 jurisprudence	 in	 the	 United	 States,	 al-Hibri

occupies	a	unique	academic	 space	of	 increasing	 relevance.	How	do	Muslim
Americans	fit	into	the	greater	American	narrative?	As	a	Lebanese	immigrant
to	 the	US,	al-Hibri	 speaks	of	her	burgeoning	desire	 to	be	an	American	as	a
young	 student.	 In	 her	 reading,	 the	American	values	 of	 separation	of	 church
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and	 state,	 democracy,	 and	 constitutionally	 enshrined	 rights	 for	 all	 were
reflected	in	the	Islamic	tradition,	inspiring	her	career	of	research.	Her	work	is
shaped	 by	 a	 fundamental	 belief	 in	 the	 compatibility	 between	American	 and
Islamic	 values.	 As	 a	 result,	 in	 this	 time	 of	 heightened	 discourse	 around
Muslims’	place	 in	 the	United	States,	al-Hibri’s	work	is	more	 important	 than
ever.	 She	 carefully	 concludes	 that	 there	 is	 no	 fundamental	 dissonance
between	American	and	Muslim	identities,	and	thus	her	work	establishes	in	the
canon	 what	 many	 American	 Muslims	 already	 know:	 they	 not	 only	 benefit
from	America,	but	the	United	States	benefits	from	the	propagation	of	Islamic
values	as	well.
Having	 contributed	 significantly	 to	 academia,	 al-Hibri	 is	 also	working	 to

bridge	 the	 gap	 between	 her	 research	 and	 the	 real	 world.	 She	 founded
KARAMAH:	Muslim	Women	 Lawyers	 for	 Human	 Rights,	 an	 organisation
that	 promotes	 the	 scholarship	 and	 leadership	 of	 Muslim	 women,	 enabling
them	 to	 facilitate	 positive	 change	within	 their	 communities.	 She	 is	 also	 the
founding	editor	of	 ,	which	remains
a	very	successful	philosophy	journal.
The	work	of	Azizah	Y.	al-Hibri	is	dedicated	to	understanding	the	basis	of

Islamic	 legal	 jurisprudence	 and	 the	 ways	 it	 has	 been	 exacted	 in	 the
subjugation	of	Muslim	women.	Her	 research	 and	 contributions	have	 shaped
much	 of	 the	 academic	 conversation	 around	 women	 in	 Islam	 and	 their
relationship	to	their	states,	whether	in	the	Muslim	world	or	in	the	West.	In	an
increasingly	 divided	 world	 that	 attempts	 to	 contrast	 Western	 and	 Islamic
values,	al-Hibri	does	the	crucial	scholarly	work	of	bridging	the	gap	between
these	value	systems.	As	a	 trailblazer	of	Islamic	jurisprudence	and	feminism,
al-Hibri	 has	 contributed	 significantly	 to	 the	 philosophical	 canon	 on	 these
relatively	 understudied	 topics.	 As	 a	 Muslim	 American	 woman	 myself,	 al-
Hibri’s	 innovative	and	necessary	work	on	Islamic	thought	contributes	 to	my
own	 understandings	 of	 my	 faith	 and	 its	 practice	 in	 an	 American	 context.
Religious	scholarship	flourishes	under	many	interpretations,	and	as	a	trained
philosopher,	 she	 provides	 an	 important	 exegesis	 of	 Islamic	 literature	 that
builds	upon	and	adds	to	my	own	Islamic	readings.	Her	comparative	work	on
Western	and	Islamic	political,	legal	and	historical	thought	has	set	the	stage	for
further	work.	Al-Hibri’s	contributions	to	philosophy	and	law	are	innumerable
and	significant.
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