
Justice at Work
Dr. Clea F. Rees Feminist Philosophy

We started the course by examining conceptions of sex, gender and race, the importance of sex
roles and the nature of oppression (e.g. 1993; 2000; 2000; 1983a,b; 1977; 1990; 2005). We
then explored these issues further by considering various specific topics of concern to feminists:
ethical and political theory, abortion, marriage and motherhood. Last time, we considered the
challenge posed by multiculturism and asked how we should respond to practices which harm
and oppress women when they are the traditional cultural practices of national minorities
who have been oppressed by the state (Nussbaum 1999; Spinner-Halev 2001; Narayan 1998;
Friedman 2003). Should we call for states to intervene to end the practices, or should we
demand that they refrain from doing so in order to protect the collective cultural rights of the
relevant groups?
In this section of the course, we are going to look at the workplace which has been one central
area of concern to feminists. In 1951, women in the US earned 64¢ for every $1 earned by men.
In 2011, that figure was 77¢. Figure 1 shows men and women’s weekly earnings in the UK for
2011 and 20121.

1. Sexual Harassment

1. Is sexual harassment oppressive? Why or why not?

2. (i) What is dignity theory and how does it address the problem of sexual harassment
(Anderson 2006)? (ii) What are the advantages and disadvantages of this approach,
according to Anderson? (iii) Is her assessment correct?

3. (i) What is autonomy theory and how does it address the problem of sexual harassment
(Anderson 2006)? (ii) What are the advantages and disadvantages of this approach,
according to Anderson? (iii) Is her assessment correct?

4. (i) What is equality theory and how does it address the problem of sexual harassment
(Anderson 2006)? (ii) What are the advantages and disadvantages of this approach,
according to Anderson? (iii) Is her assessment correct?

5. Is sexual harassment the problem or just harassment?

Inequalities are not always a result of flagrant wrong-doing or intentional abuse. In many
cases, the explanation for inequality may lie in the cumulative effects of many factors and

1Office for National Statistics, Statistical bulletin: Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings,

2012 Provisional Results. http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/ashe/annual-survey-of-hours-and-earnings/

2012-provisional-results/stb-ashe-statistical-bulletin-2012.html. Accessed 2013-04-15.
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Figure 1: UK Earnings 2012 (Provisional)

incidents, each trivial in itself. This should remind you of Frye’s conception of ‘oppression’
and her birdcage analogy (1983a). We will see Brennan discussing cumulative effect of
‘micro-inequalities’ in this section’s seminar (2009).

2. Implicit Bias

One issue of current concern to feminists and others is the issue of ‘implicit biases’. If you took
Jon’s moral psychology module last semester, you may be familiar with the idea that there are
two systems of processing: one slow, deliberative and rational and the other fast, associative
and emotional. This is much cruder than the picture you will have from the readings for that
module and the ‘dual-process’ model should probably not be understood in terms of entirely
distinct, separate systems as is sometimes suggested in the literature.
Many of our actions and behaviours are heavily automatised. If you burn yourself on something,
you do not stop to calculate the pros and cons of various behavioural options. In that case,
your withdrawal may be largely reflexive, instinctual. Automatic responses can also be learnt,
however. If you can ride a bicycle, you probably no longer need to think about how to do so.
If you needed to do so, you would not be able to ride for very long!
Some of our automatised responses are less innocent, however. I may consciously believe that
women are men’s equals, that LGBT persons deserve to be treated with the same respect as
heterosexuals, or that a speech impediment does not reflect any lack of intelligence, but that is
my slow, rational and deliberative system making considered, reflective judgements. What
about the associations I have learnt from a sexist, homophobic society that sees any inability
to speak clearly as evidence of stupidity? Can I be sure that my automatic responses will not
undermine my best efforts to treat everyone fairly regardless of sex, sexuality or disability?
Work on implicit bias suggests that many of us may harbour biases we are not aware of. Even
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though I consciously believe that black and white people are equal, my automated processing
system may “think” differently. The associations I have learnt from a racist society may result
in an implicit bias against black people, and this implicit bias may lead me to treat black
people differently in ways which I am unaware of and cannot directly control.
The exact nature of implicit biases, their implications and their relation to explicit biases is
currently a matter of considerable debate. Not everyone agrees that we are unaware of our
implicit biases, for example, and not everyone agrees that they are beyond direct, conscious
control. Moreover, there is widespread agreement that their behavioural effects are certainly
not beyond our indirect control and there are a variety of strategies which may be used to
mitigate their effects on behaviour.
There are a variety of ways to measure implicit biases. One of the best known is the Implicit
Association Test (IAT). I will demonstrate this in class but you can explore the test further
through Project Implicit at https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/. You should be aware
that some of the claims on this site concerning the interpretation of test results are controversial.
You should also be aware that you may well test as “biased” in all kinds of ways you might
not like but, if so, you will be in excellent company. Many of those committed to combating
prejudice are also identified as having all kinds of biases which they have explicitly rejected,
sometimes for decades. If you think that you will nonetheless be upset by the results, please
do not experiment. There is plenty of information about the test on the site without needing
to take the test.
A further excellent resource on this topic (and a more balanced picture) is available from The
Implicit Bias & Philosophy International Research Network at http://biasproject.org/.

3. The Problem of Evil

Card argues that we should prioritise evils rather than (mere) unjust inequalities (2002). On
Card’s view, feminists should give a certain priority to the most serious wrongs i.e. those
which ruin lives or significant parts of them. Evils involve “(intolerable) harm and (culpable)
wrongdoing (Card 2002, p. 4). Examples include evils such as incest and severe child abuse;
serious, prolonged physical abuse of domestic partners; rape as a weapon of war; sexual slavery;
complicity in evils such as the Holocaust.

6. Is Card right to claim feminists — all of us — should prioritise evils? If so, what
would this mean in practice? What should we or should we not do about, say, the
under-representation of women in philosophy and the problem of sex trafficking?
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