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Before there was feminist

philosophy, there was philosophical

thinking about women.

Much of it was appalling.

— Held (2006, p. 59)

This week’s readings draw on a thread which has run through many of our earlier discussions
and lays the foundations for our discussions of feminist epistemology in the final section of the
course.

We have seen the suggestion that female is opposed to male, as well as the suggestion that
female is subordinate to male. We saw Mill, for example, discussing the ways in which women
were supposed to be fitted to different occupations and we have repeatedly seen the idea that
men and women belong (in some sense) in different domains. Often this is understood — at
least officially — in terms of the female complementing or completing the male. We have
also seen, however, that this is no division of labour between equals. Instead, those roles and
attributes assigned to women have been just those which are simultaneously devalued. A ‘good
woman’ is not the equal of a ‘good man’ because to be a good token of the type ‘woman’ is
to be a good token of a type which is valued less highly than the type ‘man’. The attributes
which Kant, for example, takes to be required for female virtue seem to be remarkably at
odds with his claims about the nature of the moral law, rational agency and a good will. (See
appendix A.) Given the requirement that agents act from a recognition of the law as binding
on them simply in virtue of their rational agency, it seems doubtful when the virtuous woman
Kant describes could be a moral creature at all. As Lloyd points out, similar concerns apply
to Aristotle, Rousseau and others (see appendices B and C).

A string of dualisms is associated with women and men. A tiny proportion of these are
given for illustrative purposes in figure 1. It is no accident that there are contradictions in
these lists. Women are conceptualised as both pure, untouched and virginal, on the one hand,
and the ultimate source of evil, temptation and danger. We are either maidens, chaste in
both body and soul, or dangerous seductresses, handmaids of the devil. When women wield
power, they are very often wicked. Witches, step-mothers and succubi personify a fear of female
power in myth and legend. Fairy-tale women are typically either helpless and hapless victims
(Cinderella, Rapunzel, Sleeping Beauty) or powerful but evil, embittered hags (the witches in
Hansel and Gretel and Rapunzel, the step-mother in Cinderella, the disgruntled female relation
in Sleeping Beauty) who use their power to wreak petty and vindictive revenge on the world.

Clearly this summary is overly simplistic — it is the fairy godmother who rescues Cinderella,
effectively wielding power for good, and it is another female relative who commutes the curse in
Sleeping Beauty. Even so, there are fewer male characters in these tales wielding power in quite
this way. Above all, they are rarely portrayed as doing great harm out of simple spitefulness.
It is even harder to think of male characters in these tales cast in the mould of passive and
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Female/Feminine Male/Masculine

Care Justice
Private/Domestic Public
Passive/Patient/Uncontrolled Active/Agent/Controlled
Emotion/Affect/Feeling Reason/Cognitive/Thinking
Intuition/Irrational Deliberation/Rational
Particular/Specific Abstract/Generic
Derivative/Imitative Original/Creative
Attached/Partial Detached/Impartial
Sensual/Embodied Unembodied
Purity Impurity
Evil Good
‘Natural’ Man-Made
Artificiality ??
Abnormal Normal
Deception/Opacity Transparency
. . . . . .

Figure 1: Various Dualisms
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Figure 2: Odysseus resisting the Sirens

powerless victims. (It is Hansel, if I remember correctly, who lays the trail which allows him
and his sister to find their way home successfully twice. Although the third, breadcrumb trail
is a somewhat less sensible strategy, an unsuccessful attempt at self-help is nonetheless the
work of an agent.)

1. Reason vs. Emotion

One way in which care differs from justice is that the former is typically thought of as
demanding emotion, feeling and partiality, whereas the latter is understood as requiring their
absence from deliberation. The emotions have frequently been seen as dangerous, disruptive
threats to reason. (See figure 2.) Emotion is thought of as an uncontrolled, irrational obstacle
to civil society, moral life and rational enquiry. Insofar as they are seen as emotional rather
than rational, then, women are deemed unfit to engage in the political, moral and scientific
worlds. Not only have they been judged “naturally” unsuited to the endeavours, successful
engagement in such activities would undermine their femininity. Rational enquiry, then, is
conceived as not only something women are not as good at as men, but as something which
would threaten their very womanhood were they to bend their minds to it with any success.

Although Lloyd may overstate the case against some of the specific philosophers she
discusses, the tendency to conceive of the female as both a threat to, and threatened by,
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Figure 3: Phineas Gage

rationality is found in philosophy as well as popular culture (e.g. cf. James 1997).

2. Questioning the Duality

There is considerable work questioning the traditional dichotomy. Not only have various
philosophers questioned the dichotomy on theoretical grounds, empirical work in psychology
casts doubt on the idea that reason and emotion should be regarded as distinct, separable
aspects of the mind. We will be talking about some of the theoretical work along these lines
today and in the seminar. Here, I aim to give some sense of some of the empirical work.

Phineas Gage was a railroad worker in the United States. He was an especially responsible,
reliable worker who was trusted to perform skilled and dangerous work carefully. One day, there
was an accident and a metal bar penetrated Gage’s head, damaging his brain (see figure 3).
Although there were no antibiotics at the time, good nursing care brought Gage through the
subsequent fevers and he made a full physical recovery (except for the iron rod through his
head, obviously).

What was more surprising was that Gage appeared to make a full mental recovery as well.
He recovered his intellectual and cognitive skills and, to all intensive purposes, he seemed to
have recovered his ability to navigate his social and moral worlds. Despite his intellectual
recovery, however, Gage was a changed character. Impulsive, rude and irresponsible, he was
never to hold down a steady job again. Calm, considerate and courteous before, he was given
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Spare Fake, Real-Looking Cash

Cards: Pile A Pile B Pile C Pile D

$2, 000

Figure 4: Damasio (1994)

to rashness, vulgarity and rage.
We know from Gage’s skull roughly which parts of his brain were damaged: he appears to

have suffered frontal lobe damage. This area of the brain is implicated in affective processing.
Moreover, we now have studies of patients with this type of brain damage. Damasio has studied
such patients’ abilities to perform on practical — as opposed to theoretical — tasks. Whereas
such patients perform normally on tests of theoretical reasoning, they do exceptionally poorly
in tests such as that illustrated in figure 4.

Subjects are told:

loan: $2, 000
goal: lose as little + win as much as poss.
choice: pick a deck
any card: win $$
some cards: lose $$, too
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rule: no written notes

Subjects are not told:

payoffs: A, B: +$100
C, D: +$50

losses: certain, random cards from A, B: 6 −$1, 250
losses are high

certain, random cards from C, D: average 6 −$100
number of plays: 100

• Subjects cannot predict, at the start, what the set-up is or what the consequences of
particular choices are likely to be.

• Subjects cannot keep track of their gains & losses exactly.

Outcome

Control group (includes undamaged controls & controls with other kinds of brain damage):

• choose randomly & sample at beginning;

• start to prefer A, B;

• 6 30 turns, prefer C, D;

• most stick to C, D;

• self-described high-risk takers may occasionally return to A, B, but only from time-to-time;

• develop a “hunch” that A, B are more “dangerous”, since cannot really work it out
precisely.

Frontally damaged group:

• choose randomly & sample at beginning;

• start to prefer A, B;

• preference for A, B strengthens;

• bankrupt at about the halfway point;

• borrow more money from experimenter;
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• continue to prefer A, B;

• self-described low-risk takers perform no differently.

Using these results together with evidence drawn from a range of other experiments
comparing the performance of frontally damaged patients on various tasks with that of control
groups, Damasio argues for the ‘somatic marker’ hypothesis. Frontally damaged patients,
he argues, “are still sensitive to punishment and reward but neither punishment nor reward
contributes to the automated marking or maintained deployment of predictions of future
outcomes, and as a result immediately rewarding options are favored” (Damasio 1994, p. 216).
The idea here is that controls attach emotional/affective ‘tags’ to outcomes as they perform
the task and that the relevant positive or negative affect is then triggered as they consider
which pile to choose from. Normal patients get “red flags” if they consider choosing from the
“dangerous” piles. Frontally damaged patients, however, do not get these warning signals, just
as we may speculate that Gage did not get the usual warning signals when he swore at his
employers, impulsively walked away from a job, or ignored social courtesies and taboos.
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A. Kant

Women have a strong inborn feeling for all that is beautiful, elegant, and decorated. Even

in childhood they like to be dressed up, and take pleasure when they are adorned. . . .

. . . The fair sex has just as much understanding as the male, but it is a beautiful under-
standing, whereas ours should be a deep understanding, an expression that signifies identity

with the sublime.

To the beauty of all actions belongs above all the mark that they display facility, and

appear to be accomplished without painful toil. On the other hand, strivings and surmounted

difficulties arouse admiration and belong to the sublime. Deep meditation and a long-sustained

reflection are noble but difficult, and do not well befit a person in whom unconstrained

charms should show nothing else than a beautiful nature. Laborious learning or painful

pondering, even if a woman should greatly succeed in it, destroy the merits that are proper to

her sex. . . A woman who has a head full of Greek. . . or carries on fundamental controversies

about mechanics. . .might as well even have a beard. . . The beautiful understanding selects

for its objects everything closely related to the finer feeling, and relinquishes to the diligent,

fundamental, and deep understanding abstract speculations or branches of knowledge useful

but dry. A woman therefore will learn no geometry; of the principle of sufficient reason or

the monads she will know only so much as is needed to perceive the salt in a satire which

the insipid grubs of our sex have censured. The fair can leave Descartes his vortices to whirl

forever without troubling themselves about them. . . In history they will not fill their heads

with battles, nor in geography with fortresses, for it becomes them just as little to reek of

gun-powder as it does the males to reek of musk.

— Kant (1994, pp. 102–4)

The virtue of a woman is a beautiful virtue. That of the male sex should be a noble virtue.
Women will avoid the wicked not because it is unright, but because it is ugly; and virtuous

actions mean to them such as are morally beautiful. Nothing of duty, nothing of compulsion,

nothing of obligation! Woman is intolerant of all commands and all morose constraint. They

do something only because it pleases them, and the art consists in making only that please

them which is good. I hardly believe that the fair sex is capable of principles, and I hope by

that not to offend, for these are also extremely rare in the male. But in place of it Providence

has put in their breast kind and benevolent sensations, a fine feeling for propriety, and a

complaisant soul. One should not at all demand sacrifices and generous self-restraint. A man

must never tell his wife if he risks a part of his fortune on behalf of a friend. . . . Even many of

her weaknesses are, so to speak, beautiful traits.
— Kant (1994, p. 105)
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Woman has a superior feeling for the beautiful, so far as it pertains to herself; but for the

noble, so far as it is encountered in the male sex. Man on the other hand has a decided feeling

for the noble, which belongs to his qualities, but for the beautiful, so far as it is to be found

in woman. From this it must follow that the purposes of nature are directed still more to

ennoble man, by the sexual inclination, and likewise still more to beautify woman. A woman

is embarrassed little that she does not possess certain high insights, that she is timid, and not

fit for serious employments, and so forth; she is beautiful and captivates, and that is enough.

On the other hand, she demands all these qualities in a man, and the sublimity of her soul

shows itself only in that she knows to treasure these noble qualities so far as they are found in

him. . . . The principal object is that the man should become more perfect as a man, and the

woman as a wife; that is, that the motives of the sexual inclination work according to the hint

of nature, still more to ennoble the one and to beautify the qualities of the other. . . .

In matrinomial life the united paire should, as it were, constitute a single moral person,

which is animated and governed by the understanding of the man and the taste of the wife.

— Kant (1994, pp. 110–1)

B. Aristotle

. . . the female is as it were a deformed male; and the menstrual discharge is semen, though

in an impure condition; i.e., it lacks one constituent, and one only, the principle of Soul. . .

— Aristotle (1994a, p. 25)

There have been seen to be three elements of household government, the first being the

rule of the master over slaves, . . . the second that of the father over children, and the third that

of the husband over the wife; for to rule both his wife and his children as beings equally free,

but not with the same character of rule. . . . the male is naturally more qualified to lead than

the female, unless where some unnatural case occurs, and also the older and more perfect than

the younger and imperfect. Now in the government of free states in most cases the positions

of ruler and ruled alternate, for there is a tendency that all should be naturally equal and

differ in no respect; . . . But the relation of the male to the female is always of this character

and unchanged.

— Aristotle (1994b, p. 30)

For the slave, speaking generally, has not the deliberative faculty, but the woman has it,

though without power to be effective; the child has it, but in an imperfect degree. Similarly,

then, must it necessarily be with regard to the moral virtues also. We must suppose that all

ought to have some share in them, but not in the same way, but only so far as each requires

for the fulfillment of his own function. Therefore the ruler should have moral excellence in its

perfect form . . . , and each of the rest (the subordinates) should have just as much as falls to

him.

— Aristotle (1994b, p. 31)
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C. Rousseau

Let us begin by considering in what respects her sex and ours agree and differ.

. . .

In the mating of the sexes each contributes in equal measure to the common end but not

in the same way. From this diversity comes the first difference . . . It is the part of the one

to be active and strong, and of the other to be passive and weak. Accept this principle and

it follows in the second place that woman is intended to please man. If the man requires to

please the woman in turn the necessity is less direct. Masterfulness is his special attribute. He

pleases by the very fact that he is strong. . . .

If woman is made to please and to be dominated, she ought to make herself agreeable to

man and avoid provocation. . . .

. . .

. . . third. . . the stronger may appear to be the master, and yet actually be dependent on

the weaker. . . By giving woman the capacity to stimulate desires greater than can be satisfied,

nature has made man dependent on woman’s good will and constrained him to seek to please

her as a condition of her submission. Always there remains for man in his conquest the pleasing

doubt whether strength has mastered weakness, or there has been a willing subjection; and

the woman has usually the guile to leave the doubt unresolved.

Men and women are unequally affected by sex. The male is only a male at times; the

female is a female all her life and can never forget her sex.

— Rousseau (1994, pp. 89–90)

. . . the special functions of women, their inclinations and their duties, combine to suggest

the kind of education they require. Men and women are made for each other but they differ

in the measure of their dependence on each other. We could get on better without women

than women could get on without us. To play their part in life they must earn our esteem. By

the very law of nature women are at the mercy of men’s judgments both for themselves and

for their children. It is not enough that they should be estimable: they must be esteemed. It

is not enough that they should be beautiful: they must be pleasing. It is not enough that

they should be wise: their wisdom must be recognised. Their honour does not rest on their

conduct but on their reputation. Hence the kind of education they should get should be the

very opposite of men’s in this respect. Public opinion is the tomb of a man’s virtue by [sic]
the throne of a woman’s.

— Rousseau (1994, p. 91)

[re. the education of girls to ten years] They must get used to being stopped in the middle

of their play and put to other tasks without protest on their part. This daily constraint will

produce the docility that women need all their lives. The first and most important quality

of a woman is sweetness. Being destined to obey a being so imperfect as man (often with

many vices and always with many shortcomings), she must learn to submit uncomplainingly

to unjust treatment and marital wrongs. Not for his sake but for her own she must preserve

her sweetness.

— Rousseau (1994, pp. 94–5)


