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CHAPTER 14: FEMINIST PHILOSOPHY
Main Points
1. There is no single “feminist philosophy”; though feminists share a deep commitment that women and men should be treated equally, they do not agree on what the agenda should be.
2. Feminist philosophy is a loose term for the many varieties of feminist philosophical discourse: liberal, Marxist/socialist, radical/anarchical, ecological, phenomenological, postmodern, and postfeminist.
3. Feminist philosophy has evolved in response to traditional philosophical concerns which, though presented as neutral, are (so feminist thinkers claim) patriarchal and that exclude or minimize women and women’s issues (including the world of the other, the constitution of the self, and gender perspectives).
4. Feminist thought in general is often divided into the categories of first wave, second wave, postfeminism, and third wave, though the borders overlap.
The First Wave
5. Mary Wollstonecraft: A precursor of the first-wave feminist movement (which spanned roughly 1850 through the early part of the twentieth century), she argued against Rousseau’s view that women’s education should be designed entirely to make them pleasing to men.
6. Wollstonecraft: Educating women as the playthings of men would have bad consequences for society and for women. Most important, she argued that women were as capable as men of attaining the “masculine” virtues of wisdom and rationality if only society would allow those virtues to be cultivated.
7. Anna Doyle Wheeler, a utilitarian reformer, collaborated with utopian/reformist philosopher William Thompson on the famous essay, “The Appeal of One Half of the Human Race, Women, against the Pretensions of the Other Half, Men, to Restrain Them in Political, and Thence in Civil and Domestic, Slavery.” The essay argued that denying rights to women was inconsistent with the utilitarian principle of the greatest happiness of the greatest number.
8. Harriet Taylor: A proponent of women’s suffrage, she asserted that the nonphysiological differences between men and women were socially constructed.
9. The first wave of feminist thought worked toward obtaining voting rights for women, abolition, and temperance causes; though it saw results, larger social problems (inequality of pay, differences in education, the perception of women as primarily ornamental and nurturing) remained.
The Second Wave
10. The term second wave refers to feminist activism in the U.S., Britain and Europe from the late 1960s through the late 1980s.
11. Simone de Beauvoir brought to feminist thought the Continental traditions of existentialism and phenomenology. Her focus was on the cultural mechanisms of oppression that left women in the role of the Other to man’s Self.
12. De Beauvoir argues that “one is not born, but rather becomes, a woman.” That is, the category “woman” is another name for “Other” and is imposed by a male-dominated society, just as neighbors tend to treat strangers as “Other.”
13. The word patriarchy was coined early in the second wave to represent the set of institutions that legitimized universal male power.
14. New approaches to theory produced a variety of sometimes overlapping approaches: Liberal feminism claims that all humans deserve freedom of choice and equality of opportunity. Radical feminism targets cultural phenomena (such as advertising and pornography) that treat women as sexual objects, and identifies patriarchy as the root cause of women’s subordination in the global sphere. Lesbian feminism views the social norm of heterosexuality as a form of oppression and points out that lesbian morality is the morality of a community, not isolated individuals’ moral choices. Socialist feminism combines Marxist and radical feminist perspectives and argues that differences between men and women that are based on economic divisions of labor should be reconstructed. Black feminism (also known as “womanism”), an American phenomenon, claims the dual oppression of both gender and race.
15. Second-wave feminism has helped produce sexual harassment policies, shelters for battered women and their children, public education on abuse and rape, contraception, legalization of abortion, women’s studies programs, and childcare services in the workplace.
The Third Wave
16. Third-wave feminism, which calls itself “sex positive,” began between 1983 and the early 1990s, did not replace second-wave feminism but moved in a different direction, rejecting what it views as the second wave’s essentialism (that there is a female identify that represents all women).
17. Third-wave feminism contains many often conflicting strands of theory, including queer theory, ecofeminism, postcolonial theory, postmodernism, and cultural critique. The movement is pro-pornography (which is diametrically opposed to second-wave thought), supports transsexuals (who were rejected by those in the second wave as surgically altered men), and rejects the binary distinctions between male and female.
18. Leslie Haywood and Jennifer Drake define the third wave as “a movement that contains elements of second wave critique of beauty culture, sexual abuse, and power structures while it also acknowledges and makes us of the pleasure, danger, and defining power of those structures.”
19. Postfeminism, though it is a nebulous category, tends to argue that all authoritative models of gender must be deconstructed and reevaluated. Some argue that feminists have already met their goals and must move beyond struggle and resistance.
20. Another group of postfeminists, represented by Naomi Wolf, discusses what Wolf calls “victim feminism” and calls for replacing it with “power feminism.”
21. Postfeminists view second-wave values as lacking in appeal to younger feminists. Critics regard them as antifeminist or as part of a conservative group that dismisses the feminist agenda as no longer relevant since the movement’s goals have been achieved.
Feminist Moral Theory
22. Researcher Carol Gilligan argues that studies of moral development in childhood tend to be studies of boys. Gilligan maintains that girls put more emphasis on care and the preservation of personal relationships whereas boys put more emphasis on abstract justice and individual rights. Context and care for others are central features in women’s moral reasoning.
23. Psychoanalyst Nancy Chodorow argues that contemporary child-rearing practices foster a strong need for connectedness in little girls and for separation and autonomy in little boys. Thus, girls and boys learn very different lessons about how to relate to the world and others in it. Boys may wind up as misogynous; girls may be more open to exploitation.
24. Nel Noddings: An ethics of caring is not a set of principles or maxims but a way of responding to people and situations. (Noddings, unlike Gilligan, believes the ethics of caring preferable to an ethics of rights; Gilligan does not make this claim of superiority.)
25. Sara Ruddick: “Maternal thinking” puts a priority on “holding” over “acquiring” and is distinguished from the “instrumentalism of technocracy.” Ruddick also warns against senti- mentalizing the maternal virtues of “humility” and “cheerfulness.”
26. Some feminist ethicists have noted that a care-centered ethics has perhaps not been freely chosen by women but has arisen to serve the needs of patriarchal society. Other feminist writers have emphasized the utility of an ethics of rights and justice as a foundation for social institutions in which the competing claims of persons who do not know each other must be balanced.
Sexism and Language
27. The use of “man” to express the concept of humanity, as well as the male gender, tends to obscure the role of women in society; slang terms for women tend to reflect certain hostile dispositions to them (an older unmarried man is a “swinging single” or “happy bachelor” but an older unmarried woman is an “old maid”).
28. Stephanie Ross argues that metaphors associated with women (such as “screw” in describing sexual intercourse) reflect demeaning cultural attitudes toward women.
29. Sherryl Kleinman argues that if women really had equal status with men they wouldn’t be included in the clearly masculine term you guys. How would a group of men feel being called “you gals”?

Feminist  Epistemology
30. Feminist thought has challenged mainstream epistemology (which assumes the ideal knower is disembodied, purely rational, fully informed, and completely objective). Feminist epistemologists point out that even supposedly objective scientists import their own prejudices and biases into their observations.
31. Knowledge-gathering is a human project, and reason—but also emotion, social class, gender, and other factors—plays a role in what is “known.” Any ideal that rules out the “human factor” in its characterization of knowledge will unjustly privilege the group claiming that true knowledge is only obtainable by people who are just like them and have only their social characteristics.
French Feminist Philosophy and Psychoanalytical Theory
32. In general, French feminist philosophy is based on psychoanalytic theory, concerned with the unconscious and with gendered subjectivity, drawing heavily on the work of Sigmund Freud, Jacques Lacan, and Jacques Derrida.
33. Sigmund Freud developed two central psychoanalytic conceptions, the Oedipus Complex (the desire of the male child to possess the mother and kill the father as a rival for the attentions of the mother) and the Castration Complex (the male child’s fear of being castrated by the father). A correlate is the theory that the female child experiences penis envy when she discovers that males children have penises and she doesn’t.
34. Jacques Lacan rejected parts of Freud’s work, placing it instead in the context of semiotics, linguistics, and literature. Lacan’s subject is split between consciousness and unconsciousness, the latter being the absence of identity.
35. Lacan: Masculinity and femininity is the result of the child’s development of an identity, that is, the meaning of sexual difference, not the anatomical differences themselves. Sexual difference becomes a part of language, thought and culture.
36. Lacan: In the pre-oedipal stage there is no separation between the self of the child and its mother, so there is no Other. When the child enters the “symbolic order” of the patriarchical culture the child perceives the phallus as the symbol of the father, and then the self splits into self and other. This results in the birth of the unconscious, which Lacan regards as repressed desire. All of life is seeking for lost unity.
37. The three French philosophers Hélène Cixous, Luce Irigaray and Julia Kristeva, though they dispute Lacan’s (and Freud’s) “Law of the Father,” theorize about Lacan’s discussions of the relationship of gender to repressed desire, resulting in a model for both social relations and, on an abstract level, textual relations.
38. Irigaray, Kristeva and Cixous acknowledge existence of a female self (subject) who is still and always Other and is related to the language of the unconscious, not in terms of words but in terms of gaps, silences, interruptions, moments between decisions, and other nonverbal transactions.
39. Like Lacan, Jaques Derrida focuses on unseen discourse. For Derrida, a text always contains its own subversions, such as punctuation, indications of pauses, missing expressions, or, in more complex literary devices, remarks that deflect, divert, or expose what might be called the “textual unconscious.”
40. Derrida’s thought is about constructing binary oppositions so they play off each other, which is a similar tactic in feminist philosophy. Just as Lacan insists that the conscious and unconscious are always present, Derrida insists that both the text and its subtext (its hidden meaning) are always present.
41. Derrida: When the subtext is expressed, paradoxes come into view and the text is no longer stable. The process of “deconstruction” can continue indefinitely. What takes place between the two poles (binary oppositions) is a combination of sameness and difference, a kind of “play,” which Derrida calls “différance” (not the English word “difference” but rather the free space where meanings are fluid).
42. Irigaray, Kristeva and Cixous each use experimental literary forms to disolve the traditional line between author and text.
43. Luce Irigaray argues that male and female desire/language are fundamentally alien to each other. The patriarchal order of the phallus as linear, rational, and symbolic cannot comprehend feminine expressions of desire/language. There is no room for the feminine in the traditional masculinist order.
44. Irigaray is critical of Freudian theory because it describes women as dependent and secondary, so she inverts it. If woman is not one, she is “more than one,” more than her capacity for motherhood. A woman’s individual identity must be reconceptualized in order to free her of Freud’s description. She revisions Lacan, freeing the woman to be her own source to produce meaning so that woman has her own identity apart from what is traditionally assigned by a culturally produced identity.
45. Though critics of Irigaray accuse her of essentialism (of focusing on the essential female qualities of embodiment), her focus in later writing is on the capacity of a woman to define herself.
46. As part of the struggle to reclaim autonomy for women, Irigaray reappropriates the divine as female by constructing a new divine in one’s own image, an ideal for women to work toward.
47. Julia Kristeva, though she resists being categorized as a feminist, has with her radical critique of the “signifying practice” contributed to feminist theories of discourse.
48. Kristeva reworks Lacan’s separation of the preconscious and the symbolic orders into what she calls the semiotic and the symbolic. Expanding on the Lacanian model of the mirror stage (self- recognition), she argues the female semiotic has been devalued, that both the prelinguistic level and the symbolic are present in the subject. Feminine signification has been marginalized because it threatens the traditionally masculinist symbolic discourse. Contrary to Freud and Lacan, in her view every child can choose to identify with either parent after the mirror stage.
49. The maternal semiotic disrupts the rational, unified, speaking subject, and challenges the symbolic order. The time of the symbolic order is linear, sequential, and goal oriented; the semiotic order contains another kind of time. She emphasizes the multiple nature of women’s expressions and sees a kind of metaethics that takes into account all differences.
50. For Kristeva, though she doesn’t believe in an actual divinity, religion is a feminine discourse, a place where love and ethics meet. Theology is a kind of constructed fantasy invented to ward off the reality of death. She sees religion as a language that maintains the tension between our psychological needs and our personal cognition of reality.
51. Kristeva uses religious discourse to mediate a healing space between the symbolic and the semiotic, self and other, though not subscribing to it as ultimate truth.
52. Hélène Cixous writes in multiple disciplines (including philosophy, poetry, fiction, literary criticism and psychoanalytical theory), often all at the same time. She writes at the limits of language in a style called écriture féminine to mitigate the damage done by “masculinist” structures in philosophical writing. Hers is a language that is continually evolving, that uses metaphor to cross the boundaries between theory and other forms of discourse.
53. Cixous does not conceive of the body as a biological universal or as a referential independent of texts. The whole focus of her work is to demonstrate that language doesn’t exist outside the body. Her goal is to read texts, including philosophical texts, and to displace those that are “masculine” to find the feminine elements.
54. Her themes (such as the author and the writing process, the reading-writing relationship, the reader-writer relationship, psychoanalytical concerns regarding identity and other self-other relations, the maternal/paternal, the metaphor of exile, and more) are reworked continually in subsequent texts in the way that Derrida’s sentences are restatements: the circles of thought expand and become every more inclusive. Notice that she does not generally write about feminist activist issues such as domestic violence, child care, abortion, pornography, or poverty.
55. Four phases of her work: (1) Early literary criticism; (2) Freud/Lacan period; (3) an exploration of the feminine element in Brazilian writer Clarice Lispector; and (4) playwriting (her work deals with humanity’s global pain and injustice).
56. “Laugh of the Medusa.” In this essay by Cixous the feminine body is not a body at all; it is embodied textual movement, a metaphor. Medusa is not to be feared, she argues. (For Freud the myth of Medusa represented the two ways men feel about women: they desire women, and they fear women as different, mysterious, and dangerous.) Women must show men their “sexts” (sex + text), the new women’s writing in which there is space for difference and where there is no Lacanian “lack.”
Readings
14.1 Mary Wollstonecraft, from A Vindication of the Rights of Women
Wollstonecraft defends the view that society should abandon the practice of enculturating women to weakness and depravity.
14.2 Simone de Beauvoir, from The Second Sex
In this reading de Beauvoir defines “woman” as “the Other” and examines parallels between women and other social groupings. She writes that “those who make much of ‘equality in difference’ could not with good grace refuse to grant me the possible existence of difference in equality. . . . To gain the supreme victory, it is necessary, for one thing, that by and through their natural differentiation men and women unequivocally affirm their brotherhood.”
14.3 Nancy Chodorow, from “The Reproduction of Mothering: Psychoanalysis and the Sociology of Gender”
Chodorow argues that gender identify is socially constructed differently for women and men because women are the primary family caretakers. This inequality can be corrected by a fundamental reorganization of parenting.
14.4 Carol Gilligan, from “Woman’s Place in Man’s Life Cycle”
Gilligan argues that a woman’s moral development is related to her psychological development, which is altered by the conflicting responsibilities of her role as nurturer. This results in a contextual mode of thinking that frames moral decisions.
14.5 Sandra Harding, from “Conclusion: Epistemological Questions”
An explanation of major theories of feminist science with an examination of gender-loyalty concerns and scientific objectivity.
14.6 Hélène Cixous, from “The Laugh of the Medusa”
An argument on both the metaphorical and literal levels about the nature of women’s sexuality and the need for women to write themselves.
14.7 Sherryl Kleinman, from “Goodbye, You Guys”
It can seem harmless and inclusive, but “a friendly sounding phrase like ‘you guys’ can do damage.”

Philosophers

• Simone de Beauvoir was a feminist existentialist who extended the discussion of feminism into all areas of intellectual endeavor. 425

Judith Butler is a poststructuralist American philosopher who focuses on identity and subjectivity and who held that gender is something we “do.” 446

• Nancy Chodorow argues that the differences between men and women can be traced to the psychodynamics of the nuclear family. 431

• Hélène Cixous is a French feminist writer, critic, and philosopher who uses the discourse called écriture féminine. She argues that women’s place as other can be changed through the power of her writing, which will disrupt the logic or masculinist discourse. 442

• Jacques Derrida is best known for his theory of deconstruction, a critical practice that explores the meaning of a text by dissolving its stability, thus opening the text to multiple interpretations. 438

• Judith Butler a feminist philosopher who 

• Sigmund Freud was the founder of psychoanalysis, focusing on stages of psychosexual development, dream interpretation, and aspects of the unconscious. 437

• Carol Gilligan argues that men and women have characteristically different ways of reasoning about moral issues. 430

• Sandra Harding, a feminist epistemologist and philosopher of science, is noted for her feminist analysis of the metaphors of early scientists and philosophers of science. 436

• Luce Irigaray is a French feminist who claims women should find their own identity rooted in their own symbolism. 439

• Julia Kristeva is a French literary theorist and practicing psychoanalyst who extends Lacan’s theory of the symbolic and adds her own theory of the semiotic. 440

• Jacques Lacan reemphasized the importance of Freud’s oedipus complex, giving the father the role of freeing the child from its presymbolic, imaginary world and introducing it into the adult world. 437

• Nel Noddings is a leading exponent of ethics of care. 432

• Stephanie Ross suggests that the metaphors we use in ordinary speech can shape the way we think about women. 434

• Sara Ruddick holds that the experience of being a mother influences one’s moral perceptions. 432

• Harriet Taylor, a utilitarian philosopher, thought nonphysiological differences between men and women were socially constructed, to the detriment of women and society in general. She was a vociferous proponent of women’s suffrage. 424

• William Thompson was an English liberal, utilitarian, utopian, feminist. An economist, he argued for women’s rights and the rights of workers. 424

• Anna Doyle Wheeler, an Irish feminist and utilitarian, was a utopian. 424 

• Mary Wollstonecraft, a leading early feminist, held that males and females should be educated according to the same standards. 423
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