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 Author Greet Critics Session on Setting the Moral Compass
Central Division APA, April 19, 2008
Many thanks to Anita Superson for organizing this session on Setting the Moral Compass. I am grateful for the opportunity to talk with you about the conception of the volume. It is, and it is designed to be, an odd book. The cover announces that it is part of a series called Studies in Feminist Philosophy. The subtitle, however, makes no claim to this being a book in feminist ethics, but only to be essays by women philosophers. And when you look inside, you find that less than half the essays are explicitly works in feminist ethics, a fourth are by philosophers who do not publish work in feminist ethics, and the introduction emphasizes that the book is based on the idea that gender matters to the production of philosophy and denies that it matters only in the case of feminist philosophy. One might reasonably be skeptical that the book as a whole contributes to feminist ethics; and one might object that to place it in a series devoted to feminist philosophy is really a bit of false advertising.  One might also share Annette Baier’s sense that to appear in such a book is a dubious honor since, in her words, “No one dreams of an anthology documenting men’s contributions to recent philosophical ethics.” In my comments, I want to take up two topics:  first the underlying conception of the book and my reasons for using gender rather than feminism as the organizing category; second, what makes the book a feminist project even though the book as a whole is not a contribution to feminist ethics.  

Setting the Moral Compass began, innocently enough with an invitation from Hilde Nelson to put together a collection of work in feminist ethics for what used to be the Rowman & Littlefield Feminist Constructions series. The more I thought about the task the more clear it became to me that I wasn’t interested in putting together a book on feminist ethics. What I really wanted to do was to bring together in one volume the women moral philosophers whose work has meant so much to me over the years because it re-set the compass of moral philosophy; and to do so without being constrained by the category “feminist philosophy.” At a personal level, the principle of selection was simply that the contributors were all philosophers who had showed me that it was possible to write—and to be successful writing--moral philosophy that addressed silences in the literature, that was often critical of theories and philosophical understandings that had an honored and taken-for-granted status, that was also often stylistically innovative, that was fearless about doing philosophy differently, and that made a space for addressing the specific moral concerns of those who do not lead socially privileged lives. 

So the book was, in its first inception, both self-indulgent and a way of honoring and expressing gratitude to women who had made moral philosophy a more interesting place to work. Because I wanted just this list of philosophers in the volume, and because only half could contribute original work, I asked the remaining to select a published essay that they thought displayed their distinctive style of moral philosophy and that preferably, also had not been published in a particularly visible venue. 

I then faced the task of making conceptual sense of such a project. What would justify so blatantly using gender rather than shared feminist method as the selection principle? I think there are two distinct reasons doing so.  First, such a book would make visible the fact that gender makes a difference to moral philosophy (not just to feminist moral philosophy), a difference that constitutes a cognitive gain for the profession. The persistently skimpy numbers of women in philosophy is thus not just an equity issue but a prudential issue for the profession insofar as the skimpiness of those numbers translates into a skimpiness in the resources for philosophical innovation, critique of standing assumptions and methods, and collective development of a differently set compass in moral philosophy. Second, it would be a book that did not comply with cognitive practices in philosophy that systematically obscure the fact that the effects of gender are not confined to feminist philosophy. While my major concern was with cognitive practices pervasive throughout the profession that work to the disadvantage of women philosophers, I also wanted to challenge the practice in feminist philosophy itself of employing a binary opposition between feminist and mainstream philosophy.

Starting first with the difference gender makes. Most obviously, gender has made a difference to moral philosophy via the creation of feminist philosophy, with its own body of literature, categories of analysis, central issues, normative commitments, guiding concerns, and extra-disciplinary connections with Women’s Studies. But I believe that gender has also made a difference across the board in moral philosophy and that there are noticeable continuities between feminist moral philosophy and “mainstream” moral philosophy written by women. 
That increasing the number of women in philosophy over the past two or three decades would have cognitive effects on the content of philosophy is only to be expected. Increasing the number of women in philosophy does not just mean increasing the number of differently sexed bodies in attendance at conferences or department meetings. It also means increasing the number of persons who are differently situated within social life, who have had different personal, social, professional, and bodily histories than they would have had were they men, who have been differently socialized, to whom different normative and descriptive expectations are applied, and for whom gender becomes at varying moments and in varying degrees an issue. Given the actual and socially expected differences between women and men within a social world organized around gender difference, it would be surprising if gender made no difference to one’s subjectivity. It would be equally remarkable if gender left no traces in our philosophical production. Only if one adopts a highly idealized model of philosophic reflection in which, as Amelie Rorty observes, one ignores the ways that contingency, happenstance, and the dramatic aspect of dialogue have effects on the outcome of reflection, could one imagine that what women find philosophically salient, interesting, and meaningful would not diverge to some extent from what has been philosophically salient, interesting, and meaningful to male more philosophers. 

I want to note here that the difference that gender makes to the content and style of women’s philosophical production does not emerge straight from women’s extra-philosophical gendered experience. Consider, for example, Carol Gilligan’s In a Different Voice which gives the appearance of discovering a different style of moral thinking in girls and women, resulting from their gendered socialization, that is just lying there ready to hand for theorizing. Surely there was some truth to this. She wasn’t simply making things up. But Gilligan’s specification of the different voice was guided by Nancy Chodorow’s psychoanalytic account of difference and was responsive to Kohlberg’s Rawlsian account of the moral development evidenced by the boys he studied. In a Different Voice had a huge impact on subsequent specifications of the gender biases in moral philosophy. The philosophical development of care ethics and related projects emphasizing, for example, particularity and relationality, was itself guided by prior work on gender difference and responsive to dominant features of mainstream moral philosophy produced by men. Lots of women, and some men, thus participated in making caring, relationality, particularity and so on salient aspects of women’s moral experience. And lots of other moral philosophers indirectly participated by producing work that served as the foil against which some, but not other, specifications of gender difference appeared worth noting. A similar point might be made about the dynamic process of specifying gender differences in philosophical style, a process that has both been guided (for example, by Janice Moulton’s essay on the adversary method in philosophy
) and that is responsive to the dominant style on offer in mainstream philosophy.
The point here is that theorizing itself constructs gender difference—of course, not out of thin air, but theorizing constructs an account of what gender differences are to count for the purpose of further theorizing about gender difference. Philosophical reasoning, as Amelie Rorty points out in her contribution to this volume, is dialogical, collaborative, and “reflects the contingencies and accidents of our interactions with colleagues and opponents” (275). Philosophical reasoning is also, as she stresses, dramatic in the sense that parties to philosophical dialogues enact a variety of roles. Within the last couple decades, those roles have expanded to include the role of writing and speaking as a woman philosopher. Thus, that there are stylistic and thematic commonalities in women’s moral philosophy is exactly what one should expect in a dialogic profession which collectively makes something of the social fact of gender difference, and does so under the guidance of its own past conversations about gender and in reactive response to the particularities of its mainstream literature that has ignored gender. If the essays in the Compass collection provide evidence of the specific differences that gender makes to moral philosophy, it is not simply due to the fact that the authors are women. It is due to the fact that they are also philosophers in a dialogic profession that has made gender make a difference to the content and style of moral philosophy. 

I would venture to say that it is impossible for any philosopher today, whether male or female, to not know (though some will know more than others) which themes, concepts, bodies of literature, stylistic devices, and philosophical traditions are now coded ‘masculine’ and which are coded ‘feminine’ or ‘feminist’. Those who have actively participated in the process of specifying the difference gender makes, who voluntarily adopt the role of ‘writing as a woman,’ and who aim to produce a moral philosophy adequate to women’s experience will know more of these codes than others. But anyone familiar with at least some gender codes in philosophy will be in a position employ those codes, possibly quite subtly, to mark out their work as “not malestream”.  

A final point about gender difference in philosophy: Increasing the number of women in philosophy also means increasing the number of persons whose personal and professional histories include odd mixtures of acceptance, support, success, friendship and collegiality on the one hand and sexist contempt, disregard, discouragement, discrimination, tokenism, and “honoring” as an exceptional woman on the other hand. In addition to having their professional lives colored by sexist attitudes and treatment, women’s professional situation is also typically one of being in the minority, or the sole woman, or the first woman in departments, in conferences, and in journal publications. Women’s unusual presence as well as their typical absence gets noticed, counted, explained, argued about, and deliberately managed. The routinely noticeable under-representation of women in philosophical contexts—below the tipping point—makes disattending one’s gender and treating it as an irrelevant difference extremely difficult within philosophy. To be a woman in philosophy is thus to occupy a shifting position between being to an insider and an outsider within the social practices of philosophy. (Sally Haslanger makes some of these points quite forcefully in her recent essay for Hypatia’s “musing” section
). Of course, not everyone will make the same hay of having an outsider status. To be an outsider-within one’s chosen profession might be an incentive to make more concerted attempts to do insider kinds of things—like giving priority to publishing in the most visible, mainstream places and networking with those who have unquestionable insider status. To be an outsider-within one’s chosen profession might also give one less incentive than one’s male counterparts to do philosophy as usual. If one is less likely than one’s comparably placed peers to be an invited or welcomed party to official and informal philosophical conversations, why not use one’s outsider status as a kind of liberating permission to stop trying to write for an insider audience and to write what and for whom one pleases? Why not be inventive? That “why not be inventive?” attitude surely enabled women to do feminist moral philosophy when it wasn’t  fashionable in mainstream ethics. But also, importantly, that attitude enables women philosophers to write philosophy that has neither a mainstream nor a feminist audience.
In my introduction to the Compass collection, I suggested that what above all characterizes women’s moral philosophy, to the extent that it is gendered, is an “inventive realism”. Vicky Spelman’s “The Household as Repair Shop,” Amelie Rorty’s “The Improvisatory Drama’s of Decision Making,” Marcia Homiak’s “Virtue and the Skills of Ordinary Life,” and Annette Baier’s “Demoralization, Trust, and the Virtues” are wonderful examples of this inventiveness at work. In reading them, one has to wonder “for whom did they imagine they were writing?” These are works that, in all sorts of ways, fail to resemble mainstream philosophy. Marcia, for example, admits at the beginning of her essay “I approach Aristotle’s ethical views from what many may view as a hopelessly naïve direction. And if it’s not naïve, it is surely unfashionable” (24). In addition, Marcia’s, Amelie’s, and Annette’s essays make no effort to write for an alternative feminist audience.  (One might wonder how confident of having an audience the other authors were. I can say for myself that by my third year into the profession, I simply gave up trying write for anyone. My contribution to this volume, “Common Decency,” is a case in point; the topic is marginal at best in moral philosophy and I make no effort to give the essay a feminist twist.)

What I call the “realism” in women’s moral philosophy is, I think, also an outgrowth of being positioned as outsiders-within their own professions. “By “realism” I mean attentiveness to what moral life is really like—to what moral agents are really like, to what the production and acquisition of moral knowledge is really like, to what the social practice of morality is really like, to what character development is really like, to what practical decision-making is really like—as opposed to the conventions employed within moral philosophy for describing these same things.”
 As Charles Mills and other feminist philosophers have pointed out, there is a good deal of idealizing theory that goes on in moral philosophy of a sort that ends up misrepresenting the actual capacities of agents, their level of knowledge and rationality, the justice of the social context in which moral and political decisions must be made, the level and healthiness of  agents’ cognitive and emotional development, the degree of control that agents exercise over the effects of their action, and so on.
  

Even without objectionable idealizing, any philosophical conversation in moral philosophy, if participated in long enough by a large enough group of people, is likely to produce a patterned set of silences as a byproduct of the participants’ settling upon the features of moral life they regard as theory-worthy and the themes, concepts, questions, literature, test cases, and the like that are fit subjects for further philosophical dialogue. As outsiders-within philosophy who have less cause for allegiance to the prevailing picture of  “good moral philosophy,” and as philosophers with a differently gendered experience of moral life, women moral philosophers are positioned to notice what doesn’t get talked about and to feel the need for a more expansive, or alternative, set of themes, concepts, questions, literature, and test cases. In some cases, one has to wonder how it could possibly be that moral philosophy could have gone on for so long without addressing particular topics. Michele Moody-Adams’s “The Idea of Moral Progress,” is a case in point. How could the topic of how and by whom moral progress within society gets made not come up, or be completely turned over to the social sciences? In the case of Robin Dillon’s “Kant on Arrogance and Self-Respect,” one wonders how on earth Kant scholarship could have gone on for so long and in the context of multiple well-known essays on self-respect without the topic of arrogance having come up as central to a Kantian moral psychology?   
The essays in the Compass volume are, I think, representative of the kinds of differences gender makes. Women moral philosophers have as a group been more willing to acknowledge and incorporate into their philosophical accounts the indeterminacy, messiness, and lucky and unlucky contingencies of moral life (Hermann, Wolf, Rorty); the dependencies, interdependencies, and vulnerabilities of persons (Hermann, Held, Nussbaum, Card); the effects of inegalitarian socio-political contexts on agency, on assignments of responsibility, and on the moral psychology of differently positioned subjects (Jaggar, Meyers, Dillon); the kinds of emotional responsiveness that are, or are not, morally appropriate and epistemically valuable and the falsity of sharply opposing reason and emotion  (Baier, Friedman, Baron, Walker, Korsgaard, Dillon, Jone, Held); the fundamentally social character of moral practice (Moody-Adams, Calhoun, Spelman, Walker); and the importance of  all sorts of reparative activity in enabling moral agents to go on in the face of loss and  moral injury (Walker, Spelman, Held).

I turn now to an issue that I do not address with sufficient care in the introduction, namely the justification for publishing this volume in a series called Studies in Feminist Philosophy. In her review of the book, Samantha Brennan observes that “Calhoun’s collection of essays, published as it is as part of a feminist philosophy series, itself constitutes an argument for the conclusion that bringing together work by women philosophers—not all of them feminist perhaps, certainly not all writing on explicitly feminist topics is a contribution to feminist philosophy….Why is bringing their work together a feminist project?” (220). The papers that she singles out as patently questionable contributions to feminist moral philosophy are those of Chris Korsgaard on Kant, Annette Baier on demoralization and trust, Susan Wolf on moral luck, and myself on common decency. By my count, she could have singled out an additional three as in no way obviously feminist, and seven more whose status as works in feminist philosophy might seem marginal. Brennan concludes her review saying “In the end, you may not agree with Calhoun’s thesis that this collection of essays by women moral theorists constitutes a contribution to feminist philosophy….” (222). 

I can’t tell whether Brennan herself thinks the book isn’t a feminist project, but I grant the reasonableness of skepticism. After all, I am quite clear in introduction--and in the subtitle--that the book is about women’s contribution to moral philosophy, not their contribution to feminist philosophy. If the collection isn’t a contribution to feminist philosophy, what’s the book doing in a series called Studies in Feminist Philosophy?

Well, first, consider the options. Where would one place the book? There are only two: either in a feminist philosophy series or not, where “or not” means presenting the book as just another collection in mainstream ethics. But this book is neither fish nor fowl. It claims neither to be a book in feminist ethics, nor to be a book in which gender does not matter to the production of philosophical work, nor to be a book where the substantial number of feminist essays and essays by women isn’t a direct result of the underlying conception of the book.  Indeed, I suggest in the introduction that the essays lie on a feminist continuum ranging from explicitly feminist moral philosophy to moral philosophy that falls squarely within mainstream ethics but exhibits “feminist sensibilities.” Given that the only relevant publishing category options were ones that the book does not fit—feminist ethics or not feminist ethics—the question for me became “which is the closest available category that does not fit?” 

My view is that the book is a feminist project, though not a contribution to feminist ethics, and it’s being a feminist project depends on the book’s refusal to employ the labels “feminist” and “mainstream” as sortals. One of the principal feminist political aims of the book was to disrupt a set of practices within philosophy whose effect is to underwite the idea that the only difference that gender—anyone’s gender--could make to the production of philosophy is the effect of women’s gender in the domain of feminist philosophy. That assumption provides a rationale for marginalizing feminist philosophy as a kind of narrow, deliberately gendered “women’s” philosophy and for regarding mainstream philosophy, which is overwhelmingly dominated by men, as a general interest, “human” philosophy. It also provides the rationale for regarding the glaring under-representation of women in philosophy as merely an equity issue whose remedy is not the main business of philosophy which is a cognitive enterprise. If gender is only cognitively relevant to the production of one subfield—feminist philosophy—and there are enough women in the profession to keep that philosophical area going, then there is no pressing reason connected to the intellectual project of philosophy to be concerned with the gender demographics of the profession. 

The practices I have in mind are threefold. First, it is customary practice to use women moral philosophers to contribute the “woman’s” or “feminist” perspective. This is especially evident in ethics anthologies designed for classroom use. Women show up in sections set aside for “care ethics” or “feminist ethics” or “alternative approaches” tacked on at the end after the main business is over.  Related to this is the practice of using women’s philosophical work only with respect to applied or topical issues—Susan Wolf’s “Moral Saints,” Onora O’Neill on world hunger, Rosalind Hursthouse on virtue ethics and abortion. 

Second, there’s the practice of tokenistically including women in specialized conferences, collections designed for professional philosophers, and on APA panels. As Sally Haslanger has recently documented, the percentage of women authors who appear in the major journals (she did not survey minor journals) is so minimal as to make one suspect discrimination is at work, especially when fully blind review procedures are not in place. So pervasive is the practice of tokenistic inclusion of women in public venues devoted to “mainstream” philosophy and the practice of equating feminist philosophy with women philosophers that none of us find it remarkable (unless we work at it) that essay collections and conferences on feminist philosophy are virtually entirely comprised of women philosophers and essay collections and conferences on nonfeminist philosophy are virtually entirely comprised of male philosophers. It looks for all the world as though women philosophers are not being allowed to appear in mainstream philosophy in significant numbers—say, the 27% that they actually constitute in the profession—and that that is being rationalized by the assumption that gender has no cognitive effects on the content of any philosophy other than feminist philosophy.
Finally, there is a phenomenon in philosophy that is so basic, so unquestioned, and so pervasive as to hardly qualify as a “practice”—it is that, with the extremely rare exception of philosophical work on masculinity, male philosophers are never regarded as producing a gendered philosophy. But if feminist philosophy is the predictable consequence of increasing the number of women in philosophy, how can there be no companion cognitive effects of a profession’s being comprised predominantly of men? 

Setting the Moral Compass is a refusal to comply with the first two practices. Women get to appear in force in a collection devoted to moral philosophy. They are required neither to submit to tokenism in order to be included in moral philosophy proper, nor to speak as feminists in order to appear together in large numbers. And in this volume, feminist philosophy is not cordoned off from mainstream philosophy as though the only place where gender could possibly make a difference is in feminist work; instead the difference that gender makes is allowed to appear in the continuities between explicitly feminist and nonfeminist work. Because the cognitive practices that the book challenges work to the disadvantage of women philosophers, Setting the Moral Compass surely constitutes a feminist project.
On a minor note, I would add that the title of the book is also a challenge to anyone perusing an APA book display or an OUP catalogue. If one is interested in ethics and refuses to pick up or examine the book more closely, the justification can hardly be that one has no interest in “setting the moral compass” or that the title gives away the specific content of the book, a content that doesn’t interest one. Disinterest in the book can only be explained by one’s noticing the subtitle: the essays are by women.  But this is sheer sexism. So the book is a kind of test of how far one will go in dismissing the work of women when the handy excuse that one is distinterested in feminist philosophy is unavailable.

The Compass collection is also a feminist project in another sense. Although I did not say so in the introduction, the book was intended as an intervention in a feminist philosophical practice that I do not think benefits feminist philosophy. The practice is one of accepting a binary opposition between feminist philosophy and mainstream philosophy. The cordoning off of feminist philosophy from mainstream philosophy is one that feminist philosophers themselves participate in in the organization of conferences, essay collections, sessions honoring women philosophers, and the creation of the only journal in which women appear in overwhelming numbers, Hypatia. To be sure, that cordoning off of feminist philosophy serves important conceptual and political functions. As Alison Jaggar notes in her essay, the closure of discourse communities to outsiders is often essential for subordinate groups to develop alternative values, concepts, theories, and methods. And “we must never forget,” as she says, that empirical discussions are always infused with power, which influences who is able to participate and who is excluded, who speaks and who listens, whose remarks are heard and whose dismissed, which topics are addressed and which are not, what is questioned and what is taken for granted, and even whether a discussion takes place at all” (236). Furthermore, feminist philosophy is, as Margaret Walker has repeatedly emphasized, not just a topic but a method. And just as one would not invite a bunch of utilitarians to contribute work to a conference or collection on Kantian moral philosophy, so one has reason not to invite non-feminists to contribute to conferences or collections on feminist moral philosophy.

That said, I also firmly believe that, in a profession set up to deny that gender makes any difference outside of feminist philosophy, the binary opposition of feminist to mainstream philosophy is not always beneficial to feminist philosophy and undermines feminist goals that extend beyond the creation and sustenance of feminist philosophy. Those goals include re-setting the intellectual compass of philosophy, not just adding feminist philosophy as a new, elective subfield;  importing feminist methods and sensibilities into philosophical work that is not about women, gender, or systems of subordination; and making visible the cognitive loss to philosophy when it accedes to the under-representation of women and engages in practices of tokenistic inclusion. Those feminist goals also include enabling women philosophers to do the intellectual work they find themselves called to do; and that enablement is not well-served when women philosophers find themselves positioned to choose between only two options—doing clearly feminist philosophy or being regarded as “one of the boys” in mainstream philosophy (and thus a kind of gender traitor). 

The feminist-mainstream binary is a problematic one for feminists to employ because ‘mainstream’ is a pejorative term for feminists, but some of the literature that falls outside of feminist philosophy--and thus on the mainstream prong of the binary—doesn’t warrant the pejorative label.  In feminist circles ‘mainstream’ has become virtually synonymous with philosophy that is idealizing, gender-biased, or resistant to addressing anything but conventional topics. What is mainstream is at best useless for feminist philosophy and at worst anti-feminist. But if ‘mainstream’ is the only available category for work that is not explicitly feminist, then mainstream philosophy is in fact going to include a lot of literature for which the pejorative connotation of ‘mainstream’ is inapt. 

First, some mainstream work that is clearly part of the most dominant philosophical conversations in ethics, that draws exclusively on nonfeminist literature, and that is written by those with no feminist philosophical credentials is neither idealizing nor gender biased, challenges prevailing assumptions and styles, and is potentially useful for addressing feminist questions. Consider Chris Korsgaard’s essay in the Compass collection, “Self-Constitution in the Ethics of Plato and Kant.”  The piece addresses absolutely conventional questions: What makes something an action? And what makes an action attributable to a person? The answers emerge from an explication of Plato’s conception of just action and Kant’s conception of autonomous action—not exactly feminist authors. However, two of her central aims are to challenge the Combat model of the relation between reason and passion and to make sense of how bad action could still be action. Both topics are, in my view, of feminist interest and so are her treatments of them. One ongoing task of feminist work is to construct models of the person that neither figure emotions as the source of irrationality nor idealizes the operation of reason. Korsgaard’s alternative to the Combat Model, and her account of bad action as proceeding not from the causal force of unruly passion but from the person’s having chosen principles of action that are not reason’s own are consistent with that feminist task. Another ongoing task of feminist work is to construct some account of attributable action on which is it possible to regard women’s choices to conform with subordinating and restrictive social norms as simultaneously attributable choices but also as not fully their own. Korsgaard’s account of defective action is aimed at showing how autonomous action can be defective in a way that makes it, in a sense, not fully one’s own yet nevertheless attributable.

Granted, one has to read Korsgaard’s essay through a pretty high powered feminist lens to see the feminist potential in it. But this is precisely the problem with employing a binary opposition between a positively valenced category, ‘feminist’, and a negatively valenced category, ‘mainstream’. That valenced binary encourages a default attitude of distrust toward mainstream work and tends to foreclose an alternative attitude of openness. As Marilyn Friedman describes openness in her contribution to the book, “[o]penness is a matter of letting down one’s guard. It involves an absence of trust, as well as an absence of distrust. At the same time, it is mildly positive. One is not shielded from the persuasive power of the new view by prejudgment or other biases that prevent a full and considered assessment of what the new view has to offer” (227).
Even more problematically, not explicitly feminist, and thus “mainstream” work will include work on topics and questions that fall outside dominant conversations in ethics. Many essays in the Compass collection, for example, are not explicitly feminist but address marginal or neglected topics or are highly critical of dominant discourse. They are the kinds of essays that, as I mentioned earlier, have no natural audience among either feminist or nonfeminist philosophers. At least some of that work is a direct result of the author’s having acquired what Card calls “feminist habits of noticing” and what Walker describes as one’s having “learned to look out for topics and questions that seem to have been neglected or marginal within disciplinary discourses”
 Insofar as ‘the absence or presumed unimportance of these matters is not accidental,’
 mainstream literature on marginal or neglected topics is continuous with explicitly feminist work on marginal and neglected topics. Moreover, at least some of this “mainstream” work is also work that authors could have given a feminist twist to, but didn’t. This category is worth special attention since it illustrates a second problem with the feminist-mainstream binary, namely that the dividing line between feminist and mainstream philosophy is sometimes patently arbitrary, because it depends on whether or not an author bothered to say why a particular topic is feminist. 

Consider Claudia Card’s and Robin Dillon’s contributions to this collection. Both authors are mindful of the fact that their essays are going to appear in a volume on women’s moral philosophy and mindful of the fact that the body of their essays has nothing to do with women, gender, or systems of subordination, and their primary source literature is not feminist. Given the binary options “feminist” or “mainstream,” the bulk of Claudia’s essay on the evil of genocide and Robin’s Kantian analysis of the vice of arrogance look entirely mainstream. Both philosophers take the time to say in prefatory remarks what makes their work feminist. Dillon introduces her Kantian analysis with the observation that “Arrogance is a decidedly masculine trait, one quite obviously about power. Feminists have reason to ask , ‘To what are the mainstream conceptions of arrogance and its opposites reflections of, and to what extent is arrogance itself an instrument of, sociopolitical arrangements of domination and subordination?’” (192); and she goes on to ask “might arrogance in women and in other subordinated people be valuable in struggles against domination?” (ibid). Card begins her essay by asking “what is feminist about this project?” and answers “Simply, it is the history behind the project and perspective from which it is carried out, rather than a focus on women or gender, that make the project feminist”(162); and she says she finds “feminist habits of noticing” to be useful in answering the question of what the distinctive evil of genocide consists in (163).

Now take by contrast my essay on common decency. I don’t take the time to say what makes it feminist. The essay is framed around the example of Ebenezer Scrooge—not exactly a feminist test case. But I could easily have done what Card or Dillon did, by pointing out that the normative pressure on agents to offer the “non-obligatory” moral gifts of common decencies, which include social pleasantries, small mercies, forgiveness, and everyday acts of benevolence, fall especially on women in their role as caretakers and sustainers of social networks. Lacking an explicit frame, this essay became fair game in Brennan’s review, for the skeptical query “how is this essay a contribution to feminist ethics?”

The arbitrariness of the dividing line between feminist and mainstream philosophy can run even deeper. Brennan nods to the feminist credentials of some of the authors as a reason for presenting some authors’ work as part of a feminist project. I don’t mean to pick on her; I think lots of us think this way: once a feminist philosopher always a feminist philosopher, so what you do counts as feminist philosophy even when you’re not explicitly doing it. The problem with Korsgaard and Wolf’s inclusion in a volume appearing in the Studies in Feminist Philosophy Series is that they lack feminist credentials. By contrast, Margaret Walker has super feminist credentials—after all she’s the author of the classic and immensely influential Moral Understandings. Walker’s  “Resentment and Assurance” in the Compass volume isn’t explicitly feminist and isn’t prefaced with a “here’s why it counts” statement, but I suspect all of us overlook that and read it as a feminist piece because we know she’s one of the heavy weights in feminist philosophy.

The problem here isn’t just arbitrariness. It’s that the feminist-mainstream opposition erects a conceptual barrier to paying attention to and seeing the cognitive value for feminist philosophy of work that isn’t about women, gender and subordination, that doesn’t draw on feminist literature, that doesn’t say why it’s feminist, and that may not be written by someone with feminist credentials. Not acknowledging that gender can make a difference to mainstream philosophy thus doesn’t just result in a cognitive loss to philosophy. It results in a cognitive loss to feminist philosophy. 
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