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Philosophical 
Fantasies of 
a Woman Practising 
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Margins of the Work 
of Michèle Le Dœuff 
Aleksandra Derra

… the subject ‘woman’ is not a monolithic
essence, defined once and for all, but rather

the site of multiple, complex, and potentially
contradictory sets of experience, defined by

overlapping variables.1 

Rosi Braidotti

1 R Braidotti, Nomadic Subjects: Embodiment and Sexual Difference in Contemporary 
Feminist Theory, New York 2011, p. 128.
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I once wrote that being excluded personally can become 
a source of sensitivity that will inspire us to explore ex-
clusion and take emancipatory actions as a consequence.2 

The question of whether a woman can practice philos-
ophy – presuming gender difference as significant and 
compromising neither one’s femininity nor philosophy 
– is a question I have mused over for as long as I have 
been institutionally associated with the ranks of “philos-
ophers” as a researcher at the Institute of Philosophy at 
Nicolaus Copernicus University in Toruń. Philosophy was 
not a random choice I made. I was driven by an insatiable 
fascination with this discipline, where reason and under-
standing reign and where conversation entails delivering 
an argument and the exchange of decisive, coherent, and 
infallibly logical thoughts. I was intrigued by how the 
discipline addresses the essence of things and axiologi-
cal concerns of the highest importance, removed from the 
register of the thoughts that occupy us from day to day. 
Philosophy has seduced me with the promise of dwelling 
in a world of abstractions and immersion in theoretical 
reflection, not only gaining refuge from life’s daily nui-
sances but becoming suddenly freed from the false urgen-
cy that clings to them. With this approach to philosophy, 
I was able to turn a blind eye to issues of the body, gender, 
money, and the bustle of domestic affairs. I was able to 
savour the discipline I then believed was a space open to 
everyone, and, naively, I stood by the position that age, 

2 See: A. Derra, Kobiety (w) nauce. Problem płci we współczesnej filozofii nauki i w praktyce 
badawczej [Women in/of science. Gender problem in contemporary philosophy of science 
and research practice], Warsaw 2013, p. 207.
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gender, skin colour, social class, economic situation were 
irrelevant when one wants to practise philosophy.

This went on until 1999, when I became an assistant at 
this same institute. At a holiday party, I had an interest-
ing exchange with a philosophy professor who told me 
that a woman philosopher is like a guinea pig – one never 
quite knows “exactly what she is.” The conversation lin-
gered in my memory, and I began to reflect on the identity 
of philosophy as a discipline, after it had been subjected to 
the critical reflection of feminism. I started puzzling over 
how I might situate myself within the field as a woman. 
I wondered what traditions I had at my disposal and asked 
myself if philosophy could truly remain my vocational 
home. Following Michèle Le Dœuff (a thinker whose argu-
ments I explore in the following deliberations and whose 
texts I will constantly invoke), I conceded: “[…] despite ev-
erything, it is hard to gain a clear idea of the right way to 
speak as a feminist woman philosopher […].”3

In this article, I try to problematize the question of the 
feminine subject by invoking women philosophers. I probe 
the potential for practicing philosophy as a woman and 
for defining subjectivity as a specific female subject that 
philosophizes. Somewhat casually, I borrow and mobi-
lize the concept of self-colonization (and more broadly 
speaking – colonization, colonialism, and postcolonial-
ism), so often applied to cultures and nations, to reflect 
on the category of the subject. In the context of the fe-

3 M. Le Dœuff, Hipparchia’s Choice: An Essay Concerning Women, Philosophy, Etc., New 
York 2007, p. 17.
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male philosophical subject, this seems entirely justified. 
If we take Alexander Kiossev at his word when he writes 
about self-colonizing cultures, we can make the claim 
that the woman-philosopher is a “symbol of absence,” for 
she adapts an “alien” (so far unavailable) model of values 
for conceiving the subject and adopts an “alien” model of 
philosophical practice.4

The notion of self-colonization cited in the title of this 
article can be understood as an attempt to clarify the 
terms of subjectivity, using categories and properties that 
are foreign, unrecognized, and unfamiliar, yet somehow 
appropriated or claimed (with simultaneous reluctance 
and enthusiasm) as one’s own. To identify as a philoso-
pher, a woman must contend with the original colonizing 
gesture enacted by the philosophical tradition – a tradi-
tion that acknowledges her as neither a rational subject 
capable of reflexivity nor an agent that can authentically 
practice philosophy.5 For the most part, women philoso-
phers find themselves in circumstances resembling the 
postcolonial framework and necessarily collide with what 
Kiossev describes as the “the morbid consciousness of an 
absence - a total, structural, non-empirical absence.” It 
is the “Others” (in this case, the select men sanctioned 
by tradition as rational subjects) who “possess all that we 
lack; they are all that we are not.”6 

4 See: A. Kiossev, Notes on Self-Colonising Cultures, [in:] After the Wall: Art. And Culture in 
Post-communist Europe, ed. B. Pejić and D. Elliott, Stockholm 1999, p. 114-117.

5 Here, I am paraphrasing what Maria Janion has written about Polish culture and tradition. 
See: M. Janion, Niesamowita słowiańszczyzna: fantazmaty literatury [Uncanny Slavdom: 
phantasms of literature], Krakow 2006, p. 118.

6 See: A. Kiossev, Notes on Self-Colonising Cultures…, 114.
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This scenario soon grows problematic, for philosophical 
approaches to subjectivity tend to discount gender dif-
ference and the distinct specificity of women. Women 
thinkers have tried to fill this gap on feminist terms, and 
the discussion of how to position femininity within phi-
losophy remains a heated one today. Equally problemat-
ic is the matter of understanding the subject as rational. 
Examples abound: from Aristotle, we have the rational 
animal, from Descartes, we have substantial reason, and 
from Kant, we have the rational moral subject. Turning to 
the building blocks of modern thought, we find Bacon and 
Galileo and the notion of the impartial scholar. The result 
of all this is philosophy’s definition of the subject as ratio-
nal, understanding, (self-)reflexive, universal, disembod-
ied, and at the end of the day, white, Western, affluent, 
and male. The 20th century philosophy has no shortage 
of critiques of this approach to the subject. It suffices to 
mention Marxism, psychoanalysis, phenomenology, fem-
inism, and the famous “death of the subject” heralded by 
Michel Foucault. Yet, even if we embrace this critique as 
emancipatory, the case of the woman as subject becomes 
complicated again, because there is no subject whose 
death we are to announce. As Rosi Braidotti writes: “In 
order to announce the death of the subject, one must first 
have gained the right to speak as one, in order to demys-
tify metadiscourse, one must first get access to a place of 
enunciation.”7 This is a right that women have historically 
lacked. The emerging woman philosopher must therefore 
grapple with certain basic obstacles: as woman, she is de-

7 R. Braidotti, Nomadic Subjects…, p. 268.
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prived of constitutive subjectivity (that might otherwise 
be the object of critique); the momentum of cultural tra-
dition defines her as irrational or non-rational, rendering 
her intrinsically unqualified to practice philosophy. Even 
if we assume she is rational, the national entanglements 
of philosophy persist, for philosophers have historically 
been ancient Greeks, Germans, French, or Anglo-Saxon.
I began relating critically to texts on the history of philos-
ophy that had once fascinated and impressed me. I scru-
tinized the comments in the margins, arguments made 
in footnotes, examples, metaphors, and anecdotes. To my 
own surprise, I found many incredible thinkers who used 
sturdy argumentation to challenge prevailing beliefs, but, 
arriving at the subject of women and femininity, would 
merely reproduce the stereotypes and harmful views en-
demic to their time. Like Le Dœuff, each time I encoun-
tered this was a shock. Le Dœuff describes this experi-
ence as a double shock: at first, it reflects resistance to the 
idea that anyone would write such things about women 
or about anyone at all, and secondly, it stems from the 
fact that “when philosophy allows itself to use the mode 
of insult it sinks beneath its own validatory standards.”8 

In this way, the manoeuvre reveals a weakness on the 
part of the philosopher in question – a weakness that the 
philosopher ought to have overcome.9 We must therefore 
remember that a feminist analysis of philosophical texts 
not only reveals traces of misogyny in isolated passages of 
a given philosopher’s text, for it also identifies the gaping 

8 M. Le Dœuff, Hipparchia’s Choice…, p. 12.
9 Ibid, p. 13.
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void between the theoretical rigor of the textual discourse 
and the flaws of the statement in question.10

I deliberately situate feminism together with philosophy 
– a position that reflects more than my personal invest-
ment in feminist theory. Bearing in mind the complex 
and varied meanings embedded in the words “feminism” 
and “philosophy,” Le Dœuff shows us how the two fields 
link more than they divide. If we treat “thinking philo-
sophically” as “self-assertion through thought” or “a de-
sire to judge by and for oneself,”11 then can we not say the 
same of feminism? Philosophy interrogates the status quo 
modes of thinking and their ramifications for life – this 
same impetus has always driven emancipatory goals of 
feminism. In this way, even if philosophy at times veers 
misogynistic, this by no means implies no other outcome 
is possible. Feminist philosophical work uses the critical 
potential of philosophy to discern conditions of exclu-
sion within the field. If philosophy has proven unable to 
leverage its self-critical potential to recognize its own ex-
clusionary strategies, then its declarative self-critique is 
worth nothing at all.12

Allow me to briefly clarify the appearance of the word 
“fantasy” in this article’s title. For Sigmund Freud, pri-
mordial fantasies are an imaginarium which makes it pos-
sible to imagine the fulfilment of impulses. To fantasize is 
to produce images in order to fulfil our unconscious de-

10 Ibid, p. 35.
11 Ibid, p. 29.
12 Ibid, p. 27.
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sires. Fantasy’s function is to satiate obstructed desires by 
mediation. I would like to make a case for treating these 
definitions as particular figures. Philosophy is not an in-
dividual. It does not possess a psyche as defined by Freud 
or Lacan. Neither I nor Le Dœuff are psychoanalysts; it is 
not our role to sit philosophy down on Freud’s couch. I am 
therefore treating fantasy as a particular set of images not 
yet fully articulate but persistently legible. In this case, 
they pertain to the woman as subject and to women who 
practice philosophy.

The philosophical tradition, foregrounding the meaning 
of rational understanding, eschews metaphors, linguistic 
quirks, anecdotes and other figures. On the rare occasion 
that these figures do appear, they are justified with refer-
ence to the need to clarify complex problems to a broad-
er public unfamiliar with philosophical arguments. Many 
philosophers recognize the pitfalls of formulating disci-
plinary thought in such a way that insulates them from the 
influence of opinions, idols of the outside world, coercion, 
or one’s own imagination (Bacon, Bergson, Bachelard). 
According to Le Dœuff, philosophy entails a highly spe-
cific register of images that sets the criteria for the ratio-
nality that is to be developed.13 Intellectual philosophical 
thought is subject to rules, evaluated by specific standards 
of theoretical rigor, and established by accepted forms of 
understanding. Certain obstacles arise from the influence 
of psychological reality and the need to philosophically 
convey theory in a format too concise to accommodate its 

13 Ibid, p. 23.
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real complexity. On the other hand, Le Dœuff stresses that 
“no thought can do without images, whatever some philos-
ophers may think about the boundary between the ratio-
nal and the imaginary.”14 There is no such thing as a philo-
sophical text entirely bereft of imaginative properties: the 
invented, the fictional, the imagined, the fabricated, the 
unreal.15 The same can be said of philosophical portraits 
of women and femininity that construct a very particular 
philosophical fantasy. We are dealing, then, with the si-
multaneous presence and absence of women: they are not 
taken seriously, but at the same time, they are necessary 
components for maintaining continuity within the line of 
argumentation.16 They are elusive, often mute, and dis-
placed to the margin, although they remain addressees 
and readers of philosophical texts and the allies, lovers, 
wives, and daughters so critical to the identities of great 
thinkers and philosophy over all. The construction of the 
subject is therefore premised on the exclusion of all that 
does not conform with the accepted standards. The his-
tory of philosophy is rife with references to wild and dark-
skinned people, people without properties, uncivilised or 
uneducated, etc. Today, it is much harder to generate fan-
tasies of these subjects in the face of the principles adopted 
in science, and in the face of potential criticism.

The feminine subject is a different case. Women remain 
within reach. They remain common property17, used to 

14 Ibid, p. 169.
15 Ibid, p. 318.
16 Ibid, p. 1-3.
17 Ibid, p. 86.
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constitute the male philosopher’s subjectivity by contrast 
with the feminine. Even those philosophers who have 
written texts propagating gender equality, such as John 
Stuart Mill and Condorcet, have acknowledged that wom-
en can do anything else but practise philosophy.18 This is 
therefore an issue of methodological advantage. When 
women are displaced from the purview of philosophy, 
what remains within the discipline’s scope is structured 
by way of contrast. There is no need, then, for it to be par-
ticularly coherent. Exclusion maintains structure, even if 
the structure itself contains nothing, exclusion speaks on 
behalf of those excluded who have no right to answer.19 
They are constructed by what is dominant, by those who 
are predestined to practise philosophy (colonizers?), with-
out the possibility of self-determination.

When we closely examine philosophical tradition, we 
quickly notice how culture foregrounds the presence of 
male philosophers at the expense of all others and sanc-
tions philosophy as a discipline predestined to be ex-
clusively or primarily practiced by men. This is in part 
because men have historically made up the majority of 
philosophers (for even if women wished to partake, they 
were marginalized), but it is also because the presence 
of women within the field, as I argue above, was never 
straight-forward. Today’s default image of the philos-
opher remains a white-bearded sage. Even if we do not 
consciously defend the link between philosophical iden-
tity and masculinity, it persists in the cultural imaginary 

18 Ibid, p. 25.
19 Ibid, pp. 25-26.
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– in fantasies, images, and symbols illustrating those who 
practice philosophy. Even if I were to stand by the the-
oretical anti-essentialist position that there is no such 
thing as masculine or feminine philosophy and that these 
adjectives should be treated as the names of abstract phe-
nomena, cultural practices have preserved the division 
between the masculine and the feminine to great effect.
Every day, like the professor from my story, we fantasize 
about women philosophers. As Le Dœuff writes, so many 
people, upon meeting her, describe her as accommodating, 
meek, and kind; they can only perceive her through the 
lens of femininity as a standard that is never questioned. 
Women who refrain from contradicting this model end up 
reinforcing its validity. Some time ago, the act of wearing 
pants ceased to be a marker that negated femininity. This 
has been noted by Simone de Beauvoir, who remarks that 
pants give women a wonderful ability to move about free-
ly and sit where they please. In brief – they grant women 
freedom.20 In the 1960s, long hair was an identity marker 
that undermined authentic masculinity: a man with hair 
down to the waist was unheard of. The idea that one can-
not simultaneously be a woman and philosopher is a simi-
lar instance of “gender fixism,” to use Le Dœuff’s phrase.21 
We can also think of this fixism as a mechanism defining 
women philosophers as derivative (de Beauvoir described 
herself in these terms – a fact I will return to later) in light 
of the presumed imperative that it is male philosophers 
who generate theory, concepts, systems of added cogni-

20 See: M. Evans, Simone de Beauvoir and Binaries of the Body, [in:] B.S. Turner (ed.), 
Routledge Handbook of Body Studies, New York 2012, p. 26.

21 M. Le Dœuff, Hipparchia’s Choice…, p. 161.
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tive value, the innovative, and the new. Is this assessment 
valid? The theory of philosophy and its practice are two 
discrete categories: the history of philosophy is rife with 
imitators and the true, exclusive interpreters of a given 
thinker’s oeuvre who are locked in dispute. Entire schools 
exist to investigate the intentions lying behind a partic-
ular philosopher’s words and how these words ought to 
be interpreted. In this case, allegations of a lack of cre-
ativity or innovation are irrelevant, for the status and 
significance of philosophizing are affirmed by the great 
philosopher in question. His authority is decisive, and yet 
at the end of the day, this is not a question of authority. 
One simply needs “to dominate” in order to creatively and 
innovatively “theorize.”22 

A revealing and thought-provoking example of the gen-
der parity in philosophical authority is the case of Simone 
de Beauvoir and Jean Paul Sartre – two figures we might 
describe as “a woman thinker” and the “Great Philoso-
pher.” If we consider their own attitudes toward their 
place within philosophy and how culture has portrayed 
their contributions, we can discern a kind of self-colo-
nization on the part of de Beauvoir. As she herself con-
fessed, she left philosophy to Sartre, maintaining that as 
a woman, her writing was more essayistic than theoreti-
cal.23 This claim discounts her entirely comparable educa-
tion to Sartre’s, the extended philosophical dialogues she 
maintained with him and other male philosophers, her 

22 Ibidem, pp. 153 and 78.
23 The Le Petit Larousse dictionary classifies her as Sartre’s pupil. See: M. Le Dœuff, 

Hipparchia’s Choice…, p. 170.
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great triumph in writing the philosophical treatise that is 
Second Sex (which today, may be more widely read than 
Sartre’s work), and her years of work coediting the journal 
“Les Temps Modernes.”24

Paraphrasing Jan Sowa’s reflections on postcolonial Po-
land, we might say that the male-centric cultural modes 
that de Beauvoir herself described imposed a specific style 
of self-perception on her, impacting how she constructed 
her self-image as philosopher.25 Yet we can also interpret 
her position as a refusal to enact a gesture of mimicry or 
to imitate the colonizer (masculine philosophy), passing 
as someone else in order to gain authenticity.26 De Beau-
voir could not avail herself of later feminist theory on the 
feminine subject. She could not benefit from the ramifi-
cations of debates on how to reorganize philosophy af-
ter the feminist intervention. In this way, she could not 
forge her own philosophical model. She lacked the histor-
ical resources to reference women thinkers who proceed-
ed her, if only because women philosophers, as Le Dœuff 
has pointed out, tend not to invoke the achievements of 
their female predecessors, because these have not been 
preserved in cultural memory. It bears mention that the 
feminist critique of philosophy as a discipline calls for re-
writing the history of philosophy to foreground the exis-

24 It is worth noting that the English-language Wikipedia article on “Les Temps Modernes” 
suggests that the journal belonged to Sartre and was created on his initiative. The French-
language article, however, names de Beauvoir and Sartre as co-founders. See: https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Les_Temps_modernes and https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Les_Temps_
modernes_(revue) (2.12.2016).

25 Jan Sowa, Fantomowe ciało króla. Peryferyjne zmagania z nowoczesną formą [The King’s 
Phantom Body. A Peripheral Struggle with Modern Form], Krakow 2011, pp. 434–435.

26 Ibid, p. 470.
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tence of the many excellent and inspired women thinkers 
so crucial to philosophy, but who are left out of encyclo-
paedias and textbooks in the field.27 In this context, the 
conclusion of de Beauvoir’s above-mentioned book seems 
quite telling. She wraps up the book by quoting a man – 
Arthur Rimbaud – and thereby sustains the very image 
of a womanless culture that her book critiques. Le Dœuff 
asks if this outcome would change if de Beauvoir had been 
socialized in a different milieu, perhaps in a culture where 
one reads the work of women thinkers alongside their 
male counterparts. What if she had encountered the ideas 
of Gabrielle Suchon or Harriet Taylor in English class, or 
read Mary Wollstonecraft and spent history class study-
ing the suffragist movement in Europe?28 Would things 
have turned out differently if she had had the tools to per-
ceive herself as an independent and self-sufficient woman 
thinker and philosopher without internalizing the “col-
onizer’s” premises that bona fide philosophy is a strictly 
male enterprise? According to Le Doeuff, she struggled 
with the same thing all women did: women-philosophers 
and feminists. It was not her way to adopt a position of 
philosophical authority and write philosophy as “an an-
swer to all questions and a solution to all systemic issues.” 
Second Sex considers the origins of the oppression of and 

27 In the 900 entries of The Encyclopedia of Philosophy from 1967, there is no mention of Mary 
Wollstonecraft, Hannah Arendt or Simone de Beauvoir. In Mary Ellen Waithe’s A History of 
Women Philosophers (1997) Waithe identifies sixteen women philosophers of the classical 
world, seventeen from the years 500–1600, 30 from the years 1600–1900, and 42 from the 
years 1900–1997. From this period, she goes into detail on the theoretical contributions of 
thirteen women philosophers: V., Lady Welby, E.E. Constance Jones, C. Perkins Gilman, 
L. Salomé, M. Whiton Calkins, L. Susan Stebbing, E. Stein, G. Walther, A. Rand, C.J. de 
Vogel, H. Arendt, S. de Beauvoir and S. Weil.

28 See: M. Le Dœuff, The Sex of Knowing, trans. K. Hamer, L. Code, New York, London 2003, 
p. 217.
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discrimination against women. De Beauvoir traces these 
origins by way of biology, psychoanalysis, and Marxism 
in order to analyze and then counteract these methods. 
Where, then, does the presumed inferior position of wom-
en come from? What are its roots? This question goes un-
answered. Our narrator has no explanation.

Sartre, on the contrary, freely fantasized about the oth-
ers quite vividly, for in his monumental work Being and 
Nothingness: An Essay on Phenomenological Ontology, he 
claims the position of a privileged, all-knowing narrator. 
His omniscience seems to be constructed by contrast with 
Sartre’s observations on the comportment of women.29 In 
the book, women appear in passages on the issue of bad 
faith in the figures of the frigid woman and the coquette. 
Both archetypes are defined by their sexuality, and both 
are portrayed as subjects oblivious to their own desires. 
The first archetype represents “women whom marital in-
fidelity has made frigid.” Of this archetype, our all-know-
ing narrator, the Philosopher Sartre, is quite certain she 
“distracts her consciousness from the pleasure which she 
experiences [during the sexual act].” In this case, Sartre 
argues that it is a matter of revealing “acts of conduct 
which are objectively discoverable […]” when “objective 
signs of pleasure” appear that the woman in question 
seeks to deny.30 The second archetype is the woman who 
goes on a date and “feigns” not to notice sexual subtexts 
and the man’s desires. His advances provoke no response 

29 Zob. M. Le Dœuff, Hipparchia’s Choice…, s. 165.
30 See: J.P. Sartre, Being and Nothingness: An Essay on Phenomenological Ontology, trans. 

H. Barnes, New York 1992, pp. 54-56.
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in her, but at the same time, Sartre writes, if his behav-
ior were strictly respectful, it would cease to be attractive 
to the woman. The woman, on the other hand, deprives 
the man’s words of sexual intonations “because she does 
not quite know what she wants.”31 In both scenarios, the 
women misinterpret their own feelings, while the exis-
tentialist philosopher, an anti-essentialist at heart, has 
exclusive insight into what they really feel and just what 
those feelings signify.

References to sexuality resurface in the book when Sartre 
reproduces modernist views on the subject of knowledge, 
emphasizing that cognition is one of many possible forms 
of possession32 and, in this way, can be achieved by hunt-
ing, conquering. Sartre’s description of the object of these 
longings should therefore come as no surprise: “[…] de-
sire is not defined solely in relation to the In-itself-as-self-
cause. It is also relative to a brute, concrete existent which 
we commonly call the object of the desire. This object may 
be now a slice of bread, now an automobile, now a woman 
[…].”33 It is not by chance that metaphors of “appropriative 
enjoyment” appear in close proximity to overtly sexual 
statements. Sartre writes: “[w]hat is seen is possessed; to 
see is to deflower.”34 The relation between the knower and 
the known is literally defined as “violation by sight.”35 For 
Sartre, the relationship of knowing necessarily evokes the 
image of sexual relation, which in turn “snatch[es] away 

31 Ibid, pp. 54-55.
32 Ibid, p. 579.
33 Ibid, p. 576.
34 Ibid, p. 578.
35 Ibid.
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her veils from nature.”36 Recalling the case of Francis Ba-
con, Sartre writes: “The scientist is the hunter who sur-
prises a white nudity and who violates by looking at it.” 
Sartre describes cognitive processes by consciously refer-
encing sensory and metabolic ones (absorption, assimila-
tion, digestion). He goes on to say: “Knowledge is at one 
and the same time a penetration and a superficial caress.”37 
Despite the principles underlying his own doctrine, when 
Sartre speaks of women, his discourse is not held to the 
same standard of rigor as his previous statements. Cultur-
al fantasies seem to dominate on a level that not even Sar-
tre is aware of: men know what women are really like and 
how they feel, just as Europeans knew what Third World 
populations really wanted and felt.38 Sartre fails to grasp 
the point that cognition simultaneously involves digest-
ing and contemplating the object – an act that does not 
square with his language for the male and sexual act of 
taking possession of a woman. This is the conclusion we 
arrive at after 628 pages of sophisticated, nuanced philo-
sophical musings on being and nothingness.

Philosophy purports to be a totally transparent field pre-
sumably free of “unconscious,” concealed, or unexplored 
niches. It relies on no basis but its own premises and invokes 
no reference points beyond its own scope. Philosophers are 
the fathers of their own texts. There is no content they are 
ill-equipped to master. Their thought is self-determined 
and relies on no entity that stands apart from them. It is not 

36 Ibid.
37 Ibid, pp. 579-580.
38 See: M. Le Dœuff, Hipparchia’s Choice..., p. 74.
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affected by that which is not yet conceived, or that which 
evades thought.39 Psychoanalysis is not the only discourse 
that has exposed this as a delusion. Le Dœuff is only point-
ing out the self-evident when she writes that “Ideas cannot 
be separated from the ‘sociology of ideas, their diffusion 
and reception, because the collective or personal character 
of a given thought constitutes the very nature” of the “the-
sis” they develop.40 Philosophy is not the invention of the 
individual, genius mind. Despite surface appearances, it is 
a collective activity. The personal aspects of philosophizing 
coincides with the public and the political, in keeping with 
the well-known postulate of second-wave feminism. It is 
not the mind, pure and in a vacuum, that generates philo-
sophical theory, but the choice of subject, passion, and the 
engagement that we bring to the practice requires a certain 
balance between what one is and what one writes about.41 
Let us imagine a kind of philosophy that would in fact be 
insulated from the influence of other disciplines and from 
daily, social life. Let us imagine a sanctioned philosophical 
method that is theoretically pure – deprived of imagina-
tion, narratives, examples, anecdotes, fantasies and errors. 
What would remain? This is the question Le Dœuff poses. 
Are we not left with a void?42 No discourse can produce its 
premises from its own material.

If we take the concept of postcolonialism as a disen-
gaged abstraction spared from the inconveniences of 

39 Ibid, p. 166.
40 Ibid, p. 123.
41 Ibid, p. 159. 
42 Ibid, p. 168.
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implementation, it may seem appealing as a method for 
divesting from prevailing approaches to subjectivity and 
first-person identity and for abandoning the notion of 
the self or subject as a stable, unchanging, persistent 
entity – a kind of “substance” equipped with essential 
signature properties. As Claudia Snochowska-Gonzalez 
has written, “postcoloniality may become a condition 
destroying set hierarchies, eradicating binary divisions, 
and undermining various universalizing narratives 
[…].”43 By adopting the perspective proposed in this ar-
ticle, we can argue that as women philosophers, we re-
main colonized by the dominant (male-centric) narrative 
determining the proper way to practice philosophy. To 
be initiated into the philosophers’ ranks and accepted in 
a field that is fundamentally hostile to women, we have 
colonized ourselves to prove we are no less compatible 
with philosophical discourse than men, and that we can 
comprehend, analyze, and contemplate just as they can. 
In short, we have done all this to prove we can be just 
like male philosophers.

By growing aware of our strange circumstances, we might 
find new impetus to develop the field in unprecedented 
directions – a field we can now work to openly co-create. 
This would not necessarily entail a break with rational-
ity. After all, it is philosophy’s rationality that drew me 
to the field in the first place. It would, however, involve 
redefining rationality. It does not mean that we take it 
seriously that such categories and phenomena as wom-

43 C. Snochowska-Gonzalez, Post-colonial Poland – On an Unavoidable Misuse, “East 
European Politics and Societies and Cultures” 4/2012, p. 708
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an-female-feminine, man-male-masculine-male-centric 
culture, which I have been using in a carefree way in this 
article, are philosophically unproblematic. Nothing could 
be further from the truth. Only now does the field of re-
search open up to treat the categories of the subject, the 
self, femininity, masculinity or the identity of philosophy 
as a field, as fluid and dynamic processes of becoming, 
always culturally situated and conditioned, as places of 
belonging that may contain contradictions, tensions and 
paradoxes. The problem of women philosophers and the 
female subject in philosophy still requires attention, for 
the most crucial question of postcolonial studies in this 
context remains unanswered. What, then, is this crucial 
question? Perhaps it is this: how does the postcolonial sub-
ject (in our case, the colonized and self-colonized female 
subject) gain agency?44 When we try, as women philoso-
phers, to assimilate into the philosophical tradition as it 
is currently organized, we must reckon with its character 
and our own identities. We experience pressure and crisis. 
We find ourselves locked in contradictions. Le Dœuff calls 
on us to leverage this cumbersome cognitive position to 
rebuild philosophy’s identity as a discipline.45 Instead of 
adopting the philosophical methods imposed on us and 
interpreting texts according to the logic of the unbiased 
analysis of what text “actually” signifies, we can instead 
practice engaged reading. We can lay bare our views and 
clarify where we are situated. We should not exclusively 
concentrate on causal explanations, the analysis of rea-
son, and the question of what the philosopher “really” 

44 See: J. Sowa, Fantomowe ciało króla…, p. 442.
45 See: M. Le Dœuff, Hipparchia’s Choice…, p. 11.
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meant to say (his true intentions). It is equally generative 
and cognitively valuable to consider the full colour of the 
text, attending to its features that have been historically 
brushed aside (metaphors, anecdotes, innuendos, imag-
es, omissions, and paradoxes).46 We should concede that 
the author (male or female) is not infallible, for the text 
is a dialogue with the reader, and the author is not auto-
matically granted the last word.47 Sartre’s texts instruct, 
while de Beauvoir’s open a discussion, never resolving the 
problems they pose. They resolve nothing once and for all.

I began this article with a personal anecdote from my own 
background, and I will end with a story from the life of Le 
Dœuff. In her book, she tells us she grew up on the south-
ern shore of Brittany. In 1964 she attended her philosophy 
class with boys, because the girls’ class was overcrowded. 
For the first time, she experienced being part of a mar-
ginalized group. She quickly learned that the philosophy 
teacher (an older man) believed that lessons are at the 
service of honing discipline, while students (particular-
ly female ones) are not entitled to their own opinions. Le 
Dœuff recalls reading everything she could get her hands 
on. She mentions that she was particularly compelled by 
Kant’s Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals for its phil-
osophical rigor, argumentation, and theses. She wanted 
to read more by Kant. She asked her teacher if she could 
borrow Critique of Pure Reason, and here was his response: 
“Something like Kant is far too difficult for you... Well, 

46 See: P. Deutscher, Yielding Gender. Feminism, Deconstruction and the History of 
Philosophy, London 1997, p. 68.

47 See: M. Le Dœuff, Hipparchia’s Choice..., p. 34.
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you know... Kant […].” Later on, despite several years of 
independently pursuing philosophy, she never had the 
nerve to return to this book. It was as if she carried with 
her the culturally-rooted fear that a woman philosopher 
can only exist within accepted parameters.48 Like so many 
other girls and women, she had internalized a radical 
openness to certain prohibitions for which culture pro-
vides no counter-templates. I sometimes indulge in the 
fantasy that as a woman feminist philosopher, I work to 
construct my own models, well aware that whatever we 
might generate will be “strange,” other, and unfamiliar. 
Not unlike the guinea pig. Le Dœuff, interestingly, uses 
the Greek word atopos in this context, which points to 
what is from beyond yet simultaneously deprived of place 
(0): homeless, undomesticated. The feminist woman does 
not yet have a proper home within philosophy. The wom-
an practising philosophy is disoriented. It is my hope that 
this disorientation will be a decisive catalyst for rebuild-
ing philosophy from the ground up, and for establishing 
a space within culture where philosophy and femininity 
coexist.

48 Ibid, pp. 142–144.
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