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Why I am a Philosopher 

 

It began, like so much else in the history of philosophy, with religion. It was 1943 and I 

was four years old. My gay and playful father was gone, off to fight the Japanese in the Pacific. 

My mother, pregnant with my baby brother, took the two of us to live with her parents for the 

duration of the war.  There, back in a sternly Protestant household and forced to do her Christian 

duty, she was not a happy person. I did what I could to stay out of her and everyone else’s way. 

For the most part I was left to my own devices, except for one thing:  attendance at my 

grandmother’s Evangelical church. 

In Sunday School I learned about a gentle man called Jesus who liked children and told 

stories. But during church services presided over by the pastor, Reverend Feeley, I learned about 

things that were much more troubling. I learned about God and a place called hell where he sent 

people when they were bad. At four, I had no doubt that I was bad. I spilled things, played with 

things I shouldn’t and scared the canaries my 

grandmother kept in cages. I knew by then that 

there was something else called being saved that 

could get you to another place called heaven, which 

was much nicer. And Sundays in church, when 

Reverend Feeley, the pastor, called out, always a 

few people stood up and came down the aisle to 

kneel at his feet and be blessed.  But what struck 

me sitting there—what I knew even though I could 

in no way have put it into words—was that I would 

never be one of them, that deep in my chest a hard 

little knot of resistance would murmur and question 

whether Reverend Feeley really had the power to guarantee a trip to heaven, and whether the 

triumphant coming down the aisle wasn’t all something of a sham?  Even more disturbing, 

perhaps, was a statue placed prominently next to Reverend’s Feeley’s lectern of an agonized 

crucified Christ. 

Soon came reprieve. My father was back from war, not as gay and playful as he had been 

before, but we were in a house of our own. In my father’s Episcopal church the choir sang Bach 
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cantatas, stained glass windows let in rose-tinted rays of sunlight, and the service was conducted 

in the poetry of the Book of Common Prayer. Heaven, it seemed, required no public show of 

zeal, but only  attendance in church,  recitation of the Apostles Creed, and  contributions to the 

offering plate. But again came trouble. My father was made partner in his law firm; we moved 

up the social ladder to a house in a fashionable suburb.  Instead of going to public school, I was 

sent to private school, a girl’s school, taught by intellectual women with nothing but contempt 

for romantic fantasy.   At the hands of my new mentors, I realized ideas could be interesting, 

could puzzle you and make you “wonder.”  The biology teacher was young and enthusiastic. She 

described the slow evolution of forms of life.  She showed us pictures of a developing human 

fetus. See, she said, look, at one point it is almost as if it has fins like the fish, almost as if we 

ourselves develop from a one-celled speck of matter to a bird, a salamander, and on. What was 

most puzzling was that there wasn’t anything strange in the thought of being a fish or a monkey, 

quite the contrary, this story seemed more true than most of the other things I had been taught to 

believe. The prayers, the benevolent deity, the stained glass windows, Adam and Eve, had it all 

been a lie, a worse lie than anything that Reverend Feeley had on offer?  

My father arranged for me to meet with the priest. Yes, Father John told me, it’s all right 

there in the Bible. At some point, men created in God’s image and descended from Adam mated 

with these half-animal female creatures the bible calls “daughters of man." A kind of mongrel 

race resulted, but then God sent the great flood to destroy all of them except Noah and his 

descendants. It would be some time before I understood all of the troubling implications of that 

story, but I had no doubt of its implausibility. The music, the poetry, the dreams of heaven faded 

away. Now, for the first time I began to wake up at night in the dark thinking about what it meant 

that at any moment I might stop breathing, stop being anything at all, cease to exist, wondering  

why, given life and death and the bad things people do, that there should be anything at all.   

Life went on. A few years later in English class we  read Virginia Woolf’s novel To the 

Lighthouse and I found names for the kind of questions I tormented myself with in the middle of 

the night. “Philosophy.”  “Metaphysics.” It seemed there were whole libraries of books out there 

about what was real and what might survive death, and people like Mr. Ramsay whose job it was 

to think about such things.  The next year we read Dostoyevsky. Now I had not only names but a 

persona: I was Ivan Karamazov refusing to believe in any God who sent a flood to kill innocent 

children. I marveled at the Grand Inquisitor declaring that if Jesus returned to earth the Church 
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would crucify him again. Soon I was on to Nietzsche’s Zarathustra, 

thrilling to the slogan “God is dead.” Miss Sterne, the English teacher 

who introduced me to Virginia Woolf, was not always happy with my 

work those last years in school. Indeed there was much I missed like 

plight of the long-suffering Mrs. Ramsay forced to put up with a 

pedantic and needy husband, or the human goodness of   

Dostoevsky’s saintly Father Zosima, or the fanatic edge of the 

gynophobic ravings of Nietzsche’s Zarathustra. What I did know was 

that I wanted to be a philosopher  

Enrolled at Radcliffe College, under the auspices of which women attended Harvard in 

those days, I immediately declared my major. I took Plato with the Greek scholar Rafael Demos, 

Introduction to Logic with WVO Quine, British Empiricism with David Pears, Wittgenstein with 

Rogers Albritton. No one mentioned either the Grand Inquisitor or Nietzsche. Philosophy, I was 

made to understand, whatever it once might have been, was not so much about deep and 

imponderable questions as it was something you learned to do. And it was something that it 

turned out I could “do ” fairly well,  except for an ignominious C in a class on Spinoza who, in 

fact, might have had something to offer given my previous worries about God. Other courses 

offered worldly substance and flavor--Economics with John Kenneth Galbraith, Theology with 

Paul Tillich, a seminar in political philosophy with a young and very kind John Rawls, Irish 

poetry with John Kelleher. Philosophy, I was learning, was not any of these things, not politics, 

not poetry or fiction, certainly not hysterical ravings like Nietzsche’s Zarathrustra or Father 

Zosima’s Christian humility. It was a special kind of science that dealt with analytic truths more 

certain than even the truths of physical sciences like physics or chemistry. I graduated Magna 

Cum Laude, and was awarded a Woodrow Wilson Fellowship to continue my studies in 

philosophy. Instead I got married. 

Perhaps it was disenchantment with what philosophy had turned out to be. Perhaps it was 

the fact that not one of my professors and only a very few of the students in my philosophy 

classes were women. Perhaps it was the training I and other young girls who grew up in the 

nineteen fifties received that--Miss Sterne to the contrary—our destiny was to be married and 

have children. Perhaps it was because my studies in philosophy had told me nothing about how 

to live my life.  
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Ten years later, divorced, with three children and a living to make, I enrolled in the Ph.D. 

program in philosophy at the University of Oregon.  I had done reasonably well in philosophy as 

an undergraduate.  I would immediately have a salary as a teaching assistant. In five years I 

might be able to get a job as a University professor with a work schedule convenient for 

parenting.  I was warned by the department head.  There were few jobs available in philosophy.  

I had to understand that there was no guarantee that I would get a teaching position anywhere. 

But for the next five years I was gainfully employed.  

If at Oregon there was no interest in Ivan’s Grand Inquisitor or Nietzsche’s Antichrist 

there was messianic passion of a different kind inspired by the later work of Ludwig 

Wittgenstein.  At Harvard, Wittgenstein was one of a number of important philosophers in the 

analytic tradition. At Oregon he was the philosopher. The problems of existence and meaning 

that kept me awake in the night as a child and that philosophers like Mr. Ramey spent their lives 

trying to solve, said Wittgenstein, are not real problems. They result from confusions of 

language. Once you look at the actual uses of words in ordinary situations, you may be able to 

stop philosophizing and ruminating about the nature of reality, or freedom of the will, or the 

immortality of the soul.  Life, death, goodness, knowledge are words that have meaning in use in 

everyday life, as part of  “language games” we all play, forms of life in which we all participate.   

Only when words are taken away from these ordinary uses by philosophers do they become 

mysterious.  

I was too busy grading piles of undergraduate exam papers, 

attending seminars and writing papers, making dinner for the children, 

keeping the goat out of the neighbors’ fields, and trying to catch the 

runaway pony, to worry much about whether I believed it or not. There 

was little else on offer. The interest of the department’s philosopher of 

religion was critique of the ontological argument for the existence of God 

and the puzzle of personal identity in disembodied life in heaven. One of 

the younger faculty members had an outlander interest in Iris Murdock, a 

writer who try as I might I could never manage to understand. One bright 

spot was the new hire of a political philosopher, politics being a topic not considered of much 

philosophical interest by the other faculty members. What was of interest to them was 

philosophy itself  and its “cure,” The therapy proposed by Wittgenstein was simple if time-
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consuming: take a perennial philosophical puzzle—say reconciling free will and determinism—

imagine a series of fictional situations in which words like “intentional” or “cause” should or 

should not be used and eventually the problem would dissolve. To learn to “do philosophy” in 

this mode was not easy. It took quickness of mind and imaginative inventiveness in coming up 

with examples; especially it took dogged perseverance.  

Of course, the hard knot of resistance that troubled me in Reverend Feeley’s church had 

not gone away. Rebellion was there all along tempered by concerns about future employment. A 

friendship developed with the Cheyney Ryan, the political philosopher, who raised my 

consciousness of current affairs and introduced me to Marx.  It finally and belatedly began to 

dawn on me that as a philosopher I was in a masculine world, that none of my teachers to date 

had been women and that with the exception of a paper by Elizabeth Anscombe, and some 

references to Iris Murdock, all the writers I was assigned to read were men. My Ph.D. thesis was 

an attempt to imagine in human terms, someone who behaved the way Wittgenstein seemed to 

think we all did, written in part as a work of imaginative fiction. Could a man who played 

“language games” no matter how well he learned the correct moves and responses really pass as 

understanding what was said to him?  Reading the thesis decades later, the best part was the 

fiction. The longer interspersed ruminations and interrogations in the style of ordinary language 

philosophy were deadly dull. My thesis was accepted. I was awarded a degree and offered a 

tenure track job at the University of Wisconsin at Whitewater, a mid–sized campus with 

Colleges of Business, Education, and Arts and Sciences. What it was to be a philosopher, as well 

as whether I was one, had yet to be decided. 

At Whitewater, I progressed in a timely fashion from 

Assistant to Associate Professor, and on to full Professor. I spent a 

year on a NEH grant in Paris writing a book Feminist theory and 

the Philosophies of Man. I spent summers in Greece, imagining a 

world without Plato and Aristotle, and finishing a book on logic 

that would give me a bad name in the world of analytic 

philosophy. I attended Derrida’s seminars and listened to Jacques 

Lacan and Jurgen Habermas lecture at the College de France. I 

moved on from technical problems in philosophy of language and 

logic to examine the effect of gender and racial differences on 
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how we speak, think, and act.  I went back again through the history of philosophy, thinking 

more about men and their times than about eternal truth or logic:  Plato the Athenian aristocrat 

despairing that there can ever be a actually existing just state, Descartes in exile deciding that the 

only thing he could trust was his own mind, Locke, never married, discoursing on the proper 

relation between husband and wives, Kant struggling to find some grounding for metaphysics in 

an age of science. More and more I was turning for fresh insights to women thinkers that had not 

been on reading lists at Harvard or Oregon: Diotima who taught Socrates about love, Heloise 

who reminded Abelard of the importance of commitment and relationship, Elisabeth Palatine 

who questioned the solipsism of Descartes’s thinking self, and on to Rosa Luxemburg, Hannah 

Arendt, Simone Weil Mary Daly, and to the growing number of women philosophers working in 

feminist theory.  

In Plato’s Symposium it is Diotima who explains to Socrates what makes someone a 

philosopher. It is not being something or doing something, or knowing the truth, she told him, 

but the passionate longing for and pursuit of wisdom.  It is the wondering, puzzling, doubting, 

sense of need, that makes a person continually work at thinking both in conversation with others 

and later at home alone, reaching beyond accepted ideas for better ways to think and better ways 

to be. There is talk these days of philosophy’s demise: so many mistakes, so much empty 

speculation and tedious debate, all a waste of time now that the methods of the physical sciences 

are firmly grounded, now that new discoveries are being made every day, now that thought itself 

can be automated, relieving humans of intellectual labor.  On his death bed, waiting for 

execution, Socrates remembered his own youthful passion for natural science. At one point, he 

told the friends gathered around him, he lost himself in complex theories of the workings of the 

human body, movements of stars, causes of geological events on earth. But the more he studied 

and learned, the more it seemed there were questions that could not be answered in terms of 

physical processes. Could the workings of his physical body explain why he sat before them 

about to take the poison that would kill him? Could it explain why he decided that rather than 

ignominious escape into exile the better choice had been acceptance of the death penalty laid 

down for him by the law of Athens?    
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