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Eva Feder Kittay 

Learning to be A Daughter 

 

 “A Work of One’s Own”, Sally’s contribution to her co-edited collection Working It Out.  describes the 

journey of a woman coming to terms with her love of philosophy and philosophy’s failure, because of its 

resistant to her as a woman, to reciprocate.  I put this in romantic terms because that is how Sally herself puts 

it.    As passionate love affairs almost inevitably are tumultuous affairs, reciprocity, if is comes, may come at a 

price to steep to pay.  At some point Sally stopped claiming that what she did was “philosophy.”  At this panel 

today, and as so many of us have in the past, we reclaim Sally as a philosopher.  The love affair continues, 

though on more congenial terms, but most sadly without Sally here to relish it. 



  I felt a deep kinship with the author of “working it out”, though I had yet to meet her. Her early “love 

affair with reason”, her love of Spinoza, her writing block, her self-doubts and alienation as a student of 

philosophy—which grew more profound as she entered the professional stage of her life—closely tracked my 

own development.   

Sally spoke of her writing block dissolving once she became pregnant with her first child, as did mine 

after I became a mother, and I realized that we, and doubtless many others, were battling with the woman 

that we did not want to deny in ourselves, and the philosopher in us who was not supposed to feel what a 

woman does.  If we were to be philosophers we could not be women.  Were we women, we could not be 

philosophers.  The “woman part” was for me the identification with my own mother, who while never a fifties 

stay at home mom, was a master of the so-called womanly crafts.  The intellectual in me identified with my 

father, a small businessman, but a religious scholar in his youth.  And maybe it was so with Sally, who speaks 

of her homemaker mother and her lawyer father. Confirming the woman through becoming mothers 

ourselves had allowed us to loosen the hold of male identification of the intellectual self.   

  While I compartmentalized, both mothering and writing a form of technical philosophy where, to 

borrow from Adrienne Rich, I was nobody’s mother, Sally fashioned a synthesis.  When I heard Sally give her 

paper, “Maternal Thinking” at an early SWIP meeting in Princeton, I knew I was hearing something very new.  

Sally was not merely applying some well-established philosophical method to a feminist issue.  She was using 

women’s experiences, expectations and values within the traditional sexual division of labor to remake 

philosophy so that it could be useful to better understanding a portion of life it had ignored.  This, at last, was 

a real feminist philosophy.   

 It was Sally’s genius not only to glean in the maternal activity the enterprise of reason and thought, 

but to fully explore how thought was expressed in and helped shape this practice.  As long as maternal work 

is taken to be instinctive on the part of women, its distinctively human character is overlooked.  Second wave 

feminism rejected the idea of a maternal instinct,  but in addition retained a distain for maternal activity and 

understood liberation as a liberation from its prescription for all women.  Sally gave us a new view of 

maternal activity.   When maternal work was understood not as instinctive, “natural” behavior, but as a 

distinctively human practice whose goals were tied to the biological realities and demands of a growing 

human being, the idea of mothering as requiring thought particular to the practice appeared obvious—which, 

of course, it was not.  This thought embraced distinctive metaphysical attitudes, epistemic requirements, and 

virtues adequate to the three demands that a growing child makes of its maternal figure.  Sally argued that 

“preservative love” “fostering growth” and “training for social acceptance”  were necessary and universal 



demands arising from the growing bodies of children who were to join the social world into which they are 

raised.   

  In the practice of mothering, defined in this philosophical mode, gender plays only a contingent role 

and the mothering figure can be male or female.  That the term “mother” is singular is also contingent.  A child 

can be mothered by more than one person. Insights that were also compatible with feminist claims were 

derived from a treatment of the subject that emerged from a philosophical examination of mothering, one 

that introduced humility as a metaphysical attitude, attention as a epistemological concept and cheerfulness 

as a virtue.  She extracted the drop of truth from a familiar bromide: that women were peaceful.  Instead, she 

argued, the maternal practice in which women were so often engaged provided resources for forging a peace 

politics.  To mother is “to choose life.”  To engage in war is “to choose death.”  In that lies a profound 

incommensurability, even if mothers sometimes do not choose life and war is sometimes the only clear way 

to achieve values that affirm life.   

In my remaining remarks I want to focus on just one aspect that was so profoundly new in this work 

and the vistas it opened up to feminist philosophers.  For me, at least, being able to understand maternal 

practice as “thinking” made it possible for a woman who wanted to have a love affair with philosophy to love 

philosophy without self-alienation.  What do I mean by this?  If I have correctly diagnosed the resistance to 

writing both Sally and I experienced and which melted away as we became or were becoming mothers, then 

that resistance arose from an inability to see ourselves as intellectuals without identifying with the Father 

and dis-identifying with our mothers.  And if that is correct (and I am not sure it is, but let’s go with it for 

now) then to see in the activity identified as mothering the workings of the intellect is to break apart the 

binaries of the sexual division of labor.   

Being philosophers who acknowledged maternal practice as thinking, did not just free us up to be 

both mothers and philosophers (should we want that for ourselves) and free up men to be mothers no less 

than philosophers, it allowed us women philosophers to do philosophy in which we honored our mothers.   

We might ask if all this isn’t silly as it is perfectly evident that women think,  and so can do philosophy 

without self-alienation. But think back to the first time you studied the Plato’s Symposium and learned from 

Diotima’s wisdom that while women give birth to children, it is men who give birth to ideas.  As a woman 

reading these words, the quarrel with lover philosophy begins. 

To examine the work of mothering for its metaphysical attitudes, its epistemic requirements, and its 

distinctive virtues, is to endow this work with all the profundity of the bearded sages.  It gave the 

philosophical daughter the impetus to reflect on the complex ethical and epistemological engagements which 

took place not sitting around arguing with our fathers about politics or the meaning of life—for many woman 



philosophers this was our introduction to argumentative discourse—but which occurred as we watched, 

assisted, benefitted from the typically woman’s labor in the family.  It even showed us the necessity of doing 

so. In Maternal Thinking, Sally wrote: “Learning to be daughters includes learning to expect and respect 

maternal thinking”  Maternal Thinking, p. 39. 

“Learning to be a daughter.”  The phrase is as revolutionary in its way as the phrase “maternal 

thinking.”  Speaking of “maternal thinking” de-naturalized the idea maternal work.  Women are not born 

knowing how to be mothers, but only become mothers when we commit to care for a child (all mothering is 

adoptive claimed Sally) and engage in the practice of doing so. How about “learning to be a daughter.”  If we 

are female, are we not simply born daughters?  How does one de-naturalize that bit of facticity?   I think what 

Sally must have meant is that learning to be  feminist daughters includes learning to expect and respect 

maternal thinking.  For a woman who claims to be a feminist the history of feminist thought is as vexed with 

self-alienation as it is for the woman philosophers who encounters the misogyny of the history of philosophy. 

Although it is surely the intent of feminism to reclaim the self from a misogynistic culture, yet as it 

beckons us to turn away from values that constrained women in ways we refuse to be constrained, what 

happens to our identification with our mothers so crucial in forming the self? When that identification is so 

tainted with the misogyny we are rejecting, do we not reject a part of ourselves in the process leaving a deep 

hole in our sense of who we are? As Maria Lugones puts it:  “I saw us [she and her mother] as beings of quite a 

different sort.  . ..I was disturbed by my not wanting to be what she was.  I had a sense of not being quite 

integrated, my self was missing because I could not identify with her.”   Male-identification steeped in 

misogyny threatens to fill this void, and we may invite in our worst enemy.   

Now to some extent rejecting our mother is a part not of becoming a feminist but of becoming our 

own woman.  Freud famously claimed that every son needs to kill off his father in his imagination if he is to 

become a man.   But as feminists, we are not very pleased with the thought of killing off our mothers.  Men 

have killed off too many already, and in becoming feminists, we do not want to become men.  As we are 

reborn feminists, whether or not we have chosen philosophy—but especially if we have —we need to learn to 

be daughters.  That means learning to learn  about and from our mothers, to “expect and respect maternal 

thinking.”  

This difficult task set for us by Maternal Thinking finds a number of outstanding examples in the 

philosophical feminist literature.   I think Maria Lugones.   In her discussion of her mother in “World 

Traveling, Loving Perception and Playfulness,” she is speaking of arrogant perception when she writes: “My 

love for my mother seemed to me thoroughly imperfect…” and  the problem Lugones came to recognize was 

not  that she wanted to identify her mother but that she had “been taught to practice enslavement of my 



mother and to learn to become a slave through this practice.”   She saw in this failure to love. Rather than 

place a greater distance between herself and the mother she neither wanted to become, nor a woman she 

wanted to misuse, she needed to go “into her mother’s world,” to see “her and me as we are constructed in her 

world.” Although Lugones was famously a critic of Sally, what Sally attempts and to some degree achieves is 

just such a visitation to the world of our mothers.  Then she recounts the journey through the discipline of 

philosophy. Lugones in her world traveling discovers our dependency on each other to make sense of 

ourselves and each other.  These are just the forms of connection that maternal practice makes available and 

that can help guide a politics of peace. 

Time does not permit me to explore some other feminist philosophers, I think of Uma Narayan and 

Drucilla Cornell who have spoken of learning from their mothers and their exploration of their relationship to 

their mothers.  But I want to add my own contribution to this literature. I begin my book Love’s Labor with the 

picture of my mother serving my father and myself dinner and her finally serving herself, seating herself and 

saying, “after all, I too am some mother’s child.”   The realization that I came to as I was searching for a 

feminist way to think about equality was that what my mother said at that dinner table, that she, as a 

mother’s child, was entitled to have her nice dinner no less than anyone else was an idea of equality that did 

not need man as its measure.  The idea was relational.  We are all equal in that we are each some mother’s 

child.  It was Sally who first asked me to write about my own mothering, my mothering a child with very 

significant disabilities.  What I learned from the maternal wisdom about equality served me well when I 

began to write about my daughter, who fares poorly in the measures of humanity provided by philosophers.  

It had already served in my maternal practice, but now I had some tools by which to articulate what I already 

knew.  I found a concept that underlay my understanding of my daughter’s equality, of her personhood.  So— 

without Sally, where would I (and indeed where would we) be as philosopher, as mother, and as daughter?   

 

 

Hilde Lindemann 

Second Nature and the Tragedy of Alzheimer’s 

 

 “We tend to be forgetful,” remarks John McDowell, “of the very idea of second nature” (McDowell 1994, 85). 

It’s a pity, really, as second nature is such a useful concept. In this paper I want to use second nature and my 

own riff on Sara Ruddick’s concept of preservative love to offer an account of what happens to one’s status as 

a person when one is in the late stages of a progressive dementia. If the practice of expressing our 

personhood and recognizing it in others is second nature to us, it would seem that when Alzheimer’s or some 



other dementing disease strips us of our second natures, we can no longer participate in the practice; the 

disease could be thought to reduce the individual to a nonperson. But this conclusion is false. I’ll argue that 

after second nature has departed, the same force that imbued us with it in the first place can keep our 

personhood intact. It’s a species of preservative love. 

  

Second Nature 

McDowell argues that if nature is subject only to causal laws, then our rational minds can’t be 

constrained by it, which is to say we can’t justify any of our beliefs about the world. The natural “realm of law” 

could certainly cause us to have sensory experiences—I stub my toe on a rock, for example—but the content 

of our experience would be brutely natural, quite separate from the conceptual content proper to beliefs and 

judgments. Beliefs would then “degenerate into moves in a self-contained game” (McDowell 1996, 5) or “a 

frictionless spinning in a void” (McDowell 1996, 11). Worse still, it becomes impossible to see how our 

sensory intake of the world can be connected to conceptual thought at all.  So what we have here are two 

problems: the epistemological problem of how conceptual thought can be about sensible nature, and the 

ontological problem of how minds can exist in sensible nature. Rationality threatens, as it were, to be 

“extruded” from nature, with no way to bridge the gap between the two. 

McDowell’s solution is to reflect on Aristotle’s ethics. Rather than dualistically set the space of 

reasons over against our animal nature, he argues, we ought to appreciate the Aristotelian insight into our 

second nature as rational animals. Through many kinds of socialization, our natural or animal processes (such 

as sensory perception) become infused with conceptual meaning: we distinguish the patch of lighter and 

darker blues from its surroundings and see it as a shirt; we discern a human form walking purposefully 

toward us and see it as a person. This “seeing as” produces knowledge because the world actually is 

organized according to the concepts by which we understand it. Our second nature, acquired through 

initiation into the space of reasons, gives us a “foothold in the realm of law” and thereby sets welcome limits 

on the free interplay of ideas. 

How does that initiation take place? Like McDowell, I believe that an absolutely central element in the 

ordinary maturation of human beings is the acquisition of language. In learning language—spoken, written, 

or sign—a child learns far more than what specific words mean. Stanley Cavell puts it this way: 

When you say “I love my love” the child may learn the meaning of the word ‘love’ and what 

love is. I.e., that (what you do) will be love in the child’s world, and if it is mixed with 

resentment and intimidation, then love is a mixture of resentment and intimidation, and 

when love is sought that will be sought. . . . Of course, hopefully, the person, growing, will 



learn other things about these concepts and ‘objects’ also. They will grow gradually as the 

child’s world grows. (Cavell 1961, 214) 

Through learning language children learn the rational connections between concepts, but they also acquire 

the things that undergird rationality: they get a sense for what is ordinary or out of the common, what they 

can take for granted and what requires investigation, how “we” do things and how to tell who counts as “we.” 

These things become a part of our second natures, and our second natures in turn give us our very selves: we 

are who we are because of them. Moreover, and just as fundamentally, our second natures give us the world. 

They make our experiences of it intelligible, and this in turn allows us to act purposefully in it, according to 

the reasons that are there. It’s thus in speaking to children: singing, commanding, exclaiming, making jokes, 

employing sarcasm, “requesting, thanking, cursing, greeting, praying” (Wittgenstein 1958, §23) that we not 

only open the gates for them to the space of reasons, but show them what to do when they get inside. 

 

The Practice of Personhood 

I want to build on MacDowell’s conception of second nature by connecting it to the practice of personhood. To 

treat someone as a person consists in taking up a certain attitude or stance toward her in which one sees that 

the person has certain rights, is properly the object of various moral duties, and so on. But it also includes 

taking for granted that persons wear clothes and are given names rather than numbers, or that they are to be 

referred to as “who” instead of “what.” It is a matter of recognizing what people express physically about who 

they are or what they are doing or feeling, and responding properly to that expression. It is the social practice 

on which all other practices rests, and we have to be taught to participate in it. We acquire it along with the 

rest of our second nature. 

Initiation into personhood starts in infancy. Even babies recognize and respond to people’s faces; so 

much seems to be a part of our animal natures. But building on that and other innate capacities, the adults 

and older children who interact with the baby give it the conceptual resources—the language—that allow it 

to understand and respond appropriately to what the human body expresses. 

 

The Tragedy of Alzheimer’s 

In any progressive dementia, a point is reached when speech begins to misfire, becoming clumsy, then 

garbled, and finally lost altogether. The person loses her conceptual grip, forgetting what a key is for, or what 

goes in a refrigerator. The stories by which she has made sense of her life gradually or suddenly come 

unraveled, hanging in tatters like a moth-eaten tapestry (Gillett 2002, 27). The disease destroys her second 

nature, and with it, her self. 



 When her second nature goes, along with it goes her ability to read others’ physical expression of 

their feelings, desires, or intentions, so she can no longer respond to them properly as the persons they are. It 

would seem, then, that she falls outside the practice of personhood—she no longer occupies the special moral 

status accorded to persons. This, we might conclude, is the tragedy of Alzheimer’s. The disease diminishes her 

to a nonperson. 

 I argue that this conclusion is false. We can see it is false if we reflect on the process whereby she 

gained her second nature in the first place. It took a great many people—indeed, the customs and institutions 

of an entire society—to give her the shared interest and feeling, modes of response, sense of what is similar to 

what else, what can be taken for granted, and all the rest of it that constituted her second nature. And by the 

same process, it took many others’ recognition and response to teach her how to engage in personhood.  

But when she was so young that she could not yet take part in the practice herself, she could be held 

in personhood by the people who cared for her. Then, her ability to express frustration, pleasure, or other 

signs of mentation gave her parents and other caregivers something on which to anchor their recognition and 

response—they engaged in a one-sided practice of personhood. When a person with a dementing disease 

once again lacks the ability to participate actively in the practice of personhood, she may still retain enough 

mental functioning to be held in personhood by her loved ones or by kind and caring professionals. This 

holding, I maintain, is a kind of preservative love. Ruddick reserved that term for the maternal work of 

keeping children safe from physical harm. I extend it, here, to encompass safekeeping from moral harm—the 

harm of being cast out of the special social and moral status accorded to persons. To fail to hold human beings 

in personhood—to treat them like nonpersons, as nothing more than a body to be washed, clothed, and fed, 

for example—is to cut them off from the social relationships that contribute heavily to their humanity. And to 

do it to someone who can still be held in personhood would be the real tragedy of Alzheimer’s. 

 

Is It a Tragedy? 

It can be objected that for people with Alzheimer’s who no longer have a second nature, not being held in 

personhood is no tragedy. To explain how this could be, let us consider a different sort of case, in which the 

refusal to hold in personhood someone who lacks a second nature clearly is a tragedy. 

 In Werner Herzog’s 1974 film Jeder für sich und Gott gegen alle (in English The Enigma of Kaspar 

Hauser), which is closely based on events that actually took place in the early years of the nineteenth century, 

the baby Kaspar is snatched from his cradle and forced to live for the next seventeen years imprisoned in a 

dark cell, with no human companionship of any kind. The only person he ever sees is a man in a black 

overcoat and top hat, who gives him bread and water. In 1828 (although Kaspar of course has no way to 



measure time), the man pulls Kaspar out of his cell, teaches him to write his name, walk, and say a few 

phrases, and abandons him on a street in Nuremberg. The object of much curiosity, he becomes an exhibit in a 

circus before the kindly Herr Daumer rescues him, teaches him to read and write, and exposes him to music. 

Kaspar learns quickly, but he is always very strange, unfit to live on his own and requiring constant care. 

 Kaspar never acquired a second nature, and so never fully became a person. As Alison Gopnik 

observes, “A wild animal or a wildflower is fully an animal or a flower. But a wild child, like the famous Wild 

Child of Aveyron, is a damaged and injured child” (Gopnik 2009, 67). The tragedy here, of course, is that he 

need not have been damaged. Had he not been left utterly alone all those years, he could have lived as persons 

do, caring for and about others, participating in civic life, practicing a trade or a profession, enjoying his 

evenings in a tavern, perhaps marrying and having children.  

 By contrast, people in the more advanced stages of Alzheimer’s can never again have the experiences 

of personhood. Their minds have been damaged not by human agency but by the ravages of the disease, and 

to date there is no known repair. As the experiences of personhood are closed to them no matter what we do, 

the objection goes, it’s no tragedy for them to be treated like any other damaged animal—and in any case, 

they won’t know the difference. For both those reasons, they haven’t been wronged. 

 

Unexperienced Wrongs 

Let’s start with the second reason: they won’t know the difference. The assumption here is that what you 

don’t know can’t hurt you, but that strikes me as dubious. There are certainly cases in which it might be 

true—for example, your grown son narrowly avoided a head-on car crash the other day and didn’t see any 

point in alarming you—but in other cases you can be wronged even if you never find out. Consider the rich 

aunt who died and left you half her estate, but due to the machinations of your evil cousin, who was also her 

lawyer, the will was suppressed and all the money went to him. You had no expectations in the matter and are 

delighted by his good fortune, but it seems clear that he wronged you even though you will never know it.  

The trouble with the rich aunt example, though, is that while it shows that there is such a thing as an 

unexperienced wrong, it doesn’t fit the present case. The wrong done to you in stealing your inheritance is 

that your interests are set back, whereas people in advanced stages of Alzheimer’s don’t have comparable 

interests. So consider a closer example: A good friend and colleague is jealous of your recent professional 

success. Rather than discuss it with you, she behaves toward you as she always has but behind your back she 

speaks contemptuously of your work to other colleagues. They aren’t influenced by her slander and don’t 

want to hurt your feelings, so they never tell you, but it seems to me that even if you never learn of her 

disrespectful behavior, she has wronged you all the same. Here the wrong is not that your interests have been 



set back—your false friend hasn’t hurt your career. The harm is, rather, a respect harm. She has failed to treat 

you with the kindness she owes you. 

 At this point, the objector might reply that the wrong done in both these cases is to deprive you of 

any recourse. If you knew about what had been done to you, you could take certain steps: sue to regain your 

inheritance, for example, or break off relations with your perfidious friend. People in the late stages of 

Alzheimer’s, by contrast, can’t know or care how they are treated, so they haven’t been similarly wronged. 

But this argument won’t do. It puts the cart before the horse, because the reason you need recourse in the 

first place is that you have been wronged. To be sure, depriving you of recourse compounds the initial wrong, 

but that exists regardless of whether you are in a position to redress it. 

 That people with late-stage Alzheimer’s can’t know or care is a recapitulation of the first reason for 

the objection to seeing the refusal to hold in personhood as a tragedy, namely, that the experiences of 

personhood are closed to them. To this I want to reply that even if they are, it matters to us now how we will 

be treated later. Who I am then isn’t just an old woman lying in a nursing-home bed, for I am always, until I 

die, the being who has lived the whole of my life. To have lived it as a person is to have set a moral course for 

myself, expressing who I am through my actions. In that way I take, as Kant might put it, my rightful place 

among other citizens in the kingdom of ends. If, at the end of my life, I can no longer actively participate in the 

complicated practice that makes persons of us all, I would hope to be treated with the respect that is due to 

any citizen of that kingdom, by being held inside it. 

 A final thought. It isn’t good for any of us to refuse to hold in personhood those who still have some 

capacity, however feeble, to give bodily expression to their mental states. Such refusals all too easily lead to 

morally suspect patterns of belief about who gets to count as a person. At some point in our existence we all 

lack a second nature and depend for our lives on those who hold us in personhood. As human history is 

littered with people whose neglect, abuse, and outright killing are justified on the grounds that they are 

nonpersons, it is better for us to never to forget that we all—young and old, helpless and self-sufficient—

share in the human condition, where we need all the holding we can get. 

 

  

Margaret Urban Walker 

Histories of Human Flesh: The Truth Cascade and a New School of War 

 

 One of the most resonant and troubling chapters, for me, of Sally Ruddick’s Maternal Thinking is 

called “Histories of Human Flesh.”1 In this chapter, Sally says that women are in no way inherently pacific or 



pacifist (“Maternal peacefulness is a myth,” she says (217)). But she argues that maternal practice (which is 

not necessarily the province of women) and birthing labor (which is) are “potentially” resources for rejecting 

militarism (MT, 186-7). This discussion is one of those that attracted fierce defenders and opponents of 

Sally’s work. I want to speak, not to the contested link between gendered or sexed activities and 

peacemaking, but in light of Sally’s discussion of a particular “ideology of the body” that she wants maternal 

thinking to disrupt. This ideology constructs both “reason’s body” and “war’s body.” This body is a site of self-

mastery so prized in the Western philosophical tradition and at the same time an object of use and an 

expendable resource, something “counted” in bulk in the calculus of warmaking, but which, individually, 

“does not count.” To this, she opposes a conception of bodies latent in maternal thinking, singular bodies each 

of which is a testament to hope and each of which counts.  

 This chapter is unwieldy, untidy, disturbing. It both invites and denies the associations of women and 

peace; juxtaposes the gendered symbolism of Western philosophy with the practices of military training, the 

strategic language of war-making, and the horrors of damaged bodies that are war’s reality; intertwines 

reflections on birth, sexuality, and death with reminders of basic training and the battlefield. It is a dense knot 

of “hot” reflection, soaked with evident feeling, and, unlike the rest of the book, it reads less like an argument 

than as a cry. In this chapter, Sally says, “Because military abstractions divert attention from bodies, it is a 

time-honored antimilitarist strategy merely to speak the details of war’s suffering and to force listeners to 

hear them” (204). The chapter seems to be Sally’s own version of this venerable anti-militarist strategy. 

 To speak the details of some kinds of unjust violence and to force listeners to hear them has in fact 

become a widespread and internationally normed practice. It is not yet a practice turned to the realities of 

war as such, although I will suggest that it could be. I want to talk about the practice of concerted truth 

recovery and truth telling which has emerged not solely or primarily out of antimilitarist or anti-war activism, 

but as an element in a “justice cascade” that has grown in force and authority over half a century.2 The 

discursive home of this practice is the abstract and legalistic language of human rights and the institutions 

that serve it. Yet this austere edifice of moral and legal reason is not the home of reason’s body; it is instead a 

portal to searing concrete and individualized histories of human flesh, and archives of these histories, that has 

never before existed. 

 Many people are now familiar with truth commissions, those temporary bodies mandated following 

an era of violence and repression to investigate and report on the circumstances, causes, and consequences of 

serious human rights abuses and to assess institutional or individual responsibilities and make preventive 

and corrective recommendations. Truth commissions are the emblematic expression of a commitment to 

investigate, document, and speak the truth, in detail and with authority, about certain kinds of organized 



violence. Historically, truth commissions were invented to address patterns of state crimes intended precisely 

to be deniable – disappearance, kidnapping, illegal and secret detention, torture, extrajudicial execution – in 

part because of the kinds of crimes they were, and in part because they were the crimes of states, typically 

against their own citizens, and so widely presumed beyond accountability of any kind.3 In just a few decades, 

since the example-setting Latin American cases of the 1980s and 1990s, truth commissions have become 

almost a default measure in the aftermath of repression and conflict and a pillar among those measures now 

called “transitional justice.”  

 While there have long been official investigations and inquiries, truth commissions, with their 

distinctive features and role, are a new institution, and represent a new kind of internationally normed 

commitment of societies to the exposure of their own practices of violence and to exhibiting views of 

repression and conflict from the perspective of victims. Even before the South African Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission’s innovative public staging of testimonies of some victims, earlier commissions 

took testimonies and reproduced them in part in reports, allowing victims to “speak.” Among the aims of 

truth commissions, “restoring the dignity of victims,” through acknowledgment and public voice, has now 

become integral to truth commission practice around the world. Violent episodes and eras used to be more or 

less intentionally buried, but they were buried alive, surviving, often silently, in enclaves of individual or 

shared memory.4  

 Public concerted truth recovery can take varied forms: criminal trials, truth trials, administrative and 

civil proceedings, other commissioned inquiries, access to archived information, and historical projects. 

Diverse truth recovery practices are now founded on a unifying norm. A 2006 “Study on the Right to the 

Truth” (hereafter, ‘the Study’) by the United Nations Commission on Human Rights consolidates the principle 

that victims, their relatives and representatives, and their societies are entitled to the investigation and 

discovery of facts about all gross human rights violations and serious breaches of international humanitarian 

law.5 The right to the truth is “an inalienable and autonomous right,” (Art. 55) that is non-derogable and not 

subject to limitations (Arts. 44, 60).6  

 While historically recognition of a right to the truth has been driven primarily by political transitions 

confronting domestic repression, there is nothing in the idea of a right to the truth that limits its application 

to domestic repression or civil conflict. Indeed, the deepest root of the right lies, according to the 2006 Study, 

in the Geneva Conventions of 1949, the humanitarian law that entitles families to know the fate of relatives 

and that requires parties to armed conflict to search for missing persons. The focus of the right to truth is the 

gravity of certain violations: gross violations of human rights and serious violations of the law of war. 

[Whether women are raped or sexually tortured during illegal detention by a repressive government or are 



raped as a strategy of war by troops of an enemy state, or whether civilians in a village are massacred by state 

forces, paramilitaries, insurgents, or invading forces of another nation, the nature and gravity of the violations 

to the person in principle trigger the right at least to have the violation investigated and to have access to the 

results.] Truth recovery processes or institutions are as relevant to interstate or multistate conflicts as they 

are to civil conflicts or domestic repression. What Kathryn Sikkink calls “the justice cascade” is intertwined 

with a broader accountability wave in which domestic repression is joined with civil and interstate conflict in 

an increasingly integrated regime of practice to which truth recovery is central. It is through this swell of 

accountability practices that the voices of victims have been released to tell their terrifying stories. Among the 

variety of actual or intended effects is precisely a pedagogy of what universal and abstract human rights 

mean translated through concrete individual suffering caused by their violation. 

 It has been suggested – in some United Nations reports, for example –   that an international truth 

commission or commissions might be established  concerning abuses of specific types that are recurrent in 

many conflicts, for example, violence against women.7 The abduction of children into military or domestic 

service and sexual enslavement, uses of weapons and practices that are essentially indiscriminate or heinous, 

torture or mistreatment of confined military personnel, reckless or malicious environmental degradation, and 

destruction of cultural resources and patrimony are other worthy topics.  

 Could we go farther, thinking beyond our ways of conceiving post-conflict truth telling within the 

state-bound framework of human rights obligations of nations to their members or of nations to each other? 

Perhaps the door is open to a transnational project of historical and progressive inquiries into the nature of 

contemporary war itself, regardless of the justice of its causes and means. This would be a pedagogy of the 

human costs and conditions of conflict, a “school” of warfare and its actual and commonplace human 

consequences, a history of the torment of human flesh and the waste of human beings. Points of inquiry might 

include physical and moral injury of combatants, the profound harms of massive population displacement, 

the massive expenditures in military “preparedness,” the economic causes and drivers of conflict, the 

manipulation of public perceptions to create war fervor, and the impact of that sexualized yet curiously 

antiseptic language of “techno-strategic rationality,” of such concern to Sally and explored in Carol Cohn’s 

work. The aim would be to study war as a system, a practice, an ongoing way of life. 

 But to go that step farther means jumping a gap between the principle of truth recovery based in 

human rights discourse concerning “violations” to a concern with studying the realities and consequences of 

the ways of the current world of warfare, even if they currently figure not as crimes but as costs of doing 

war’s business, however regrettable. I have suggested that it has been the language of international justice 

that has opened the door to sustained, graphic, and intimate descriptions of politically organized violence 



now recognized as criminal. But a larger sensibility is needed, in which all embodied human beings count 

enough to disrupt the idea that war is somehow normal, while human rights violations are the actionable 

exception, and which shifts burdens of proof decisively against the idea that any given actual war is likely to 

be justified, when its actual human costs and that of the system in which it is embedded, are truly understood. 

This position is not pacifism, and nor the dedicated anti-war feminism that Sally envisioned. But the time 

might be even more ripe now than it was in 1989, when Maternal Thinking first appeared, to evaluate  

violence to bodies in prospect, in the event, and in the aftermath, through the head and the heart of 

preservative love. While the venerable and still quite vital tradition of just war theory continues to find more 

challenges to justifying war, even as its practical presumption is that some wars are just, the kind of anti-

militarist feminist thought Sally advocated shifts precisely that burden of proof concerning the practice of 

war itself. 
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Virginia Held 

On Sally Ruddick   

 

 One of the many things I admired about Sally was her ability to convey through the language of her 

writing the emotions and thoughts most relevant to an argument. It was akin to a literary talent but tied to a 

philosophical aim.  

 For instance, in describing what a particular crippled recipient of care brought to a caring relation, 

she wrote: “ ‘Being cared for’ requires her to receive appreciatively what she resents needing, to accept in 

useful ways what she would rather give…. She disciplines  herself to act well as a person cared for.” (Ruddick, 

1998, 3) The person described has to do this despite the painful frustration of longing to care for others and 

being unable to do so. The passage beautifully captures what is wrong with the view of those who mistakenly 

conceptualize care as a one-way donation from caregiving agent to passive recipient.  Caring involves a 

relation that cannot be reduced to active individual donors and passive but often resentful individual 

recipients.  Sally conveyed with her usual sensitivity and skill with words what a good caring relation is like 

and what the recipient can contribute to the relation. 

 Many critics of the ethics of care lose sight of how the care relation must be understood from the 

perspective of recipients of care as well as of caregivers. This misunderstanding often underlies their 

rejection of the care approach, as they assume that care inherently involves domination. Sally did not lose 

sight of how care must be understood from the point of view of recipients as well as care providers and her 

writing often beautifully conveyed the feelings of those in need as well as of those in a position to respond to 

such needs. 

 Another passage I quoted in a recent article (Held, 2011a) is “Many mothers know what many 

military enthusiasts forget – the ability to destroy can shock and awe but compelling the will is subtle, 

ultimately cooperative work” (Ruddick, 2009, 307). Again, it wonderfully conveys the crucial understanding 



that one cannot force another to will to do what one wants them to do. It takes persuasion, the cooperative 

work of give and take in which the other comes to will of her own accord what one wants her to will. Or not, 

and the work of persuasion may continue or fail. But force cannot bend another’s will, though it may be able 

to coerce his behavior. Gaining the acceptance by others of the reasons to act in a certain way, and cultivating 

in them the appropriate feelings so that they will want to do so voluntarily and without coercion, must be the 

objective in seeking to influence another, as it is in bringing up children. 

 The point can easily be seen and understood, as Sally suggested, in the contexts of mothering, and it 

can be seen in relations of family and friendship. It can then be extended to the context of relations between 

states, as Sally saw. In dealing with conflicts between states or between social groups of various kinds, threats 

and uses of violence are a constant danger. When violent conflict occurs, especially when military violence is 

used, the results can be hideously destructive, of bodies, lives, hopes, achievements. To prevent such uses of 

violence, understanding what the cooperative work of influencing the wills of others involves is crucial. 

Understanding that cooperation is a relation, not something that an individual or group or state can achieve 

individually, the way it can accumulate weapons, is necessary. And understanding that achieving peace 

requires cooperation is fundamental. 

 Sally showed convincingly how the practices of mothering are relevant to the tasks of making peace 

between states. She observes that although the struggle for maternal nonviolence is often lost, there are 

“maternal practices in which ideals of nonviolence actually govern. Mothers can, and often do, renounce the 

violence to which they are tempted, fight back against the violence done to them and their children, name and 

insist on responsibility for damages done, yet forswear a scarring hatred in favor of a peace in which they can 

love and work” (Ruddick, 1989, 183). “Maternal struggles to achieve nonviolence,” she continues, “parallel 

and illuminate the struggle to achieve a sturdy peace. Whatever their public antimilitarist commitments, 

nonviolent mothers offer an invigorating image of peace as an active connectedness. All participants resist 

others’ violence and their own temptations to abandon or assault, persisting in relationships that include 

anger, disappointment, difference, conflict, and nonviolent battle” (Ibid., 183-184). 

 Sally articulated four ideals of nonviolence: renunciation, resistance, reconciliation, and 

peacekeeping (Ibid., 176). “To elucidate these ideals,” she wrote, “is to describe, from a particular perspective, 

maternal practice itself. Peacemaking mothers create arrangements that enable their children to live safely, 

develop happily, and act conscientiously; that is, they preserve, nurture, and train, exemplifying the 

commitments of maternal work” (Ibid., 176). 

 Sally understood that conflict must be expected in families and between groups and states. “Although 

mothers might wish it otherwise,” she wrote, “conflict is a part of maternal life. A mother finds herself 



embattled with her children, with an ‘outside’ world at odds with her or their interests, with a man or other 

adults in her home, with her children’s enemies. She is spectator and arbiter of her children’s battles with 

each other and their companions” (Ibid., 160). Sally did not advocate pacifism (Ibid., 138). She did advocate 

dealing with conflict nonviolently, and she especially demanded what she called “a sturdy suspicion of 

violence” (Ibid., 138), wherever it might be claimed to be justifiable. 

 She understood that peace must be built. It is a relation. She showed how nonviolent mothers offer 

illustrations of how the relation can be built. (Rewrite ?) 

 I have already written about how transformative it was to argue successfully, as Sally did, that our 

experience as mothers is relevant to what we should think and do about public, political matters (Held, 

2011b). In various other traditions – Confucian, and African, for instance – such so-called “private” morality 

was thought to be applicable to wider contexts, but in the broad and dominant liberal tradition in which we 

were all developing our philosophical views, it was not. The public/private divide was so entrenched, and the 

gender hierarchy so fundamental, that when Sally started writing about the relevance of the thinking of 

mothers for political matters like international relations, which were thought about from a near exclusively 

male point of view, it was difficult to get a hearing for a view so philosophically heretical. But Sally succeeded, 

through her courage and the strength of her arguments and the support of other philosophers developing 

feminist awareness. And she succeeded in changing philosophy. 

 “Although mothers are not intrinsically peaceful,” she wrote, “maternal practice is a ‘natural 

resource’ for peace politics” (Ruddick, 1989, 157). Its ideals can illuminate our aims and the paths we should 

take in pursuing them as we seek to reduce political and international as well as family violence. Sally showed 

us how to mine this resource and develop its potential. We need to continue and to expand this work. 

  In line with her suggestion, I would like to say a few words about a way of reducing violence between 

persons, groups, and states about which Sally says rather little, because it wasn’t her concern, but that seems 

important, and that is law. I regret that we didn’t talk more about law, including international law. 

 Sally and I had somewhat different views about justice, which we talked about a number of times. She 

emphasized that justice and care should not be separated, showing how care in families requires fairness and 

respecting equality (Ruddick, 1995).   In her words, “I have found this justice/care framework compelling in 

several contexts…. Yet, despite the usefulness of shifting between two orientations and the evidently distinct 

expressions of ‘justice’ and ‘care’ in people’s actual reasoning, I now believe that the oppositional definitions 

required by the justice/care framework impoverishes the meaning of both ‘care’ and ‘justice.’” (Ruddick, 

1998, 6). 



  I think it is important to recognize conceptual dissimilarities between care and justice, which Sally to 

a certain extent does. But then I think that although practices should incorporate both, I think such practices 

appropriately have different priorities. Law, for instance, should give priority to justice, fairness, and equality, 

while practices of care, both in the family and in social services, should give priority to values of care such as 

meeting needs, responding with sensitivity, and building trust. 

 Law, as I see it, is important in enabling conflict to be dealt with without violence. And at the 

international level, once peaceful sentiments and intentions have replaced militaristic ones, law and its 

institutions can play a large role in bringing it about that conflicts and disputes are dealt with nonviolently.  

 How to think about international law is very much in dispute in the U.S. at the present time. It is 

dismissed by many on the left as merely promoting the interests of powerful states (I thought this way myself 

until a few years ago).  And it is attacked by conservatives as irrelevant and an interference with the interests 

and mission of the U.S.  

  I now argue that at the present time, in the world as it currently is, international law as it has 

developed is an important way in which we can confront the problems of intergroup and interstate violence, 

and that it is definitely deserving of respect (Held, 2011a). In my view, the ethics of care,i which is partly 

based on and thoroughly compatible with the ideals of maternal practice Sally delineates, would strongly 

recommend respect for international law as it has developed, despite its serious flaws.  

 Norms prohibiting the use of force for reasons other than self-defense, or in action authorized by the 

UN Security Council, have been worked out since World War II. Norms carrying out the Responsibility to 

Protect (RtoP) are in process of being worked out (See e.g. Ethics and International Affairs, 2011). These 

norms recognize that the community of states has a responsibility to protect vulnerable populations against 

such massive violations of human rights as occur in genocide or ethnic cleansing. The enforcement of such 

norms of international law is highly imperfect and uncertain – the U.S. violated them in its invasion of Iraq. 

But such norms have exerted much restraint on state behavior over the years (O’Connell, 2008). They are 

influencing the behavior of states and are contributing importantly to the reduction of violence in the world. 

They deserve support. 

 This is, however, a short-term view. In the short term, law is important – even vital, to deflect 

violence. But as the values of care as discerned in mothering would gain more influence in wider contexts, the 

need for law would progressively recede. Law, with its rules and enforcements, should be a gradually 

shrinking segment of society as persons increasingly deal with each other with caring, empathy, and trust. We 

can see within societies that as social services and connected persons actually meet needs and provide the 



needed work of care, and do so with sensitivity, the reach of law and its coercion can be progressively 

reduced. The same could be foreseen at the international level. But that is looking very far ahead. 

 I wish I had talked with Sally about all this. 
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Robin May Schott 

Feminist Antimilitarism: The Philosophical Legacy of Sara Ruddick 

 

 There is a rich philosophical tradition focusing on the meaning of war and the conditions for peace, 

including thinkers such as Immanuel Kant, who in “To Perpetual Peace” raised issues of hospitality and 

cosmopolitanism; Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, who analyzed anti-Semitism and the limits of 

Enlightenment; Hannah Arendt, who analyzed issues of totalitarianism, superfluity, and the problem of evil; 

and the work of contemporary just war theorists including Michael Walzer and Jean Bethke Elshtain. Recent 

contributions by feminist thinkers include Claudia Card’s work on the concept of evil, and its relation to 

http://sararuddick.wordpress.com/


genocide, torture and terrorism; Judith Butler’s work on the representations of war in normative discourses 

about politics, and Kelly Oliver’s work on representations of sexuality, women and violence in the media.  

 The philosophical legacy of Sara Ruddick lies in her powerfully laying out central issues of feminist 

engagement with war. In challenging the marginalization of not only the feminine but the maternal in both 

the history of philosophy and the understanding of war, she placed the figure of the mother as central in 

opening up questions about the role of birth in human life and its significance for understanding violence 

both in wartime and in peacetime. She brought focus on the experience of pain, death and loss as part of what 

Martha Nussbaum would call the human facts, in contrast to the technical facts of war. Ruddick’s work, with 

its focus on birth and natality, can be extended to analyzing the implications of sexual violence and enforced 

impregnation in war, a strategy that was arguably genocidal in the war rapes in Bosnia in the 1990’s. Her 

attentiveness to the experience of  victims enabled her to challenge the artificial dualisms that underlie just 

war theory, such as that between civilian and combatant. In this way, she contributed to raising a 

fundamental challenge to the morality of war. In focusing on the tales of victims and civilians, she evinced an 

attention to the concrete particular, to the role of human relations in creating a vital social life, as Claudia 

Card has also done. Together with her co-author Carol Cohn, Ruddick sought to rethink concepts of security, 

raising the questions of security for whom and by what means. Following a tradition of agonism, she argued 

for an approach to peace that is not based on an artificial and impossible ideal of harmony, but rather on the 

acknowledgement of the fundamental role of conflict in human relations. She beamed attention onto 

questions of gender and wartime practices, with a passionately critical eye to the way in which certain forms 

of masculinity in wartime train loyalty to comrades and nation through misogynist speech. And she decried 

the soldier “who goes off to war singing of the “Persian pukes” he is ready to “nape,”, the faggot assholes he is 

ready to sodomize the dead and diseased whore he is ready to rape…”ii In all these ways, Ruddick brought the 

human body into the center of ethical and political thinking. Instead of dealing with the body merely as the 

analogy on which thinking about the political world is constructed, she demanded attention to the lived 

realities of human bodies and relations, reminding us, as Adrienne Rich, did that all human beings are born, 

and indeed are still of woman born. (Adrienne Rich 1976). In my view, her work to a large extent traces out 

the parameters of a feminist intervention with war and in this way it is seminal for this field in much the way 

as Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex has been seminal for feminist thought more generally. 

 This is not to say that there is no room for critical interventions with Ruddick’s work, and there are 

significant critical views. Alison Bailey draws attention to the two maternal voices in Ruddick’s work, her own 

voice reflecting her personal experience as a mother and the other “nearly universal” voice in which Ruddick 

makes broader claims about maternal practice. Bailey argues that although Ruddick declares her pluralist 



intentions, “she fails to appreciate the implications of the diversity of mothers for her argument.” iii And she 

challenges Ruddick’s definition of the three demands that constitute maternal practice as “preservation, 

growth, and social acceptability.” Drawing on Patricia Hill Collins’ reflections on contemporary African 

American motherhood, Bailey suggests that these demands for African American mothers are instead 

survival, identity, and empowerment.iv Moreover, one can consider whether Ruddick’s discussion of the many 

masculinities and femininities of war is linked to a form of social construction that risks simplifying the 

complex processes of subjectivity --  including amongst male soldiers, including those who use violence. 

 But my interest is not so to pursue this critical line of inquiry into Ruddick’s work. Rather, I wish to 

sketch out what I think is one her most powerful legacies, what she in places terms “feminist antimilitarism”. I 

also will indicate briefly how feminist antimilitarism is a compelling intervention in current debates amongst 

philosophers about how to make philosophy matter,v and in this context briefly discuss the new National 

Action Plan on Women, Peace, and Security. 

 Feminist antimilitarism, in Ruddick’s view, challenges the practices of war-making itself and the 

“cultures which prepare, justify, and suffer from war.”vi In focusing on the cultures which prepare for and 

justify war, Ruddick called attention to the systematic character of violence, by which the violence that 

permeates social institutions and ideologies in peace time are inseparably connected with the military 

worlds. She cites Christa Woolf’s comment: “You can tell when a war starts, but when does the prewar 

start?”vii Echoing Virginia Woolf reflections in Three Guineas on the relation between military and civil worlds, 

Ruddick wrote, “the tyrannies, servilities, conquests, and humiliations of the one reflect the structure and 

experience of the other.”viii She acknowledged that not all forms of feminism are antimilitarist. In some 

countries, feminists organize to procure arms to defend themselves and their people; others support military 

recruitment as part of the demands for equality in democratic societies, or as a means of improving women’s 

economic, educational, and life opportunities. And during one phase of feminism, women were militaristic in 

defining men as other and enemy.ix And not all forms of antimilitarism are feminist. During the Vietnam War 

protests, for example, women were often relegated to second class status, meanwhile gaining experience in 

organizing and rhetoric that contributed to the development of second wave feminism.x Feminist 

antimilitarism is distinctively feminist in being dedicated to the transformation of domestic, social and 

political arrangements that penalize women and other subordinated groups (in contrast to some forms of 

maternal antimilitarism, Ruddick notes). As such, it is deeply linked with a critique of violence -- including the 

violence that sometimes is practiced by mothers -- and with a goal of political transformation.xi And feminist 

antimilitarism is distinctively antimilitarist in seeking to destabilize the masculinities and femininities that 

sustain the ethos and practice of warxii (in contrast to some forms of feminism), and in seeking to undermine 



the thinking that legitimates war as moral. Feminist antimilitarism, in Ruddick’s optic, is a critical and 

transformative practice of thought and resistance.  

 In recent weeks there has been a lively discussion on the pages of the Chronicle of Higher Education 

about whether and how to make philosophy matter. Lee McIntyre, for example, has written about 

philosophy’s historical mission as “not merely to find the truth, but to use the truth to improve the quality of 

life”.xiii McIntyre goes on to argue that philosophy can teach students and the public at large to be critical of 

public rhetoric, and help them consider what is worth caring about to make the world a better place. One 

could wish that McIntyre had evinced some familiarity with feminist philosophy, which is deeply linked to 

emancipatory goals and to making the world a better place. As Linda Alcoff and Elizabeth Potter write of 

feminist epistemology: “For feminists, the purpose of epistemology is not only to satisfy intellectual curiosity, 

but also to contribute to an emancipatory goal: the expansion of democracy in the production of knowledge.” 

xiv And they add that “feminist epistemologies must be tested by their effects on the practical political 

struggles occurring in a wider frame of reference than the academy.”xv 

 In the spirit of showing how philosophy matters, I want to briefly discuss President Barack Obama’s 

Executive Order, released December 19, 2011, “Instituting a National Action Plan on Women, Peace and 

Security”, and the related action plan from the optic of the feminist antimilitarism that Sara Ruddick has 

passed on as her legacy. The Executive Order states that promoting women’s participation in conflict 

prevention and resolution advances peace, security, and economic and social development. It affirms the 

responsibility of all nations to protect populations from genocide, war crimes, and crimes against humanity, 

including the crimes of sexual violence. In this way, the statement is an iteration of the recent international 

norm of the Responsibility to Protect and an acknowledgement that sexual violence is a crime which the 

international community is obligated to prevent and punish. The statement makes explicit the need for 

gender-responsive approaches to diplomatic, development, and defense-related work. It acknowledges the 

importance of women’s rights and leadership in sustaining a just and inclusive peace. And it highlights the 

importance of integrating gender perspectives in early-warning and response systems as well as the 

importance of promoting women and girls’ health, education, and economic opportunities for developing a 

lasting peace.xvi  

 From the lens of feminist antimilitarism, this statement and action plan make important strides in 

integrating gender perspectives in issues of security, peace, and conflict. The documents acknowledge the 

importance of considering the experiences of victims and letting their voices be heard.xvii In this way they 

underscore that civilians bear the brunt of violence in contemporary warfare. They call attention to specific 

vulnerabilities of women and children in relation to sexual and gender-based violence and acknowledge that 



the concept of security before, during and after conflict must be expanded to include these dimensions. They 

focus on the concrete needs for health, education and economic opportunity to prevent conflict and insure a 

just peace. And in this way they acknowledge the need for a broad understanding of peace as involving much 

more than the cessation of fighting, and the need of including women as participants and leaders in this 

process.xviii In doing so, these documents acknowledge that a critique of violence goes beyond conventional 

security issues and the events of battle, but include social, economic, health, and political issues both in war-

time and peacetime. In this sense, the documents expresses a critique of violence in both war-time and civil 

society – a critique that lies at the heart of Ruddick’s feminist antimilitarism. 

 But Ruddick’s feminist antimilitarism also would bring with it the following cautions. First, she called 

on us to challenge the view that war can be moral, and contributed valuable critical insights into the false 

abstractions of just war theory. The President’s statement and the new National Action Plan, however, do not 

challenge the morality of war. Rather, they echoe the approach of just war theory, with its acknowledgement 

of the inevitability of collateral damage, when the President’s statement closes with the disclaimer that this 

order does not “create any right or benefit”xix Hence, these documents do not mark a fundamentally 

antimilitaristic approach. 

 Second, they do not engage with the questions of the genders of warfare that Ruddick put on the 

table. It is important to acknowledge the vulnerabilities of women and children to sexual and gender-based 

violence (a vulnerability that men have as well, as acknowledged in Outcome 3.4 in the National Action 

Plan).xx But to adequately address these issues, it is necessary to challenge the various masculinities which 

sustain warfare. This point was made clear in a recent Swedish study on sexual violence in the Democratic 

Republic of Congo (DRC), where soldiers expressed their frustration and anger at their poverty and at the lack 

of respect by civilian populations. These factors make a soldier feel, as one said, that “if he has nothing in his 

pocket…he has nothing to give to a woman - he will take her by force.”xxi In this sense, these documents can go 

much further towards a feminist approach that acknowledges gender – including war’s masculinities --  as a 

central axis in conflict-prevention. A feminist approach would be cognizant that focusing on issues of “women 

and children” alone is inadequate to understanding and responding to the complexity of violence. 

 Third, feminist antimilitarism would ask whether this National Action Plan contributes to 

transforming domestic, social and political relations. The plan does indeed make significant steps in this 

direction, in recognizing the need for supporting women’s rights and participation along a broad axis in civil 

society, and across a temporal spectrum which challenges the sharp division between war, prewar, and 

postwar. At the same time, using the language of “empowering” women suggests that women’s participation 



and leadership may incline more to incorporating women into existing structures of power than to 

transforming these relations. 

 Does engaging with issues of peace and security, as Ruddick’s feminist antimilitarism does, suggest 

that this form of feminist philosophy has become “ideological advocacy” under the guise of philosophy, that 

may be commendable for philosophers as citizens as long as they are clear that “they are not doing 

philosophy”, as Gerald Gaus claimed about philosophers’ intervention in the practical world in The Chronicle 

debates?xxii Those of us who are feminist philosophers may hearten ourselves with the reminder that we 

often are in the position of resisting the authority of those who position themselves as the gatekeepers of our 

profession. Sara Ruddick contributed greatly to this form of resistance as well. 
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