
Immoral Sciences Club forum, Wed 25th Nov 2015: Test imonia l  
submiss ions  

Introduction  
On 25th November, the recently-formed Immoral Sciences Club (ISC) held a joint panel event with the 
Amoral Sciences Club (ASC) to discuss the experiences of women and non-binary students of 
philosophy and how to address the problems they face.  It was chaired by Anni Räty (ASC secretary), 
and speeches were given by Emily Dyson (organiser of ISC), Amelia Sylvia (former CUSU Women’s 
Officer, who led the Women’s Campaign’s recently-published research into the gender attainment gap at 
Cambridge) and Professor Rae Langton.  Audience questions and discussion followed. 
 
Prior to the event, the ISC issued a call for testimonials from women and non-binary philosophy 
students at Cambridge, a (shortened) selection of which were presented by Emily Dyson at the start of 
the forum.  Emily Dyson noted that one of the difficulties she faced in gathering testimonials is that 
women she asked would say things like “well, I can’t really think of anything that significant, I mean, 
other than, of course, being interrupted by men all the time!”, or “being scared to ever speak in lectures 
or seminars” and so on.  ‘Why,’ she asked, ‘have such reprehensible parts of our student lives become 
normalized, expected and accepted?’.  She continued: ‘even before recognising that there is nothing 
necessary about the commonplace, we need to articulate the status quo.  To call it by name.  We need to 
speak our experiences out loud – especially to those for whom these norms are anything but obvious.  We 
have to state that which is both obvious and invisible.’1  She separated them into four broad themes – 
“On (not) speaking”, “On being spoken to”, “On the syllabus”, “On the typical philosopher” – but here 
we have presented all of them in full without any such analysis.  
 
In the discussion, the February 2012 Gender Equality report was raised, and it was suggested that we ask 
the current undergraduate population to answer the same survey questions to see if and how things have 
changed. 

Testimonials  
Almost all the testimonials have come from undergraduates, with a few graduate student contributions, and one from a 
lecturer – all from Cambridge. 

Contributor 1 
“In a supervision last year on Mill’s The Subjection of Women, my male supervisor asked me something 
along the lines of ‘Why does rape really matter anyway?’, and ‘Why should we be that bothered about 
women’s rights?’  At first I just thought he was playing devil’s advocate, but when I argued against him it 
soon became clear that he was not.  He eventually agreed that some extremely violent rapes are clearly 
wrong but most aren’t that clear cut.” 

Contributor 2 
“The idea of speaking in lectures terrifies me.  I’m very good at convincing myself that my questions are 
stupid and very bad at not caring about asking stupid questions.” 

Contributor 3 
“I feel scared of saying things in lectures (and in other discussion group type things, I guess) in case I’ve 
missed the point and thus say something stupid.  I find it hard to fully comprehend arguments and 
things without giving it some thought over a period of time, and so am worried to say things in lectures 
in case, on reflection, I would realise my point was a silly one.  I wouldn’t want people to judge me or 
think that I am stupid, and so I stay quiet.  I guess I’m working on the assumption that everyone else has 
either already thought of what I might want to say and dismissed it, or even if they haven’t thought of it, 
it wouldn’t be a valuable contribution.”  
                                                
1 We have published an abridged transcript of her speech on our blog. 



 
“In my first year I was only taught by one woman and she was my logic class supervisor.  Everyone else, 
lecturers, supervisors etc. was male.  I remember that at the time I found it quite odd and felt like maybe 
you couldn’t be an academic philosopher and a woman.  Even now (in 3rd year) I’ve only been taught by 
3 separate women (admittedly they’ve both lectured and supervised me).  I hadn’t really thought about it, 
but that’s pretty bad!!”  

Contributor 4 
“Cambridge Philosophy has been a difficult ride for me.  It’s, tragically, only in my final year that I finally 
feel excited about my degree, and that’s only because I’m finally strong enough to swim against the 
current. I feel let down by a department that I feel holds too circumscribed and limiting a view of what 
Philosophy is, and what it means to do it. Please don’t get me wrong, I don’t have anything inherently 
against their traditions and way of doing Philosophy, but I most certainly do object to their superiority 
complex and narrow worldview. Anything outside of the ‘West’ is disregarded as ‘lightweight nonsense’. 
And where are the great female voices that resound, silently, throughout history?  Of course, anything 
not fitting the bill of white, male, ‘pure reason’, does not deserve a place in such an ‘intellectual paradise’, 
and must be silenced.” 
 
“I finally found it within myself to assert my own voice – and I was told to 'tone it down' for fear of 
offending the old dead white men that eternally reign the Philosophical sphere.” 

Contributor 5 
"In two years of lectures and discussion classes I got so used to being interrupted by men that it took me 
a while to realise how frequently it was happening, so I started trying to keep track. I found that I could 
not go to a single discussion class without a man interrupting me at least once. I also noticed that my 
female peers waited for their classmates to finish speaking before making their own contribution, a 
tendency that my male classmates did not share, as a rule. I was also spoken to, by both male class-mates 
and lecturers, in a very patronising way on several occasions." 

Contributor 6 
“I generally haven't felt explicit or overt sexism or pressure from guys, but when I first arrived in 
Cambridge I felt a sudden lack of confidence in group environments like lectures or even discussion 
groups. I never felt like my ideas or opinions were worth sharing and so preferred to keep quiet and just 
absorb the comments of others. I think this is partly due to the unrealistic expectations I inflict upon 
myself. But I think also subliminally there's a message. The majority of our syllabus is constituted of 
white men. Students in the university are told to write 'more like a man'. It's perhaps not all that 
surprising that there tends to be a common feeling amongst women that it's particularly audacious to 
speak out, especially in a society where a female voice is not used to being heard.”  

Contributor 7 
“Being a woman has definitely impacted on my experience of studying philosophy. I find asking 
questions in lectures very difficult. Particularly in first year, the boys dominated the discussion 
significantly. I don’t think its coincidence that this was happening when we had not one female lecturer. 
I didn’t realise quite how much impact the lack of female lecturers was having on me until second year 
when I was first lectured by a woman. It was just so cool to see a woman being so awesome at 
philosophy, I was surprised at how different it felt.  
 
“I also struggled in discussion groups, mostly because of a lack of confidence in my own ability I think. I 
was always half doubting that I’d understood the discussion going on so would wait too long to make a 
point and then feel the moment had gone so just not say a word. It made me feel really frustrated at 
myself and kind of stupid. After having supervisions in the same topic I realised that I was actually pretty 
good at understanding what was going on in these debates. Confidence in philosophy is so important, 
writing confidently makes your philosophy better to some extent (at least in exams). But its really hard to 
pretend to be confident when you are still pretty sure that everyone else understands so much better 
than you.  



 
“I have never got on with set texts papers, I often feel like there is nothing I could possibly add to this 
discussion of really important men mostly carried out by other important men. I never feel like there is 
anything I could say that would be of value. This is the opposite of how I feel when studying feminism. 
Here I feel like my voice matters. I think this has a lot to do with the fact that a lot of the reading 
material on feminism is by women. But even when studying feminism I sometimes worry that my essays 
will be taken less seriously. I’m just another young female student who wants to write about feminism - 
how original! I’m sure that this is in my head but I think it shows just how few spaces in philosophy I 
feel completely comfortable.  
 
“When other women in my year started to talk about their own lack of confidence and I realised these 
feelings I had were not at all unique I was kind of relieved. It was so nice to find out that other people 
understood these things I was feeling. This gave me some confidence. But at the same time it made me 
angry - something has to change! The Immoral sciences makes me hopeful for future women in 
philosophy at Cambridge!” 

Contributor 8 
“Despite being knee-deep in analytic philosophy for 3 years, I’ve only just been able to pull apart the 
notions of ‘philosopher’ and ‘man’. The severe Imposter Syndrome I felt during first and second year 
made me joke off the subject I had previously been captured by. I no longer felt like I belonged in the 
“pale, male and stale” world of philosophy I was being presented with. 
 
“The structure of the first-year course is explicitly geared as a general introduction to philosophy, and it’s 
exclusion of not only women from the reading lists, but anyone who didn’t love Rawls was telling. 
However, I’ve finally realised that neither a tweet jacket, nor a love for liberalism are necessary 
conditions for belonging to philosophy.  
 
“The development of righteous feminist anger consolidated through involvement with the Immoral 
Sciences Club has transformed my relationship to my degree and lectures are now a more level 
battlefield with combabes encouraging you to contribute.  
 
“Those in power attempt to construct the status-quo as normal, as rational, as logical; and until recently I 
had agreed. But we don’t have to have a syllabus that excludes women, a canon that ignores the 
contributions women have made to philosophy, and a course which focus which (until third year) fails to 
properly equip women with the tools they need to dismantle patriarchy.”  

Contributor 9 
“In many ways, I was lucky as a woman in philosophy – my DoS was female, as were the majority of my 
supervisors. This made a genuine difference to my experience - I could see that there was a place for me 
in academia. I have a number of female friends who had a male director of studies and didn't have more 
than one or two female supervisors in the whole of their first two years at Cambridge. Because we had 
very few female lecturers in first year (two, as far as I can remember) this meant there was a genuine 
difference in our experience - the representation of women that I saw made me more confident, 
reassured me that women could succeed in philosophy. This isn't really about how women are treated or 
seen in philosophy, it's a simple matter of how the impression you're given by lack of representation 
affects your experience. Since the faculty can't easily control what supervisors students get, they can have 
an impact on female student's experience by putting female lectures earlier in the term, and having some 
female names on the reading lists. 
 
“The confidence this might help with is genuinely important because, like most female philosophy 
students, I have experienced far too many discussion groups in which men speak with extreme 
confidence in their own philosophy powers, often intimidating into silence the women who may have 
equally if not more valid things to say, but aren't quite so convinced they're the best thing that's ever 



happened to philosophy. (I should point out that I think other intersections, particularly class and race, 
are v important here and can have a similar impact). 
 
“Also, something to say perhaps more for the immoral sciences club than to put to the faculty, I wanted 
to say that one of the best things I ever did in my degree was becoming close friends with other female 
philosophers. I spent my first year with my main philosophy friends a group of guys who consistently 
made me feel stupid, and frequently engaged in what can only be described as philosophical dick waving, 
even outside lectures. At the end of my second and start of my third year, I made friends with a group of 
women, all of whom were incredibly supportive. When we talked about philosophy together it was to 
help each other, we were willing to show each other our vulnerability and talk about how difficult we 
found some things, we helped each other to get through third year exams. So, philosophy might have a 
women problem, but women in philosophy have so much potential to help and support each other, and 
I would very much urge them to do that.” 

Contributor 10 
“Before coming to Cambridge, I studied philosophy in sixth form.  I loved philosophy class more than 
anything, it was by far my favourite subject at school. But for a long time I didn’t even seriously consider 
the idea of doing a degree in philosophy. I was put off by this idea that you needed something ‘special’ 
to be a philosopher. I was under the impression that to be a philosopher you needed to be a russell or a 
wittgenstein, that you needed to be a genius and and an eccentric, you had to be this argumentative and 
assertive individual who would stand out from the rest and impose themselves and their views on the 
world.  
 
“This image was a far cry from how I saw myself; so it seemed to me like no matter much I loved 
philosophy and however hard I was willing to work to understand it, I was the wrong kind of person to 
actually do it. Over time these doubts faded just enough to make me apply to do philosophy at 
Cambridge. I got in, and I gained confidence in my own abilities and it seemed for a while that maybe I 
could do philosophy without having to compromise who I was after all.  
 
“But when I arrived here the old doubts came flooding back: partly because I thought I was doing 
everything I physically could to do write good essays and get through the reading, but I was still 
receiving negative feedback in my supervision reports. Not for the quality of my work, but for 
something else; comments like “she should be more vocal”, “she should voice her own views”, “she 
should ask more questions in logic class” and “she seems shy to contribute to the discussion” were a 
recurring theme in the feedback that I received during my first terms at Cambridge.  
 
“It seemed like doing the reading, writing and engaging with what I was learning was not enough—I was 
also being pushed to becoming a certain kind of a person, or at least pretending to be one. It seemed to 
me like they wanted me to become—or act like— someone who is eccentric, assertive, stands out from 
the rest and imposes their views on others. I understand my supervisors’ motivations for pushing me 
towards being more vocal and assertive: it’s probably true that you’ll do better in your degree if you 
actively take part in the discussion in discussion groups, or if you challenge a lecturer’s views by 
proposing an alternative take on the issue, or if you voice your opinion in an essay so that your 
supervisor can comment on it and talk about it with you. 
 
“But I can’t help but think that in pushing me towards developing these undeniably useful skills, they 
were also pushing me to becoming a certain type of a philosopher—the analytic, argumentative, 
adversarial type. And I am not sure if I want to become one.  
 
“I plan on staying in academic philosophy for as long as I possibly can, because I love the subject and 
want to have a future in it. But I am not sure whether I can do that without becoming a token of the 
type of person that dominated my impression of the field when I was still at school and battling with 
doubts about whether I was “fit” for academic philosophy.” 



Contributor 11 
“After a lecture I continued the discussion with two guys from my course. Both almost never looked 
into my eyes although I made many contributions which I now think weren’t too bad. I am well aware 
that the fact that those guys didn’t have eye contact with me but only with each other does not 
deductively entail that they thought that my comments were not worth attention. I grant that one might 
even think that no strong inferential argument to this conclusion can be made (although I doubt this). 
However this is completely besides the point. At the time, the guys’ behavior made me feel very insecure 
and made me doubt the value of any of my points and my general capacities as a philosopher. It made 
me think that they had made far more progress and that I would never be able to participate in a 
discussion on the same level. Similarly have such thoughts in me been provoked by extremely assertive 
rhetoric that many guys in out course have. Even when I think ‚oh there’s something wrong with what 
there saying‘, their self-indulgent tone (sorry for this strong formulation, but it’s true) immediately makes 
me doubt my own doubts again. I’ve had many experiences like that in my time as a philosopher at 
Cambridge and overall have gotten the expression that the guys in my course just don’t appreciate 
female contributions to discussions as much as male contributions. I’d love to study in an environment 
where people behave in such a way that everyone feels that their arguments are being taken seriously and 
not just mostly overheard if they come from women.” 

Contributor 12 
“I often find myself starting comments or questions in lectures with “sorry, I was just wondering…”, or 
“sorry, I don’t really know anything about this, but…”.  I’ve realised that I frequently apologise just for 
the very act of speaking in public.  I suppose I have this feeling that I’m impeding on others’ time, or 
that what I have to say will probably be either wrong or obvious anyway.  Why is this?” 
 
 
[positive discussion group experience]  
“Our discussion group leader was brilliant and made it very clear right from the start that no interruption 
was allowed.  He said that if we wanted to make a point we had to put our hands up, and he would add 
our name to the queue (although there was also a sign for indicating if we had a brief response to 
someone else’s point).  I remember one moment in particular when I was in the middle of making a 
point and two guys both interrupted me and the PhD student was like ‘No, it’s not your turn’ and asked 
me to carry on.  And for a second I was taken aback, because I realised that I was so used to being 
interrupted that I hadn’t really questioned it.  And while it took me a moment to remember where it was 
that I was going with my contribution before the guys started talking over me, I was able to claw it back, 
and actually round off my argument really nicely, and it was just a totally empowering experience.   
 
“Another liberating moment was when the PhD student in charge told me to stop apologising for 
disagreeing with others, and also told me I was wrong to apologise for bringing up feminism ‘again’. 
  
“I do think that those discussion group sessions were a turning point for me in the way I viewed my 
own philosophical voice.  They helped me feel like I actually had valuable contributions to make.  For 
some reason I didn’t have the same feeling of ‘oh how can I possibly offer my opinion, I’m not qualified 
to speak about this, what do I know?’.  
 
“I also felt like there were fewer constraints on the way I expressed myself.  I felt more comfortable 
throwing out ideas to the group that weren’t yet fully formed, and saying ‘What do you make of this? Do 
you think this would be a worthwhile avenue of inquiry? etc.’  And I think this freer format was more 
conducive to creativity and straying from orthodoxy.  I also felt comfortable sharing personal 
experiences that had informed by own so-called “intuitions”, and that I felt were pertinent to the 
discussion (it was political philosophy).     
 
“There has to be space for freer discussion, to generate new ideas.  A friend of mine told me that in her 
first year discussion groups they were told that all of their contributions had to be of the form ‘premise, 
premise, etc., conclusion’.  And she hated it.  



 
“While I do think the analytic method has been a useful tool for me… Sometimes I have ideas that just 
aren’t easily expressed within that framework, and it can feel like more of a bridle.  Plus, those who 
aren’t familiar with the mode of speech, indeed the rhetoric, that often accompanies analytic philosophy 
can be made to feel alienated from the discussion.  When actually their points may be just as valid, and 
arguably even more needed – it’s just that they don’t know how to speak the language, and so they are 
dismissed.”   
 
 
“It took me maybe one and a half years worth of studying here to actually start speaking in lectures.  I 
did do it a couple of times in my first year, but each time I just found it completely terrifying.  My throat 
kind of went a bit tight when I spoke because I was so nervous, and I kind of struggled to get the words 
out.   
 
“I think part of it was because I hadn’t studied philosophy before I came here, and I was convinced that 
I would just demonstrate my failure to understand something really simple in front of a big-shot 
academic and embarrass myself from the word go.” 
 
 
“Recently, I was making a point in a lecture, and out of the blue some guy from the other side of the 
lecture theatre loudly interrupted me mid-sentence to attack a point I didn’t actually make.  I found it 
scary putting my hand up to speak in the first place, and being interrupted knocked me.  Even though 
on an intellectual level I knew it was rude and entitled, and my friends were looking at me as if to say “I 
can’t believe he just did that”, and I knew that he had failed to attend to the nuances of my argument… 
on an emotional level I just started feeling like well yeah maybe I was talking rubbish, and why did I even 
speak anyway.  Just because I can analyse sexist patterns doesn’t mean that on a kind of visceral level I 
don’t conform to them myself!  Anyway, I actually regained the courage to interrupt him back.  But even 
after the lecture I just had this nagging feeling that I’d probably made a fool of myself.  And I felt 
additionally stupid for having been so affected by it because it wasn’t that big a deal.”  
 
 
[positive seminar experience] 
“I was in a seminar being led by a woman.  I was saying something and one of my male peers 
interrupted me.  I just let it pass, but she was like ‘No, I think x had something to say’.  I was like ‘no, 
don’t worry I’m fine’.  It seems like my default is always to give way to the interrupter.  Maybe just 
because it’s easier?  But fortunately she persisted: ‘no, you hadn’t finished your point.’  And I finished 
and developed my point, which led to further discussion.  The way she was chairing made a big 
difference.” 

Contributor 13 
“I'm a second year NatSci taking HPS (and overall, I'm absolutely loving it), but EVERYTHING we are 
recommended to read is by men. I get that a lot of it was written in a time/context when there was very 
little work published by women, but it just makes made me feel like it wasn't my place to come up with 
new ideas - like I wasn't good enough. I hadn't even noticed that this was what was bothering me and 
taking away my confidence in writing and speaking my thoughts until one of my friends suggested it. 
The fact I'm still very new to the subject obviously contributes as well, but I just think a lot more could 
be done by the faculty to acknowledge that the reading list is man-heavy, and then encourage self-
defining women that there is now a place for what we have to say and that we should just go for it! 
Hopefully the reading lists will be of quite a different demographic in 20 years!” 

Contributor 14 
The following testimonial was offered by a female lecturer of philosophy at Cambridge: 
 



“Two experiences that I didn’t think had anything to do with gender at the time, but now I think 
probably do: 
 
(1) 
When I was an undergraduate philosophy student, I mentioned to a friend that I was completely 
perplexed as to what Davidson’s slingshot argument was. I was pretty sure I had located the source of 
my confusion; there were certain questions I had about it, that I didn’t know the answers to (‘Is the 
claim this, or is it this?’ kind of questions) 
 
My friend responded by suggesting we meet up and he could explain it to me. I was relieved that 
someone understood the argument and looked forward to having my questions about it answered. But 
then when we met up to talk about it, he couldn’t answer any of my questions, and in fact these 
questions hadn’t occurred to him. It wasn’t that he understood it better than I did; we both didn’t get it, 
but he wrongly thought that he did! 
 
Now as a lecturer I notice a similar phenomenon. A lot of times when female students say they don’t 
understand something, and they think that everyone else does, they actually understand it better than 
their peers. Sometimes the question that they are asking, is a really important question, that others 
haven’t even thought to ask. And sometimes, what they think is a manifestation of their confusion, is 
actually a really good objection to an argument.  
 
(2) 
As a graduate student I never spoke in seminars. It felt like the stakes were too high. Sometimes I would 
think about saying something, but any time I had an idea, I’d have to subject it to this incredibly 
thorough vetting process, just to make sure that it didn’t turn out to be completely stupid. Fairly often, 
while I was trying to eliminate the possibility of my question being a silly one, someone else would ask 
the exact same question. And everyone would respond ‘oh wow, great question!’. 
 
It’s not that I expected that people would be rude to me. What I really dreaded was that people would all 
think that my question displayed such a fundamental lack of understanding that it was just going to hold 
up the discussion, and everyone would be silently shocked at how little I understood. 
 
Why was I so worried about this? I’m not entirely sure. At the time, I would have said it was my 
problem. But since then I’ve met a lot of people who have had similar experiences. Many of them are 
women. 
 
Here’s what I think now. I’ve noticed that in some contexts, people are more likely to respond to a 
challenge or an objection from me as a sign that I don’t understand, than they would be if the same 
objection were made by a man. This summer at a conference, for example, I challenged someone about 
a particular philosophical claim he was making. I wasn’t convinced by his response, and I explained why 
I thought it didn’t succeed in meeting my challenge. After a while of trying to convince me, and me 
responding with counterarguments, I get an exasperated: ‘Look, I’m just going to end up repeating 
myself. I don’t know how else to explain it to you!’ 
 
I suspect that this kind of tendency plays a role in explaining why I, and many other women, have found 
it hard to venture comments and objections in seminars. There’s a well-founded worry that it will be 
taken as a manifestation of lack of understanding, rather than a genuine argumentative move.” 

Contributor 15 
The following testimonial was submitted after the forum: 
 
“What happened at the most recent Immoral Sciences Society event highlights the need for such a 
society to exist. After hearing a bunch of testimonials from women and non-binary students, and 
research on women in academia generally, it was suggested, to summarise and paraphrase a very long-



winded contribution, that women don't know their own minds and emotions and also probably weren't 
reading the evidence correctly, even though the contributor had not (from what I could tell) read the 
evidence in question. 
 
“Firstly, when we make claims like ‘I am experiencing X, and I feel Y because of X’, we can't be wrong. 
It's like being mistaken about having a headache. You want to know if there's a link between the lack of 
representation of women and non-binary people in philosophy, and how those students feel? Then ask 
them. And when they tell you, as the 1st year women did, believe them. They gave relevant evidence, 
and to deny this evidence is not only arrogant, but stupid. 
 
“Secondly, questioning experts and authoritative sources is, of course, very important in philosophy. But 
it displays serious arrogance to continue insisting that the expert in the room has analysed their research 
poorly, and came to premature conclusions when you are unfamiliar with the details. Female and non-
binary experts are too often treated with less respect than men, and less respect than they deserve. 
Observing this happening over and over to other women has an impact on how valued I feel in 
philosophy, and in the world. And you, Critical Rational Male Observer, do not know my mind better 
than I do. 
 
“This is clearly not a valid deductive inference. Emotional responses rarely are. But they don't have to 
be. I am rational and emotional, and these are not in contention. I am sick of being told that my anger at 
various injustices is irrational. Yes, I have emotions, and these emotions influence my reasoning. But 
Socrates flirted outrageously, Mill's political philosophy was developed and perfected through love, and 
many of the writers I have read display great anger and hurt when their philosophical work is criticised. 
Emotional reasoning is part of the history, part of the literature. When men express emotion, they are 
involved in their work, they are charismatic, they are great creators of art.  When women express 
emotion, they are irrational, they are mistaken, they are dismissed as making ‘fallacious inferences’.” 
 
How about an inductive argument to support my emotional response? The vast majority of the people I 
have been lectured by are men, the vast majority of the people I have been supervised by are men, and 
the vast majority of the people I have read about are men. I expect this trend to continue. I am not in 
the top 2% or so of the women studying undergraduate philosophy in the UK. Therefore, there is no 
place for me in philosophy."  

Contributor 16 
The following testimonial was submitted after the forum: 
 
“I tried to switch from philosophy half way through my first term at Cambridge. In retrospect, I can 
attribute many of my feelings of inadequacy to the male-dominated nature of the course. I didn't do well 
in the interrogation-style supervisions I had with a male supervisor (and assumed, despairingly, that this 
was the general style of Cambridge supervisions). My essays weren't argued aggressively enough. I would 
sit in silence in discussion groups, thinking of points and being too shy to say them (only to hear them 
voiced by a confident male). I persevered with the philosophy tripos, thankfully, and have been given 
much courage by speaking with fellow women about our experiences: the solidarity amongst women in 
philosophy is invaluable. I have still never worked up the courage to speak in a lecture, but the times I 
have come close have always been in lectures given by women.” 

Contributor 17 
The following testimonial was submitted after the forum: 
 
“Early on in my degree I was with a group of students in a supervision. We were all asked to have a look 
at a book lying on the supervisor's table and so we all gathered around it, trying to get a view. There were 
a few chairs, and some of the male students had sat down. Upon seeing me stand behind one of them, 
the male supervisor demanded that one of the students give up his seat for me. Baffled and embarrassed, 
I said there was no need, but he insisted, and I ended up sitting down. I felt uncomfortable, but since the 



gesture was meant as a kindness I also worried about not expressing any gratitude. The gesture was an 
insult, but when gestures like these (e.g. holding the door open for someone because they are women) 
come wrapped as courtesies it can be hard to realize. Not only do they mark us out as different, they also 
imply that being female is being feeble, less able to stand and dependent on extra charity and help. They 
treat our sex as a disability and being expected to be thankful for it only adds insult to injury.” 

Contributor 18 
The following testimonial was submitted after the forum: 
 
“I was a graduate student, I was interested in a seminar offered by the Philosophy Faculty, but I was not 
from the Philosophy Faculty. 
 
The first time I entered the Faculty, I felt I was entering an unwelcoming territory. A few guys were 
discussing on the chairs, they stared at me, and went on as if I had never entered. The thing is: I did not 
know where I was supposed to go: this was probably scary for them! The general feeling I got was 
already some kind of fighting, and the seminar had not started yet! I could not explain exactly where the 
feeling of “not belonging” was coming from, but I know that plenty of other people (and lots of girls or 
women in particular) have shared that impression. I had to show that I could master the environment, 
the button for the door, the names of the room. I had to prove that I was worthy of the place to be 
talked to. I could feel that asking some help was not a good way of introducing myself. And I got 
irritated. Maybe it’s time we acknowledge that Philosophy is not about power, is not about winners and 
losers, but is partly about the questions we have, the discussion of arguments, and that it is also about 
accepting to say that sometimes, yes, we don't have all the answers.” 
 


