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Love’s Reason

MY LIFE HAS beenshaped by alove affair with Reason. When
I felt awkward or left out as a child or beset by lustful and envious
fantasies, I clung to Reason in the most obsessive manner, deter-
mined to be faithful despite my “wild,” unpleasant feelings. And
Reason rewarded me, promising that if I took refuge in books and
held fast to the Rational, I would someday control “irrational,” un-
ruly desires or at least, from Reason’s perch, belittle them. Some-
what later, as I battled with my devoted and intimidating lawyer
father, Reason gave me arguments. My voice might be tense, I
might even cry, but with Reason on my side I could manage my
love and my fear. Soon I went to 2 women’s college where I was
encouraged to adopt Reason’s values and imitate His style.

In college I realized that not only did Reason protect me from
social and emotional imbroglios, He — or it, as I was learning to
say — offered me worldly possibilities. In the service of Reason,
I could avoid the humdrum world of wives and mothers, instruct
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4 THINKING ABOUT MOTHERS THINKING

people in Reason’s ways, and get paid for it. Perhaps I could
conceive Reason’s children: my roommate and | made lists of the
books we would someday write. Meanwhile, however tmperson-
ally imagined, the romance continued. Sitting in a narrow aisle of
the Gothic college library reading Bertrand Russell’s lectures on
logical atomism in aging volumes of The Monist, | was in thrall
to the aroma of the books, the feel of the pages, the philosophy
itself, so utterly transcendent of particular meaning, so very Eng-
lish, so far from the fantasies and fights I'd left behind in Ohio. I
read Gaudy Night, fell in love with Harriet Vane’s desire for pure
intellectual work and with Reas on's emissary Peter Wimsey. I took
down my pnnts of van Gogh and El Greco and copied passages
from Spinoza to paste on my wall — determined to persevere in
my own being, to grasp my life sub specie aeternitatis. In 1957 1 set
out for graduate school to study philosophy.

Ten years later, Ph.D. in hand, 1 hovered anxiously on the
margins of academic life. “Trying to write” was 2 preoccupying
activity, although I rarely put words to paper and I finished vir-
tually nothing. After college, 1 never participated easily in phil-
osophical discussion and had come to avoid professional meenngs
altogether. Yet I still depended on Reason’s arguments and 1ts
promise to control irrational desires. And occasionally, teaching
young people Plato, Spinoza, Ot Wittgenstein, | would feel the
old romance stirring. 1f 1 could not live happily with Reason, I
could not quite live without Him/it either. How had such a pas-
sionate affair gone so wrong?

Although I didn’t know it then, my personal alienation was in
large part caused by the sexual politics in which Reason was en-
meshed. In my generation, women's attempts to reason were typ-
jcally met with contempt, still wounding even when too subtle
to pame. Those women who managed to hold on to their intel-
Jectual ambitions often suffered from outrageous discrimination
and almost always from celf-doubt. It is not surprising that 1 lost
heart amidst the late sixties emissaries of Reason — masculine,
professional, and usually arrogant, if also often kind. But the fail-
ure of my passion was also partly the responsibility of Reason
Himself and of the grounds of my love. Reason, at least as Western
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philosophers had 1magined Him, was infected by — and contrib
?ted to — the pervasive disrespect for women’s minds and livei
rom which I suffered. For a woman to love Reason was to i .
both self-contempt and 2 self-alienating misogyny o
hagnblrrzl ;ﬁiliiogtsmﬁefd ‘straigI?; through high school, Reason
’ , histories, and stories — :
all jumbled up with the causes of the first \«?l};ii(; S\I::rrzicfl’lags
nervous system of frogs. It did not occur to me that it was 1t .
rational or more “womanly” to love Shakespeare best. B tc'ss
i:ollegc I became aware of the division between hard reas.on‘(1 hl;r—l
Scrfﬁ)p()?c};l :Cncc)i sz:;@mghsofter (literature) and something hafdcr
. , 1n that context, I ] 3
thought to be effeminate and that both :Zr:)ejnzhzfr;r:;t::z V'Ja;
abf)ut tqughcning it up, that the philosophy teacher who taflni
ex¥stent%21¥sm (the only woman in the department) was as softg :
existentialism itself but that hard philosophy provided a tick o
a masculine world. e
It was phﬂosophy’s Reason that abetted my desire to free myself
from the fate of wife-and-mother with its messy, fleshl chilz ‘
and dull duties. [ remember memorizing that part )of the g mpos s
where Plato suggests that the right use of sexual desire chdf av’vum 45
from any particular desired body and toward love for abst o
Beztl’_lty. [ would have sympathized with his remark that it is “\I;z(ljf
gar” men Who “turn to women as the object of their love, and
raise a family.”” Pl::fo believed that the worst possible modél for
l:-zmyolt;lrlgb m:ln was “‘a woman, young or old or wrangling with
t husband, de.fymg heaven, loudly boasting, fortunate in her
;)wn conceit, or involved in misfortune or possessed by grief and
&/x;ll'cntanon — Stllll less a woman that is sick, in love, or in labor’’?
ile I was certainly not about to take 2 woman for a model ‘
there was always a danger that 1n an emotional, uncontrolled mzl
ment I might turn “womanly.” I took it as 2 warning that in order

to talk with (male) philosoph )
send the women aw]:)h sophers before he died, Socraces had to

W .
anger;(we. went inside we found Socrates just released from his chains
antippe — you know her! — sitting by him with the little bo;'
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[their son] on her knees. As soon as Xantippe saw us she broke out into
the sort of remark you would expect from a woman: “Oh Socrates, this
is the last time you and your friends will be able to talk together!” Socrates
looked at Crito. “Crto,” he said, “Someone had better take her home.'"

To cast one’s lot with reason meant staying with the men, on
the right side of power. Philosophers have often suggested that
people of superior rationality are justified in excluding and dom-
inating others. Aristotle* puts the matter plainly: frec men and
women are superior to slaves because the former are reasonable
while the latter have only enough ratonality to hear and obey
orders. Similarly, free women are rightfully subordinate to free
men. Although the free woman, unlike the slave woman or man,
has some deliberative capacity, in her this capacity is weakly de-
veloped; she cannot govern herself but must submit to the delib-
erative capacity of men. In a similar vein, Aquinas justified the
rule of men over their kinswomen:

Good order would have been wanting in the human family if some were
not governed by others wiser than themselves. So by such a kind of
subjection woman is naturally subject to man, because in man the dis-
cretion of reason predominates. [Emphasis added.}’

. 1 was sufficiently alienated from anything womanly that didn’t
‘yet realize that Reason would justify someone’s subordinating me;

! on the contrary, I delighted in the social status Reason conferred.
The arguments that made it possible for me to hold my own with
my father helped me to win prizes. Like many philosophers, 1
learned to argue people down and to use the charge of irrationality
to dismiss or intimidate. Moreover, I Jived in a country where
allegedly supenor “rationality”’ was explicitly used to justify the
class and racial privileges from which 1 profited. The injustice —
and the irrationality — of these uses of rationality were conve-
niently obscured in the long shadow cast by the mythically im-
personal, “transcendant”’ Man of Reason.

The ticket to staying with men on the right side of power was
objectivity, self-control, and detachment. As the ferminist philos-
opher Susan Bordo remarks, speaking spedifically of Descartes:
“The key term [that defines reason] is detachment: from emotional
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life, from the particularities of time and place, from personal quirks
and prejudices, and, most centrally, from the object itself” —
from whatever and whomever Reason knows.® Descartes’s vision
of a Rea'son defined in terms of “‘correct method” and founded/
on certainty reassured me largely because it circumvented both
social privilege and personal conflict. The better I reasoned the/
farther I would move from myself, from social responsibilityy and
from any particular — and therefore subjective and confusixi —
loves. ;

Rcasqn seemed to serve me well so long as I was protected from
th(? patriarchal mores of professional and domestic life. In a wormn-
en’s college [ could stay with the men — at least as a daughterly
sFudcnt and reader. Reason never really controlled fantasy or pas-
sx9n. On the other hand, He was not threatened by the politics
friendships with women, and confused family feelings from whic};
I had successfully detached Him. But in graduate school I was
c'onfronted simultaneously with the masculinity of professional
life and with my own love for a flesh-and-blood man. Because
my low’:r, soon to be my husband, was a philosopher and therefore
ReasQn s emissary, | tried to serve Reason through him, shaping
my life to his ambitions. But my Jover also provoked feelings that
_Reason labeled “feminine,” and that I no longer wanted Him to
judge, even if feeling and femininity disqualified me from Reason’s
pursuits. I had so long associated Reason with both masculinit
and detachment that it sometimes seemed necessary to dissociat)e[
my self from Him entirely. Then I had children and another “ir-
ratlo'nal" passion, a grittier, more troubling one but equally con-
suming. Although I was the wife-and-mother I had feared
becoming, I still often tried to stay with the men. But increasingl
[ felt a fraud and also disloyal to the other mere womcn-ar%d):
mothers with whom I spent much of my time.

It was not only “womanly” passion that threatened Reason’s
calf'n; dispassionate transcendence was failing in the streets as well
as in the living room. Shortly after I arrived at graduate school
I PleCth Woolworth’s in support of sit-ins in the South; pregnan,t
with my son, I took part in my first antiwar protest. Fo; the most
part [ stayed busy with domestic and teaching duties, taking part
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in demonstrations that others planned. But neither I nor my stu-
dents and friends could ignore the violences that men of reason
rationally justified, nor could we transcendentally apprehend

oppression, or in my case privilege, “under

the aspect of eter-

nity”.7 While teaching or studying alone, I might still be at home
with Reason. But even the remnants of my attachment were un-
dermined in virtually every seminar and professional meeting; too
many philosophers, cashing in on Reason’s promise, “rose above”
the social divisions from which they profited. In the worst case,
a few of them coolly justified violence with Reason’s arguments.

Reason was falling me —as a lover, mother, and ciizen. As

Western philosophers had idealized it, Reaso

n was meant to be

detached and impersonal, at best irrelevant to particular affections

and loyalties. [ needed to act on passion and be

Ideally, Reason both justified domination and
litical uses to which it was put; [ needed to

responsible to love.
transcended the po-
confront the sexual

and social politics of Reason, if only to speak self-respectfully to
| my children. Istill treasured Spinoza’s identification — which was
" also an injunction — of the individual as one who perseveres in
jts own being. But now my being was not my “own,”’ nor did I

want it to be. An argument that didn't draw

on love and sustain

it in action was worse than no argument at all.

1 might, in my disappointment, have turned against Reason.
Whenever | reasoned actively or was successful in Reason’s world,
I felt detached from the passions in which my life was rooted.

Since setting out to work meant leaving love
slay the Man of Reason I depended on. Still

behind, I wanted to
intimidated and in-

ternally silenced by philosophical ideals of rationality, I was like
the scientists whom Evelyn Fox Keller imagines, walking “a path
bounded on one side by inauthenticity and the other by subver-
sion”.8 Yet however rebellious I felt, 1 did not doubt, and I do
\ not now, that as destructive as Western ideals of Reason may be,
’ the capacity to reason is a human good. I know what 2 pleasure

it is to leam, experiment, imagine, discover,

design, and invent.

Theres is real strength in steady judgment, self-reflectiveness, clear
speech, and attentive listening. These are activities of reason and

- they are human blessings. I have never been

persuaded that there
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1s anything precious, or specifically bourgeots, or merely Western, ,
or exclusively masculine about the human needs and pleasures o’f'
reason. '
If T could not reject Reason, could I honor Reason differently?
If T could no lopger serve the Reason I had known, was it possibh‘:
to r‘ecor.xceive a reason that strengthened passion rather than op-.
posing it, that refused to separate Jove from knowledge? In theé
past, women who have criticized prevailing ideals of reason or
faﬂed to measure up to them have been called irrational. Would
it be possible to reverse this judgment, finding fault not in women
but in the ideals? Or, more daringly, were there alternative ideals !
9f reason that might derive from women’s work and experiences
ideals more appropriate to responsibility and love? Virginia Wool%'
claimed that alternative ideals might arise from the very differences
between women and men that Reason meant to transcend:

. We” — meaning by “we” a whole made up of body, brain and spirit
mﬂueﬁced by memory and tradition — must still differ in some rcspect;
from “you,” whose body, brain and spirit have been so differently trained
and are so differently influenced by memory and tradition. Though we
sce the same world, we see it through different eyes.?

Suppose, as Margaret Anderson suggests, that culture as men have
created it “is assumed to present the entire and only truth. . . .
[Then] women’s culture . . . is invisible, silenced, trivialized, and
?vholly ignored.””’® Could it be that “‘women are even now thir;king i
in ways which traditional intellection denies, decries or is unable :
to grasp,”’" as Adrienne Rich asked in 1976? "'
Faced with these new and disturbing questions, I did not give
up the ideals of Reason in which I'd been trained. I proceeded in |
an abstract, detached manner, asking first: What is the relation of :
th{nking to life? Here I turned to the men I had studied, particularly
Wittgenstein, Winch, and Habermas. All thinking, they had
scerped to teach me, arises from and is shaped by the practices in |
which people engage. What then, I asked, is a woman's practice?
Of the many activities assigned to women, I chose one: the work
of mothering is central to many women’s lives and indirectly {
affects the thinking of countless others who as daughters, sisters,
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or friends identify with mothers. If women were now thinking in
ways we had yet to grasp, then these ways would be at least partly
reflected in the thinking to which mothering gives rise — maternal

1 began my first essay on maternal thinking by quoting a Vl(.i—
torian rendition of maternal love, written, like so many senti-
mental tributes, by 2 son:

There was a young man loved 2 maid
Who taunted him. “‘Are you afraid,”
She asked, ‘‘to bring me today

Your mother’s head upon a tray?”

He went and slew his mother dead,
Tore from her breast her heart so red,
Then toward his lady love he raced,
But tripped and fell in all his haste.

As the heart rolled on the ground

It gave forth a plaintive sound.

And it spoke in accents mild:

“Did you burt yourself, my child?”'?

Many of the wishes and fears in this poem were familiar. Wo‘m.cn
are cast as rivals for the men they love. For the sake of masculinity
and “normality,” “good” mothers allow their sons fo express
contempt for their mother’s feelings, if not for their lives. More-
over, mothers are said to be masochistic and bored. No wonder
that they sacrifice their minds and hearts. It is only damage to
children that counts: “Did you hurt yourself, my child?”

This poem appealed to me, however, for its unfamiliar twist.
In the version I had discovered (I've since learned that there are
others) the lady asks for her lover’s mother’s head; evidently she
fears and respects maternal thinking. The son follows the con-
ventional wisdom, believing that it is maternal passion his lover
needs to control. Most mothers, and certainly I myself, had shared
the judgment of the son. The passions of matemity are so sudden,
intense, and confusing that women themselves remain ignorant of
the perspective, the thought, that develops from mothextxng. Asa
young mother, the only “maternal thinking” with which I was

[PISSN
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familiar was thinking about mothers and children by “experts”
who hoped to be heard by mothers rather than to hear what
mothers had to say. However disenchanted I became with Reason,
it did not occur to me that there was an intellectual life that had
anything to do with mothering. I “thought” only when I had time !
to myself, put my children out of my mind, and did philosophy.
Now, however, armed with my detached philosophical questions,
I considered and interviewed the head of “‘the mother.” But who
was [, armed with questions posed by the Man of Reason? Could
it be that it was my head there on the ground?

Certainly as 2 mother I had found myself thinking. For years [
had engaged in spirited reflection about children’s lives with other
mothers — sometimes friends, often casual acquaintances. Now,
nearing forty, [ and a few close friends found ourselves preoccupied
with our children’s conflicts and changes and with the ways our!
own choices, disappointments, and pleasures affected our children.
We were asking how we could become, during these hard times,
“good enough” mothers. We were not reflecting for the sake of
reflection; we needed answers — by bedtime, by teacher confer-
ence time, by the time we had to accept or reject a job offer in a
distant city. Though we desperately needed to act, it was abun-
dantly clear that our nighttime conclusions simply yielded the next
afternoon’s questions. We started again, with each other and in
long internal dialogue. !

Could this “chattering,” so unlike the philosophy in which I -
was trained, be “thinking”? Did I, did we, through endless tele-
phone calls and late night coffees, create themes of a “discourse”?
Could what we thought and the way we thought be put to use?

I began to answer these questions by providing a respectable
conceptual context in which the idea of maternal thinking made
sense. My initial attempt to develop distinctions and a vocabulary
for maternal thinking is represented, in amended form, in Chapter
1. In this chapter, [ devise a very general description of maternal
work in terms of the demands to which the worker responds.
These demands shape, and are in turn shaped by, the metaphysical
attitudes, cognitive capacities, and identification of virtues that
make up maternal thinking. As I try to make sense of the idea of
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maternal thinking, I am motivated by loyalty to mothers’ expe-
riences, including my own. But I reflect abstractly, alluding only
to banal and largely uncontested facts — for example, that children
need protection to survive.

Even the most abstract scheme has 1ts particular social history
and its political consequences. In Chapter 2 I take up three frequent
objections to the way in which I talk about maternal work and
thinking: that I idealize mothering, ignore both fathers and female
birthgivers, and obscure the differences and oppressive divisions
among mothers. In responding to these objections, my aim is to
clarify the politics that motivate my project.

To say that mothering gives rise to a certain type of thinking
says nothing about which attitudes, capacities, and values arise,
or why. I address this vexing question in Chapters 3, 4, and .
There the epistemological climate changes as I draw explicitly on
my own experience of mothering and try to entice readers into
reflecting on theirs.

I proceed stepwise from the general and abstract to the more
concrete and particular with a detour for contentious argument
about the project as a whole. Throughout, my aim is to articulate
distinct ways of thinking about the world — for example, about
control, vulnerability, “nature,” storytelling, and attentive love.
Although I speak often of maternal temptation and failure, I have
engaged in my project because I believe the particular maternal
ways of thinking that I have identified are valuable.

Throughout parts I and II, I consider maternal thinking, with
its distinctive flaws and virtues, as one discipline among others.
It is only in part III that I make more ambitious claims. There I
take maternal thinking to be an engaged and visionary standpoint
from which to criticize the destructiveness of war and begin to
invent peace. Mothers are often militarist and usually support the
war policies of their states. Nonetheless, [ will argue, maternal
thinking and practices are important resources for developing
peace politics. But for the moment, T claim only that maternal
thinking exists and that, whatever a reader’s politics, is worthy of
respectful consideration.

" CHAPTER ONE

Maternal Thinking

IN RECENT DECADES several philosophers have elaborated a
“practicalist” conception of “truth.” They have argued negatively
that there is no truth by which all truths can be judged nor any
foundation of truths nor any total and inclusive narrative of all
true statements. Positively they have claimed that distinctive ways
of knowing and criteria of truth arise out of practices. [ use this
general philosophical view — which makes no mention of either
women or mothers — to describe the relation between mothering

and thinking. I therefore begin by outlining very briefly certain
tenets of practicalism that I assume. !

Thinking and Practice

Fr0}11 the practicalist view, thinking arises from and js tested |
aganst practices. Practices are collective human activities distin-
guished by the aims that identify them and by the consequent
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