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Friendly Fire: Did Margaret Macdonald Contribute to Susan Stebbing’s Exclusion from the History of Analytic Philosophy?

“The ‘revolution in philosophy’ had been won bloodlessly, by a combination of mortality and studied neglect.”
Clare Mac Cumhaill and Rachael Wiseman, Metaphysical Animals (2022)

“It is, we need to remember, persons who think, not purely rational spirits”
Susan Stebbing, Thinking to Some Purpose (1939)

[bookmark: _Toc233981807]0. Introduction

This paper presents the case of Margaret Macdonald’s (1903-1956) posthumous treatment of Susan Stebbing (1885-1943) and draws out two lessons for historians of philosophy today. Put briefly, after Stebbing’s death, Macdonald – her PhD student and collaborator – wrote an early history of analytic philosophy in which Stebbing’s work appears to be credited to Bertrand Russell (specifically, her account of ‘directional analysis’). I argue that this case contains two important lessons for practitioners of the history of philosophy engaged in scholarship recovering the work of women in philosophy’s history; not least, that we should not expect any subject of historical scholarship to be morally infallible. Moreover, while I will offer reasons for thinking that Macdonald is guilty of having mistreated Stebbing’s philosophical legacy, ultimately, rather than demonizing Macdonald, my aim is to uncover what this might tell us about the experiences and challenges facing women in early analytic philosophy. More specifically, I argue that cases such as this emphasise the importance of social context when it comes to understanding marginalised figures in philosophy’s history.
The structure of this paper is as follows. Section one situates this paper in contemporary feminist history of philosophy scholarship and outlines Stebbing and Macdonald’s relationship. Section two has two aims: 2.1 outlines Stebbing’s account of directional analysis, while 2.2 outlines Macdonald’s characterisation of directional analysis – and her attribution of it to Russell – in her Introduction to the 1954 collection of essays Philosophy and Analysis. In section three, I evaluate some possible explanations of why Macdonald might have credited Russell, not Stebbing, with directional analysis. In section four, I lay out the two specific lessons that historians of philosophy stand to learn from this case study. 

[bookmark: _Toc233981808]1. The Historical Significance of the Case of Stebbing and Macdonald

The claim that doing feminist history of philosophy is complex or difficult is not novel (nor controversial). In the last two decades, historians of philosophy have put a great deal of effort into bringing to light and recovering the work of many forgotten or overlooked women philosophers.[footnoteRef:1] And feminist historians of philosophy have identified different reasons why the story of women in philosophy’s history has long gone untold and reasons why it can be difficult to tell that story even today (as well as ways of overcoming these barriers). For instance, Connell and Janssen-Lauret (2023), argue that misogynist tropes and implicit biases mean that even women who were prominent during their own lifetime continue to be seen as ‘bad’ or ‘derivative’ philosophers. In a similar vein, scholars like Waithe (1999 & 2015) Witt (2006), and Hutton (2019) have argued that women in philosophy’s history tend to be construed as ‘handmaidens’ or as ‘riding on the coattails’ of so-called canonical men (see also Connell and Janssen-Lauret 2023, 241-42). In turn, this can make it difficult to construct histories of philosophy wherein women are the protagonists and not just supporting characters.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  By this point, there are too many sources to mention. O’Neill’s (1998) work on early modern women was trailblazing.  International projects like Extending New Narratives in the History of Philosophy and History of Women Philosophers and Scientists continue this work. For leading scholarship in the recovery of women in the history of analytic philosophy, see the British Journal for the History of Philosophy special issue ‘Lost Voices: Women in Philosophy 1870-1970’ edited by Sophia Connell and Frederique Janssen-Lauret (2022). For similar work on nineteenth-century women in philosophy, see Stone (2023) and Stone and Alderwick (2024).]  [2:  Helen de Cruz also points out that a great deal of philosophical scholarship would not pass the Bechdel test (https://www.newappsblog.com/2014/04/a-bechdel-test-for-philosophy-papers.html); a test usually applied to films to discern whether they include women characters who talk to each not about a man. ] 

Recent discussions of the exclusion of women from the philosophical canon focus on difficulties emerging from the way that history of philosophy scholarship is carried out; problems that can be addressed by us, that is, practitioners of that scholarship.[footnoteRef:3] In this paper, I want to focus on a difficulty that arises not from the practice of history of philosophy scholarship – or even from our own (contemporary) implicit biases or wider attitudes towards women – but one that arises from the way that some women in the history of philosophy engaged with and treated one another. What I will focus on, in other words, concerns the internal complexity in the history of women philosophers, rather than the complexity of handling that history. To put things in more scientific terms, I want to identify a problem that emerges from a particular aspect of the data that historians of philosophy deal with rather than the ways that we deal with that data.  [3:  Of course, sexism, misogyny, and implicit bias exist outside of scholarly practice and are likely to continue to influence that practice, so the problem cannot just be solved by practicing history of philosophy in the right kind of way. But that’s one reason to get the practice right, at least.] 

Both Stebbing and Macdonald have been the subject of a recent flurry of scholarly activity. Stebbing is increasingly recognised as a central figure in the early development of analytic philosophy in Britain.[footnoteRef:4] Similarly, Macdonald is increasingly recognised as an important innovator in early analytic philosophy and linguistic analysis.[footnoteRef:5] And there is a strong case to be made that both are important figures in the institutional history of British analytic philosophy: Stebbing was President of the Aristotelian Society and Macdonald edited the journal Analysis, for example. [4:  See, e.g., Beaney and Chapman (2022); Chapman (2013); Coliva (2021); Douglas and Nassim (2021); Janssen-Lauret (2022b, 2022c); Pickel (2022); West (2022a, 2022b). ]  [5:  See, e.g., Kremer (2022); Misak (2024); Kremer and Misak 2026; Spinney (2025a, 2025b); Vlasits (2022); Whiting (2022); West (2024).] 

From 1933 onwards, Stebbing was a Professor of Philosophy at Bedford College (thus becoming the first woman in Britain to be appointed to a Professorship in Philosophy), which was part of the University of London. Stebbing first encountered Macdonald when she was an undergraduate student at Birkbeck College – another constituent college at the University of London. Most likely the two met a little earlier, but Macdonald began graduate work with Stebbing in 1932. Stebbing took Macdonald under her wing and later supervised Macdonald’s PhD which she defended (now at Bedford College) in Spring 1934 (Kremer and Misak 2026, 10). The evidence suggests that Stebbing was an advocate and supporter of Macdonald throughout her life, as she was with other young women in philosophy,[footnoteRef:6] until her premature death in 1943 (Macdonald also died prematurely in 1956). For example, in recommendation letters in support of Macdonald’s applications to research roles after her PhD (in 1934), Stebbing writes that “I have never had a better student” and characterises her as “only nominally a ‘student’” (Kremer and Misak 2026, 12). Stebbing clearly saw Macdonald as an equal, even when she was still technically her supervisor, and recent scholarship has described Stebbing as Macdonald’s “mentor and chief supporter” (Kremer and Misak 2026, 34). Later, Stebbing and Macdonald also worked together professionally. Perhaps most significantly, along with collaborators including Austin Duncan-Jones, John Wisdom, and Gilbert Ryle, both were involved in founding and editing the journal Analysis; Stebbing was on the inaugural editorial committee when the journal was founded in 1933, Macdonald later edited the journal from 1948-56.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Ruth Lydia Saw, the third woman in Britain to be a Professor of Philosophy (after Dorothy Emmet, the second), and Elsie Whetnall were also students of Stebbing in Bedford College.]  [7:  See Kremer (2022, 291-93), Mac Cumhaill and Wiseman (2022, 46), Krishnan (2023, 63).] 

It is after Stebbing’s death in 1943 that the story begins to get more complicated. In 1954, Macdonald edited and wrote the Introduction to a collection of essays entitled Philosophy and Analysis: A Selection of Articles Published in Analysis Between 1933-1940 and 1947-1953 (Macdonald 1954, 1-14). The collection was intended to provide a brief history of the journal and to offer readers a selection of some highlights from the journal’s pre- and post-WW2 publication history (there was a seven-year hiatus due to the war). More interestingly, from a historical perspective, Macdonald’s introduction also reads as an early history of analytic philosophy itself. 
In general, Macdonald’s historical account is typical of other early histories of analytic philosophy in Britain (and more recent narratives). For instance, describing the “venture” that was the publication of Analysis in 1933, Macdonald writes that it was:
[L]aunched by a group of philosophers from Cambridge, Oxford and London who had been influenced by the philosophical views and methods of Russell, Moore and Wittgenstein. They were supported by others, who shared a similar outlook, in the USA, and elsewhere. (Macdonald 1954, 1)
Macdonald’s introduction proceeds to describe what she takes to be the key contributions of Russell, Moore, and Wittgenstein, as well as some of their influences, including members of the Vienna Circle and the Logical Positivists (Macdonald 1954, 2). There are some signs of the unique spin on Wittgensteinian linguistic analysis that are characteristic of Macdonald’s own journal publications (see, e.g., Macdonald 1938 and 1953). For instance, she suggests that the term ‘analysis’ – like the terms ‘science’ and ‘art’ – is likely to be “peculiarly vague” in its meaning (Macdonald 1954, 5).[footnoteRef:8] But for the most part what ensues is a (self-)narrative of early analytic philosophy in Britain that can also be found in both contemporary and later writers about this period of British philosophy.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  For discussion of Macdonald’s linguistic analysis as applied to terms like ‘science’ and ‘art, see, for example, Vlasits 2022 and West 2024.]  [9:  For instance, Austin Duncan-Jones (the first editor of Analysis), in an essay published in the public philosophy journal The Philosopher in 1934 entitled ‘The Aims and Claims of Analysis’, develops a similar narrative that roots the analytic method in the work of Russell, Moore, and Wittgenstein (Duncan-Jones 1934). Stebbing herself also wrote an essay in the same issue of that journal entitled ‘Analysis and Philosophy’ (note that this is an inversion of Macdonald’s Philosophy and Analysis) where, like Duncan-Jones, she sets out to clarify what ‘analysis’ involves (Stebbing 1934b). After Macdonald, Gilbert Ryle developed his own narrative of the early analytic tradition in his Introduction to The Revolution in Philosophy (Ryle 1956) (as I will discuss below, Ryle is guilty of omitting both Stebbing and Macdonald from that story). Note that all these figures – Duncan-Jones, Stebbing, Ryle, and Macdonald – were involved in the journal Analysis and so may have had an invested interest in telling the story of the origins of the analytic method. It is worth noting that in later narratives – e.g., Potter 2019 or Conant & Nir (eds.) 2025 – Moore tends to have a less prominent place in the story. For Duncan-Jones, Stebbing, and Macdonald, though, Moore is a central (perhaps the central) figure.] 

However, for our present concerns, what is significant about Macdonald’s history of analytic philosophy is that, in a matter of a few pages, Macdonald appears to write Stebbing out of that history entirely. It is not simply that Macdonald failed to mention or omitted Stebbing from her history of analytic philosophy. Macdonald goes further: she credits one of the best-known features of Stebbing’s philosophy from the 1930s, her account of ‘directional analysis’, to Bertrand Russell. At first glance, then, it looks as though Macdonald commits exactly the kind of cardinal sin that contemporary feminist historians of philosophy are trying to rectify: crediting men with the ideas or works of women philosophers and,[footnoteRef:10] deliberately, it seems, writing (other) women out of the history of philosophy. [10:  See, e.g., Spinney (2025a) on Macdonald in relation to Quine and Spinney (2025b) on Macdonald and Helen Knight in relation to R. M .Hare and Peter Geach; Janssen-Lauret (2022b) on Stebbing in relation to Moore; Janssen-Lauret (2022a) on Ruth Barcan Marcus in relation to Carnap and Kripke; and Connell and Janssen-Lauret (2023, 241-42) on this issue in this era more generally. ] 

I should stress, at this point, that my aim here is not to demonize Macdonald – although I do think that whatever the possible mitigating circumstances (which I discuss below) may be, Macdonald is guilty of mistreating Stebbing’s legacy. However, what I am ultimately interested in, and think it is important to explore, is the idea that women themselves were involved in the process of obfuscating or burying the work of other women in philosophy’s history. In this context, my aim is to examine why that may have occurred and what that tells us about the status and experiences of women in philosophy and the implications for their relationships to one another. In what follows, therefore, I will evaluate some possible explanations of why Macdonald treated Stebbing’s legacy in this way and what the take-away lessons are for our practice of history of philosophy scholarship today. I want to tie this discussion to a wider point that is increasingly recognised by historians of philosophy, particularly those interested in expanding the canon and de-colonialising that history, namely, that virtually all philosophers are morally fallible and that even work aimed at recovering over-looked and marginalised figures ought not be or become a form (underdog) hero-worship. In Stebbing’s own words, “[i]t is, we need to remember, persons who think, not purely rational spirits” (Stebbing 1939, 18). Even when scholarship is aimed at telling more inclusive and diverse stories about philosophy’s history, we should not expect that story to be straightforward – as this case shows, women can mistreat other women in similar ways to how they might, themselves, have been mistreated by men. For better or worse, philosophers are human beings. Having set up the significance of this case study, in the next section I introduce Stebbing’s account of directional analysis and outline how, in Macdonald’s account, it is attributed to Russell.

[bookmark: _Toc233981809]2. Directional Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc233978394][bookmark: _Toc233981810]2.1 Stebbing on Directional Analysis

In this section, I outline Stebbing’s account of directional analysis which she developed in papers from the early- to mid-1930s. Doing so is instrumental to show, in 2.2, that it is Stebbing’s view that Macdonald attributes to Russell in her Introduction to Philosophy and Analysis.
	I want to begin with a point I will return to and discuss in greater detail in section three, because it is worth making explicit: directional analysis is a notion that Stebbing introduced into 1930s analytic philosophy. As recent scholarship (e.g., Chapman 2013, ch. 4; Beaney and Chapman 2022, section 3; Janssen-Lauret 2022b and 2022c, section 4)[footnoteRef:11] has made clear, the notion was pioneered by Stebbing – and, in writings from the 1940s which look back on her work from the 1930s, Stebbing clearly took ownership of it (see, e.g., Stebbing 1942, 527). While directional analysis has been discussed in connection to Russell (e.g., Hager 2003, 156-57), even in that context it is attributed to Stebbing.[footnoteRef:12] Given that Macdonald was a student, collaborator, and friend of Stebbing’s, this makes the question of why she would appear to attribute the idea to Russell all the more pressing. But before addressing that question, I will outline what directional analysis involves. [11:  My exposition of directional analysis will be brief. See any of these sources for a more in-depth account.]  [12:  An anonymous referee pointed out that even if he does not use the phrase ‘directional analysis’, in work such as The Philosophy of Logical Atomism, Russell could plausibly be described as employing a method that fits Stebbing’s description of what directional analysis involves. I do not contest this. But this does not detract from the point at hand here, namely, Macdonald’s failure to acknowledge Stebbing’s role in discussions of directional analysis in the 1930s. Even if Russell was engaging in what could plausibly be described as ‘directional analysis’, given Macdonald’s relationship with Stebbing and Stebbing’s important role in giving a label to directional analysis and taking discussions about it forward, it remains the case that Macdonald could and should have mentioned Stebbing in her account. For evidence that, at the time (i.e., the early 1930s), Stebbing was seen as a key figure in discussions of directional analysis, see (for example) Max Black’s 1933 paper ‘Philosophical Analysis’ (Black 1933, especially 237-238) (Black was also a supervisee of Stebbing); see also Black, Wisdom, and Cornforth (1934). In this symposium, all three speakers emphasise Stebbing’s important role in discussions of analysis in the 1930s. ] 

	In a lecture delivered in 1933 to the British Academy, Stebbing claims that, in general, philosophical analysis involves taking one expression and re-formulating it into a second expression “which says more clearly what the original expression said less clearly” (Stebbing 1933, 86). In ‘The Method of Analysis in Metaphysics’ (Stebbing 1932) and ‘Directional Analysis and Basic Facts’ (Stebbing 1934a), Stebbing distinguishes between two kinds of philosophical analysis. First, there is what she calls “analysis at the same level” (Stebbing 1934a, 34-35). This kind of analysis typically involves finding different ways of expressing certain claims and is, in that sense, a kind of linguistic analysis. For instance, one might begin with a proposition like ‘A and B are cousins’ and analyse that proposition such that it is re-expressed as ‘One parent of A is a sibling of the parent of B’ (Stebbing 1934a, 34-35). In such a case, through the process of analysing the first statement – e.g., by paying attention to what the concept of cousinhood involves – we have learnt something about what that proposition means. This kind of analysis, according to Stebbing, occurs “at the same level” because, while I have learnt something about the concept of cousinhood, the analysis in question hasn’t told us anything new about the world. Instead, we have learnt how a particular term (‘cousin’) is used or, at most, what a particular concept (the concept of ‘cousinhood’) involves.
	Stebbing contrasts analysis at the same level with ‘directional analysis’. She first introduces the notion of directional analysis in the context of a discussion of what successful metaphysics would look like. Stebbing’ answer is that: 
Metaphysics is a systematic study concerned to show what is the structure of the facts in the world to which reference is made, with varying degrees of indirectness, whenever a true statement is made. In so far as the aim of metaphysics were achieved, it would enable us to know what precisely there is in the world. (Stebbing 1932, 65)[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Note Stebbing’s cautious tone here. ‘The Method of Analysis in Metaphysics’ was published just before the peak of Logical Positivism’s influence on British philosophy. This helps to explain why Stebbing’s description of successful metaphysical analysis is hypothetical: if it were achieved, “it would enable us to know what precisely there is in the world”.] 

Stebbing goes on to argue that successful metaphysics, in this vein, would require directional analysis; “analysis at other levels” (Stebbing 1934a, 35). Directional analysis, if it is successfully carried out, is not limited to moving between propositions at the same level and simply clarifying the meaning of terms or concept. Instead, directional analysis moves from propositions or utterances to facts about the world. According to Stebbing, one of the key features of directional analysis (in contrast to analysis at the same level) is that “[t]here must be a progressive approach towards greater and greater simplicity” (Stebbing 1932, 87). Directional analysis involves identifying or uncovering the more “basic facts” upon which a proposition depends, and which make it true (Stebbing 1932, 88). In turn, by uncovering these more basic facts we come to learn about “the configuration of the ultimate constituents of the world” (Stebbing 1932, 88). For instance, a metaphysician defending a kind of reductive physicalism about the mind might argue that the proposition ‘I am thinking” can be reformulated as ‘My brain is going through certain neuro-physical processes’.[footnoteRef:14] The analysis on offer here is directional: we haven’t just learnt about the concept of ‘thought’ or what the term ‘thinking’ means. Rather, a more basic – in this case, physical – fact has been uncovered which can help explain the truth conditions of the initial proposition. The analysis on offer here (if successful), has moved us closer to the world, towards a better understanding of its “ultimate constituents”.  [14:  This is my own example, not Stebbing’s. As an anonymous referee noted, “Stebbing herself was strikingly reluctant to offer concrete examples of directional analysis” (I quote the referee’s wording here). ] 


[bookmark: _Toc233978395][bookmark: _Toc233981811]2.2 Macdonald on Directional Analysis

In her introduction to Philosophy and Analysis, Macdonald gives a brief history of the origin of “philosophical analysis”; a phrase, she explains, that was introduced “as a technical, philosophical term for the work of Moore and Russell”, “later extended to that of Wittgenstein”, and which now applies “to the work of any philosopher which resembles, or shows the influence, of one of these models” (Macdonald 1954, 7).[footnoteRef:15] Russell and Moore, she writes, argued that “philosophical problems might be solved by a better understanding of the meaning of language” (Macdonald 1945, 8). This idea was later “[t]ransformed […] by the genius of Wittgenstein” and has, she adds, “been continuously fertile”.  [15:  Note that Macdonald thus avoids defining ‘philosophical analysis’ – and, in turn, ‘analytic philosophy’ – in terms of a strict definition or in terms of necessary and sufficient criteria. In other words, she opts not to define ‘analysis’ analytically. Instead, she claims, a work counts as ‘analytic’ if it bears a family resemblance to the work of Russell, Moore, or Wittgenstein or if it can be seen as having been influence by their work. In so doing, Macdonald pre-empts (e.g.,) Glock (2008, 214-223). ] 

	Macdonald then provides an outline of Russell’s theory of descriptions; in her words, the idea that: “to find out what a sentence means or a proposition asserts one must deduce those other propositions upon which its truth depends” (Macdonald 1954, 8). She explains how the theory of descriptions, combined with Russell’s Principle of Acquaintance, and “another favourite device of Russells’, Ockham’s Razor led him to the following position: 
[A]ll complex objects must be ‘reduced’ to combinations of simple elements known by acquaintance; that all general propositions must be ultimately translatable into particular propositions composed wholly of logically proper names. (Macdonald 1954, 8)
So far, so uncontroversial. The account given here will be familiar to readers of Russell and works such as ‘On Denoting’ (1905). But Macdonald goes on. “This result”, she writes (the ‘result’ being the position sketched above): 
[W]as thought to be achieved by a special form of analysis called ‘directional analysis’ which was frequently discussed up to about 1936. (Macdonald 1954, 8)
Now this is peculiar. ‘Directional analysis’, as outlined in the previous subsection, is a notion that Stebbing developed in works published in the years preceding 1936. Macdonald seems to have omitted to mention Stebbing when she clearly could have. Perhaps she even had Stebbing in mind, here (indeed, given what we know about Macdonald and Stebbing’s relationship it seems she must have). But the failure to mention Stebbing by name seems glaring – as does Macdonald’s use of the passive voice (e.g., “was frequently discussed”) which appears to have been (deliberately) used to avoid naming and giving credit to Stebbing.[footnoteRef:16] Macdonald’s omission of Stebbing’s name and use of the passive voice seems designed to give her reader’s the impression that ‘directional analysis’ was Russell’s idea, or at the very least to avoid crediting it to Stebbing. After all, the point that Macdonald is making in this passage is that Russell’s position – a combination of the theory of descriptions, the Principle of Acquaintance, and Ockham’s Razor – was “thought to be achieved” by directional analysis. A reader unfamiliar with Stebbing would be forgiven for thinking that the method of directional analysis was another of the great Betrand Russell’s achievements in philosophy. At best, it seems like Macdonald could have done much more to stop her readers from reaching that conclusion – even if she had Stebbing in mind or felt that some of her readers might too. At worse, it seems like Macdonald deliberately avoided crediting Stebbing.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  Thanks to an anonymous referee for emphasising this point. ]  [17:  As an anonymous referee pointed out, Macdonald’s misattribution of directional analysis to Russell is all the more striking given that Stebbing was herself critical of Russell’s views on analysis. As Max Black notes, “Mr. Bertrand Russell's well-known definition of the logico-analytic method [was] criticized destructively in Miss Stebbing's paper” (Black 1932-33, 238). Black is referring to Stebbing (1932).] 

	The question of what to make of this case is further complicated if we situate it in the context of Stebbing and Macdonald’s relationship. Macdonald was a student of Stebbing’s from 1932-42, when Stebbing’s works on directional analysis were published (in 1932 and 1934). It seems very unlikely she would not have known that directional analysis was Stebbing’s idea. Further, given the role that Stebbing played as a supervisor and advocate of Macdonald, one cannot help but wonder why she would not take the opportunity to credit Stebbing as also having played some role in the development of early analytic philosophy. These concerns are exacerbated a couple of pages later (by which point Macdonald is discussing G. E. Moore) when she writes: 
Moore’s conception of philosophical analysis involves none of the metaphysics apparatus of Russell’s ‘directional analysis’. (Macdonald 1954, 10)
This time, the message seems even clearer: directional analysis is “Russell’s”. In a couple of pages, Macdonald seems to have made Stebbing’s idea an important part of the story of early analytic philosophy, while removing Stebbing herself from the story entirely. Since Stebbing had died in 1943, there was no way for her to contradict that story. To borrow Eileen O’Neill’s turn-of-phrase, it is as though Stebbing wrote her papers on directional analysis in “disappearing ink” (O’Neill 1998). Macdonald could have done something about this and ensured that Stebbing’s legacy was protected. But it appears she didn’t. In fact, it appears that she deliberately wrote over Stebbing’s contributions. What happened? 

[bookmark: _Toc233981812]3. Explaining Macdonald’s Treatment of Stebbing

3.1 A mistaken misattribution?
In this section, I evaluate some possible explanations of why Macdonald failed to name Stebbing in her discussion of directional analysis. First, it might be argued that Macdonald simply made a mistake in crediting Russell, not Stebbing, with directional analysis. This suggestion might be supported by the idea that Stebbing herself does not always present her discussion of directional analysis – and, in turn, her use of the phrase ‘directional analysis’ – in a way that makes it explicit that this is a novel notion that she is introducing. In her 1932 paper, for example, she simply states that the question she will be setting out to answer is “whether directional analysis is possible” (Stebbing 1932, 87). A reader, picking up the paper for the first time, might be forgiven for thinking that ‘directional analysis’ was something philosophers were already talking about. Similarly, in her 1934 paper, Stebbing doesn’t write about directional analysis in a way that it makes it obvious that it’s a notion that she introduced. For instance, she writes that “Mr Bronstein thinks that I have used directional analysis ‘in order to justify the belief in basic facts’” (Stebbing 1934, 33, my emphasis). Again, a reader of this paper might take Stebbing’s use of the word ‘used’, here, to imply that directional analysis is a notion she has taken from someone else and adapted.
It is also worth noting that Macdonald is not the only subsequent writer to have credited someone else with having introduced the notion of directional analysis. Siobhan Chapman notes that John Wisdom (a former student of G. E. Moore almost 20 years Stebbing’s junior) also came to be associated with the notion thanks to his work on logical constructions in the 1930s (Chapman 2013, 69; see also Hager 2003, 156-57). It might also be relevant that Wisdom and Stebbing were both influenced by G. E. Moore. Indeed, it was typical of early scholarship on Stebbing to characterise her as a ‘disciple’ of Moore.[footnoteRef:18] Perhaps this explains why even a more recent commentator, like Milkov (2003, 358), for example, talks of “Moore’s directional analysis” – crediting Moore with having originated the notion. [18:  See, e.g., Ayer (1977, 71). For a robust criticism of this trend, see Janssen-Lauret (2022b) and Connell and Janssen-Lauret (2023, 242).] 

However, as Chapman explains, Stebbing’s discussion of “bi-part or two-levelled” analysis preceded Wisdom’s, and the phrase ‘directional analysis’ was clearly Stebbing’s own (Chapman 2013, 69). Janssen-Lauret (2022b) similarly argues that directional analysis is very much a product of Stebbing’s thought and one that Stebbing herself claimed as her own. This is made clear in other places in Stebbing’s writing where she is more explicit in claiming directional analysis as her own idea. For instance, in an essay on Moore’s influence on her work, Stebbing writes that, “Such an analysis I once called ‘directional analysis’” (Stebbing 1942, 527, my emphasis) – clearly identifying herself as having baptised the notion. Similarly, Chapman notes that when giving a 1931 paper to the American Philosophical Association, Stebbing “introduces her audience, almost in passing, to her new notion of directional analysis” (Chapman 2013, 70). These examples clearly indicate that Stebbing felt that directional analysis was her own notion. Given the relationship between Stebbing and Macdonald, it seems unlikely that Macdonald was not aware of that. It seems very unlikely, in other words, that Macdonald didn’t know that directional analysis was Stebbing’s idea.

3.2 An external influence?
It may be that Macdonald’s Introduction to Philosophy and Analysis was edited by an external party or that the content of her introduction received feedback or advice from someone who influenced the outcome.
By this point in her career, Macdonald was a prominent figure in British analytic philosophy with many publications in leading philosophy journals and the editorship of Analysis under her belt. Nonetheless, there were undoubtedly power dynamics at play in her intellectual and professional environment which may have meant that she wrote her early history of analytic philosophy under the influence of someone else. As Connell and Janssen-Lauret (2023) demonstrate, even the most successful women in early twentieth century British philosophy tended to be deferential to their men counterparts. Additionally, even though Macdonald had become a prominent philosophical voice, her employment situation was somewhat precarious and less than ideal. While her contemporaries, including the men who have leading roles in her history of analytic philosophy, held positions such as the Professor of Mental Philosophy and Logic at Cambridge University (Moore) or Waynflete Professor of Metaphysical Philosophy at Oxford University (Ryle), for much of her postdoctoral career Macdonald was a librarian at St Hilda’s College in Oxford (Kremer and Misak 2026, 2). It was only from 1946 onwards that Macdonald held a secure academic position as a Lecturer at Bedford College – later being promoted to Reader in 1954 (Kremer and Misak 2026, 41). Along with being a woman in a male-dominated field, Macdonald’s more precarious circumstances may have inclined her to be deferential to external influences on her work in Philosophy and Analysis. And perhaps it was an external influence that led Macdonald to omit her mentor Stebbing from her history of analytic philosophy.
Who might that external influence have been? I will begin by quickly introducing and then dismissing one candidate: Max Black. In an acknowledgement, Macdonald thanks “Professor Max Black for his encouragement and advice in preparing this volume” (Macdonald 1954, 14). Could Black – who was also supervised by Stebbing (Stebbing and Black also worked together on the left-leaning journal The Modern Quarterly) – have had a hand in Stebbing’s omission from Macdonald’s historical narrative? While Black was critical of some of Stebbing’s views on analysis (Chapman 2013, 76-77), in various places in his writing he actually emphasises the important role that Stebbing played in discussions of directional analysis and praises her criticisms of Russell’s views on analysis (Black 1933, 237-238; Black 1938, 51). It seems unlikely, therefore, that he would have pushed for Stebbing’s contribution to be omitted from Philosophy and Analysis. For that reason, I will not pursue this suggestion any further. 
Based on what we know about who was involved in Analysis, along with two pieces of recent scholarship (Kremer 2022 and Misak 2024), I suggest that a more plausible candidate is Gilbert Ryle. It’s worth qualifying this statement: if there was an external influence on Macdonald’s approach to the Introduction of Philosophy and Analysis, then a plausible candidate is Ryle. This is not the same as saying that it is likely that Ryle did indeed exert this influence. This cannot be proven conclusively – although, as I hope will become clear, the suggestion is not without merit.
Drawing on archival materials, Michael Kremer has demonstrated that, after her move to Oxford in the late 1930s, Macdonald and Ryle were “very close friend[s]” (Kremer 2022, 309). Kremer also suggests that, after her death, Macdonald’s work – along with conversations the two “might have had” (Kremer 2022, 309) – may have continued to influence Ryle’s views on topics such as the mind and language. Macdonald and Ryle were close enough that Macdonald bequeathed several of her correspondences to Ryle in her will (Kremer 2022, 296). This is the first sign that there may have been some kind of power dynamic at play. For, despite asking Ryle to preserve her letters, Ryle destroyed all but one of them with his own correspondences “when he tried to eliminate his own Nachlass” (Kremer 2022, 296). In doing so, whether deliberately or not, Ryle eliminated important traces of Macdonald’s legacy along with his own. Ryle did not get forgotten to history (even if he might have preferred it that way) whereas, until recently, Macdonald did. Of course, even if her archival materials were preserved, there’s no guarantee that Macdonald would be better known today, but there is a greater chance that she would be, and we would now be able to say more about her. Ryle clearly exerted power over Macdonald’s legacy; power that was granted by Macdonald herself because of their friendship. Of course, this is only circumstantial evidence that Ryle might have influenced Macdonald in Philosophy and Analysis, but it serves as a prima facie indication that there was a power dynamic at play.
Cheryl Misak’s (2024) account of Macdonald and Ryle’s relationship pushes this suggestion further. Misak argues that Ryle’s famous distinction between ‘know-how’ and ‘know-that’, along with several other lines of argument in his hugely influential The Concept of Mind (1949), is at least partially indebted to the influence that Macdonald exerted on his thinking. Misak argues that: “Ryle took up Margaret Macdonald’s reading of the pragmatists C. S. Peirce and F. P. Ramsey, without acknowledgment to her or to them” (Misak 2024, 640). Specifically, Misak argues that Macdonald’s contribution to a 1937 Joint Session symposium on ‘Induction and Hypothesis’ (Macdonald 1937), which Ryle also took part in, shaped his views in The Concept of Mind. 
I will not go into the details of Misak’s philosophical argument here. But what is significant for my present concerns is the biographical evidence that Misak presents concerning Ryle and Macdonald’s relationship. Misak points to evidence that “that Macdonald had been hoping that more would come of their friendship—that they would become a couple” (Misak 2024, 653). This includes a letter from Martha Kneale, a philosopher and Fellow of Lady Margaret Hall, Oxford,[footnoteRef:19] to her husband William Kneale, in which she suggests that Macdonald and Ryle might “make a match of it” (Misak 2024, 653). Given these biographical details, Misak speculates that, even if it appears that Ryle stole ideas from Macdonald, “[s]he may have been happy to turn her points about knowledge how and inference tickets over to Ryle” (Misak 2024, 653). More sceptically, one might also wonder whether Ryle exploited his close relationship with Macdonald.  [19:  For an introduction to Martha Kneale’s thought, see Heal (2022).] 

Perhaps the same is true in the case of Ryle’s possibly exerting an influence on Philosophy and Analysis. There is only so much that history of philosophy can tell us about such speculative questions – as Misak notes, “lying beneath the surface of this explanation is a vast and deep ocean of questions about gender and class insecurity” (Macdonald also had a much more working-class upbringing than virtually all her contemporaries in academic philosophy).[footnoteRef:20] Nonetheless, the relationship between Macdonald and Ryle lends support to the idea that he was in a position to influence her account of analytic philosophy’s history. [20:  See Kremer and Misak (2026, section one).] 

	Beyond what we know about Macdonald and Ryle’s relationship, is there any reason to believe that he may have been involved in writing Stebbing out of Macdonald’s early history of analytic philosophy? There are two points in favour of this suggestion. First, Ryle was one of the founding editors of Analysis and continued to contribute to the journal. For instance, two of his articles were re-printed in Philosophy and Analysis in 1954. His involvement in the journal (along with his close relationship to her) may have given him the means to influence Macdonald’s introduction. 
Second, two years later, in 1956, Ryle wrote his own history of analytic philosophy as part of a collection he edited entitled The Revolution in Philosophy (Ryle 1956). In Ryle’s own rendering of that history, he too omits Stebbing – and Macdonald – entirely. In the words of Clare Mac Cumhaill and Rachael Wiseman: 
Susan Stebbing, who had died in 1943, would soon be written out of the story [of analytic philosophy in Cambridge and Oxford], along with Margaret Macdonald (the post-war editor of Stebbing’s Analysis) who passed away just as the first official history [of analytic philosophy] The Revolution in Philosophy (1956),[footnoteRef:21] edited by Gilbert Ryle, went to print. Neither of these women gets a mention – an inexcusable omission by Ryle, who knew both Stebbing and Macdonald, and their work, well. The ‘revolution in philosophy’ had been won bloodlessly, by a combination of mortality and studied neglect. (Mac Cumhaill and Wiseman 2022, 141) [21:  Note that if Macdonald’s Introduction to Philosophy and Analysis counts as an ‘official history of analytic philosophy’, then it would be the first, not The Revolution in Philosophy. It fairs no better, though, in presenting women as part of that history, even if it was written by one.] 

Here we have evidence that Ryle was given to writing women like Stebbing and Macdonald out of analytic philosophy’s history, despite knowing first-hand the role they played in, e.g., establishing Analysis. Given what we know about the relationship and possible power dynamic between Ryle and Macdonald, along with the fact that he was involved in the journal Analysis, there is a not unconvincing case to be made that Ryle may have influenced Macdonald’s omission of Stebbing from Philosophy and Analysis. Perhaps he edited Macdonald’s introduction, removing references to Stebbing, or perhaps he briefed her or collaborated with her in deciding on who ought to feature in the history of analytic sketched therein. Perhaps Macdonald asked Ryle, her friend and a prominent figure in philosophy, for his advice. We will never know the details. But we do know that Ryle would later write both women out of his own history of analytic philosophy and that he could, plausibly, have influenced Macdonald’s own such history. 

3.3 ‘Punching down’ to get up? 
An explanation for Macdonald’s treatment of Stebbing might lie in an appreciation of just how difficult it was for a woman to establish themselves in academic philosophy during this time. Macdonald herself once wrote that: “I have been hoping to get a permanent lectureship in philosophy […] It is difficult in my subject, especially for a woman” (Kremer 2022, 292).[footnoteRef:22] This is corroborated by Stebbing’s experience applying for a vacant chair in philosophy at Cambridge (which eventually went to Wittgenstein). Writing to a friend, Stebbing recounts that Ryle had told her, “Of course everyone thinks you are the right person to succeed Moore, except that you are a woman” (Chapman 2013, 126). [22:  Macdonald was writing an appeal to the NCHO (the National Children’s Home and Orphanage) which had requested that she pay back an overdue loan. ] 

	Why might this help explain Macdonald’s treatment of Stebbing’s legacy? The answer may lie in the fact that, when it came to philosophy in this period – and this is still true today – success lay in demonstrating the ability to argue with other philosophers. Alongside developing novel theories and ideas, philosophers were judged on their ability to successfully criticise one another, find flaws in each other’s arguments, and, where possible, knock one another down. Consider, for instance, Mary Midgley’s description of the atmosphere of philosophy in Oxford in the 1930s as a “style of philosophising that results from encouraging a lot of clever young men to compete in winning arguments”.[footnoteRef:23] Succeeding as a philosopher, in this context, was at least partly a matter of being able to show that other philosophers’ ideas were wrong.  [23:  https://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/nov/28/golden-age-female-philosophy-mary-midgley ] 

	But as a woman in philosophy, playing this game was particularly treacherous. In the words of Vera Parnell, a French tutor in Somerville College in Oxford, in 1938, “the women are very much on probation in this University” (Mac Cumhaill and Wiseman 2022, 18). The same was true across British philosophy. Stebbing had been appointed the first woman Professor of Philosophy in 1933, and there wasn’t another until 1946 (Dorothy Emmet) after Stebbing had died. There is clear evidence that, in this environment, it was potentially dangerous to the career of a woman in philosophy to speak ill of their men peers. Consider the instance of Alice Ambrose, who studied with Wittgenstein (alongside Macdonald) in the 1930s.[footnoteRef:24] Letters from 1935 make it apparent that there was bust up between Wittgenstein and Ambrose, during which, in Wittgenstein’s words (in a letter to Moore), “she gave me cheek” (McGuinness 2008, 242).[footnoteRef:25] This resulted in Wittgenstein quitting as Ambrose’s examiner and, in so doing, jeopardising her whole career. In a world where men like Wittgenstein, Moore, and Ryle held the strings of power, it mattered who you did and didn’t upset. As a woman trying to establish herself in this context, Macdonald would have found herself in a precarious position; needing to demonstrate her philosophical acumen through rigorous argument and criticism but also not wanting to upset the figures who could make or break her career. Perhaps this can help explain Macdonald’s treatment of Stebbing.  [24:  Ambrose used some of Macdonald’s lecture notes to compile Wittgenstein’s Lectures: 1932-1935.]  [25:  See also Ambrose and Lazerowitz (1972, 22-4).] 

With that suggestion in mind, it’s worth briefly examining Macdonald’s engagement with another woman philosopher, Helen Knight. In the 1935-36 Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, Knight delivered a talk on ‘The Use of ‘Good’ in Aesthetic Judgements’ (Knight 1935-36). Knight applies linguistic analysis to the question of what the word ‘good’ means when we say that certain pieces of artwork are ‘good’. In brief, Knight’s answer is that whenever we use the word ‘good’ we are saying that the artwork in question satisfies a set of (typically) implicitly held and often unarticulated criteria (Knight 1935-36, 210). Knight’s views did not receive much attention until at least thirteen years later, in 1949, when Macdonald criticised Knight’s argument in her contribution to an Aristotelian Society symposium on the question ‘What Are the Distinctive Features of Arguments Used in Criticism of the Arts’ (Macdonald 1949).[footnoteRef:26] Macdonald’s talk followed those by two men, A. H. Hannay and John Holloway, neither of whom mention Knight. Yet the final part of Macdonald’s talk is dedicated to criticising Knight’s position from 1935-36 and demonstrating the merits of her own alternative. [26:  Both papers were later re-printed in a 1954 collection of essays on Aesthetics and Language, edited by William Elton. ] 

	Why might Macdonald have chosen to respond to what was, by this point, a relatively obscure paper by Knight in her contribution to a symposium alongside Hannay and Holloway? One suggestion is that Macdonald may have seen in Knight’s view an opportunity to demonstrate her critical acumen by ‘punching down’, so to speak, on a fellow woman philosopher. It’s worth noting that Macdonald uses Knight’s position from 1935-36 as a foil for her own position, on which “to affirm that a work is good is [...] like bestowing a medal” (Macdonald 1949, 190). Without going into the details here,[footnoteRef:27] it seems clear that Macdonald saw her critique of Knight as a useful foundation on which to develop her own novel position. And, appealing once more to her immediate context, Macdonald may also have seen Knight as an innocuous target for criticism. First, because Knight was also a woman. Second, because by this point Knight had already left academic philosophy – and in 1949 she moved to other side of the world (Australia). As was the case in Macdonald’s misattribution of directional analysis to Russell instead of Stebbing, Knight wasn’t around to respond to her.  [27:  See Spinney (2025b) for more detail.] 

	If this account of Macdonald’s behaviour is plausible, then it might help us understand her treatment of Stebbing. Perhaps because she was aware of who held the levers of power – men like Russell, Moore, Wittgenstein, and Ryle – and perhaps because she knew there would be no repercussions to her mistreatment of a fellow woman philosopher who was no longer around to correct her, Macdonald wrote a history of analytic philosophy that would help her to be seen as falling in line with the ‘establishment’. In so doing, perhaps Macdonald sought to ensure that her own place in the institutional centre of analytic philosophy was secure. Again, while Macdonald is no doubt guilty of mistreating Stebbing’s legacy for the reasons outlined above, I think a key take-away here is that it informs us just how difficult, challenging, and (to use some contemporary parlance) ‘toxic’ the atmosphere for women in philosophy was at this time. 

[bookmark: _Toc233978397][bookmark: _Toc233981813]3.4 Not ‘punching down’ but holding up?
Before outlining the two lessons that historians of philosophy stand to learn from this case, it is worth considering one final – and more positive – reading of Macdonald’s treatment of Stebbing. 
Perhaps, rather than omitting or discrediting Stebbing’s achievements, Macdonald was trying to preserve them in the face of the pressures, challenges, and biases facing women in the context of mid-twentieth century British philosophy. We know, thanks to personal correspondences and archival materials (and scholarship like Connell and Janssen-Lauret 2023) that philosophy in Britain at this time was an incredibly inhospitable environment for women. Due to external pressures – from both individuals (like Ryle and Wittgenstein) and the structure of the discipline more widely – it may simply be that Macdonald could not include (or felt she could not include) Stebbing’s name alongside the likes of Russell, Moore, and Wittgenstein. Again, this is speculative, but if Ryle did have an editorial hand in Philosophy and Analysis, perhaps Macdonald was aware he would simply remove Stebbing’s name from the introduction. Or perhaps it would have been seen as highly unorthodox, and therefore risky, professionally, to do so; an instance in which Macdonald would be at risk of sticking her head above the parapet, so to speak. And as the case of Ambrose shows, that risk could have significant consequences for a woman. In which case, we might read Macdonald’s decision to mention directional analysis (even without Stebbing’s name attached) as an attempt to preserve – albeit implicitly – Stebbing’s place in her history of analytic philosophy.[footnoteRef:28] Moreover, by crediting Russell with the idea, Macdonald would have been playing into the trope of celebrating his achievements in developing the new analytic method, while also, perhaps, including a nod and a wink to those readers familiar with Stebbing’s work that she, too, is deserving of praise.[footnoteRef:29] [28:  I am grateful to Manuel Fasko for pushing me to develop this line of thought.]  [29:  A slightly more nuanced version of this explanation might be that Macdonald wanted to inoculate Stebbing from criticisms that, by the time that Philosophy and Analysis was published, the notion of directional analysis had received. Macdonald herself is critical of directional analysis (and Russell by extension) in her Introduction (Macdonald 1954, 9-10). Max Black also criticised the notion of directional analysis (and Russell) in ‘The Evolution of Positivism’ (Black 1938, 56-57). As noted above, Macdonald thanks Black for his “encouragement and advice” in preparing the text (1954, 14). Perhaps these two former students of Stebbing were trying to disassociate her name from an idea that they felt had not withstood the test of time. Admittedly, this suggestion may be a little overly charitable to Macdonald. ] 

A proponent of this more positive reading might explain Macdonald’s treatment of Knight in a similar way. The suggestion above (in 3.3) was that Macdonald dug out Knight’s paper on aesthetics to critique a fellow woman philosopher with no risk of repercussions. But perhaps this was also an attempt to resuscitate Knight’s work after thirteen years out in the cold. By the time Macdonald published her own paper in aesthetics, in 1949, she was (finally) in a secure position as a Lecturer in Bedford College. Arguably, she could now afford to shine some light on the work of another unduly neglected woman – and, what’s more, someone Macdonald would have known personally since both she and Knight (and Ambrose) studied together with Wittgenstein in the 1930s. Admittedly, Macdonald is highly critical of Knight’s view. But, in the context of analytic philosophy, criticism is also a mark of respect; it is a sign that a piece of philosophy has been taken seriously (see also Macdonald’s review of Stebbing’s Men and Moral Principles (Macdonald 1945) which provides both glowing reflections on Stebbing’s life and achievements, while also levelling a serious philosophical criticism at Stebbing’s moral philosophy).[footnoteRef:30] Most analytic philosophers – then, and now – would agree that receiving criticism is preferable to being ignored. [30:  For discussion, see Robson and West forthcoming. ] 

Whether this reading of Macdonald’s treatment of Stebbing is plausible is ambiguous. It is hard to get around the fact that Macdonald refers to “Russell’s directional analysis” (Macdonald 1954, 10). Even if her intentions were good – perhaps she meant something like ‘Russell’s use of directional analysis’ – it still seems likely that the allusion to Stebbing would be lost on readers who weren’t already looking out for it. But there is at least, I hope to have shown, scope for a more charitable interpretation of what is going on. 
A final note: these four explanations are not intended to be mutually exclusive. In fact, it seems likely that a combination of some or all can explain Macdonald’s behaviour. First, perhaps Stebbing could have done more to ensure that people knew that directional analysis was her idea but exhibited the kind of modesty that was common in the writing of women from the time (Connell and Janssen-Lauret 2023). Second, an external figure like Ryle may have influenced Macdonald’s treatment of Stebbing, given the power dynamics that existed between them. Third, Macdonald’s treatment of Stebbing may be a symptom of the dog-eat-dog world in which many women in philosophy operated. Fourth, perhaps Macdonald as attempting to do something to preserve Stebbing’s place in the story of early analytic philosophy, even in spite of that context (admittedly, options three and four are difficult to square with one another; although it does seem possible that Macdonald was acting for her own benefit while also attempting to ensure that Stebbing remained in the picture somehow – people and their motivations are, after all, complex). What ties all four explanations together, of course, is that they are features of a professional, personal, and intellectual environment that was extremely hostile to women. 

[bookmark: _Toc233981814]4. Lessons from the Case of Stebbing and Macdonald

To conclude, I will argue that there are two lessons that practitioners of history of philosophy scholarship, especially feminist historians, stand to learn from the case of Stebbing and Macdonald. 
First, we should not expect any figure in the history of philosophy to be morally infallible – even if they were, in their own time and in subsequent scholarship, victims of sexism, marginalisation, or any other form of exclusionary practice. Clearly, Stebbing and Macdonald’s lives and careers were affected by the misogynistic practices and biases of their contemporaries. While both women held senior positions at Bedford College by their end of their lives, this required overcoming this misogyny. Yet, the fact that Stebbing and Macdonald were the victims of sexism does not automatically entail that they did not engage in exclusionary or marginalising practices themselves. The relationship between (a) being a victim of an exclusionary practice and (b) engaging in that practicing is not mutually exclusive; one can do both. As recent scholars like Kate Manne have argued, women can reproduce misogynistic practices they have themselves been victims of (Manne 2018).[footnoteRef:31] The case of Macdonald’s treatment of Stebbing in Philosophy and Analysis appears to be an example of this. Even if one (or more) of the explanations provided in section three is true, there is a strong case to be made that in not only failing to mention Stebbing in her early history of analytic philosophy but crediting Russell with her achievements, Macdonald inflicted what thinkers like Miranda Fricker have dubbed ‘epistemic injustice’ upon Stebbing (Fricker 2007). Macdonald, whether intentionally or not, does appear to have helped ensure that Stebbing would go on to become a historically marginalised figure in philosophy (that is not to suggest she is wholly to blame, of course, or even that Stebbing would have avoided that fate if Macdonald has included her in her history of analytic philosophy). While that might disappoint us as historians interested in recovering the work of women like Stebbing and Macdonald, it should not totally surprise us. In Stebbing’s words, “it is persons that think, not purely rational spirits”. Even the philosophers we recover from historical marginalisation and exclusion are human beings.  [31:  Consider, for instance, Mary Warnock’s remark that “[I] have never been a theoretical feminist” and “I loved being ‘the only woman’, the successful one [...] I did not want all women to be in competition with me” (Warnock 2002, 19-20). These comments are not overtly sexist, but they do support the idea that not all women, even those facing prejudice, are immune from reflecting that prejudice in their own views. ] 

The wider point here, I suggest, is that historians of philosophy need to bear in mind that we are not – and ought not to be – engaged in hero worship. This applies just as much to scholarship that is critical of the ‘canon’ as it does to work on canonical figures. The work of canon-expanding scholarship ought not to be to replace one set of heroes with another, but to grapple with the fact that the history of philosophy (like any aspect of history) is inhabited by morally fallible figures who may have held views, said things, or acted in ways that, today, we find problematic. It lies beyond the scope of this paper to offer a course of action in response to that fact,[footnoteRef:32] but the case of Stebbing and Macdonald ought to emphasise its significance and encourage us to address in head-on. [32:  For discussion, see, Archer and Matheson (2025).] 

Second, the case of Stebbing and Macdonald emphasises the importance of context – especially social context – in our understanding and appreciation of figures in the history of philosophy,[footnoteRef:33] especially those from traditionally marginalised backgrounds. As I argued in section three, paying attention to the pressures and difficulties faced, professionally, by women in academic philosophy in the early- to mid-twentieth century in Britain, we can better understand why Macdonald would write her mentor, Stebbing, out of her history of analytic philosophy. Again, this is not a completely novel claim, scholars like Connell and Janssen-Lauret (2023) similarly emphasise that the nature of women’s writing in this period can be much better understood once it is situated in the context of the systematic sexism and inequality that was prevalent in academic philosophy. But the case of Stebbing and Macdonald is one that, from today’s perspective, might seem especially complex or difficult for us to understand. Digging deeper into the social context of Stebbing and Macdonald’s lives and actions can help us get a better grasp on what took place and why it might have happened.  [33:  For the importance of social context in the history of analytic philosophy, see Schuringa (2026). For a more specific discussion of social context in relation to women in philosophy, see Kendrick and Gordon-Roth (2023).] 

Ultimately, the case of Stebbing and Macdonald reinforces a point made by many women throughout philosophy’s history; namely, that we are all human beings, and thus embodied and socially situated, and that this cannot be ignored, even – and especially – by philosophers.
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