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BETTINA Gockel is a trailblazer—“one who makes a path for 
others to follow.” When I was reminded of the fact that Bettina is in fact 
the first woman to hold a chair in her Department of Art History, which 
goes back to 1870, I immediately thought of female trailblazers in my 
corner of the academic world. Philosophy, including anglophone moral 
philosophy, was also dominated by men for a long time. Oxford Univer­
sity, for instance, only introduced degrees for women in 1920, and it took 
until 2015 for all of its colleges to admit both men and women as stu­
dents. Colleges for women were established in the 1870s, but access to 
lectures and exams was restricted, and women were kept out of the 
inner circles of the university establishment. So it was all the more 
remarkable that, starting in the 1940s, a small group of women got 
together to develop and discuss groundbreaking ideas that changed not 
only anglophone moral philosophy, but had an enormous impact on phi­
losophy, and women in philosophy, in the decades to come.

The women at the centre of this group were Elizabeth Anscombe 
(1919–2001), Mary Midgley (1919–2018), Iris Murdoch (1919–1999), and 
Philippa Foot (1920–2010). I had the good fortune to meet Philippa Foot. 
She was truly exceptional, both as a philosopher and as a human being. 
The conversations that we had stand out in my memory of my time at 
Oxford, and they had a profound effect on me. She was generous, sup­
portive, curious, understanding, challenging, funny, genuine, and warm, 
and while Philippa certainly inspired awe, she had a way of putting a 
young doctoral student at ease. It is an old cliché that philosophy is love 
of wisdom, but there is a truth in it—and it seems to me that of all the 
people in philosophy that I have met, she comes closest to embodying 
this virtue. She realized it in a rich, rewarding, quite extraordinary life. 

I only knew her name, and had vaguely heard of some of her 
ideas, when I came to Oxford from Berlin, where I had just graduated 
with a master’s in philosophy and German literature. On a rainy day 
early in 2002, I sat at my desk, feeling somewhat lost, trying to come up 
with an idea for my PhD. I was waiting for some inspiration, but there 
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was none, when a short email from the office of the Philosophy Depart­
ment to all graduates arrived: Philippa Foot was looking for someone to 
help her with an index for a book that was to be published later in the 
year, and the email gave a local number. I thought that I really should be 
focusing on my PhD. I also thought that this would be a welcome oppor­
tunity to read the celebrated papers by Philippa Foot, now that they were 
to be republished in a book, and a little extra money clearly would not 
hurt. Oxford was, and is, expensive. 

I thought that if I got the job at all, I would be sent some printouts 
by the publisher. I knew that Philippa was British, but had no idea where 
she lived, given that she had been a professor in Los Angeles. So it seemed 
most likely that, if I called, I would speak to someone either in the office, 
or at Oxford University Press, to discuss the project. I dialled the num­
ber, and the phone kept ringing for a while. When I heard a faint echo of 
a bell, followed by a long and musical “Hello…?”, I knew immediately that 
I had Philippa Foot, the grand dame of philosophy herself, on the line. 
She apologized for taking so much time to answer and explained that 
she had only one phone in the hallway, so depending on where she was 
in the house, it could take some time for her to get to it. She seemed 
delighted to have found somebody for the job. Fifteen minutes later I was 
on my bike, on the way to Walton Street in Jericho, where she lived in a 
beautiful late Georgian house on the corner of Richmond Road. This day 
did not go as I had expected.

What followed was the first of a long series of meetings, often 
lasting hours, where we would discuss the options and most useful ways 
for indexing her papers, including famous thought experiments, exam­
ples, and literary references. I learned that not one, but two volumes of 
papers had been prepared for printing, one of which contained her most 
important publications up to 1978, the other collected essays she had 
written since. All this was to follow her first monograph, Natural  
Goodness, which had just been published in 2001, when Philippa was 
already 80. That book has 116 pages of text, and is a model of economy 
and style, combined with great originality and depth.

Philippa told me that she had compiled the index to that mono­
graph herself, but found it so difficult and tedious that she decided she 
now needed someone else’s help. I found the work difficult, but far from 
tedious. I remember getting home exhausted from discussions, but feel­
ing inspired, energized, and fascinated, too. There was so much to read 
and learn, and even more to think about! Our conversations often went 
quite far afield, away from the book project, and often away from philos­
ophy as well. We talked about Oxford now and then, literature and art, 
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but also history and politics. I remember telling her a lot about the ways 
in which the Nazi terror and the Second World War had been a topic in a 
range of subjects in my school curriculum, and how I used to press my 
grandparents, who were of her generation, for detailed information even 
when I was a child. Philippa told me how she shared a London flat with 
Iris Murdoch in the war. Later, she was tasked with hiding a map in 
clothing. Michael R. D. Foot, her future husband, was about to be para­
chuted into France on a secret service mission to support the Resistance. 
She sewed the map into the side seam of a trouser leg. We were both 
struck by the fact that, as Philippa realized, she had never discussed any 
of this with a German, even after more than fifty years had passed. I had 
never spoken to a British witness of that period. This was an occasion to 
reflect on national identities, on personal, historical, political, and insti­
tutional responsibilities, and on their complex connections. 

Of course philosophy itself remained an inexhaustible and inter­
esting topic, and we found that we shared a certain skepticism with 
regard to some trends in Oxford at the time. I had begun to feel, as yet 
not very clearly, that much of the work that was being done in moral 
philosophy in analytic circles was significantly out of focus. Looking 
back, I can see why I was more drawn to Philippa, both her work and her 
way of doing philosophy, than to what was being written elsewhere at 
the time. She never lost sight of what really mattered. Her writing exhib­
ited integrity and courage, and it showed exceptional power of judgment 
and imagination. What she wrote was rigorous and clear, but also spoke 
of genuinely human insight and experience. That was all too often missing 
in the daily grind of technical writing that I felt I had to read. A lot of that 
was skilful, sometimes brilliant in its own way, but frequently seemed 
blinkered, lifeless, and largely irrelevant to what really matters in our lives. 

We also shared a certain sense that while philosophy is not 
itself a branch of history, history is an important aspect of philosophy 
and indispensable for our understanding of our own thoughts and our 
points of view. There was also the quite different influence of Ludwig 
Wittgenstein, who had died in 1951. He was a fascinating author for me, 
having been a part of the modern canon of philosophy for quite some 
time. Philippa was not only deeply influenced by him, but had heard him 
speak in Oxford in the 1940s. Like Wittgenstein, she was averse to all 
pomposity and grandeur in philosophy, and therefore also critical of 
much thought that was en vogue on the continent: “Some words make 
one want to reach for one’s revolver—‘being ’, for example!” We did not 
always agree, but that never came between us, and we often simply 
laughed about it and moved on. 
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All the same, attention to detail remained important. I remember 
that I kept misspelling the name of an interesting character in Plato’s 
Republic. In English translations, his name is “Thrasymachus”, but more 
than once, I wrote “Trasymachus”, and the Greek spelling “Thrasymachos” 
also came up every now and then. Philippa smiled and said: “If people 
ever ask you what you learned from me, you can always say, ‘She taught 
me how to spell Thrasymachus!’” She did, and I have said so many times. 

Eventually, the indexes and proofs were finished, but the meet­
ings continued. On one occasion, I mentioned my girlfriend Kelley, who 
was on her way from Glasgow for a visit, and Philippa asked us both to 
come around. It was early evening, and we were not sure if there was a 
plan for dinner. We rang the doorbell somewhat timidly, only to be greeted 
by Philippa, smiling, joking, holding a full bottle of champagne: “Do 
come in! And don’t you worry, I have another one of these!” Walking past 
the kitchen door, we also found out more about her plans for dinner: 
“Here’s the kitchen. I’m afraid it doesn’t have much food in it. You see, at 
my age it is no longer important to eat very much. But it is important to 
have good champagne!” Luckily, there were some nibbles. 

That evening, we heard a lot about Philippa’s life, how she had 
become interested in philosophy and what had brought her to Oxford in 
1939. While she was clearly privileged in many ways, she was by no means 
destined to become an academic. Quite the contrary: to even entertain 
the thought of studying at a university, she had to overcome the preju­
dices and the expectations that were common among members of the 
upper classes of her time with regard to women. She did that with cour­
age and determination, and eventually she was supported by her family. 

Born Philippa Ruth Bosanquet in 1920, she grew up with her older 
sister in Kirkleatham, in the North East of England, on a large estate. Her 
father was a decorated soldier, engineer, and manager of a large steel 
works. Her mother had been born in the White House as a daughter of 
Grover Cleveland, 22nd and 24th President of the United States. Looking 
back, Philippa thought that she was ignorant, as there had been very 
little formal education. It was deemed unimportant in her social circles: 
“We were brought up by governesses.” A woman was expected to ride 
well, play the piano, “and all in order to find a suitable husband”. Philippa, 
however, had other ideas. When one governess suggested Oxford, Philippa 
warmed to the idea. When this became known, there was resistance, but 
her mother was told by a friend not to despair: “At least she doesn’t look 
clever, dear”. 

However, Oxford was by no means easy to get into. At the time, 
Latin was expected. Philippa had to take some private language lessons 
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and worked with a dedicated tutor. She was admitted and could start her 
course in the autumn of 1939. Her college of choice was Somerville, 
non-denominational and known for its liberal tradition. She had heard 
that Somerville was intellectually demanding, but not socially snobby, 
which appealed to her. She was to remain affiliated with the college for 
the rest of her life. 

It has often been remarked that it was no coincidence that a 
group of gifted women would soon find their own approach to moral 
philosophy. The country was at war, and most men were away, serving 
the country in the military, or in other ways. Anscombe, Foot, Murdoch, 
and Midgley met at Somerville, worked hard, and flourished. 

Philippa finished her degree in PPE—philosophy, politics, and 
economics—with a First in 1942. She then worked as a government eco­
nomist for the rest of the Second World War. When she returned to 
Oxford, she became a lecturer at Somerville in 1947, then a tutorial fel­
low in 1949—the first at Somerville to teach philosophy. Philippa stayed 
in that position until 1969, when she moved to the United States, looking 
for a new, more independent life. She spent time visiting Cornell, MIT, 
Princeton, Washington, Berkeley, and New York, before she was appoin­
ted as professor at the University of California, Los Angeles in 1976, hol­
ding the Griffin Chair from 1988. She divided her time between the US 
and England, and remained associated with Somerville College, first as 
research fellow, then as honorary fellow from 1988 to her death in 2010. 
Upon retirement, Philippa moved back to Oxford, where she continued 
to work. She lived across the street from Somerville, where it had all begun 
a good five decades earlier.

For me, the prospect of an academic career was daunting, especi­
ally as I was still struggling to come up with a proper plan for my PhD. I 
felt estranged. What complicated matters further was the fact that my 
former supervisor Peter Bieri had offered me a post as assistant profes­
sor in philosophy at the Free University Berlin, provided that my PhD 
would be finished when the post became available in two years’ time. As 
it seemed more and more unlikely that I would finish in Oxford in the 
next two years, I was unsure what to do and weighed up my options. 
Philippa listened carefully and gave me excellent advice: “In my life, I had 
one good idea—apart from getting married ... once ... ; and that was to stay 
in a place where so many people were so much better than I”. It had not 
been easy for her either: “They wiped the floor with me every week”—but 
she saw it through, and she said she was sure that she would not have 
written what she did without the constant challenge and exchange of 
fresh ideas. Then she added, with a twinkle in her eye, looking over her 
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glass of champagne: “I think that you should give Oxford one more try. 
And if you find that they still don’t like you, you can … pack your bags … 
spread your wings … fly away to Berlin … and say, ‘Fuck them!’” She was 
exactly right. 

Philippa was an inspiration, both as a philosopher and as a 
human being. She challenged orthodoxy early on in two articles publis­
hed in the 1950s. Against the view that any rule, when universally pre­
scribed, could in virtue of that fact be called a moral rule, she objected 
that there had to be a tangible connection to some human good, and that 
this was a conceptual connection. If people happened to insist that no 
one should run round trees left handed, or look at hedgehogs in the light 
of the moon, these could be universally accepted rules. But they could 
not be moral rules, unless they could be shown to have some connection 
to a human good, a virtue that we recognize. 

Philippa told us that she thought of these examples when she 
visited her parents’ home, sitting in its spacious garden, where she saw 
not only trees but hedgehogs too. Later on that evening, she showed us 
her own garden, and explained how she enjoyed the work of taking care 
of the plants. We went for a walk past a rose bush next to the garden 
wall—an exceptionally large and beautiful specimen in which she took 
great pride.  

The deeper point of the discussion of the hedgehogs in the moon­
light is that morality must have a point, and that standards of evaluation 
are not arbitrary. She was the first to argue forcefully that there is no 
principled divide between the language of description and the language 
of evaluation, between “facts” and “values”. In later years, she came to 
accept the view that moral rules are no more “categorical” than rules of 
etiquette. Instead, they should be seen as “hypothetical”, in that they 
only give us reason to be moral if we care about morality and the goods 
that it protects. It is a mark of her exceptional critical ability as well as 
her integrity that she kept questioning that view. She eventually rejected 
it in favour of a version of Aristotelianism that takes facts about the 
human good to be grounded in distinctive features of our nature, so that 
virtues can be justified in terms of basic facts of human life. She accep­
ted that we do not always have compelling reason to be moral, but on her 
later view, our conception of what we have reason to do has to fit the 
facts about the virtues and the human good, rather than the other way 
around. 

I admit that I still doubt that this view offers a sufficient basis for 
substantial claims to moral objectivity—but there is no doubt that to 
engage with it is to engage with fundamental and important questions 
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that have kept moral philosophy alive. Conversations with Philippa have 
changed my life for the better, and I am deeply grateful for that. 
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