
Interview with Jenny Saul – The University of Sheffield 
 

Jenny’s primary interests are in the 
Philosophy of Language and in 
Feminism. She has recently published a 
book entitled Lying, Misleading and 
What is Said: An Exploration in 
Philosophy of Language and in Ethics 
(Oxford University Press 2012). She is 
currently working on a collection of 
topics between the intersection of 
politics and language including 
dogwhistles, deception and hate 
speech.  
Jenny has also undertaken extensive 
work in Implicit Bias and Philosophy – 
including a publication for the British 
Philosophical Association and SWIP UK 
entitled “Women in Philosophy in the 
UK: A Report”. 
After giving a keynote presentation at the 2016 Sheffield Undergraduate Conference in 
Philosophy on ‘Figleaves and Dogwhistles’, Jenny very kindly agreed to an interview for 
PhilonoUS. 
 

1. What was it about Philosophy of Language and Feminist Philosophy 
made you want to focus your work in those fields particularly? 
 
Two very different things drew me to these fields.  I think I was drawn to Philosophy of 
Language by my lifelong interest in pedantry and the drawing of fine distinctions.  (I see 
this same tendency in my 10 year old son now, and I feel for the grown-ups who had to 
deal with me!)  I stayed with it because I discovered I loved puzzles-- I love the feeling of 
discovering that something seemingly simple, like the reference of a name, is actually 
incredibly hard to make sense of.   
 
I was drawn to Feminist Philosophy because my grandmother was a 1970s feminist who 
took me to consciousness-raising meetings at the age of 4.  For a long time I didn't think 
I could do feminist philosophy because feminism seemed so obvious to me, and 
philosophy (at least the way I do it) tends to deal in the puzzling.  But I was curious 
about it, so developed it as a teaching interest.  And as I taught it, I started seeing ways 
that I could make a contribution.  It's only very recently though that I've really brought 
the two interests together fully, to do political-engaged philosophy of language.  I'm 
really thrilled to have found a way to do this. 
 

  



2. Your latest work focusses on how language is used to normalise racism, 
sexism and other discriminatory utterances. Do you feel kind of disguised 
discrimination is more or less of a problem compared to historic very 
explicit discrimination? 
 
It can be misleading to make comparisons.  Obviously it's good that racial 
discrimination is no longer legally allowed, and things would be worse if it was legally 
allowed.  But it's really important to realise that this doesn't mean discrimination has 
stopped, and it may not even mean that it's decreased.  It's become harder to talk about, 
and harder to track, so it's very hard to know.  I do think, though, that we need new 
conceptual and linguistic tools for thinking about disguised, unconscious, and 
structural prejudice, and a key thing I want to do is to help develop these tools. 
 

  
3. How do you feel we could possibly combat instances of ‘Figleaves and 
Dogwhistles’ and prevent biases from affecting our approach to minority 
groups? 
 
One thing that I think is crucial is to focus on the effects of utterances, and not get 
sidetracked into discussions of their causes.  If an utterance promotes racial hatred, we 
need to say something about that, and do something about that.  It MAY be, in some 
cases, that this wasn't intended.  While that may be relevant to the assignment of blame, 
it's not relevant to recognising the utterance as playing a really important role in 
bringing about or perpetuating a terrible state of affairs.  So I think we should sidestep 
blame and intention discussions as much as possible, and focus on mapping out the 
effects of utterances and actions, and thinking about how we will combat them. 

 
  
4. What do you believe is the biggest reason for the disparity of men and 
women not only studying philosophy, but pursuing it as a career after 
undergraduate study? Do you envisage this changing? 
 
I honestly don't know.  But I'm applying for a large grant to study this!   
 
I don't see why we shouldn't be able to change this.  All fields of academia used to be 
male-dominated, and lots of them have changed. We just have to figure out how to do it. 
  

  
5. What do you believe are the main merits of a philosophical education for 
students in current times? 
 
We live in a time of crisis and upheaval, in a world dominated by news of economic 
uncertainties and group hatreds and distrust.  To build a future we want to live in, we 



need people  who are willing and able to think creatively and carefully, and who can 
communicate beyond just the community they've been raised in.  An education in 
philosophy gives people these skills.  The world, frankly, needs more philosophers. 
 
 

6. If you had to pick one philosopher to read exclusively for the next ten 
years who would you choose and why? 

  
Sally Haslanger.  She grapples with the biggest issues of social justice, and does so in 
such a wonderfully tightly argued, philosophically rich way.   I could spend a year 
thinking about any one of her papers and still need get everything from it that there is to 
get.  (Mind you, I'm a pretty slow reader!) 
 
 

7. Which two philosophers - past or present - would you like to see debate 
against one another? 
 
Ooh, that's hard.  I don't generally like the combat model of philosophy, and that's what 
a debate tends to bring out.  So I'd want a case where combat is called for.  That leads 
me to think of Susan Moller Okin's classic _Women in Western Political Thought_, in 
which she discusses the ways that many of the great male philosophers of history have 
thought about women.  I'd love to watch her go up against someone like Rousseau, and 
show him how deeply misguided he was. 
 


