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Philosophical Canon
History and limitations

• Historical overview of philosophy as almost exclusively chronological and 
narrow 

• Sexism? Racism? Eurocentrism? Dead white males? 

• Big 7  

• Still very much in use 

• “While other areas of the humanities are at or near gender parity, 
philosophy is actually more overwhelmingly male than even mathematics” 
(Saul, 2013)



Goal of the research

• Call from within the field for 
diversification 

• Reverse engineering the canon 
by stepping backwards and 
analysing how the canon was 
constructed 

• A new and informed approach 
to the history of philosophy

Should anything be done to the canon?



Eastern Europe and philosophy
Context and motivation

• Beginning of my philosophical ‘journey’ in Eastern Europe and first 
encounter with the canon 

• Boris Kalin: “Filozofija: Uvod i povijest”  

• Bias? 

• Historical background of Eastern Europe — divide East/West; 20th century 
developments 

• Expectations: established canon with more focus on Marxism and political 
philosophy



Methodology

• Personal contact to 
representatives of institutions 
in Eastern Europe 

• Response rate 

• Sampling error? 

• 10 institutions, 8 countries

Quantitative analysis of philosophers studied



Results
Profusely canonical mode of study

• Descartes, Locke, Berkeley, Spinoza, Leibniz and Hume studied at every 
institution 

• Some universities teach exclusively the Big 7 

• Lack of an institutionalised approach to diversification and national 
philosophers 

• Syllabi cover 70* philosophers 

• Course books cover 138 philosophers



Results

• Out of 70 philosophers 
studied, 4 are women  

• M. Cavendish, A. Conway, 
Elisabeth of Bohemia and 
Damaris, Lady Masham 

• Excl. Finland, 53 philosophers 
are studied, none of which are 
women

Where are the women?



Results
Partly disproven hypothesis

• No overrepresentation of Marxist influences or political philosophy 

• Hegel? (+ the German Idealists) 

• Institutional differences in approaching philosophical courses 

• Nevertheless, long way to go to diversify the canon — but is there a push? 

• Inspiration for further research
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