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Chapter 14
P

Sandra Harding

FEMINIST STANDPOINT
EPISTEMOLOGY

Description

Another response to the question absut how to justify the results of feminist research
is provided by the feminist standpoint theorists. They argue that not just opinions
but also a culture’s best beliefs — what it calls knowledge — are socially situated. The
distinctive features of women’s situation in a gender-stratified society are being used
as resources in the new feminist research. It is these distinctive resources, which are
not used by conventional researchers, that enable feminism to produce empirically
moreaccurate descriptionsand theoretically richer explanations than does conventional
research. Thus, the standpoint theorists offer an explanation different from that of
feminist empiricists of how research directed by social values and political agendas can
nevertheless produce empirically and theoretically preferable results.

Just who are these “standpoint theorists”? Three in particular have made important
contributions: Dorothy Smith, Nancy Hartsock, and Hilary Rose.' In addition, Jane
Flax’s early work developed standpoint themes; Alison Jaggar used standpoint argu-
ments in her Feminist Politics and Human Nature, and | developed briefly one version of
this theory and|later discussed the emergence of anumber of them in The Science Question
in Feminism.? Standpoint arguments are also implicit and, increasingly, explicit in the
work of many other feminist thinkers.?

[

The feminist standpoint theories focus on gender differences, on differences
between women's and men’s situations which give a scient?ﬁc advantage to those who
can make use of the differences. But what are these differences? On what grounds
should we believe that conventional research captures only “the vision available to the
rulers”? Evenif one is willing to admit that any particular collection of research results
provides only a partial vision of nature and social relations, isn’t it going too far to say
thatitisalsoperverse or distorted?* What isit about the social situation of conventional
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researchers that is thought to make their vision partial and distorted? Why is the
standpoint of women — or of feminism — less partial and distorted than the picture of
nature and social relations that emerges from conventional research?

We can identify many differences in the situations of men and women that have
been claimed to provide valuable resources for feminist research. These can be thought
of as the “grounds” for the feminist claims.’

(1) Women'’s different lives have been erroneously devalued and neglected as
starting points for scientific research and as the generators of evidence for or against
knowledge claims. Knowledge of the empirical world is supposed to be grounded
in that world (in complex ways). Human lives are part of the empirical world that
scientists study. But human lives are not homogeneous in any gender-stratified society.
Women and men are assigned different kinds of activities in such societies; conse-
quently, they lead lives that have significantly different contours and patterns. Using
women’s lives as grounds to criticize the dominant knowledge claims, which have been
based primarily in the lives of men in the dominant races, classes, and cultures, can
decrease the partialities and distortions in the picture of nature and social life provided
by the natura) and social sciences.®

Sometimes this argument is put in terms of personality structures. Jane Flax and
other writers who draw on object relations theory point to the less defensive structure
of femininity than of masculinity. Differentinfantile experiences, reinforced throughout
life, lead men to perceive their masculinity as a fragile phenomenon that they must
continually struggle to defend and maintain. In contrast, women perceive femininity
as amuch sturdier part of the “self” Stereotypically, “real women” appear as if provided
by nature;“real men” appear as a fragile social construct. Of course, “typical” feminine
and masculine personality structures are different in different classes, races, and
cultures. Butinsofar as they are different from each other, it deteriorates objectivity to
devalue or ignore what can be learned by starting research from the perspective
provided by women'’s personality structures.’

Sometimes this argument is put in terms of the different modes of reasoning that
are developed to deal with distinctive kinds o fhuman activity. Sara Ruddick draws our
attention to the “maternal thinking” that is characteristic of people (male or female) who
have primary responsibility for the care of small children. Carol Gilligan identifies
those forms of moral reasoning typically found in women’s thought but not found in
the dominant Western “rights orientation” of ethics. And Mary Belenky and her
colleagues argue that women’s ways of knowing exhibit more generally the concern for
context that Gilligan sees in moral knowing. -

One could argue also that the particular forms of any emotion that women
experience as an oppressed, exploited, and dominated gender have a distinctive content
that is missing from all those parallel forms in their brothers’ emotional li fe. Consider
suffering, for example. A woman suffers not only as a parent of a dying child, asa child
of sick parents, as apoor person, or as a victim of racism.Women suffer in ways peculiar
to mothers of dying children, to daughters of sick parents, to poor women, and in the
special ways that racist policies and practices affect women’s lives. Mother, daughter,
poor woman, and racially oppressed woman are “nodes” of historically specific social
practices and social meanings that mediate when and how suffering occurs for such
socially constructed persons. Women'’s pleasures, angers, and other emotions too are
in part distinctive to their social activities and identities as historically determinate
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women, and these provide a missing portion of the human lives that human know ledge
is supposed to be both grounded in and about.

Whatever the kind of difference identified, the point of these arguments is
that women's “difference” is only difference, not a sign of inferiority. The goal of
maximizing the objectivity of research should require overcoming excessive reliance
on distinctively masculine lives and making use also of women'’s lives as origins for
scientific problematics, sources of scientific evidence, and checks against the validity
of knowledge claims.

Some thinkers have assumed that standpoint theories and other kinds of
justifications of feminist knowledge claims must be grounded in women’s experiences.
The terms “women’s standpoint” and “women’s perspective” are often used inter-
changeably, and “women’s perspective”suggests the actual perspective of actual women
— what they can in fact see. But it cannot be that women’s experiences in themselves
or the things women say provide reliable grounds for knowledge claims about nature
andsocialrelations. After all, experience itselfis shaped by social relations: for example,
women have had to /earn to define as rape those sexual assaults that occur within
marriage.Womenhad experienced these assaults not as something that could be called
rape but only as part of the range of heterosexual sex that wives should expect.

Moreover, women (feminists included) say all kinds of things — misogynist remarks
and illogical arguments; misleading statements about an only partially understood
situation; racist, class-biased, and heterosexist claims — thatare scientifically inadequate.
(Women, and feminists, are not worse in this respect than anyone else; we too are
humans.) Furthermore, there are many feminisms, and these can be understood to
have started their analyses from the lives of differenthistorical groups of women: liberal
feminism from thelives of women in eighteenth- and nineteenth-ce'ntury Europeanand
American educated classes; Marxist feminism from the lives of working-class women
in nineteent h- and twentieth-century industrializing societies; Third World feminism
from late twentieth-century Third World women's lives. Moreover, we all change our
minds about all kinds of issues. So while both“women’s experiences” and “what women
say”certainly are good places to begin generating research projects in biology and social
science, they would not seem to be reliable grounds for deciding just which claims to
knowledge are preferable.

For a position to count as a standpoint, rather than as a claim — equally valuable
but for different reasons — for the importance of listening to women tell us about their
lives and experiences, we must insist on an objective location — women's lives — as the
place from which feminist research should begin. We would not know to value that
location so highly if women had not insisted on the importance of their experiences
and voices. (Each woman can say, “I would not know to value my own experience and
voice or those of other women if women had not so insisted on the value of women’s
experiences and voices”) But it is not the experiences or the speech that provide the
grounds for feminist claims; itisrather the subsequently articulated observations of and
theory about the rest of nature and social relations —observations and theory that start
out from, that look at the world from the perspective of, women's lives. And who is to
do this “starting out”? With this question it becomes clear that knowledge-seeking
requires democratic, participatory politics. Otherwise, only the gender, race, sexuality,
and class elites who now predominate in institutions of knowledge-sceking will have
the chance to decide how to start asking their research questions, and we are entitled
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to suspicion about the historic location from which those questions will in fact be asked.
It is important both to value women’s experiences and speech and also to be able to
specify carefully their exact role in the production of feminist knowledges.

(2) Women are valuable “strangers” to the social order. Another basis claimed
for feminist research by standpoint thinkers is women'’s exclusion from the design and
direction of both the social order and the production of knowledge. This claim is
supported by the sociological and anthropological notion of the stranger or outsider.
Sociologist Patricia Hill Collins summarizes the advantages of outsider status as
identified by sociological theorists. The stranger brings to her research just the
combination of nearness and remoteness, concern and indifference, that are central
to maximizing objectivity. Moreover, the “natives” tend to tell a stranger some kinds
of things they would never tell each other; further, the stranger can see patterns of
belief or behavior that are hard for those immersed in the culture to detect.” Women
are just such outsiders to the dominant institutions in our society, including the natural
and social sciences. Men in the dominant groups are the “natives” whose life patterns
and ways of thinking fit all too closely the dominant institutions and conceptual
schemes.

In the positivist tendencies in the philosophy of the social sciences, these differences
between the stranger and the natives are said to measure their relative abilities to
provide causal explanations of the natives’ beliefs and hehaviors. Only understanding,
not explanation, can result from the natives’ own accounts of their beliefs and behaviors,
or from the accounts of anthropologists or sociologists who “gonative”and identify too
closely with the natives. Because women are treated as strangers, as aliens— some more
so than others — by the dominant social institutions and conceptual schemes, their
exclusion alone provides an edge, an advantage, for the generation of causal explanations
of our social order from the perspective of their lives. Additionally, however, feminism
teaches women (and men) how to see the social order from the perspective of an
outsider. Women have been told to adjust to the expectations of them provided by the
dominant institutions and conceptual schemes. Feminism teaches women (and men)
to see male supremacy and the dominant forms of gender expectations and social
relations as the bizarre beliefs and practices of a social order that is “other” to us. It is
“crazy”; we are not.

This claim about the grounds for feminist research also captures the observation
of so many sociologists and psychologists that the social order is dysfunctional for
women.There is a closer fit for men in the dominant groups between their life needs
and desires and the arrangement of the social order than there is for any women. But
this kind of claim has to be carefully stated to reflect the extremely dysfunctional
character of the US social order for men who are not members of dominant groups
— for example, African Americans and Hispanics. It is clearly more dysfunctional for
unemployed A frican American and Hispanic men than it is for economically privileged
white women. Nevertheless, with extremely important exceptions, this insight
illuminates the comparison of the situation of women and men in many of the same
classes, races, and cultures. It also captures the observation that within the same culture
there is in general a greater gap for women than for men between what they say or how
they behave, on the one hand, and what they think, on the other hand. Women feel
obliged to speak and act in ways that inaccurately reflect what they would say and do if
they did not so constantly meet with negative cultural sanctions. The socially induced
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need fer women al ways to consider “whatmen (or ‘others’) will think”l eadstoalarg er
gap between their observable behavior anci sp eech and their thoughts and ju dgments.

(3) Women'’s oppression gives them fewer interests in ignorance.The claim has
been made that women'’s oppression, exploitation, and domination are grounds fer
transvaluing wom en’s diff er en ces because members of oppressed groups have fewer
inter ests in ignorance about the so cial order and fewer reasons to investin maintaining
orjustifying the status quo than do dominant groups.They have less to lose by distan cing
themselves from the social order; thus, the perspective from their lives can more easily
generate fr esh and critical analys es. (Wom en have less to lose, but not nothing to lose;
ganing a feminist consciousness is a painful process for many women )

This argument canbe put in terms ofwhat wom en, and esp ecially fem inist women,
cancometobe willing to say. But it is less confusing ifitisputinterms of what can be
seen if we start thinking and researching from the perspective of the lives of oppressed
people. The understanding that they are oppressed, exploited, and dominated —notjust
made miserable by inevitable natural or sodal causes — reveals aspects of the social
order that are difficult to see from the perspective of their oppressors’ lives. For
example, theperception that womenbelieve they are firmly saying no to certain sexual
situations in which men consistently perceive them to have said yes or “asked for it”
(rape, battering) becomes explainable if one believ es that there can never be objectively
consensual relations between m emb ers of oppressor and oppressed groups. Itis from
the perspective of women’s interests that certain situations can be seen as rgpe or
battering which from the perspective of the interests of men and the dominant
institutions were claimed to be simply normal and desirable social relations between
the sexes.

(4) Women's perspective is from the other side of the “battle of the sexes” that
wom en and men engage in on a daily basis. “The winn er tells the tale,” as historians point
out, and so trying to construct the story from the perspective of the lives of those who
resist oppression generates less partial and distorted accounts of nature and sodal
relations.

Far from being inert “tablets” —blank or not — human knowers are active agents in
their learning. Knowledge emerg es for the oppressed through the struggles they wage
against their oppressors. It is because wom en have struggled againstmal e supremacy
that resear ch starting from their lives canbemade to yieldup d ear er and mere nearly
complete visions of social reality than are available only from the perspective of men’s
side of these struggles. “His resistan ce is the measure of your oppression”said the early
1970s slogan that attempted to explain why it was thatmen resisted so strenuously the
housework, child care, and other “women’s work” that they insisted was so easy and
required so few talents and so litde knowled ge.

Aslputthe pointearier, knowledgeisproduced through “craft” procedures, much
as a sailptor comes to understand the real nature of the block of marble only as she
begins to work on it. The strengths and weaknesses of the marble — its unsuspect ed
cracks or surprising interior quality —ar e not visible until .“h@ saulptor tries to give it
ashapeshehasinmind. Similarly, we can come to understand hidden asp ects of so cial
relations bet ween the genders and the institutions that support these relations only
through struggles to change them. Consider an example from the history of science:
it is only because of the fier ce struggles waged in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries to gain fermal equality for women in the world of science that we can come
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to understand that formal equality is not enough. As Margaret Rossiter points out, all
the formal barriers to women’s equity in education, credentialing, lab appointments,
researchgrants, and teaching positions have been eliminated, yet there are still relatively
few women to be found as directors and designers of research enterprises in the natural
sciences.'® The struggles to end discrimination against women in the sciences enabled
people to see that formal discrimination was only the front line of defense against
women's equity in scientific fields.

Hence, feminist politics is not just a tolerable companion of feminist research
but a necessary condition for generating less partial and perverse descriptions and
explanations. In a socially stratified society the objectivity of the results of research
is increased by political activitism by and on behalf of oppressed, exploited, and
dominated groups. Only through such struggles can we begin to see beneath the
appearances created by an unjust social order to the reality of how this social order is
in fact constructed and maintained. This need for struggle emphasizes the fact that
a feminist standpoint is not something that anyone can have simply by claiming it. It is
an achievement. A standpoint differs in this respect from a perspective, which anyone
can have simply by “opening one’s eyes.” Of course, not all men take the“men’s position”
in these struggles; there have always been men who joined women in working to
improve women’s conditions, just as there have always been women who — whatever
their struggles with men in their private lives — have not thought it in their interest to
join the collective and institutional struggles against male supremacy. Some men have
been feminists, and some women have not.

(5) Women's perspective is from everyday life. A fifth basis for the superiority
of starting research from the lives of women rather than men in the dominant groups
has been pointed out in one form or another since the early 1970s. The perspective
from women’s everyday activity is scientifically preferable to the perspective available
only from the “ruling” activities of men in the dominant groups. Dorothy Smith
has developed this argument most comprehensively: women have been assigned the
kinds of work that men in the ruling groups do not want to do, and “women’s work”
relieves these men of the need to take care of their bodies or of the local places where
they exist, freeing them to immerse themselves in the world of abstract concepts.
The labor of women “articulates” and shapes these men’s concepts of the world into
those appropriate for administrative work. ' Moreover, the more successfully women
perform “women’s work,”the more invisible it becomes to men. Men who are relieved
of the need to maintain their own bodies and the local places where they exist come to
see as real only what corresponds to their abstracted mental world. This is why men
see “women’s work” not as real human activity — self-chosen and consciously willed
(even within the constraints of a male-dominated social order) —but only as natural
activity, a kind of instinctual labor such as bees and ants perform. Women are thus
excluded from men’s conceptions of culture and history.

[+ 4

(6) Women's perspective comes from mediating ideological dualisms: nature versus
culture. Other standpoint theorists have stressed the ways in which women'’s activities
mediate the divisions and separations in contemporary Western culturesbetweennature
and culture and such manifestations of this polarity as intellectual work, on the one
hand, and manual or emotional work, on the other hand. For example, as Nancy
Hartsock bas noted,
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women'’s labor, like that of the male worker, is contact with material necessity.
Their contribution to subsistence, like that of the male worker, involves them
in a world in which the relation to nature and to concrete human require-
ments is central, both in the form of interaction with natural substances
whose quality, rather than quantity, is important to the production of meals,
clothing, etc., and in the form of close attention to the natural changes in
these substan ces. Women'’s labor both for wages and even more in household
production involves a unification of mind and body for the purpose of trans-
forming natural substances into socially defined goods. This too is true of the
labor of the male worker. "

But there are important differences between the perspectives available from the
acti vities of the male worker and of women. Women'’s “double-d ay” means that a g reater
proportion of their lives is spent in this kind of work. Furthermore, “women also
produce /reproduce men (and other women ) on botha daily and long-term basis " This
work requires a dif ferent kind of “p roduction process”— transforming “natural objects”
into cultural ones — from men’s typical kinds of labor: “The female experience of
bearing and rearing child ren involves a unity of mind and body more profound than is
possible in the worker’s inst rumental activity.” Women’s work processes children,
food, all bodies, bal ky machines, and social relations. It makes possible men’s retreat
to and appropriation of “abstract masculinityf’13

Star ting our research from women'’s activities in these gender divisions of labor
enables us to understand how and why social and cultural phenomena have taken the
forms in which they appear to us. Women'’s transformation of natural objects into
cultural ones remains invisible, as a sodal activity, to men. More objective research
requiresrestoring to our vision as necessary human social activity these “lost” processes
and their relation to the activities centered in men’s discourses.

(7)Women, and espe dally women researchers, are “outsiders within ” Sociol egist
Patricia Hill Collins has developed feminist standpointtheory to explain the impo rtant
contributions that African American feminist scholars can make to sociology — and,
[ would add, to our understanding of nature and social life more generally: “As outsiders
within, Black feminist scholars may be one of many distinct groups of marginal
intellectuals whose standpoints p romise to enrich sociological discourse. Bringing this
group, as well as those who share an outsider within status vis-a-vis sociology, into the
center of analysis may reveal views of reality obscured by more or thodo x approaches .”'*
It is not enough to be only on the “outside” — to be immersed only in “women’s work”
or in “black women’s work” — because the relations between this work and “ruling
wo rk”are not visi ble from only one side of this division of human activity. Instead, itis
when one works on both sidesthat there emerges the possibility of seeing the relation
between dominant activities and beliefs and those that arise on the “outside”bell hooks
captures this point in the title of her book Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center. 5 The
strangersand outsiders discussed in the older anthropologi(t}il and sociological writings
were, consciously or not, assumed to be membe rs of the deminant or “center” cult ure
who were observing the residents in the dominated or marginalized cultures. No one
expected the “natives” to write books about the anthropologists or sociologists (let
alone be expected to sit on their tenure and promotion committees). Yet “stud ying
up” and “studying oneself* as an “outsider within” offer resources for decreasing the
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partiality and distortion of research additional to those available to researchers who
restrict their work to “studying down.”

Dorothy Smith develops this ground when she points out in a geological metaphor
that for women sociologists (may [ add “women researchers” more generally?) a “line
of fault” opens up between their experiences of their livesand the dominant conceptual
schemes, and that it is this disjuncture along which much of the major work in the
women’s movement has focused, especially centering on issues about women’s bodies
and violence against women. So objectivity is increased by thinking out of the gap
between the lives of “outsiders” and the lives of “insiders”and their favored conceptual
schemes.

(8) This is the right time in history. A final reason for the greater adequacy ef
research that begins with women's lives is suggested by parallels between feminist
standpoint theories and Marxist discussions of the “standpoint of the proletariat.”'¢
It was not possible to see the class system of bourgeoisie and proletariat unti}
the mid-nineteenth century, Engelsargued. Utopian socialists such as Charles Fourier
and Robert Owens could see the unnecessary misery and excessive wealth created
at opposite ends of this emerging class system at the turn of the nineteenth century,
but they could not identify in capitalism the mechanism that was producing these two
classes from the peasants, artisans, merchants, and aristocrats that preceded them.
The problem was not that the utopians were lacking in intellectual brilliance or
that they were victims of false social myths; the reason they could not produce an
adequate causal account was that the class system had not yet appeared in forms
that made such explanations possible: “The great thinkers of the Eighteenth Century
could, no more than their predecessors, go beyond the limits imposed upon them
by their epoch,” observed Engels. Only with the emergence of a “contlict between
productive forces and modes of production”—a conflict that“exists, in fact, objectively,
outside us, independently of the will and actions even of the men that have brought
it on” — could the class structure of earlier societies be detected for the first time.
“Modern socialism is nothing but the reflex, in thought, of this contlict in tact; its
ideal reflection in the minds, first, of the class directly suffering under it, the working
class.™’

Similarly, the sex/gender system appeared as a possible object of knowledge
only with various recent changes in the situation of women and men — changes created
by shifts in the economy, by the so-called sexual revolution, by the increased entrance
of women into higher education, by the civil rights struggles of the 1960s, and by other
identifiable economic, political, and social phenomena.The cumulative result is that the
social order generates conflicting demands on and expectations for women in each and
every class. Looking at nature and social relations from the perspective of these conflicts
in the sex/gender system — in our lives and in other women’s lives — has enabled
feminist researchers to provide empirically and theoretically better accounts than can
be generated from the perspective of the dominant ideology, which cannot see these
contlicts and contradictions as clues to the possibility of better explanations of nature
and social life.'®
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Comments

Geveral comments are in order before | proceed to evaluate standpoint epistemology
a1 did feminist empiricism. First, note that none of the foregoing claims suggests that
the biological differences between women and men provide the resources for feminist
analyses. Nor do these accounts appeal to women’s intuition.

Second, the eight clams should be understood not as competing but as comple-
mentary Ways to describe these resources. Nor should they be thought to constitute a
complete list of the resources to be gained by basing research in women's lives. Feminist
thinkers have identi fied others. For example, literary critics write of what happens
when “the Other”gazesback insolently at “the self” who is the assuredly invisible agent
or author of Western thought, instead of dropping her gaze demurely as “Others” are
supposed to do. Women stand in the position of “the Other” to men of the dominant
groups. Psychoanalytic theorists offer resources here, too, when they point out a
woman is the first model for “the Other” from which the infant comes to separate its
“self.” And we could discuss whe ther the per spective from women’s lives is as conducive
as the perspective from the lives of men in the domin ant group to assum ptions that the
world is “out there,” ready for reflecting in our mirrorlike minds, or whether it is not
more easily app arent that language is never a transparent me dium and that the world-
as-object-of-knowledge is and will always remain socially constructed.

[l

Third, Imuststress that these standpoint app ro ache s en able one to appropriate and
redefine objectivity. In a hierarchically organized society, objectivity cannot be defned
as requiring (or even desiring) value neutrality.

Virtues

Standpoint epistemologies are most convincing to thinkers who are used to investigating
the relationship betwveen patterns of thought and the historica conditions that make
such patterns reasonable. Consequently, many historians, political theorists, and
sociologists of knowledge can find these explanations of why feminist research can
generate improved research results more plausible than fe minist empiricism.

The diversity of the resources that in other forms are familiar in the social sciences,
and that feminists can call on in defending the gre ater objectivity attainable by star ting
research from women’s lives, is anot her gre at advantage. It is hard to imaginehow to
defeat this entire collection of arguments — and the others to be found in feminist
research —since they are grounded in a variety of relatively conventional understandings
in the social sciences.

Moreover, the standpoint theories, like feminist empiridsm, can claim historical
precedents. Many (though not necessarily all ) of the grounds identified above are used
by the new histories of science to explain the emergence ofﬁ}ode m science. " Scienti fic
method itself was created by a “new kind of person”in the early modern era, Feudalism’s
economic order separated hand and head labor so severely that neither serfs nor
aristocrats could get the necessary combination of a trained intellect and willingness
to getone’s hands dir ty that are necessary for experimental method. One can al so point
to pre-Newtonian science’s involvement in political struggles against the aristocracy.
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Or one can focus on the “tit” of Ptolemaic astronomy’s conceptual scheme with tbe
hierarchical social structure of tbe Catholic Church and feudal society while, in
contrast, the Copernican astronomy mirrored the more dem ocratic social order that
was emerging. Or one can note the way the problematics of the new physics were
“for” the rise of the new merchant classes: it was not that Newton set out to “conspire”
with these classes; rather, his new physics sdved problems that had to be sol ved if
transportation, mmning, and warfare were to be more efficient.?’ So the feminist
empiricists’ appeals to historical precedent can be made in a different way by the
stan dp oint theorists.

[ ]

Strong objectivity and socially situated knowledge

In the preceding section I argued that a feminist standpoint theory can direct the
production of less partial and less distorted beliefs. This kind of scienti fic process will
not merely acknowledge the social situate dness — the historicity — of the very best
beliefs any culture has arrived at or could in principle “discover” but will use this fact
as a resource for generating those beliefs.?' Nevertheless, it still might be thought that
this association of objectivity with socially situated knowledge is an impossble
combination, Has feminist standpoint theory really abandoned objectivity and
embraced relativism? Or, alternatively, has it remained too firmly entrenched in a
destructive objectivism that increasingly is criticized firom many quarters?

T he declining status of “objectivism”

Scientists and science theorists working in many different discip linary and policy
projects have objected to the conventional notion of a value-free, impartial, dis-
passionate objectivity that is supp csed to guide scientific research and without which,
according to conventional thought, one cann ot separate justified belief from mere
opinion, or real knowledge from mere claims to knowledge. From the perspective of
this conventi onal noti on of objectivity — sometimes referred to as “obje ctivism”— it has
appeared that if one gives up this concept, the only alternative is not just a cultural
relativism (the soci ol ogical assertion that what is thought to be a reasonable claim in
one society or subculture is not thought to be so in another) but, worse, a judgmental
or epistem ol ogical relativism that denies the p ossibility of any reasonable standards
for adjudicating bet ween competing claims. Some fear that to give up the possibility of
one universally and eternally valid stan dard of judgment is perhaps even to be left with
no way to argue rationally against the possibility that each person’s judgment about the
regularities of nature and their underlying causal tendenciesmust be rega-de d as equally
valid. The reduction of the critic’s position to such an absurdity provides a powerful
incentive to question no furt her the conventional idea that objecti vity requires value-
neutrality. From the perspective of objectivism, judgmental relativism appears to be
the only alternative.
]

My concernis to state as clearly aspossible how issues of objectivity and relativism
appear from the perspective of a feminist standpoint theory.
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Feminist critics of science and the standpoint theorists especially have been
interpreted as supporting either an excessive commitment to value-free objectivity
or, alternatively, the abandonment of objectivity in favor of relativism. Because there
are clear commitments wi thin feminism to tell less partial and distorted stories about
women, men, nature, and social relations, some critics have assumed that feminism
must be committed to value-neutral objectivity. Like other feminists, however, the
standpoint theorists have also criticized conventional sciences for their arrogance in
assuming that they could tell one true story about a world thatis out there, ready-made
for their reporting, without listening to women’s accounts or being awar e that accounts
of nature and social relations have been constructed within men’s control of gender
relations. Moreover, feminist thought and politics as a whol e are continually revising
the ways they bring women'’s voices and the perspectives from women’s lives to
knowledge-seeking, and theyare full of conflicts between the clai ms made by different
groups of feminists. How could feminists in good conscience do anything but abandon
any agenda to legitimate one over another of these perspectives? Many feminists in
literature, the arts, and the humanities are even more resistant than those in the natural
and social sciences to claims that feminist images or representations of the world hold
any special epistemologi cal or scientific status. Such poli cing of thought is exactl y what
they have objected to in criticizing the authority of their disciplinary canons on the
grounds that such authority has had the effect of stfling the voices of margnalized
groups. In ignoring these views, feminist epistemologists who are concerned with
natural or sodal science agendas appear to support an epistemological divide between
the sciences and humanities, a divide that femi nism has elsewhere criticized.

The arguments of this book move away from the fruitless and depressing choice
betw een value-neutral objectivit y and judg mental relativism.The last chapter stressed
the greater objectivity that can be and has been daimed to result from grounding
research in women’s lives. This chapter draws on some assump tions underlying the
analyses of earlier chaptersin order to argue that the conventional notion of objectivity
against which feminist critidsms have been raised should be regarded as excessively
weak. A feminist standpoint epistemology requires strengthened standards of objec-
tivity. The standpoin tepistemologies call for recognition of a historical or sociological
or cultural relativism — but not for a judgmental or epistemological relativism. They
call for the acknowledgment that all human beliefs — including our best scientific
beliefs-are socially situated, but they also require a critical evaluation to deter mine
which social situations tend to generate the most objective knowledge claims. They
require, as judgmental relativism does not, a scientific account of the relationships
between historically located belief and maximally objective belief. So thecy demand
what I shall call strong objectivity in contrast to the weak objectivity of objectivism and
its mirror-linked twin, judg mental relativism. This may app ear to be circular reasoning
—to call for sdentificall y examining the sodal location of scientific clai ms — but if so,
it is at least not viciously circular.??

This chapter also considers two possibl e objections to tl%é argument presented, one
that may arise from scientists and philosophers of science, and another that may arise
among feminis ts themselves.
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Objectivism’s weak conception of objectivity

The term “objectivism” is useful for the purposes of my argument because its echoes
of “scientism” draw attention to ways in which the research prescriptions called for by
a value-free objectivity only mimic the purported style of the most successful scientific
practices without managing to produce their effects. Objectivism results only in semi-
science when it turns away from the task of critically identif ying all those broad,
historical social desires, interests, and values that have shaped the agendas, contents,
and results of the sciences much as they shape the rest of human affairs. Objectivism
encourages only a partial and distorted explanation of why the great moments in the
history of the natural and social sciences have occurred.

Let me be more precise in identifying the weaknesses of this notion. It has
been conceptualized both too narrowly and too broadly to be able to accomplish
the goals that its defenders claim it is intended to satisfy. Taken at face value it is
ineffectively conceptualized, but this is what makes the sciences that adopt weak
standards of objectivity so effective socially: objectivist justifications of science are
useful to dominant groups that, consciously or not, do not really intend to “play fair”
anyway. lts internally contradictory character gives it a kind of flexibility and adapt-
ability that would be unavailable to a coherently characterized notion.

Consider, (irst, how objectivism operationalizes too narrowly the notion of
maximizing objectivity. The conception of value-{ree, impartial, dispassionate research
is supposed to direct the identification of all social values and their elimination from
the results of research, yet it has been operationalized to identify and eliminate only
those social values and interests that differ among the researchers and critics who
are regarded by the scientific community as competent to make such judgments. If
the community of “qualitied” researchers and critics systematically excludes, for
example, all African Americans and women of all races, and if the larger culture is
stratified by race and gender and lacks powerful critiques of this stratification, it is not
plausible toimagine thatracist and sexist interests and values would be identified within
a community of scientists composed entirely of people who benefit — intentionally or
not— from institutional racism and sexism.

This kind of blindness is advanced by the conventional belief that the truly scientific
part of knowledge-seeking — the part controlled by methods of research — is only in
the context of justification. The context of discovery, where problems are identified as
appropriate for scientific investigation, hypotheses are formulated, key concepts are
defined— this part of the scientific process is thought to be unexaminable within science
by rational methods. Thus “real science”is restricted to those processes controllable by
methodological rules. The methods of science — or, rather, of the special sciences — are
restricted to procedures for the testing of already formulated hypotheses. Untouched
by these careful methodsare those valuesand interestsentrenched in the very statement
of what problem is to be researched and in the concepts favored in the hypotheses that
are to be tested. Recent histories of science are full of cases in which broad social
assumptions stood little chance of identification or elimination through the very best
research procedures of the day.” Thus objectivism operationalizes the notion of
objectivity in much too narrow a way to permit the achievement of the value-free
research that is supposed to be its outcome.

But objectivism also conceptualizes the desired valueneutrality of objectivity too
broadly. Objectivists claim that objectivity requires the elimination of all social values
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and interests from the research process and the results of re search. It is clear, howe ver,
that not all social values and interests have the same bad effects upon the results of
research. Some have systematically generated less partial and distor ted beliefs than
others —or than purpor tedly value- free research — as earlier chap ters have argue d

Nor is this so outlandish an understanding of the history of science as objectivists
fie quently intimate. Setting the scene for his study of nineteenth-century biological
de terminism, Stephen Jay Gould says:

Idonotintend to contrastevil de terminists who stray from the path of scientific
objectivity with enlightened antide terminists who approach data with an open
mind and therefore see truth. Rather, I criticize the my th that science itself is an
objective enterprise, done properly only when scientists can shuck the constrain ts
of their culture and view the world asit really is. . . . Science, since people must
doiit,isasocially embedded activity. It pro gresses by hunch, vision, and in tuition.
Much of its change throu gh time does not record a closer approach to absolute
truth, but the alteration of cul tural con texts that influence itso strongly.*

Other historians agree with Gould.?* Modern science has again and again been
reconstructed by a set of interests and values — distinctively Western, bourgeois, and
patriarchal — which were originally formulated by a new social group that in ten tionally
used the new sciences in their struggles against the Catholic Church and feudal
state. These interests and values had both positive and negative consequences for
the development of the science s.28 Political and social interests are not“add-ons’to an
otherwise transcendental science that is inherently indifferent to human society;
scientific beliefs, practices, institutions, histories, and problematics are constituted in
andthrough contemporary political and social projects, and alway s ha ve been. It woul d
be far more star tling to disco ver a kind of human knowled ge- seekin g whose products
could —alone amon g all human products — defy historical “gravity”and fly off the earth,
escapin g entirely their historical location. Sucha cul tural phenomenon wouldbe causse
for scientific alarm; it would appear to defy principles of “material” causality upon
which the possibility of scientific activity itself is base d.”

Of course, people in different sodeties arriveatmany of the same empirical claims,
Farmers, toolmakers, and child tenders in every cul ture must arrive at similar ‘tacts”
about nature and social relations if their work is to succeed. Many of the observations
collected by medieval European astronomers are preserved in the data used by
astronomers today. But what “facts’ these data refer to, what fur ther research they
point to, what theoretical statements they support and how such theories are to be
applied, what such data si gnify in terms of human social relations and relations to nature
—all the se par ts of the sciences can differ wildly, as the contrast be tween medie val and
contemporary astronomy illustrates.

] .

The best as well as the wor st of the history of the natural sciences has been shaped
by — or, more accurately, constructed throu gh and wi thin— political desires, interests,
and values. Consequently, there appear to be no grounds left from which to defend the
claim that the objectivity of research isadvanced by the elimination of all political values
andinterests from the research process. Instead, the sciences need to legitimate within
scientific research, as part of practicing science, critical examination of historical values
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and interests that may be so shared within the scien ti fic community, so invested in by
the very constitution of this or that field of study, that they will not show up as a cultural
bias between experimenters or between research communities. What objectivism
cannot conceptualize is the need for critical e xamination of the “intention lity of nature”
— meaning not that nature is no diferent from humans (in having intentions, desires,
interests, and values or in canstructing its own meaningful “way of life,” and so on)
but that nature-as-the- object-o fhuman-kn owl edge never comes to us “naked”; it comes
only as already constituted in social thou ght.zs Nature- as- object- of- st udy simulate s
in this respect an intentional being This idea hejps counter the intuitively seducti ve
idea that scientific claims are and should be an epiphenomenon of nature. [t is the
devel op ment of strategies to generate just such critical e xamination that the notion of
stron g objectivity cals for.

Not everyone will welcome such a project; even those who share the se criticisms
of objectivism may think the call for strong objectivi ty too idealistic, too utopian, not
realistic enough. But is it more unrealistic than trying to explain the regularities of
nature and the ir underlying causal tendenciess scientifically but refusing te examine alf
their causes? And even ifthe ideal of identifying all the causes of human beliefs is rarely
if e ver achievable, why not hold it as a desirable standard? Anti-litter laws improve
social life even if they are notalways obeyed.”

Weak objectivity, then, is a contradict ory notion, and its contradictory character
is largely responsible for its usefulness and its wide spread appe al to dominant groups.
It offers hope that scientists and science institutions, themselves ad mittedly histori-
cally located, can produce claims that will be regarded as objectively valid without
their having to examine critically their own historical commitments, from which —
intentionally or not — they actively construct their scientific research. It permits
scientists and science institutions to be unconcerned with the origins or consequences
of their problematics and practices, or with the social values and interests that the se
problematics and practices support. It offers the possibility of enacting what Francis
Bacon promised: “The course I propose for the discovery of sciences is such as leaves
but little to the acuteness and stren gth of wits, but places all wits and understandings
nearly on a level” His “way of discoverng sciences goes far to level men’s wits, and
leaves but little toindividual e xcellence; because it perf orms everythin g by sure st rules
and de mon strations.”3®

For those powerful forces in society that want to appropriate science and
knowledge for their own purposes, it is extremely valuable to be able to support the
idea that ignoring the constitution of science within political desires, valucs, and
interests will someh ow increase the reliabil ity of accounts of nature and social lfe. The
ideal of the disintere sted ration al scientist advances the self- intere st of both social elites
and, ironically, scientists who seek status and power. Rep ortin g on various field stud ies
of scientific work, Steve Fuller points out that Machiavellian judgments

simul ate those of the fabled “ration al” scien ti st, since in order for the Machiavellian
to maximize his advantage he must be ready to switch research programs when
he detects a change in the balance of credbility — which is, after all, what
phil osophers of science would typical ly have the rational scientist do. To put the
point more strikingly, it would seem that as the scientist’s motivation appr oxi-
mates total self-interestedness (such that he is always able to distance his own
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interests from those of any social group which supports what may turn out to
be a resear ch program with diminshing credibility), his behavior approximates
total disinterestedness. And so we can imagine the ultimate Machiavellian scientist
pursuing a line of research frowned upon by most groups in the socicty — p erhaps
determining the racial componentinintelligence is an examp le —simply because
he knows of its potential for influencing the course of future resear chand hence
for enhancing his credibility as a scientist. i

The history of science shows that resear ch directed by maximally liberatory social
int erests and values tends to be bett er equipped to id entify partial clai ms and distorting
assumptions, even though the credibil ity of the scientists who do it may not be enhanced
during the short run. After all, antiliberatory interests and values are invested in the
natural inferior ity of just the groups of humans who, if given real equal access (notjust
the fbrmally equal access that is liberalism’s goal) to public voice, would most strongly
contest claims about their purported natural inferiority. Antiliberatory interests and
values silence and d estroy the most | ik ely sour ces of evidence against their own claims.
That is whatmak es them rational fer el ites.

Strong objectivity: a competency concept

At this point, what | mean by a concept of strong objectivity should be clear. In an
important sense, our cu ltur es have agendas and make assumptions that weas individual s
cannot easily detect. Theoretically unm ediated experience, that aspect of a group’s or
an individual’s exp erience in which cultural influences cannot be detected, functions
as part of the evidence for scientific claims. Cultural agendas and assumptions are part
of the background assumptions and auxiliary hypotheses that phiosophers have
identified. If the goal is to mak e availabl e for critical scrutiny all the evidence marshal ed
for or againsta scientific hypothesis, then thisevid ence too requires aritical exam ination
within sci entific resear ch processes. In other words, we can think of strong objectivity
as extending the notion of scientific res ear ch toin clud e systemati c examination of su ch
powerful background beliefs. It must do so in order to be competent at maxim izing
objectivity.

The strong objectivity that standpoint theory requires is lke the “strong
programme” in the sociology of knowledge in that it directs us to provide symmetrical
accounts of both“good” and “bad” bel ief formation and legitimation.*” We must be able
to identify the social causes of good beliefs, not just of the bad ones to which the
conventional “sociology of error” and objectivism restrict causal accounts. However,
in contrast to the “strong programme,” standpoint theory requires causal analyses
not just of the micro processes in the laboratory but also of the macro tendencies in
the sodal order, which shape scientific practices. Moreover, a concern with macro
tendendes perm its a more 10 bust notion of reflexivity than is currently available in the
sodology of knowledge or the philoso phy of science. In #rying to identify the social
causes of good beliefs, we will be led also to examne critically the kinds of bad beliefs
that shape our own thought and behaviors, not just the thought and behavior of others.
e

It isimpor tant to remember that in a certain sense thereareno “women”or “men”
in the world — there is no “gender” — but only women, men, and gender constructed
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through particular historical struggles over just which races, classes, sexualities,
cultures, religious groups, and so forth, will have access to resources and power.
Mor eover, standpoint theories of knowledge, whether or not they are articulated
as such, lave been advanced by thinkers concerned not only with gender and class
hierarchy (recolect that standpoint theory originated in class analyses) but also with
other “Otbers.”** To make sense of any actual woman’s life or the gender relations in
any culture, analyses must begin in real, hist oricwomen’slives, and these will be women
of particular races, classes, cultures, and sexualities. The historical particularity
of women’s lives is a problem for narcissistic or arrogant accounts that attempt,
congiously or not, to conduct a cultural manologue. But itis a resource for those who
think that our un der stan dings and explanation s are improved by what we could call an
intellectual participatory democracy.

The notion of strang objectivity welds together the strengths of weak objectivity
and those of the “weak subjectivity” thatisits correlate, but excludes the features that
make them only weak.To enact or op erationalize the directive of strong objectivity is
to value the Other’s perspective and to pass over in thoughtinto the social condition
thatcreatesit—not in order tostay there, to“go native” or merge the self with the Other,
but in or der to look back at the selfin all its cultural particularity from a more di stant,
critical, objectifying l ocation. One can think of the subjectivism that objectivism
conceptualizes asits sole alternative as only a “premodern” alternative to objectivi sm;
it provides only a premodern solution to the prablem we have here and now at the
moment of postmodern criticisns of modernity’s objectiviam. Strong obj ectivity
rejects attem pts to resuscitate those organic, occult, “participating consciousess”
relationships betwcen self and Other which are characteristic of the premodern
world.* Strong objectivity requires that we investigate the rclation between subject
and object rather than deny the existence of, or seek unilateral control over, this
relation.

Historical relativism versus Jjudgmental relativism

It is not that hist orical relativism is in itself a bad thing, A respect for historical (or
sociological or cult ural) relativi smis always usef ul in starting one’s thinking, Different
social groups tend to have different patterns of practice and belief and different
standards for judging them; these practices, beliefs, and standards can be exp lained by
different historical interests, values, and agendas. Appreciation of these empirical
regularities is esp ecially important at this moment of unusually deep and extensive
social change, when even preconceived schemes used in liberatory projects are likely
to exclude less-well-positioned voices and to distort emerging ways of thinking that
donot fiteasily into ol der schemes. Listening carefullyt o different voices and attending
thoughtfully to others’ valies and interests can enlarge our vision and begin to correct
for inevitable ethnocentrisms. (The dominant values, interests, and voices are not
among these “different” ones; they are the powerful tide against which “difference”
must swim.)

To acknowledge this historical or sociological fact, as [ have already argued, does
not commit one to the further epi stemological daim that there are theref ore no rational
or scien ti fic grounds for making judgmentsbetween various patterns of beli ef and their
originating social practices, values,and consequences. Many think er shave pointed out
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that judg mental relativism is internally related to objectivism. For example, sdence
historian Donna Haraway argues that judgmental relati vism is the other side of the ve ry
same coin from“the God trick”required by what I have called weak objectivity. To insist
that no judgments at all of cognitive ade quacy can legiti mately be ma de amounts to the
same thing as to insist that knowledge can be produced only from “no place at all”: that

. 3s
is, by someone who can be every plce at once.

[ "]l'o summar ize, then, a strong notion of obje ctivity requires a commitment to
acknowledge the historicl character of every belief or set of beliefs —a commit ment
to cul tural, sodological, historical relativism. But it also requires that judgmental or
epistemological relativism be rejected. Weak obje ctivity is lo cated in a conceptual
inter dependency thatindudes (weak) subje ctivity and judgmental relativism. One
cannot simply give up weak objecti vity without making adjustments throughout the rest
of this epistemologi cal system.

Responding to objections

Two possible obje ctions to the recommendation of a stronger standard for objectivity
must be considered here. First, some sdentists and philosophers of sden ce may protest
that I am atte mpting to spedfy standar ds of obje ctivi ty fer all the scien ces. What could
it mean to attempt to specify general stan dards far increasing the obje ctivity of resear ch?
Shouldn't the task of deter mining what counts as ade quate resear ch be settled within
each sdence by its own practitioners? W hy should practicing scientists revise their
resear ch practi ces be cause of what is thought by a philosopher or anyone else who is
not anexpertin a particular sdence?

But the issue of this chapter is an episte mological issue — a metasdentific one —
rather than anissue within any single science. Itis more like a dire cti ve to operationalize
theoretical concepts than like a directive to operationalize in a certain way some
particular theoretical notion within physi s or biology. The re ommen ded co mbination
of strong objectivity with the acknowledgment of historical relativism would,
if adopted, create a culture-wide shift in the kind of epistemology regarded as desir-
able. Certainly, strategies for enacting commitments to strong objectivity and the
acknowledgment of historical relativism would have to be developed within each
parti cular resear ch program;plenty of examplesalready existin biologyand the social
sdences. My positionis that the naturalsciencesare backward in this respe ct; they are
not immune from the reasonableness of these directives, as conventionalists have
assumed.

The notion of strong obje ctivity de velope d here represents insights that have been
emerging from thinkers in a number of dis ciplines for so me de cade s —not just “wish ful
thinking” based on no e mpirical scien ces at all. Critidsms of the dominant thought of
the West fromboth inside and outside the West argue that its partiality and distortions
are the consequence in large part of starting that thought*fonly from the lives of the
dominant groups in the West. Less partiality and less distortion result when thought
startsfrom peasantlife, not just aristo aratic life; from slaves’ lives, not just slaveowners’
lives; from the lives of factory workers, not just those of their bosses and managers;
from the lives of people who work for wages and ha ve alsobeen assigned responsibility
for husband and child care, not just those of persons who are expe cted to have little
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such responsibility. This directive leaves open to be determined within each discipline
or researcharea what a researcher must do to start thought from women’s lives or the
lives of people in other marginalized groups, and it will be easier — though still difficult
— to provide reasonable responses to such a request in history or sociology than in
physics or chemistry. Butthe difficulty of providing an analysis in physics or chemistry
does not signif'y that the question is an absurd one for knowledge-seeking in general,
or that there are no reasonable answers for those sciences too.

The second objection may come from feminists themselves. Many would say that
the notion of objectivity is so hopelessly tainted by its historical complicity in justif ying
the service of science to the dominant groups that trying to make it function effectively
and progressively in alternative agendas only confuses the matter. If feminists want
to breathe new life into such a bedraggled notion as objectivity, why not at least invent
analternative term that does not call up the offienses associated with the idea of value-
neutrality, that is not intimately tied to a faulty theory of representation, to a faulty
psychic construction of the ideal agent of knowledge, and to regressive political
tendencies.

Let us reorganize some points made earlier in order to get the full force of this
objection. The goal of producing results of research that are value-free is part of the
notion of the ideal mind as a mirror that can reflect a world that is “out there,” ready-
made. In this view, value-free objectivity can locate an Archimedean perspective from
which the events and processes of the natural world appear in their proper places. ®nly
false beliefs have social causes — human values and interests that blind us to the real
regularities and underlying causal tendencies in the world, generating biased results
of research. True beliefs have only natural causes: those regularities and underlying
causal tendencies thatare there, plus the power of the eyes to see them and of the mind
to reason about them. This theory of representation is a historically situated one: it is
characteristic only of certain groups in the modern West. Can the notion of objectivity
really be separated from this implausible theory of representation?

Value-free objectivity requires also a faulty theory of the ideal agent— the subject
— of science, knowledge, and history. It requires a notion of the self as a fortress that
must be defended against polluting influences from its social surroundings. The self
whose mind would perfectly reflect the world must create and constantly police the
borders of a guif, a no-man’s-land, between himself as the subject and the object of his
research, knowledge, or action. Feminists have been among the most pointed critics
of this selt-versus-Other construct, *® referring to it as “abstract masculinity.”” Mor-e-
over, its implication in Western constructions of the racial Other against which the
“white”West would define its admirable projects is also obvious.*® Can the notion of
objectivity be useful in efforts to oppose such sexism and racism?

Equally important, the notion of value-free objectivity is morally and politically
regressive for reasons additional to those already mentioned. It justifies the construction
of science institutions and individual scientists as “fast guns for hire” It has been
used to legitimate and hold up as the highest ideal institutions and individuals that are,
insofar as they are scientific, to be studiously unconcerned with the origins or conse-
quences of their activities or with the values and interests that these activities advance.
This nonaccidental, determined, energetic lack of concern is supported by science
education that excludes training in critical thought and that treats all expressions of
social and political concern — the concerns of the torturer and the concerns of the
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tortured —as being on the same low level of scienti fic “rationality.” Scandalous examples
of the institutional impotence of the sciences as sciences to speak to the moral and
politi cal issues that shape their problematics, consequences, values, and interests have
been identified for decades. The construction of a border between scientific method
and violations of human and, increasingly, animal rights must be conducted “outside”
that method, by government statements about what constitutes acceptable methods of
resear ch on human and animal subjects, what constitutes consent to experime ntation,
the subsequent formation of “ethics committees,” and so on. Can the notion of
objectivity be extracted from the moral sand politics of “obje ctive science”asa“fast gun
for hire™

These are formidable objections. Nevertheless, the argument of this bookis that
the notion of objectivity not only can but should be separated from its shameful and
damaging history. Resear chis socially situated, and it can be more objectively conducted
witho ut aiming for or daiming to be value-fi-ee.The requirements for achieving strong
objectivity permit one to abandon notions of perfect, mirrorlike representations of
the world, the selfasa defended fortress, and the “truly scientific”as disinterested with
regard tomorals and politics, yet still appl y rational standard s to sorting less from more
partial and distorted belief. Indeed, my argument is that these standards are more
rational and more effe ctive at producing maximally objective results than the ones
associated with what [ have called weak objectivity.

As T have been arguing, objectivity is one of a complex of inextricably linked
notions. Science and rationality are two other terms in this network. But it is not
necessary to accept the idea that thereis enly one correct or reasonable way to think
about these terms, let alone that the corre ct way is the one used by dominant groups
in the modern West. Not all reason is white, masculinist, modern, heterosexual,
Western reason. Not all modes of rigorous empiri cal knowledge- seeking are what the
dominant groups think of as science — to under state the point. The procedures institu-
tionalized in conventional science for distinguishing between how we want the world
to be and how itisare not the only or best ways to go about maximizing objectivity. It
is impor tant to work and think outside the dominant modes, as the minority movements
havedone. But itisimportant, also, to bring the insights developed there into the heart
of conventional institutions, to disrupt the dominant practices from within by
appropriating notions such as objectivity, reason, and science in ways that stand a chance
of compelling reasoned assent while simultaneously shifting and displacing the meanings
and referents of the discussionin ways that improve it. Itis by thinking and acting as
“outsiders within” that feminists and others can transferm scicnce and itssocial relations
for those who remain only insiders or outsiders.

Rqﬂexivity revisited

The notion of “strong objectivity” conceptualizes the value of putting the subject
or agent of knowledge in the same critical, causal phnefas the object of her or his
inquiry. It parmits us to see the scientific as well as the moral and political advan-
tages of this way of trying to achieve a rediprocal relationship between the agent and
object of knowledge. The contrast developed here between weak and strong notions
of objectivity permits the parallel construction of weak versus strong notions of
reflexivity.
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Reflexivity has tended to be seen as a problem i'n the social sciences — ?nd on ly
there. Observation camn ot be as separated from its social con sequen cesas the directives
of “weak db jectivity,”originating in the natwral sciences, have assumed. In sodal inquiry,
observation changes the field observed. Having recognized his com pli city in the li ves
of his objects of study, the researcher is then supposed to devise various strategies to
try to democrati ze the situation, to inform the “nati ves” of their option s, to make them
participants in the account of their activities, and so forth.®

Less comm only, reflexivity has been seen as a problem because if the researcher
is under the obligation to i dentify the social causes of the “best” as well as the “worst”
beliefs and behaviors of those he studies, then he must also anal yze his own beliefs
and behaviors in conducting his resear ch project — which have been shaped by the
same kinds of social relations that he is interested to identify as causes of the beliefs
and behaviors of others. (Here, reflexivity can begin to be con ceptualized asa “p roblem”
for the natural sciences, too.) Sodologists of knowledge in the recent “strong pro-
gramme” school and related tendencies, who emphasize the importan ce of identif ying
the social causes of “best belief,” have been aware of this problem from the very
beginning but have devised no plausble way of resol ving it — primarily becau se their
con ception of the social causes of belief in the natural sciences (the subject matter
of their analyses) is artifidally restricted to the micro processes of the laboratory
and research community, explidtly excluding race, gender, and dass relation s. This
restricted nation of what con stitutes appropriate subject matter for anal yses of the
sodal relations of the sciences is carried into their un derstanding of their own work.
It generates ethn ographies of their own and the natural scien ce com munities which
are complicitous with positivist tendencies in insisting on the isolation of research
communities from the larger sodal, economi ¢, and political currentsintheirsocieties.
(These accounts are also flawed by their positivist conceptions of the object of natural
science study.)**

These “weak” notions of reflexivity are disabled by their lack of any mechanism
for identifying the cultural values and interests of the researchers, which form part
of the evidence for the results of research in both the natural and social sciences.
Anthrop ologists, sociol ogists, and the like, who work wi thin social communities,
frequently appear to desire such a mechanism or standard; but the meth odol ogi cal
assumptions of their disciplines, which direct them to embra ce either weak objectivity
or judgmental relativism, have not permitted them to develop one.Thatis, indivi duals
ex press “heartfelt desire” not to harm the subjects they ob serve, to become aware of
their own cultural biases, and so on, but such reflexive goals remain at the level of
desire rather than competent enactment. In short, such weak reflexivit y hasno p ossible
operationalization, or no competency standard, f or success.

A notion of strong reflexivity would require that the objects of inquiry be
con ceptualized as gazing back in all their cultural particularity and that the resear cher,
through theory and methods, stand behind them, gazing back at his own sodall y sit uated
research project in all its cultural particularity and its relationships to other projects
of his culture — many of which (policy development in international relations,
for example, or industrial expansion) can be seen only from locations far away from
the scientist’s actual daily work. “Strong reflexivity” requires the devel opment of
opp os sional theory from the perspective of the lives of those Others (“nature”as already
sodally constructed, as well as other peoples), sin ce intuitive experience, for reasons
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discussed earlier, is frequently not a reliable guide to the regularities of nature and
social life and their underlying causal tendencies.

Standpoint theory opens the way to stronger standards of both objectivity and
reflexivity. These standards require that research projects use their historical location
asa resource for obtaining greater objectivity.

Notes

1 See Dorothy Smith, The Everyday World as Problematic: A Feminist Sociology (Boston :
Northeastern University Press, 1987), 3 collection of the essays that Smith began
to publish in the mid-1970s; Nancy Hartsock, “The Feminist Standpoint:
Developing the Ground for a Specifically Feminist Historical Materialisim,” in
Discovering Reality: Feminist Perspectives on Epistemology, Metaph ysics, Methodology, and
Philosophy of Science, ed. Sandra Harding and Merrill Hintikka (Dordrecht: Reidel,
1983); Hilary Rose, “Hand, Brain, and Heart: A Feminist Epistemology for the
Natural Sciences,” Signs 9: 1 (1983).

2 Jane Flax, “Political Philosophy and the Patriarchal Unconscious: A Psychoanalytic
Perspective on Epistemology and Metaphysics,”in Harding and Hintikka, Discovering
Reality; Alison Jaggar, Feminist Politics and Human Nature (Totowa, NJ; Rowman &
Allenheld, 1983), esp. chap. 1 1; Sandra Harding, “Why Has the Sex-Gender System
Become Visible Only Now?” in Harding and Hintikka, Discovering Reality; Sandra
Harding, The Science Question in Feminism (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1986),
chap. 6.

3 Standpoint theory arguments have been made in the context of other liberatory
social movements as well (a point to which I return later): see, e.g., Samir Amin,
Eurocentrism (NewYork: Monthly Review Press, 1989); Bettina Aptheker, Tapestries
of Life: Women's Work, Women's Consciousness, and the Meaning of Daily Life (Amherst:
University of Massachusetts Press, 1989); Patricia Hill Collins, “Learning from the
@utsider Within: The Sociological Significance of Black Feminist Thought,” Socia/
Problems 33 (1986); Walter Rodney, How Europe Underdeveleped Africa (Washington,
DC: Howard University Press, 1982); Edward Said, Orientalism (New York:
Pantheon Books, 1978); Edward Said, Foreword to Selected Subaltern Studies, ed.
Ranajit Guha and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (New York: Oxford University Press,
1988), viil,

4 I have substituted “distorted” for “perverse,” since one person's “perversities” may
be another’s most highly valued pleasures. “Distorted” appears less amenable to this
kind of transvaluation.

S In The Science Question in Feminism, | discussed differences between the grounds
proposed by four standpoint theorists: Rose, Hartsock, Flax, and Smith. Here I
consider additional grounds proposed to justify feminist research.

6  Standpoint theories need not comnit essentialism. The Science Question in Feminism
contributed to such a misreading of their “logic”; in this book I contest an essen-
tialist reading, :

7 Flax, “Political Philosophy.” See also Nancy Hirschmann's use of object relations
theory to ground a standpoint epistemology in her “Freedom, Recognition, and
Obligation: A Feminist Approach to Political Theory,” American Political Science Review
83:4 (1989).
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