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Re;th;inking Standpoint
Epistemology: What s
“Strong Objectivity”?

SANDRA HARDING

“Pominist obiectivi oo
minist objectivity means quite simply situated knowledges.”
—Donna Haraway!

Both Ways

For almost i
o a;WOtde;adef;, .femlmsts have engaged in a complex and charged con-
omvjecta b 01.1 objectivity. Its topics have included which kinds of knowled
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o ho}lfd E:l?l-sm-) like thinkers in the other new social liberation movements
oo Contrad-at_ it is not only desirable but also possible to have that appa )
iation in terms—socially-situa -
; ! ted knowled i
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ﬂl;‘is i lg)fgtllslts and especially the feminists who have most fully articuI;aOtlél;
or “logic” for EOTY OfMOWIBdgeAhave claimed to provide a fundamental ma
. ow to do this: “start thought from marginalized lives” « i
everyday life as problematic.”* However, thes ginalized lives” and. take
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than do those that turn away from providing systematic methods for locating
knowledge in history. The problem with the conventional conception of objec-
tivity is not that it is too rigorous or too “objectifying,” as some have argued, but
that it is not rigorous or objectifying enough; it is too weak to accomplish even the

for by feminisms and other new social movements.. ..

‘What Are the Grounds for Knowledge Claims?

Standpoint theories argue for “starting off thought” from the lives of marginal-
ized peoples; beginning in those determinate, objective locations in any social
order will generate illuminating critical questions that do not arise in thought
that begins from dominant group lives. Starting off research from women’s lives
will generate less partial and distorted accounts not only of women’s lives but
also of men’s lives and of the whole social order. Women’s lives and experiences
provide the “grounds” for this knowledge, though these clearly do not pro-
vide foundations for knowledge in the conventional philosophical sense. These
grounds are the site, the activities, from which scientific questions arise. The
epistemologically advantaged starting points for research do not guarantee that
the researcher can maximize objectivity in her account; these grounds provide
only a necessary—not a sufficient—starting point for maximizing objectivity.
Itis useful to contrast standpoint grounds for knowledge with four other kinds:
the “God-trick,” ethnocentrism, relativism, and the unique abilities of the op-
pressed to produce knowledge.

Standpoint Theories versus the “God-Trick”

First, for standpoint theories, the grounds for knowledge are fully saturated
with history and social life rather than abstracted from it. Standpoint knowledge
projects do not claim to originate in purportedly universal human problematics;
they do not claim to perform the “God-trick”® However, the fact that feminist
knowledge claims are socially situated does not in practice distinguish them
from any other knowledge claims that have ever been made inside or outside
the history of Western thought and the disciplines today; all bear the finger-
prints of the communities that produce them. All thought by humans starts
off from socially determinate lives. As Dorothy Smith puts the point, “women’s
perspective, as I have analyzed it here, discredits sociology’s claim to constitute
an objective knowledge independent of the sociologists’s situation, Its concep-
tual procedures, methods, and relevances are seen to organize its subject matter
from a determinate position in society.”®

It is a delusion—and a historical identifiable one—to think that human
thought could completely erase the fingerprints that reveal its production pro-
cess. Conventional conceptions of scientific method enable scientists to be rel-

atively good at eliminating those social interests and values from the results of
research that differ within the scientifie cammmim o P11t crlmmtida m 1 mtls o

goals for which it has been designed, let alone the more difficult projects called -
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provides no rules, procedures, or techniques for even identifying, let alone elim-
inating, social concerns and interests that are shared by all (or virtually all) of
the observers, nor does it encourage seeking out observers whose social beliefs
vary in order to increase the effectiveness of scientific method. Thus culturewide
assumptions that have not been criticized within the'scientiﬁc research processare
transported into the results of research, making visible the historicity of specific
scientific claims to people at other times, other places, or in other groups in the
very same social order. We could say that standpoint theories not only acknowl-
edge the social situatedness that is the inescapable lot of all knowledge-seeking
projects but also, more importantly, transform it into a systematically available
scientific resource.

Standpoint Theories versus Ethnocentrism

Universalists have traditionally been able to imagine only ethnocentrism and
relativism as possible alternatives to “the view from nowhere” that they as-
sert grounds universal claims, so they think standpoint epistemologies must
be supporting {or doomed to} one or the other of these positions. Is there
any reasonable sense in which the ground for knowledge claimed by feminist
standpoint theory is ethnocentric?

Ethnocentrism is the belief in the inherent superiority of one’s own ethnic
group or culture. Do feminist standpoint theorists argue that the lives of their
own group or culture is superior as a grounds for knowledge?” At first glance,
one might think that this is the case if one notices that it is primarily women
who have argued for starting thought from women’s lives. However, there are
several reasons why it would be a mistake to conclude from this fact that feminist
standpoint theory is ethnocentric.

First, standpoint theorists themselves all explicitly argue that marginal lives
that are not their own provide better grounds for certain kinds of knrowledge.
Thus the claim by women that women’s lives provide a better starting point
for thought about gender system is not the same as the claim that their own
lives are the best such starting points. They are not denying that their own lives
can provide important resources for such projects, but they are arguing that
other, different (and sometimes oppositional) women’s lives also provide such
resonrces. For example, women who are not prostitutes and have not been raped
have argued that starting thought from women’s experiences and activities in
such events reveals that the staie is male because it looks at women’s lives here
just as men {but not women) do. Dorothy Smith writes of the value of starting to
think about a certain social situation she describes from the perspective of Native
Canadian lives.? Bettina Aptheker has argued that starting thought from the ev-
eryday lives of women who are holocaust survivors, Chicana cannery workers,
older lesbians, African-American women in slavery, Japanese-American con-
centration camp survivors, and others who have had lives different from hers

e o a1 ek matad wratr e




130 . Sandra Harding

. dominant groups conceptualize politics, resistance, community, and other key

history and social science notions.? Patricia Hill Collins, an African-American
sociologist, has argued that starting thought from the lives of poor and in some
cases illiterate African-American women reveals important truths about the
lives of intellectuals, both African-American and European-American, as well
as about those women.'® Many theorists who are not mothers (as well as many
who are) have argued that starting thought in mother-work generates important
questions about the social order. Of course some women no doubt do argue that
their own lives provide the one and only best starting point for all knowledge
projects, but this is not what standpoint theory holds. Thus, although itisnotan
accident that so many women have argued for feminist standpoint approaches,
neither is it evidence that standpoint claims are committed to ethnocentrism.
Second, and relatedly, thinkers with “center” identities have also argued that

marginalized lives are better places from which to start asking causal and critical -

questions about the social order. After all, Hegel was not a slave, though he
argued that the master/slave relationship could be better understood from the
perspective of slaves activities. Marx, Engels, and Lukacs were not engaged in the
kind of labor that they argued provided the starting point for developing their
theories about class society. There are men who have argued for the scientific
and epistemic advantages of starting thought from women’s lives, European-
Americans who understand that much can be learned about their lives as well
as African-American lives if they start their thought from the latter, and so
on.!! '
Third, womerrs lives are shaped by the rules of femininity or womanliness;
in this sense they “express feminine culture.” Perhaps the critic of standpoint
theories thinks feminists are defending femininity and thus “their own culture”
But all feminist analyses, including feminist standpoint writings, are in principle
ambivalent about the value of femininity and womanliness. Feminists criticize
fernininity on the grounds that it is fundamentally defined by and therefore part
of the conceptual project of exalting masculinity; it is the “other” against which
men define themselves as admirably and uniquely human. Feminist thought
does not try to substitute loyalty to femininity for the loyalty to masculinity
it criticizes in conventional thought. Instead, it criticizes all gender loyalties as
capable of producing only partial and distorted results of research. However, it
must do this while also arguing that women'’s lives have been inappropriately
devalued, Feminist thought is forced to “speak as” and on behalf of the very no-
tion it criticizes and tries to dismantle—women. In the contradictory nature of
this project lies both its greatest challenge and a source of its great creativity. . . .
Fourth, there are many feminisms, and these can be understood to be start-
ing off their analyses from the lives of different historical groups of women.
Liberal feminism initially started off its analyses from the lives of women in

the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century European and U.S. educated classes;
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early twentieth-century industrializing or “modernizing” S'Ocie_t.ies; Third World .

feminism, from the lives of late twentieth-century women' of Third World
descent—and these different Third World lives produce different feminisms.
Standpoint theory argues that each of these groups of women’s lives is a good
place to start in order to explain certain aspects of the social order. There is
no single, ideal woman’s life from which standpoint theories recommend that
thought start. Instead, one must turn to all of the lives that are marginalized
in different ways by the operative systems of social stratification. The different
feminisms inform each other; we can learn from all of them and change our
patterns of belief.

Last, one can note that from the perspective of marginalized lives, it is the
dominant claims that we should in fact regard as ethnocentric. It is relatively
easy to see that overtly racist, sexist, classist, and heterosexist claims have the
effect of insisting that the dominant culture is superior. But it is also the case
that claims to have produced universally valid beliefs—principles of ethics, of
human nature, epistemologies, and philosophies of science—are ethnocentric.
Only members of the powerful groups in societies stratified by race, ethnicity,
class, gender, and sexuality could imagine that their standards for knowledge
and the claims resulting from adherence to such standards should be found
preferable by all rational creatures, past, present, and future, This is what the
work of Smith, Hartsock, and the others discussed earlier shows. Moreover,
standpoint theory itself is a historical emergent. There are good reasons why it
has not emerged at other times in history; no doubt it will be replaced by more
useful epistemologies in the future—the fate of all human products.'?

Standpoint Theory versus Relativism, Perspectivalism, and Pluralism

If there is no single, transcendental standard for deciding between competing
knowledge claims, then it is said that there can be only local historical ones,
each valid in its own lights but having no claims against others. The literature
on cognitive relativism is by now huge, and here is not the place to review
it."> However, standpoint theory does not advocate—nor is it doomed to—
relativism. It argues against the idea that all social situations provide equally
useful resources for learning about the world and against the idea that they all
set equally strong limits on knowledge. Contrary to what universalists think,
standpoint theory is not committed to such a claim as a consequence of rejecting
universalism. Standpoint theory provides arguments for the claim that some
social situations are scientifically better than others as places from which to start
off knowledge projects, and those arguments must be defeated if the charge of
relativism is to gain plausibility.™

Judgmental (or epistemological) relativisim is anathema to any scientific
project, and ferinist ones are no exception.'® It is not equally true as its de-
nial that wonten’s uteruses wander around in their bodies when they take math
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. human history, that women are biclogically programmed to succeed at mother-
ing and fail at equal participation in governing society, that women’s preferred
maodes of moral reasoning are inferior to men’s, that targets of rape and bat-
tering must bear the responsibility for what happens to them, that the sexual
molestation and other physical abuses children repaort are only their fantasies,
and so on—as various sexist and androcentric scientific theories have claimed.
Feminist and prefeminist claims are usually not complementary but conflicting,
just as the claim that the earth is flat conflicts with the claim that it is round.
Sociological relativism permits us to acknowledge that different people hold dif-
ferent beliefs, but what is at issue in rethinking objectivity is the different matter
of judgmental or epistemological relativism. Standpoint theories neither hold
nor are doomed to it.. ..

Standpoint Theory versus the Unique Abilities of the Oppressed
to Produce Knowledge

This is another way of formulating the charge that standpoint theories, in con-
trast to conventional theories of knowledge, are ethnocentric. However, in this
form the position has tempted many feminists, as it has members of other liber-
atory knowledge projects.!®. . . To pursue the issue further, we turn to examine
just who is the “subject of knowledge” for standpoint theories. ...

New Subjects of Knowledge

For empiricist epistemology, the subject or agent of knowledge—that which
“knows” the “best beliefs” of the day—is supposed to have a number of distinc-
tive characteristics. First, this subject of knowledge is culturally and historically
disembodied or invisible because knowledge is by definition universal, “Science
says....” we are told. Whose science, we can ask? The drug and cigarette com-
panies’? The Surgeon General’s? The National Institute of Health’s? The science
of the critics of the NIH’s racism and sexism? Empiricism insists that scientific
knowledge has no particular historical subject. Second, in this respect, the sub-
ject of scientific knowledge is different in kind from the objects whose properties
scientific knowledge describes and explains, because the latter are determinate in
space and time, Third, though the subject of knowledge for empiricists is trans-
historical, knowledge is initially produced (“discovered”) by individuals and
groups of individuals (reflected in the practice of scientific awards and honors),
not by culturally specific societies or subgroups in a society such as a certain
class or gender or race. Fourth, the subject is homogeneous and unitary, because
knowledge must be consistent and coherent. If the subject of knowledge were
permitted to be multiple and heterogeneous, then the knowledge produced by
such subjects would be multiple and contradictory and thus inconsistent and
incoherent.

The subjects of knowledge for standpoint theories contrast in all four respects.
First. thev are embodied and vicihle Feraiies +he lvrae Femarm ol odn 4o e cdas T
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started are always present and visible in the results of that thought. This is trues.
even though the way scientific method is operationalized usually succeeds in-
removing all personal or individual fingerprints from the results of research,
But personal fingerprints are not the problem standpoint theory is intended to
address. The thought of an age is of an age, and the delusion that one’s thought
can escape historical locatedness is just one of the thoughts that is typical of
dominant groups in these and other ages. The “scientific world view” is, in fact,
a view of {dominant groups in) modern, Western societies, as the histories of
science proudly point out. Standpoint theories simply disagree with the further
ahistorical and incoherent claim that the content of “modern and Western”
scientific thought is also, paradoxically, not shaped by its historical location.
Second, the fact that subjects of knowledge are embodied and socially located
has the consequence that they are not fundamentally different from objects of
knowledge. We should assume causal symmetry in the sense that the same
kinds of social forces that shape objects of knowledge also shape (but do not
determine) knowers and their scientific projects.
This may appear to be true only for the objects of social science knowl-
edge, not for the objects that the natural sciences study. After all, trees, rocks,
planetary orbits, and electrons do not constitute themselves as historical actors.
What they are does not depend on what they think they are; they do not think or
carry on any of the other activities that distinguish human communities from
other constituents of the world around us. However, this distinction turns out
to be irrelevant to the point here because, in fact, scientists never can study the
trees, rocks, planetary orbits, or electrons that are “out there” and untouched
by human concerns. Instead, they are destined to study something different
(but hopefully systematically related to what is “out there”): nature as an ob-
ject of knowledge. Trees, rocks, planetary orbits, and electrons always appear to
natural scientists only as they are already socially constituted in some of the
ways that humans and their social groups are already socially constituted for
the social scientist. Such abjects are already effectively “removed from pure na-
ture” into social life—they are social objects—by, first of all, the contemporary
general cultural meanings that these objects have for everyone, including the
entire scientific community.” They also become socially constituted objects of
knowledge through the shapes and meanings these objects gain for scientists
because of eatlier generations of scientific discussion about them. ... Finally,
their own interactions with such objects also culturally constitute them; to treat
a piece of nature with respect, violence, degradation, curiosity, or indifference
is to participate in culturally constituting such an object of knowledge. ...
Third, consequently, communities and not primarily individuals produce
knowledge. For one thing, what I believe that I thought through all by myself
(in my mind), which I know, only gets transformed from my personal belief

to knowledge when it is socially legitimated. Just as importantly, my society
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interrogate. It assumes the eurocentric, androcentric, heterosexist, and bour-
geois beliefs that I do not critically examine as part of my scientific research
and that, consequently, shape my thought and appear as part of my knowl-
edge claims. These are some of the kinds of features that subsequent ages (and
Others today) will say make my thought characteristic of my age, or society,
community, race, class, gender, or sexuality. The best scientific thought of today
is no different in this respect from the thought of Galileo or Darwin; in all can
be found not only brilliant thoughts first expressed by individuals and then
legitimated by communities but also assumptions we now regard as false that
were distinctive to a particular historical era and not identified as part of the
“evidence” that scientists actually used to select the results of research.!®

Fourth, the subjects/agents of knowledge for feminist standpoint theory are
muliiple, heterogeneous, and contradictory or incoherent, not unitary, homoge-
neous, and coherent as they are for empiricist epistemology.'® Feminist knowl-
edge has started off from women’s [ives, but it has started off from many different
women’s lives; there is no typical or essential woman’s life from which feminisms
start their thought. . ..

However, the subject/agent of feminist knowledge is multiple, heterogeneous,
and frequently contradictory in a second way that mirrors the situation for
waomen as a class. Itis the thinker whose consciousness is bifirrcated, the outsider
within, the marginal person now located at the center,”® the person who is
committed to two agendas that are by their nature at least partially in conflict—
the liberal feminist, socialist feminist, Sandinista feminist, Islamic feminist, or
feminist scientist—who has generated feminist sciences and new knowledge. It is
starting off thought from a contradictory social position that generates feminist
knowledge. So the logic of the directive to “start thought from women’s lives”
requires that one start one’s thought from multiple lives that are in many ways
in conflict with each other, each of which itself has multiple and contradictory
commitments. ...

This logic of multiple subjects leads to the recognition that the subject of
liberatory feminist knowledge must also be, in an important if controversial
sense, the subject of every other liberatory knowledge project. This is true in the
collective sense of “subject of knowledge,” because lesbian, poor, and racially
ntarginalized women are all women, and therefore all feminists will have to grasp
how gender, race, class, and sexuality are used to construct each other. Tt will
ba've to do so if feminism is to be liberatory for marginalized women, but also if
itis t'o avoid deluding dominant group women about their/our own situations.
If this were not so, there would be no way to distinguish between feminism
and the narrow self-interest of dominant group women—just as conventional
androcentric thought permits no criterion for distinguishing between “best

beIief:s” and those that serve the self-interest of men as men., (Bourgeois thought
permits no criterion for identifying specifically bourgeois self-interest; racist
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But the subject of every other liberatory movement must also learn how
gender, race, class, and sexuality are used to construct each other in order to
accomplish their goals. That is, analyses of class relations must look at their
agendas from the perspective of women’s lives, too. Women, too, hold class
positions, and they are not identical to their brothers. . .. Antiracist movements
must ook at their issues from the perspective of the lives of women of color,
and so forth. Everything that feminist thought must know must also inform
the thought of every other liberatory movement, and vice versa. It is not just
the women in those other movements who must know the world from the
perspective of women’s lives. Everyone must do so if the movements are to

succeed at their own goals. . ..

However, if every other liberatory movement must generate feminist knowl-
edge, it cannot be that women are the unique generators of ferninist knowledge.
Women cannot claim this ability to be uniquely theirs, and men must not be
permitted to claim that because they are not women, they are not obligated
to produce fully feminist anakyses. Men, too, must contribute distinctive forms
of specifically feminist knowledge from their particular social situation. Memn’s
thought, too, will begin first from women’s lives in all the ways that feminist
theory, with its rich and contradictory tendencies, has helped us all—women
as well as men—to understand how to do. It will start there in order to gain the
maximally objective theoretical frameworks within which men can begin to de-
scribe and explain their own and women'’s lives in less partial and distorted ways.
This is necessary if men are to produce more than the male supremacist “folk
belief” about themselves and the world they live in to which female feminists
object. Women have had to learn how to substitute the generation of feminist
thought for the “gender nativism” androcentric cultures encourage in them,
t00. Female ferninists are made, not born. Men, too must learn to take historic
responsibility for the social position from which they speak. . ..

Far from licensing Furopean-Americans to appropriate African-American
thought or men to appropriate women’s thought, this approach challenges mem-
bers of dominant groups to make themselves “fit” to engage in collaborative,
democratic, community enterprises with marginal peoples. Such a project re-
quires learning to listen attentively to marginalized people; it requires educating
oneself about their histories, achievements, preferred social refations, and hapes
for the future; it requires putting one’s body on the line for “their” causes un-
til they feel like “our” causes; it requires critical examination of the dominant

institutional beliefs and practices that systematically disadvantage them; it re-
quires critical self-examination fo discover how one unwittingly participates in
generating disadvantage to them. .. and more. Fortunately, there are plenty of
models available to us not only today but also through an examination of the
history of members of dominant groups who learned to think from the lives
of marginalized people and to act on what they learned. We can choose which
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- To conclude this section, we could say that since standpoint analyses explain
" how and why the subject of knowledge always appears in scientific accounts
of nature and social life as part of the object of knowledge of those accounts,
standpoint approaches have had to learn to use the social situatedness of sub-
jects of knowledge systematically as a resource for maximizing objectivity. They
have made the move from declaiming as a problem or acknowledging as an in-
evitable fact to theorizing as a systematically accessible resource for maximizing
objectivity the inescapable social situatedness of knowledge claims.

Standards for Maximizing Objectivity

We are now in a position to draw out of this discussion of the innovative grounds
and subject of knowledge for feminist standpoint theories the stronger standards
for maximizing objectivity that such theories both require and generate. Strong
objectivity requires that the subject of knowledge be placed on the same critical,
causal plane as the objects of knowledge. Thus, strong objectivity requires what
we can think of as “strong reflexivity.” This is because culturewide (or nearly
culturewide) beliefs function as evidence at every stage in scientific inquiry: in
the selection of problems, the formation of hypotheses, the design of research
(including the organization of research communities), the collection of data,
the interpretation and sorting of data, decisions about when to stop research, the
way results of research are reported, and so on. The subject of knowledge—the
individual and the historically located social community whose unexamined
beliefs its members are likely to hold “unknowingly,” so to speak—must be
considered as part of the object of knowledge from the perspective of scientific
method. All of the kinds of objectivity-maximizing procedures focused on the
nature and/or social relations that are the direct object of observation and
reflection must also be focused on the observers and reflectors—scientists and
the larger society whose assumptions they share. But a maximally critical study
of scientists and their communities can be done only from the perspective of
those whose lives have been marginalized by such communities. Thus, strong

objectivity requires that scientists and their communities be integrated into

democracy-advancing projects for scientific and epistemological reasons as well
as moral and political ones.

From the perspective of such standpoint arguments, empiricism’s standards
appear weak; empiricism advances only the “objectivism” that hasbeen so widely
criticized from many quarters.?’ Objectivism impoverishes its attempts at max-
imizing objectivity when it turns away from the task of critically identifying all
of 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.

Consider, first, how objectivism too narrowly operationalizes the notion of
maximizing objectivity.” The conception of value-free, impartial, dispassion-
ate receateh fe e11tivmcsd Feo Aot e 2t ot e od T et d e T 1
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identify and eliminate only those social values and interests that differ among

the researchers and critics who are regarded by the scientific community as com-

petent to make such judgments. If the community of “qualified” researchersand

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 to imagine that racist

and sexist interests and values would be identified within a community of sci-

entists composed entirely of people who benefit-—intentionally or not—from
institutionalized 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—occurs only in the context of justification.

The context of discovery, in which 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 con-
trollable by methodological rules. The methods of science—or rather, of the
special sciences—-are restricted to procedures for the testing of already formu-
lated hypotheses. Untouched by these methods are those values and interests
entrenched 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 nar-
row a way to permit the achievement of the value-free research that is supposed
to be its outcome.

But objectivism also conceptualizes the desired value-neutrality of objectivity
too broadly. Objectivists claim that objectivity requires the elimination of all
social values and interests from the research process and the results of research. It
is clear, however, that not all social values and interests have the same bad effects
upon the results of research. Democracy-advancing values have systematically
generated less partial and distorted beliefs than others.

Objectivism’s rather weak standards for maximizing objectivity make objec-
tivity a mystifying notion, and its mystificatory character is largely responsible
for its usefulness and its widespread appeal to dominant groups. It offers hope
that scientists and science institutions, themselves admittedly historically lo-
cated, can produce claims that will be regarded as objectively valid without
having to examine critically their own historical commitments from which—
intentionally or not—they actively construct their scientific research. It per-
mits 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 these problematics and practices support. ... In contrast, stand-
point approaches require the strong objectivity that can take the subject as
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for objectivity, in contrast to the obstacle that de facto reflexivity has posed to
weak objectivity.

Some fermninists and thinkers from other liberatory knowledge projects have

thought that the very notion of objectivity should be abandoned. They sa that it
is hopelessly tainted by its use in racist, imperialist, bourgeois, hOHlOp)}(lO]ZiC anti
androcentric scientific projects. Moreover, it is tied to a theory of representz;tio
and concept of the self or subject that insists on a rigid barrier between subj rt1
and ob]e':ct of knowledge—between self and Other—which ferinism and otjlfc
new social movements label as distinctively androcentric or eurocentric Final]er
the conventional notion of objectivity institutionalizes a certain kind of Iawlesy’
Dess at the heart of science, we could say, by refusing to theorize any crit .
imnternal to scientific goals for distinguishing between scientific metho}:i onetlﬁa
one hand, and such morally repugnant acts as torture or ecological destr,uctio y
on the f)t-her. Scientists and scientific institutions disapprove of, engage in oli?’
ical activism against, and set up special committees to screen scientific r(I)) 'ect-
for such bad consequences, but these remain ad hoc measures extrinsiiz t ] ths
conventional “logic” of scientific research. ’ e
However, there is not just one legitimate way to conceptualize objectivit
any more than there is only one way to conceptualize freedom, democrac oY’
science. ljhe notion of objectivity has valuable political and i’ntelku:tualBi’ﬁs]f
tm;res; as 1t is transformed into “strong objectivity” by the logic of standpoint
ep‘lstemologies, it retains central features of the older conceptions. In artif 1 .
n‘ugh'f should not make right in the realm of knowledge product.ionpan n‘an:J
than.m matters of ethics. Understanding ourselves and the world aroznd ue
requires understanding what others think of us and our beliefs and actions :
just V\.’hat we think of ourselves and them.?® Finally, the appeal to ob'ect’i\g?
1s an isste not only between feminist and prefeminist science and kng)wled . :
projects but also within each feminist and other emancipatory research a endgae
There are many feminisms, some of which result in claims that distort thegracial‘
class, sexuality, and gender relationships in society. Which ones generate 1es;
or -molre.partial and distorted accounts of nature and social life? The notion f
gb}ectmty is useﬁ%l in providing a way to think about the gap that should exi(s)t
i;tgt‘ef:n how any individual or group wants the world to be and how in fact it
C:an the new social movements “have it both ways”? Can they have knowled .
that is fully socially situated? We can conclude by putting the question anothi:

Wai* . 11 tIle,f can 1(){, Whal h()pelS ﬂlel‘e f()] anyolle elseton dXimnize e(?hle t V[Iy
h h ClI
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Collins, chapters 10 and 11 of Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness and
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This is Donna Haraway’s phrase in “Situated Knowledges” cited in note L.

Smith, “Women’s Perspective as a Radical Critique of Sociology,” in Feminism and

Methodology, 91.

Of course a gender is not an ethnicity. Yet historians and anthropologists write of

women’s cultures, so perhaps it does not stretch the meaning of ethnicity too far to

think of women’s cultures this way. Certainly some of the critics of standpoint theory

have done so.

“Women's Perspective,” cited in note 6.
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- for social prOje{:tS, and so on. They also appear to require that the barriers between

deminant and dominated be not absolutely rigid; there must be some degree of social
mobility, Some marginal people must be able to ob'serve what those at the center do,
some marginal voices must be able to catch the attentlo_n ofthoseat the_ center, and some
people at the center must be intimate enough with the lives of t.he margmai.lzec.l tobeable
to think how social life works from the perspective of their lives. A tOtalltarli.lH system
would be unlikely to breed standpoint theories. So 2 historical move to antiscientific or
to totalitarian systems would make standpoint theories less useful. No doubt there are
other historical changes that wounid limit the resources standpoint theories can provide.
See the citations in note 3. o .
All of the feminist standpoint theorists and science writers insist on distinguishing their
positions from relativist ones. | have discussed the issue of relativism in several places,
most recently in chaptiers 6 and 7 of Whose Science? Whose Knowledge? e
See 5. P Mohanty, “Us and Them: On the Philosophical Bases of Political Crmclsm,’
Yale Journal of Criticism, 2, 2 (1989}; and Donna Haraway’s “Situated K;mwledges’
for especially illuminating discussions of why relativism can look attractive to many
thinkers at this moment in history, but why it should nevertheless be resisted.

Critics of standpoint theories usually aitribute this position to standpoint theorists.
Within the array of feminist theoretical approaches, the claim that only women can
produce knowledge is most often made by Radical Feminists. ) L
For example, mechanistic models of the universe had different meanings for Gahl.eo 5
critics than they have had for modern astronomers or, later, for contemporary ecologists,
as Czrolyn Merchant and other historians of science point out. See Carolyn Merchant,
The Death of Nature: Women, Ecology and the Scientific Revohition (New York: Harper &
Row, 1980). To take another case, “wild animals” and, more generally, “nature” are
defined differently by Japanese, Indian, and Anglo-American primatologists, as Donna
Haraway points out in Prirmate Visions (cited in note 2). The cultural character of nature
as an object of knowledge has been a consistent theme in Haraway’s work.
Longino and Nelson’s arguments are particularly telling against the 1nd1\f1duah§m of
empiricism. See Nelson’s “Who Knows,” chapter 6 in Whe Knows, and Longino’s discus-
sion of how the underdetermination of theories by their evidence insures that “back-
ground beliefs” will function as if they were evidence in many chapters of Science as
Social Knowledge (cited in note 2) but especially in chapters 8, 9, and 10.

See Elizabeth Spelman, Inessential Woman: Problems of Exclusion in Feminist Thought
{Boston: Beacon Press, 1988) for a particularly pointed critique of essentialist teqdenc_les
in feminist writings. Most of the rest of this section appears also in “Sub]fegtiw‘gy,
Experience and Knowledge: An Epistemology from/for Rainbow C_oalitioln Politics.” in
Questions of Autharity: The Politics of Discourse and Epistemology in Feminist Thought,
ed. Judith Raof and Robyn Wiegman. I have alse discussed these points in several other
places.

These ways of describing this kind of subject of knowledge appear in the writings of,

respectively, Smith (*Women’s Perspective”), Callins (Black Feminist Thought) and bell
hooks, Feminist Theory From Margin to Center {Boston: South End Press, 1983),

See the citations in note 3. The term “objectivism” has been used to identify the objec-
tionable notion by Bernstein, Keller, and Bordo (see eatlier citations), among others.
The following arguments are excerpted from pp. 143-48 in my Whose Science? Whose
Knowledge? _

David Mura puts the point this way in “Strangers in the Village,” in The Grapwolf Annual
Five: Multi-cultural Literacy, ed. Rick Simonson and Scott Walker (St. Paul: Graywolf
Press, 1988), 152.

These arguments for retaining the notion of objectivity draw on ones I have made
several times before, most recently in Whose Science? Whose Knowledge?, pp. 157-61.

Identifying Standpeints

Introduction

What is it about the oppression women experience, or the forms of oppression
experienced by other groups, that can be turned into scientific and epistemic
resources? Critics of standpoint theory have had a hard time answering this
question, and standpoint theorists have themselves revised and rearticulated
their answers to this question, (See, for example, Susan Hekman'’s essay, the
responses to it, and the discussion of it in Alison Wylie’s essay.)

Of course there is the mere difference of women’s activities and experiences
from men’s, where it exists, that can provide resources for knowledge. Yet the
distinctive standpointmove brings into focus another kind of resource: exploited
and dominated peoples have been able to turn “an oppressive restriction . . . into
a capacity for new kinds of experience and for seeing features and dimensions of
the world and of history masked to other social actors,” as Fredric Jameson puts
the point. And because each group is oppressed and exploited in different ways,
each has the possibility (not the certainty) of bringing distinctive resources to
everyone’s understandings of nature and social relations.! Of coursea standpoint
theorist must provide examples of the content of thought of an oppressed group
to make clear the argument. But it is the process of obtaining from the experience
of 2 concrete and ideological oppression a critical insight about the dominant
group, its institutions, practices, and culture, that distinguishes a standpoint.
Jameson proposes three features of women’s experience that provided valuable
epistemological possibilities for feminism: a distinctive experience of the body,
a “capacity for non-reified consciousness.” and the experience of a collective
consciousness that is different from the consciousness created through working-
class experience.

In the standpoint analyses of Part I are a number of proposals for the con-
tents of distinctive experiences of oppression within which Lie the possibility
of developing critical epistemic and scientific msights into the workings of so-
cial relations, nature, and history. Smith focused on women’s responsibility for
everyday life. Hartsock focused on the women’s work that transforms “raw mna-
ture” into social or cultural objects—animals of our species into our children,
the products of the hunt into food, and so on. Rose focused on women’s expe-
riences of their bodies and on their responsibility for emotional labor. Collins
focused on the experiences of being an “outsider within,” of racial oppression,
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