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location, her previous experiences, her self-understandings,
conceptual' fecourses etc) -all that mattered was that she
proposed, rejected or assented to claims rationally; it
being presumed that any other knower, wusing the same
approved methods, would come toc the same conclusions. The
knowledge ’itself’ woﬁld be 'there’ somehow, independently
of who asserted it, just waiting to be discovered/ accepted
by'rational minds.

This picture seemed at odds with the way things
actually seemed to be. To me it did seem +to matter who
cléimed what, who accepted or denied what. I mean "who’ not
in some sense of essential identity, but as a short way of
saying something very long and complicated about wvarious
knowers in their specific and complex situations. 'Who' thus
includes knowers’ social and political locations, their
personal histories, the different experiences and ways of
conceptualizing these experiences that they have been
exposed to, and so on. Whether a knower is open to an ides,
can agree with it, or even whether they can understand it,
seemed to me to depend a lot on;who the knower is in the
above sense; and not_simply, or only, or at all? on the
rationality and justification of the claim conceived of 1in
an abstract way as following proposition by propos;tion like
a geometry rider.

The concept of experience is crucial here, because it
is in relation to our previous experience and understandings
that a2 claim is seen as likely, or relevant, or reasonable,
or 1interesting or challenging or whatever; and treated

accordingly. The reception of, and response to, a claim



depends not only on qualities relating to the claim
itself’ s bﬁt to considerations about the knowers and their
subjectivities as well. (Indeed it doesn’t really seem to me
that you <can talk about the claim ’itself’ as though it
existed in isolétion, .or could be isolated from the context
of 1its production or reception - in fact a claim 1in ©pure
iSolation would be meaningless:- it is the context that
provides the constraints and possibilities, +the probable
interpretations and meaning).

'Who knows what’ expresses a relation in which ’what’
is known is to some extent dependent on ’'who’ the knower 1is,
and when and where they are situéted. This is usually
acknowledged in cases of historical and geographical loca-
tion - e.g. most people would accept that it would be
unlikely/ impossible for somecone in the Middle Ages to know
certain theories about quantum mechanics for instance, or,
(before the occurrence of widespread T.V. and other media of
communication at least, and perhaps still) for people who
have lived all their lives in a hot, dry climate to know
(some) things known by those who live in cold, we£ ones, and
vice versa. It also seems reasonable to claim that it would
be easier, or more likely, for these variously located
people to know certain things than for others to do so. Thus
it doesn’t seem too controversial to say that in order to
know certain things you must be in a position to know 1it,
and that you must possess the ’'background’ knowledge
required for further knowledge to make sense to you, to be

acceptable to you.

In ’ordinary 1life’ it does seem that we recognize a



link between our experience and position, and what we can or
do know. . Fof instance, if we hear a Tqry M.P. saying how
easy it is to live on Income Support (something we know to
be false) and presuming that we rule out the possibility
that they are lying to serve their own ends, and that we
decide that they must merely be mistaken; our response is
often to say "Well, how can they know? They’ve never tried
to do so, they don’t know what it is like. If they did have
to, they’d soon change their minds."™ The same goes for male
judges who ©blithely pronounce +that rape is "no ¢great
trauma™, or that if a woman says "no" she often really means
"yes" - wé feel "who are they to say what it’s like, or what
someone really means?- they are in no position to claim to
know". We also sense that they are in a position perhaps not
to know, or not to want to know, or which makes it hard to
know, or which makes.ignorance, denial or distortion easy or
likely.

Conversely, we also recognize that some people are in a
position to know, or are in a better position than others,
comparatively. This does not mean, of course, that what they

are claiming is necessarily right, but it does give their

claim a certain reasonable credibility. Being in a position
to know, whatever the particular sense of 'position’ in use
(more overtly political, historical or what ever) of ten

translates into having or having had certain experiences, or
an amount of experience in a certain thing - as in "I know
what the view from the Alhambra is like because [’ve Dbeen

there”, "l know a lot about hitching, because | spent eight



years travelling around that way", etc.?

Experieﬁce is .used as a criterion against which to
evaluate <c¢claims. Thus, for instance, reading a book on
childcare, you judge it in relation to your own previous
beliefs and'experiences of childcare - (does it affirm your
experience or provide a convincing reinterpretation of it?
Dtes it confirm impressions you toco have had? Are it’'s
claims compatible with most of your own thoughts on the
subject? 1Is it persuasive enough to change your mind about
things?)3 We also evaluate claims in the light of any
information we have about the author’'s experiences. For
instance, discovering that the author of a book on childcare
has never engaged in reasonably long-term, full-time child
care; or has always employed a live-in nanny (which is quite
often the case in fact) lessens their credibility in my eyes
- it does not mean that they are necessarily wrong, but it
puts more onus on them to be able to justify their claims,

to be able to persuade me of their validity.

?2see retrospective point in chabter 4 in relation to this

SI1f you came across a book which ran counter to most of
your experience; rejected, denied or ignored most of your
beliefs and understandings; you would want to know how/
why someone came to write what from your point of view is
such an incorrect/ misguided/ very annoying book. And
typically you would look for facts about the author, and
the context in which she was writing, which would help
you to explain this. When/ if you discover that it was
written by a doctor/ psychologist in 19whatever, when
there was this big craze for ’scientific’ or behaviourist
models of childrearing (alsoc seen in relation to the
social/ political situation at the time) you feel better
able to understand and evaluate her <claims. You also
become aware that your own beliefs and experiences have a
location and context, and are not in any way 'natural’ or

universal, but a product of your own particular
situation.



If we recognize that our knowledge 1is shaped and
limited -by Aour particular position in a complex social
world; 1if we recognize that we judge and react to things in
terms of our previous experiences, and evaluate the claims
of others by what we know of their position and experience
in comparison with our own, what follows? It does seem to me

reasonable to emphasise that we come to know through our

éxperience (broadly defined) - we cannot know what we have
not 'encountered’, perceptively, theoretically,
reflectively, emotionally, sensually and so on. Our know-

ledge 1is a product of our involvement in and interaction
with the world and other people. And depending on how we are
located in that world and in relation to other people, we
will come +to know different things, and the ’same’ or
similar things differently; as depending on how we are
situated, we will have different experiences; different
possibilities will emerge for us to take up and act wupon;
and, exposed to different discourses, conceptual schemes and
ways of making sense of the world, we will understand them
differently.

Thus, it seems to me that we should pay a lot of

attention +to the experiential and situated ’nature’ of
knowledge; to considerations about knowers and the circum-
stances in which they know, as well as to what is known -

as the latter is not an entity existing on its own that can
simply Dbe 'grasped’ by anyone, anywhere; but something
produced in, and dependent on, a context. But, I wish to
emphasise that a recognition of the fundamental significance

of experience entails a critical attention to experience.



Experience provides us a route to knowledge, an impetus to
know or - Qnderstand, a provisional ground from which to
investigate, a criterion against which to test claims; but
it does not provide certainty, or an unproblematic access to
truth.

Because you experience something in a certain way it
ddes not necessarily follow that your understanding of it is
'correct’ or 'adequate’, and.although you judge things
against your experience; that cannot be your only criterion,
for a tension between your previous understandings and a
further and challenging claim can reveal, in consideration,
that it is your understanding of your experience that needs
to be revised, rather than the claim rejected.

Experiences are particular, contingent and dependent on
context. If you yourself have had certain experiences of
childrearing, for example, you can’t just assume that
everyone else who has reared children has, or has had them;
or, if they claim not to have had them, that they are wrong
or lying or somehow deluded. Or, if you accept that they
have not, you cannot assume that there is something ’wrong’
or 'funny' about them, that they are an exception or special
case; that really everyone who rears children experiences
these things, or experiences them in a certain way: You have
to recognize that child rearing occurs in specific cir-
cumstances, and that your experience is a product of those
circumstances; the way childrearing can be in certain
circumstances, not the way childrearing ’'really is’ abstrac-

ted from context.

This does not mean that many child-rearers won’t have



similar experiences; that you cannot compare experiences of
childreanihg' and the circumstances in which they occur and
come up with interesting differences and similarities; or
make provisional generalizations - but it does mean that you
have to be very careful when you are doing so. You certainly
can’t extrapolate from your own limited experience to make
universal claims, or substantive claims about the
’essential’ ’natures’ of phenomena, especially as it is so
extremely difficult to categorize or compartmentalize our
experience, to wuntangle all the different aspects and
influences that are always interwoven in it. How do you
separate out the ’childrearing’ aspects of your experience
from +the ’living on State Benefits in Urban Britain in the
early 1990’s’ aspects from the ’'being white and female and
middle «class’ aspects from the ’having such and such
temperament and expgctations’ aspects and so on?* What to
you might seem a ’natural’ and almost instinctual aspect of
caring for children, something peculiar to childcare itself,
could to someone from a different perspective, seem a novel
or peculiar social custom, not intrinsic to childcare at
all.

Furthermore, the 'having’ of an experience does not
ensure the 'correctness’ or aptness of your unders%anding of
it, or the claims that you base on it. Experience does not
give unmediated access to truth- the truth of your interpre-

tations of it does not follow unproblematically from some

*Jean Grimshaw makes a similar point in Feminist Fhilo-
sophers: Women’s Perspectives on Philosophical Traditions
(Wheatsheaf Brighton 1986) p85



given nature of the experience 'itself’, but depends on the
context -in ‘which it occurs and how it 1is wunderstood 1in
relation to it. A different or revised understanding of the
circumstances in which some experience occurred will lead to
a'different‘understanding of the experience. For instance,
if someone you know behaves in a distant, offhand way to you

when you see them in the street; you might, in the absence

of any more likely explanation, presume that they are being
rude to you - you experience their behaviour as rudeness,
and respond with anger or hurt. If you then find ocut that

they were very preoccupied and worried about something you
would decide that your first understanding of the situation
was wrong or inadequate, and revise it accordingly.

Although the meaning of the experience is not given;
although it 1s relative to knowers and contexts and ways of
conceptualizing it, this does not mean that there cannot be
any truth about a matter, or that there are only lots of
different truths. As can be seen from the example above,
some interpretations will be better than others, nearer the
*truth?’, even if the truer claim is itself provisional and

likely to be superceded by another. And though there might

indeed be lots of different 'truths’, depending on perspec-
tive and means of conceptualizing, this does not mean that
they are necessarily all equal, or incomparable, or that

some might not be ’better’ or preferable to others by
various criteria.

If an experience 1is not ’given’, it 1is certainly
resistant to our constructions - it places definite

constraints on interpretation. In the above case my acquain-



tance could perhaps have been rude, or preoccupied, or
temporarily -distracted by something, or very forgetful of
people; Dbut she was not effusive in her acknowledgement of
me, she did not chatter eagerly to me for hours, etc. (Nor,
of course, was she piloting an aeroplane or lying uncons-
cious in hospital, or whatever). If our experience does not
provide us with certainty or obvious truths, it does provide
us with something positive to direct and guide our wunder-
standing; it definitely places limits on what can be
truthfully said (effectively ruling out almost all that we
theoretically could say if practical considerations, the
desire for effective and meaningful communication, and the
desire to avoid delusion did not matter to us).

Yet despite what seems to me the ’obviocus’ and impor-
tant part that experience plays in the production of our
knowledge, it has been ignored, rejected or disparaged by
many/ most of the widely held or influential theories of
knowledge. Among traditional accounts, the rationalist
strand in epistemology has emphasized the ’distracting’
qualities of the senses; the fact that sensory perception
can be deceptive; our understanding of our experience
erroneous; and that they cannot provide us with certainty or
secure foundations. On such a position it is aréued that
knowledge should thus ideally be pursued via detachment
from, or transcendence of, the messy and confusing qualities
of the sensory and the subjective; and proceed through the
use of pure reason - the rational mind (being held to be
different and distinct from the body) being able to escape

the limits, perspectivity and uncertainty of physical

10



existence.
The * empiricist - strand has held experience to be a
reliable source of knowledge, even of certainty; but has

focused on sensory experience/ perception (especially obser-

vation) conceived of in a very problematic way. Empiricism
(like rationalism) sees the ’subject’ and ’object’ of
kﬁowledge as separate; but with the subject now passively

receiving brute sensory data from the environment without
being implicated in its reception or construction. This data
is presumed to be the same for all perceivers, unmediated by
the knowers subjectivity. Building on this common and given
foundation, the task of the knower is to apply accepted
methods to this data to reach justified and wvalid conclu-
sions. The 'lived’ experience I am primarily concerned with
is wvery different to ’sensory’ experience as understood by
empiricism (this is not to imply that 1 accept their picture
of sensory experience - | actually think that sensory
experience properly conceived would be very similar to the
lived experience | am attempting to describe) - it is
socially and historically located; contingent, perspectival,
mediated, uncertain, non-universalizable. Most importantly,
perhaps, the ’subject’ is 1implicated 1In the knowledge
produced.

But experience of this sort has commonly been denigra-
ted as not providing "real’ knowledge - in fact as being an
obstacle to the attainment of ’real’ knowledge. Experience
in this sense is often described as ’'mere' anecdote and
opinion; held to be particular, subjective and emotional -

qualities which have traditionally been held as contamina-

11



ting of ’true’ and 'objective’ knowledge, which is supposed
ideally tovbé universal, impersonal and abstract. Personal
experience, with its contingency and perspectivity, is held
to deal only in appearances, with how things seem (to wus)
which might'not be, of is not, the way things 'really are’.
'Real knowledge’ is believed to deal with ‘’reality’, with
the way things 'really are’ behind and beyond appearances -
With the way things supposedly are 'in themselves’,
'objectively’, unmediated by the knower’'s subjectivity or
perspective. This reality/ appearance distinction?® (which
does havevits uses) often becomes more of a dichotomy, with
the two concepts being seen as opposed - with ’'appearances’
being valued negatively in relation to 'reality’, and being
seen as the opposite of reality, i.e. unreal and delusory.
Such a picture allows you appearance or reality, but does
not allow an wunderstanding of their interrelation - of
appearance as reality, or of reality as appearing, for
instance. A similar (and related) phenomenon has occurred in
the conceptualization of subjectivity and objectivity, and

it is to this that I now turn.

SThis distinction is further emphasized in the svcial and
political ’sciences’ by the concept of 'false conscious-
ness’', which, while it accepts the social perspectivity
of knowledge, argues that our subjectivity is the product
of ideology and thus that subjectivity/ experience cannot
provide us with ’'real’/ ’'true’ knowledge, which can only
come with an ’objective’ theory that enables you to see
the reality behind or obscured by the appearances. While
there 1is something in this notion, its use can act to
devalue personal experience, implying that whatever you
think or feel your experience is, however you understand
a phenomenon subjectively, really things are (quite often

radically) otherwise, as only the (right) theory can
inform us.

12



OBJECTIVITY

'Objectivity’ has been seen as one pole of an opposi-
tion, that between ’objectivity’ and ’subjectivity’. There
is & connection between this dichotomy and many other
commonly accepted ones like reason/ emotion, wuniversal/
particular, abstract/ concrete, mind/ body, male/ female,
etc. All these dichotomies are seen as exclusionary (as one
or the other, but not both), as isolable (existing in pure
states, separate from and not implicated in their opposed
term), and heirarchical, in that one term (the left-hand one
in all these examples) is seen as positive or privileged,
with the other being valued negatively in in comparison. The
left-hand terms have; in Western culture, been associated
with ideals of masculinity, the opposed and devalued ones
with femininity. The left-hand terms have also commonly been
associated with "real’ knowledge, the right-hand terms with
experience. These dichotomies suggest that experience is a
very different sort of phenomenon to knowledge, its opposite
in fact; and that‘terms associated with experience are not
epistemologically significant, or if so only in a negative
sense, as phenomena that detract from knowledge and should
thus be guarded against. So subjectivity, emotion, particu-
larity, the 'bodily’, etc. are seen as distorting, distrac-
ting or confusing, obstacles to the attainment of knowledge;
and as aspects which can or should ideally be avoided,

excluded or overcome in the pursuit of knowledge.

13



Integral to this conception of knowledge is the separa-
tion of the knower from the known, and the separation of the
knowledge produced from the context of its production. The
concept of' ’objectivity’ has been used to hide +the way
knowledge is constructed 1iIn concrete social relations,
reﬁdering the knower an abstract or invisible ’subject’, and
the known an ’object’ existing in itself, independently and
abstracted from context. 'Objectivity’ as commonly under-
stood thus ’objectifies’ - it renders what is known into an

object, incapable of replying or reflecting back on the

knower. Knowing seen thus becomes a non-symmetrical rela-

tion, without reciprocity, and without responsibility, as
the knower is not implicated in +the knowledge, or held
accountable for it - rather the ’'facts of the matter’’ speak

for themselves’. Often the passive voice is used (as in it
is claimed that...?), further disavowing the subjective
constitution of knowledge, implying that no-one in particu-
lar is responsible for the claim. When a claim Is
acknowledged to have been made byAsomeone in particular, the
imputed passivity of the knower,‘ the denial of subjective
input, absolves the knower of liability, for, as Jennifer
Ring says'! "my data made me do it".

Visual metaphors are very prevalent in theories of

tJennifer Ring Modern Political Theory and Contemporary
Feminism: A Dialectical Analysis (SUNY Press Albany N.Y.
1991) p83

14



knowledge, and many critics, like Keller and Grontkowski?
have comménfed on the way that using vision as an analogy
permits an illusion of disengagement and separation; so that
it seems that we are observing things from a distance,
simply registering what is there, independently of us. This
may indeed be so, but perhaps stems from a faulty understan-
dTng of perception - certainly observation is not passive
and unmediated as such analogies often assumed. In actual
fact attention to observation could, one would have thought,
led to an emphasis on the perspectivity and partiality of
knowledgef its dependence on the observers constitution and
position, and the conditions in, and media through which, it
occurs. Yet despite (or because of?) this objective know-
ledge is held to ideally reflect 'The View from Nowhere’* or
'the God’s Eye View’®; not related to, or transcendent of,

any particular point of view or perspective. 'Real’ know-

2Evelyn Fox Keller and Christine R. Grontkowski, The Minds
Eye in Sandra Harding and Merrill Hintikka (eds)
Discovering Reality: Feminist Perspectives in Epistemo-
logy, Metaphysics, Methodology and the Philosophy of
Science (Reidel Dortrecht 1883)

*See Donna Haraway’'s Situated Knowledges; The Science
Question 1n Feminism and the Privilege of Partial Pers-
pective in Feminist Studies Vol 14 no 3 Autumn 1988 for a
very useful attempt to recoup visual images whieh empha-
sises the active and mediating nature of visual
apparatuses, and the partial, embodied and situated
nature of knowledge. Her article is an expression of the
need to retain a (substantially revised) notion of
objectivity, similar to my project and broadly compatible
with it.

*Thomas Nagel’s phrase - see his The View from Nowhere
(Oxford University Press Oxford 1986)

3Susan Bordo’'s phrase - see her Feminism, Fostmodernism
and Gender-Scepticism in Linda Nicholson (ed) Feminism/
Postmodernism (Routledge London 1930)

15



ledge 1is seen as aperspectival, non-subjective. As said
before, -subjéctivity is seen as distorting or contaminating
of knowledge, and the aim of objectivity is to eliminate the
perspectivity of a knower’s point of view, thus eliminating
its subjectiveness and its partiality - partiality meaning

both limit and bias.

~ Contrary to its own ideal of ahistorical, non-situated
knowledge, 'objectivity’, like all concepts, has its own
history and location, having developed in particular social

and political circumstances in response to a variety of
coﬁcerns and aspirations. As Lorraine Code®says, the very
ideal ofv objectivity +that argues for a suppression of
subjectivity, is itself a product of subjective interests
and motivations. She describes objectivity, as commonly
understood, as having evolved out of a mixture of Baconian
Science, Cartesianism, empiricism, and positivism. Funda-
mental to the developing notion of objectivity was the idea
of detachment. I have already referred to +the empiricist
belief in the passivity of the observer, detachedly viewing
objects from a distance and receiying unmediated sensory
data, but Cartesian rationalism also emphasizes detachment -
as in the separation of the mental from the corporeal, and
the detachment of the human from the natural world which
rendered 'nature’ now totally devoid of mind and thought, an

'object’ to be known under mechanical description.

¢ Lorraine Code What can she know?: Feminist Theory and
the Consruction of Knowledge (Cormnell University Press
Ithica N.Y. 1991) p48.

16



Susan Bordo’ describes the Cartesian epistemological

stance as based on clarity, dispassion, and above all
detachment "from the particularities of time and place, from
personal qguirks, prejudices and interests, and most
centrally, from the object itself", and sees this stance as
developing from subjective considerations - from a desire to
centrol discomforting and disconcerting emotions, among them
the doubts, fears and anxieties unleashed by scepticism.®
Cartesian epistemology 1is, she suggests, a defensive
response to these anxieties (the anxieties not only of
Descartes but of a whole ruling culture/ era emerging in the
'west’ at that historical moment) - one partly motivated by
a search for security, stability and certainty. Whatever one
thinks of the more ’psychological’ aspects of her theory, it
is certainly the case that much traditional epistemological
theory is not immedigtely understandable unless one realizes
that what concerns these theorists is not so much knowledge
as the quest for certainty, with many epistemological works
being a curious mixture of radical (;nd often very impracti-
cal, un’reasonable’ and 'unworldly’) doubt, with what seems
like an equally impractical, unreasonable and unworldly
desire for certainty.‘

Descartes, for instance, after describing é radical
doubt of (almost) all that is taken for granted, proposed
that knowledge should be built on a secure foundation of

indubitable first principles, following strict rules and

?Susan Bordo The Cartesian Masculinization of Thought in
Signs Vol 11 no 3 1986, p451

® See Bordo, ibid pp439-456 and Code, ppb50,51.

17



methods of inference (which still, however, needed to be

guarenteéd by a God). There should be no appeal other than
to Reason itself (Reason being held to be universal and not
limited by historical and other contingencies) - thus there
could be no claims to knowledge based on 'opinion’,
’prejudice’ or ’tradition’, the testimony of the senses, Or
any other source or authority, save that of Reason. Truth
was to be pursued individually by isolated, autonomous
knowers attempting self-transparency through what Richard
Bernstein «calls "solitary monological self-purification of
all prejudice".”?

The empiricist +tradition 1is described by Code as
holding observation claims about medium-sized objects as
paradigmatic of ’objective’ knowledge!®- with the attendant
idea that we just ’'come across’ them without any input or
preconception of our own shaping the encounter.!'! One can
imagine that as 'objects’ they fulfil their role in the

standard knowledge equation easily, and that as medium sized

they don't present is with the problems that very small or

?Richard Bernstein Beyond Objectivism and Relativism:
Science, Hermeneutics and Praxis (Basil Blackwell Oxford
1983) ppl6-20. (He too discusses what he «calls the
'Cartesian Anxiety’ lying behind objectivism . (and 1its
twin, relativism).)

1°See Code p36,37.

11 Code argues that knowledge of ’'second persons’ has at
least as good a claim to paradigmatic status as knowledge
of medium-sized objects. Certainly such a paradigm would
have interesting and fruitful implications. Off-hand,
just writing them down as they come to me, such knowledge
could be seen a contextual, emotional, subjective, reci-
procal, interested, evaluative, dialogical, dialectical,
in process, changing, conceivable of degrees and means,
not finite or absolute, and so on.

18



very large objects might do, due to difficulties arising
from our relative size, which might highlight our own
constitution and limitations. Objects of such a type,
although initially observed perspectivally, are held to be
known aperspectivally, or from all angles at once- thus we
'know’ the block is six sided, it is really six sided, even
t;ough we only see three at a time, from where we are. Such
objects are alsoc supposed to be the same for all knowers -
it doesn’t matter who you are, all perceivers are supposed
to be alike and interchangeable in their reception of
sensory data. Claims about such objects are held to be open
to public scrutiny and verification in terms of empirical
testing and logical analysis and «critique; knowers again
being held to be alike in their possession of rationality.
The task of epistemology is seen to be that of formulating
rules for making valid claims and inferences from +the
initial ’'given' grounds and all 'subjective’ elements are
supposed to be controlled or eliminated.

Part of the reason why subjective elements, like the
often cited ’emotions, values ana interests’ of the knower,
are supposed be excluded in order to achieve objectivity, is
that this is deemed necessary for the possibpility of
intersubjective verification (which is one aspect of what is
usually invoked in any claim to ’objectivity’). Since people
differ widely in their interests, values, political and
moral beliefs etc; and since it is presumed that such

phenomena are ’'subjective’ (in the sense of not being

objective; not being open to public or empirical testing and
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verification, not being 'factual’),!2 the presence of such
elements - Vié believed to make it impossible to wverify
knowledge «claims, wunless the 'subjective’ content could
somehow be separated out from the ’'objective’ and factual
elements.

Israel Scheffler, in his defence of ’'The Standard View
o¥ Objectivity’!®describes science ("science’, especially
physical science, or, more accurately, a certain

(inaccurate?) understanding of science; being commonly held

as a model of what knowledge should be 1like) as a
"systematic, public enterprise controlled by logic and
empirical fact™!'4, the purpose of which is to formulate

truth about the natural world. The criterion of objectivity,
he says,requires that all scientific statements may be
tested by "independent and impartial criteria in converse

with a community of_scientists". Contrary to the somewhat

unbelievable picture we are sometimes presented with - of
scientists as impersonal, detached, mneutral, unemotional,
beings; almost machine-like (the effect of which is

countered to some extent by the almost as common portrayal
of scientists as eccentric, excitable, intuitive and

slightly c¢razy geniuses) - Scheffler, thankfully and

t2] myself do not accept the fact/ wvalue distinction,

especially if seen as in opposition. In so far as such a
distinction 1is wuseful, it seems to me to be as a
question of degree, as they don’'t seem to me separable;

thus facts are evaluative and have subjective elements,
just as values can be 'factual’ and 'objective’,

13 Israel Scheffler The Standard View of Objectivity 1in
Stuart Braun, John Fauvel and Ruth Finnegan (eds)

Conceptions of Inquiry (Methuen & Co. London 1981)

14gcheffler p253.
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realistically does not require that scientists themselves be

-~

impartial and detacﬁed, only that the tests and controls
used to judge their claims be so. He says "impartiality and
detachment are not to be thought of as substantive quali-

ties of the scientist’s personality or the style of his
(sic) thought; scientific habits of mind are compatible with
passionate advocacy, strong faith, intuitive conjécture and
imaginative speculation. What is central is the acknowledge-
ment of general controls to which one’s beliefs are
ultimately subject.":s

At first glanCe, this seems quite attractive and indeed
there might be something to it, especially in the 1implica-
tion that objectivity is a means of facilitating <critique
and evaluation. But there are difficulties with it. Such a
conception involves, as Scheffler admits, as conceiving
oneself "as linked through potential converse with a commun-
ity of others, whose difference in location and opinion, yet
allow a common discourse and access to a shared world."'®
While there is definitely a certain truth in this (far more
than in the strongly relativist picture commonly offered in
alternative), as regards social knowledge in particular, 1t
does not take sufficient account of differences between
people, the difficulties in communication arising from this;
the way the 'common discourse’ (if it exists) is in many
ways the discourse of a dominating group; and the way such

discourse ignores, devalues or distorts the experiences and

15 |bid p254.

16 [bid p253.
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understandings of others’ - the way the 'shared world’

a

structured by powef relations which lead to it being

is

experienced and understocod differently by people situated
differently‘ within it. While | do accept that we occupy a
’shared world’, we all occupy very particular parts of it;

and 1 do not think that our understandings of the world from

-

our different situations can necessarily be communicated as
simply or unproblematically as Scheffler’s account would
seem to suggest.

Scheffler recognizes that individual scientists are
not, and cannot be impartial. But on what grounds does he
then suppose that public scrutiny can be impartial? Maybe
there 1is at work an idea that in the public realm all the
various individual particularities and partialities would
somehow cancel themselves out. Perhaps, to use a visual
analogy, while variously located people might have different
perceptions of an object, depending on their perspective and
distance from the object, when all these different percep-

tions are expressed and compared, it might be possible to

collectively construct an understanding of ’the object’
itself’ that was 'impartial’, in the sense both of not
favouring one particular point of view (i.e. not being

biased) and also in the sense of being more or less
complete, fuller, (i.e. not limited).

As an ideal, this might be acceptable, but as an
understanding of how ’science’ or public scrutiny actually
works, it 1is woefully inadequate. For the ’'community of
scientists’ does not represent a sample of all the wvariety

of viewpoints available on any matter, but comprises a very
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narrow strata of similarly located persons - ’'highly’' but

a

very particularly edﬁcated, predominantly privileged (and
in the ‘'west’ at least) ’white’ and male. If among this
community 1is doesn’t matter ’who you are’ (so long as you
"belong’ in the first place), but whether your claim stands
up to public testing, it is because of this similarity of
circumstance, that allows ’scientists’ to be seen as alike
as knowers. And if scientists do understand themselves to be

impartial in their collective operation, it 1s precisely

because their similarity prevents +them from recognizing

their partiality, their difference from other knowers. And
if they are deemed to have eliminated 'subjective’ or
perspectival elgments from their claims, it is because the

subjective and perspectival nature of their knowledge |is
invisible to them, taken for granted as natural or obvious -
it is only in otheré that it becomes noticeable because of
its difference. Similarly, the ’public’ realm, while osten-
sively open to all, has largely been closed to those who
have not had the position or resources or opportunity to
occupy it; and has acted to exclude or invalidate the claims
of those ’outside’ it.

If we were just talking of listening to other peoples
claims, paying attention to them, taking account of them;
then the problem with an account like Scheffler’s would not
be so acute; but his conception of objectivity calls for

claims to be submitted to the scrutiny of the (ruling)

community, and as such involves evaluation, mnot in the
general sense of the judgement that is always involved in
encountering a claim, but in the sense of a gate-keeping
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exercise; . of deciding whether a claim is going to be

-~

accepted by the community, whether it passes their test of

what counts as knowledge and truth. As Patricia Hill Collins
states,!”? in making a knowledge claim one "must convince a
scholarly community controlled by white men that a given
claim is justified"” and if that claim violates the fundamen-
tal assumptions of +that community it is 1likely to be
rejected and suppressed by their knowledge validation
processes. Wuite apart from the difficulties exposed, for
instance, in white male scholars sitting in Jjudgement on
feminist or anti-facist critiques of their own sexist and
racist practices and understandings, which make claims to
'objectivity' questionable at best; there are huge areas of
knowledge where, even with the best, most reflexive and
self-conscious will in the world, we just do not have the
shared access onto phenomena that the standard conception of
objectivity assumes.

Scheffler assumes "that the same things can be observed
from different perspectives, and consensus on observation
[bel reached without presupposing agreement on relevant
theory", that we "observe together the phenomena bearing
critically on issues which divide us".!®He assumes that we
can agree as to the 'facts’ and we only differ as to how
they are interpreted/ theorized/ evaluated - supposing a two

stage model of observation and interpretation, where only

17Patricia Hill Collins Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge,
Consciousness and the Politics of Empowerment (Unwin
Hyman Cambridge, M.A. 1990) p203.

18Scheffler p257
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the second is open to contestation and the first is

-

'given’
commonly to all ’observers’ such that it "matters not who

they are".,!'?

Much knowledge is highly dependent on a certain point
of view, a certain structural location, a certain subjective
csnstitution, such that however open or well motivated we
are, if we do not share that situation, we are not able to
properly wunderstand or share the knowledge produced in it.
This applies to all knowledge, but is particularly relevant
in the case of the more "subjective™ or "experiential" types
of knowledge - for.instance knowledge of what something "is
likef. Men, for example, simply do not know what it is like
to give birth.2° This, I think is not really such a problem
- unless one supposes (as it seems is indeed often the case)

that one should be able to know everything; and so by

extension propose thét everything we can’t know isn’t worth

knowing, or isn’t real knowledge at all, which is probably
why knowledge of what something ’'is like’ is often not
considered ’'real’ knowledge. Accepting the partial and

perspectival nature of knowledge means accepting that there

are infinite amounts of things we don’t or can’t know; and

19 [bid p253

2°This is not to imply that there is one thing "that it is
like" to give birth. Different women who have given birth
will have different experiences and understandings of it,
depending on the whole complex context 1in which it

occurred. Knowledge of 'what it is like’ for you, as
specifically located, does not entitle you +to <claims
about ’what it is like® really, or 1in essence, but

perhaps does give you hints (in considering similarities

and differences) to understanding better both._others
: : 7

claims and your own self interpretations. VU Usiv

Libeary
Hdl

e
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doing our best with what we can and do know. The problem

comes in when some, either individually or in community, are
called upon to "impartially"™ assess and critique the claims
made by differently located others, in the name of objecti-
vity. Can rmen impartially' evaluate claims made by women
concerning pregnancy and child birth? Can white women
iapartially evaluate claims about racial oppression and
discrimination made by black women?

It seems to me that Scheffler’s conception of objecti-
vity as submission to public and impartial evaluation could
only work if it were applied to knowledge that was in some
way ’'objective’ (in +the sense of being aperspectival,
impartial, impersonal etc.) already. To evaluate, compare or
arbitrate between ’'subjective’ or perspectival claims in the
way recommended, it seems to me that they would have to be
'cashed in' to a form that was more available to all; a kind
of 'common denominator’ that lay behind and supported all
the subjective and perspectival impressions. And this common
denominator would have to be 'the world’ as it is inferred
to be 'really’ behind all the abpearances, as seen from
nowhere (or everywhere at once). Thus it seems to me that

just applying Scheffler's ’'impartial and independent’ tests,

is dependent, for its plausibility and appeal, on a concep-
tion of a non-situated, non-conditioned, unmediated know-
ledge; and the supression or exclusion of knowledges that

don’t easily appear to fit this description.
Such a conception seems to me neither desirable or
ultimately achievable. This is not to say that it does not

have persuasive connotations. There is much that is attrac-
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tive about standard conceptions of objectivity, (especially

perhaps ﬁo‘subjugated groups). Among the positive elements
is the notion that knowledge claims should be judged on
their own merits, that the position and standing of those
making a élaim should not be a factor affecting its
evaluation - that a claim is not true or wvalid because
someone (powerful) says so; or invalid because it is made by
someone 1in a relatively inferior position - which one can
see could be appealing to those in subordinate positions who
wogld otherwise be disadvantaged by their lack of authority.

Scheffler speaks of "recognizing no authority of persons in

the realm of cognition™2?!,. The rejection of 'Authority’,
whether of church, royalty, state or whatever, can be seen
as radical and liberating, as can the rejection of
'tradition’ and 'prejudice’, with the corresponding promise

of change and progress, fairness and justice. The Universa-
lity of Reason, with its (theoretical) equality of knowers
as rational beings (and in the empiricist versions as
perceivers of sensory data) again can seem a very positive
and ’'progressive’ notion.

Alison Jaggar?? describes the notion of objectivity, of
"knowledge which is value free and independent of the social
context in which it originates”, as having its roots in the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in Western Europe; the
period of the Rise of Capitalism, the development of the

Protestant Ethic, and the foundation of modern science. The

21 5cheffler p253

22 plison Jaggar Feminist Folitics and Human Nature (Rowman
and Littlefield Totowa N.J. 1988) p360
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philosophies . of Descartes and Galileo, she

-~

clear demarcation between mental and

says, made a
physical ©being. The
former was held to be the realm of value and purpose, while
only the yatter, the physical world, was held to be
susceptible to mechanical explanation and thus to be the
di@ain of science. Science could thus be seen as value-free
and ’objective’, and so to have a defined area of inquiry
unhampered by interference from church and state. In the
nineteenth century Max Weber made a similar claim for the
objectivity of social science as a value-free enquiry.
Jaggar points out that in both cases "the claim that science
was value-free was made for the conscious political purpose
of defending the scientists from the charge of subverting
existing social wvalues”?3, As a tactic these <claims to
objectivity served their purpose at the time, but what was
once progressive, is now seen.by many as serving reactionary
purposes.

What was once a way for the rising middle classes and

others of escaping and undermining the authority of Church,

State or nobility, has become a way for the new ruling
classes to preserve their own power. The same claims to
neutrality, impartiality and universality under whose name

they pursued their cause now serve as a means for concealing
their own interests and partiality, and for discrediting and
disarming the claims of others. However attractive the ideal
of objectivity might initially appear, its appeal (in

present form) is delusory and disabling.

23 Jaggar p360
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As various philosophers of science and sociologists of

a

knowledge have argued, there can be no 'value freedom’, no
inquiry that 1is restricted solely to ‘'objective facts’
unaffected by subjective, moral or political considerations.
Alvin Gouldner,?* for instance, while accepting the histori-
cal importance of the assertion of freedom from political
and moral pressures that lay behind claims to value freedom
and objectivity, argued that that claim had become a promise
not to ’rock the boat’ or make critical statements, and was
in fact, now serving to uphold the status quo. Claims to
detachment and neutrality serve not to remove values and
interests, but merely to hide them. He (like Gunnar
Myrdal?®) argued that a knower’s interests and values should
rather be made explicit and expressed openly and honestly;
Myrdal arguing that doing so would "avoid bias but not one
sidedness"”.

Karl Mannheim?® also argued that ethical presupposi-
tions and evaluations were inseparable from science -
without them there would be no questions, no framework, no
impetus, interests or direction. He further emphasised the

dependence of conceptualization on social position; how

membership of spécific groups and classes determined the

245ee Alvin Gouldner Anti Minotaur: The Myth of a value-
free Sociology (abridged) in Stuart Braun, John Fauvel
and Ruth Finnegan, (eds) Conceptions of Inquiry

28 5ge Gunnar Myrdal Objectivity in Social Research (London
Duckworth 18970). Also Michael Lesnoff The Structure of
Social Science (Allen & Unwin London 1974) chapter 6

265gg Karl Mannheim Jdeology and Utopia (London Routledge

and Kegan Paul 1960). Also Michae!l Lesnoff The Structure
of Social Science chapter 6.
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presuppositions which mould individual’s

~

descriptions of

social reality, and again argued that these be raised to
consciousness and made explicit. He argued for a distinction
between error and the unavoidable one-sidedness and perspec-
tivity of beliefs (which could nevertheless be true, but not
aEsolutely or eternally so- there being no absolute truth
existing independently of a knower’s social position, no
possibility of detachment and neutrality.)2z7

Others, like Norwood Hanson?® have pointed out that all
knowledge and observation is ’theory laden’, theoretically
informed and mediafed. The standard conception of objecti-

vity assumes that the 'facts’ ’'discovered’ by scientists/

27 (Mannheim also held a rather problematic notion of the
role of the intelligentsia as synthesizers of these
various perspectives 1into the most comprehensive and
explanatory view of the world available at any one time;
but that need not detract from the rest of his argument.)
I am also slightly concerned by the above writers’
proposals that knowers’ 'values and interests’ should be
made explicit and expressed openly and honestly. While 1
totally agree that these ’interests’ and ’values’ should
not be hidden or disguised, I am concerned that talk of
explicitly expressing them might somehow implicitly
accept the fact/value dichotomy they (and 1) wish to
reject; by in a way assuming or implying that the two are
separable, that one can know which elements of one’s
beliefs are ’factual’, and which are politically or
morally evaluative, and so declare the latter having
isolated them from the rest of one’s claim. I think that
'facts’? and 'values®' are actually far more entwined and
mutually constitutive than such a picture supposes. It
all depends on what 'made explicit’ means. If it implies
a process whereby one’s presuppositions are, as Mannheim
Says, "raised to consciousness"™ or exposed through
continual criticism and reflexion, then [ would go along
with it; though bearing in mind that such a process can
never be final or absolute, and is always provisional and
incomplete.

(See bit on Gadamer later on)

28 See Norwood Hanson 0Observation as Theory-laden in Stuart

Braun, John Fauvel and Ruth Finnegan (eds) Conceptions Of
Inquiry
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knowers exist ’'out there’, independently of the knower and

~

unmediated by her subjectivity. These 'facts’ are in theory
available to all, and not dependent on any particular
position or perspective; open to public testing and verifi-
cation. Hanson argued, against a conception like
Ssﬁeffler's, that any appeal to ‘’empirical facts’ only
succeeds where the disputing parties already share the same
conceptual organization of experience. He claimed that there
is a sense in which two observers may not see 'the same
thing’ even though they are visually aware of the ’'same’
object.

It is not that they both observe what is 'given’ and
then interpret it differently - Hanson opposes a sense-datum
account in which interpretation is imposed on ’brute’
observation: interpretation 1is not a later or separate
occurance, but opefant in the initial act of perception.
Seeing 1s not a passive reception of photons or whatever,
but an active organization of visual data - without which
that data would be meaningless. What we see depends on our
previous knowledge, experience and theories; it is never
free from interpretation, organization, shaping by prior
assumptions. Perception is always a product of the- perceiver
and what is perceived - we never perceive a thing ’as it is’
independently if our perception of it. The perceiver has to
be taken into account too.

If appeal to ’"the facts’ does not carry the weight it

was presumed to (among empiricists/ positivists at least),
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Thomas Kuhn??’ emphasised the way that appeal to criteria
standardly' éccepted, among a scientific community (e.g.
accuracy, consistency, scope, simplicity, fruitfullness,
predictive capacity) can never conclusively establish the
adequacy of one theory over another, either. Individuals
differ in how they apply these criteria or in how they
ihterpret them - they may give them different weight, wvalue
some over others, or criteria may conflict in their implica-
tions. Two scientists fully committed to the same list of
criteria might nevertheless reach different conclusions. Not
only the griteria,_ but considerations about the individuals
and groups who apply them - their previous experiences,
their beliefs and interests, the conceptual schemes to which
they have been exposed, their personalities as well as
social, historical and political factors, have to be taken
into account. Thus theory choice depends on ’subjective’ and
evaluative as well as ’objective’ factors, and these subjec-
tive features cannoct be ignored.

The traditional view of objectivity argues that ’real’,
objective, knowledge avoids or transcends the subjective and
does not reflect any particular viewpoint. This conception
of knowledge is rejected by Marxist critics, who argue that
on the contrary all knowledge comes from some particular
perspective, and that all thought reflects the circumstances
of particular groups as they are situated within society -

that what you come to know is conditioned by your social

2* Thomas Kuhn The Structure of Scilientific Revolutions
(University of Chicago Press Chicago 1962)
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location. Alison Jaggar®°® describes Marxism as seeing human

- - " . i - - - - -
beings las existing necessarily in dialectical inter-rela-

tion with each other and the non-human world". Knowledge

develops "as part of human activity to satisfy human needs.
Rather than viewing knowledge as the purely intellectual
construct of a detached spectator, therefore, Marxism sees
khowledge....as socially constructed, and the expansion of
knowledge as a social product....[Slince knowledge 1is one
aspect of human productive activity and since this activity
is necessarily purposive, the basic categories of knowledge
will always be shaped by human purposes and the values on
which they are based. For this reason, Marxists conclude
that even so-called empirical knowledge is never entirely
value free,. The conceptual framework by which we make sense
of ourselves and the world is shaped and limited by the
interests and valuesAof the society we inhabit."”

People’s ideas will depend not only on the society
which they inhabit, but their position within that society.
Marxists see society (since the inception of class society)
as being divided by class - by the relation different groups
bear to the current mode of production, and see people’s
knowledge as being mediated by their location within class
society. The prevailing set of ideas will not re%lect the
experiences, values and needs of all in society, as due to
class divisions these will not be the same, and indeed will

often be conflictual. Instead it will tend to reflect the

interest of the ruling class - serving to justify and

30 Jaggar p358
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perpetuate the status-quo, obscuring some aspects of social

life, igndring others, actively suppressing potentially
subversive ideas and observations. Though this reflects the
power of the ruling class to control ideas and deny a voice
to other classes, it is not simply a conscious plot in their
part - the very structure of society will tend to confirm
the ruling ideclogy. For instance "[I1ln capitalist society
-+.1individuals are forced to compete with each other to
survive , and the apparent universality of competition seems
to confirm the view that humans are naturally aggressive and
selfish",3!

Complementing and building on critiques 1like these,

feminists have argued that far from being neutral or

universal, most scientific, philosophical and other theories

have been written from the ©point of view of men
(specifically white western and usually privileged). Even
Marxism, (although many of the basic notions behind the

Marxist critique of objectivity and other liberal-connected
concepts are shared by, or are acceptable to, many femin-
ists) reflects the experiences, 1interests and concerns of
(certain) men. As Sandra Harding argued®? male theorists
only study the things that they have found important and
significant (often for preserving their privileged‘ position
vis-a-vis others). They ask the questions that appear

problematic from their position, within their experience -

31 1bid p359
325andra Harding in her Preface to Sandra Harding (ed)

Feminism and Methodology (University of Indiana Press
Bloomington 1987)
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the questions that white Western middle class men want

answered - (in ways that leaves their position and

'masculinity’ intact). They ignore, or do not acknowledge,

deny or devalue, the experiences, interests and concerns of

others and how these are related to their own; which leads
them to construct a partial and perverse understanding of
sdcial life - not only of 'humanity’ or womens lives, but
of theirs also.

(Their wunderstanding is distorted not because it is
partial and gendered (all understanding being partial/

perspectival) but because it falsely claims to be universal

and ungendered, and rejects the perspectives of others that
could correct or complement their own). In presenting their
theories as neutral, universal, non-subjective; male

theorists do not take into account their social location,
their specificity, how their knowledge claims are constitu-
ted and mediated by their situation. As Dorothy Smith points
out3®3®, Dbecause the knower is separated out from what |is
known and deleted or hidden, the linkage between the
knowledge claimed and the conditions éf its construction are
lost. These conditions are taken for granted or ignored, and
their relation to what is claimed is never analysed or made
explicit, thus preventing any reflexivity. Insteaa, what is
known 1is objectified - presented as standing alone and
unrelated, as an 'object’ with no subjective constitution. I

will ©provide a more detailed description and discussion of

ssporothy Smith Womens’ Ferspective as a Radical Critique
of Sociology in Sandra Harding (ed) Feminism and Methodo-

logy
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the work of Harding and Smith in further chapters on
standpoiﬁt-theory. First, | wish to consider the work of Liz
Stanley and Sue Wise, two feminist theorists who criticize
the standard view of objectivity, and argue for the impor-
tance of experience aﬁd subjectivity (sentiments I share)
but with problematic implications that I would not want to

e;dorse; and which initially set me on the course of

exploring the possibility of a revised conception of objec-

tivity.
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STANLEY AND WISE - A Subjectivist Response

- [Stanley and Wise’s Breaking Out: Feminist Conscious-
ness and Feminist Research' was published in 1984. (A
revised edition is due to be published in Spring 1993- I'm
not sure to what extent the new edition will differ in
content or emphasis from the first). In Method, Methodology
and Epistemology fn Feminist Research Frocesses? published
in 1980, Stanley and Wise reply to some criticisms of their
earlier work, and comment upon it retrospectively in the
light of other works of feminist epistemology that they
became aware of, or which have appeared since they wrote
Breaking QOut. In this later article they 1identify their
position as an expression of a standpoint epistemology
(informed by deconstruction). Points concerning this later
or revised stance will come up yhen I discuss standpoint
theory, further on; in this section I shall concentrate on
the first version of Breaking Out.]

Stanley and Wise are very critical of mainstream social
science and academic research. Besides the obvious sexism of
conventional social science, they object particularly to

'Grand Theory’, and positivist and structural approaches

t (Routledge and Kegan Paul London 1984)
2Chapter 2 in Liz Stanley (ed) Feminist Praxis: Research,

Theory and Epistemology in Feminist Sociology (Routledge
London 19890)
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which see human action as shaped and determined by

-

forces’, structures and institutions; and which provide

’social

abstract, universal explanations for social phenomena
without taking seriously people’s everyday experience and
pfactice. Stanley and Wise argue that many contemporary (mid
80’s) feminists involve themselves too much with traditional
ideas of objectivity. (They do not explicitly define what
they mean by objectivity - I think that they use the term in
the sense that implies detachment, universality, non-parti-
cularity and so on; the opposite of the 'subjective’, seen
in the sense of something personal, involved, interested,
particular.)

They argue that conventional accounts of knowledge
present artificial divisions and dichotomies such as subjec-
tivity/ objectivity as though they existed as pure and
separate states, with objectivity being characterized as
both a desirable and typically male attribute. This notion
of objectivity is unrealizable and misleading, and has been
used to justify and perpetuate male sexist thought through
techniques which transform the subjective (e.g. "I think")
into the ’objective’ (as in "it is thought") thus hiding the
subjective and partial nature of their claims. Contrary to
its own claims, the notion of objectivity is the creation of
male subjectivity, and is neither ’objective’ or value free.
Quoting Adrienne Rich, they claim that "objectivity is the
term men have given to their own subjectivity"s, A person’s

consciousness and experience cannot be "left out" of their

3See Stanley and Wise Breaking Out p4S
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thought or research - it has "a crucial impact on what we

see, what we do, aﬁd how we interpret what is going on"*,
Instead of being hidden from view or disguised through
claims to objectivity, it should rather be capitalized upon,
ahd made an integral and explicit part of any research
process, they argue.

Stanley and Wise also object to what they feel is a
growing and rigid orthodoxy in (then) contemporary feminism
(especially Marxist feminism) which they see as abandoning
the crucial feminist insights such as ’'the personal 1is
political’ and the emphasis on the importance and validity
of experience, for an approach which claims to tell people
the one real, objective ’truth’ about their lives; labelling
any who don’t recognize it as 'falsely conscious’. They say
that many feminists are "slipping back into what ([was]
previously rejected - 'expert’' and theoretical approaches
which are seemingly divorced from personal experience"s.
They argue that attempts to "get beyond" experience devalue
the subjective 1in favour of uniyersalized and structural
theories. Such approaches equate change with structural
change, downgrade women’s own understandings of their lives,
and dismiss personél practice and change. Stanley-and Wise
argue that in fact such ’objective’ theory doesn’t actually
escape subjective experience, it just multiplies and then
generalizes them out of all recognition, and then suggests

that we should reject our own understanding of our exper-

4 Ibid pS50

s[bid pl06
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ience if it doesn’t fit in with the theory.

Stanley and wiée say that talk of "going beyond" the
personal suggests a false distinction between experience and
theory - all people derive theory from, and construct
explanations of, their experience, in order to understand
it. Rather +than "going beyond” the personal we should

.

instead go back into it, to explore and explicate our
experience. "Feminist theory ..... ought to be much more
concrete, connected and everyday."® They don’t insist that
all general and structural analyses should be rejected, but
claim that a femihist approach should recognize and begin
from the variety and complexity of direct personal exper-
ience. Obviously social scientists and researchers do not
share exactly the experience of others, and Stanley and Wise
reject attempts to deduce or predict people’s feelings by a
process of 'fictitious sympathy’ that is not based on shared
experience. Ideally people should present their own accounts
of themselves and their understanding of what is going on,
by examining these in their conte}t. Researchers should thus
make themselves more visible and more vulnerable.’

There is a lot about this that is valid and useful, I
think, as it stands - but Stanley and Wise a/so insist on
"the essential validity of personal experience” which cannot
be "ipvalidated or rejected" because if it is felt, then it

is felt, and if it is felt then it is "absolutely real for

$Ibid pl06

7 Ibid pl166-168
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the women feeling or experiencing it"se, They recognize that
we do not Just experience things, that we necessarily
attempt to understand what we are experiencing as it occurs,

in terms of our previous beliefs and experiences. What an

experience is depends bn how we interpret or, (as they would

e [bid p53
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say) construct it - its meaning must depend on the context
in which it‘is located. But they then go on to argue that
"different states of consciousness aren’'t just different
ways of interpreting the social world. We don’t accept that
there is something rea]ly there for these to be interpreta-
tions of - our differing states of consciousness lead us
ito constructing different social worlds".® Not only is
there no one true way of seeing or understanding reality,
but there is no one real ’objective’ reality, although they
accept that people operate on the assumption that such an
objectivev social  world exists. Instead different people
inhabit different but co-existent realities which they then
negotiate through interaction.!® Furthermore, even if such a
thing as ’truth’ exists, say Stanley and Wise, it 1is
undemonstrable. Truth is "a belief, a social construct, in
the same way that ’objectivity’ is; and both are constructed
out of experiences which are, for all practical purposes,
the same as ’lies’ and ’subjectivity®m"!?!, There "are many

(often competing) versions of truth. Which, if any, is ’'the’

*Ibid p131

1oIn their later article Method, Methodology and Epistemo-
logy Stanley and Wise claim that neither they "nor other
academic feminists argue against the existence of a
material objective reality ’'out there’ independent of
individual constructions of it"(p42) though they still
describe "the existence of different overlapping but not
coterminous material realities” (p41l)

11 Stanley and Wise Breaking Out pl74
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truth is irrelevant,” they say.!'?

Though there is perhaps a sense in which there is
something to what they say about the construction of
'reality’, it needs a lot of qualifying. Taken as it is
presented, with the kind of emphasis they place upon it, the
implicit relativism (especially the "irrelevancy" of the
truth) is disturbing. Given Stanley and Wise’s objections to
conventional ideals of research and objectivity, there seems
no necessity or good reason for lapsing into a kind of
subjectivism, and indeed it seems very problematic from a
feminist point of view. Feminists usually claim that their
perspectives are a better way of understanding or construc-
ting the world, not just another way, one of many which are
all different but potentially equally valid. Feminism is a
criticism of, and challenge to ’conventional’ sexist concep-
tions - it implicitly carries with it the idea that there is
something inadequate about these conceptions, and that a
feminist understanding 1s somehow ’nearer the truth’
(however you construe that).

And to hold that something is better, more adequate or
satisfactory, you need something on which to base this
claim, something against which to evaluate competing claims;
which has to be more than just "this is how it see%s to me’;

even though how it seems to you has to be taken into

12 1bid pl09.

In Method, Methodology and Epistemology they say that
although there is truth, or truths, judgements of -truth
must always be made relative to the particular framework
or context of the knower. They espouse what they «call
'relativism’ but renounce ’'radical relativism’ which they
describe as denying both the existence of truth and any
external material reality.
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account, incorporated, and explained by any satisfactory
’theory’: Stanley and Wise say, for instance, that conven-
tional social science is sexist. So on what do they base
this claim?' They say that while they have rejected ’truth’,
'better’ and ’'worse’, they judge things by their feelings
and experience - they say that their beliefs are
"preferable’ because they flow from their own understandings
and experience.!® They say "Our grounds for criticism
involve feeling, belief and experientially based know-
ledge... 1f something is contradicted by our experience then
we choose our experience, if something runs counter to our
beliefs then we choose our beliefs, and if we feel something
is wrong then we choose our feelings"!*. They believe all
criticism does this, but "dishonestly, presenting it as
something else." | think this does have a lot of truth to
it, certainly far more so than a picture of knowers
rationally and logically inspecting claims proposition by
proposition and accepting or rejecting them 1in a quasi
mathematical fashion - criticism does involve what they say,
but this cannot be al/ it invol?es, for we can be wrong
about our experience, beliefs and feelings: there must be
something against which we can critically examine, them as
well, at the same time as we utilize them in judging other
claims.

*Subjective’ experience, though crucial, is insuffi-

cient 'on its own’ as how something is experienced 1is not

13 1bid ppl73,177

14 pbid pil
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given’ ~ our understanding does not follow unprobliemat
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cally from scme intrinsic ’naturs’ of +the zxperience
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itself’?, but is dependent on other fsatures of the context

in which it . occurs; and may indeed be inadeguate or rfal
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it <certainly cannot be wuncritically accepted at 'face
valus’, or used as our c¢nl/v criterion or measure, Consider

the example 1 gave eariier, where

-

experience someone as
ignoring me on purpose, and later reinterprst that exper-
ience. What [ felt at first was undoubtedly realf, but it was
nevertheless to some extent wrong' and I consider my later

understanding as beiier

o

]
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all sorts of reascons: iooked at
in a wider context, or in light of further information. it
Tfits? hetter, has more explanatory power, is more
consistent or coherent or whatevar. Though fthere are here
two interpretations, or constructions of ’'reality’, [ don’t

consid that there were two alternative realities, the one

)
o]

1

in which the other person was rude, and the other in which
she was not; [ consider that there was one, in wnhich she was
precccupied and at first ! understood it mistakeniy. There
seems no point in insisting in dirferent realities - I want
to know how to relate to the other person in future, and to
do *that | need to know how she actually, real iy benaved
then, so that 1 can respond appropriately.

1

Stanley and Wise do describe m as a chailenge to
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what is seen as 'mundane’ .
"EFgminism guestions this, says 1% isn’'t inevitablz. 3nd can

and @ust be changed."'? [% "disturps and threatsns wWwhat is
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taken for granted as the one real objective realitym™te, I
agree, but would argue that it does so by demonstrating that
the taken-for-granted isn’t 'objective’ 'reality’, and that
>feminism?’ while perhaps not the ’real objective reality’ is
cértainly a Dbetter conception of reality, and that it
sgbercedes or replaces the conventional one. How else could
it be a challenge or threat?. A feminist conception of
reality is not just a separate reality for feminists - it is
supposed to be relevant to, and make a claim on, everyone,
to some extent. Certainly non-feminists are supposed to be
affected by it in ways that it 1is doubtful that "just
another’ way of seeing things could accomplish.

Some of Stanley and Wise's objections to 'truth’ and
'reality’ seem to stem from a dislike of other people
telling women what they should, or really do, feel or think.
"Feminists.... shouldn’t tell other women what to be, how to
be, how to behave™!? they say. This seems to me very
unlikely to succeed in practice (just saying i1t contradicts
its own advice) and, were it actually possible, a very
misguided policy to adopt. Women can be right-wing, racist,
bigdted, cruel and just plain wrong about things, and just
as feminists opposé politically, ethically and ’factually’
unsound beliefs in sexist men, they should oppose them in
feminists and other women. Stanley and Wise emphasize that
what you feel is 'real’ in terms of its consequences, that

you will act upon what you feel. This is 1indeed so, and

16 |bid p133

17 {bid p8
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thus, for example, a woman who feels that other cultures or
races are inferiorr will aét upon -thége beliefs to the
detriment of others. Surely we would want to argue that her
beliefs and behaviour are wrong, and surely we should want
to persuade/ convince her'and others that this is so; and
tEa% she/ they should revise or change their beliefs and
behaviour accordihgly. And it seems to me that to do this,

you mneed conceptions of ’truth’ and ’reality’ that are
stronger, less relativist, than Stanley and Wise’s; that
allow you to successfully argue that some c¢claims are
'better’, more ’frue’ or 'right’ than others, and that
conceive of reality in a wider, both more explanatory and
constraining sense than their picture of us all inhabiting
our own little realities.

This ié the major difficulty with a position like
Stanley and Wise’s. ‘While I agree that women’s experiences,
feelings and understandings have largely been ignored and
discredited by approaches which devalue both women and the
'subjective’ and elevate misleadipg and distorting ideals of
’objectivity’ in their place - goihg to the other extreme
and insisting in the ’éssential vaifdity’ of women’s exper-
ience, and insisting that no interpretation or construction
is better or worse, 1is hardly satisfactory. While Stanley
and Wise claim to be critical of the subjectivity/ objecti-
vity dichotomy, they seem in fact to perpetuate it
ihemselves by their insistence on the subjective at the
expense of any conception of objectivity, any consideration
of phenomena beyond ’'direct experience’, or any critical

examination of that experience itself.
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As 1 have said before, experience is in no way given,
it has to be organizéd, conceptualized, wunderstood in some
way, even at the most basic level in order to experience it
as something, in order is ’know’ what is going on; in order
tb be able to respond. There are no actions or phenomena
which simply speak for themselves - they have to be given
meanings. People do not experience things in a passive way,
just absorbing sensations or information; they organize and
analyse their experience as it occurs to construct meanings,
ideas, theories, which will then affect the way other things
are experienced and interpreted, and so on. While Stanley
and Wise do accept that behaviours and states can come to be
interpreted differently, that they can come to mean some-
thing different from what they previously meant, and so0 can
be experiehced differently,!® they do not, in my opinion,
give enough weight to this, owing to their insistence on
"the essential validity of personal experience”.

In one sense of course, personal experience is wvalid-
if you have experienced something;in a certain way, then you
have that experience to proceed from, to explicate and
explain, which can ideally be very useful and productive of
understanding. Buﬁ the having of a certain experience does
not mean that your understanding is necessarily ’'right’', or
immune from criticism or questioning. If, for instance, you
say "I feel sad" and you are not lying or deluded or trying

to deceive yourself; then [ would, to quite an extent, have

to accept that you felt sad, because Iin a sense what you

18 [bid pl22
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feel is what you feel, and you have privileged access to it,
though it is quite difficult sometimes to know quite what
you feel, how to describe or classify it - do you, for
instance, feel tired or irritable? - the distinction is
important because it will effect the way you act in
rséponse." (I need not, however, necessarily accept your
understanding of why you are sad, or the circumstances in
which you feel that way etc). But what you feel depends on
how you interpret the situation. If you interpreted the
situation differently, you might feel differently within it.
For instance, youvmight once experience a wolf-whistle as a
compliment and feel flattered, you might later experience it
as a threat or an insult, and feel angry. In the first case
you really feel flattered, in the other you really are
éngry, and no-one can say otherwise, but your experience is
not fixed or inevifable - it does not follow from, say,
something about hearing wolf-whistles, but from the circum-
stances in which they occur and how you understand them.
Experiences are not discrete entities existing in
themselves, but gain their 'nature’ and meaning from their
position in the overall context in which they are located, -
this context being both material, structural, and

'objective’; and ’'subjective’ in the sense that it includes

experiences, beliefs, understandings and feelings. Stanley

1*There seems to me to be a difference though, in the
degree of privilege accordable to different types of
self-knowledge. While you can be said to have a certain
amount of privilege as regards your feelings, you have
less as regards ’'knowing what you are doing', for
instance. (see later)
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and Wise do accept that experience is 'contextually
grounded'..Bﬁt their -insistence that there is no ’objective’
reality in which experiences are grounded - that instead
women inhabit different realities in which their experiences
occur or are constructéd, leaves the impression that exper-
ience is somehow given, +that its interpretation or meaning
follows somehow obviously or wunproblematically from its
'unique’ or ’'specific’ 'nature’ (each experience stemming
from its own reality without mediation.) But it seems to me
that feminists, in particular. should be wary of accepting
experience at face value. While recognizing that women’s
experiences have been ignored and devalued, we should think
very carefully before simply accepting them as they seem, or
celebrating them, as many feminists have done, sometimes
seeming to assume that because female experience have been
dismissed by ’malestream’ thought, that it 1is somehow
'outside’ it, uncontaminated by ’'patriarchal’ influence.
Stanley and Wise, for instance, say that "women's
experiences constitute a different view of reality, an
entirely different 'ontology’, or way of going about making
sense of the world"?° (my emphasis). "Women sometimes con-
struct and inhabit what is in fact an entirely different
social reality"?! (my emphasis again). While I ac;ept that
women have experiences which are different to those of men

of an otherwise similar social location, and | would agree

that a feminist conception of reality differs from the

20 [bid pl17

21 Jpbid pll7
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dominant one, we have to keep in mind that our language, the
conCEpts~wé Qse, the ideas and information available to us -
everything we use to make sense of our experiences, as well
as the experiences themselves - are a product of a capita-
list, white, male dominated society. We, and our experien-
ces, are just as much a part of that society as men and male
eXperiences, and while not accepting the devaluation of
female experience we need to examine that experience criti-
cally.

We cannot just accept women’s experiences as self-
validating - to understand why we experience things in the
way we do, we have to ’go beyond’ that immediate experience,
to the context in which it arises, and then examine them in
relation to each other. Stanley and Wise do say that they
favour "an approach‘which is concerned with exploring in
great detail why and how people construct realities in the
way they do",?? but the major emphasis of their book is on
the essential validity of experience, and not on questions
of why 1t is as it is, how it comes to be so0; nor on the
contexts that shape and limit such experiences. In fact, [
would argue that their opposition to 'objective’® approaches
largely prevents them from adequately exploring such con-
texts. If everyone’s experience 1is wvalid in ‘terms of
actually being felt or experienced by them in that way; if
their understandings are reasonable in terms of the beliefs

they hold, and there is no underlying reality which somehow

influences or structures such beliefs and experiences, then

22Gtanley and Wise pl1l2
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it is hard to see how one could even provisionally ’anchor’
any such~eXpioration, where one could base oneself in such a
sea of competing but valid constructions of reality.

This seems to me actually to go against the insights of
the claim that ’'the personal is political’. In sharing and
exploring their own experiences with other women, women came
to realize that their experiences or problems were not just
personél, that their feelings of anger or frustration or
depression or whatever were not, say, the result of their
own personal inadequacy as they had been led to believe; nor
necessarily just the result of the particular circumstances
that they found themselves in, but that there was something
shared, connecting and underlying all these personal exper-
iences - a wider context which somehow structured all these
experiences, and gave them meaning. As Anne Seller says,
"lelach individual’s experiences, as a considered given,
cannot show what is going on. As on isolated individual, I
often do not know what my experiences are. There can be no
argument for subjectivism.... but rather for an intersubjec-
tivism, which ©begins with individual experiences, but
instead of multiplying them, seeks +to wunderstand them
through conversation"?3.,

This is another of the difficulties with Stanley and

Wise’s approach - insufficient concentration on the inher-
ently social nature of experience. The lack of emphasis on
context in the sense of some ’'underlying reality’ that

23 Anne Seller Realism Versus Relitivism: Towards a Politi-
cally Adequate Epistemology in Morwenna Griffiths and
Margaret Whitford (eds) Feminist Perspectives in FPhilo-
sophy (MacMillan London 1888) pl180
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shapes or constrains our experience, the

-~

experience as unproblematic, almost given,

presentation of

and as specifi-
cally ’'personal’- all lead to the impression of women as
isolated individuals inhabiting separate and insular reali-
ties. And though Stanley and Wise speak of these realities
asv being negotiated though interaction, one gets little
sense o0f communication;: of, to use Anne Seller's words
'conversation’, of a process by which one can examine one’s
own experience in light of other’s <(and indeed perhaps
reinterpret, reconstruct it in that light). Even at its most
personal, most individual level, experience is social. The
contexts in which human experience occurs and its meanings
are social, as are the concepts we use to interpret and make
sense of it. "Even the vocabulary of introspective self
awareness is learnt from others, and has a necessarily
collective character. Individual self consciousness 1is a
product of social reflection and negotiation."?* Concentra-
tion on experience as ’'personal’, can, unless suitably
gqualified, work to undermine an awareness of of how far it
is social and structured; how far wunderstanding yourself
involves and includes understanding others and the social
context of which ydu are part. Viewing people’s <conscious-
nesses as essentially separate and discrete, inhabiting and
constructing different individual realities, obscures the

extent to which we all inhabit a common ’'reality’, how far

we can or do communicate, that "even the most intimate self-

24See Len Doyle and Roger Harris Empiricism, Explanation
and Rationality (Routledge and Kegan Paul London 1986)
p82
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examination .is also intelligible and illuminating for

~

others™"zs ,

Staﬁley and Wise put so much emphasis on personal
experience, in part, I think, because it has been so
rejected by both mainstream and many feminist theorists. But
wEile this dismissal and denigration of the ’personal’ and
'experiential’ needs reassessing, it cannot be done at the
expense of the social and structural - both because such an
approach would be as inadequate for understanding our social
lives as one that was wholly structural, or conventionally
’objective’, and 'because we cannot properly attend to our
experience unless we see it as structurally shaped and
located. As Dorothy Smith argues, "the determinants of
women's daily experience are not to be found in that
experience, but elsewhere in the political, economic and
social order",?¢ and without knowledge of that order we will
be unable to properly comprehend our experiences. She says
that "the sociologist" (she 1is a socioclogist?) "cannot
understand the nature of her expgrienced world by staying
within 1its ordinary boundaries of assumption and know-
ledge™?? but has to posit a socio-economic order ’'in back’
of different people’s experiences in order to be. able to
account for them and the relation between them. "It is not
possible to account for one’s directly experienced world or

how it is related to [those of others] who are differently

2spDoyle and Harris p99
26 Dorothy Smith Women’s Perspective p85

27 [bid p94
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piaced by remaining within the boundaries of the

In their later article Method. Methodclozy and E;

molagy Sta

o

ley and Wise respond to a charge of
"individualism’ by arguing that "a focus on
collectivities and categories™ does not mean staying in a
pre- or non-social sphers. They insist that individuals do
not exist except as socialiy locatad beings and that social
structures and categories can be ’recovered’ by analysing

the accounts of particular peopie in wparticular materiai

circumstances.™” | would agree with this claim. but think
that deing so requires more recognition of, and attention
to, the social and structural than they give in Breaking
ut. While there are some things that can oniy be known

through perscnal experience,. subjectively, (like what it is

like to see a sunset): there are others which cannot be

]

grasped solely by attention to the particular, or individual
or the subjective (such as the workings of the international
economic order’ - which nevertheiess affect everyone of wus
greatly and need fo be comprehended if we wish to understand

our experience (and especialiy if we wish tc realize *%the

+

possipbility of =effectin

o9

change.’ What 13 needed is an

b

approcach which understands gpeopie’s different sxperience in
relation to social structures and categories and vice versa.

Doyle and Harris argue that "perhaps the most Important
reason for emphasizing the social context 1In wnich <he

individual decides to act. is the possibility that what

3]

8 [bid p94

*Staniey and Wise Methcd psd

(3]
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people think they are doing may not be what they are really
doing."3° Stanley and Wise would say‘théi telling ’'people’/
women that whatever they might think they were doing, really
they were doing something completely different, 1is arrogant
and paternalistic.®! Against them I would argue that we do
need something like a concept of ’false consciousness’
(though perhaps used more carefully or sophisticatedly than
'false consciousness’ has often been used)3?. Doyle and
Harris cite the example of people who, perhaps hearing some
rumour about their bank, all wish to withdraw their money.
"What the'depositofs individually think is the significance
of their action - safeguarding their money - is not what
they are collectively doing, which is bringing about the
collapse of the bank....the collective significance of their
actions 1is - opaque to them, though not necessarily to
others”. "[TJlhe supefior self-understanding which would have
enabled the depositors to act with greater rational autonomy
and responsibility was of a sort that could only be

possessed collectively. The predicant of the depositors is

essentially a 'social one...this sbcial character must at
least 'potentially be reflected by any improvement in human

self-awareness".3° .

3s°PDoyle and Harris pil58

31S5ee Stanley and Wise Breaking Out ppl06-8

3s25gg Sabina Lovibond Feminism and Postmodernism in New
Left Review mo 178 1989 pp27,28 for a nice comment on the

present (postmodern) rejection of the concept of ’'false
consciousness’

3s3pDoyle and Harris pS8
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While I share Stanley and Wise's objections to conven-

tional mnotions of objectivity, and their belief in the

centrality and importance of ’subjective’ experience, I
don’t think that it is politically advisable, or even
possible in practice, to slip into a kind of subjecti-
vism where we just accept ’subjective’ feelings, impressions
and understandings at face value. The social and collective
nature of belief and action makes them very problematic as
regards their meaning and significance. What might seem
relatively 'obvious’, straight forward’ or ’common-sense’ to
an individual knower/ actor (or group of knowers) might
appear very different when seen in relation to social
structures, collectivities and institutions, and the cumula-
tive effect of many people’s behaviour. It seems to me that
often (not necessarily always) the more ’'subjective’ under-
standings will not‘:eally be adequate, and that a wider,
more ’objective’ (in some, but not the conventional, sense)
would be preferable; - that in order to make some kind of
claim towards ’'truth’, things do have to be seen in the
light of,, and be supported by, the larger context. Looking
at things in isolation, wuncritically, or unreflexively |is
often to get them 'wrong’ or to have a distorted or mistaken
comprehension of them. To understand the signif}cance of
your experiences , what they mean, even to know what you are
doing, to have any control over the outcome of your actions,
you have to see your experience and beliefs in relation to
the social context in which you are situated, and be aware

of the <collective nature and consequences of much human

action. You have to aim for something ’'beyond’ immediate
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experience

or 'subjectivity’, something like a

'objectiviﬁy’ (minus its

seriously,

tive?’.

incorporating

faults) while

and accounting for
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notion of

taking

subjec-
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OBJECTIVITY RECONSIDERED

I have devoted so much space to Stanley and Wise
because Breaking Out is one of the original, and one of the
most important works devoted to discussing questions of
experience and objectivity from a feminist perspective. If
my discussion hasvlargely been critical, it is ©because 1
feel that an appreciation and consideration of the sometimes
problematic nature of their approach can help in pointing
the way to one which does not suffer from these particular
difficulties, while still retaining the positive and useful
aspects of much of their work (which, I think, are not
necessarily dependent in the relativist or subjectivist
elements of their position). Lorraine Code makes very
similar criticisms of Belenkey;et al’s Women’s Ways of
Knowing,' whose approach she sees as exposing the inadequa-
cies of any subjectivist/ relativist position and highligh-
ting the need fof some need for some sort of concept of
objectivity, but I will not repeat her points here as it
would reproduce much of the foregoing argument against

Stanley and Wise (though her arguments against the essentia-

15ee Code p251-262 where she discusses Mary Belenkey,
Blythe M.Clinchy, Nancy R.Goldberger and Jill M.Tarule
(eds) Women’s Ways of Knowing: The Development of Self,
Voice and Mind (Basic New York 1986)
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lism and universalism of Women’s Ways of Knowing would not
apply to Sténley and Wise, who are much more attentive to
difference and contingency.)

A consideration of Stanley and Wise’s position high-
lights the difficulties that arise if one (justifiably)
rejects the conventional notion of objectivity, but does not
réplace it with one more "usable" (as Donna Haraway ©puts
it).?Though subjectivity and experience are central to our
knowledge of the world, and cannot be ignored or rejected as
they are by conventional notions of objectivity, neither can
we take o up the opposite position and valorize subjective
experience at the expense of any kind of ‘’objectivity’;
replace objectivism with a subjectivism that is just as
dependent on the dichotomy it claims to deny as its opponent
is. Experience cannot simply be accepted at ’'face value’; as
it 1is experienced, wunderstood by us; but needs to be
critically examined. This critical process has to involve
exploration of the context in which the experience occurs
and against which it is understood; as how the experience 1is
to us, is dependent on the context and our understanding of
it, such that any change, revision or expansion 1in the
latter will correspondingly modify or transform our exper-

ience and how we understand it. Experience has to be seen

in relation to the structures, institutions, codes and
concepts which shape it, and the social and <collective

character of action and meaning has to be emphasized and

constantly borne in mind.

25ge Donna Haraway’s Situated Knowledges
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Further, we need to retain a workable distinction
between trutﬁ and falsity. To accept, with Stanley and Wise,
that there can be no Absolute Truth, no One True Story; does
not compel us to agree that there is no truth or falsity, or
that all claims are equally valid. All claims to truth may
be partial, perspectival and mediated, but within any
cOntext some claims will be better or worse, truer or more
false than others. We also need, 1 think, to oppose a
relativism which would limit truth to the context in which
it 1is claimed; which would restrict truth to an 1internal
matter, gnrecognisable and unassailable from 'outside’. I
would argue for a concept of truth that applies across
contexts; that allows criticism, comparison and evaluation
between perspectives - a ’wider’ truth that avoids the
politically disabling or reactionary implications of what
Sandra Harding calls "judgemental relativism™.® We have to
be able to criticize, challenge and persuade others, to
argue that they are wrong, as well as to recognize when we
are wrong, and this involves or depends on some concept of
what is "true’ or ’real’ or ’actuél', and that what is true
or real for me also applies or has some claim on you, and

vice verssa.

We need some concept of ’reality’, and this reality

SSee Sandra Harding Whose Science? Whose Knowledge?:
Thinking from Women’s Lives (Open University Press Milton
Keynes 1991) ppl139-140,152. She distinguishes this from
"cultural relativism™, which she describes as the socio-
logical or historical claim that what is thought reason-
able in one culture/ subculture/ time might not be so in
another. "Judgemental relativism” denies the possibility
of grounds for judging between competing claims/ perspec-
tives.

61



must, I think, be seen as wider, more inclusive or unitary
than Staﬁley and Wise’s individual realities, or the closed,
internal ’realities’ of various communities or language
games envisioned by re)ativist approaches. We need a concept
of reality that is encompassing, connecting, explanatory -
that supports and relates our different experiences, while
n;t claiming to be Reality as it Really 1is, unmediated
through limited and situated knowers. I think we do need to
preserve some sort of distinction between appearance and
reality, while not seeing the two as opposed or exclusion-
ary; in that how things seem to you, or what you think of as
the significance/ meaning of your experiences or actions,
might not ’actually’ be how they ’'really’ are ('really’ with
a small 'r’ as opposed to Absolute Reality - still an
appearance, an appearing reality. The two are rather inter-
nally related, or mutually dependent, in that how things
seem Is part of reality; and reality as we know/ experience
it is a reality that appears to us.)

[ think subjectivity and objectivity have to be seen in
a similar way, as mutually depéndent and ultimately not
separable. Rather than seeing them as opposed terms we
should recognize that all knowledge involves an interplay of
both these aspects, which though to some extent distinct,
are dialectically related. As Jennifer Ring says, we should
see them as "moments, aspects of the same phenomenon - each
of which is descriptive and meaningful, but only in relation

to the other™ . All knowledge 1is both subjective and

*Ring pl23
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objective -  you can’t have one without the other. All

knowledge includes some element of subjectivity -

something
has to be subjectively felt, perceived, encountered, exper-
ienced etc. in order for a knower to consider, explore,

analyse, theorize or come to know something. But subjective
eiperience, or even perception, does not ’speak for itself’,
come to us in already given form, but has to be understood/
experienced 'against’ or in relation to something
'objective’, something 'exterior’® both shaping and
constraining our experience/ interpretation. We need some

element of objectivity (’objectivity’ here implying a refer-

ence to a supporting context or background, a consideration
of intersubjectivity and relative location, an attitude of
reflexion and "distance’ - my conception of objectivity will

emerge slowly throughout this work) in order to wunderstand,
and even, minimally; to experience, our subjectivity (at
all) - but that 'objectivity’ is itself dependent on our
subjectivity in being able to know, to encounter otherness,
experience distance, reflect on }tself etc. So there can be
no ’'Pure’ ’'subjectivity’ or ’objectivity’; though there is
perhaps a continuum, from knowledge that is more subjective
(like seeing sunsets) to more objective (like 4heorizing
large scale economic systems) - neither one, however, exists

in isolation or abstraction.

3 not wholly ’exterior’, in the sense that it, too, is
understood/ experienced subjectively; nor 'exterior’ in
the sense of something completely ’outside’, but in the
sense of being a background to what is more ’'interior’,
or at the forefront at the time, - that against which
things are seen.
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Thus, I think, we need to keep hold of a concept of
objectivity,' as the other (complementary and necessary)
moment to subjectivity in the process of knowing. But the
conventional notion of objectivity will not do as it stands.
It employs a conception of what the world 'is Really like’,
as 'seen’ (by who?) from ’nowhere’, unconditioned and
unmediated by perspectivity or particularity; impartial and
universal. As we are all situated and inherently limited and
partial knowers, such a conception is neither accurate or
possible. Nor will it do as an (ultimately wunattainable)
ideal, like Truth or Happiness, which, it is often argued,
can wortﬁwhilely be pursued while keeping 1in mind the
impossibility of achieving the goal in any absolute sense.

For the conventional notion relies on the denigration and

suppression of subjectivity and experiences, the separation
of 'subject’ and 'object’, knower and known; and the
objectification of the latter. It makes the knower invi-

sible, and absolves "him’ from responsibility and accounta-
bility for 'his’ claims, Because the knower is invisible,
there is no linkage back to the conditions, the situation 1in
which the knowledge is produced, and thus no possibility of
critical examination by others of the context in which
particular claims are made, no possibility of sel%—critical
reflexivity on the part of the knower. These aspects of the
conventional notion of objectivity make it morally and
politically as well as ’empirically’ or theoretically wunac-
ceptable.

Yet like Donna Haraway in Situated Knowledges, [ am

64



5till "holding out for a feminist version of objectivitym, e
and for basically the same reasons; chief among them being
the desire to keep hold of some notion of reality wnich can
be appealed to in a way that is mors than an "act of faith",
as she puts‘it; a desire to avoid any politically disabling
espousal/ acceptance of relativism or pluralism; and a
desire for accountability and responsibility, for critical

knowledges. And these notions are implici

- in, or compatible
with, *objectivity’; even the standard notion of objecti-
vity, (it is, for example, what is attractive about an
account like Scheffler’s). Although there is in objectivism
a denial o©f responsibility for Kknowledge «claims {the
abstract/ invisible subject; the "data made me do it" etc.);
there i3 also within the concept of objectivity a recogni-
tion of the need for accountability, and critical examina-
tion.

This notion of criticism is, [ think, the fundamental
one feminists (or anyone) should preserve and promote. Helen
Longino? speaks of a process of "fransformative criticism”
to which claims are subjected; and in the light of which,

modified or improved. And aithough I don’t think her account

from

pto
0

ge Haraway’'s Situated Knowiesdzes (the quote
578)

See Helen Longino’s Science as Scciai/ Knowiedge: Vaiues
and Objectivity in Scientiric ingquiry (Princeton Univer-
sity Press Princeton 1390)
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Objectivity s&simost

ecuate 1t with intersubjectivity, without the more realiss:

undervinning of poszitions like Schefflier’s and Loncing’s. I
do not think thai intersubiectivity on iis5 own is enough to
Ccrovice obiectivity, but it certainly is part of what is
lnvolvec in any claim to objectivity, and usefully emphasi-
ses  1he social ’'nature’ of knowliedge, the way we are
acoountacie for our claims to others, and dependent on them

in tne construction and improvement of our wunderstandings

and sell-unaersiandcings. It also points tc a wider <context
or backgrounc. it¢ conneciicons and relations bpetween knowers:
and tc recogzgnition of the fact that knowledge is noit just an
individu or personal matter, of how things seem ﬁo me. but

(&)

involves, has tc include and take account cof, how things

seem toc cthers.)

Knowing cannot proceed in isolstion. but depends on
others responding. challenging or confirming our claims.

Bu: though knowledge depends on intersubjective 1input and

m

deveiopment, and gains (some of) its objectivity from 1its

8§ Spe ismay Barwsil's Towards & De‘*vce cf Opjectivity iT
Ksthleer Lennon and Margaret Wnltko i (eds) Anowing the
ifferencss Feminizt Ferspec -vc~ in Epistemoiogy
(Routl!ledge Londor (forthcomin g)19 D“U-°: cf manuscripk
fer & coritical ciscussion of Longlno "minimalist”
accouri: 0f objectivity anc the preopiems 1t incurs.



intersubjective nature; its objectivity cannot reside solely
in that - there has to be some further or wider 'reality’?

to some extent independent of social/ intersubjective

factors that constrains or acts as a check to intersubjec-

tive claims or evaluations. I want to hang onto some kind of

conception of objectivity that would allow the possibility
of beliefs/ claims being intersubjectively produced, tested
and verified, and yet turn out not to be objectively so - a
conception that would allow intersubjectively affirmed
beliefs to be challenged, compared against, or seen in
relation to, an ’objective’ reality and found lacking. I
want to be able to hold that a ’'community’, just like
’individuals’, can be ’'wrong’; that there 1is more to
objectivity than a community’s say-so; that the claims of
individuals/ minorities/ subjugated groups could be
’intersubjectively’ rejected, refuted or denied and yet be
>right’ and objectively corroboratable and confirmable.
There has to be some conception of a ’'world’ both supporting
and limiting what can be truly said by individuals or
communities - one wider than, and not fully dependent on,
the particular practices and ’'language games’ that are

constructed/ conducted within it.?!'°

Tnot reality ’in itself’ but a perceived/ experienced/
known reality

1o Thomas Nagel (see next chapter) says that he sees a
"~lose connection between objectivity and intersubjecti-
vity" (The View from Nowhere p63), though objectivity
always points beyond mere intersubjective agreement and

needs, he says, to be qualified by a commitment to
realism and external reference (pl08). Depending on what
is meant by ’realism’, ’external’ and ’reference’ [ would
agree.
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While we do not experience/ know the 'world’ as it 1is
in 'itself’ outside of any mediation/ construction through
and by us; I do think we need to hang on to the idea that
what is known, what we are in relationship/ interaction
with, is a world that while definitely being ’'for us’, is in
some sense ’'in itself for us’. (See section on Merleau-Ponty
later.) Unless ’the world’ is conceived as playing some
'active’ part in knowledge, wunless it is seen as some kind
of limiting (and'motivating’) notion, the world basically
drops out. Unless there is some conception of an 'objective’
(though ’'subjectively’' experienced and constructed) world
shaping and constraining what can be known; unless knowledge
is seen as a relationship between knowers and a world in
which neither is entirely independent or totally separable;

then the way is open to dualism, idealism and relativism. As

Sean Sayers says, to be agnostic about the existence of a

world that is known, or to merely acknowledge the existence
of ’'the world’” but allow it to play no active part 1in our
knowledge is a "pointless sap to materialism™, "an idle and

empty notion”™.!'!

We also, I think, need to hang on to the idea of a
world that is ’'common’, however multiply/ differently exper-
jenced, wunderstood or known; some idea that we all inhabit
the ’same’ (in some sense) though open and multidimensional,
complex and ambiguous world - one that cannot be absolutely

known or reconciled; that permits of incommensurability and

11 Sean Sayers Reality and Reason: Dialectic and the Theory
of Reason (Basil Blackwell Oxford 1985)
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conflict and contradiction; but yet allows us to relate,

connect and compare our experiences and understandings, and

with reference to which enables us to locate and position,

to orientate, ourselves and others. For, knowledge being a

relation, encountering anything sensually, conceptually,

theoretically entails being in some relation to/ with it;

and therefore being somehow connected tao, interacting with,

it - it therefore also being important to acknowledge and
examine this relation to explore the manner of its presen-
ting and mediating of our knowledge. This applies both to
"the world’ and to our knowledge of other people (who are,
after all, part of ’the world’) and thereforelshould be a
requirement of 'intersubjective'’ accounts as well.

One huge difficulty with intersubjective/ community

accounts is what counts as ’'intersubjective', what counts as

a 'community’? - what are the minimal requirements for
membership/ inclusivity, how large does it have to be, how
exclusive can it be? Where are the boundaries, are they

crossable? What if one’s ’'community’ is one in which one’s
beliefs are unconventional/ rejected - can one form an
alternative community within/ without the ruling community?
Can one appeal outside that community for support and
verification? Who decides who belongs where, wunder which
rules; where the boundaries shall be and on what basis? For
instance, are 12 BNP members a community? Are all its
members? Can they intersubjectively verify and confirm their
own beliefs; or are they a misguided minority within a wider
community .which refutes their beliefs? Who decides? If a

group of BNP members is confronted by a smaller group of
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anti-racist protesters: do they each inhabit their own

exclusive communities, do the protesters form a minority

opinion within that current situation, or are they represen-

tative of a larger community that (ideally) rejects racist

beliefs - and if so how is this community appealed to? Who
can I, who do | have to, appeal to for intersubjective
evaluation and confirmation of my beliefs; who can I, who

must [ exclude?

The whole question 1is enormously complicated. If
accounts like Scheffler’s have not paid adequate attention
to just who their "public? or 'scientific? communities
actually include, and who they exclude or silence; what and
how they omit and distort; how these ’'communities’ are
constituted and at whose expense and disadvantage:- if
membership of such theoretically open communities has been
undemocratic, non-egalitarian and discriminatory, hiding and
denying the partial and interested nature of its membership
- the answer is not necessarily to attempt the wuniversal,
impartial ideal such theories often appeal to.

For often it seems to me that not everyone ’'qualifies’

to 'speak’, or at least not in the same way, or with the
same weight. Do white South Africans have the same ’'right’,

the same basis on which to speak on Apartheid as the ©black
South Africans who have suffered it? Do (male) obstetricians
have a ’right’ to pronounce on where/ how women should have
their babies, especially one equal or greater than that of
the women themselves? Would/ should a black South African
have to place her claims before white Socuth Africans for

critical evaluation? Do | want to have my decisions about my
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health/ body/ fertility appraised/ approved by male (or
female) doctors? On what basis can/ do I critically evaluate

the claims of others who have experienced things that I have

not, who know things I don't, can’'t, would not perhaps want

to? It seems to me that there is a definite case for some
people being more in a position speak/ know/ <criticize, to

challenge or evaluate the claims of others; that we are not
all equal as knowers or critics - though this is something
that can only be decided contextually and provisionally
within each particular social/ historical circumstance, and
will change from situation to situation, and indeed within
each situation as different aspects are emphasized and
different considerations brought to bear.

One thing that seems clear to me is that intersubjec-
tive wverification cannot be simply a guestion of majority
agreement, even supposing the difficulties about the inclu-
siveness and size of a community’s constituency could be
solved. (In the example above the 'rightness’ of a commun-
ity’s opposition to racist beliefs‘cannot be dependent on it
being a majority opinion, for we could easily think of cases
where things were the other way round and we would yet want
to hold the minority belief more wvalid, more objectively
supported and confirmed.) Objectivity or truth cannot come
down to a question of numbers, of how many believe this and
how many believe that. Nor, I think, can we allow intersub-
jective wevaluation of claims to be solely an internal or
intracommunity affair - it has to involve input from
’oputside’. If this seems to contradict what I just said (as

it would allow, say, a white South African to examine/
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challenge the claims of a black South African [if we presume
that they do not, in fact, inhabit the same community, that
is]l though of course it also allows criticism and challenge
to travel the other way, which is obviously desirable) - I
don’t really think that it does, necessarily. For doing so
should, I think, not be on the basis of ’equality’ or
'sameness’ or ’universality'; of us all supposedly being
equal/ replaceable as knowers/ critics - similarly/ equally
experienced, similarly/ equally located, similarly

interested - but on the basis of a close attention to ’who'

we all are (both 'us' and ’*them’): to where and how we are

located; to how we are connected/ distanced; to how our
beliefs are conditioned and mediated; as well as to the
claims ’themselves’. And if conducted in this spirit I think

that extracommunity intersubjectivity is not only possible
but positively desirable.

I will return to this later in relation to questions of
'difference’ and relativism. For now, ]l wish to return to
the point I was making earlier - that to an acknowledgement
of the significance of subjectivity has to be added the need
to critically explore and examine that subjectivity; not to
necessarily accept things seem to you, or are declared to be
by others. If the old notion of objectivity included an
unsatisfactory conception of subjective experience as inher-
ently confusing or delusory, of appearance as unreal and
illusory, which we should, 1 believe, reject; we cannot
either just accept things as they initially seem to us, in
any uncritical way. And this questioning approach must

extend to the claims of others,. One of the most positive
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aspects of the old notion of objectivity was its rejection
of Authority - the idea that any claim, made by anyone, was
up for scrutiny and could be rejected if it didn’'t stand up
to examination - that a claim was not made acceptable
simply by the authority or position of the person who made

it. This is not to say that | accept the idea that 'only the

claim ’itself’’ is significant; that it should ’'stand or
fall on its own merits’, or that considerations about the
person who made the claim, their position and relation to
what is known, should not be taken into account. I don’t

believe that <claims should be examined in 1isolation and
abstraction from the context of their production and the
situation of their producer - what I do reject is the idea
that position necessarily confers Authority. At the time the
notion of objectivity was developed, it was in opposition to
the Authority of God or King, Church or State; and while
this would still (usefully) apply, (in theory at least) it
would also, for instance, include rejection of basing claims
solely on a certain "identity’ or type of experience.

In the introductory chapter on experience I spoke of
claims having a certain credibility because of the position
or experience of the knower, of a person’s position or

experience being used as a criterion by which their claims

are judged. It might have appeared that in so doing I was
making some sort of argument for Authority - M"its +true
because | say so"/ "I’ve done it/ been there so [ know, and
you just have to accept my word for it". But in arguing for

the importance/ recognition of a knower’s position or

experience, I was not wanting to imply that they guaranteed
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truth, or could not be challenged; but that attention to

them made the knower visible (and vulnerable) to scrutiny

along with her claim; that attention to experience exposed

the links between what was claimed and the context in which

it was claimed, and how this shaped or mediated what was
known. I see attention to position and experience then, as
facilitating evaluation and critique, not forestalling it,

as Authority does.!'?

S50 - we have to combine the positive, critical aspect
of objectivity with recognition of the subjectivity and
perspectivity of knowledge. An adequate conception of objec-
tivity has to be able to include experience, embodiment,
engagement and emotion; it has to recognize that all
knowledge is situated, contingent and partial; mediated and
conditioned by the context in which it is produced. The old
conception of objectivity prohibits such a combination, as
it sees aperspectivity and nonsubjectivity as mnecessary
requirements for objectivity, with relativism as the only

alternative. But relativism is itself dependent on the same

12Hans~-Georg Gadamer has defended ’authority’ against the
Enlightenment ’'bias’ against it; emphasising the posi-
tive, enabling aspects some manifestations of authority
can produce, and that recognition of authority does not
have to be seen as implying an uncritical acceptance of
an authority’s claims, but a reasonable, critical and
conscious taking up of the insights or benefits it can
offer owing to its authoritative position. While I fully
agree that some manifestations of authority can be
positive, I think that they are so not simply because
holders of authority have/ or are 1in, a position of
authority, but because of further, though related, consi-
derations which can be defended and argued for on a
position like mine. (S5ee Gadamer’s Truth and Method
(Sheed and Ward London 1975)
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sorts of assumptions as objectivism!3 (for example assump-
tions that judging between competing claims, whether under-
stood 'objectively’ as ’'in themselves' or 'relatively’ to
different contexts, requires reference to some universal or
neutral framework if it is to succeed or be possible). We
need accept neither ’alternative’ as we cannot, I think, any
longer realistically or justifiably accept their assump-
tions.

And once we reject the possibility (or desirability -
for it is our perspectivity, our situatedness, our subjecti-
vity that makes possible, not merely does not prevent, our
knowledge)- of aperspectivity, universaliiy, the suppression
of subjectivity etc;y then it doesn’t seem to me that the
combination of "socially situated knowledge™ with objecti-
vity is "an impossible one™, as it is often described.!?*
Donna Haraway goes as far as to say that feminist accounts
of objectivity, of the kind sketched in her essay - of "how
to have simultaneocusly an account of radical historical
contingency for all knowledge claims and knowing subjects,
... and a no nonsense commitment to faithful accounts of a
'real’ world, one that can be partially shared..."!®in fact

"require a deceptively simple manoevre within inherited

Western analytic traditions, a manoevre begun in dialectics
but stopping short of the needed revisions.™!®
13Many writers have commented on this - see Richard

Bernstein Beyond Objectivism and Relativism for instance.
148pe discussion in Harding Whose Science? ppl389-142
15GSee Haraway Situated knowledges p579

16 [bid p592
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I think that she is right about this but while many
feminist theorists would share her belief in this project
(S5andra Harding for one), Harding acknowledges that many
feminists think "that the notion of objectivity 1is so

hopelessly tainted by its historical complicity”™ in the

service of dominant groups "that we cannot make it function

effectively and progressively in alternative
agendas".!7 Susan Hekman, for instance, says that the femin-
ist critique of ’'masculinist science’ "must abandon objec-

tivity along with the other trappings of enlightenment

science”".!®5he sees any attempt to reclaim, revise or rework

enlightenment concepts like objectivity as doomed to
failure as she sees them as integral to ’'masculinist’
conceptions that "relegate women to inferiority".!'? (I would

argue that they only relegate women to inferiority if you
accept the very assumptions that you are refuting - the
equation of 'women’ with 'the feminine’ with ’'the subjec-
tive’, 'the emotional’ and ’the bodily’ (seen in opposition
to the masculine, the objective, the rational and mental);
with non-knowledge and inferiority.?)? As to <claims that
attempts to revise the concept of objectivity represent "an
unworkable epistemological eclecticism™2°(a criticism she

often levels at those who do not whole-heartedly espouse a

17Sge Harding Whose Science? plb57

18Sge Susan Hekman Gender and Knowledge (Polity Press
Cambridge 1990) pl131

19 Hekman plZ28

20 [bid p81
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postmodern approach)?! - does this not imply a kind of
holism, coherence and closure that a postmodern position

would normally be very wary of, and one with no room for
subversion or resistance from within?

I don’t think that Feminism can be wholly within
conventional ’enlightenment’ categories, (whatever that
means) or wholly postmodern, nor do I see why it should be.
Feminism, like postmodernism, has developed from, and in
response/ reaction to Enlightenment conceptions and
categories; - in a sense it is a revision/ reworking of
enlightenment conceptions,. Certainly it, or postmodernism,
could never be something entirely new or different, unrela-

ted to enlightenment thought. Thus I would gquestion whether

'the Postmodern’ represents such a radical break from the

Enlightenment as to be almost ’outside’ or beyond 1it, as
Hekman seems to suggest.?? In fact, ’postmodernism’ can seem
very dependent on Enlightenment conceptions - firstly as a

point of reference/ difference; for example, in illustrating
what Postmodernism is not, and then, (in many more unsubtle
forms at least) as almost being a mirror image of Enlighten-
ment categories, one that accepts many of the most problema-

tic enlightenment assumptions, but merely inverts them; and

21 Though I am doubtful if her understanding of the
’postmodern’ is one all those who identify +their posi-
tions or who are identified as ’'postmodern’ would be
happy with - for instance she constantly describes/
identifies (almost equates) it with ’'hermeneutic’, which
to my mind is not the same thing at all. And while Rorty,
perhaps, would ©be quite happy with such a description;
not all those whose approaches she commends, like
Foucault, would be.

22Gege for instance Hekman ppl34-5
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so preserves them while perhaps disguising them.23
The Western enlightenment tradition (defined ©broadly
and openly) is what late twentieth century Westerners have
to work with/ begin from; by virtue of being located when
and where ’we’ are. We do not individually choose or adopt
its we may be unsatisfied with some/ much of it; but it is
the conceptual/ social/ political/ historical background in
which we are situated, and from which we proceed.?* We can,
however, work to ammend, modify, improve our perspectives
from where we are situated (most fruitfully in response to
insights/ criticisms from others differently located, whose
claims cause us to question and revise our own).
"Enlightenment’ thought is not as monolithic and unitary as
it is often represented as being. It contains many strands
and emphases, some of which are at odds with others - the
egalitarian, liberating 1impulse versus the discriminating

and dominating one; the self-critical against the self-

justificatory; the unifying or dividing; and so on - it is
just as complex and contradictory as most things, and
certainly is not one tight, coherent whole whose different

elements cannot be unpicked, discarded or reassembled in
other ways. A critical engagement with enlightenment thought
is not an all or nothing affair; indeed accepting all or
nothing of it would be impossible.

'Within’ this tradition there are numerous critiques of

235ee Harding Whose Science? ppl86-7; Bordo Feminism,
Postmodernism and Gender-scepticism ppl4a2-144 for
examples of this.

24Gge bit on Gadamer later on, which relates to this
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objectivist notions of objectivity, and other conceptions of

objectivity than the standard stereotypical version - not
wholly different of course, having developed in relation or
response to the ’'mainstream’ notion and its perceived
inadequacies; Dbut ones that nevertheless represent alterna-
tives to, or improvements on, it. I shall in the next

sections discuss two of these conceptions of objectivity;

that of Maurice Merleau-Ponty, writing from a ’'continental’

phenomenological-existentialist position, influenced by
Marxism; and that of Thomas Nagel, from within the Anglo-
American analytic tradition; whose approaches both, in their
different ways, point the way to a more adequate conception
of subjectivity and objectivity. But before | do so, | wish
to make one final comment on Susan Hekman’s arguments
against any revision of objectivity or other ‘enlightenment
concepts’. She constantly, and critically, describes
'enlightenment’ science as 'masculinist’?® which it probably
is (my hesitancy is due to doubts about the term - see
footnote) -  but then so, and for the same reasons, is
'postmodernism’, and almost all of the theoretical perspec-
tives past or current in the 'west’. (They are not only
'masculinist’ of course, they do not only presume, defend

and aim to preserve discrimination and privilege on the

basis of 'gender’, but on the bases of 'race’, class,

25S5ge e.g. Hekman Gender and Knowledge pl24-135. I am not
quite happy with this term, and not quite certain what it

is meant to imply: how does it relate, for example, to
'sexist’ or 'androcentric’?. Is there in it some idea of
it being an ’'opposite’ to 'feminist’? - for I don’t think

there 1is/ <can be (within present gendered power rela-
tions) a 'male’ equivalent of feminism.
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culture, international economic location, and so on). Yet
among all these 'masculinist’ perspectives some will be
"better’ or ’worse’, for different purposes, than others -
some can be recognized as being more promising politically,
more 'accurate’ in describing certain phenomena or tenden-
cies, less amenable to use in justifying oppression, less
distorting of social relations or whatever - and it is
these, as feminists, that 'we’ should utilize, critically,
in developing our theoretical understandings.

Sandra Harding argues that we "cannot afford to 'just
say mno’ to objectivity"?¢- it has a valuable political
history, and invoking the notion of objectivity has been
useful in exposing regularities, tendencies and facts that
powerful interests would rather conceal or deny. Without
something like objectivity to distinguish between how people
"want the world to be”™ and how it ’is?, we would be left
with a situation where "might makes right" (to a ¢greater
extent than it does now). Although the notion of objectivity
has served elites, it has also been used to criticize their
claims. Like all notions, objectivity "contains progressive
as well as regressive tendencies,"?7? and it is, she says,

"important to develop the progressive and block the regres-

sive ones".28

26 Harding Whose Science? pl60
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THE VIEW FROM HERE, OR NOWHERE? - Thomas Nagel

Thomas Nagel’s The View from Nowhere'is "both a defence

and critique of objectivity"2z, In some ways his conception

of objectivity has a lot in common with standard conceptions

- he describes objectivity as "The View from Nowhere", a
"detached"” and "impersonal" view, one that is "centerless",
"external™ and "self-transcendent". Yet in other ways it is

very different, in that instead of removing/ abstracting the
knower and objectifying the known, Nagel very firmly places
the knower in the world she knows and then treats her as an
object of knowledge, as well as her knowledge and the world
she is contained in; - in a way he objectifies the subject
(while aiming still to preserve her subjectivity.) Nagel’s
position 1s both promising and problematic. To some extent a
lot of my doubts about it hinge on exactly how he means the
terms and phrases he uses, how literally his metaphors are
to be understood. Taken one way | can go along with +them,
taken another way they can have disturbing implications - it
depends on how ’generous’ or 'critical’ a reading | am
giving him at the time. Although in what follows [ will give

voice to some of my concerns about his description of

' Thomas Nagel The View from Nowhere (Oxford University
Press Oxford 18986)

2 1bid pb

81



objectivity; it will generally be a 'positive’ interpreta-

tion, in that | hope to bring out what I think is most

useful and promising in his conception, and not dwell too
much on its negative aspects. Nagel’s position is, 1 think,
an improvement upon the standard conception; and although it
is mnot in itself 'the answer’/ what an adequate concept of
objectivity would be 1like, it does point in the right
direction. Thus my discussion of him is in some sense an
acceptance of aspects of his position that I can share, or
see as being part of what on adequate conception of objecti-
vity could/ would involve, rather than being a rejection of
his position for not being that adequate conception itself.
Nagel describes the "physical" pursuit of objectivity
(he sees physics as the science in which people have
achieved the greatest ’'objectivity’, the greatest detachment
from a personal or even human point of view) as developing
in stages. We have perceptions (of colour, say). We then
come to see that these are "caused by the action of things
on us, through their effects on our bodies, which are
themselves part of the physical world."*The next stage 1is
when we "realize that since the same physical properties
that cause perceptions in us through our bodies also produce
different effects on other physical things and can exist
without causing any perceptions at all, their true nature

must be detachable from their perceptual appearance and need

not resemble it."* The third step is "to try and form a

SIbid pl4

4 1bid pl4



conception of that true nature independent of it’'s appear-

ance either to us or to other types of perceivers. This

means not only not thinking of the physical world from our

own particular point of view, but not thinking of it from a

more general human perceptival point of view either: not

thinking of how it looks, feels, smells, tastes or sounds.

These secondary qualities then drop out of our picture of

the wexternal world, and the underlying primary qualities

such as shape, size, weight and motion are thought of
structurally”.®

How far Nagel is merely describing, or actually
endorsing, this view of ’'physical’ objectivity I'm not quite
sure. As a description of how ’'science’/ objectivity 1is
supposed to proceed, according to the conventional view, it

stands; as a description of how it actually does/ should

proceed it is quite problematic, especially the stuff about

the "true’ nature of things which must be 'detachable’ from

their perceptual appearances, a conception of a ’true’
5 bid pl4
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nature ’independent’ of its appearance.® This conception of

pPhysical objectivity is very like the ’lowest common denomi-

nator’ sort of picture I said a conception like Scheffler’s

relied on - one where all the subjective or perspectival

aspects had been cancelled out, till what was left was the

pure ’reality’ behind it all, the view from nowhere indeed.

It is assumed by proponents of conventional objectivity that

this view would somehow ideally be available to every onej;

no matter where/ how they were situated; and something of

this appears in Nagel’s assertion that although our

senses
*Yet even this conventional view of objectivity can, I
think, be rephrased or reworked along the lines of "We
have certain perceptions/ impressions/ beliefs. We then

come to see that these are products of our interaction
with the physical/ social/ conceptual world, of which we

are a part. The "next stage’ is where we realize that
since other people/ creatures interacting within ’the
same’ (to some extent) world/s have different percep-

tions/ impressions/ beliefs of '"the same’ (in some sense)
'things’, that how things seem to us might not be all, or
an adequate conception of, how things 'are’ (though 1
don’t +think that what they are like to us’ is simply
*detachable’, or that how things are ’really’ exists
independently of appearances. ©So the 'third step’ to me
would mnot be one of forming a conception of a thing’s
’true’ nature independent of all appearance; but of
modifying, revising our conceptions of how things seem to
us in the light of what others say they are like to them.
To stick with colours, what | find useful or enlightening
is not some ’'physical’ description of how things ’'really’
are ’'in themselves’, without perceivers, without colours,
without visual appearances of any kinds (for they too are
dependent on us) - being a perceiver such mnotions have
little meaning for me and are basically wunimaginable
(what would an unperceived world be like toe me) - but
rather hearing how things 'apparently’, (as for as 1/ we
can grasp/ guess/ understand it) seem to other percei-
vers, with different sense organs and sizes and speeds;
which emphasises the contingency and relativity of our
own perceptions, how they are dependent on our constitu-
tion and perspective, and might need to be re-understood
(as well as hinting at endless other ways of perceiving/
conceiving the world)



"provide the evidence from where we start"? this

very
objective/ physical understanding could be possessed by us
"even if we had none of our present senses so long as we

were rational and could understand the mathematical and
formal properties™® of this conception. "We might even", he
says, "in a sense share an understanding of physics with
other creatures to whom things appeared quite different
perceptually - so long as they too, were rational and
numerate".”? So you have a picture of physics as the most
basic and fundamental, non-subjective, non-perspectival,
non-human? form of description and communication between
'rational’ beings; which is one, I think, many people would
like to accept.

I am very sceptical about claims that physics grasps
"reality’ as it 'really’ is minus appearances - to me the
understandings of physics merely deal with different appear-
ances to our everyday ones, the ones you create when you
relate to things in the way that physics does. Physics
provides another perspective, another way of 'looking’ at
things, but 1i1sn’t 1itself perspectiveless. (I also have
doubts as to whether 'rationality’ is as context-free and
'neutral’ as this picture might suggest). But what Nagel’s
description does bring out, however, is that the impulse to

objectivity arises from recognition of difference - that

other people/ creatures have different perspectives etc to

7 1bid pl4
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ours, which leads us to a questioning and revision of our

initial understandings - and this is something that I think

must be kept hold of, as it does not appear again in Nagel’s

discussion of objectivity, even though I think his position

needs, or implicitly relies on it.
Yet despite his apparent acceptance of this picture of
'physical’? objectivity and it’s equation of the *true

nature’ of things with independence from all appearances,
Nagel describes this "bleached-out physical conception of
objectivitymt® as encountering difficulties "if it is put
forward as a method for seeking complete understanding of
reality"!!, "Physics is only one form of understanding"!? he
says, and the physical conception of reality 1is not
exhaustive of what there is. "Although there is a connection
between objectivity and reality - only the supposition that
we and our appearances are parts of a larger reality makes
it reasonable to seek understanding...in this way - still
not all reality 1s better understood the more objectively it
is viewed. Appearance and perspective are essential parts of
what there is, and in some respects they are best understood
from a less detached standpoint™!®. Nagel wants to resist

the tendency "to identify the 1dea of the world as it really

is, with the idea of what can be revealed, at the l1imit, by

1o [bid p15
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an indefinite increase in objectivitymt s, "[0lbjectivity
does not correspond to reality”™ and "it is not always the

best mode of understanding”!S., The pursuit of objectivity

can "lead away from the truth if carried out in the wrong
way or with respect to the wrong subject matter".1s

He says "there are things about the world and life and
ourselves that cannot be adequately understood from a
maximally objective standpoint.... A great deal is essen-
tially connected to a particular point of view, or type of
point of view, and the attempt to give a complete account
of the world 1in objective terms detached from these
perspectives inevitably leads to false reductions or to
outright denial that certain patently real phenomena exist
at all".'” The phenomena of consciousness, and "the irredu-
ceably subjective character of mental processes™!® pose,
for Nagel, the clearest challenge to the physical conception
of objectivity. Nagel denies the possibility of reducing the
mental to the physical, but he also doesn’t want to abandon
the idea of objectivity entirely. Instead he suggests that

the physical is not the only possible interpretation of

objectivity.!? Since the "way the world is includes appear-

14 Jbid p91

15 Ibid pS1
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18Gee Thomas Nagel’s What is it like to be a Bat? in Thomas
Nagel Mortal Questions (Cambridge University Press Cam-
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ances and there is no single point of view from which they
can all be fully grasped"2° he suggests we should instead
"admit points of view and subjective experiences to the real
world"z? and so "go beyond the distinction between appear-
ance and reality by including the existence of appearance in
an elaborated reality"22. Nagel says he still

wishes for "a

unified conception of the world"23 but if such a conception
cannot be achieved by eliminating perspectives, he asks "to
what extent it can be achieved if we admit them™.2*

The aim of the pursuit of objective knowledge is, Says
Nagel, "described in terms +that, taken literally, are
unintelligible: we must get outside of ourselves, and view
the world from nowhere within it. Since it is impossible to
leave one’s own point of view entirely without ceasing to
exist, the metaphor of getting outside ourselves must have
another meaning”.?® He says the basic step towards objecti-
vity is simply the step of conceiving the world as a place
that includes the person I am, within it... conceiving

myself from outside, in other words".?¢ He describes the

more objective view as one by which "we place ourselves in

20 [bid p25
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the world and try to understand our relation to it n,27

LI I )

In doing this "we alter our relation to the world,
increasing the correctness of certain of our representations
of it by compensating for the peculiarities of our point of
view".?® We must not abandon the idea of a point of

view,

but "think of ourselves as one point of view among
others".?? He still describes this process as one of gradual
detachment from our initial standpoint/s, something he sees
as indispensable in advancing our understanding of the world
and ourselves; but we "can’'t get out of ourselves
entirely",s° we still are the persons we are subjecting to
examination and criticism; and the aim is now ideally not
one of escaping the subjective, but of being able to
preserve and reconcile the subjective while still pursuing
objectivity. "The hope is to develop a detached perspective
that can exist with and comprehend the individual one".3!

He says objectivity develops "from the idea that there
is a real world in which we are contained, and that
appearances result from our interaction with the rest of it.
We cannot accept these appearances uncritically, but must
try to understand what out own constitution contributes to

them. To do this we try to develop an idea of the world with

ourselves in it, an account of both ourselves and the world

27 [bid p98
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that includes an explanation of why it initially appears to
us as it does. But this idea, since it is we who develop it,
is likewise a product of interaction between

us and the

world, though the interaction is more complicated and more

self-conscious than the original one.... However often we

may try to step outside of ourselves, something will have to

stay behind the lens, something in us will determine the

resulting picture....".32

This, I  think, is the passage in which he best
describes his position, or, what I regard as the best
version of his position. (Sometimes it is a bit hard to
decide wexactly what his position is; what it does and
doesn’t include and involve, as when he speaks of
'objectivity’ it sometimes isn’t clear whether he is speak-
ing of it in some inclusive sense (any conception of
objectivity), 'physical’ objectivity (which excludes the
mental/ subjective/ perspectival) or his 'Nagelian’ alterna-

tive which attempts to preserve the subjective. So that when

he speaks of "self-transcendence"”, a "centerless world"
etc., you are not quite sure how to take it - as it would be
under the conventional understanding of objectivity, or in

some modified sense that would make it compatible with a
view in which the knower’s presence and subjectivity did not
drop out.) I think that there are problems with some of what
Nagel says which arise from him wanting to keep a lot of
these conventional notions (in what sometimes amounts to an

attempt at a quasi 'view from nowhere’) alongside his knower

32 bid p68
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inclusive objectivity; but I don’t think his position needs
to incorporate these notions - in fact | think it works much

better without them. So for now I will continue to describe

the basic, most useful and satisfactory, form of his

position.

Nagel says the "fundamental idesa behind both the
validity and the limits of objectivity is that we are small
creatures in a big world of which we have only very ©partial
understanding, and that how things seem to us is dependent
both on the world and on our constitution. We can add to our
knowledge of the world by accumulating information at a
given level - by extensive observation from one standpoint.
But we can raise our understanding to a new level only if we
examine that relation between the world and ourselves which
is responsible for our prior understanding, and form a new
conception that involves a more detached wunderstanding of
ourselves, of the world and of the interaction between them.
Thus objectivity allows wus to transcend our particular
viewpoint and develop an expanded consciousness that takes
.in the world more fully....Every objective advance creates a
new conception of the world that includes oneself, and
one's former conception within its scope; so it inevitably
poses the problem of what to do with the older, more
subjective view, and how to combine it with the new one....
we cannot forget about [ourl subjective starting points...
we and our personal perspectives belong to the world".®?3

Much of what Nagel says is concerned with the possibi-
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lity of integrating the ’subjective’ and ’'objective’ stand-

points, and how they modify and limit each other. (He says

that although he speaks of the ’objective’ and ’subjective’

for convenience, the distinction "isg really a matter of
degree, and covers a wide spectrum".3+* By 'subjective’ he
means a more immediate, personal, ’internal’ and less
reflexive perspective, one very dependent on the particular-
ities and specifics of our individual lives. By 'objective’

he means an attitude that is more ’'detached’ and reflective,

one that views one’s experiences not only from ’inside’, but
"externally’, "as events in the world" - a higher order
conception of ourselves. He sees objectivity as proceeding

rather like a series of concentric circles (he tends to

speak in terms of ’levels’) so that what might be
'objective’ compared to a more ’subjgctive’ view, might be
more ’'subjective’ in relation to one yet more ‘'objective’).
The problem we are faced with is, he says, that of how to
combine or reconcile the ’subjective’ and 'objective’ pers-
pectives - how to develop and modify them so that each takes
the other into account,®% not in any reductionist way, but

at "full strength".

"The satisfactoriness of a new external perspective
depends on whether it can place the 1internal perspective
within the world in a way that enables one to occupy both of
them simultaneocusly, with a sense that the external perspec-

tive gives access to an objective reality that ones subjec-

s4]bid pdS

38 [bid p3

92



tive impressions are impressions of. Experience is not the
sole foundation of our knowledge of the world, but a place

must be found for it as part of the world, however different

that world may be from the way it is depicted in exper-
ience".*¢ Though sometimes a unification of objective and
subjective views may be possible, often we get an interplay
of "two wuneasily related types of conception"®? and the
effort to reconcile them "is essentially incompletable”.38
Where they cannot be integrated, Nagel thinks we should not
"assign victory" to either, but hold onto the opposition
without suppressing either aspect, with the hope that the
tension will generate something new.3?

While there 1is no limit to the process of pursuing

objectivity, in the sense of a final maximally objective

standpoint, the knowledge gained by pursuing any degree of
objectivity will always be limited and provisional. Objecti-
vity will always be incomplete - all views contain a "blind

spot"*?(from where the viewer 1is looking) and however we
expand our views, something will always remain beyond
explicit comprehension or examination. We can never get
entirely ’'outside’ ourselves - the 'external’ standpoint, as

far as we can occupy it, is "our standpoint as much as the

36 ]bid p77
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internal one is".*! We can never abandon our point of view

- only alter and improve it. Although he recognizes "our

contingency, our finitude, and our containment in the

world",*? Nagel believes we should combine this with an

"ambition of transcendence, however limited may be our

success 1n achieving it".43 For "even if objective under-

standing can only be partial, it is worth trying to extend
it, for a simple reason. The pursuit of a an objective
understanding of reality 1is the only way to expand our

knowledge of what there is beyond the way it appears to

us".4*

As [ mentioned before, Nagel describes objectivity in
terms of being ‘'detached’, 'impersonal?’, 'transcendent’,
'external?’, ’centerless’ and so on - adjectives which could
very well be applied to conventional 'View from Nowhere’

type objectivity. I’m not quite sure how to respond to this,

whether to object to or reject this, or not. Obviously no-
one can be completely 'external’ or ’centerless’, but Nagel
knows this himself - complete detachment, externality etc

are not compatible with the modified version of objectivity
he is trying to describe; one that is essentially partial,
limited and incomplete. So I must presume that he means that
an objective state is more detached etc than a relatively

more ’'subjective’ one, which sounds reasonable enough to me.
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Objectivity, as I understand it, involves a process of
reflection, and reflection is usually more ’'detached’ in the
sense of not being so immediately involved in an experience
- it is  wusually a Jater process, one removed from the
initial experience by a certain temporal distance (this
distance in fact being an important and productive factor in
understanding in that it often enables you to see things
more 'in perspective’ or 'in context’,as it is often put).
And to the extent that time/ distance dull the immediacy of
subjective experience, reflection can be less intensely
’personal’, in one sense, though I don’t think it is less
personal in the sense of being less dependent on a particu-
lar perspective (which might be what he means), and I don’t
think it can ever be Iimperscnal.

I, too, have described objectivity in terms of ’'going
beyond’ the immediate, the apparently given or obvious, the
way things seem; and as far as ’'going beyond’ implies
'transcendence’, then I suppose objectivity does involve
some (limited) transcendence, though it is not a word I
would use myself. 'Centerless’ is a bit more tricky. Nagel
speaks of a "recognition that ones position in the universe
is not central”,*® of "placing ourselves in a world of which
we are not the center™.*® This seems 0.K. if it is a
reminder that we occupy very small, particular, and contin-

gent bits of the universe, that it does not radiate out from

around us (or anyone) for us (or them) to view and

+5 bid p210
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comprehend from some perfect vantage point. Yet however non-

’central’ our positions in the world might be (from whose

point of view?) we view it from a very definite somewhere

within it, and that somewhere is very like a centre to vus,
in the sense that it is the viewpoint from which we start,
and which (according to Nagel’s own position) we can never

completely escape. Agreed, the world is not laid out
especially to be understood from this or any particular
point of view, but I would not really describe the world we
understand as being ’centerless’,

Nagel describes an objective view as an ’external’ one.
Obviously, given what he says about not being able to
entirely step outside ourselves, by 'external’ he does not
mean ’'completely from the outside’. Yet he does see it as
more external than the relatively more 'internal’ more
subjective view. It involves seeing the world not only from

where we are, but seeing where we are as one place (among

many?) in the world. It involves placing ourselves in the
world as we place others - in a sense it 1involves seeing
ourselves as we see them, as (almost like) objects situated
in the world, as we might appear to them. How do we gain

such an 'external’ perspective on ourselves? We can’t just
move about occupying different places in the world (to the
extent that this is possible), (along the lines of Nagel’s
accumulating information or experience at a given level);
for wherever we were, we would still be ourselves, looking
out from ’inside’ at the world and others, - though such
changes in context might be quite productive of insight or

problematique, and could certainly be wutilized 1in the
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construction of a more objective view (indeed they

could
provide the material or impetus for producing one). Nor
could we merely adopt the view that others have of us 'from
outside’ - we could not ’be' them in any way, see ourselves
as they do from their position; nor would it do to simply
accept their report of how we seem to them - for useful and

informing as it might be, it would still be (a different)
view ’'from inside’ (theirs) and not Nagel’s more external
and objective one.

Nagel describes the process of achieving a more objec-
tive view as one of ’'stepping back’ from one’s initial
impressions of the world, and forming a new view that has
not just the world, but ourselves as we are placed within it
and our initial impressions, as 1its objects; and then
exploring the relations between them so that we can see how
our views are conditioned by our position in the world. Our
new views and understandings of the world and ourselves can
then be subjected to a further objective examination and so
on. It’s rather like the waitress/s on the tomato ketchup
bottle, each seeing the previous views of herself on the
bottle 'from outside’ but never her current viewing self;
but with a big difference - in Nagel’s view (and mine) each
'objective’ examination modifies or alters the previous
views so that the pictures would never be quite the same,*’
although the initial views would never ’'drop out’ but remain
preserved in all the others, but understood differently. Yet

the problem still remains - how do we step back? -

47 and thus the waitress herself would be a bit different
each time she looked back at the picture on the bottle
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especially as, if we take the metaphor literally (if you try
to sketch it out, say) there now appears to be two or more
of us; or is the currently most objective ’'observer' us, and
the preceding versions just - what? history?/ parts of the
world?/ objects of knowledge? In a sense these all might be
so, but that can’t be all there is to it, for in Nagel's
position we should ideally be able to occupy all of these
standpoints simultaneously - be the more 'subjective’

knowers that we are more ’objectively’ examining and criti-
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cising.*®

The trouble with metaphors, although they are indispen-

sable in extending our thought beyond the linguistic

resources at our disposal, 1is that [ never know quite how

'literally’ to take them, how far the difficulties I often

perceive are to do with perhaps wunintentional or non-

essential implications of the metaphors used, and how far

*®Nagel actually describes this process as a sort of
splitting of the self, so that in his position, there are

in a way, if not different copies or versions of
ourselves, at least different ’parts’ of us involved in
higher and lower order knowledges. He speaks of an

"objective self", which T"engages in various forms of
detachment from and opposition to, the rest of us" (p65).
What happens in the pursuit of objectivity, he says, "is
that a certain element of oneself, the impersonal or
objective self, which can escape from the specific
contingencies of one’s...point of view, is allowed to
predominate”(p8) and through this one detaches from the
rest of oneself and forms a more objective conception of
the world. He says that although he sometimes speaks of
it as though it were a distinct part of the mind, while
"it shouldn’t be given a metaphysical interpretation,

this way of speaking is not altogether innocent. In some
sense, | think [he says]l] the same faculty or aspect of us
is involved in the various functions of objectivity, and
I think it is something real"(p66). The sceptical ’'part’
of me (see I am talking like that too, now) finds all
this very iffy, especially as a claim on which to base a
philosophical position. And vet, on a more

'ontologically’ curious ’level’ (more echoes of Nagel) -
the 'part’ of me that loves books on popular science, the
'unknown’ or esoteric etc, I don’t find this mnotion
totally implausible. It does often seem to me that there
are aspects of ’"myself’ that are more self-critical -
from comfortably reflective to uncomfortably carping -
and it does seem to me in my own experience that aspects
of what one considers one's ’'self’ (and perhaps which
until then one was not aware of as discrete aspects) can
become temporarily suppressed or inactivated, or made

prominent or reinforced - so I suppose his claim is
possible. Be this as it may, though, I wish to leave
aside Nagel’s ’'objective self’ as too problematic a
proposal for the moment, and see if a position like his

can proceed without one.
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they are fundamental to the idea or position itself.*® | am

also wunsure as to when terms are consciously being used

metaphorically, or whether they are simply being used as an

institutionally accepted way of describing things. 'Stepping

back’ is not particularly Nagel's phrase - it is a term
often wused when speaking of ’looking at things’ more
reflectively, or objectively, ’in perspective’ or context -

in a sense Nagel is just articulating a commonly held
understanding of what something like objectivity involves.
What would happen if we didn’t ’'step back’ as such, but
attempted a more objective view from where we are standing?
(and thefefore did not equate objectivity with a specifi-
cally external’ view)?

A concern for any conception of objectivity along the

lines of Nagel's (or mine) is to explain how it is that a

knower comes to pursue objectivity - not just how they
(hopefully and to some extent) go about achieving 1it, but
why they embark on the process in the first place; given

#%1 use visual metaphors for knowledge as I do think they
have the advantage of bringing out the perspectival
aspects of knowledge, and don’t think that they necessar-
ily suffer from all the defects imputed to them (e.g. the
gaze as objectifying, etc) But obviously all metaphors
have their limitations as well as their possibilities;
and are, like all concepts, the product of a certain
location -~ apart from particularities of language,
culture and history, visual metaphors assume sight. This
assumption 1is too implicated in my understanding for me
to disentangle here - | would (and do) need to learn a
lot more from people who are not sighted, or who speak
languages unrelated to mine, to become aware of the way
these assumptions condition my understanding of know-
ledge. For the moment | continue to use visual analogies
(provisionally) until I find a more satisfactory way of
expressing and communicating these things, while acknow-
ledging that vision is not the only, and probably not the
best, metaphor to use.
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that they «could (to some extent - as no knowledge or

attitude is ever wholly subjective, or involves no element

of objectivity) stick with a more 'subjective’ approach.

Obviously, if you assume that a/J appearance is delusory,
all subjective impressions confused, and that knowledge and
truth can only be obtained by discovering ’'objective’
reality as it really is behind all appearance and stripped
of all subjective mediation; then you have a motive and an
impetus. But if you don’t share that assumption (and it is a
very large one - would you not have to explain why a knower
should assume that 1in the first place) the pursuit of
objectivity doesn’t seem as imperative and necessary. You
could, in theory, just pootle along quite happily as you are
doing, ’seeing’ the world as you do. What makes you suddenly
stért to question the way it seems, rather than accepting it

as ’given’ or natural (which, to my mind, is the start of a

more ’'objective’ attitude.)

Nagel says the "pressure to make an objective advance
COMEeS.... from the incapacity of the earlier view of the
world to include and explain itself - that is, to explain

why things appear to us as they do. This makes us seek a new
conception that can explain both the former appearances and
the new impression that it itself is true.”®° I do think
that something like this is involved in producing a new
(more objective) conception of a phenomenon, but this cannot
be the initial 'pressure’ to create a new conception;

because earlier views of the world usually can explain why

50 bid p78
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things appear as they do, and unless we have some reason to

question them, we usually can go on accepting these explana-

tions. Something has to come along that <challenges the

earlier view, (and most importantly, that is accepted as a

challenge to the earlier point of view, not 'explained away’

or rejected on the terms of the earlier point of wview; nor

'allowed?’ to exist separately on different terms, but

without affecting the initial view). One way in which this

can occur 1is the one Nagel mentioned earlier 1in his
description of ’'physical’ objectivity - an acknowledgement
that although things seem/ are a certain way to ‘'us’, they
seem/ are different to others who are differently positioned
or constituted,®! (but which crucially does not rest at a
recognition of difference, but proceeds to a questioning of
our own views and an exploration of why they are different

to others, how they are related). [See section on

St (Nagel then described ’'physical’ objectivity as pursuing
a conception of the ’'true nature’ of things behind the

different appearances, as seen ’'from nowhere’. I think
his own ’'View from Here' sort of position still hankers
after some sort of access to a 'View from Nowhere’ that

explains why things appear as they do 'from here’.* 1
would argue instead that an acknowledgement of differ-
ence, relativity, perspectivity, and an exploration of
their implications for our own understandings, can enable
us to form a modified/ improved 'View from Here’ that 1is
in some sense a better conception of reality (as known
from Here) without appealing to how it ’'really’ is
unmediated by any knowers.)

¥ See e.g. Nagel (p62) "] throw [myselfl]l] into the world
as a thing that interacts with the rest of it, and ask
what the world must be like from no point of view in
order to appear to [mel as it does from [my] point of
view". (To me, the world wouldn’t 'be like' anything from
'no point of view’ - it requires a point of view to be
like something). Also Nagel (p70) where he talks of
altering our conception of the world so that it 1is not
longer just the view from where we are "but in a sense a
view from nowhere".
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’difference’ for a discussion of these issues.] Anocther

way
that tension or contradiction can arise in an earlier view
of the world, is when knowers experience a disjunction
between the way things seem to be, and the way they are

supposed to be; between the way they ’are’ and the way they
are described to be. I will discuss this further in the
section on standpoint theory, so | will not go into it here.
However I briefly wish to point out what attention to
"difference’ or ’'disjuncture’ alert us to about Nagel's
picture of objectivity.

Nagel’s knower seems essentially solitary (though of
course she could not be, as the 'nature’ and development of
her knowledge is dependent on her social context and other
knowers.) Nagel probably presumes the social, but when he
describes various perspectives it is in terms of the
'individual’, the ' human’ and the '"non-human/ other
creaturely. Ignoring the ’'non-human’ for now,®? there seems
to be a lot of possible perspectives between the
'individual’ and the 'human’ that are missing from his
account. To take the "disjunction’ referred to above: if the
pursuit of knowledge was simply a matter of individual
effort and self-improvement, it seems unlikely that a knower
would construct or accept a view that contradicted, or
wouldn’'t adequately explain or account for her experience,
or that if she somehow did, that she would take it seriously

for long. Similarly at the level of the 'human’, it 1is

52 (which is not to imply that I think that consideration of
the perspectives/ experience/ perception of other
creatures is not important or useful)
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unlikely that ’humans’ (presumed in Nagel's picture to be
essentially similar, a homogeneous category) would do so

either. But +the world is not only a ’physical’ world (as

Nagel’s comments seem to assume) but a political and social
one, one that is structured by differences of power, of
access to resources, of ways of categorizing and valuing
etc. In considering difference, the only one Nagel seems to
take into account are those of constitution (e.g.
differences between 'humans’ and bats or martians, maybe).
But the ways things seem/ are to us, are not only due to
differences of constitution, but to differences of situa-
tion; not only in the sense of geographical location, but in
the sense of where we are positioned along/ among various
structural axes. Nagel does not acknowledge differences of
power or privilege, of social and political location;
something which is mnecessary if you are to see why
'disjunction’ is possible; and if you are to be able to deal
adequately with difference. You have to conceive of know-
ledge claims as not only describing the way the world 'is’,
but the way it 1is desired to be (or desired to be
understood); as serving not only to explain, but to justify
and legitimate, as serving not only to express ideas, but to
suppress others.

Nagel doesn’t mention inequalities of any sort. It's
not that his position precludes it, or that an acknowledge-
ment of such structures and power relations is incompatible
with his position - indeed I think that something of the
sort is (or can be held to be) implicit in his position. He

speaks of seeing ourselves as placed in the world and
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exploring how that position conditions our knowledge. He
speaks of examining the relations between our knowledge, the

world, and ourselves as we are placed in it. One could

easily add a social/ political dimension to his position in
that our ’'place in the world’ is a historical/ political
one, and the relations explored will have to be social and
economic and so on - in fact a lot of the attractiveness and
plausibility of his account for me probably comes from an
implicit acceptance of that kind of reading of his position.
Such a version of his position would, I think, be richer,
and allow access to other resources for criticizing and
improving our perspectives than those he describes. It 1is
largely -the input from different or challenging perspecti-
ves, along with changes in our own situation or experiences,
that causes us to question our accepted understandings‘ and
construct mnew ones. While we can never see ourselves from
'outside’, others cang and although their views, on their
OwWn, are not necessarily any more valid or ’objective' than

ours, perhaps a critical and reflexive interplay between the

two can serve as a basis for more objective ones.
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MERLEAU-PONTY ON PERCEPTION

Maurice Merleau-Ponty wrote from a very different
philosophical location to Nagel’s. Merleau-Ponty was an
existentialist and phenomenologist influenced by Marx and
Husserl, among others. As an existentialist, he stressed
that we always find ourselves already caught up in a world
as finite and situated participants, and thus cannot view
the world from outside, but must start from our actual
situation, our concrete experience, and try and illuminate
it, As a phenomenologist he rejected the dichotomy between
appearance and reality, and was concerned with things as
they appear to wus in our experience, with all their
attendant complexity and ambiguity, and not with how they
ﬁight be 'in themselves® independently of us. And unlike
Satre, who wrote from a very similar tradition, he did not
concentrate on the reflective knowledge of pure or self-
conciousness, but in the bodily, the pre-reflective and pre-
personal - on perception, the level of our most fundamental
interaction with and knowledge of, the world.

To the ’'traditional’ ©philosophies of Plato and
Descartes etc. perception poses problems which have to be
overcome or transcended in pure thought. Merleau-Ponty
claimed that the separation of mind from body, subject from

object, knower from world, inherent in these theories
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distorts our actual experience of being in the

world. To
hold these theories, we have had to discredit our exper-
ience. Merleau-Ponty opposed this disparagement of exper-

lence and wanted to reinstate the 1ink between consciousness

and the body, between subject and object, knower and world.
Human beings are, he said, both object and subject, a ’body

subject’ (though he did not use that precise term himself

most of his translators and commentators do)!. This body-
subject does not 'know’ the world in the way a pure
consciousness was supposed to. As Sonia Kruks says*?

"{flirstly, it is "situated’ knowledge. Our body is in the
world, and thus cannot know the world from a distance but
only from our own time and place. Our knowledge of the world
varies as our situation within it alters and there can be no
a-temporal, no absolute or objective knowledge. Secondly,
bodily knowledge differs from that of a constituting cons-
ciousness in that it is in the first instance ’'perceptive’
knowledge and not the knowledge of reason. Unlike the
latter, 1t does not arise through contemplation, but through
intentionality when we act. Our fundamental experience is
that of our bodies. We come to know the world and to realize
our interconnectedness with the world through our bodies,
and this knowledge is sensual or perceptive before it 1is
conscious. The body is the contact point which makes
possible the dialectical relation between man(sic) and the

world, in which each sustains the other."™ This 'tacit

1See footnote (2) in Sonia Kruks The Folitical Philosophy
of Merleau-Fonty (Harvester Press Brighton 1981) p23

21bid see pp 10-11
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cogito’ - "a pre-conscious "knowing’ of ourselves and
existence”s is the basis of our knowledge - that which
grounds and sustains reason and philosophy.

Merleau-Ponty mounted a critique of both Empiricism/
Positivism and Idealism/ "Intellectualism?’, emphasising what
these two approaches have in common. Though they differ 1in
many ways, each to Merleau-Ponty was a form of "the natural
attitude” or "objectivist thinking" which, he says, reduces
"all phenomena which bear witness to the union of subject
and world, putting in their place the clear idea of the
object as in itself and the subject as pure consciousness.
It therefore severs the ties that unite the thing and the
embodied subject..."*. He criticized Empiricism/ Positivism
as "atomistic and deterministic™® positions which ignore
people’s involvement, adaptation and intentional interaction
with their environment. Such approaches reduce sense and
perception to "a matter of stimulus-response", see gestures
and actions as "movements explicable in terms of nervous
functioning™ and reduce the body to an object which
"mechanically receives, transmits and reproduces the quali-
ties of the outside world". But because the body 1is made
machine "subjectivity loses its anchor and becomes a disem-

bodied consciousness surveying the world" as if from

nowhere. Since the bodies of others are also now machines we

SIbid pll

*Maurice Merleau-Ponty FPhenomenology of Ferception
(Routledge and Kegan Paul London 1862) p320

s See Kruks pb
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can "at best infer the existence of other [disembodied]

consciousnesses"¢ and solipsism creeps 1in. The idealist

'alternative?’ divorces people from the world and their

bodies, setting up a dualism of mind and body, subject and

object etc; asserting the primacy of consciousness and

reducing the world to its object. While the empiricists
overlook their own role in perception, the idealist merely
reverses the empiricist position and "subordinates every-

thing to a constituting ego".’?

Merleau-Ponty wanted to escape both empiricism/ positi-

vism and idealism - he wanted to make philosophy more
relevant, more concrete, more concerned with lived human
existence within the world. He argued that experience is

"neither a mechanically determined process mnor a purely

fortuitous construction"® - human beings are neither
causally determined things nor undetermined consciousnes-
ses?, What he wanted to capture was the meeting point of

'existence’ and consciousness and show how they were inter-
dependent - that neither was primary or the cause of the
other, but moments of a totality, of a dialectical and
circular process. His notion of the ’'body-subject’ - "always
already intentionally related to the world™?® which it

assumes and modifies, is an attempt to resolve the subject/

¢ See Monika M. Langer Merleau-Fonty’s Phenomenology of
Perception (MacMillan London 1988) pl6

71bid p72
8 [bid p xvi
vSee Kruks pb6

1°oLanger p66
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object duality. He sees this basic dialectic of a perceiving

body and what he calls the "primordial world" as supporting

conscious life; and then a further dialectic between people

which brings into being ’the social world’.!: Other people
"are bodily beings,... grounded in the same dialectic with
the ’primordial’ world,"'2? and though their perceptions will

not be identical to ours as we each perceive the world from

a unique situation, our perceptions will overlap consider-
ably, interweave with each other to form "common areas of
meaning - an 'interworld’ between us".!3

Since all knowledge and all forms of human co-existence
takes place within the horizons opened up by perception,
phenomenology’s concern must be with +the pre-reflective
world in which we are already engaged prior to reflection,!'*
and must aim to "draw our attention to _the always
presupposed and actually present background of our actual
experience”.!® This "does not render us the given as it
appears to common sense or nalve science... (butl]l subverts
the reifications of the natural attitude by showing that the
given is constituted in a primordial dialogue between body-
subject and world.... [This given] has a history and is part

of a whole network of relations, it is profoundly

11 S5ee Kruks pl3
121bid pl4
13]bid pl4a
14lL.anger pxvVv

15 [bid pxvi
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dynamic".'¢ This pre-reflective background to our conscious

relationships cannot ever become entirely explicit

or be
fully clarified by analysis. It can only be brought to our
attention - we cannot tear our experience and knowledge free

of it".!'7 The task of philosophy is not, and cannot be, "to
eliminate the confused or ambiguous from our thinking... The

world is ambiguous and philosophy necessarily partakes of

this worldly quality”.'® Indeed he speaks of not so much a
knowing of the world as a Jiving of it. There is no clear
boundary to Merleau-Ponty between the ’'lived knowledge’ of

perception and the world of ideas. Rather consciousness is a
"network of significant intentions which are sometimes clear
to themselves and sometimes ... lived rather than known."!?
Merleau-Ponty did not conceive of people as primarily
thinkers or pure consciousnesses, but as embodied subjects.
He believed that we need to replace conceptions of pure body
or materiality, and pure mind, with a notion of 1incarnate
subjectivity in which all aspects of experience interfuse in
such a way that each remains relatively distinct without
being entirely isolable.?®° He conceived of the subject as
body and the body as subject, rather than object. The body

is not ’en soi’ or ’in itself’, rather it is a project.?*!

16 1bid pxvi
17 1bid pxvi
teKruks pll

19Merleau-Ponty The Structure of Behaviour pl73 quoted in
Kruks p24

z9Langer pb53

21 1pid see p26
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The body projects itself towards the world, and its manner
of engaging itself in various projects reveals the nature of
it’s bodily spatiality. The body experiences itself to the
extent that it perceives something else. The body as
experienced cannot be divorced from the world as experienced
- "my awareness of my body is inseparable from the world of
my perception.”?? Things | perceive, I "perceive always 1in
reference to my body",2°® and this is so only as I have
awareness of my body in relation to them. There is "a
fundamental dialectic - a to and fro movement of the living
body and the world™ in which something becomes significant

or meaningful. This significance is neither "given... in the

manner of a traditional sense-datum, nor something conceived

and imposed by a pure consciousness"?* - rather the signifi-
cance is created in dialogue. For Merleau-Ponty the subject
is perceptual involvement. "It 1is at the . level of

preconscious sense experience that [a personl]l first creates
and elicits meaning through [herl dialectical 1interaction
with the world."2?5 The "perceiver is simultaneously part of
the perceived world, and sufficiently apart from it for the

dialogue between them to arise.”?® Merleau-Ponty says that

"sensing 1s neither a passive registering, mnor an active
imposing of meaning - to sense something is to...’commune’
22 [bid p4l

23 |bid p4l
24 bid pb50
23 Kruks pll

26 Langer pl58
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with it."27? So colour, for instance, is neither

purely
physical, nor an intellectual construction, but a communica-
tion between a body subject and its environment, in which

something comes into being.z®

Merleau-Ponty said that conciousness is Intentional -
i.e. it is oriented towards objects - it is always concious-
ness of something. Reflection is not self-sustaining, but

depends on us actually involving ourselves in experiences

such as seeing something, doubting something, liking some-
thing. But these things are themselves phenomenal - 1i.e.
they are beings for consciousness, appearing things. He

wanted to avoid both the conception of intentionality as
pure creativity, and its opposite, "a passive consciousness
irreconcilable with any kind of engagement."?? What appears,
and the conciousness 1in which it appears, stand in a
symmetrical relationship. The relationship between phenomena

and conciousness 1s not causal but dialectical - the "object

that is essentially a structure for consciousness, would
cease to be in the absence of that consciousness; just as

the consciousness that is essentially consciousness of
something, would cease to be in the absence of its object.
They are joined in their opposition, opposed in their mutual

dependence".®° Objects are thus phenomenal, not independent

27 1bid p74
28 [pid see p7/3

27 John F. Bannan The Fhilosophy of Merleau-Ponty (Harcourt,
Brace and Ward New York 1967) pl4

3o]bid pb4
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existences as presumed by science and 'common sense’.

Attempts to detach objects from the conditions in which they

appear are thus fatally flawed,3! as is the traditional

distinction between the object’s appearance and its
reality.3? The object is the object experienced or
perceived, it is what appears. He says that the ’natural
attitude’ of science or common sense takes for granted

without specifically acknowledging 1it, the consciousness
through which the world and objects form themselves for us.
It "objectifies’ things, losing sight of consciousness and
it’s involvement in them.

Science divorces objects from their relation to any
particular perceiver, and strips them of "all perspectivity,
ambiguity or indeterminacy"”.®3% [t neglects the part "we
incarnate subjects play in the constitution of the objects
of our perception”.3* Instead of recognizing our role,
science considers them as "objects in themselQes,"” or
alternatively goes to "the opposite extreme by distorting
our contribution so as to make of it the power of <c¢reating

ex nihiliog"”,.5® Such an attitude overliooks the fact that

while objects are objects-for-us, they are only so "in

31Langer plé6
321bid see pli2
S3]bid plb6
34ibid pl6

S5 1bid p<23

ss1bid p23
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themselves-for-us".3’ "Objects are not mere projections, or
constructions of our minds...., they are things to be
encountered and discovered."3® Although the thing is insepa-
rable from the perceiver, it offers a certain resistance to
the perceiver’s exploration - we can not just make of it
what we will, "Things thus have an independence, but not an
absolute independence".®? We do not simply invent them by
endowing things with "whatever we subsequently ascribe to
them, nor do we run up against them as entities existing
entirely in themselves which we merely observe",*?°
Merleau-Ponty emphasised the perspectival, spatio-
temporal structure of perceptual experience. Perception is
perspectival, the appearance of objects is always inseper-
able from a particular bodily attitude or point of view. An
object cannot be seen from ’'nowhere’; or, what amounts to
the same thing, from all possible perspectives at once (a
contradiction in terms).*! To see, for instance, is always
to see from somewhere. "Our perceptual experience discloses
that to be 1s to be situated.™*? "By wvirtue of Dbeing
incarnate subjects, we thus already find ourselves in a
world which is 'primordially’ meaningful [and orientedl]l

prior to any explicit taking of a stand by the [conscious]

37 Ibid p96
36 |bid p23
39 1bid p97
s01bid pl15
+1|bid see p24

421pbid see p83
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self."*® The body’s perspective constitutes our bond with
the world, our fixed opening upon it. The perspectivism of
the body and of lived experience "thwarts total

expression",

"resists becoming totally explicit".** To "be situated
within a certain point of view necessarily involves not
seeing our situation itself, not possessing it as a visual
object except in an act of mutual signification".*® [t can
only be known indirectly through others or by virtue of it’'s
"correlation with the profiled relevation of objects. "t

To a holder of the traditional concept of objectivity,
it might seem that a position like Merleau-Ponty’s, which
insists that all knowers are situated and embodied, that all
knowledge is contingent and conditioned, that there is no
universal or absolute knowledge; invites relativism. But
this is not so. For Merleau-Ponty knowledge is not the
private discovery/ creation of an autonomous individual
subject, but a product of intersubjectivity. He insists that
despite +the particularity of knowledge, there 1is also
commonality, that situations and knowledge are shared. His
vision 1is not one of lots of totally diversified and
unconnected perspectives, but of different perspectives onto
the 'same’ world that ensures that experience and knowliedge

are not "closed in on themselves" but open up to each other.

He emphasizes both the diversity and the wunity of our

*3]bid p83
44 Bannan p57
4+sMerleau-Ponty quoted in Bannan p56

46 Bannan pb56
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experience - our engagement in a world which, despite the

vastness of the possibilities of experience it offers, is a

single world;*?” and which thus guarantees the interconnec-

tedness of our experience. All our conscious experience

arises through a dialectical interaction with the

world
which is primarily perceptual. Since all perception is
situated, it is thus relative, but we can still talk of
'true' and ’false’, still make a distinction between the
two, although it will never be absolute. Since all percep-
tion is, for Merleau-Ponty, subjective, it cannot be its
subjective nature that distinguishes a 'true’ perception

from a "false’ one (e.g. a hallucination). But perception is
not ’purely’ ’'subjective’, it is in and of the world, and
'true’ perception opens onto and receives objective confir-
mation in the world. We <can confirm the +truth of our
perceptions when we act on their basis and receive intersub-
jective confirmation from others*® (though this confirmation
is never absolute or fully guaranteed.)

The inherence of the body/ subject in the world implies
finitude and incompleteness, openness, temporality and ambi-
guity. To Merleau-Ponty, "ambiguity is of the essence of
human existence and everything we live or think has several

meanings".*? But this 1is not meant in a negative or

47This supposition of a world, one world however variously
experienced/ understood, seems to me a minimal assumption
required 1if we wish (as | do) to avoid solipsism or a
relativism which prevents us from genuinely acknowledging
or communicating with others

48Sege Kruks pl2

49 Merleau-Ponty quoted in Bannan p79
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irrational sense - to Merleau-Ponty ambiguity and perspecti-
vity are not defects to be deplored, but the very condition

of our being human knowers.®° And our inherence 1in the
world, the source of our ambiguity, is also the source of
all our certainty.®! "No matter how we... doubt or err, our

basic hold in the world insures that we remain open to

certainty and truth"®2? (though never in an absolute sense)

and our errors and illusions, once recognized as such, go on
to contribute to truth. If absolute knowledge 1is not
possible because our experience of truth is inseparable from
being in situation, neither is absolute falsity - we are
"born into a participation in truth".33 Truth comes into
being in our concrete co-existence with others, and cannot
be severed from language and history. "Within the framework
of &a particular view of the world, wvarious truths will
strike one as self evident. However, even these truths are
never unchallengeable, as we discover when we change our
hold on the world and thereby transform the 'ground’ of our
thoughts."®% But just as it is impossible to free ourselves
from inherence in the world, so it is impossible to free

ourselves from all suppositions, or ’'bracket’ or survey

them. 35S Because we are situated and perspectival knowers,

S°See Langer plO4
51 ]bid see pll8
521bid plZ2l

s3 [bid p120

s4 bid p120

ss [bid p120
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our truths will always be conditional, but they will also,

because of our inherence in the world, always have an

element of facticity - "they are the truths of a perspecti-

val temporal being, and like the latter, they are dynamic

and open-ended".%¢

Bannan says that Merleau-Ponty was arguing for an

enlarged and humanized reason. Experience has its reference
points in the world, things, and other people etc. And it
"is here, in dealing with these, that we find out what the
very words to know, to be certain, to be true, mean. But
here our knowing has always been at ease with their
incompleteness and its own, our certitudes with their
instability and the future, our truth with process and
obscurity".%? Merleau-Ponty’s work offers an opportunity to
realize a new understanding of knowledge and objectivity -
one in which ’'subject’ and 'object?’, subjectivity and
objectivity, are not separable or reducible but mutually

implicated; the apparent opposition between them being

mediated by the knowers engagement in the world, their

relationship with what is known. Merleau-Ponty’s knower is
incarnate, both in and of the world, and always already
situated and oriented before conscious reflection. The

knower/ body-subject always perceives/ knows the world from
somewhere within it, as an engaged participant caught up in
it, not as a disembodied observer viewing it from outside/

nowhere. The search for truth cannot thus be seen as a

56 Sge Bannan pZ268

57 bid p268

119



turning away from the world of concrete experience, but must
take our experience, our location in history, our insertion

in the world as its starting point. All knowledge 1is
conditioned by its situation, is mediated by subjectivity as
well as being objectively shaped and constrained; and this
is not to be deplored as leading to confusion or relativism,
but recognized as the very conditions, the possibility for
us knowing anything.3®

One thing all this discussion has not addressed is the
question of power. This is not to say that Merleau-Ponty was
indifferent to politics. His position was broadly anti-
capitalist and anti-colonialist, with a cautious and distant
support for Communism and the Soviet Union which he later
withdraw. Through most of his adult life he engaged in a
sympathetic but critical dialogue with Marxism (from outside
the French Communist Party) which is expressed in his essays
(many for Les Temps Modernes, which he edited.) I have
concentrated here mostly on aspects of his Phenomenology of
Ferception as to Merleau-Ponty an understanding of percep-
tion 1is vital to a better understanding of human knowledge
and existence, one less distorted and misleading than that
the traditional emphasis on conscious reflection has lead
to. Though the situatedness and perspectivity of Merleau-
Ponty’s perceiver is described primarily as a bodily/
spatial one this can easily be extended to an appreciation
of socio-cultural-political situation in Merleau-Ponty’s

treatment of intersubjectivity and the social world, in a

seGee here Langer ppl04,120
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way that he would, I think, have accepted or intended
himself,5*
The difficulty, to me, seems to come in if we consider

intersubjective conflict, or problems of understanding,

evaluating or criticizing across differences of situation
and perspective. At the more specifically perceptive and
spatial level Merleau-Ponty speaks of others perceptions
confirming, extending, complementing mine, of them enabling
me "to achieve a more comprehensive view of the world than
is offered by my hold alone".¢® This is indeed so, yet as I

said before in relation to Scheffler, social and political

perspectives cannot be communicated or reconciled as easily

SYThe last section in the Phenomenology of Perception deals
with questions of freedom and determinism, and includes a
discussion of class consciocusness. Merleau-Ponty wanted
to oppose both the conception of class consciousness held
by 'Positivist Marxism’ and the communist Party, which
ignores people’s subjective experience and understandings
and sees proletarian consciousness as a purely objective

state, a function of being in a certain economic rela-
tion; and the Sartrean alternative which sees it as a
matter of purely subjective choice, of deciding to see

the world that way; which ignores the materiality of the
conditions affecting subjectivity. Merleau-Ponty insisted
that <class is a "manner of being-in-the world within a
socio-economic order which I experience and live" (Langer
pl43) and is thus both subjective and objective in nature
(see Langer ppl141-143, Kruks p51) (Merleau-Ponty was also
positively disposed toward the work of the ’early’ Lukacs
of History and Class-Consciousness, in which LukAcs
developed his understanding of the proletarian conscious-
ness or standpoint; which was later appropriated and

modified by feminist ’'standpoint theorists’, and which
would broadly bg compatible with a position like Merleau-
Ponty's - Lukacs was also concerned with the split
between subject and object, and the consequent reifica-
tion of the object, the seeing of it outside of relation
and process. He too called for the need to examine the
interrelation of subject and object. (See section on

standpoint theory which follows) - though after Lukécs’
'recantation’ their position’s differed increasingly.)

6°lL,anger pl04
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and apparently unproblematically as visio-spatial ones can,

due to the operation of power and ideology. Langer says of

Merleau-Ponty’s ©position that "[flar from being mutually

exclusive these multiple modes of being-in-the-world are

internally related and form a social worldm™,etr | do think

that this is right, but I also think that the relations are

very complex and mutually constituting, and that with socio
political perspectives so much more is at stake, so much
more is contested, than with visual perspectives. We cannot

look to some sort of consensual reconciling of perspectives

(like different views of a church tower) that might perhaps

not privilege or deny any, and could perhaps preserve and
acknowledge all. More 1is implicated, and more 1is in
conflict, among social perspectives. I will return to this
question later, in sections on Standpoint, Difference and

Gadamer, but for now I wish to develop the Marxist strand I
have alluded to in the work of Merleau-Ponty.

From my description of his position, it will be obvious
that the concept of the dialectic is central to Merleau-
Ponty philosophy. Through it he aims to transcend the
'alternatives’ of positivism and idealism;®*? the opposition
of body and mind, subject and object etc. Merleau-Ponty

developed his conception of dialectics in response and

opposition that of Hegel. Merleau-Ponty’s dialectic is non-
teleological - a continuous process intrinsic to existence,
without beginning or end - and non-idealist. As such, Marx

¢11bid plO4

625ge Kruks p24
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(especially the ’young’ Marx who had "not yet subordinated

dialectical thought +to the naive realism of 'scientific’
socialism™es - the 'early’ philosophy of Marx as expressed
in the Theses O0On Feurbach, rather than Marxism as a

determinate and "scientific’ Theory of History) was of great
relevance and importance to him. Such an understanding of
Marxism offered a ’'humanized’ and ’secularized’ version of
the Hegelian dialectic” and attempted "a ’'middle way’
between idealism and positivist materialism," asserting "the
inherently social and political nature of human existence™e¢*
and reality; which cannot be observed detachedly as an
object of contemplation by an autonomous consciousness; but
is known through sensuous, active and interested practice in
a world structured by economic and political relationships -
a world which will be experienced and. known differently
according to one’s position within these relationships.

I have already referred to Donna Haraway’'s claim that
"feminist accounts of objectivity and embodiment"™ require a
manoevre "begun in dialectics"®® (but as yet not carried
through). Jennifer Ring argues that "it may be possible to
salvage the concepts...of subjectivity and objectivity in a
way that 1is compatible with feminist theory"®® through a
"minimalist dialectics’ which differs from Hegelian (and

Marxist) dialectics "primarily in terms of 1its professed

43 Ibid p38
¢4 1bid p4b
65 Haraway Situated Knowledges p582

66 Ring Modern Folitical Theory p20
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agnosticism about origins and ends in history"¢7and it:

refusal to privilege either "consciousness or materiality™".
"Minimalist dialectics™ differs from some contemporary femi-
nist wuses of dialectics in that it emphasizes tension and

conflict rather than minimizing it.¢*® Rather than seeing

conflict "as that which must be overcome as quickly as
possible™,®? she argues that feminists should recognize
conflict as "a central and wunavoidable part of self-
awareness and change".’° 1 agree with this sort of position,
and shall return +to it later (again in relation to the
guestion of 'difference’ and the work of Gadamer) but first
I wish to consider in detail the other crucial aspect of
Marx’'s work referred to above - the conception of knowledge
as conditioned and mediated by one’s location within social

structures - the inherent perspectivity and partiality of

knowledge acknowledged in standpoint theory.

&7 [bid p21
68 [bid see pp27-30
67 Ibid p30

70 [bid p33
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STANDPOINT THEORY

"Humanistic Marxism was polluted at the source by its
structuring theory about the domination of nature in the
self-construction of man and by 1its closely related
impotence in relation to historicising anything women did
that didn’'t qualify for a wage. But Marxism was still a
promising resource as a kind of epistemological feminist
mental hygiene that sought our own doctrines of ocbjective
vision. Marxist starting points offered a way to get to our
own versions of standpoint theories, insistent embodiment, a

rich tradition of critiquing hegemony without disempowering

positivisms and relativisms, and a way to get to nuanced
theories of meditation." (Donna Haraway Situated Knowledges
p578).

The version of standpoint theory | am about to

describe 1is derived from ’humanistic’ interpretations of
Marx, via Lukics and Gramsci, similar to those found useful
by Haraway (and Merleau-Ponty). I am not going to go 1into
what Marx (or LukAcs) (really) said or meant; how they
should (correctly) be interpreted; who said what or added or
altered what, etc. Suffice it to say that | find positivist
or structuralist interpretations of Marxism very problematic
for all sorts of reasons related to my project of exploring
the relations between subjectivity, objectivity and perspec-

tivity; and that what follows is a somewhat free appropria-
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tion of Marx, Lukacs (and Gramsci) as his/ their work

relates to the "nature’ of these phenomena and how they can

be best described and integrated.

Humanistic Marxism sees knowledge not as the pursuit of

isolated, detached contemplative individuals, but as a
social product, arising out of our practical, purposive,
interested and sensuous interaction with others in =a social

and material world. It sees knowledge as being conditioned
by the societies people live in, especially by the economic
forces and relations that shape and limit peoples lives
within these societies. This picture is not a wholly
deterministic one, however, as the knowledge produced can be
utilized practically within the society to +transform it
(always within certain limits set primarily by the current
economic structures) which can then lead to transformations
in the knowledge that can be produced, and so on. It is not,
though, a case of a society’s having a unitary and coherent
body of knowledge that reflects the lives/ practical activi-
ties/ material interests of all within it, in any equal or
homogeneous way. Since the inception of class society [and
before that really - since the 1inception of a sexual
division of labour which Marx and Engels fail to adequately
historicize and treat as somehow naturall people within a
society do not all engage in the same social and economic
activities; do not all experience the same concerns and
conditions; but occupy different positions within economic
and political structures. Nor is it a case that you simply
get a number of different knowledges, reflecting the

material <circumstances of various groups of people as they
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are situated within these relations, for these relations are
relations of power, and some groups (those in control of the
economic resources) have more power than others, and this

includes power over the processes of knowledge production

and validation.

These groups, because of their position, not only have
more access to resources of knowledge generation and
dissemination; but act as gate-keepers, judges of what
counts as valid knowledge, of what can be expressed and
communicated. They thus have the power to SUppress
knowledges that conflict with or challenge theirs; to
reject, from a position of authority, claims made by less

powerful groups, and to impose their own interpretations and
understandings over those from other groups. The body of
knowledge of a society will tend thus to reflect the
concerns and circumstances of the ruling group, both because
they have more power to express and develop their knowledge
and because the other groups, in so far as they have access
to resources like education, communications and other media,
usually have to use those created and controlled by the
ruling group, and have to conform to their frameworks and
expectations in doing so. This is not to imply that this is
all a conscious ’'plot’ on the part of the ruling group - 1t
may be. sometimes, but given the existing structures and
power relations, this is what will tend to occur ¢generally
anyway, and those of the ruling group might be largely
unaware of those forces and structures supporting their
claims and beliefs. [One of the symptoms of privilege |1is

often to be unaware of it, or at least of its nature and

127



extent, and to deny its structural supportsl'. Indeed to any
ruling group the way things are often seems natural and
necessary, almost inevitable. A further support of the
ruling point of view, and further difficulty for subjugated
groups 1in developing a counter perspective is the way the

organization of society seems to make certain phenomena seem

’given’ and unquestionable (e.g. the seeming ubiquity and
necessity of competition under capitalism, or the seeming
naturalness of women caring for children under

’patriarchy’.?

[Yet nevertheless it is possible (under certain condi-
tions) for subjugated groups to develop a standpoint of
their own, one that reflects or expresses more adequately
than the dominant view their experiences and concerns, and
which challenges the dominant ideology.® Despite the diffi-
culties and obstacles imposed by their position, those 1in
subjugated groups can develop different and critical wunder-
standings of their society and their situation within it.
Firstly, even in ruling groups, no-one ever accepts or has

access to, the entirety of a society’'s possible knowledge -

'] will return to this point later, in connection with
'difference’. Stanley and Wise (in their later article
Method, Methodology and Epistemology p32) refer to
Marilyn Frye’s comment about the privilege of heterosex-
uality - one aspect of which is not to notice that it is
privileged. ©See also Elizabeth Spelman’s Inessential
Woman: Froblems of Exclusion in Feminist Thought (Beacon
Press Boston 1988) for a more detailed discussion of this
phenomenon.

2] don’t like this term but can’t think of a better one
that means roughly the same thing so will wuse it

occasionally until | get something better

3Sge note at end of chapter
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within any society, everyone’s knowledge will be partial and

thus different to some extent. Also no society’s corpus of

knowledge 1is entirely consistent or coherent; there will

always be gaps, inconsistencies, contradictions, and this

leaves room for manouvre; subversion and transformation,

even within the dominant body of knowledge. This dominant
body of knowledge never has total hegemony - there are
always alternative body’s of knowledge, marginal, i1llegiti-

mate and relatively uninfluential as they may be, yet still
resources for resistance or the development of new
knowledges. The points above apply generally, to different
degrees, depending on the circumstances, but the subjugated
have a further source of critique - due to the way society
has been structured, their experience is generally different
to that described in the dominant theories. Because of
social and political inequalities they generally or often
perform different kinds of labour, live in different cir-
cumstances; experience different relationships (or the same
ones differently), develop different skills and capacities;
etc, to those who occupy the position from which the
dominant theories are articulated.

This is not to assume that there is a perfect ’fit’
between the dominant theories and the lives and experiences
of those in the dominant group; or that the experience of
those in subjugated groups presents itself to them in any
obvious or given way - that it manifests ’'itself’ to them
transparently and truly 1in some <clear and unmediated
fashion. The experience of everyone, subjugated or not, is

mediated by the discourses, codes, frameworks etc, at their
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disposal; and, given the existing power relations, these
will often be discourses etc. formulated and perpetuated by
the dominant group. Obviously any ’experience’* can be
interpreted, understood, experienced in various different
ways, depending on the circumstances and possibilities at
play in any particular situation. There is no one way for
members of the working-class, say, to experience wage labour
or unemployment or whatever; and the experience of it does
not lead them automatically to 'the truth’ or a 'correct’
interpretation. Yet if experience is not fixed or given,
neither 1is it entirely open: it cannot be understood just
anyhow - it places definite constraints on what can, within
any situation, be plausibly said (and these limits are far
narrower than the total possibilities otherwise). If the
different experience of those in subjugated groups doesn’t
give +them anything certain or definite, it does give them
something against which +to evaluate wvarious <claims or
interpretations. Members of the working class, for instance,
do have to attempt to make sense of their experience of wage
labour or whatever, in a way those in the ruling class do
not (and usually can not) since they tend not to experience
these phenomena personally at all, and therefore do not come
to examine them in the same way.

Often the dominant theory will attend to and explain
these phenomena (in its own terms, from the perspective of

the ruling group) and those in subjugated groups will

4This is mnot to imply that experiences are discrete,
uninterpreted, inert, givens of some kind- I just can’'t
think of a better way of putting it.
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interpret and understand their experience in these terms,

more or less satisfactorily. Where this interpretation is
smooth and easy and seemingly obvious, the dominant theory

will not be called into question. Where there does seem to
be a disjunction, a lack of 'fit’ between someone’s apparent

experience and the terms of the theory, the dominant theory

will often be able to explain this experience (away) as an
anomoly, as something to do with the imputed difference or
deviance of the individual or their situation - the problem

is thus not with the theory, which stands as it is, but with
this anomolous individual who through their own inadequacy
(or occasionally more-than-adequacy) is not experiencing
things as they should or normally would. (e.g. poverty is
not the ’fault’ or result of the capitalist system but due
to the deficiency of a few (lazy/ 1incapable/ unfortunate
etc) individuals) And often the individual, unless she has
access to an alternative and relatively powerful theory that
can more adequately explain this disjunction and why things
are/ seem as they do; does or will have (reluctantly
perhaps) to accept this dominant wunderstanding of her
experience. But even so, she has, nevertheless, been caused
to put into question, if only briefly, the dominant theory,
in a way it 1s unlikely someone from the dominant group

would normally come to do, having never experienced this

tension between the way things seem perhaps to be, and the
way they are supposed or described to be. Sometimes the
dominant theory will simply not recognize or deny phenomena

that seem patently ’real’ to those in a subjugated group;

who are left with a problem - they have exposed a lack or

131



deficiency within the dominant theory, but unless they have
access to an alternative theory, they do not have the means
to express or explore it.

The sometimes different experience of those in a
subjugated group can cause them to consider things criti-
cally, to feel dissatisfied with the dominant theory, to
problematise what had seemed normal or natural to others:
but on their own, as isolated individuals, these can always

be defused or explained away without any serious challenge

to the dominant group or understandings. It is only when
these individuals get together, to communicate their dissa-
tisfactions, to compare their experiences, combine their

criticisms, that they can begin to develop this challenge.
Through attention to the similarities and differences of
other’s experiences, they can further understand their own
and begin to create a different theory that attends to, and
explains them more adequately. For instance, it is only when
workers get together and come to see - through commonalities
in their experiences of poverty, fear of unemployment etc,
etc; and through reinterpreting much of their experience in
the light of what others have to say - that the way things
seem is neither the way it 1s described in the dominant
theory e.g. a free selling of their labour; mnor a function
purely of their individual circumstances or bad luck; but
something structural: a result of their common position as
wage labourers in a capitalist system. (They alsoc then come
to realize that changing unsatisfactory aspects of their
lives cannot adequately or permanently be accomplished on an

individual level ( e.g. as in getting a better job) as they
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will still be subject to the structures and forces which at
present act to oppress or exploit them. Any real change
requires structural change which needs collective and theor-
etically informed action to bring it about. ]

The ’'standpoint’ of the proletariat, for instance, is
thus not the way things seem to any member or members of the
proletariat, from where they are situated. As (non-class
conscious) individuals they are likely to accept much of the
bourgeois ideology; or to hold other otherwisely inadequate
understandings of their situation. Nor does their experience
as members of the proletariat give them any automatic
knowledge of the way things are, or any adequate alternative
to the bourgeois theory. But their experience does; or can,
under certain conditions, <cause them to question, or doubt,
what to members of the bourgeoisie seems given or unproble-
matic. And if, under certain conditions, they came together
and explore these doubts and dissatisfactions, they can
collectively come to develop a consciousness of themselves
as a class, as a collectivity sharing a common location
within economic and political structures, a common relation
to the ’forces of production’ and the dominant group. And as
a class, becoming conscious of their structural position and

how it shapes their lives and relates to those of others,

they can develop a ’standpoint’ - a view of society from the
(class-conscious) perspective of the proletariat.
Marx was mnot a relativist. He saw all knowledge as
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being a historical product, as socially and subjectively?
mediated. All knowledge is shaped by people’s interested and
located interaction with the world, and all knowledge is
constructed from somewhere specific and constituting within
it. There is no possibility of an Archimedean point outside
of it from which it may be viewed as it "really is' - there
can be no ’'objective' knowledge in the positivist sense. Yet
Marx held that his theory was both objective and true, and
that the developed and articulated standpoint of the prole-
tariat was more adequate (to say the least) than the view of
the bourgeoisie, which was correspondingly less true. (It is
not that the view of the bourgeoisie is Absolutely False -
it too is the product of an objective reality which shapes
and constrains it - but that it understands things in a
distorted and perverted way, an effect in part of the
*distorted’/ ’perverted’ social relations of which it is a
product. Thus the bourgeocisie will not "see' the ’'truth’
simply by being told it, nor can the proletariat do away
with the Dbourgeois ideology simply by pointing out its
contradictions and limitations - changes in consciousness
have to go hand in hand with changes in the social relations

that underlie them.)

On what grounds can Marxists argue for the privilege,

5There are difficulties within Marxism as regards the role
and mechanisms of subjectivity (especially in
'positivist’ and structuralist Marxism). The 'early’'/
humanistic Marx seems more able to accommodate and inte-
grate subjectivity, to provide space for a dialectical
relation between it and objectivity/ materiality.
Certainly the emphasis on sensuous practice and activity
seems to allow room for subjectivity, and it seems that
material relations could only condition thought through
subjective experience.
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or greater adequacy of the standpoint of the proletariat,

since they cannot argue (on traditional objectivist lines)
that the bourgeois perspective is distorted simply because
it ’reflects’ the material circumstances and interests of
the bourgeoisie; as the standpoint of the proletariat is no
less materially conditioned and interested? There have been
many different attempts to respond to the demand to justify
the (relative) privilege of the proletarian standpoint, made
by wvarious schools of Marxism. I am not going to go into
them all here (especially the positivist and structuralist
versions which are antithetical to my project anyway) -
instead 1 will just describe a few (related) points that
have, I think, got something to them; that cummulatively
make a plausible case; though none, I think, should be used
as the criterion by which such claims could be justified or
resolved.

First, there 1is the claim that although ©bourgeois
ideology tends (generally) to make sense of the world ffom
the perspective of the bourgeocisie, it cannot make sense of
the lives and experiences of the proletariat. As 1 said
before, bourgeois 1ideology could usually explain away or
delegitimate bothersome claims or criticisms made by indivi-
dual workers, but it cannot deal adequately with claims that
express the class-conscious perspective of the proletariat;
which exposes the structural supports of the bourgeois
position, and the distortions, gaps, inconsistencies and
perversions in the bourgeois ideology operating to legiti-

mate it. Then there is the further claim that Marx’s theory

can explain both the perspective of the proletariat and that
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of the bourgeoisie - it can explain why things seem as they
do to both groups, with reference to a theory that describes
the "reality’ underlying and connecting both¢. This theory,
however, could only be articulated from the standpoint of
the proletariat. This is both because it is the situation
of the proletariat that provides the ©problematic, the
source of critique, the epistemological and 'empirical’
resources, in their lives and experiences; and because the
proletariat is «crucial to the working of the capitalist
system - it is their labour which is exploited and appro-
priated‘for profit under this system, and it is only if they
collectively become aware of this and take charge of their
labour power themselves that the system can be changed.
(Thus the proletarian standpoint has a privilege which would
not apply to those of say, the remaining peasantry, or the
middle class).

There are further points that could be argued along the
lines that the standpoint of the proletariat 1is not an
entirely different view, unrelated to the bourgeois one, but
one that can almost be seen as developing out of it; as a

(half internal, half external) critique; that expresses the

¢Bear in mind the comments | made in relation to Nagel's
project. While I do think that there is something right
about this; in terms of the need for theory that
supports, explains, connects; I don’t think that the
'reality’” it refers to in doing so, is a somehow neutral
or aperspectival one - one ’'behind’ all appearance, that
describes how things really are ’in themselves’ - it s
still a perspective/ appearance though a ’better’ one. [
think that theory can be critically refined, informed and
revised against other perspectives/ theory without neces-
sitating access to an Archimedean point or unmediated
reality to do so. (See sections on understanding across
'difference’ later on)
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tensions and difficulties within it, and attempts to address
them, via a considerable revision and modification of the
originally dominant theory. The proletariat has also been
exposed to, and constituted by, the dominant ideology; they
are (initially) operating from largely the same frameworks
and understandings as the bourgeoisie; only their specific
structural location within society gives them access to
resources of comparison and critique not generally available
to the bourgeocisie, which they can utilize to develop an
improved, reworked theory +that <can take on board the
phenomena the bourgeois theory seems to misrepresent or
ignore. (Like the preceding argument there are implications
here of greater comprehensiveness, less partiality (in the
sense of narrowness, limitation) though no less perspecti-
vity or partiality in the sense of engagement, interested-
ness etc.)

[Sometimes it is argued that the standpoint of the
proletariat 1is preferable because it 1s less ‘'partial’ in
the sense that its ’'interests’ most closely approximate
those of humankind in general. This argument for the
proletariat’s privilege claims that both the bourgeoisie and
proletariat act in their interests as a <c¢lass. But the
interests of the bourgeoisie include their preservation as a
privileged class, and the preservation of the inequalities
and exploitation of the class system. It is in the interests
of the proletariat to destroy this class system (which will
benefit the majority of people in society) but which

paradoxically involves them working to do away with

themselves as a class, as when capitalism 1is overthrown
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there will no longer be a proletariat. So, in working to
pursue their class interests they are also, in the long run,
working against them and for the greater good of most
people. (I include this here primarily because of its
similarity to a certain feminist position <(to which 1
ascribe myself) - one that sees feminists as working towards
a state where gender categories and divisions will no longer
structurally shape peoples lives; where ’'gender’ has no
social, political or economic consequences. Feminists thus
are presently in the position of provisionally and self-
consciously taking up a contingent but currently politically
relevant identity in order to undermine the grounds for its
existence, utilizing and working from the conceptual,
material and strategic resources available from that speci-
fic and interested position).

But although I am happy with talk of perspectives being
’interested’ in the sense of engaged, concerned, materially
and emotionally affected by whatever they are relating to,
and don’t mind talk of ’interest’ in the rather vague sense
of ’concerns’ etc.; | don’t think that the concept of
’interest’ can do the justificatory work often ascribed to
it by some defences of standpoint theory. When a justifica-
tory claim depends on the 'nature’ of some groups interests,
when the adequacy of their claims depends on their ©being
held to have certain interests, the wuncertainty and

contestability of these imputed interests becomes a problem.

For what is meant by ’interests’ in these cases - are these
people’s ’perceived’ interests, whatever they happen to be;
or their ’true’ or ’'real ' interests, (as ascertained by
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whom, from where?); are they short-term or long-term inter-

ests; material or more spiritual or ethical ones; and how

are all those to be defined?

Alison Jaggar, for instance, ©provides a slightly
different description of the Lukacsian argument for the
privileging of the proletarian standpoint, one that I find
disturbing in its uncritical linking of truth with emancipa-
tory intent. She says "{oln Lukacs’ view, classes whose
interest lies in perpetuating the existing social order have
an interest in perpetuating the myths that justify their own
domination. By contrast, classes whose interest most closely
approximates the interests of the social totality will have
an 1interest in overthrowing the established order. Conse-
guently, they are more likely to construct conceptual
frameworks that will reveal accepted views as myths and
provide a more reliable understanding of the world".” While
I would like/ hope this to be so, 1 feel a lot more argument
would have to be provided in order to persuade me that this
is necessary the case. This is a difficulty | find with some
descriptions of standpoint theory, specifically those
offered by Alison Jaggar and, to some extent, Sandra Harding
(see next section) - but their interpretations of standpoint
theory do not rely on these problematic assertions, and are
indeed, I think, better without them. I will go on to
discuss feminist standpoint theories as developed by them

and others in the next chapter, after one more, brief but

7 Jaggar Feminist Politics and Human Nature p362
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important point regarding the proletarian standpointl.®

The standpoint of the proletariat is not universally
privileged - it is not, of course, applicable or valid in
all places and all times (it would not be adequate, or even

exist, for instance, 1in feudal times). The proletarian

standpoint can only arise within a specific set of circum-
stances? (the development of industrial capitalism) and even
then its existence is not inevitable, but dependent on
certain conditions being fulfilled. Yet, having said this;
within this specific historical situation, the developed
standpoint of the proletariat 1is held to be wuniquely
privileged - it is only by taking up its standpoint that you
will get on adequate understanding of capitalism, and thus
your own lives and experiences within this system. To
orthodox Marxists no other standpoint can challenge or rival
the primacy of the proletarian standpoint. To the extent
that 'traditional’” Marxists acknowledge oppression on

grounds other than economic class, e.g. sexism, racism; they

usually see these as secondary to those of class, and

®See also Charles Mills® Alternative Epistemologies 1in
Social Theory and Fractice Vol 14 no.3 Fall 1988) for a
sympathetic discussion of Marxist, feminist and Black
'alternative epistemologies’/ standpoint theories, and
various arguments for the relative privilege of such
standpoints; ultimately stemming most satisfactorily, he
thinks, from their systematically different exper-
ience.

*Frederic Jameson says that the epistemological "priority’
of 'proletarian conciocousness’ "has to do with the condi-
tions of possibility ["its requisites, its preparatory
requirements, that without which it cannot properly
develop"]l of the new thinking inherent in this particular
class position". See History and Class Conciousness as an
Unfinished Froject in Rethinking Marxism Vol 1 no.1 1988
p66
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ultimately reducible to it. The category of the proletariat

is held to be a unitary and inclusive one - all those who

stand in a certain economic relation to the means of

production share this common location; and if within this

category there are recognized to be differences of race or

gender, these again are held to be secondary or derivative

or addable: as members of the proletariat their situation,
their problems and concerns are perceived to exist in
common, and to promise a shared and homegeneous perspective

on the world.

However, far from applying equally or adequately to
all; critics of Marxist theory have pointed out that the
standpoint of the proletariat, like the liberal/ bourgeois
theory 1t <criticizes; does not speak for all within 1its
supposedly inclusive categories; but in fact tacitly assumes
a doer/ knower who is minimally adult, white and male; and
that it speaks from that specific location. Not only does it
thus exclude much of the experience and concerns of those
(even 'within’ the proletariat) who do not share that exact
location, but because it takes for granted as ’'normal’ many
aspects of that location it does not sufficiently examine or
guestion much of what appears as it does from that perspec-
tive. And it is from this falsely inclusive, and not
sufficiently reflexive standpoint, that many of the diffi-
culties with Marxism (like those alluded to by Haraway)
arise - the problems with its conception of labour and
production, which exclude much of what women do; its
conception of the sexual division of labour as in some way

given, not fully historical; its supposition that human
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reproduction is somehow 'natural’ or ’biological’ etc.

Feminists have argued that Marx’'s theory (as the

articulated standpoint of the proletariat) cannot have the
status and validity it assumes for itself; not only because
of the over-inclusive nature of its categories which
distorts the lives of (and actually works to exclude) many
of +those theoretically subsumed within these categories,
like black male, or white female workers; but because its
unsatisfactory acknowledgement of structures of gender and
racial oppression causes it to fail to recognize 1its own
location within these structures. From a feminist standpoint
it becomes possible to see not only how Marxist theory fails
satisfactorily to describe or address the concerns of women
variously located within the economic structures described
by Marx; but how Marxist theory, even as a standpoint not of
the proletariat, but of a specific constituency within it;
is, though indeed a perspective of that group; ndt adequate
as an ’'objective’ or ’true’ description of the world from
that standpoint. Feminists argue that their standpoints
expose distortions, gaps and untenable suppositions in both
Marxist and Liberal etc theories; and that Marxism would
have to deal with these difficulties satisfactorily to
preserve its claim to adequacy - something that would call
for pretty drastic revision of its theory, in the least.
Feminist standpoint theorists argue that theirs are better
understandings of society than the proceeding ones they
criticize, (having developed in part in response to problems
arising from them), though they do not make as strong a

claim to truth (i.e. access to the (one) Truth about society
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sometimes made on behalf of the standpoint of the proletar-

iat) nor do they claim that only feminist standpoints are

uniquely privileged. Nevertheless they do face similar

gquestions as to the nature and unity of their categories;

the diversity or commonality of their locations, the genera-

lity or specificity of their truths, which I will address

through and after a discussion of feminist standpoint

theory.

{Note from footnote 3)

{There is a lot of controversy about the meaning, use
or necessity of a term like 'ideology’. 1 still find it a
useful and descriptive term, and am using it in the
following sense, which makes no pretence at faithfulness
to a particular version of Marxism or whatever, but is
simply the sense that I find most illuminating: To me,
being 'ideological’ implies being distorted (yet not
absolutely False - all beliefs have some relation to
reality, are ’'true’ to some degree, however small) - yet
not all distorted beliefs are ideological. To say that a

claim 1is ideological implies that it is socially shaped
and positioned, but that applies to all knowledge, and
not all knowledge is ideological - ideological claims are
essentially political, in the sense that, say, Inuit
claims about different varieties of snow would not be;
they are a product of power relations which structure
people’s lives differently according to where they are
located vis a vis various political categories. An
ideological claim is one that fails to recognize its own
contingency and locatedness, its own dependence on
certain not only minimally social, but political condi-
tions; but this again could apply to beliefs that were
not ideological. Ideological claims act specifically (but
not necessarily explicitly) to Jjustify or legitimate
political states of affairs - yet mnot all acts of
political justification would necessarily be ideological.
An 1ideological belief is one that takes as ’'natural’,
*given’ or necessary (and uses some phenomenon’s supposed
naturalness, givenness or necessity to explain or
justify a state of affairs) what has actually to be
explained as a product of that state of affairs. Thus a
referral to the naturalness and inevitability of competi-
tion, scarcity and accumulation in justifying or explain-
ing the necessity of capitalism would be ideological on
this construal, as it fails to question, takes as given,
what is in fact a product of what is to be explained; and
so distorts, or misrepresents the "true' state of things.
Another example would be referring to the present divi-
sion of labour by gender (e.g. in childcare) 1in an
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attempt to explain/ justify gender divisions. This

is
overt ideology, but ideology can be implicit too, in so
many of our beliefs about the ’naturalness’ and normal-
ness of our lives - this has direct connections with what

I said before about unawareness of priv.l ge.

My understanding of ideology is similar to that
described by Dorothy smith in The Conceptual Practices of
Power: A Feminist Sociology of Knowledge (University of
Toronto Press Toronto 1990) (see pp37-41). She describes
Marx as «criticizing the ’bourgeois economists’ for
treating as a fact what has to be explained. "Terms such
as division of labour, exchange and competition are the
primitives of their theories. Such terms express social
relations... but the social relations themselves are
presupposed without being explored or analysed. Ideologi-
cal theories conceal the presence and working of these
relations... Marx’s critique of political economy is an
explication of just those relations that are presupposed
when the categories of political economy are treated as
given." (p37)

See Micheéle Barrett’s The Folitics of Truth: From Marx
to Foucault (Polity Press Cambridge 1991) for a brief
description of John Mepham’s understanding of ideology as

operating through "the systematic and mystificatory
exclusion of certain perceptions from discourse"” e.g¢g.
'commodity fetishism’ mystifying, rendering invisible

social relations behind an apparent relation of things
(plb5). Dorothy Smith (see p70 above) claims that
Foucault’s concept of ’'power/ knowledge’ is 1ideological

on similar grounds - that it ascribes agency to power
while mystifying the underlying social relations that
make sense of it. (Both the above examples are also ones

of reification, which is closely related to ideology).]l
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FEMINIST STANDPOINT THEORIES

Feminist standpoint thecries are in origin develop-

. : . " . ’
ments/ appropriations of Marxist/ Lukacsian theory (filtzr=d

from developments of Marxist standpcint theories, 2.2 the
work of Nancy Hartsock,! Alison Jaggar? and to scme =2xtent,
Dorsthy Smith®; fhere arz large areas of similarity’/ zvsciap
between kinds of ’popular’/ non-academic feminiszt theorizing

1

2]

see Nancy Hartsock The Feminist Standpoint: Devsloping
the Ground for a Specifically Feminist Historica! Maier-
ialism in Sandra Harding and Merrill Hintikka (eds)
Discovering Real/ity: Feminist Pesrspectives in Epistemo-
lazgy, Metaphysics, Methocdcicgy and the Fhiioscphy of
Science (Reidel Dortrecht 1985)

See Alison Jaggar Feminist FPolitics and Human Naturse
especially chapter 11

Radizal

Y]

See Dorothy Smith: Womens Fesrspective 25
Critique of Sccioclogy

: The Everyday Worid as Pr
Feminist Scciclcocgy (Northeastern Universi
1987)

:The {Concesptual Practices orf FPower
[It 1is perhaps important to here point out that their
work, and that of Sandra Harding 1in discussing and

ing standpoint theory (especially as formulated in

Whose Science?) typifies and indeed almost constitutes,

the basis of ’authentic’ feminist standpoint theory. [
say this bSecause many feminist critics, and &ven some
feminists sympathetic +to standpoint theorvy, s2em =3
equate it with 3 ’'women’s perspective’ 2r even a ’women' s
way oOf knowing' - which., as iz will hoperfully Dbecome
clear, i35 not rthe same as a f2minist s-andpoint 3° all

(See related point by Sandra Harding in Whose <=Sci=nce

plli8 roo-norte 9)
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(especially those related to ’consciousness—raising") and
the general- picture [ sketched in the preceding chapter.
Such an understanding might proceed on something 1like the
followingflines: Because of gender divisions, women tend to
do different work, in different circumstances, within
different relationships or different positions within rela-
tionships, than men; thus developing (or not developing)
different <capabilities and having different experiences to
men of otherwise similar social location. Yet the frameworks
and theories they have access to to make sense of their
experience, have, because of gendered power relationships,

not been ones developed from their own perspectives, but

ones which reflect the positions, interests and concerns of

(ruling) men., Women in the contemporary ’west’ will be
exposed to many different discourses, from school history
lessons to ’'women’s’ magazines, through which to understand

and create themselves, but all of these, arising as they do

*Teresa de Lauretis says "The fact that today the expres-
sion ’'consciousness raising’ has become dated and more
than slightly unpleasant, as any word will that has been
appropriated, diluted, digested and spewed out by the
media, does not diminish the social and subjective impact
of a practice - the collective articulation of one’s
experience of sexuality and gender - which has produced,
and continues to elaborate, a radically new- mode of
understanding the subject’s relation to social-historical
reality. Consciousness raising is the original critical
instrument that women have developed toward such under-
standing, the analysis of social reality, and 1its
critical revision,. The 1Italian feminists call it
"sutocoscienza" selfconsciousness, and better still self
consciousness. For example, Manuela Freire: "the practice
of self consciousness is the way in which women reflect
politically on their condition."™ (de Lauretis Semiotics
and Experience chapter 6 in Alice Doesn’t: Feminism,
Semiotics, Cinema Indiana University Press Bloomington,
Indiana 1984)

See also Anne Marie Goetz p486
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out of a society which structurally divides and
discriminafesvon the basis of gender categories; suppose and
act to perpetuate these structures.

Given that things often tend to appear in ways con-
gruent with the dominant theories (e.g. women do appear to
be the ones who look after children) and that these theories
ugually can explain these phenomena reasonably adequately
(e.g. "its Dbecause its natural/ biological for females to
bear and rear young") these theories will generally tend to
be accepted even by those located differently to, and
subjugated by, the creators of these theories. It certainly
isn’t the case that from their different position things
appear to them obviously or transparently otherwise, in some
way that provides an immediate alternative understanding of
how things really are. But it 1is sometimes the case,
depending of the circumstances, that their different exper-
iences can lead them to doubt or guestion what is otherwise
accepted. For instance a 1850’s housewife feeling very
bored, frustrated and depréssed at home as a 'full-time’
mother of small children might come to feel that there was
something ’wrong’ somewhere - the magazines, advertisements
etc. are all saying how wonderful and satisfied and content

she feels and yet she feels terrible. (She might not know

exactly what she feels e.g. the 'problem with no name’) but
she knows she doesn’t feel as she ’'should’, and accepted
understandings are called into question. Often these appar-

ent difficulties can be explained away in terms of her
difference or deviance - she must be neurotic/ not a

'proper’ *woman’/ an incapable housewife etc, or there 1is
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something about her particular circumstances that makes her
especial[y‘ unfortunate or unusual. And in the absence of
alternatives she might have to accept this., Sometimes,
exploring and juggling between different (often contradic-
tory) discoﬁrses, she.might be able to manouvre; to change

identities, adopt marginal or exceptional ones, subvert the

old ones (she i1s not a (boring) housewife - she is a 'career
woman’ or 'really like a man® or whatever). But indivi-
dually, although the dominant ways of understanding things

are made vulnerable to examination and critique in ways not
usually possible from the dominant perspective - men (ruling
men especially) do not usually perform full-time domestic
work or <childcare - individually women do not have the
resources to mount a powerful enough critique or develop an
adequate alternative.

It is only when they come together and collectively
examine and compare their experiences in the light of
other’s (which involves both a recognition of the importance
of experience, and the need fo re-understand that experience
when set against the similarity and difference of other’s
experiences) that they can do so. Collectively they came to
realize that their dissatisfactions are not the re§u1t only
of their personal circumstances, of their individual charac-
ter and capacities, but something shared, something structu-
ral: the result of their common location in a society that
categorizes and discriminates on grounds of gender. Once
they see their experience as shaped by oppressive gender
structures and undertake to resist/ transform/ eliminate

them (change being understood thus to be collective and
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structural as well as personal/ individual) they have
developed a féminist,analysis; one that sees society from a
feminist standpoint.

Despite many similarities between the above sort of
picture and (some versions of) Marxist conceptions of
knowledge and class-consciousness, there are differences
b&tween Marxist and feminist standpoint epistemologies®.
Obviously, a feminist standpoint does not privilege the
proletariat - critical examination of Marxist theory from a
feminist standpoint reveals its structuring but unacknowled-
ged gender location; one that renders it incapable of
adequately accounting for many of the phenomena (variously
located) women experience or want explaining (as well as
distorting its wunderstanding of men’s lives). Instead,
feminist standpoint theories usually begin from the sexual
division of labour taken for granted in Marxist and other
theories - taking it both as a problem; something to be

explained and ultimately transformed/ eliminated in prac-

5Yet Frederic Jameson has said that "the most authentic
descendency of Lukécs® theory, is to be found, not among
the Marxists, but within a certain feminism, where +the
unique conceptual move of History and C]ass—consgiousness
has been appropriated... now renamed (after Lukacs’ own
usage) standpoint theory" (See History and Class-con-
sciousness as an Unfinished Project p64). Jameson speci-
fically <(and accurately, unlike many feminist critics)
refers to Nancy Hartsock’s Money, Sex and Power, Sandra
Harding’s The Science RQuestion in Feminism and Alison
Jaggar’'s Feminist Politics and Human Nature as examples
of this type of theory.
(Jameson says that feminist standpoint theory was able to
restore the fundamental line of Lukhcs’ argument (effaced
and distorted by generations of both critics and suppor-
ters) because they, in a post-Kuhnian framework, see
"science as construction and invention rather than... as
discovery and the passive contemplation of external
law™.) (p66)
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tice; and, (temporarily) as a resource and source of

critique"of the dominant theories.s*

Thus, for instance, they point out how the abstract
conceptual mode of operation of many ruling men 1is only
possible beéause of thé (unacknowledged) concrete, material
work of other, subjugated, groups, including women; how the
'unification’ of manual, mental and emotional activities
characteristic of much work typically undertaken by women
undermines accepted Cartesian dualisms; how childrearing
work usually performed by women has effects on the kinds of
knowledge and attitudes developed by its practitioners etc,
etc,”- <claims based on the different activities and exper-
iences of women stemming from gendered divisions of labour
which are used to critically compare and examine dominant
categories and concepts, exposing their contingent and
structurally located nature. Central to these arguments |is
the claim that one’s experiences of the world will shape and

limit ones conceptualizing of it; so that systematic differ-

¢ Standpoint theorists could argue (and some do, or rather
did seem to hold) that divisions on the basis of gender
are primary, more fundamental than those of <class (or
race) or other structuring categories. (It could be
argued that sexual divisions of labour, as far as we
know, pre-date, and seem more universal, than other
divisions - this was the line often taken in thé 70’s and
in reaction to Marxist claims about the primacy of
class). However the version of standpoint theory I wish
to defend does not argue for any system of oppression
being primary of more fundamental, though it could
perhaps allow arguments for that being the <case 1in
specific and contingent circumstances.

7See the discussions of the work of various standpoint
theorists that appear in Alison Jaggar’s Feminist Poli-
tics and Human Nature pp369-389 and Sandra Harding's The
Science Wuestion in Feminism (Cornell University Press
Ithica 1986) - especially chapter 6 From Feminist Empiri-
cism to Feminist Standpoint Theories
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ences or orderings of experience will have specific effects
in how the world comés to be understood. Feminist standpoint
theorists argue that women’s specific position within
various social and political structures generate the possi-
bility of distinct standpoints on the world, ones with
egistemological advantages, especially as regards critically
examining androcentric theory.

Sandra Harding describes standpoint theory as beginning
from the recognition that all knowledge is ’socially situa-
ted’, and that human activity or material life structures
and limits, "shapes and constrains what we can know".® These
human activities are structured in different ways for
different groups - in gender stratified societies men and
women are assigned different activities, have different
experiences, lead different lives; but dominant knowledge
claims "have been baéed primarily on the lives of men in the
dominant races, classes and cultures".® Traditional theori-
sing has "asked only the questions about social life that
appear problematic from within the social experiences that
are characteristic of men (white, Western, Bourgeois men,
that is)"t?® and has answered them in ways that preserve
their position and privilege. For instance, ‘- it asks
guestions like "what is the appropriate legal policy towards

rapists and raped women which leaves intact the normal

eHarding Whose Science? ppll9,120
*Ibid pl123

1oHarding Feminism and Methodology, Preface pb6
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standards of masculine sexual behaviour?":'! - (which is not
the kind.Aof‘question or answer useful to women) and has
conversely not asked the questions that characteristically
arise from women’s experience.

What standpoint ‘theorists do is to focus on these
differences of situation, experience and concern, and
attempt to make use of them to examine dominant knowledge
claims: for instance, attention to women’s different exper-
iences exposes the hidden, gendered!? nature of traditional
theorizing. It is not women’s lives per se i.e. what they
happen to believe or experience, that in themselves provide

an adequate alternative to the dominant theory; but their

111bid p6

'2(It 1is not specifically that traditional theory is
gendered, that it arises out of people’s structurally

located experience, that is the problem - for once you
abandon objectivist pictures of knowledge, that is inevi-
table, to be expected. What 1is the problem with

traditional ’androcentric’ theory is that it has refused
to recognize this, and presented its knowers and know-

ledge claims as non-situated, non-subjective, disembo-
died, detached and wuniversal - thus, exposing its
gendered nature is a critique and a challenge. The other

problem is that gender is not like geographical location,
a (mere) difference of position or perspective; but a
relation of power; +thus the claims and questions that
arise from gendered locations are ones that involve
differences of power, and presumptions of its preserva-
tion.) .

Jane Flax says "Gender, both as an analytic category and
as a social process, is relational.”™ "Gender relations
are differentiated and (so far) asymmetrical divisions
and attributions of human traits and capacities. Through
gender relations two types of person are created: men and
women. Men and women are posited as exclusionary categor-
ies... The actual content of being a man or a woman and
the rigidity of the categories themselves are highly
variable across cultures and time. Nevertheless, gender
relations, so far as we have been able to wunderstand
them, have been (more or less) relations of domination.”
Postmodernism and Gender Relations in Feminist Theory in
Linda Nicholson (ed) Feminism/ Postmodernism pp44,45
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’objective location’ "as the place from which feminist
research--éhoﬁld begin”.!'?® "[A] feminist standpoint is not
something that anyone can have simply by claiming it"'*, but
is dependent on a certain location. It is also more than a
perspective which one Simply has by seeing things from where
they are. "It 1is an achievement™,!® the result of what
ATison Jaggar calls "protracted political and theoretical
struggle™'¢. A feminist standpoint begins!? from women’s
experiences as they describe them but then "goes beyond”
them to theoretically locate, connect and explain them in a
way that often requires that that experience be redescribed.

A feminist standpoint is thus not the same thing as a
'women’s perspective’; as a view from where women (as
individuals or a supposedly unitary and homogeneous group)
are. As Sandra Harding says, feminist theorists are not
trying to replace "man centred’ theories by 'woman centred’

ones.!® Feminist standpoint theorists do not assume that all

!3SHarding Whose Science? pl23
141bid pl127

15 bid pl127

14 Jaggar p383

t17Sge Kathleen Lennon’s unpublished paper Defending the
Idea of a Feminist Standpoint ppl2-14, where she argues
that a feminist standpoint should be seen as a project,
not some kind of foundational position. "By attending to
how things are from here - that is from where women are,
orthodoxies are challengeable, insights gained and new
truths uncovered which were not detectable until we paid
attention to women’s lives... and experiences”. (pl2) But
women’s experiences are not self authenticating and
should not be accepted uncritically - truth has to be
worked towards, using them as a starting point.

1eHarding The Science Question pl38
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women share the same location, and that this location

provides. the grounds for a rival theory to a ’male’ one
(again presumed to be a unitary group positioning).!'® A
feminist standpoint, although it does depend on the <claim
that people’s lives and experiences are structured by, and
differ according to, how they are located along wvarious
structural axes (gender being a crucial, but not the only
factor amongst these) is not dependent on any claim that
women, in having different experiences, in being differently
situated to men, thus all have the same experiences; or
share the same situation 'as women’; or that they have no
similarities, no commonalities in experience or situation
with men. Although a feminist standpoint utilizes critical
and epistemological resources provided by women’s different
(amongst themselves as well as to men’s) experiences; it
does not merely collect or articulate these experiences; or

try to form them intoc some alternative description of how

things seem to them (either variocusly or «collectively) as

19]1f a 'women’'s perspective’ did exist, if say there ever
was a situation where gender was the only structural
difference in play, and there were no other differences

of power - if such a women’s perspective did exist, it
would still not of itself provide grounds for an adequate
(feminist) theory, as women’s experiences, beliefs etc

are as much a product of systems of male domination as
men’s are; and the ’'reality ’ of women's lives are no
more given or transparent to them than men’'s are (quite
apart from the difficulties imposed by their lack, or
problematic access to, knowledge creation, validation and
communication processes). As Nancy Hartsock says (quoted
in Sandra Harding The Science Question pl50) "it 1is
feminist political struggle and theory... not simply
characteristic women’s activities - in which the tenden-
cies toward a specifically feminist epistemology can be
detected. Unmediated by feminist struggle and analysis,
women’s distinctive practices and thinking remain part of
the world created by masculine domination".
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'women’, buﬁ attempts to use them to develop theories that
can challenge and improve upon 'sexist/ androcentric’ (for
want of a better term) views éf the world.

A feminist standpoint thus ideally provides theory that
is a critique of how things are understood to be by both
(non- feminist informed) men and women. Though speaking
(Tike everyone else in gender structured societies) from a
gendered location, feminist standpoint theorists are not
claiming that their theories represent how things seem to
all or only those similarly situated by gender (for women
are all situated differently along other axes of power, as
well as within less overtly political locations) but that
they are applicable to, relevant for, and explanatory of,
the 1lives and experiences of all within a particular
context, whatever their gender. Women’s perspectives, per
se, are no more likely to be adequate than men’s - it |is
only when they are informed by feminist theory; a theory
that sees women’s and men’s perspectives as situated, as
siructured and mediated by their gender 1location, that a
feminist standpoint can develop; ;nd with it the possibility
of more adequate, explanatory and wuseful theories. The
crucial thing about this theory is that it is reflgxive (at
least as gegards gender location). However, if it 1is to
escape the faults of the proletarian standpoint it has to be
reflexive about its other locations too, in terms of race,
class, ethnic, sexual and other positionings. Unlike the
supposedly unitary proletariat, 'women’ exist only as they
are specifically and complexly located in terms of other

political and economic structures; thus feminists have to
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engage withv questions of race, class, sexuality etc
(including their own location within these structures) if
they are to be able to properly attend to, or account for,
the experiences of both themselves and others.

Thus thle Marxism described the standpoint of the
proletariat, there can be no one feminist standpoint that
s;eaks from one determinate position in society, but many

feminist standpoints theorizing the world from different and

often opposing, locations within it. This does not, however,

as some suppose, cause it to have to fragment into millions
of individual! perspectives - for as said before, a stand-
point is not the same thing as a perspective - it 1is the

mediation by feminist <(and other structurally locating
theories) that creates a standpoint; and this allows for
connections and correlations; for though our individual
experiences might be very different, we in a sense, hold the
structures 1in common: (both 'white’ and ’black’ people’s
lives are structured by race and racism, for instance).?°
This demand for reflexivity is not easily or simply met
- it is wvery difficult to beeome aware of one’s own
location, most especially when one is privileged by it. Just
as it is difficult for men to understand their experience as
structurally located in terms of gender, so is it difficult
for white feminists to see their lives as conditioned by

their position in societies that discriminate on the basis

205ge Kathleen Lennon’s Defending the Idea of a Feminist
Standpoint ppl5,16 where she argues that recognition of
diversity does mnot have to lead to talk of multiple
realities but can lead to "reconnecting in an explanatory
way these differences”
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of ’racial’ categories, and exploit or oppress people in
other couhtfies. Standpoint theorists have to utilize the
differences produced by these structures, both to locate
themselves within thesé structures; and to investigate them.
These differences operate both between categories (e.g.
between men and women); within categories (e.g. Dbetween
women) and within each individual constructed by these
categories (e.g. in conflicts between a woman’s position as
'mother® and ’student’). Standpoint +theorists, (as will
already be obvious) concentrate on differences, explicating
and comparing them for the insights they can provide. They
emphasize tension and contradiction - for instance as 1in
Sandra Harding’s claim that it "is thinking from a contra-
dictory position [(both within society and within each woman]l
that generates feminist knowledge™?!; Dorothy Smith's con-
ception of a ’disjunction’ or ’line of fault®’™ between
something about our experience and the "categories available
to wus with which to express our experience”"?? and Patricia
Hill Collin’s concept of the "Outsider Within"?3® mneither
properly 'belonging’ nor being completely ’outside’, but
experiencing the tensions between these locations. Some of
these resources are only 1initially available from the
situation of the subjugated (Sandra Harding points.out that

it is only from a lesbian/ gay perspective that heterosexual

21 Harding Whose Science? p285

22Dprothy Smith gquoted in Harding The Science Question 1In
Feminism pl157
See also Dorothy Smith Women’s Perspective p86

23pgtricia Hill Collins Black Feminist Thought eg p233
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privilege can be seen at all, for instance. "From the
perspective of heterosexual women’s lives, this privilege
appears simply as ’'the way things are’, perhaps as part of
nature")z‘.l However once this difference, this challenge is
articulated (always remembering that it too might be open to
chéllenge from other standpoints, as insufficiently aware of
i;s own race or class location for example) it can, and
should, be taken on board by others and used toc examine and
revise their own understandings.

A feminist standpoint does not thus provide a
"totalistie® theory like Marx’s, it is 1inevitably and
consciously partial.?® Any articulation of a feminist stand-
point will always be mediated by its situation in terms of
other social and political variables, and cannot adequately

develop except in dialogue with other standpoints, which

refine and ’correct’ it as it proceeds. Yet standpoint

24Harding Whose Science? p258

25 Sandra Harding repeatedly, and problematically,
characterizes 'better’ accounts as ’less partial and
distorted’ see e.g. Whose Science? ppl2l, 144, 187, 248)
as though partiality was a negative factor (compared to
what?). By her own understanding of standpoint theory
Harding would surely agree that feminist (or any other
standpoint) theory 1is partial both in the sense of
limited and in the sense of interested. Being partial
doesn’t, I think, necessarily have to lead to distortion/
inaccuracy so long as it 1is acknowledged and taken
account of. Traditional 'male’ theory is not distorted
simply by expressing the experiences/ concerns of a
limited and partial section of society, but by the way it
does so; by seeing these as natural or wuniversal or
necessary, and not as contingent and situated and struc-
turally supported, for 1instance; which leads to the
construction of inadequate understandings of the lives
and experiences of both those whose perspective it
expresses and those excluded by it. This is not to say
that comprehensiveness (to a viable degree) is not a good
thing in a theory, but that I don’t think that it |is
necessary precluded by acknowledgement of partiality.
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theories . are not relativist in any sense. They do not
operate with any conception of different but 'equal’ or
incomparable perspectives. Feminist standpoint theories
offer critiques of other perspectives - by attending to the
different experiences and position of women, it exposes
distortions, inconsistencies and other inadequacies in such
theories that render them less valid than the contesting
feminist accounts.2?¢ The greater validity of these feminist
accounts (though not immune to challenge from other stand-
points) is not limited to those from whose perspective these
theories were developed; but is claimed to apply to all
(within that particular social/ historical context). Gender,
like race and class, is a relation,?’ - one cannot understand
or theorize the experience of one gender without considering
and attempting to explain that of the other, as the two are
interrelated and mutually dependant.

Though there are some situations where relativism |is
reasonable - (Harding gives an example of an artist’s and a
geologist’s view of some mountains,?®where the two views,
though very different, could be equally valid as they are
not competing or contradictory; (and crucially are not -
let’s assume anyway - the product of any power ‘relations

between them; are not structurally related)) - relativism is

265ee Kathleen Lennon pp6,7.
27*'gjtuation’ and 'relation’ being <closely linked, non-
situated conceptions of knowledge and experience tend not

to recognize or focus on, it’'s relatedness.

zeHarding footnote pl3 in Preface to Feminism and Methodo-
logy
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not a viable position politically?” (and a feminist stand-

point is inherently political, focusing as it does on gender

as a political category and construct). Feminist standpoint
theory is quite compatible with what Harding calls
cultural’ or 'historical’ relativism - a recognition that

"different social groups tend to have different patterns of
p;actice and belief and different standards of judging
them".%° What it does not accept, and what it 1is not
committed to (despite objectivist (and relativist) assump-

tions to the contrary) is the further claim that there are

no grounds for comparing, evaluating and judging between
these 'patterns of belief’ - what Harding calls
’judgemental’ or ’epistemological’ relativism.3! (I shall

return to this point in more detail in the section on
'difference’ further on.)

Feminist standpoint theorists, in rejecting the objec-
tivist picture of knowledge as universal, non-conditioned,
non-located, non-’'subjective’; have, in acknowledging and
capitalizing upon, the situatedness of knowledge; not aban-

donned ’'objectivity’. Standpoint theorists accept neither

299r if so only for dominant groups as a means to evade or
disarm challenge.

SoHarding Whose Science? pl52

s1]bid p153
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objectivist or relativist3®? claims but argue that one can
have 'objective’ socially situated knowledge - and that an
acknowledgement and exploration of one's situatedness can
provide greater reflexivity, more awareness of partiality,
mediation and contingency; greater openness to criticism

frqm others; and a recognition of the need to guestion and

rgvise one’s beliefs in encounter with others. Sandra
Harding <claims that feminist standpoint epistemologies
require strengthened standards of objectivity; which, while

recognizing the historical/ sociological/ cultural relati-
vity and situatedness of claims, emphasizes the need for
critical examination and evaluation of these claims and
their locations®®. What she calls "strong objectivity"3* (as
opposed to the 'weak’ objectivity of objectivism) extends
the critique beyond examination of the claims ’'themselves’
to the background assumptions, agendas and hypotheses that,
invisible and unartiéulated, support and situate them; and
to the social contexts and processes which shape and limit
knowledge claims and practices.3% ’Strong objectivity’, says

Harding, "requires that we investigate the relation between

32Many theorists, like Richard Bernstein and Donna Haraway,
to name just two that come to mind, point out that these
supposedly opposing positions are in fact internally
related, "sides of the same coin" as Harding puts it
(Whose Science? pl53).Harding also says that acceptance
of this objectivist/ relativist dichotomy makes objecti-
vism look more attractive than it should, and relativism
appear more progressive than it is. (Ibid p139)

33SHarding Whose Science? pl42,152
S4bid pl4sS

33 [bid pl4a7
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subject and . object",3¢ requires "putting the subject or
agent of Lnowledge in the some critical, causal plane as the
object of her or his inquiry".37 It requires valuing the
perspective of others, and using this "to look back at the
self in all its cultural particularity from a more distant,
crifical, objectifying location".3® It requires reflexivity,
exploring one’s situatedness, how one is related to what one
knows - which can often only be done through engagement with
the perspectives of others. (This point will be developed
later in relation to ’difference’)

Standpoint theories, then, though rejecting the idea of
one, absolute Truth, certainly want to preserve the concept
of ’truth’ in a contingent and provisional, yet still

meaningful way. All operate with an idea that at any one

time/ place some claims/ theories can be judged to be, and

36 [bid p152
371bid pl61

se|pbid pl51. There are resonances with Nagel’s position
here. | have some doubts about Harding’s description of
the related process she terms "reinventing the self as
other™ which I will discuss in a later chapter on
rdifference’.
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are, ’truer’,3? more adequate, better, by reference to
various .relevant criteria; and although all claims are
dependent on, and made relevant to, certain frameworks,
belief systems, discourses etc; their truth is not simply a

function of 'their fulfilling these criteria, or obeying the
rules as required by the particular language game or
whatever; but is in some sense dependent on the world, which
constrains what may be truthfully said or known in any
- particular context. Standpoint epistemologies are essen-
tially realist in character; seeing knowledge as the product
of & relation between various differently located knowers
and ’the world’. The concept of 'the world’ which standpoint
theories operate with is a fairly robust one - the world is

not merely presumed or acknowledged to exist, but plays a

crucial and 'active’ role in shaping and constraining what

*"The one exception perhaps is the work of Stanley and
Wise, discussed earlier, which they retrospectively char-
acterise as "a feminist standpoint epistemology" (see
Stanley and Wise, Method, Methodology and Epistemology
p25). Though they say that the position closest to theirs
is that of Dorothy Smith (see discussion in next section)
(ibid p24) their conceptions of truth/ reality definitely
have more relativist implications than hers (or other
standpoint theorists | know of). They, for instance,
reject the "successor science” label Harding once placed
standpoint epistemologies under (see Harding The Instabi-
lity of the Analytical Categories of Feminist Theory in
Signs Vol 11 no 4 1986, p653). Insisting on "contextually
grounded truths" (p28); that "judgements of +truth are
always and necessarily made relative to the particular
framework or context of the knower"™ (p4l1), (something
standpoint theorists would generally accept); - they ¢go
on to say that though they are not "radical relativists”
(which they characterize as involving a denial of any
external material reality) they are relativists in the
sense of seeing truths as speaking to "the existence of
different overlapping but not coterminous material reali-

ties™ (p4l1) - not a conception that most standpoint
theorists would, I think, share; in that they presume
more a complex, multifaceted yet inclusive reality which

relates, connects and supports various truths.
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can be known, and how it can be known. Knowledge is of and
about thé world - and it is that supports its coherence and
"truth’.

Standpoint theories assume that a feminist standpoint
(depending on the adequacy with which its claims are
constructed and articulated) can, in certain circumstances,
provide a route to truth. Many carry the extra implication
that a feminist standpoint (again in certain circumstances)
is (relatively) privileged in its capacity to enable those
who take it up to develop ’true’ or truer theories. As in
the case of the prbletariat, this privilege is not wuniver-
sal, but dependent on historical/ social/ political condi-
tions that make possible the emergence of this standpoint
(in thé feminist case this being the existence of social
systems that discriminate as the basis of categories of
gender; that create these different genders and consequently
their different positions and possibilities of experience
and knowledge; and also certain further conditions that make
possible the development, articulation and communication of
a feminist standpoint). The proletariat, for instance, were
argued to have a privileged standpoint on capitalism. The
proletariat were a.product, and crucial part of, capitalism;
yet that system was not understood/ conceptualised from
their perspective; but only from that of the ruling class.
Tensions between the ruling ideoclogy and the situation of
the proletariat provided the impetus and resources for the
development of a critical response to dominant knowledge
claims, one that made visible aspects of the system not

acknowledged by the ruling class, or obscured or distorted
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from their'pdsition._ This critique was both an external one
- the proletariat did not share the situation, power, or

access to knowledge production and validation processes of

the bourgeoisie - and an internal one; they were located
within the same economic and social structures, wutilizing
largely ’the same’ conceptual resources (though reworking

and subverting them in articulating their standpoint.)

I think that a lot of the relative privilege of
standpoints 1like the feminist ones comes from being simi-
larly critiques, both from ’'within’ and ‘'without’. The
feminist standpoints are not opposing but separate perspec-
tives - as said before they are not simply offering a
'women’s® perspective as an alternative or balance to
'men’s’' perspectives; nor an entirely different and unrela-
ted understanding of.the world from some completely differ-
ent location. A feminist standpoint derives from, and |is
located 1in, the ’'same’ social structures as the ruling
theories, and wutilizes largely 'the same’ intellectual
traditions and conceptual frameworks as the theories it
criticizes. But it does so from a different location within,
and relation to, these structures; and in a way that exposes
the distortions, silences and contradictions etc‘in these
theories; and where and in what directions they would have
to change. They thus begin, provide some of the resources,

and point the way to an improved/ revised theory that is in
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some ways a more adequate understanding of the world.*°

This 'ceftain privilege can never be considered to be
unique in the way that that of the proletariat was held to
be. To the extent that gender is only one of the structuring
categories dperant in ény society, a feminist standpoint*!
will problematise, examine, illuminate certain aspects of
society, but might, depending on the circumstances, equally
diStort or not recognize others. Its privilege will always
- be partial and contingent and never guaranteed. A feminist
standpoint <can provide the starting point for theory that
improves wupon those that it critiques, but this 1is not
necessarily so. The greater adequacy of any theory derived
from a feminist standpoint will have to be demonstrated and
argued for like any other in terms of its meeting multiple

and perhaps contested evaluatory criteria, some of which

*°Change cannot be achieved purely at the level of theory
though, but requires material/ structural change with
which conceptual change can  dialectically proceed.
(Dominant theories aren’t the way they are because of
some stupidity of their originators but because of the
way societies and power relations are structured, and
therefore cannot be transformed in the absence of social/
structural change) ‘

41 There would never be a purely, only ’'feminist’ stand-
point. Any feminist standpoint analyses social phenomena
and understands and locates individual’s beliefs and
experiences through a theory of gender structures and
positionings. But as any knowers will be located in terms
of race, class, ethnicity, sexuality etc, as well as
gender - any standpoint these knowers develop will be
conditioned by, and should take 1into account these
locations and stuctures too - so the theories they
develop (and the ways and extent to which they develop
them, depending on their relative locations) will be
different (but ultimately related).
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might turn out to be at odds with each other.*?2 Making a
choice oﬂ.the basis of these‘various‘criteria (some of which
will be more relevant in any one context than another) is
always an eyaluative and political and ethical act, yet also

proceeds in hope of truth.

Though there 1is a definite 1link within standpoint
theory between situation and belief, not only in terms of
the context of beliefs but also their adeguacy (as in the
claim that from some positions it is harder to ’see’ certain
phenomena, and more likely that one will have inadequate
understandings of them, even if one aims for 'truth’) this
link is not a direct or necessary one, but mediated through
various contingent factors and circumstances - it certainly
does mnot invoke the claim that because someone 1is in a
certain (relatively powerful) position their c¢laims must
necessarily be false,or that their political position is
sufficient grounds for rejecting their claim. Their claims
might, quite probably, turn out to be less than adequate,
but that inadequacy is to be established with reference to
all the pertinent criteria for evéluating such claims; among
which can very usefully be facts about the social location
of their maker, but that cannot be the only criterion by
which such claims are judged.

- Yet some standpoint theorists seem to adopt the inverse

42gych criteria could include for instance plausibility,
reliability, explanatory power, fruitfulness, implica-
tions for practice, political usefulness, ethical impli-
cations, consistency, comprehensiveness, descriptive
resources, intellectual or emotional appeal, novelty,
being 'illuminating’, confirming of experience, verifia-
bility etc. etc.
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of such a position, in linking truth with subjugation or
emancipatory .potential in a very problematic way. Alison
Jaggar, for instance, after arguing'(correctly) that objec-
tivity cannot be conceived of as neutrality or an absence of
interests and values, goes on (very strangely, I think) to
ask whose interests objective claims should reflect. The
amnswer, she says, is that "they should reflect the interests
of women. Women’s subordinate status means that, unlike men,
women do not have an interest in mystifying reality and so
are likely +to develop a clearer and more trustworthy
understanding of the world".*® Quite apart from the fact
that many Qomen are in positions of power over other women
and many men, (and therefore by this account have interests
in mystifying reality); and the difficulties surrounding the
whole concept of ’interest’**- the leap here from subordin-
ate status to truth is too great to be justified on any
adequate standpoint account. Subordinate status can (within
certain specific and contingent conditions) at most provide
the impetus and resources for critique and reflexivity -
resources not to be sneezed at, certainly; - but the truth
of any claims thus made has to be ascertained in a further
step, and does not.follow automatically from the social

location of its claimants. This unfortunate tendency to

43 Jaggar p384

s4Eyven Sandra Harding says "the systematically oppressed,
exploited and dominated... have fewer interests in ignor-
ance about how the social order actually works" (Whose
Science? pl50 and similar quotes pl125/6). Couldn’t the
oppressors have just as great an 'interest’ in knowing
how society really works to protect their position and
incapacitate revolt? | really don’t think concepts of
'interest’ can do the work demanded of them in this way.
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directlyhlink truth with subjugation, in terms either of the
subjugated being the only ones in a po;ition, or the only
ones with the right motivation, to pursue and grasp the
truth, 1is not however a necessary or integral point of
stapdpoint theory - and indeed does not seem to follow from,
or be consistent with, the rest of Jaggar’s or Harding’s
positions.

In contrast to objectivist conceptions of knowledge,
standpoint theorists recognize that all knowers are embodied
and situated; and thaﬁ the situation of the knower does
matter in that it will condition and limit what that knower
can come to know. Acknowledgement of the situatedness of
knowers, of both oneself and others, is essential if we are
to adequately understand and evaluate both how things seem
to us as they do, and how they are claimed to be by others.
Once this 1is accepfed, one’s situation can be used as a
resource and source of critique, in that awareness and
investigation of one’s locatedness can provide criteria by
which to judge our own experiences and understandings, as
well as the claims of others. But truth still has to be
worked and fought fof. If one’s situation doesn’t prevent
one from producing true and objective knowledge (as objecti-
vists suppose) neither does it guarantee it.

Yet despite what seems to me the obvious promise of
feminist standpoint theories, they have been criticized by
various feminist theorists as either too ’objectivist®' or
'relativist’, depending on the stance of the critic. | think
these objections are mistaken, and the result of an inade-

quate understanding of standpoint theory, and more espe-
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cially from a lack of understanding of the role that
experienée plays wiﬁhin them. I will discuss these objec-
tions in the chapter after next, after first briefly
outlining two feminist standpoint theories as an 1illu-

stration of what such theories typically can be like.
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9

FEMINIST STANDPOINTS

Dorothy Smith and Patricia Hill Collins

In this section | wish briefly to outline the positions
of two standpoint theorists - Dorothy Smith and Patricia
Hill Collins. (1 could also have concentrated in more detail
on the work of Sandra Harding, who has, perhaps, done the
most over the years to discuss and sympathetically vyet
critically examine the work of feminist standpoint theorists
in the course of a project to develop a politically and
theorgtically adequate feminist understanding of science.!
Her latest book, Whose Science?, Whose Knowledge? offers an
extended discussion and defence of standpoint theory against
doubts and objections commonly raised against it (including
ones raised by Harding herself in earlier publications.) Yet
she is primarily a wide-ranging feminist epistemologist, one
who thinks that feminist standpoint theory is "doing some-

thing different and important™? and that it can be shown to

have successfully survived "the first round of 1ts critical

1Sege Sandra Harding: (ed) Preface to Feminism and Methodo-
logy

:The Science Ruestion in Feminism (esp.
chapter 6 From Feminist Empiricism to Feminist Standpoint
Epistemologies

s The Instability of the Analytical
Categories of Feminist Theory

:Whose Science?, Whose Knowledge?

2Harding Whose Science? pl87
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evaluations",® rather than a self-proclaimed standpoint
theorist like the two I- will instead discuss as examples of
the kind of theories Harding refers to in her work).

Dorothy Smith has been writing in this area of theory
earlier, and for longer than many other theorists,* yet her
work still stands up well to critical examination (better
than that of some other early standpoint theorists.) Dorothy
Smith 1is a sociologist, concerned with developing an
'alternative’ sociology to the traditional one; which is,
she argues, part of the practices that govern us, by which
society 1is ruled, managed and administered.® The subject
matter of sociology "is organized from a determinate posi-
tion in society - a ruling class, white, male one".®* It’s
issues are those administratively relevant to this ruling
group; its constructs those of the practice of governing.’?
Yet although the "relevancies, ~interests and perspectives”
of sociology are those of ruling men - men "not as
individuals floating vaguely as sexual beings in a social
void, but as persons playing determinate parts in the social
relations of this form of society”,® established sociology

"looks at society, social relations and people’s lives as if

31bid pl87
4See Dorothy Smith: Woman’'s perspective as a radical
critique of Socioclogy
: The Everyday World as FProblematic
: The Conceptual Practices of Fower
5Smith Women’s Ferspective p86
¢ Harding introduction to Women’s Perspective p85

7Smith Women’s Ferspective p87

sSmith The Everyday World as Problematic p56

172



we could stand outside them, ignoring the particular local

places in the everyday in which we live our lives. It claims

objectivity.... in terms of its specific capacity to exclude

the presence and experience of particular subjectivities."?
"Although sociological inquiry is necessarily a social
relation”, sociologists do not attend to their part in it,
instead they recover "only thé object of its knowledge as if
that stood all by itself and of itself. Sociology does not
provide for seeing that there are always two terms to this
relation”.°

"One important set of procedures which serve to consti-
tute the body of knowledge of the discipline I[of sociology]
as something which is separated from its practitioners" are
those concerned with ’gbjectivity’; which are concerned
primarily with the separation of the knower from what he
knows and in particular with the separation of what is known
from any interests, 'biases! etc. which he may have which
are not the interests and biases authorized by the disci-
pline.!! Yet what is "treated as general, universal, unrela-
ted to a particular position or a particular sex... 1is 1in

fact partial, limited, located in a particular position and

permeated by special interests and concerns".!? GSociology

"takes for granted and subsumes without examining, the
conditions of its existence. It is not capable of analysing
?Ibid p2

1toSmith Women’s Ferspective p92
1t 1bid p88

12g9mith The Everyday World p20
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its own relation to its conditions because the sociologist

as actual person in an actual concrete setting has been
cancelled in the procedures which objectify and separate him
from his knowledge. Thus the linkage which points back to
its conditions is lacking.m:3

These conditions, however, are more visible to women

sociologists because of the «contradictions that arise

between their practicing of the discipline and their exper-

ience of the world. They experience a "bifurcation of
consciousness” between the conceptual practices of socio-
logy, and their concrete, practical activities in the world

which has continually to be confronted.!* They discover that
they «cannot "enter and occupy" the discipline on the same
terms as men do. They cannot "fully appropriate its author-
ity". "The frames of reference which order the terms upon
which inquiry and discussion are conducted originate with
men. The subjects of sociological sentences (if they have a
subject) are male”".!'% To attempt to occupy such a subject
position women have to suspend or deny their gender and
their experience. Women experience a ’disjunction’ ©between
their experiences of the world and the concepts and frame-
works available to them to think about them in,!* which can
lead them to realize that these concepts and theories are

constituted from a location in society that they do not

139mith Women’s Ferspective p390
14 1bid p90
151bid p91

16 Ibid p8O
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occupy. "Women’s perspective...discredits sociology’s claim
to constitute an objective knowledge independent of the

sociologist’s situation. Its conceptual procedures, methods

and relevances are seen to organize its subject matter from

a determinate position in society. This critical disclosure
becomes, then, the basis for an alternative way of thinking
sociology. If sociology cannot avoid being situated, then
sociology should take that as its beginning and build it
into 1its methodological and theoretical strategies."'7 "An
alternative sociology must be reflexive [here she refers to
Gouldnerl 1i.e. one that preserves in it the presence,
concerns and experience of the sociologist as knower...".!'®
"[Ilt 1is not enough to supplement an established
sociology by addressing ourselves to what has been left out,
overlooked, or by making sociological issues of the relevan-
ces of the world of women... We cannot rest at that because
it does not account for the separation between the two
worlds and it does not account for or analyse the relations

between them".!? She calls instead for a sociology that

offers "a means of understanding our experience and the

conditions of that experience"?°[my emphasis] - a "reflexive
inquiry" that makes "an object of investigation what we
ourselves are immersed in".2! We must, she says, explore
17 1bid p9l1l

18 [bid p92

19 1bid p85

2ogmith The Caonceptual Fractices pl4

21 |bid p4
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methods of thinking that will enable us to "preserve the

presence of actual subjects while exploring and explicating
the relations in which our everyday worlds are embedded."22
The method she recommends is "one that frankly begins from
somewhere",?3 from where we are located bodily and socially;
one that begins from our experience and returns to it as a
constraint or test of adequacy.2?* She calls for a reorgani-
zation of sociology which "involves first placing the
sociologist where she is actually situated, namely at the
beginning of those acts by which she knows or will come to
know; and second, making her direct experience of the
everyday world the primary ground of her knowledge, "23 But,
in speaking of ’experience’, in proposing a sociology
grounded in the sociologist’s actual experience, she is "not
recommending the self-indulgence of inner exploration or any
other enterprise with self as sole focus and object. Such
subjectivist interpretations of ’experience’ are themselves
an aspect of that organization of consciousness which
bifurcates it and transports us into mind country while
stashing away the concrete conditions and practices wupon
which it depends... Rather the sociologist’s investigation

of our directly experienced world as a problem is a mode of

discovering or rediscovering society from within."?¢ [t aims

22gmith The Everyday World plll
23 Ibid pl177

245mith Women’s Perspective p92
25 [bid p91

26 [bid p92
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"not at a reiteration of what she already (tacitly) knows,
but at an exploration through that of what passes beyond it
and is deeply implicated in how it is",.27

An alternative sociology locates the beginning of

enquiry in a knower’s experiences. "This is to constitute
the everyday world as problematic™,2® as that in which
questions originate. It aims to make available to women/
people analyses, descriptions, and understandings of their
situation, of their everyday world, and its determinants in
the larger socio-economic organizations in which it is
located. "Sociology would aim at offering to anyone a
knowledge of the social organization and determinants of the
properties and events in their directly experienced world.
Its analyses would become part of our ordinary interpreta-
tions of the experienced world, just as our experience of
the sun’s setting below the horizon is transformed by our
knowledge that the earth turns, (yet from where we are it
seems to sink and that must be accounted for)".2°7 In
explicating the social organization of their experienced
world, it goes beyond what is known in everyday experience.
"Locating the sociological problematic in the everyday world
does not mean confining +the enquiry +to the everyday

world".3° We cannot understand the nature of our experienced

world "by staying within its ordinary boundaries of assump-

27 1bid p93

28Snith The Everyday World p88
2vSmith Women’s Ferspective p92

sogsmith The Everyday World p89
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tion and

knowledge, "3 1

"The conditions of our

action and
experience are organized by relations and processes outside
our power of control".2 No amount of

them and beyond

observation of face-to-face relations,

of
beyond our essential
Our direct experience
problem, but it does

the answers we have

back’” of different
relate them.3*

A "sociology for
subjects as knower’s"
the knower
sociology
the world
that
standpoint of women"
"insists

places,

relation between knower and known.

common-sense knowledge of everyday life;

"from where she standsg".3s
would be "a means to anyone of understanding
comes about for her and how it is

it happens to her as

that we are always

knowing society from within....

no amount of analyses

will take us

ignorance of how it is put together.

of it constitutes it (if we will) as a

not offer any answers".33 To construct

to posit a socio-economic order 'in

experiences in order to explain and

women" thus "preserves the presence of
and enlarges the grasp of the world of

Such an alternative

how

organized so

it does in her experience”.3¢% "The

f{I’l] come back to this in a moment]

located in particular, actual

knowing is always a

The knower cannot be...

3'Smith Women’s Ferspective pS4

325mith The Everyday

33 [bid p95

World p91

34Smith Women’s Ferspective pS4

3sgmith The Everyday

World pl05

segmith Women’s FPerspective pS85
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i 1 ’ -
eliminated, the knower’s presence is always presupposed".37

Obviously knowers are located differently, and "society is

known and experienced rather differently from different

243 1 4+ 38 0n s :
positions in it". Locating women’s experience as a place

to work from in society does not", says Smith, "land us in a
determinate type of position or identify a category of
persons from whose various or typical positions in the world
we must take our starting point. Women are variously located
in society”,®% their position differs greatly by class and
race and other variables.

So why speak of the standpoint of women? Sandra

Harding, in a footnote to one of her earlier articles more

doubtful of standpoint theories*® says that standpoint

shouldn’t be seen in terms of women versus men, but of
feminist versus non-feminist: - on which point | totally
agree - | have consistently discussed a feminist standpoint
as opposed to that supposedly of women. This is so firstly

because ’'women’ and 'men’ are over inclusive categories to
ground a perspective in. There are no ’pure’ women and men,
unconditioned by their location in terms of other
structures, thus there will be lots of different
perspectives of differently located ’women’ and ’men’.
Secondly, a standpoint is not the same thing as a perspec-

tive. A standpoint is something that structurally locates,

s7gmith The Conceptual Practices p33
segmith Women’s Perspective p93
s*gmith The Everyday World p86

405ge Harding The Instability p655
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that situates a perspective or different perspectivest! -

(thus the proletarian standpoint situates (and in the

process reconceptualises and connects) the different pers-

pectives of proletariat and bourgeoisie, 1in terms of their

class location. A feminist standpoint locates, connects,

explains and re-understands various perspectives (of both

variously located women and men) in terms of gender). They
are thus consciously, though perhaps not sufficiently,
situated and (minimally) reflexive knowledges - though to

the extent that they concentrate only on class or gender,
they are not nearly reflexive encugh, not aware of their
location in terms of other axes of power and privilege, and
therefore open to challenge from other standpoints. [Note

too, that on my understanding of standpoint, that though

there are obviously lots of variously located 'male’ pers-
pectives, they are not standpoints - the scenario is not one
of feminist versus non-feminist standpoints - to the extent
that non-feminists developed a standpoint, and saw their

lives, experiences, beliefs etc, as mediated by their

(amongst others) gender location, it would come to resemble

41 5andra Harding says in a footnote to Whose Science? pZ276
that "a standpoint is not a perspective... Standpoints
are socially mediated; perspectives are unmediated". What
she means, I think, is that standpoints are reflexively
acknowledged to be socially mediated; perspectives are
not necessarily aware of their mediation, especially
their mediation in terms of structural location.
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a feminist one. 142

(Alison Jaggar also, like Dorothy Smith, talks of a

standpoint of ’women’.*% She clearly means this in a sense

similar to that of the standpoint of the proletariat, which
is the «class conscious standpoint developed by them when

they recognize their location in economic and political
relations; not the perspective of any or all members of the
proletariat - so her ’standpoint of women’ is therefore a
"gender’ conscious one, one that sees people’s lives and
experiences as conditioned by their location in gendered
structures, i.e. it is Dbasically very similar to a
"feminist’ standpoint.” The difficulty is that like that of
the proletariat, it can be seen as tooe wunitary and

inclusive a category, too ignorant or dismissive of differ-

ences within it. Dorothy Smith, although saying she wishes

*21 +think that seeing standpoints in terms of ’interests’
(see last two chapters) can make it seem like ’'men’, the
bourgeoisie, or 'whites’ have a standpoint too - in that
their ’standpoint’ would reflect their 'interests’ as
men/ bourgeoisie/ whites.

I see it in terms of how a (structurally located)
acknowledgement of situation/ mediation can transform/
reform one’s understanding of one’s experience/ belief
etc so that a male/ bourgeois/ white recognition of their
situation and how it conditioned their knowledge would
hopefully/ eventually produce an wunderstanding broadly
compatible with a feminist/ proletarian/ black stand-

point.
As to whether this would/ could be a standpoint in its
own right - it would be very difficult/ unlikely for men/

the bourgeoisie/ whites to produce a standpoint 'on their
own’ as things stand.

But they could perhaps do so, if they were willing
(and put in a lot of effort) to learn from and examine
their own experience/ belief in the light of feminist/
proletarian/ Black critiques - they would have to learn
from and respond to, the standpoints of others, to
develop their ’own’.

4+3Sge Jaggar p232-4
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to "formulate a sociology from the standpoint of women",**

does not see this as speaking from any determinate position

in society (i.e. some position where all women might be
supposed to be located) - she says she is not speaking of a
perspective.*s She describes it instead as a

” " 4 & -
"transformer", more a means of understanding; one that

begins with people’s everyday lives and experiences, and
then explains how they are shaped within extended social and
political relations. This mode of inquiry 1is explicitly
feminist; it sees those relations as including (but not
being exclusively) ones based on gender. The standpoint of
women, she says "does not imply a common viewpoint among
women. What [womenl have in common is the organization of

social relations...".*7 Women do not share a common or

unitary location as women, but they do share their inser-
tion and implication in relations of gender - thus all
women’s different situations and experiences will be

mediated by gender; and any exploration or explication of
their lives and experiences will involve a consideration of
gender. This should be undertaken from different positions,
"from which the working of the whole (though open-ended)
complex of relational processes come into view".*S®

I think the implication is that, 1if instead of begin-

44Smith The Everyday World pl
4sSpith Women’s Ferspective p3S2
‘64 1bid p91

476mith The Everyday World p78

48 [bid pl77
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ning at ’the top’, with theory that explains in terms of
class or race or gender, we begin at 'the bottom’, with
women’s/ people’s actual lives; where they are actually
situated 1in terms of all sorts of complex and interweaving
relations, we may be more able to see how these structures
interrelate and mutually condition and modify each other.
This is not to say that this is easy - it is very hard to
comprehend how/ where you are located; especially if your
location 1is not ’obviously’ one of oppression - hence the

difficulty white feminists have in seeing how their lives

are mediated by their ’'whiteness’, by their privileged
location in racist structures, for instance. But Dorothy
Smith argues, in relation to the different experience and

location of others, that if "we begin from the world as we
actually experience it, it is at least possible tq see that
we are located and that what we know of +the other is
conditional wupon that location as part of a relation
comprehending the other’s location also”.*? It thus offers
us more resources, more possibilities of adequately under-
standing both ourselves and others, than did +the old
objectivist model of knowledge that disparaged subjectivity

and lived experience.

Patricia Hill Collins®® is concerned with ’'Black
Feminist thought’ - "knowledge created by African-American

women [she is speaking from a North American context, as in

+?Smith Women’s Perspective pS3

s0oGSge Patricia Hill Collins Black Feminist Thought
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fact do all the major standpoint theorists] which <clarifies
a standpoint of and for Black [Americanl] women.... thought
[which]l encompasses theoretical interpretations of Black
women’s reality by those who live it",s: Although black
feminist thought 1is generated from the characteristic
(structured) experience of African-American women (she says
living life as a black woman is a necessary prerequisite for
producing Black feminist thought),®2?2 this "does not mean
that all African-American women generate such thought, or
that other groups do not play a critical role 1in its
production”.%3 Collins acknowledges that there are
"differences created by historical era, age, social class,
sexual orientation, or ethnicity"®* among African-American
women, but sees a struggle against racism and sexism as a

common thread between them. This does not mean that

African-American women have experienced or responded to

these forces 1in the same way®®- "although all African-
American women encounter racism, social class differences,
for example, among [theml 1influence how racism is

experienced."® Other factors, "such as ethnicity, region of
the country, wurbanization and age contribute to produce a

web of experiences shaping diversity among African-American

s1Collins p22
sz [bid p230
ss |bid p22

s+ [bid p22

ss [bid p23

s¢ [bid p24
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women"®7 - she speaks thus of a Black women’s standpoint, not
that of Black women as a homogeneous category. (The same

comments apply here as to Dorothy Smith’s 'standpoint of

women’. Collins again sees this as having to be mediated

through feminist (and anti-racist) theory, and as being
specifically a situated, contextually located knowledge.)%®
Despite the differences among them, Collins argues "that
African-American Women as a group experience a world differ-
ent from that of those who are not Black and female; and
that "these concrete experiences" [not exactly the same
experiences but experiences of a commonly experienced inter-
locking of racism and sexisml] "can stimulate a distinctive
Black feminist consciousness"®% - though it is by no means
guaranteed that such a consciousness will be developed or
articulated by them.®° She thus endorses the standpoint

epistemologists’ claim that there is "a connection between

what one does and what one thinks", "between experience and

571bid p24

S8 [bid p234

Collins does though, I think, tend to equate a standpoint
with a perspective (see p22 for instance, where she
describes a Black women's ’standpoint’ as a "unique angle
of vision"™ provided by their characteristic experiences;
and p203, where she speaks of a white male ’'standpoint’ -
these 'standpoints’ would be to me better termed
'perspectives’). This "Black women’s standpoint”™ when
mediated through feminist and anti-racist consciousness
becomes for Collins ’Black feminist thought’ (more like
what [ would term a ’standpoint’). She also sees it as
expressly collective (she sees Dorothy Smith’s position
as being very individual in comparison (p40))

s7[bid p24

so1bid p25

185



consciousness., "¢

But although an "oppressed group’s experiences may put

its members in a position to see things differently... their
lack of control over the ideological apparatuses of society
makes expressing a self-defined standpoint "problematic™.¢?

"Black women’s experiences... have routinely been distorted
or excluded” by the +traditional theoretical discourses
controlled by elite white men.*3 "Within the Euroccentric
masculinist ([knowledge validation] process... (someone]l
making a knowledge claim must convince a... community ruled
by white men that such a <claim is justified."®* Such

alternative or critical ideas that do arise are typically

suppressed, and are very difficult +to articulate and
develop. "Given that the general culture shaping the taken-
for-granted knowledge of the community of experts is

permeated by widespread notions of Black and female inferio-
rity, new knowledge <claims that seem to violate these

fundamental assumptions are likely to be viewed as anoma-

&1 [bid p25
sz [bid p26
s3 [bid p201

s4 bid p203
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lous".¢3 The process of creating a challenging alternative

theory is one of "self conscious struggle™s ¢ apgainst ruling

interpretations and domination - one that involves "tapping

sources of everyday unarticulated consciousness that have

traditionally been denigrated by white male controlled

institutiong".¢7? Thus "alternative sites such as music,

literature, daily conversations and everyday behaviour [have
often been used] as important locations for articulating...

a Black feminist consciousness".¢s®

Although Black feminist thought is developed by Afri-
can-American women out of their experiences of racism and
sexism,®? this "does not mean that Black feminist thought
has relevance only for African-American women, or that
African-American women must confine themselves to analysing

their own experiences”".’°0thers can learn from Black Femin-

¢S Ibid p203

Collins says that "[allternative knowledge claims in and
of themselves are rarely threatening to conventional
knowledge. Such claims are routinely ignored, discredited
or simply absorbed and marginalized in existing para-
digms. Much more threatening 1is the <challenge that
alternative epistemologies offer to the basic processes
used by the powerful +to legitimate their knowledge
claims. If the epistemology used to validate knowledge
comes into question, then all prior knowledge <claims
validated wunder the dominant model become suspect. An
alternative epistemology challenges all certified know-
ledge and opens up the question of whether what has been
taken to be true can stand the test of alternative ways
of validating”. (p219)

66 [bid p27
67 lbid p26
¢8 [bid p202
67 1bid p26

70 bid p35
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ist thought and participate in its development (though they
could not produce it on their own).?”! Black Feminist thought
develops in dialogue with other standpoints - "full actuali-
zation of Black feminist thought requires a collaborative
enterprise™ based on dialogue and "principled coalition",??
not always easy to build or sustain under oppressive
conditions.”® Collins offers a "humanist vision", echoed by
many other Black feminists, that sees Black women’s
struggles as "part of a wider struggle for human dignity and
empowerment",”’*and opposes any espousal of seperatism, or
acceptance of domination in any form.

She rejects additive analyses of oppression, "that
suggest that oppression can be quantified and compared"’”® -
ones that for instance would see Black women as ’'more’
oppressed because oppressed as 'Black’ and as 'women'. If we
stop to ask what is assumed by the categories 'Black’ and
*women’ in such additive analyses, Elizabeth V. Spelman’®
argues that white feminists, for example, tend to assume

that Black women share their experiences of oppression ’'as

71 1bid p36
72 {bid p36
73 [bid p37
74 Ibid p37
75 [bid p207

76Gee Elizabeth V. Spelman’s Inessential Woman
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women’ in some homogeneous way,?’’ and that they differ only

by additionally being oppressed 'as black’ (the assumption

here being that they experience racial oppression in the

same way as Black men, the only difference being their

additional oppression on the basis of gender).’® Spelman

argues that Black women are oppressed ’'as Black women’: that

their gendered and racial identities and locations cannot be

separated and reassembled like "parts of a pop-bead neck-
lace”™.’% (This 1is not to say that they do not 1in various
specific circumstances experience similarities or commonali-
ties of experience or oppression with white women or Black
men, but to recognize that "how one form of oppression is
experienced is influenced by and influences how another form
is experienced,"?8°

"Instead of starting with gender and then adding on
other variables such as age, sexual orientation, race,
social class and religion, Black Feminist thought sees these
distinctive systems of oppression as being part of one
overarching structure of domination. Viewing relations of
domination for Black women for any given socio-historical

context as being structured via a system of interlocking

race, class and gender oppression expands the focus of

77This 1is because due to their racial privilege they tend
not to ©be aware of their own location as specifically
'white’ women, but tend to assume that their lives are
conditioned only by gender (and perhaps other factors
like class, sexual orientation etc. when disadvantaged by
the latter)

7eSpelman pl4, also ppll3-123
79 Ibid pl5, see also ppl36/7

so[bid p123
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analysis from merely describing the similarities and differ-

ences distinguishing these systems of oppression and focuses

greater attention on how they interconnect” says Collins.®!
"Replacing additive models of oppression with interlocking

ones creates possibilities for new paradigms"®2? which chal-

lenge the either/ or dichotomies of Eurocentric masculinist
thinking, and the drive to rank oppressions - offering
instead a ’'both/ and’ conceptual stance which recognizes
"varying amounts of penalty and privilege in one histori-
cally located system"®® depending on people’s specific
context and location. ©Such a stance would not see race,
class and gender as interchangeable, or heirarchically
orderable, but as interlocking axes within a matrix of power
relations.®*

Collins thus rejects any idea (which might be derived
from the recognition of the (partial and contingent) episte-
mological privilege of some subjugated groups) that the
'more subjugated’ a group, the greater its possible privi-
lege.®" There are no ’'layers of oppression’ which can be
added and gquantified to give you the maximally oppressed

group and thus *the best standpoint’®® - (what Donna

Haraway, whose use of standpoint epistemologies - "situated

81 Cpollins p227
82 1bid p225
83 |bid p229
84 1bid p226
83 [bid p207
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knowledges" - Collins sees her own work as approximating;®”’

calls the search for the "full and total position", the

"perfect subject” of oppositional theory.s®) Subjugation,

says Collins, "is not the grounds for an epistemology"®?”

(though it can have epistemological consequences and provide

epistemological resources - Collins says, for instance, that

the subjugated are perhaps more likely to see the 1link

between ideas and the situations of their creators.?°) The

standpoints of oppressed groups can reveal that what is
taken as natural, wuniversal etc in dominant conceptions |is
rather the product of specific race, <class and gender

formations. "Placing African-American women in the centre of
analysis "not only reveals valuable information about Black
women’s experiences, but also questions and challenges
Eurocentric masculinist perspectives on ’the family’,
'community’, 'power’, 'freedom’ etc.?! Thus it not only
exposes Eurocentric masculinist perspectives as not wvalid
when applied to other, differently situated groups, but also
challenges ruling male accounts of their own experience.

But Black feminist thought is itself necessarily situa-
ted and partial and not exempt from criticism from other

perspectives.”? Collins opposes any assumption of 'Absolute

87 |bid see p39

88 Haraway Situated Knowledges p586
8?Collins p234

o ]bid p234
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truth’, of "one +true interpretation of reality".®s "The
overarching matrix of domination houses multiple groups,
each with varying experiences of penalty and privilege that
produce corresponding partial perspectives, situated know-

ledges..."”* Yet she also rejects relativism, the claim that

no group "can claim to have a better interpretation of the
"truth’ than another."?® Both objectivism or positivist
science, "and relativism minimize the importance of specific
location in influencing a group’s knowledge <claims, the
power inequities among groups that produce subjugated know-
ledge, and the strength and limitations of a partial
perspective™.?* She sees Black Feminist thought as
suggesting an alternative to both these positions - in that
it sees 1ts knowledge as situated, as located within
interlocking axes of domination and privilege - Black Femin-
ist thought is thus partial and incomplete, but it is also

open, able to make connections, to consider and learn from

the standpoints of other partial, situated knowers.?’

73 |bid p235
74 [bid p234
75 [bid p235
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10

OBJECTIONS TGO STANDPOINT THEORY

a) Experience

As | said before, despite (what seems to me to be) the
positive and attractive features of feminist (or other
similar) standpoint theories, they have, to quite a large

extent, been negatively assessed or rejected by feminist
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theorists of other persuasions,! who generally seem to

regard them as either too 'objectivist’, or too
"relativist?, or both; - in the sense of uneasily and
untenably occupying an unstable position that has to lead
them to fall into one or other camp. | do see them as
occupying a ground ‘’between’ (or ’beyond’ as Richard
Bernstein would call it - they are not really 'between’ as

they do not accept many of the basic tenets supporting both)

'This negative response is not wholesale. Besides Sandra
Harding’s defence of standpoint theory (in Whose
Science?) against objections similar to the ones I shall
be describing here, other feminist theorists have made
positive, if cautious and critical, judgements regarding
standpoint theory, or have produced positions which are
either somewhat like improved/ revised versions of stand-
point theories, or basically quite similar and compatible

approaches. .
See e.g. - Michele Barr: tt’s The Concept of Difference
(Feminist Review no. 26 July 1987) where she says "some

feminists associated with... feminist standpoint episte-
mologies"” "are now working through some of the difficul-
ties [associated with the category of experiencel in a
very interesting way".
See - Donna Haraway’s Situated Knowledges

- Kimberley Hutching’s The personal is International:
Feminist Epistemology and the Case of International
Relations (paper presented to "Women, Power and Know-
ledge"” Conference, Beechwood Hall, Leeds, Sept 1981)

- Lisa Alcoff’s Cultural Feminism versus FPostmoder-
nism: The Identity Crisis In Feminist Theory in Signs Vol
13 no.3 1988 esp. pp42B-436 where she argues for "a
concept of positionality"” which utilizes a conception of
experience along the lines of that put forward by Teresa
de Lauretis - one that recognizes "ones identity as
always a construction yet also a necessary point of
departure” (p432) (See discussions of Alcoff and de
Lauretis further on).

- Anne Marie Goetz’s Feminism and the Limits of the
Claim to Know: Contradictions in the Feminist Approach to
Women in Development (in Millenium: Journal of Interna-
tional studies Vol 17 no.3 1988 pp477-486) (She refers
again to Alcoff and de Lauretis and also Sandra Harding)

- Lorraine Code in What Can She Know? pp285-304 also
argues for a concept of ’'positionality’ like Alcoff's,
describing it as "a sophisticated elaboration of earlier
feminist standpoint theories™ (p317) though she does not
specifically discuss standpoint theory in any detail.
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objectivism and relativism, but one that is tenable; and
that does not lead to either pole of that opposition in that
it rejects or questions many of the assumptions underlying
both approaches; but offers an 'alternative’, which though
related, 1is not a simple inversion or mirror image of what
is unsatisfactory in both.

In fact, it seems to me that many of these critics are
themselves operating from positions that to a standpoint
theorist would be either too ’objectivist’ or 'relativist’,
and that the difficulties those theorists encounter with
standpoint theory arise (in both cases) from a non-recogni-
tion either of the situatedness of knowledge and what that
actually entails, epistemologically; or from a misunderstan-
ding of the role and nature of the concept of experience in
standpoint theory: i.e. their difficulties centre in many
cases around the subjective constitution of knowledge and
how that relates to objectivity. Although there are indeed
'interesting and relevant issues that could be raised 1in
relation to this topic, which would be worth explicating or

investigating, I feel that too often the critics objections

stem from a considerable (and not always innocent) ignorance
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of the +theories they are criticizing,? and a set of

problematic assumptions that come from these critics them-

selves, not from the theories they are attempting to
refute; - so that in many cases My response has to be along
the lines of "No - you’ve got it all wrong, 1it’s not like
that at all”. Still, saying so may serve to prevent these

unwarranted yet prevalent conceptions of standpoint theory,
and may help to clarify what it does and does not entail,

disentangling it from other sets of assumptions and associa-

?5ee for example Susan Hekman’s Gender and Knowledge,
where she states that the "feminist standpoint epistemo-
logies take a number of forms, but common to all of them
is an appeal to women’s unique association with nature"”
(pl26) and that feminist standpoint epistemologies reify
"the nature/ culture dichotomy that is at the root of the
exclusion of women from the scientific enterprise. All of
the theorists who argue for a distinctive feminist
standpoint appeal in some way to women's special rela-
tionship to nature to ground the feminist epistemology
that they advance" (pl27). This is absolute rubbish - no
standpoint theorist I know of places any emphasis on a
supposed relationship to, or basis in ’nature’. In fact
all the standpoint theorists I can think of are extremely
sceptical of any concept of the ’natural’, regarding it
as an 'ideological’ construct which marks that which
within any discourse is not to be questioned, not to be
seen as changeable or political or contested. No stand-
point theorist I am aware of therefore accepts any idea
of a nature/ culture dichotomy except as it describes a
concept they would wish to critique. Nor do they accept
or rely on any concept of 'female nature’ or a ’natural
self’ as many critics seem to suppose (see e.g. Marnia
Lazreg Women’s Experience and Feminist Epistemology 1in
Kathleen Lennon and Margaret Whitford (eds) Knowing the
Difference: Feminist Ferspectives in Epistemology
(Routledge London (forthcoming 1994) ppl8,20 of manus-
cript; Mary Hawkesworth Knowers, knowing, Known: Feminist
Theory and Claims of Truth in Signs Vol 14 no.3 1988
p55). Hekman (pl1286) describes the work of Mary Daly and
Dorothy Dinnestein in the middle of her discussion of
standpoint theory. She does not specifically say that
they are standpoint theorists, but the assumption must be
that she is implying that they are, (though it is hard to
sge how she could mistakenly come to such a conclusion).
Her argument relies, though, in equating an approach like
Daly’s with standpoint theory.
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tions that many conflate it with.

There are doubts regarding standpoint theory that I do
feel are wvalid and relevant questions that have to be

addressed (as opposed to the misreadings and confusions
referred to above) - issues surrounding the universality and
content of feminist categories; problems of inclusion and
exclusion, generality and specificity; of recognizing and
negotiating difference (which I do think standpoint theory
has resources, or some promise, for responding to in some
minimally adequate way) which I will come back to after
first discussing objections related to the concept of
experience. These two (standpoint theory and experience) are
closely linked in the critiques | shall be referring to, in
that critiques of the concept of experience are almost
always also critiques of standpoint theory; and critiques
of standpoint theory focus heavily on its wuse of exper-
ience.?®

Standpoint theorists, do, of course, acknowledge the

role of experience in shaping (and constraining) knowledge -

3See e.g. Margareta Halberg Feminist Epistemology: An
Impossible Froject? in Radical Fhilosophy Autumn 1989
Mary Hawksworth Knowers, Knowing, Known
Judith Grant I Feel, therefore I Am: A Critique of
Female Experience as the Basis for a Feminist Epistemo-
logy in Women in Politics Vol 7 no.3 Fall 1987.
Marnia Lazreg Women’s Experience and Feminist Episte-
mology: A Critical Neo-Rationalist Approach
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some putting more emphasis on it than others.* But none,

(except maybe Stanley and Wise if you <classify them as

standpoint theorists) cite it as the

only source or
criterion of valid knowledge, as is often claimed or implied
by critics. ©Some of this attention to experience stems from

a desire to redress or correct the distorted/ 1inaccurate
picture of knowledge as being somehow opposed to, or
contaminated by, the ’subjective’ - thus standpoint theor-

ists stress that knowledge is ’subjective’ (as well as, or

in interaction with, the 'objective’), that it is experien-

*Patricia Hill Collins, for instance, puts a lot of
emphasis on the importance of experience in her descrip-
tion of an alternative ’'Afrocentric feminist epistemo-
logy’ - experience as & criterion of «credibility, as
providing evidence, as providing a challenge to accepted
ideas, as selecting topics for investigation, as a source
of insight, as involving concrete images, as providing
symbols, as educational, as illustrative to others, as
involving empathy, allowing others to share impressions
and meanings (see Black Feminist Thought pp 208-212) (She
also stresses the role of dialogue (not seen in terms of
adversarial debate) in assessing knowledge <claims. Such
dialogue emphasizes connection, interaction, and does not
assess claims in isolation or abstraction, but concretely
and contextually. It values participation, response,
active listening, engagement; not the detachment of the
ideal Eurocentric masculinist knower (pp212-214). Collins
stresses the importance and appropriateness of emotions

and expressiveness, empathy and personality in creating,
communicating and evaluating knowledges (215-217). An
*Afrocentric - feminist epistemology’ must also contain

an 'ethic of personal accountability’ in which knowers
must take responsibility for the <claims they make.
Assessment of a knower’s claims should/ does not concen-
trate solely on the claim 'itself’, but is simultaneously
an evaluation of the knower’s situation, experience,
history etc. (pp217-219) "Emotion, ethics and reason are
used as interconnected essential components in assessing
knowledge claims" (p219) Dorothy Smith 1is also wvery
concerned with experience (as, of course, are Stanley and
Wise, though they are not exactly typical standpoint
theorists in many respects). Sandra Harding does not
overtly place much emphasis an experience, and is quite
cautious in her discussion of it - yet her position, I
think, depends on, or is compatible with, something like
the use | (or Dorothy Smith) make of it.
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tial, embodied, sensual, emotional and ethical, while not

denying that it can be rational and reflective and contem-

plative etc at +the same time. They also stress that

experience, and thus the knowledge for which it provides a

route and impetus and resource; 1is not entirely arbitrary,

or freely chosen; but is structured and situated; and that

the knowledge we produce is dependent upon this structured

and situated experience. All knowledge is produced from
somewhere, from a complex social, historical, ©political,
discursive, conceptual location or context; and knowledge

that can be constructed from one such location might not be
able to be constructed from another.

Most feminist standpoint theorists, for instance, agree
that specifically "feminist’ standpoints can only be con-
structed from certain positions, utilising structured exper-
iences which arise from knowers occupying certain locations
with social and political relationships. Thus, Patricia Hill
Collins, for instance, argues that Black feminist thought
can only be produced by Black women® (not because as a group
of people they share certain essential capacities or charac-
teristics, as some kind of ’'natural kind’, but because of
the way Western society is structured by racism and sexism,
among other power relations, people categorized and con-
structed in such relations as ’'Black women’ will have their
lives and experiences structured by their situation; which
will have consequences for the kinds of knowledges they can

produce. This does not mean that others cannot learn from

sGgee Collins chaps 2, 10 and 11
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the knowledges Black women produce (as others ]ives are also

structured by these same racist/ sexist relations, the

claims of Black women will have relevance and a bearing on

other’s lives also) or that Black women cannot themselves

learn from, and develop their standpoints in encounter with,

or relation to, the knowledges of others - but it does mean,
for instance, that Black feminist thought could not (only)
be produced by white women, or black or white men (though

they could, perhaps contribute to its production)).¢ Stand-
point theory also stresses the importance of experience in
its emphasis on the tensions, contradictions or disjunctions
encountered or confronted by knowers (especially in the ways
and respects that knowers are marginalised or subjugated by
dominant practices and conceptual schemes) that can be
utilized productively as a problematique, or source of
insight or critique, by these knowers.

So standpoint theory generally makes quite a lot of use
of some concept of experience, but the concept it wutilises
bears 1little relation to the understanding of experience
relied on by it's critics. Firstly, these critics often
mention it in connection with the idea that certain modes of

thinking or being typify a male/ female dichotomy - thus

¢ See Sandra Harding Whose Science? pp277-84 for a discus-
sion of the possibility of male feminists and locating
oneself 1in relation to the standpoints of others. (See
also Alison Jaggar p387, Kathleen Lennon pl4, and the
contributors to Alice Jardine and Paul Smith (eds) Men in
Feminism (Methuen London 1987) especially:

Steven Heath Male Feminism

Terry Eagleton Response

Robert Scholes Reading Like a Man

Rosi Braidotti .Envy: Or With your Brains and my Looks
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rationality/ theorising is held to be 'masculine’ whereas an

emphasis on experience is seen as reflecting a female way of

being in the world.” But any contrast should definitely

not
have to be seen as one between ’experience’ (typified
misleadingly as somehow ’biological’ or ‘intuitive’) and

'rationality’. Indeed, there is no obvious or necessary

opposition between the two - what contrast there is to be

made, is between approaches that take people’s experiences

seriously, as the situated, particular and provisional
"grounding’ (for want of a better term, though not intended
in any absolute or foundationalist sense - see later) of

their attempts to understand the world; and those that
falsely ’objectify’ - that ignore or deny the importance of

people’s experiences and locatedness in shaping and limiting

the knowledge they produce. A concern with experience by no
means precludes rationality or theorising, nor necessarily
associates - such activities with men and masculinity; nor

sees experience as somehow intuitively or ©physically or
transparently apprehended; nor appeals to some unique female
capacity. In so far as any standpoint theorists describe
conceptions of ’objectivity’, 'rationality’ etc. as "male’
it is not implied that they typify any ’essential’ male
traits or characteristics; but that dominant theories about
knowledge have been developed from the perspective of
privelaged white western males, and that these theories

reflect that location without taking it critically into

7 See e.g. Halberg pb
Grant pp99-107
Hawkesworth Knowers pp539,540,543
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account.

Standpoint theory does not depend on assumptions about

what Halberg calls "a special women’s knowing from exper-

ience"® (different to that of men’s); the use of gender
categories "to distinguish between male and female reason-
ing”.? (She says it is only when so used that she finds the
idea of knowing from experience "suspect and doubtful" and
that she would find "the basic idea acceptable, if it were
extended to all kinds of experience and knowing and not only
women's. If we recognise all thinking as social, the
assumption would cease to be problematic” she says.!® Though
she says this in criticism of standpoint theories and the

possibilities of feminist epistemologies in general,!! it

actually stands in their favour, as no standpoint theorist

argues that onl/y women know through experience, or fails to
recognise all thinking as social. One of the primary
features of standpoint theory is that it does see all

knowledge and thought as socially produced and located,
seeing it as being shaped and limited by all knowers’
socially situated experience. [t is not, as Halberg puts it,

that men and women "have different ways to knowledge"!?Z?in

® Halberg.p5

1bid pb

1o Ibid pb

i1 Halberg describes herself as doubtful of the possibility
of feminist epistemologies (she refers specifically to
Sandra Harding as a proponent of them) - both as a

radical critique of traditional philosophy and as a
"]Jogical and coherent alternative to them" p3

t21bid pb
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some gender specific sense (e.g. they have different capaci-
ties depending on whether they are male or female) it is
simply a recognition of the fact that as far as people’s

lives are structured by relations of discrimination and

domination like sexism and racism, it will tend to 'make a

difference’ in terms of the kind of activities they typi-
cally underéake, the circumstances they inhabit, the ways
others relate to them, the possibilities open to them or the
constraints upon them, and so on; depending on how they are
located along these axes, and that this will influence what
they come to know. Standpoint theorists argue that everyone
knows the world from a specific somewhere within it; from a
particular complex social and historical location; and that
as knowledge is the product of a relation between knowers
and ’'the world’, a knower’s situation and experience will
affect the knowledge they produce.

Mary Hawkesworth (correctly) describes feminist stand-
point theories as "arguing that knowledge is always mediated
by a host of factors related to an individual's particular
position in a determinate sociopolitical formation at a
specific point in history. Class, race and gender necessar-
ily structure the individual’s understanding of reality and
hence inform all knowledge claims."*3® Yet, having said this,
she goes on herself to argue for turning the emphasis away

"from questions about knowers to claims about the known";'*

describing a focus on the sources of people’s knowledge

13 Hawkesworth Knowers p536

14 1bid p538
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(rather than solely on the validity of the specific claims

they make) as including "psychological and functionalist

argumentsm:s - ’'psychological’ in terms of imputed ’'male’
’needs’ or ’desires’, ’functionalist® in terms of the
imputed ’'needs’/ interests of groups, systems etc,. In a

later article (a reply to critical comments on the one
discussed herel)!® she again characterises approaches that
emphasize ’'knowers’ rather than confining themselves to the
’known’ as ’'subjectivist’, arguing instead for and
'objectivist’ approach that concentrates on investigating
the validity of knowledge claims. She warns against what she
sees as "too facile a «conflation of epistemology and
psychology” and describes "claims about the origins of one’s
opponents views" as involving "an illegitimate ad hominem
attack".!?

I have already stated that I do not think that
standpoint theory needs to, or should, rely on any concepts
of ’"interests’ (see first two chapters on standpoint theory)
and | probably share Hawkesworth’s views on ’speculative
psychological notions’ about male and female psyches or
identities. But, I would claim that a recognition of the
importance of a knower’s social situation and experience in
no way needs involve theories about psychological needs and
drives etc, as she seems to suppose. To claim, for instance,

that a white person will most likely have a different

135 1bid see ppb39-542

16 Sge Hawkesworth Reply to Hekman and Reply to Shogan in
Signs Vol 15 no.21 (1990) pp420-423 and pp426-428

17 [bid p426
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experience, understanding and self-conception regarding the
nature of racism and her or his relation to it, than a Black
person, 1is not, I think, to make psychological claims, or
illegitimate attacks, but merely to state something about

the partial and perspectival nature of human conceptualisa-
tion that needs to be taken account of (and be taken account
of in assessing what is ’known’.)

Hawkesworth discusses reference to experience in terms
of appeals to a female embodiedness or intuition that
supposedly allows women "through their unique experience"”
"to grasp the truth about the world" or "produce an accurate
depiction of reality";'® arguing that such approaches rely
on presumptions that an unmediated grasp of reality is
possible, and "fail to grasp the manifold ways in which all
human experiences... are mediated by theoretical presupposi-
tions embedded in language and culture”".!? Halberg too
argues in criticism of a concern with experience, that
experiences are always "interpreted differently in different
social contexts",?° and that though it seems "plausible to
argue that there exists a shared material world which is
part of experience”™ it is not "directly given" but is rather
"mediated, verbalized and interpreted in socially consti-

tuted forms."2! Experiences, she says, are "not contextually

independent™” and their interpretation "is inf luenced,

18 Hawkesworth Knowers pp543-545
1?2 1bid pb544
2oHalberg pb

z1 [pid p5
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confronted and questioned by other... interpretations".22 No

adequate consideration of experience, however, need assume

otherwise in the first place.

Theorists concerned with experience, like Stanley and

Wise, and various standpoint theorists like Dorothy Smith,
recognize that we do not experience things in any transpar-
ent or immediate way - that we necessarily attempt to
understand what we are experiencing as it occurs:; that what

an experience is depends on what we interpret and construct

it to be; that its meaning depends on the context in which

it occurs and how we understand that. What we feel is not
'given’ in some direct or unproblematic sense, but depends,
as those emphasising experience usually acknowledge, on how

it 1is interpreted within its specific social/ historical/
discursive/ conceptual location. All experience has to be
conceptualised, understood in some way, in order to exper-
ience it as something, on order to 'know’ what is going on,
in order to be able to respond. This interpretation of
experience 1is not a separate act we perform on a ’brute’
experience awaiting conceptualization - our experience |is
not a passive absorbtion of sensation or information which
we later attempt to understand or give meaning to - rather
we are actually interpreting our experience as it happens.?3

Experience 1s itself interpretive (though we can obviously

22 Ibid pbd

23 (Judith Grant, however, claims that "Experience simply
exists" (pll13) and does seem to see experience as somehow
"primitive"™, wunreflective and unmediated - a basis for

interpretation, perhaps, but not interpretive itself.)
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further interpret and reinterpret it); it is contextually

dependant and conditioned - but this does not mean, as those

critics who point this out seem to imply, that it is not

epistemologically significant, - that its mediated and
situated nature somehow disqualify it from serious attention
(for if that was the case, everything would be so disquali-
fied).

Recognizing the significance of experience in no way
necessitates regarding it as transparent, directly apprehen-
ded, given to the senses, or, as Grant says (referring to
theorists like Mary Daly and the *French Feminist’s) that
"the primary experience of everyone is of the sexual self
énd the body."?* She claims herself that experience "tends
to always draw the theorist back to biological women, "2% and
indeed her discussion of experience tends to give the
impression that experience is somehow ’biologically’ ©based,
rather than seeing it as socially shaped. On the view I am
defending, 'women'’ denotes not a ’biological’ 'natural
kind’, but a social/ political category; and one's ’gender’
(location) is significant not because one’s 'biology’ shapes
one’s experience in determinate ways; but because 1in a
society that categorizes and discriminates between people on
the basis of a concept of gendered difference and 1inequa-
lity, people’s experiences of the world, and thus their
understandings of 1it, will be crucially mediated by where

they are placed in respect of these divisions - not because

24 Grant pl0O4

23 |bid pl1l1i2
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of any essential psychological or biological capacities they

might be imputed to possess. Thus when Grant criticizes "the

implicit assertion that the sex of one’'s body is at least as

significant as the condition of one’s mind"2¢ | do not see

’the condition of one’s mind’ as entirely separable from
one’s (gendered) body; not because one’'s physical make-up in
terms of various organs, hormones or whatever directly
affect one’s thought, but because the categorisation of ’the
sex of one’s body’ is a crucial aspect of one’'s location
within social and discursive relations. She says it "is not
obvious... precisely what it is about the female reproduc-
tive system that would make women think differently from
men"?? - the concern, however should not be seen as about
’the female reproductive system’ conceived of of as some
kind of uncontested biological entity, and "natural’/ physi-
cal source or marker of difference; but with the meanings
attributed to Tit’, the ways in which ’it’ is constructed
and understood and experienced;- with the social and politi-
cal consequences which stem from these, which shape people’s
beliefs about themselves and others.

Marnia Lazreg also sees contemporary feminism as
locating experience in the ©body.%?® ©She claims that
"according to Harding, a feminist science is based on the
women’s experience as it is expressed in menstruation,

abortion and self-health care” and that Harding 1is thus

26 [bid pl05
27 [bid pl106

28 g,g., Lazreg Women’s Experience p24
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"unable to escape the problematique of the body".2% This

though, is a definite misrepresentation of Harding’s posi-

tion - Harding has always been the standpoint <(inclined)

theorist most wary of an uncritical attitude towards exper-

ience®® and certainly doesn’t consider it as primarily
'bodily’. (Harding specifically points out®! that none of

the claims made by standpoint theory "suggests that biologi-
cal differences between women and men provide the resources
for feminist analysis". She rejects any notion of grounding
a feminist standpoint in women’s T"spontaneous conscious-

ness", any 1idea that "individual experience provides a

uniquely legitimating criterion for identifying preferable

or less false beliefs”.®2 She emphasizes the socially and
historically mediated nature of experience, the fact that
what can appear ’'natural’ or ’'obvious’ or ’intuitive' 9or

'common sense’ may not be so, that women (and feminists) can
be wrong about their experience just like anyone else. While
a feminist standpoint might begin from and wuse people’s
experiences, it considers them critically and reflexively;
attempts to locate and understand them contextually).

The actual passage to which Lazreg refers to above®® is
in fact a discussion, by Harding, of the work of Hilary

Rose, and goes "In its consideration of such biological and

27 1bid pl0

30see e.g. Harding Whose Science? ppl23, 249, 269, 271,
286/7, 294/5

31 1bid p133
321bid p269

33SHarding The Science Question ppl42-5
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medical issues as menstruation, abortion and self examina-

tion and self-health care, [Rose argues thatl the women’s

movement fuses "subjective and objective knowledge in such a

way as to make new knowledge"".34 Rose argues that

such
knowledge overcomes Cartesian dualisms and fuses "the
personal, the social and the biological™. Certainly abor-

tion, self health care (and menstruation) are political and
social phenomena as much, or more than they are biological
or bodily.®*® Standpoint and other similar feminist theorists
do not "locate experience in the body", though they do see
’the body’s’ situatedness as locating experience spatially,

socially etec. They do not ignore or deny physicality,

s41bid pl43

S%Lazreg also tends towards a misunderstanding of Dorothy

Smith’s position, saying that "while an adequate know-
ledge of what women do on a daily basis is welcome, it is
essential to Dbear in mind that women’s lives are also

affected by what they do not do "in the everyday world"
(p7). But this latter is precisely the point that Dorothy
Smith herself repeatedly emphasizes. Lazreg claims that
"the feminist position" "does not recognise that an
epistemology based on experience may not yield access to
knowledge of the social structures within which exper-
ience takes place or to the social antecedents of that
same experience”™ (pl4). Dorothy Smith’s argument is that
everyday experience can be critically and reflexively
explored and explicated to expose its social conditions.
Likewise, of Alison Jaggar’s position she says that
"implicitly, the women’s standpoint is seen as neutral in
the sense of not being interest bound” (Lazreg argues
that 1t would still reflect the interests of one ¢group
only) (p18). But Jaggar very specifically sees a 'women’s
standpoint’ as reflecting ’'women’s’ 'interests’® - the
problematic aspect of her position (besides difficulties
with the whole notion of ’interests’ and her use of the
category ‘'women’ in this case) is that she sees their
interests as somehow being linked to truth. (Lazreg sees
feminist (and "masculinist’) views as partial, but argues
for the need of a ’standpoint’ that transcends them both,
and 1is therefore not partial or interested or gender
based) (see p25 as well)
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embodiedness, the sensory and sensual etc (because they see

"the body’ as entwined and interacting with, mutually affec-

ting, the "mental’ and emotional, social and discursive etc

and ultimately not entirely seperable from them) but neither
do they go to the opposite extreme and concentrate on, or
exalt it to the neglect of other factors; or see ’the body’
as somehow given or natural or uncontested, Lazreg 1is, I
think, therefore, mistaken, to call for a theoretical effort

that "frees itself of the body, be it men’s or womens".3#

Traditional epistemology has equated subjectivity/ exper-

ience with the ’bodily’ and non-knowledge. This conception,
and the dualisms upon which it is based, should not be
_accepted in calling for a "rational’ theoretical approach

that denies or rejects the bodily, the experiential or the
subjective, (Lazreg calls for a "neo-rationalist approach"”
as opposed to what she sees as "a subjectivist epistemology
based on the body",37 though she does allow that‘experience

may ’'provide insights’ or be used as a way of defining a

3¢ lLazreg Women’s Experience pl4

7 1bid p2b
Lazreg’s concentration on 'bodily’ difference emerges
again when she calls for "the present feminist focus on
incontravertable differences between men and women to be
rethought™ in relation to a statement about men appar-
ently also experiencing bodily changes usually associated
only with women (p23). Differences between men and women,

in my kind of position are not ’biological’ or bodily,
but political - to do with where 'women’ are located
structurally 1in relation to "men’. I do not presuppose
any given or natural or ’'biological’ difference between
'men’ and 'women’, and see such 'differences’ more as
*consequences’ of gender categories and divisions, than
'causes' or ’grounds’ or explanations for them. What (if

any) 'differences’ there would be if gender was no longer
a structuring distinction ! don’t know, but they would no
longer be quite the ones operant here and now.
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’problematique’,)se

Lazreg sees feminist epistemologists’ concept of exper-

ience as belonging "to a classical empiricist tradition, the
very source" of the positivist science they otherwise
oppose.®? Though her discussion of 'experience’ fits in with
an empiricist conception (she speaks of giving "a privelaged
status to immediate experience",*° of experience "as the
only source of valid knowledge",4! of women "as mere shells
filled with the sum of their sense perceptions")*? the
feminist (standpoint especially) conception of experience is
very different. 'Experience’ in this sense, is, as | have
said before, "lived experience’, not the narrower ’sense
perception’ of empiricism. As such it is not confined to the
sense organs, but involves the whole person physically,
mentally, emotionally, socially. It is not presumed to be an
immediate given but recognised to be mediated, constructed,

interpreted. It is inherently social and political, and it

conceives of this in terms of location - all experience is

38 In another article,on Feminism and Difference in Marianne
Hirsch and Evelyn Fox Keller (eds) Conflicts in Feminism
(Routledge London 1980) (see discussion later on in
relation to "difference’) Lazreg says "What is needed is
a phenomenology of women’s lived experience... such a
phenomenology would not be a mere description of the
subjective meaning of women’s experience. Rather, it
would be the search for the organizing principles of
women’s lived reality as it intersects with men’s."
(p337) Here 1 <(and I am sure Harding and ©Smith and
Jaggar) would be in agreement with her.

3% Lazreg Women’s Experience p2, see also plS
“°Jbid p23
41 ]bid plb

42 bid p27
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seen as specifically socially and historically situated.

’Subjects’ of experience are thus (unlike empiricism) not

presumed to be all alike; as their position in society will

condition +their experience both in terms of what ’happens’

to them or what they are able to do, and how this can be

understood or conceptualized. Thus, contrary to claims like

those of Hawkesworth (that we can or should concentrate

simply on ’what 1is known’, or the validity of what is
claimed, and not on knowers or the sources of their
knowledge)*3s "it does" as Harding says "make a difference

who says what and when"** and to whom.*®

Regarding this, Grant sees what she calls
"experientialism”" as "a dangerous repudiation of the Enligh-
tenment™ leading to a tendency to judge human beings "not by
what they do or say, but by what they are".*® If we allow
(as we must) that women have different experiences, she sees
no way on a "perspectives approach"” that anyone "can
logically refute the experiences of another who has, it is
claimed merely had different experiences".*?’ She says that

"experiences are subjective and <cannot be proven or

*3see Hawkesworth Knowers pp538,544
4*4S5See Harding Whose Science? p269

S 1bid p283
(Hawkesworth discusses the 'situatedness’ of knowers not

in connection with standpoint theory, but postmoder-
nism. (p554) But though she says the latter has a lot to
recommend 1it, its defects (among which she sees as a

slide into relativism) militate against an uncritical
adoption of &all its tenets by feminist epistemology
(p555))

4¢ Grant pl1lZ2

+7 1bid p110



disproven per se" and that the implication of this (as

she
sees it, "radically relativistic™) approach is that mall
experiences must be valid,” that "there is no way to decide

among competing world views".*® ( Hawkesworth also sees what
she describes as appeals to intuition or the immediate
apprehension of reality, as precluding the possibility of
rational debate, or adjudication in dispute, since such
claims couldn’t, she thinks, be refuted by others apprehen-
sions).*? But a recognition that all knowing 1is necessary
experientially informed, partial and perspectival, need not
involve rejection of the idea that some perspectives can be
epistemologically advantageous in varying respects and to
varying degrees, or that one perspective cannot be used to
criticize, challenge or evaluate another. Perspectives do
not have to be seen as separate and unrelated views which
cannot be compared; but as attempts from different locations
to gain understanding of an interconnected complex social
world which ’'supports’ or relates all our different exper-
iences of it. Different perspectives can thus be seen as
mutually critical, mutually interrogative, mutually informa-
tive in a way that does not at all preclude ’debate’.

The difficulty comes, I think, from a misconception of
what taking experience ’seriously’ or as 'valid’ involves.
Grant, using the example of feminist debates around S/M,
claims that from the point of 'female experience’ both sets

of experiences (of those women defending, and those condem-

+8 [bid pl10

+* Hawkesworth Knowers p545
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ning S/M) must bevtéken seriously.®° To which | would reply
'of course’. The problem arises with her next sentence
(which by no means follows from the first) as she states,
unjustifiably, that thus "contradictory arguments must
simultaneously be true."%! But taking people’s understanding
of their experiences seriously, does not imply that we have
to say that they cannot be mistaken; that their interpreta-
tions can’t be challenged, cannot be revised or amended 1in
the light of further information. Certainly, it does not
imply that everything anyone says regarding their experience
is true. We know that experiences are open to differing
interpretations, can be reinterpreted, and that we can
actually be wrong about them. The undoubted ’realness’ of
our experience does not necessarily entail the ’rightness’
of our understanding of it. However important experience is,
it cannot alone ensure the adequacy of our beliefs (as
critics sometimes characterise the claim). Our understanding
does not follow automatically from some obvious or
'intrinsic® nature of an experience, but depends on our
previous (interpreted) experience, our stock of knowledge,
the céncepts and discourses available to us, our understan-
ding of the circumstances in which the experience occurs,
and so on; so that it is far from fixed or inevitable. We
still need other criteria to discriminate and judge between
possible or rival interpretations.

But having said this, neither is assessing or interpre-

soGrant plil

s1]bid pl1l
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ting our experience a matter of whim, or free

choice.
Experience isn’t everything, but it certainly doesn’t count
for nothing - far from it. For though it is not transparent

to our understanding, neither can our understandings ignore
or float free of it, or make of it just what we will -
experience provides us with a definite "something’ that has

to be taken account of, or accommodated in our theories. How

we understand our experience is, as | have said, in no way
given; but neither is it absolutely open - you cannot
interpret or understand it just anyhow - it places definite

constraints on how we can come to describe the world, what
we can come to believe, what we can say or know. Our
experience marks the site of our basic relationship with the
world, it is our ’'point of contact’, our ’'grounding’s? in
the wider reality of which we are part. We are not seperate,
detached beings who view the world ’from nowhere’, or who
can invent or describe the world as we like; but connected
and sitgated knowers who come to know the world from
somewhere within it through our experience of it, via the
constraints it places upon us in our interaction with it,
the possibilities that open to us in our practice within it.

This seems sometimes to be overlooked, or even denied,
by theorists concentrating largely in discourse; seeing
everything as discursively constructed without acknowledging
how these discourses, while indeed shaping and creating our
conceptions of ’'reality’, are themselves shaped and con-

strained by (more material) ’reality’ both at the level of

s25ge next chapter.
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our experience, of our contact and interaction with the
world we are situated in, and of the level! of ‘’wider’

reality that structures and limits what experiences we can
be exposed to, what discourses and concepts etc we will have

available to us to make sense of them. It seems sometimes as
though they present wus with world consisting only of
competing discourses, amongst which we may choose; but not
on the basis of anything in any sense 'outside’ discourse,
anything +to any degree independent of it. For in this
picture, any ideas, information, needs, desires or whatever
we may use as basis for evaluating, rejecting or accepting
discourses are themselves radically discursively construc-
ted, as are we ourselves, and what we conceive of as
reality. Now this is indeed so, in a way, but it ignores the
extent to which discourses themselves, at the same time, are
in some way ’'reflections’ or products of a, to some degree
discursively independent, though interrelated ’reality’.

I stress this because it seems to me that there are
phenomena or states or feelings, even knowledges that we can
have, which are, to some and in varying extents, ’outside’
of discourse. Many theorists seem to claim that we can only
have knowledge, can only conceptualise, can only think about
things, within and using language. This seems to me to be
definitely wrong - there are so many things: sensations,
feelings, impressions, meanings, memories that I/ we have
and recognize and use, that just cannot be put into words,
that there are not the words or concepts or discourses to

express or evoke. I don’t mean that they are somehow

intrinsically or inevitably outside language, or that they
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could not one day be, or are not, in another place/ time/
language, verbally conceptualized - most, at least, could
be, given suitable conditions.®3 What I do claim, though, 1is
that right here and now, there are many things which we
experience which we recognize that we haven’t the words for,
that we cannot express accurately or adequately in the
language/ discourses available to us, and that which no
discourse seems to capture or allow. The things that most
readily spring to my mind are those connected with sexua-
lity, ecstatic or drug induced states where the lack of
adequate language probably reflects social/ political prohi-
bitions and restrictions but it also applies to music and
all sorts of other areas. I don’t wish to imply that there
is anything essential or unmediated about these phenomena -

it is just that they are non-verbal, non-propositional, non-

discursive; and that what this means, is that all is
definitely not a matter of language or discourse for if
they were all we had available to us, we would not be able

to recognize and explore what is not within them. There is a
definite something in our experience that is not reliant on
language or discourse; that is to some extent independent of
it. To put it another way, interpretations are interpreta-
tions of something; even if that something is in a sense
constructed or made into what it is by the interpretation

itself. Our 'descriptions’ of the 'world’ are descriptions,

53 (though I don’t think verbal language will ever be the be
all and end all of human conceptualization and communica-
tion - some things like music or visual images capture,
express or evoke some things far better than words can)
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not inventions, they do refer®* and relate to something that

they are descriptions of, even as we acknowledge their

contingency and mediation, their social construction.

On a ’"competing discourses’ sort of picture all we could
be able to do is choose between available discourses, on the

basis of ©previous discourses we had been exposed to

and
constructed by; - whereas in 'real-life’' we can reject
discourses in the absence of an alternative, we can know

that the words available to us are inadequate to describe
that we feel; we can know that the use of certain words or
concepts distorts or mis-describes what we experience, even
though we have no others; we can know that available
discourses Just do not capture the ’reality’ of our lives,
while mnot having access to anything more adequate (yet), 5"
This is where standpoint theory has particular appeal, as it
emphasises, utilises and operates within the gaps and
contradictions between one’s experiences of the world and
the discourses and theories available to conceptualise them
in. In my own experience it has often been precisely these
’disjunctions’ or 'lines of fault’ to use Dorothy Smith's

phrases that have served as an impetus and resource in

54See Robert Scholes’ Reference and Difference chapter 6 in
Textual Power: Literary Theory and the Teaching of
English (Yale University Press N.Y. 1985) which bears on
these points. (Scholes argues that we need to keep hold
of the referential aspect of language and not see it
purely as a system of differences.)
See also his Reading Like a Man in Alice Jardine and Paul
Smith (eds) Men in Feminism. Scholes says that experience
is mnot Jjust a construct but something that constructs
(p215)

ssThis connects to the ’problem with no name’ type of
phenomena discussed wunder feminist standpoint theory
earlier.
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critically questioning dominant theories (as well as re-

examining my own experience). These ’disjunctions’ occur as

well within an individual’s experience or self understan-

dings - between different aspects of their lives or social

location; and between differently situated individuals with
different experiences and understandings,

producing tensions
which serve to establish a problematique, a place from which
to explore the world and our own situations within 1it. I
will return to the issue here very briefly alluded to, that
of negotiating, or understanding across differences, in
later chapters. In the following chapter I will continue

with objections to standpoint theory, namely its supposed

'foundationalism’, 'essentialism’ and universalism’.
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11

OBJECTIONS TO STANDPOINT THEGORY

Foundationalism, Universalism, Essentialism

Standpoint theories call for beginning enguiry in

people’s complex and sometimes contradictory experience,

Sometimes this has been described in terms of a ’grounding’
in experience, and I have myself used this term once or
twice (Harding, for one, resists it). But when I have done

so I have intended it not in any absclute or foundationalist
sense, but in the sense of where an inquiry is (contingently
and provisionally) located - where it begins from socially
and conceptually. All thought proceeds from a particular
complex situation, and though the more "material’,
structural aspects of this location are relatively fixed (in
that one cannot change ’'gender’ or ’race’ at will - though
their meanings and consequences can change with different
contexts) other aspects of one’s location and one’s under-
standings of oneself and one’s situation can change (within
limits), so that a questioning and re-examination of one’'s
accepted or taken for granted beliefs can alter the concep-
tual/ theoretical 'ground’ that one begins from (hence 1its
provisional nature). 1 refer to this process of revision
both in the self-conscious sense related to the ’strong
objectivity’/ reflexivity of Sandra Harding; and also in the

sense that | would claim that all thought proceeds in this



way to different extents - all phenomena are understood not

in isolation but in relation to (a conception of) the
context they occur in, within a larger

conceptual back-

ground, and thus any change or challenge to this requires
some accommodation in order to deal with it.

But this conceptual ’ground’ (if you call it that - you
don’t have to) is not a ’foundational’ one in that it
doesn’t provide foundations - it doesn’t provide the stabi-
lity, security or certainty desired by foundationalist
epistemologies. One’s situated experience or interaction
with the world is the location from which we come to know -
we all have to know the world from somewhere. But that
'somewhere’ (those multiple and specific 'somewheres’)
though crucial to the knowledge we produce, are not episte-
mologically secure or uncontested; they are neither obvious
or stable. A standpoint theory along the lines of Harding’s
(or mine) calls for our situatedness to be acknowledged, and
for our epistemological locations (which are both and at the
same time, material/ political and conceptual/ theoretical)
to be continually and critically examined - they are thus
changing, under tension and in the process of revision, and
cannot do the work a foundationalist account would require
of them.

I stress this because a common criticism of standpoint
theory 1is its supposed foundationalism - specifically its
supposed "use of experience as a foundation [for its] theory

of knowledge",' or its supposed claim that "social position

',azreg Women’s Experience pl9
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in society 1is the ultimate guarantee 1in truth-finding

procedures or practices".? This question of foundations is
often linked by critics to the whole problem of objectivism/
relativism. Halberg defines an "objectivist view” as

"one

which holds on to a conviction concerning some kind of

foundations for knowledge"® and then goes on to say, quite

blithely, that "the feminist version of objectivism 1is
referred to as "feminist standpoint epistemology”™, which,
she says, "is founded on the c¢laim that women have a
cognitively privelaged position in society, so that their
knowledge 15 superior to men’s knowledge. This privelaged
position 1is taken to be rooted, or grounded by, women’s
experiences"*. This, she says, is challenged by postmoder-
nist thinking, whose ©position, she says, is "really a
radical one, because it challenges what was at the heart of
the entire Enlightenment project, viz - the very idea of a
foundation for Knowledge".?® Postmodernist challenges
"undermine the feminist epistemological project™ because
they claim that "[alll thought is biased and there exists no
position from which a correct view, in an absolute sense,
may be grounded".®

Now this last claim (besides the word 'biased’ which

holds gquite an objectivist ring to me) is one that stand-

2Halberg p4
SIibid p4
“lbid p4
SIbid p4

¢ Ibid p4



point and indeed most/ all feminist epistemologists would
quite happily asgree with., Yet Halberg sees feminist episte-
mology as being untenable unless it can defend the idea of

"a cognitively privelaged position"” (which she means in an

absolute/ foundationalist sense, not in the sense implied by

feminist standpoint theory) - the crucial issue being for

her the &extent to which "it is tenable to uphold women's
experience as a legitimation of a grounding for knowledge".’
But it 1is she herself who assumes that standpoint theory
relies on such a foundation (in order that she might then
reject it).é® Standpoint theory does not assume that
(anyone’s) experience provides them with a guaranteed access
to truth, or a firm or certain ground upon which to build
knowledge.” What it does argue is that the epistemological
role of experience should be acknowledged, and that that
experience should be considered in relation to the complex
situation in which it is located. (But if standpoint theory
does not take &experience (or position) as providing a

foundation, neither does it go to the opposite extreme and

see one’s experience and location as having no significance

or bearing on knowledge - it certainly doesn’t see knowledge

as floating free of experience, or having no hold or basis

in material (experienced) reality - it just argues that that
71bid p4

8 Ibid see pb6

*See Harding Whose Science? ppl37,167 where she states
that though the articulation of women’s experiences does
play an important role in feminist epistemologies,
standpoint theory does not hold that experience provides
knowledge with firm foundations.
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basis cannot be tfeated as foundational.
Halberg’s wuse of "bias"'° leads to some unnecessary
difficulties - describing things in terms of the male 'bias’
of traditional theories, she describes the difficulty for
feminist epistemology as either (1) - acknowledging that
feminist knowledge is also biased, which, she says, leaves
us facing the kind of relativism-which entails that differ-
ent theories are equally true/ false; or (2) - explaining
why feminist knowledge is not biased (the 'objectivist?
approach she sees standpoint theory as following - truth
presumably being seen by her as following vunproblematically
from ’'women’s experiences’l.!!' Yet what she terms 'bias’
(let’s «call it perspectivity/ social mediation/ situated-
ness) is not necessarily opposed to truth - you could for
instance be both 'biased’ and "right’ (in a non-relativist
sense).'? Halberg says "unless one supposes that male biased
theories somehow misdescribe reality and misrepresent how
things are, it is difficult to make sense of much feminist
criticism".!3 (Feminist criticism, of course, does suppose
that these theories misdescribe reality, vet not simply

because they are ’'male biased’.) This assumption, however,

says Halberg "leads to some kind of objectivism, but

19 Hawkesworth Knowers pb5b6 also talks of feminist analyses
refuting androcentric "bias".

'1Halberg p4

12 1f you wanted to describe it in terms of 'bias’ you
would have to see bias in terms of a non-acknowledgement
of locatedness/ perspectivity/ mediation. Feminist

theory would then not be (or would be less) 'biased’
because it sees itself as situated and mediated.

13Halberg p4
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objectivism is at the same time associated with a masculine

epistemology which feminism sets out to oppose. Thus we land
in the difficult situation of having to defend a kind of
'feminist objectivism’ while rejecting all other kinds of
objectivist «claims. Consequently feminist epistemclogists
need very strong and convincing arguments."!'* Feminist
(standpoint) epistemologists however do not defend objecti-
vism, but defend a (revised/ improved) concept of objecti-
vity against objectivist (and relativist) constructions of
it. And they do, I think, have convincing arguments for it.
But they do not, as Halberg claims, "have to answer some
complicated questions about why women and/ or feminists have
correct versions of how things really are, and why they are
the only ones who enjoy this privelaged position".!s
Feminist standpoint theorists do not, of course, argue
that only feminists can, or do, have a correct version of
how things really are (and they certainly would not argue
that 'women’ do). They do see feminist theories as better
than the ’'traditional’ 'white male western’ produced
theories they criticize, (for all the contingent, histori-
cal, situated reasons | outlined earlier in my discussion of
standpoint theory) but they would not presume themselves to
be totally correct (in the sense of not being open to
improvement/ correction/ revision.,) Feminist theorists con-

centrate on gendered relations, but as these relations

cannot be completely separated out from other relations like

141bid p4

15 [bid p4
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those of race and class; and as feminist theorists acknow-

ledge that their experience and beliefs are mediated by

their location within all these interacting relations, they
recognize that their claims are open to challenge from, and
informing by, those who are located differently. Feminist

theorists see the greater adequacy of their theories (in
relation to dominant/ traditional ones) as stemming from
their wunderstanding of phenomena in terms of gendered
structures and locations, not simply from their attention to
women’s lives and experiences (though the latter are an
important resource in exploring gendered relations).
Certainly feminist +theory does not consist in a mere
articulation of women’s experiences, nor follow automati-
cally from, or depend upon, a certain type of experience as
some critics seem to suppose.?!®

And as all these critics point out, the same experien-
ces are not shared by all women; women are always inserted
in different social relations and do not live through

*similar’ experiences 1in the same ways.!?” But standpoint

theorists do not 'forget’ as Susan Hekman puts 1it, that
women "are always found in particular situations within
16 Halberg says that, if tenable, the argument rests on

premises which postulate very similar and gender speci-
fic experiences within each sex (pb)

Hawkesworth speaks of a ’woman’s standpoint’ founded the
*universal experiences of women’ Knowers (pS544).

Grant argues that "all woman would have to have a set of
experiences distinct enough to set them definitely apart
from men" (pl08)

17 cee eg Halberg p5, Grant ppl108-110



varying social and historical contexts";'® nor do they
assert a "homogeneous women’s experience" which fails to do
justice to "the multiplicity and diversity of women’s exper-

iences, and the powerful ways in which race, class, ethni-

city, culture and language structure the individual’s
understanding of the worlid".t” Standpoint theory does not
suppose that all women share the some experiences, or that
they have certain specific experiences ’'as women’. The claim
that they do, arises, I think, from the critics misunder-
standing of standpoint theory - most seem to conceive of
(and describe) it in terms of a perspective - a putative
'woman'’s perspective’??® based on a supposedly common or
homogeneous experience or position - a claim that all women
see the world from one or the same location, similarly
experienced.?!

But the claim is not, as Dorothy Smith emphasizes, that
women share a common experience or viewpoint - they do not
have the same perspective. What they do have in common are
the social and economic relations which structure and

condition their lives,?? one of the most crucial among these

being gender relations. What ’women’ have in common is their

18 Hekman plZ8
1? Hawkesworth Knowers pb46

20 g5ge Hawkesworth Knowers pb538, also pb46; see also
Halberg p6, Hekman pl128, Grant pl10

21This is highlighted by Hawkesworth's claim that if we
substitute ’'feminist’ for a ’'woman’s’ perspective, we
still have the problem of positing an wunique set of
'feminist’ experiences to ground it. (p546)

22 gge Dorothy Smith The Everyday World pp78,86,107.
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categorization as ’female’ within structures that heirarchi-
cally divide and discriminate on the basis of gender

dichotomies, which contributes significantly towards the

ways their lives are conditioned.z3 But how they experience

"being female’, what it means what its social consequences
will be, will depend on, and differ according to, the effect
of the other aspects shaping different women’s lives. This
does mnot mean that there will be no similarities of
experience and perspective among variously located woman, 24
but they will depend in nature and extent on the historical/
political context, and cannot be specified in advance. They
will also cut differently along different axes - different
women will have different similarities and differences to
both other women and variously located men. But a recogni-
tion that there are these differenées of experience and
location amongst ’*women’ does not lead to the difficulties

that many, like Halberg, Hawkesworth and Grant presume -

namely that of an unstoppable fragmentation, a ’'multipli-

23These gender divisions are seen by feminists as oppres-
sive; both because their oppositional either/ or
construction can be seen as constraining and exclusion-
ary of alternatives or other arrangements of character-
istics, capacities and behaviours; and because their
heirarchical construction causes one pole of the dicho-
tomy to be negatively defined and valued, with negative
consequences for those who instantiate +this gender
position, (relative to those otherwise similarly located
who occupy the privelaged gender location). Thus Stanley
and Wise argue that women share "experiences of oppres-
sion"” though mnot the same or specific experiences of
oppression (Method, Methodology and Epistemology p2l)

24 Absolute difference being as unlikely (and unhelpful) as
absolute sameness., Difference and sameness interact
dialectically - we only recognize one against a context
or assumption of the other; and exploration of either
proceeds via a to and fro, shifting motion between them.



cation’ of groups and ’interests’ which ends up at best, in

a "trivial and politically contradictory pluralism™, at

worst in an "extreme subjectivism"™ or ‘"radical relati-
vism".2%9

For, as | have said, although there are indeed differ-
ences, there are al/so commomalities, and koth have to be
acknowledged and explained. Some differences (and commonali-
ties) are relatively ’innocent’, such as the products, say,
of living in different/ similar climates/ geographical
parts of the world. Others are differences of power, which
have to be recognized as such in order to be challenged and
opposed. There are also similarities of political location,
commonalities of goal or vision which can be utilized and
built upon, or after critical examination, rejected. For
none of these latter differences or similarities are arbi-
trary, or matters of coincidence or whim - the differences
between ’'Western’ and ’'Third World’ women, for instance, are
not surprising or unexplainable or just ’brute’ differences,
but the products of political and economic relations between
them. An acknowledgement and exploration of these differ-
ences, far from leading to fragmentation, leads us to see
how they are connected, aspects of processes that constitute
them both (just as an exploration of overt similarity can
expose very different and opposed locations and relations).
Examination of how we are linked and related can lead both

to alliance or coalition, and to resistance and opposition,

depending on the context. A recognition of difference or

235G5ge Halberg pb6 Hawkesworth Knowers p546
Grant pl1lo0
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similarity does not, or should not, just stop there, in an

ungquestioning acceptance, but lead to investigation of why
and how things came to be so.
And to ask, and attempt to answer such questiors,

especially across differences of location, culture,
language, conceptual framework, and so on, standpoint theory
has to be non- relativistic. It recognizes that all know-
ledge claims are related to a context, are made by situated
and partial knowers in a particular historical/ political/
conceptual location; but it argues that they are (in certain
ways and to certain degrees) communicable, understandable
and assessable outside of that context (and in a way that
acknowledges the perspectivity and situatedness of knowing,
unlike the traditional objectivist appeal to an unmediated
reality or a neutral framework). (I shall return to this
topic later on in relation to understanding across differen-
ces.) Harding says that standpoint theory, in fact streng-
thens standards of objectivity by extending critical evalua-
tion beyond the claim "itself’ to its social/ historical
location?® and background beliefs, requiring a "more robust
notion of reflexivity than is currently available in the
sociology of knowledge or philosophy of science”.?7 (I will
discuss Harding’s ’'strong reflexivity’ in more detail later
in connection with difference and reflexivity, and her

understanding of locating oneself in relation to others.)

A criticism often allied to that of the supposed

26 Harding Whose Science? pl42

27 [bid pl149



fragmentary/ relativistic tendencies of standpoint

theory,
is that of ’individualism’ - either in that experiences are
seen to be individual/ private/ "subjective’ in character

as opposed to the social, publigc, 'objective’ nature of
knowledge;?® or in that there is a tension between the
supposed individuality of experience and the supposed
reliance of standpoint theory on a collective, shared
experience of women as a group;?° or in that a recognition
that women do not share the same experience leads inexorably
to a fragmentation of groups or categories that ultimately
leaves us only with a multiplicity of different individuals
about whom no collective social claims may legitimately be
made. Standpoint theory does emphasize that it is always
particular situated knowers who ’experience’ and 'know' the

world. But these are not conceived of as the isolated,

autonomous, unrelated knowers of traditional/ liberal theory

2%see Lazreg Women’s Experience pl2. Lazreg also claims
(pl7) +that the "individualist character of experience
[as conceived by feminists] does not allow for intersub-
jectivity". I would disagree. Any adequate conception of
experience sees it as intersubjectively constituted,
informing and transforming.
Lazreg also says that the feminist conception of exper-
ience confines women to the realm of the experienceable.
So that that which is not experienced (eg the experience
of 'other?’ women of different cultures or races is
implicitly not knowable or worthy of being known (plb).

1 don’t +think that this is mnecessarily so - it
emphasizes that others’ experience cannot automatically
or unproblematically be known by ’us’; that we cannot

assume to correctly empathize or understand or extrapo-
late what they experience from our understanding of our
own experience (without effort and self-gquestioning and
doubt) - but it does carry with it the belief that
attempting to know about, and learning from, other
pecple’s experiences is valuable, informative and both
ethically and epistemologically necessary.

29 gge Grant pl1l2
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who know the world from nowhere in a socially and subjecti-
vely unmediated way. Standpoint theory conceives of indivi-
duals, experience and knowledge as social - but social in

the sense of inserted, produced within, complex historical,
political, conceptual, discursive contexts and relations; as
indeed would be any groups, categories or collectivities it
refers to, or utilizes theoretically. If the individual
*subject’ conceived of by standpoint theory i3 always
relational, complexly located and constituted among multiple
axes and structuring processes and relations, so too are its
groups and categories. The <choice 1is not one between
’individualism’ and seeing things in terms of large, homoge-
neous, indifferentiated groups. Standpoint theory does not
have to assume what Hawkesworth calls a ’'collective singular
subject"®°® (as for instance 'the proletariat’ might function
in some Marxist theory, or as ’'woman’ 1is supposed by critics
to be used in much feminist theory.

Harding describes the subjects and agents of feminist

knowledge to be "multiple and even contradictory™®! This 1is

so, she says "in two different senses. For one thing, women
exist only in historically specific cultural forms... These
various lives are in many respect in conflict - mnot Jjust

different but opposed - yet each is potentially a starting
point for feminist knowledge... Thus, feminist thought or
knowledge is not just one unitary and coherent 'speech’ but

multiple and frequently contradictory knowings... Further,

soHawkesworth Knowers p553

31 gge Harding Whose Science? pp284/5



each individual feminist knower is also multiple in a way
that mirrors the situation of women as a class. It is the

thinker whose consciousness is bifurcated, the outsider

within, the marginal person now also located at the centre,
the person committed to two agendas that are themselves at
least partially in conflict... who has generated feminist
sciences and new knowledge. It is living from a contradic-
tory position that generates feminist knowledge. So the
logic of +the standpoint directive to start thought from
women’s lives requires starting from multiple lives which
are in many ways in conflict with one another and each of
which has its own multiple and contradictory commitments.
(In contrast, the subject of knowledge for both the conven-
tional empiricist philosophy and for Marxism was supposed to
be unitary and coherent.,)"32

If standpoint (and other similar) feminist theory
refers to women as knowing subject/s, it is in the above
sense, and not, as is often claimed, as instances of some
universal or essential ’woman’. Standpoint thecory does not
assume that women are all the same ’as women’ whatever their
other differences, or that as women they share certain
essential capacities or characteristics. As Harding says, on
the contrary it "analyses the essentialism that androcen-
trism assigns to women, locates its historical conditions,

and proposes ways to counter it".33% By essentialism I mean

32 [bid p284/5

3s3Harding Feminism, Science and the AntiEnlightenment
Critiques in Linda Nicholson (ed) Feminism/ Postmoder-
nism p99



an appeal to what Diana Fuss calls "the ’real’ true essence
of things, the invariable and fixed properties which define
the ’whatness’ of a given entity,"34 "that which is most
irreducible, unchanging and therefore constitutive of a
given person or thing".3% Standpoint theory (and indeed
almost all feminist theory) does not ascribe to any idea of
*woman’ having any “true’, fixed or unchanging, ’real’
essence. (Teresa de Lauretis points out that most feminists
"agree that women are made not born, that gender is not an
innate feature... but a sociological construction... that
patriarchy is historical”,®* and that even those feminists
most commonly accused of ’essentialism’ (usually designated
"cultural’ feminists) have a definition of women that |is
more a project, than a "description of existent reality".37
I have already said that ’women’ are not to be seen as some
kind of "natural kind”"3® but as a contingent and historical
political/ social category, whose content and significance
varies with, and cannot be stipulated outside of, the

contexts of their use. But having said this, it is still

some kind of a kind, and very crucially, an explanatory one

34 Diana Fuss Essentially Speaking: Feminism, Nature and
Difference (Routledge London 1980) pxi

35 [bid pxi

S Teresa de Lauretis Upping the Anti-(sic) In Feminist
Theory in Marianne Hirsch and Evelyn Fox Keller (eds)
Conflicts In Feminism p257

37 1bid p257

seThere often being a close association between assump-

tions of 'real’ essence, and what is held to be
'natural’, physically given and explanatory.



at that; and there are still conditions and limits to its
use and application.

De Lauretis,®? and Fuss, following John Locke, refer
to it as a nominal essence’ - 3 "linguistic conveniance, a

classificatory fiction®*° we need to categorize and to label™
- "nominal essences are not ’discovered’ so much as assigned

or produced - produced specifically by language".*! It is a
"linguistic rather than natural kind",*? says Fuss. (While I
agree that 'woman’ is not a 'natural’ kind, and is lingui-
sticg it is not merely so, in the way that say, 'cardigans’
are. "Woman’ is a ’social’ kind (but then so are cardigans)
but of a crucially material and consequential and explanato-
rily necessary sort. I thus don’t know of a term that quite
captures it - not 'natural’ but not simply nominal’
either.) Fuss points out that we cannot escape appealing to
any kind of essence at all. ©She argues that even apparently
radically ’constructivist’ positions are often built wupon
hidden essentialisms,*® that "essentialism, when held most
under suspicion by constructivists, is often effectively

doing its work elsewhere, wunder other guises"**- 1in assump-

tions that essentialism is ’essentially’ bad or reactionary

3% de Lauretis Upping the Anti p257

4orfiction’ in the sense of being a creation - but not
fictional in the sense of having no bearing on reality,
no material conditions or conseqguences.

*1Fuss p4

“21bid pb

*31bid pl13

44 1pbid pl



for 1instance, the very act of invoking the charge often

involving acting "as if essentialism had an essence".*S

Appeals to nominal essence, in recognizing categories as
socially constructed and changing, avoid some of the diffi-
culties incurred in relying on ideas of ’'real’ essence (e.g.

notions that essences are fixed and always and everywhere

the same) but they still rely on some kind of ’essence’, in
their being ’'something’ to these categories that motivates
or warrants their use, however contingent, contextual and
historically produced these essences might be. Fuss says
that attention to essentialism*® has "encouraged more care-
ful attention to cultural and historical specificities where
perhaps we have hitherto been too quick to universalise, but
on the other hand [it hasl foreclosed more ambitious
investigation of specificity and difference by fostering a
certain paranoia around the perceived threat of essentia-
lism™.,*7

Essentialism cannot be escaped simply by appealing to
the social and historical - such claims often rely on
notions of the ’'social’ as 'essentially’ changing or
changeable, far instance;*® while the specifying of histori-
cal particularity, though narrowing the range and applicabi-
lity of <claims, often merely introduces lots of micro

essences in place of universal ones. (Thus, she point out,

435 ]bid p21

+6Here meant in the sense of her definition, of invoking
real or true essences.

47 1bid pl

48 [bid see pb



specifying the "sub categories of women" does not necessary

3 3 "y -
preclude essentialism. French bourgeois women’ or ’'Anglo

American Lesbian’ while crucially emphasising in their very

specificity that ’woman’ is by no means a monolithic
category"” <can merely serve only to fragment it into
"multiple identities, each with its own self-contained self
referential essence".?*9) Fuss argues that "'essentialism’ is
neither good or bad, progressive or reactionary, beneficial
or dangerous. The question we should be asking is not "is
this text essentialist™ (and therefore ’bad’) but rather,
"if this text is essentialist, what motivates its deploy-
ment?... Where, how and why is it evoked?".%° We cannot say
that essentialism is essentially reactionary, "the radica-
lity or conservatism of essentialism depends, to a signifi-
cant degree, on who is utilizing it, how it is deployed, and
where its effects are concentrated".3! Essentialism "can be
deployed as a tool of ideological domination™ in the hands
of ruling groups, but in the hands of the subjugated it can
be wused for liberatory purposes (as in the case of wusing
humanism to "undo by overdoing"” humanism).%2? Fuss therefore
suggests that feminists should hold onto "the idea of woman

as a class"S83 as a 'nominal essence'’ to be used for

political purposes.

49 Ibid pl19,20
50 bid pxi
51 ]bid p20
s2 bid p32

s3bid p36
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I wish +to emphasise this because it is often argued

that feminists cannct/ should not employ the category

'woman’ in the way they do, because it is essentialist (and
therefore 'bad?’) -  bad for various reasons - because

essentialism is an inherently reactionary stance; because
reliance on it is theoretically/ empirically inadequate
given differences between people and the lack of common
(real) essences; because appeals to essences/ categories/
classes always exclude and divide and are hence ethically
unsatisfactory; because appeals to (real or nominal)

essences in oppressive contexts invariably rely on, or are

contaminated by, stereotypes and negative associations which

the oppressed would otherwise wish to reject.
Opposition to ’essentialism’ is often opposition to
appeals to ’'real’ essence. I have already argued that

feminist standpoint theorists do not rely on any notion of
real essence. I do think that they use the category ’'woman’
in a way that conceives of it as a (not merely) "nominal’
essence; and I also see this as necessary if we are to
adequately conceptualise/ describe/ explain our lives. Use
of the category 'woman’ 1is inescapable if as feminists (or
anyone else) we wish to understand our social experience and
situation - not that I wish to imply that it should ideally
be escaped, as | do not believe that all appeals to essence
(especially 'nominal essence’) are inherently reactionary. |
agree with Fuss that though appeals to essence (especially
'real’ essence) can be deployed in reactionary ways by
dominant groups, (and since most Western theorizing has been

done by members of dominant groups it has often/ usually
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been reactionary/ oppressive in content and consequence) I
do think that appeals to essences/ kinds can be made from

subjugated positions in ways that are not conservative or
reactionary, or do not serve those ends. As to the theoreti-
cal/ empirical adequacy of social/ political kinds like
’women’, that I think is again a matter for investigation
within any context within which it is used. Often categories
like 'woman’ can or will be used in ways that are
'empirically’/ ethically/ politically inadequate, but that
can only be ascertained by examining its actual situated use
- we can’'t just claim that it is always and everywhere
"essentially’ inadequate in some universal and non-situated
way .

We have to use categories to think, to communicate -
language largely consists of categories; which are all
socially produced, their meanings all contextually mediated.
All categories 1include some sort of ‘'essence’ - the
'something’ the category picks out that differentiates it
from other categories, that provokes response and recogni-
tion in knowers. All are general, they mark what is both
specific and common about various things/ states/ properties
that (within specific contexts) motivate such a «classifica-
tion. But that does not imply that there are no differences
between things/ states/ properties so categorized,®*that all
things classified in a certain way are all the same in every

way. No category ’'captures’ anything in its entirety so that

54Sgan Sayers points out that while 'logical’ identity
excludes change or difference, 'normal’ concepts of
identity do not. (p36)
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it is that category and nothing else. All things/ phenomena

can be categorized 1in multiple ways, depending on the

context, depending on what is most significant/ wuseful/

important in that practical/ political circumstance to those

who are making the categorisations. Description/ categorisa-

tion 1is ©perspectival and relational - whatever anything
'is’, it 1s so to particular knowers within specific
situations.®® Invoking any category in relation to a thing/
property/ state always leaves out other aspects which could
be acknowledged. This does not mean that these aspects are
necessarily denied, but that they are not, in this context,
emphasised. To specify, be particular, we indicate., or use
combinations of categories +to narrow down or focus the
reference; but these still never 'capture’/ describe/ repre-
sent all that is/ could be significant or meaningful about

something.

The applicability or legitimacy or wusefulness of a

category is a contextual, contingent thing, and depends on
the location of use, not just the category ’itself’ as in
isolation, unutilised, (as does the meaning),. A feminist

cannot evade the use of the category ’'women’ if she wishes
to explain or understand or transform her existence, as her
existeﬁce is conditioned by gender relations that constitute
her as female in relation to others, and any adequate theory

or politics is going to have to take this as a "necessary

55Categories/ conceptions of 'men'/ ’'women’, along with
all the properties assigned to them, are not ’'in
themselves’ but relational - to or for us, and therefore

depends on who ’'we’ are.



point of departure”.®¢ That this category does not refer to
anything 'real’ or ’natural’ or given, that this category 1is
a social and political construct, a product of heirarchical
and oppressive relations, does not change this. The meaning
of the category ’women’ will depend both on the context and

the situation within it of the people wusing and being
categorized by it, It will be conditioned by all the other
relations mediating its application and affects, but its
definition and meaning will always, in gendered societies,
be relative (in oppositional and subordinating ways) to what
it means to be 'male’. And as long as people are categorized
(in structural, systematic ways) as "men’ and 'women’,
'women’ will have to use the category, if only to subvert
and resist it. We can't just invent new categories 'from
nowhere?, free of the material/ conceptual conditions we
find ourselves in - we have got to use the categories we’'ve
*got’, that constitute us even as we attempt to reject or
change them. But making wuse of categories doesn’t
necessarily mean accepting or not questioning them, but

rather using them consciously, cautiocusly, critically and

creatively within particular situations, within a project to

S¢5ee Lisa Alcoff p407 "the concept and category of woman
is the necessary point of departure for any feminist

theory and feminist politics". This is so, she says,
even though "as a concept it is radically problematic™”
(407) -~ and feminist theorists face the dilemma of
having to "deconstruct and de- essentialize" "our very
self-definition”™ (406) We cannot, she says, reject the
concept of ’woman’ while retaining the category of
'women’ {for ifl there are women there must exist a
basis for the category and a criterion for 1inclusion
within it. This... mneed not posit a wuniversal and
homogeneous essence, but there must be [(criterial

nevertheless"” (407).
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transform the conditions and consequences of their invoca-

tion. Ignoring, or keeping silent about them won't make them

go away, and indeed leaving the category ’women’ only to be

used by those priveéleged and oppressing on its basis can

only further its negative implications.

As long as there are oppressive gender relations

’women’ (i.e. those negatively located by/ in those rela-
tions) will exist as a category, even if they are ’women’
only because they are constructed to be o, even if there
will always be important differences between them, even

though the category does not capture all that is important/
significant about the lives of those who are located as
'women'. Obviously no ’'women' are just or only or purely a
’woman’. Race, class, sexuality and all the other structur-
ing factors operant in any context will intersect and
mutually condition each other so that ’'being women’ will
have different meanings and consequences in different
circumstances, depending on how people are positioned and
related. But as the work of Elizabeth Spelmans’? - who
emphasises and illustrates the political and theoretical
inadequacy of positing a generic or essential 'woman’ or
femaleness (along the lines of the generic "man’ of human-
ness of Western philosophy) - still indicates; the fact that
there are different ’'kinds’ of differently located women
doesn’t mean that there are no women, of any kind, at all;
or that gender is not an important and significant relation

simply because it is not entirely isolable, seperable from

57See Elizabeth V.Spelman /nessential Woman



context or conditioning by other relations.5s
The contingent and constructed nature of social catego-

ries like ’women’ does not make them entirely ’"fictional’ or

immaterial; they are no less significant or real in their

consequences for not being "natural kinds'. As Susan Bordo

argues, gender and racial dualisms are "discursive forma-
tions", "social constructions”, but "each of these dualities
has had profound consequences for the construction of
experience of those who live them".s~ Obviously gender or
race "never exhibits itself in pure form but in the contexts
of lives that are shaped by a multiplicity of influences,
which cannot be neatly sorted out. This doesn’t mean,
however.... that abstractions or generalisations about
gender [or race, are necessarilyl methodologically illicit
or perniciously homogenizing of difference".®?®
"Generalizations about gender can obscure and exclude" but
this cannot be decided by "fiat but must be decided from
context to context".®! Even as we would wish ultimately to

’undo’ oppressive and exclusionary dichotomies like those of

gender or race, we cannot afford to dismiss them while they

S8Spelman says that it is not easy to think race/ class/

gender in ways that do not obscure or exclude. But the
crucial question "is how the links between them are
conceived" (pll5) - she believes that 1f they are

conceived as mutually mediating and informing there is
more chance of thinking about them adequately.

S?Susan Bordo Feminism, Fostmodernism and Gender Scepti-
cism in Linda Nicholson (ed) Feminism/ Fostmodernism
pl4S

¢°lhid pl50

61 1bid pl49
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structure our lives.*? For the crucial thing about categor-

ies like those of gender is that they are political

categories, descriptive of relations of power and heirarchy;

and they are explanatory - we could not adequately wunder-

stand, or change our lives, experiences and beliefs unless
we conceptualized them through these terms. Too insistent a
focus on heterogeneity (as on homogeneity) prevents such an
understanding; ignores, or as Bordo says, obscures the
"patterns of white, male privelage,"™ "the dualistic, heir-
archical mnature of the actualities of power 1in Western
culture”.®® Thus Lisa Alcoff argues that poststructuralist
claims that feminists should not use and therefore redupli-
cate; but instead attempt to dismantle the category ’woman’
by asserting total difference and wundecidability, simply
serves to make gender invisible again.®* [t also, she =says
"undercuts our ability to oppose the dominant trend (and one
might argue, the dominant danger) in mainstream western

intellectual thought, that is, the insistence on a univer-

sal, neutral, perspectiveless epistemology"” in which "human

¢2G5ee Harding The Instability p662
63Bpordo Feminism,Fostmodernism pl4S

64 Alcoff p4l17-420
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particularities are irrelevant”.¢® (I will return to this

point later).

Linda Nicholson and Nancy Fraser also claim that
avoiding "totalization and essentialism" does not demand the
elimination of all ’big theory’ or generalizations, so long
as theorizing situates its categories within cultural and
historical frameworks and contexts.®® The implication here
is that it is not so much the use of certain categories,
like 'women’, (at all) but rather the unl/ocated use of them
that is the problem. If the use of categories was explicitly
situated, through their users, and thus opened to examina-
tion in relation to the context, the historical/ social/
conceptual location of the users’ claims; it would be

possible both to defend or attack (as appropriate) the

specific wuse of these categories. As I said earlier, in
relation to Fuss, the "reactionary’ or promising aspects of
categories do not inhere solely in the categories 'in

themselves’ as conceived of in isolation, but in the context

of their wuse. This context is not decided just by the

65 Ibid p420 (It does so because of the non-acknowledge-
ment/ exploration by poststructuralism of the specifi-
cally situated nature of its thought (in a structural/
materialist sense) and 1ts dismissal of located, mater-
ially, subjectively constituted experience.)

Alcoff says that the poststructuralist rejection of
subjectivity, its denial of the epistemological signifi-
cance of the subject and situation, colludes with the
liberal thesis that the particularities of knowers are
irrelevent (p420/1)
See also Anne Marie Goetz pp492,3

Teresa de Lauretis Upping the Anti pZ260

a6Sge Linda Nicholson JIntroduction to Feminism/ Fostmoder-
nism pp8/9;
Nancy Fraser and Linda Nicholson Social Criticism
without Fhilasophy in Linda Nicholson (ed) Feminism/
Postmodernism pp34,35.
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general socio-historical situation, but by where various

knowers/ wusers of categories are situated within it and

in
relation to each other - it depends on who uses these
categories, and why and to what intent and effect. As Fuss
says, that which can be oppressive in the hands of dominant

groups, can be deployed to other ends by those oppressed by

them.®” ©Spelman makes a similar point over <claims of

commonality - say of those between white and black women.
These, made by white women, when it suits them and at their
terms, can be arrogant and presumptious, dismissive of
crucial differences of privelage and power. But claims of
commonality made by subjugated groups, against their exclu-
sion and construction as other, can have different
effects.®® "The question of permissability, if you will,ﬁ

says Fuss (specifically in relation to "engaging in essen-
tialism™ though I think it applies generally to wuses of

categories and discourses) "is therefore framed and

67The classic example 1is that of the reclamation and
subversion of the term 'queer'. Consider though, that it
still matters who uses it and in what contexts. At what
point, and in what <contexts, does it ©become non-
oppressive for say, a 'heterosexual’ woman, who is not
directly oppressed by dominant meanings and uses of the
term, to use 1it, and in ways that do not feed into the
general heterosexist privelage and discrimination?

68 G5ege Spelman ppl38-140



determined by the subject position from which one speaks".*®”

This, I think, indicates the answer to those who warn

against the invocation of the category ’'woman’ because doing

so will activate patriachal/ androcentric meanings, stereo-

types and associations; duplicate "misogynistic strate-

gies";’° reproduce and reinforce the very divisions and
dualisms feminists wish to dismantle. Very often, the uses

to which +the category is put (especially by men or non-

feminist women, but also by feminists) do do this, but the

¢7Fuss p32 This is, 1 think, one of the reasons why | find
poststructuralist/ Derridean projects ’to displace’ the
’essence’ of ’woman’ s0 suspicious. Like Fuss (ppl2-19)
I think ’the essence’ is merely redeployed (perhaps
inevitably) - but crucially, it feels to me that even
if/ however *well meant’ the Derridean deconstruction/
redefinition/ replication of the essence of 'woman’, and
his use of ’feminine’ metaphors (especially the 'hymen’)
- it cannot be undertaken from the subject position he
occupies, without being extremely reactionary (the more
so for attempting to obscure what is ©precisely in
contest and under crucial examination - specific
material gendered relations in which he is firmly and
particularly located). The very attempt, from his posi-
tion, to make pronouncements about ’woman’ shows a lack
of awareness of his own situatedness in relation both to

gendered structures and concrete particular women.
(Which is, I think, linked to the point made by Linda
Alcoff about poststructuralist assertions of
'difference’ serving to hide the differences that

matter, and so reinforcing the supposed universality and
non-situatedness of knowledge through a pluralizing of
non-decidable difference) (see Alcoff pp420/1). Anne
Marie Goetz quotes Biddy Martin and Chandra Talpade
Mohanty as saying "it is equally important to point out

the political limitations of an insistence on
’indeterminacy’ which implicitly, when not explicitly,
denies the critic’s own situatedness in the social, and

in effect refuses to acknowledge the <critic’s own
institutional home"” (Martin and Mohanty quoted in Goetz
p491) She goes on to say that "Martin and Mohanty, and
other theorists such as de Lauretis, suggest that the
progression out of the political paralysis of poststruc-
turalism 1is the [feminist] attention to the subjective
experience of specificity, of the ’situatedness in the
social’ (Goetz p481)

70 The phrase is Alcoff’s p407



claim is that feminists can, with awareness of the dangers

and attention to the particularites of womens’ circumstan-

ces, use it differently (in combination, dialectical inter-
action with, feminist practice) in ways that subvert and

transform its meanings and conseguences. If we want to

change and ’undo’ the categories that structure our lives

and wunderstandings, this can only be done in conscious,
critical and situated wuse, not by theoretical fiat or
proclamation.

To return to Alcoff’s point about the poststructuralist
tendency to discredit "the notion of an epistemologically
significant, specific subjectivity, "7 Halberg asks if
differences among/ between/ within women are acknowledged,
and they therefore (she presumes) "are not thought of as
having some epistemological communality, what is the point
of +trying to distinguish women’s thinking from men’s since
it doesn’t say anything that is epistemologically
interesting?”"?’2 But acknowledging differences among women
doesn’t necessarily undermine the epistemological signifi-
cance of women as a category. The claim is not that all
women are the same as knowers, or share the same perspec-
tive, but that "[ilnsights are expected from attending to
the position and experiences of women in a way which would

not be yielded by attending, for example to the group of

those with green eyes",?”3 as Kathleen Lennon put it. This is

7t Alcoff p42l
72Halberg p6 (Grant makes a similar point pl110)

73 Lennon pll
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because, right here and now, anyway, ’'those with green eyes’

is mnot a structuring or explanatory category - trying to
understand society/ people’s experiences and beliefs through
that lens would not yield any systematic or fruitful
insights, as people are not conditioned by having green eyes
in the same way as they are by being constituted as women.
And by attending to how things ’are’ from where different
women are located "orthodoxies are challengeable, insights
gained and new truths uncovered which were not detectable
until we paid attention to women’s lives... and experien-
ces".?* This 1is because most Western theorizing has been
done from the lives and experiences of (ruling) men - thus
not only has much about the lives of different women <(and
other men) been ignored or misunderstood; but the ruling
theories are themselves inadequate for not taking account of
the fact of their own partiality and situatedness, and for
not seriously attending to the lives of those differently
(and usually disadvantageously) placed. Gender, race, class
etc are relations and cannot be comprehended except iIn
relation to the lives of those differently affected by them.
Even if knowers acknowledged their perspectivity and situa-
tedness, as 'white’ or "male' for instance; they would not
be able to comprehend it at all adequately unless they
seriously considered their experiences and understandings in
comparison and connection to those of knowers who were
'black’” or ’'female' say. Starting inquiry from the specifi-

city of women’s different lives is not optional, or only of

74 [bid pl2

250



concern to feminists, but necessary if anyone WwWishes to

understand the social relations in which we are all located.

Alcoff writes that "our identity [is] always a con-

struction yet also a necessary point of departure".’s

"Claiming 1identity as a woman as a political point of

departure... makes it possible to see, for instance, gender
biased language that in the absence of that departure point
women often do not even notice".7¢ She argues that if we
"conceive of the subject as positionality, we can conceive
of it as non-essentialized and emergent from a historical
experience and yet retain our political ability to take
gender as an important point of departure. Thus we can say
at one and the same time that gender is not natural,
biological, universal, ahistorical or essential and vyet
still «claim that gender is relevant because we are taking
gender as a position [my emphasis] from which to act
politically”™.?7 She says that when "the concept ’woman’ is
defined not by a particular set of attributes but by a
particular position, the internal characteristics of the

person thus identified are not denoted so much as the

external context within which that person is situated. The

7SAlcoff p432.

76 1bid p432 She says it "is true that anti-feminist women
can and often do, identify themselves strongly as women
and with women as a group, but this is usually explained
by them within the context of an essentialist theory of
femininity. Claiming that one’s politics is grounded in
one’s essential identity avoids ©problematising both
identity and the connection between identity and poli-
tics"

77 1bid p433

251



external si i i i i
l1tuation determines the person’s relative posi-

tion, just as the position of a Pawn in a chess board is

considered safe or dangerous, powerful or weak, according to

its relation to the other chess pieces. The &essentialist

definition of woman invokes her identity independent of her

external situation... [tlhe positional definition, on the

other hand, 1invokes her identity relative to a constantly
shifting context, to a situation that includes a network of
elements involving others, the objective economic condi-
tions, cultural and political institutions and ideologies
and so on".,7°%

The position of women is relative and not innate or
fixed, but neither is it "’undecidable’. Through social
critique and analysis we can identify women via their
position relative to an existing cultural and social net-
work".779 And if "it is possible to identify women by their
position within +this network of relations, then", she
claims, "it becomes possible to ground a feminist argu-
ment™.8° She does not wish to imply, however "that the
concept of ’'woman’ is determined solely by external elements
and that the woman herself is merely a passive recipient of
an identity created by these forces.™ Rather, "it is a
relational term identifiable only within a (constantly

moving) context™; but "she herself is part of the historici-

zed fluid movement and she therefore actively contributes to

78 [bid p433
7?1bid p434

8o bid p433
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the context within which her position can be delineated".®!
This position, then, can be "actively wutilized... as a
location for the construction of meaning.... rather than
simply [beingl] the place from where it is discovered".®?2
Alcoff develops her position on ’identity’ in response/
relation to de Lauretis’ conception of the ©production/
constuction of subjectivity via (situated) experience. I
will mnot go into this here, yet, because I first want to
discuss the frequently made suggestion that a ’postmodern’
approach would enable feminists to deal more adequately with

the difficulties raised in this chapter, most especially the

problem of dealing with difference.

81 ]bid p434

82 [pid p434
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POSTMQDERNISM AND DIFFERENCE

a) Introduction

Feminist theorists have presented a critique of the key
categories and concepts of 'modern’/ "Enlightenment’/
>humanist’ thought; demonstrating that what has been
presented as ’*human’ or ’universal’ has in fact been a
product of the perspective of dominant white male westerners

of the last few centuries; dependent on and exploitative of

other genders, classes, races and cultures, whose own
perspectives and experiences have been silenced, suppressed
or distorted in the process. In contrast to the misleading

and wunattainable ideal of transcendent reason and a view
from nowhere, feminists have argued that all knowledge |is
situated and limited by its positioning, that it reflects
our social experience, our understandings of our interests,
our values - that objectivity seen in terms of aperspecti-
vity, of political and personal disengagement, of value-
neutrality, is neither possible or desirable. Feminists have
argued for +the need for theorists to be aware of the
historical, social and political context from which know-
ledge <claims are made; to acknowledge and examine the
conditioned and mediated nature of their knowledge; to
resist assuming that how things appear/ are is natural or
normal or given or inevitable; and to be wary of generali-

zing from their experience onto the lives of others.
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However, there has been criticism of much feminist

theory; from Black, ’third world’', lesbian and other femin-

ists; and women who don’t identify with feminism, who feel

that their knowledge and experience has been ignored,

marginalized or silenced by a feminism that reflects only/

largely the perspective of white, western, middle class,
(heterosexual) women; that feminist theory itself indulges
in the same false universalism, the same lack of critical
awareness of its own situatedness, that it criticizes in
Enlightenment theory. Instead of 'Man’ we are now, it seems,
presented with a generic ’woman’; a term like the universal
"man’ or ’"human’ that hides or denies crucial differences in
situation and experience, privilege and power - its contents
based not on actual commonalities between people; but on the
experiences and interests of some who have the position and
ability to impose these terms and define what they mean for
themselves and others.

Critics like Elizabeth Spelman®! argue that white middle
class feminists have taken their experiences as the norm,
against which the experiences of other women, mediated by
other class, race and cultural positionings, (if taken into
consideration at all) are considered ’'different’. Because
they do not directly feel oppressed by structural inequali-
ties like those of race and <class, white middle <class
feminists are not aware how far their experience of ©being

female is mediated by their being ’white’ and 'middle class’

etc - they tend to assume that all women have the

1See Spelman Inessential Woman
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experiences they do, ’as women’, with Black women, for

instance, then experiencing the added disadvantage of being
Black in a racist society. White middle class feminists do

not pay sufficient attention to their own situatedness; to
how their experiences and beliefs are structured by their
social location; and they especially are not concerned
enough with their own privilege - both in the way that it
shapes and limits +their thought, and in the way they
participate in and benefit from, many structures of domina-
tion (while being oppressed by others).

Black critics have argued that "white mainstream femin-
ist +theory....does not speak to the experiences of Black
women and where it attempts to do so it is often from a
racist perspective and reasoning"”.? Mainstream feminism is
racist and Eurocentric - its Tproblematics, concepts and
assumptions”® are those of (mostly white) westerners and do
not have the same relevance, or indeed, are often contradic-

tory to those of women in the majority of the world, or to

Black women in the 'west’. [t is not simply that white

western women are speaking from a specific location - for
everyone does - but that their location lies within nations
that are internationally powerful and oppressive with

respect to +the rest of the world, and they are thus
economically and politically privileged at the expense of

women and men elsewhere, as well as in relation to Black

2Valerie Amos and Pratibha Parmar Challenging Imperial
Feminism in Feminist Review No 17 July 1984

sHarding Whose Science pl93



people within the west.

Nevertheless, white women have often made assumptions

” 3 3
about "universal sisterhood" - "assumptions about women as a

cross-culturally singular homogeneous group with the same

interests, perspectives and goals and similar experiences."*
They have tended to understand their experience as theirs as
’women’ (not as specifically white western etc women) and to
assume that all women are women in the same way as they are,
and share the same experiences, concerns etc, They have thus
assumed that what is important, problematic, desirable or
valid for them is so for all women everywhere. Thus it has
not been considered necessary to test their understandings
againét those of other women who are located differently;
for location (except in one’s position as ’a woman’) has not
usually been considered significant against the supposed
universality of women’s interests - especially the question
of one’s own location vis a vis others.

Because of the tendency to see their own situation in

terms of their being 'women’ and their oppressors thus as

'male’, white middle class feminists have often not been
able to wunderstand how many Black/ third world’ women
(while recognizing and resisting gendered oppressions)

recognize men as allies in struggles against racism/ <colon-

ialism/ capitalism, and also regard white women as oppres-
sors. Many white women have accepted a picture of ’"men’ in
general being the ’baddies’; with them as the 1innocent

*Chandra Talpade Mohanty Feminist Encounters: Locating the
Politics of Experience in Michéle Barrett and Anne
Phillips (eds) Destabilizing Theory: Contemporary Femin-
ist Debates (Polity Press Cambridge 1992)
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'victims’, socially and politically powerless, and not

responsible for the things "men’ have done and do. They thus

almost see themselves as ‘’'outside’ history, society or
economic structures, and do not regard themselves as compli-
cit in, and accountable for, what they or their countrymen
or governments etc have done.

They thus resist any acknowledgement of their own part,

their own implication, in racism or «colonialism or the

exploitation of the 'third world’; or how much of what they
take for granted as normal or necessary is based on, and in
fact depends on, the oppression and subjugation and exploi-

tation of others, (whether this be via cheap sweated labour
producing their clothes or electronic goods, the destruction
of environments and sustainable agricultures and economies
in producing cash érops like their sugar or coffee, the
testing of medicines or contraceptives on Black or third
world people etc, etc).

Where white western women do consider the lives and
experiences of Black or 'third world’ women (and don’t pick
out the bits +that confirm their existent beliefs and
expectations) they then 'discover’® them ’'different’ to their
own supposed norm or normality - thus they might judge them
lacking in (western conceptions of) feminist consciousness,
or too conformist or unquestioning of things western women
reject or resist. Perhaps they seem to them unusually
unfortunate, lacking resources or services western women
enjoy as usual, or suffering misfortunes or problems western
women usually escape. Or in contrast, they might idealize

*foreign’, different women, considering them exotic and
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colourful and interesting; in tune with 'nature’, or

whatever. Whatever the case, ’other’ women and cultures are

seen in static, stereotyped and homogeneous ways - the
passive, oppressed Asian woman, the strong dominant Afro-
Caribbean woman® etc - stereotypes which do not acknowleAge
the reality and complexity of women’s lives, the changing
"nature’ and diversity within cultures. And in each case,
their difference serves to separate them, so that when it is
acknowledged it is often merely mentioned, listed, tagged on
in an afterthought or addendum or interesting aside - what
is not done is to explore how the experience of white and
'other’ women are related.

When Black women/ feminists accuse white feminists of
racism, their «charge is not that white women are speaking
from a "racially’ specific position; but that they fail to
acknowledge both that position (and its significance for

their experience and thought) and that it is in relation-

ship, and crucially a power relationship, with that of Black

women. White women often see racism as a matter of indivi-
dual attitude or prejudice, rather than it being a social
structure or political relationship in which all, Black or

white, are involved; and so sometimes believe that those who
do not share or express ’'prejudiced’ beliefs are not
implicated in racism. Black women argue that white women
have to acknowledge the significance and privilege of their
own racial location, and must also "acknowledge the material

basis of their power in relation to Black people, both women

3See Amos and Parmar p9.
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and men".¢ They must recognize that their ‘'interests’ are
not necessarily shared by Black women as they have supposed;
and indeed have often been those of white men, or colonia-

lism or the capitalist west. They must especially cease
denying the reality of Black women’s lives, by telling them
what their needs and problems and priorities really are, and
recognize that Black women have common interests and cause
with Black men.

Valerie Amos and Prahitba Parmar argue that the priori-
ties of white feminists have been those "issues which in the
main have contributed to an improvement in the material
situation of a small number of white middle class women
often at the expense of their Black and working class
"sisters’"’” - that there has been little recognition of "the
ways in which gains made by white women have been and still
are at the expense of Black women",® and "the fundamental
ways 1in which white women gave benefitted from the oppres-
sion of Black people”.? They and Kum Kum Bhavnani and
Margaret Coulson point to the legacy of racism and eugeni-

cism in the Birth Control movements,!® +the 1imperialist

nationalism of the suffragette movement,!! the failure of

4 Kum Kum Bhavnani and Margaret Coulson Transforming Socia-
list Feminism: The Challenge of Racism in Feminist Review
23 June 1986

? Amos and Parmar pé4

8lbid pb

“l1bid pb

1o Amos and Parmar pl13, Bhavnani and Coulson p82.

11 Bhavnani and Coulson p82.
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anti-rape campaigns to challenge racist stereotypes of Black

male sexuality and the way they played 1into racist and

fascist hands by routeing ’Reclaim the Night’

marches

through Black areas.!?
Our presents are not only different, but are related,
as are our pasts, our histories, and neither <can be
considered or evaluated in isolation. Differences of loca-

tion can result in women facing quite different yet related
experiences and concerns - a classic example being that
while white middle class women have been struggling to gain
freer and safer access to contraception and abortion, Black
women have often had to struggle to have the children they
want against enforced sterilization or administration of
Depo Provera, or doctors who are only to eager to provide
abortion for women they consider ’unfit’ or ’undesirable’
for wvarious reasons. It has to a large part been the
experiences and struggles of Black and ’Third World’ women,

that has led to the change in focus to Reproductive rights

1z Bhavnani and Coulson p82, Amos and Parmar plé4
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from the narrower campaign for Abortion rights.t3

tion. For as Amos and Parmar say,

been the ’absence’ of Black women from white

theory,

This last example perhaps points in the right direc-

the problem has not simply

feminist

and thus the answer is not merely one of "rendering

them visible”. The "process of accounting for the historical

and

of

contemporary position” of Black women challenges "some

the central categories and assumptions” of mainstream

feminist thought,!* and responding to that challenge will

require a revision and reworking of that thought. Black

women do not want to be "added on™ to (the margins) of white

feminist theory, but taken "centrally"™ to their analyses, in

such a way that they both inform and transform it.!'S

'35This 1is one example of something that white women often

experience as uniquely 'patriarchal’ oppression, an
oppression they experience as ’'women’. But as Marilyn
Frye points out - what she <calls "the pressures of
compulsory motherhood " (see Marilyn Frye On Being White:
Thinking Toward a Feminist Understanding of Race and Race
Supremacy in her The FPolitics of Reality: Essays 1in
Feminist Theory (The Crossing Press Trumansburg N.Y.
1983) pl23) are applied to them as white women and are

not only "pressures to keep women down, but pressure to
keep the white population up", (something that 1is not
immediately visible from their own experience, but only

when they attend to the experiences of Black women. Doing
so mnot only forces revision of their understanding of
'gendered’ oppression: - while the forces operant do work
to prevent or undermine 'women’s’ choice and control over
their own bodies and fertility, the pressures are not
simply for (alld women to have children, or that
resourses/ practices that make possible the delaying/
preventing or terminating of pregnancies be restricted;
for it matters crucially what ’kind' of woman you are (in
terms of race, class, sexuality, age etc) how these
pressures and resources are applied or denied - it also
forces recognition of one’'s own location, not just as a
’woman’, but as a white ’'middle <c¢lass’ heterosexual
woman, or whatever,.

14 Amos and Parmar p4.

155ee Bhavnani and Coulson p83
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Alongside these critiques that argue that mainstrean

feminist theory excludes, or does not take seriously,

differences of race, class, religion, sexual orientation,

age, ability etc; and partly in response to them, there has
been within ’white middle class’ feminism itself a growing
wariness and opposition to ’essentialism’ and universalism.
Assumptions about human or female nature or the conditions
of social life made by some earlier feminist writers have
been criticized or rejected; there is no longer an emphasis
on mono-causal explanations of the oppression of women, and
a distrust of theories that posit universal social factors
like a nature/ culture or public/ private split, or a cross-
cultural similarity of practices or division of labour to
explain women’s subordinate positions. Theories like these
are seen as falsely generalizing and insufficiently atten-
tive to historical and cultural diversity. From ’postmodern’
theory has also come a call to reject universalism, essen-
tialism and foundationalism - both because theoretically
inadequate (even illegitimate?) but also because of a
vaguely and abstractly expressed ethical concern that such
theory is ’totalizing’, 'exclusionary’ and "suppressive of
difference” 1n general.?!®

In the light of these criticisms some feminists have

recently argued for a feminist postmodernism or postmodern

161n contrast to the specific claims of, for instance,
Black or lesbian feminists that much feminist theory

excludes, distorts or doesn’t take proper account of
their knowledge and experience; and therefore misunder-
stands, not only them in their ’'difference’, but

crucially itself and its makers (see later).
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feminism;!'?” arguing variously that feminism should cons-
ciously become postmodern, rejecting its remaining humanist/
Enlightenment based presumptions; or that we should somehow
combine or integrate the strengths of feminist and

postmo-

dern theory, which are seen as ideally complementary,
capable of correcting each others’ weaknesses (the respec-
tive weaknesses being seen, as Fraser and Nicholson put it,
as "androcentrism", "political naivete” and "anaemic concep-
tions of social criticism™ on the part of postmodernism,
with feminist +theory having a tendency to lapse 1into
foundationalism and essentialism.)!'® As Linda Nicholson says
"there are many points of overlap between a postmodern
stance and positions long held by feminists".!® Besides
appearing to perhaps be "a natural ally" against a common
foe, postmodernism, she says, "offers feminism some useful
ideas about method, particularly a wariness towards genera-
lizations which +transcend the boundaries of culture and
region".2°

This concern with the difficulties of theorizing in the

face of difference and complexity is one of the main grounds

upon which she argues that feminism should become more

175ee e.g. Hekman, Fraser and Nicholson, Nicholson
(Introduction, Chris Weedon Feminist Practice and Fost-
structuralist Theory (Basil Blackwell Oxford
1987). (Although Weedon argues specifically for a
'*poststructuralist’ feminism, the area of theory she
refers to is roughly the same as that of those who argue
for a 'postmodernist’ one.)

18 Sege Fraser and Nicholson ppl9, 20.

1*Nicholson (/ntroduction) pS5.

20 [bid p5.
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postmodern or incorporate postmodern insights. It is also

the main concern that [ am addressing in relation to

postmodernism - that of responding to the challenge of
difference - (and, in contrast to Nicholson, one of the main
reasons for my rejection of it.)z: There are obviously other
areas of concern or contention, especially those of the
postmodern conception of the subject and of lived exper-
ience, which bear heavily on topics I am investigating,
particularly as they relate to a neglect/ denial/ inadequate

understanding of ’position’ or situatedness <(which again

21 Nicholson’s (hers and Fraser’s) actual position is not so
very far from my own, and indeed one I would largely
accept. Her/ their acceptance of postmodernism is
"qualified” (p5), and though they "hope to encourage
feminist theory to become more consistently postmodern”

(p34) not "any form of postmodernism™ will do - e.g. not
the version developed by Lyotard, which they criticize in
their paper. They argue that postmodernism "need not"
(foreswear all large-scale social analyses) or '"could"

(avoid a celebration of difference for its own sake) or
that it "would not be difficult" (for postmodernists to
situate their claims historically) etc (pp9, 10D [my
emphases] so that it seems that their postmodernism is a
project, something not yet existent, but to be created in
relation to feminist theory and its critiques. While such
a postmodernism would be quite acceptable to me, ['m not
sure if such a theory would be specifically ’'postmodern’.
It seems to me that what Nicholson and Fraser are really

talking about is non-essentialist, non-foundationalist
theory; which is mnot necessarily the same thing as
postmodernism. Postmodernism might be anti-essentialist
and non-foundationalist, but then so are many other
theories, and not all such theories are ’'postmodern’. It
is important to preserve the distinction, as postmoder-
nism includes elements beyond those focused on by

Nicholson and Fraser, which militate against its useful-
ness to feminists or other subordinated groups. Halberg
also seems to equate postmodernism with anti-foundationa-
lism (see Halberg p4). Hawkesworth, in reply to Hekman’s
critique of her Knowers, Knowing, Known argues that
Hekman too conflates anti-foundationalism with postmoder-
nism, so that what is anti-foundational must be postmo-
dern. (p422) She too points out that "all postmodernists
may be anti-foundational, but all anti-foundationalists
are by no means postmodern”.
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feeds into the whole question of difference) but I can’t go
into them in any detail here. Suffice it to emphasize that
this concern | am attempting to to address here, is one of

vital political/ ethical importance to feminists, and not

just a question of theoretical ’correctness’ or 'up-to-

dateness’.

I am using the term ’'postmodern’ or 'postmodernism’ (as
I do "feminist’ and ’Enlightenment’ etc) in a very general
and inclusive sense; in response, largely, to the way the
term 1is wused by many of those arguing for (or against) a
postmodern feminism - as a pointer to a certain way of
theorizing; that whatever the differences between theorists
termed by themselves or others as ’Postmodern’,?? has some
distinctive features in contrast to traditional Enlighten-

ment theory, especially Enlightenment Humanism, which it

Z22Under the term 'postmodern’ I include such theorists as
Lyotard, Rorty, Foucault and Derrida. | make a distinc-
tion between 'Postmodernism’ and ’'Poststructuralism’,
though often the terms are used almost inter-changeably;
and indeed, it is difficult to divide the two neatly down
the middle as they have many common features and common
influences; but for now [ wish to preserve
'poststucturalism’ for +those theorists whose work is
influenced by, or takes as its critical point of depar-
ture anti-humanist structuralist Marxism and anthropo-
logy, the structural linguistics of Saussure and Lacanian
psychoanalytic theory. Derrida (and Foucault) would thus
also be poststructuralists, Rorty would very definitely
not be. Obviously there are big differences between the
theorists here classified as postmodern; but this does
not obscure thelir commonalities, which are sufficient to
see them as representative of a particular kind of
approach, especially in contrast to the ‘'traditional’
theory they all criticize. I am not going to concentrate
on individual theorists’ positions on various matters,
but rather present an account informed by a consideration
of what appears significant about them generally - so
what I say wWill not be true, entirely, of any one
theorist, and might apply to some more than others.
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takes as a negative point of reference. Postmodern theory
has many aspects: here I will concern myself only with those
relating directly to the qQuestions of universalism, essen-
tialism and ’difference’. Postmodernism criticizes Enligh-

tenment humanist thinking for "its search for a foundation

for knowledge"™ and "its universalizing and totalizing
claims™, for 1its failure to recognize all knowledge as
partial, perspectival, "historically and linguistically
mediated."?3 [t rejects ideas of unity, identity and homoge-
neity - pointing to "the partial and excluding quality of
the supposedly inclusive ’we’ of much humanist discourse™.z*
Instead it offers a "theoretical celebration of differ-
ence”,?% of partiality and plurality. 1t opposes the search
for coherence and closure, the desire for "the right
answer’, for simplified, stable (or dialectical) wholes; and
argues 1instead for the continuation of ’conversation’
(conversation, unlike the search for 'truth’ being non-
teleological, having no end, and not aiming at "a single,
stable, representation of reality"?¢), Postmodernism resists

attempts at finding sameness and commonality, and opposes

235teven Best and Douglas Kellner Fostmodern Theory: Criti-
cal Interrogations (Macmillan London 1881) p4.

24Kate Soper Feminism, Humanism and Fostmodernism 1in
Radical Fhilosophy 55 Summer 1990 pll. (Yet as Soper
points out why are/ should ’we' (or anti-humanists) '"be

concerned about the exclusionary quality/ effects of
humanist discourse, except on some sort of 1inclusionary
humanistic criteria”™. Kate Soper Constructa £Ergo Sum
Chapter ©6 in Troubled FPleasures: Writings on Folitics,
Gender and Hedonism (Verso London 1980) pl49

2sGoper Feminism, Humanism and Fostmodernism pll

26GSabina Lovibond Feminism and Postmodernism p7



the ideal of consensus, with its aim of eliminating conflict
through gradual convergence to one point of view - the

aspiration to ’'Truth’ being seen as inevitably leading to

the suppression of diversity, differencez?? and individua-
lity, through insistence on conformity and homogeneity.
Postmodern theory rejects modern assumptions of social
coherence and notions of causality and continuity in favour
of "multiplicity, fragmentation and indeterminacy".28®
History is conceived of as "a non-evolutionary fragmented
field of disconnected knowledges";27 power as diffuse,
dispersed, subjectless and anonymous; though productive -
constitutive of ©bodies and identities.3° Postmodernism

rejects general diagnoses, grand theory, all ’'synthesising’

discourse, holistic social analyses or those that explain in

terms of macrostructures, transhistorical or transcultural
factors, as 'totalizing’ or 'terrorizing’ - arguing instead
for a 'plurality’, a ’patchwork’ of non-unifiable microana-

lyses, and a micropolitics that valorizes the local and
particular in critigque and resistance®! as an antidote to
repressive modern theorizing, the "tyranny of globalizing
discourses”. All knowledge/ discourse is power because "the

rules determining discourse enforce norms of what is

27 |bid see p8.

28 Best and Kellner pb57

2* Jbid p39.

3¢ 1bid p49.

31 'Resistance is emphasized as against the Enlightenment
appeal to emancipation/ liberation; and especially the

connections supposed between 'Reason’, 'Freedom’ and
*Truth’ within that tradition.
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rational, sane or true,- and to speak from outside these
rules is to risk marginalization and exclusion.3?

Postmodernists go "beyond earlier historicist claims

about the inevitable ’situatedness’ of human thought within
culture to focus on the very criteria by which claims to

knowledge are legitimized", claiming that the «criteria
"demarking the true and the false... were internal to the
traditions of modernity and could not be legitimated outside
of these +traditions".33 Discourses/ language games etc
cannot be assessed/ subjected to critique from without, but
can rather be subverted, destabilized or undermined from
within. There is no T"overarching language game, no
privileged discourse, no general theory.... within which
struggles between different language games could be adjudi-
cated".®* Justification and legitimation are social/ politi-
cal practices and are always context- and (internally) rule-
dependent. All discourses "are local, heterogeneous and
incommensurable. No non-discourse dependent or transcenden-
tal rules exist that could govern all discourses or a choice
between them. Truth claims are in principle
*undecidable’".3*% "According to Lyotard, any attempt to seek

the Truth, rather than play within a circumscribed language

game entails an obligation to "legitimate the rules" of the

21bid pb7.

33Nicolson (Introduction) p3/4.

34Best and Kellner pl63

3sJane Flax Thinking Fragments: Fsychoanalysis, Feminism

and Postmadernism In the Contemporary West (University of
California Press Berkeley 1990) p36
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game. All language games generate their own rules about how
to play, what counts as a successful move, and so forth. But
by definition these rules are context dependent

and wvalid

only within a particular game. Games and their rules are
incommensurable. Hence "any more general truth claims would
have to be made by constructing a meta’discourse’ that has
the appearance of universality and neutrality".,ss

The discourses of the enlightenment are seen to appeal
for legitimation to metanarratives, such as the march of
progress, the dialectics of history or the search for Truth,
to Jjustify +their practices. Postmodernism (defined by
Lyotard as "incredulity towards metanarrativesms? rejects
this appeal to grand schemas of legitimation in favour of
the pragmatic construction of local rules and criteria by
participants. "Truth’, thus, is not seen as in Enlightenment
discourse as wuniversal and independent of context and
contingent historical practices, but as internal to a
language game - that which is produced by adhering to its
rules. Utilization of meta-discourse to adjudicate disputes
between language ¢games/ practices is seen as oppressive,
exclusionary and delegitimating of marginal/ subordinate
discourses. Instead of suppressing difference through
attempts to find commensurability and sameness, difference

should be accepted as inevitable; articulated and tolerated.

Given that feminists are concerned with problems of

38 1bid p202.

37Jean Frangois Lyotard The Postmodern Condition: A Report
on Knowledge (Manchester University Press Manchester
1984) pxxiv
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essentialism and universalism; with making false assumptions
and generalizations from their own (limited and partial)

perspectives; with marginalizing, excluding or denying the

perspectives of others - it is understandable that postmo-
dern theory, with its wariness of theory that transcends the

boundaries of ©place and practice, with its emphasis on
partiality and heterogeneity, with its apparent attention

to, and respect for, difference’; should be an attractive

approach to adopt or espouse. What | want to argue, however,
is that this is mistaken - that despite certain similarities
between feminist and postmodernist critigques of Enlighten-
ment/ androcentric thought, despite and apparently common
opposition to many of its central categories and methods -
feminism and postmodernism come from very different perspec-
tives, with different reasons, interests and objectives in
making their critiques of Enlightenment thought. The common
aims are superficial only - they might use similar terms,
but why they use them; what they mean by difference,
location, situatedness etc, are very different, and not
compatible. Taking up a postmodern approach to ’difference’,
far from assisting feminists to engage seriously with the
challenge it offers, and thus to revise and improve its
theories in the light of it; would be to do just the
opposite - it seems to me that a postmodern
'acknowledgement’ of difference is in fact a way of evading

it, and the threat it poses to dominant ways of seeing the
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world,ss

>85ee Nancy Hartsock’s Foucault on Fower: A Theory for
Women? in Linda Nicholson (ed) Feminism/ Fostmodernism
for a similar <c¢laim that despite "their apparent
congruence with [her project of a feminist wunderstanding
of the world that is sensitive +to difference (pl158)]
postmodern theories would "hinder rather than help its
accomplishment"”. (159) She says, "For those of us who
want to understand the world systematically in order to
change 1it, postmodern theories at their best give little

guidance.. . At worst [they] can recapitulate the effects
of Enlightenment theories” (pl59) and represent "a
dangerous approach for any marginalized group to adopt”
(pl60).
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13

POSTMODERNISM AND DIFFERENCE

b) Relation

When feminists pointed out that the purportedly univer-
sal categories of Enlightenment thought were not wuniversal
at all, but based on a false generalization from, and
naturalization of, the experience of (some) men; they
pointed out that their experience was very different to that
described in these theories. However, they were not simply
claiming difference (after all, they hardly had to do that -
as women they had been defined and constructed as different
(to the male norm’) all along: any inclusion of them in
'universal’ categories being largely in name only, and at
the terms of ruling men.) Nor were they simply arguing that
their different experience or perspective should be acknow-
ledged and heard along with the dominant ’'male’ perspective;
nor only that that perspective should be acknowledged as
merely applicable to men (of a certain social position).
Even if many feminists began by making these points it soon
became clear that dominant theories and categories were
inadequate not simply in universalizing beyond their scope,
i.e. that they were partial in the sense of being limited,
not universally applicable; but that they were also ideolo-
gical and distorted; in short to a greater or lesser extent
false. The different perspective of women could not just be

added - attempts to ’'add’ women to liberal or Marxist



theory, for instance, showed Up gaps, inconsistancies and

contradictions in these theories that exposed them as

inadequate; at the very least in need of radical revision

and transformation. The assertion of feminist 'difference’

was and is, basically a challenge and a critique.!?

And that is how, [ think, feminists should regard the
claims of ’'difference’ between women, As | understand it, it
is not simply that ’other’ women want to be recognized as
different from white, western middle class women (especially
as when white western women do consider the experiences of
other women (when not assuming them to be similar) it is
often as ’different’ to their presumed 'norm’ and often so
in stereotyped or racist ways.z Nor is the argument simply
that different experiences or perspectives should be heard
or acknowledged in 'mainstream’ feminist theory. While they

should obviously not be excluded or suppressed, the crucial

!'Consider, for example, the liberal notion of the autono-
mous, self-seeking individual; rationally and freely
choosing his life-path. If this notion seemed very hard
to reconcile with the experience and realities of many
women's lives, the recognition of this disjunction bet-
ween dominant theory and lived experience did not remain
at the level of an assertion of difference (i.e. 'we
women are different’ or 'its different for us’) or the
claim that Iiberal theory only applied adequately to
(ruling) men and that women’s lives were, in contrast
shaped by relationships, responsibilities, constraint and
dependencies. Even if these moves were made, a considera-
tion of these differences, and the links between them,
the processes creating and connecting them, soon demon-
strated that Iliberal theory was inadequate even as a
description of the reality of ruling men’s lives, as it
took for granted, obscured or denied, their own radical
dependence on (and exploitation of) others. Attending to
female (or indeed working class men’s) ’'difference’ thus
called for a critical examination and revision of the
dominant theory.

2S5ee e.g. Amos and Parmar p9.
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question is how these different perspectives are to be

included - will they merely be "tolerated’, or treated as

interesting or ‘’exotic’, but largely irrelevant asides;

explained away in terms that preserve the truth of the

privileged +theory - or will they be taken seriously; as
Bhavnani and Coulson say, "centrally", in a way that
transforms white feminist analysis?3 Elizabeth Spelman
argues that it is not sufficient to "add more stories" of
"different" women "without saying anything about how the
significance of the new additions will be assessed" - i.e.

whether 'mainstream’ feminist theory is prepared to change
in response to them.® Women critical of, or excluded by, a
white western, middle class or whatever perspective are not
just offering their ’difference’ to be acknowledged, but a
challenge. To repeat Valerie Amos and Pratibha Parmar’s
argument, the inability of ’contemporary’ (mid 1980’'s)
feminist theory "to adequately account for the experience of
Black Women...is not a simple question of their absence,
consequently the task is not one of rendering their visibi-
lity. On the contrary [they arguel... that the process of
accounting for their historical and contemporary position,

does, in itself, challenge the use of some of the central

35ee Bhavnani and Coulson p83

*Spelman pl63

3 She says if "the feminist attempt to deal with
'difference’ means simply the attempt to include the
lives and concerns of some women without seriously
challenging white middle class privilege, then all the
talk in the world about difference is simply disingen-
eous. Tolerance is easy if those who are asked to express
it needn’t change a whit." (pl183)
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categories and assumptions of mainstream feminist thought".*

As [ see it, Black women are not only claiming that
much feminist theory is based on false generalizations from

the experience of certain women with a certain structural
and historical position in the world, and thus that it has a
far more limited applicability than claimed. This is perhaps
true; but it could imply that all we have to do is declare
our limitedness and situatedness, and leave space for others
to offer their own equally limited and situated perspectives
-~ | have my white western etc view of the world and you have
yours. Perhaps this might be better than making sweeping and
false generalizations, Dbut it is not enough an its own; for
it basically leaves my perspective intact and unthreatened,
though more limited in applicability than beforse, But 1if [
am really to take other’s experiences seriocusly, as | think
Black feminist and other critics intend: I have to ask what
it means for my understanding of my own experience, how the
two are related. I have to recognize not just that their
experience 1is different, is mediated and structured by
racism, for instance, but that mine is too, in related but
different ways that might not be directly or immediately
visible to me; and that my understanding of my experience,
how things seem to me, may not be adequate or sufficient -
that | may indeed be wrong about it. I have to accept that
others are offering their different experience at least
partly in critique of my understanding of the world, and

that 1 might have to change or revise my theories and

s Amos and Parmar p4.
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understandings in the light of it. And it is this, 1 think,
that a postmodernist ’acceptance’ of difference escapes, or

actually doesn’t allow.
To repeat Sandra Harding’s point? - there are 'mere’

differences, differences of simple diversity such as might
be manifested in (some of) the differences of culture and
experience between say, Puerto Rican and Mexican women; and
there are differences, such as those between ’white’ and
"Black”, or 'western’ and "third World’ women which are not
those simply of diversity and multiplicity, but are rela-
tions, products of the same "structures of domination" that
create both situations and sets of experience. And as she
says, we nmneed theories of knowledge that recognize the
difference. A postmodern "tolerance/ celebration” of differ-
ence might® be adequate in the first of these senses, but it
definitely cannot deal adequately with the second; and it is
the second kind to which white western feminist theory has
to respond (and which postmodern theory refuses to address.)
As Frederic Jameson says, postmodern "pluralism™ "envelops
and illicitly identifies two distinct dimensions of social
complexity. There is the vertical dimension of late capita-
list or corporate institutions, and then the horizontal one
of 1increasingly multiple social groups. Celebrations of

pluralism pass off the first wunder the guise of the

7In Feminism, Science and the Anti-Enlightenment Critiques
p59

8 ] say might because I think a postmodern conception of
difference and situation is insufficiently ’'materialist’,
and relational, which prevents it from being sufficiently
reflexive and therefore from maximally realizing the
insights even 'mere’ difference can provide/ produce.
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second™".?

The relations that the (for e.g. Black feminist)

challenge of difference forces us to confront are those of
power. As many of those who responded to Michéle Barrett and
Mary Mclntosh’s article Ethnocentrism and Scocialist Feminist

Theory'?® pointed outj;!? it is not specifically or only
ethnocentrism, (i.e. speaking from a culturally specific
location)'? that Black feminists are accusing white femin-
ists of - an (inevitable) perspectivity, which could and
should however to some extent be ameliorated by "extending
the field of vision";'® but racism, which is a relation of
privilege and oppression. To focus on the former, when it is
the second that is being charged, is to "depoliticise the
issues™.,t!* It is mnot Jjust that we (all) happen to be
speaking from specific sites - for we could, (in theory) be

doing so and yet have no differences of power and privilege

between us. The charge is, however, that we are in these

YJameson History and Class Consciousness p69

19°Gege Michéle Barrett and Mary Mclntosh Ethrocentrism and

Socialist Feminist Theory in Feminist Review no 20, June
1985.

115ee e.g. responses by Caroline Ramazanoglu and Hamida
Kazi in Feminist Review no 22 Feb 1986; Also

Bhavnani and Coulson Transforming Socialist Feminism

12Barrett and Mclntosh say "we do accept the central point
made against white feminists such as ourselves - that our
work has spoken from an unacknowledged but ethnically
specific position; its apparent universal applicability
has been specious”™ (p25) - though they do also argue for
a recognition of ’race’ and ’racism’ as opposed to a
focus on ethnicity (pp26-28)

13G5ee Ramazanoglu p84

14 Kazi p89



relations of power; and that in pretending that we are

all
similar, or that we are all merely different we T"evade
challenge, or take it wup in a very limited, Oor even

politically reactionary way."1s

Concentrating on power means keeping in mind that it is
a relation, that our different experiences and perspectives
are mutually implicated, part of the same processes that
structure our lives in related but different ways depending
on how we are situated along various axes of political and
economic power. Seeing such difference as relational
regquires mnot seeing one manifestation as unproblematic and
autonomous, as (however historically and contingently)
given, with the other as merely unsimilar in comparison; but
seeing the two as conmected. To take an analogy from
development theory, it requires not seeing the ’west’ as
"developed’, as though it developed all on its own through
its own best efforts or capacities, or simply good fortune
or chance; with the ’Third World’ as 'undeveloped’ in
comparison, as simply the was it is/ was, or come to be; but
seeing the two as inter-related and inter-dependent, with
the "West’ dependent on the ’Third World’ - its
’development’ ©being simultaneously the undevelopment and
exploitation of the 'Third World’; such that the one cannot
adequately be understood (or changed) except in relation to
the other. To simply see the ’west’ as ’developed’ and the
'Third World’ as less or not developed, and to only notice

the difference, is to completely (and wilfully) misunder-

15 Bhavnani and Coulson p82
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stand them. One cannot understand the "west’ simply in its

own terms, its own self-centered version of history and

events; but must rather explore its relations, its dependen-
cies, suppressions, exclusions.!s
And to do this we need to utilize large-scale

structural and historical analyses of soccial and economic

systems, and concepts and categories that deal with rela-
tions like gender, race, class and so on. Of course, what is
meant and involved by any such categories in any particular
situation must be specified in relation to that particular
context, and cannot be assumed to apply wuniversally and
uﬁproblematically outside of any concrete use; but that does
not mean that such categories and ways of thinking aren’t
useful, or indeed, necessary, in coming to understand not

only the larger context, but the specific and local one. To

appeal to such categories or systematic analyses is not to
argue that the particular, the small-scale, or even the
personal is not important, or can be ignored; but that they

can only be adequately understood in relation to the wider
context that shapes and supports them. We should, for
instance, obviously respect and pay attention to, cultural
and historical diversity and specificity; but this does not
mean abandoning all cross-cultural or trans-historical cate-
gories. Instead taking other people/ cultures/ eras

seriously often demands paying attention to how they are

t¢Edward Said (in Representing the Colonized: Anthropo-
logy’s Interlocuters in Cultural Inquiry Vol 15 19893)
p223 describes the whole point of Fanon’s work as being
"to force the European metropolis to think 1its history
together with the history of colonies..."”



related and situated with respect to others, how they are

inserted within wider economic systems or historical trends,

and so on.

1 cannot see how you could understand the position and
experiences of, 5ay, @& small scale coffee grower in Tanza-
nia, or, crucially, ’'ourselves' here in the west (including
our consumption of coffee) unless you could situate each
within the wider political, social and historical context in
which it 1is located, and thus see how they are mutually
dependent and inter-related. This is both because what
happens at the individual or local level is the way it is
because of structural and institutional processes operating
at the wider societal or even global level, and also because
the operation of such structures is often not visible at the
local or individual level, or 1f so only in a limited and
distorted way. As Dorothy Smith says, the "structures that
underlie or generate the characteristics of our directly
experiénced world are social structures and bring wus into
unseen relations with others™.!?7 "It is not possible to
account for oneg’'s directly experienced world or how it 1is
related to the worlds which others directly experience who
are differently placed by remaining within the boundaries of
the former"!® (my emphasis). "To account... for the relation
between the two experiences (or more) and the two positions
from which these experiences begin involves positing a total

socio-economic order "in back" of that moment... Further how

17Smith Women’s Ferspective p95

18 [pid p94



our knowledge of the world is mediated to us becomes a
problem. It is a problem in knowing how that world 1is
organized for us prior to our participation as knowers in
that process... Accounting for that mode of knowing and the
social organization which sets it up for us again leads wus
back into an analysis of the total socio-economic order of
which it is part".!? Attending to the ’local’ requires
’going beyond’ it, seeing it in relation and context.

Yet the postmodern denouncement of ’totalizing’ theory
(especially by Lyotard and Foucault) secems, as Kate Soper
says "to rule out any holistic analyses of societies™ of the
kind that for example "allows wus to define them as
'capitalist’ or ’patriarchal’".?° This is a charge commonly
made by c¢ritics of postmodernism, yet it is also

acknowledged by some advocates of a postmodern feminism,

like Fraser and Nicholson, who argue that Lyotard’s posi-
tion, which they describe as "genuinely exemplary of the
larger tendency" of postmodernism,?! does not "permit an

adequate critical grasp of gender dominance and subordina-
tion".?? There is, they say, "no place in Lyotard’s universe
for critique of pervasive axes of stratification, for
critique of broad-based relations of dominance and subordin-

ation along lines like gender, race and class."23 His

19 1bid p94

20 GSpgper Feminism, Humanism and Postmodernism pl4
2zt Fraser and Nicholson p21

22 bid p20

23 [pid p23

to
6¢]
tJ



position precludes "identification and critique of macro-
structures of inequality and injustice which cut across the
boundaries separating relatively discrete practices and
institutions”,?% ruling illegitimate "large scale historical
narrative and social-theoretical analysis."2?% Lyotard’s (and
much of postmodernism’s) target is in large part Marxism,
which 1is seen as too totalizing and all-encompassing a
discourse, occlusive of the "diversity and plurality of

human practices™?% and "societal differences and opposi-

tions".?7This may indeed be true, but this critique is not
accompanied by an attempt at a "better social theory.
Rather... the project of social theory [is rejected] tout

court".?®
Steven Best and Douglas Kellner argue that postmoder-

nists fail to distinguish between kinds of macrotheories or

"master narratives”" - seeing them all as simplistic, reduc-
tionist, totalizing and terroristic.?? Yet in lumping them
all together they themselves "do violence™ to their diver-

sity, and contradict their evocation of plurality by exclu-
ding grand narratives from play.3°® As they and Fraser and

Nicholson point out, despite the "strictures against large

24 bid p23
25 [bid p25
26 [bid p23
27 [bid p24
28 |bid p24
29 Best and Kellner pp72 and 172

solbid pp72 and 172



totalizing stories"™ Lyotard <(and other postmodernists)
narrate fairly tall tales about large scale social trends
themselves,S!? and condemn or recommend certain ways of
conceptualizing or theorizing in very general, undifferen-
tiated and wunlocated ways®? (see next chapter). Linda

Nicholson argues that "postmodernism need not demand the

elimination of all big theory... to avoid totalization and
essentialism".?*®* Indeed, whatever they ’'demand’, postmoder-
nists do not avoid "all big theory"” - what they do attempt

to avoid 1is ©precisely the type of theory Fraser and

Nicholson argue that we need if we are to grasp "phenomena
as pervasive and multifaceted as male dominance” i.e. large
historical narratives, "empirical and social-theoretical

analyses of macrostructures and institutions"s?* which are
explicitly historically situated and attuned to the cultural
specificity of different societies and periods as well as
those of different groups within them.®® (This, of course,
as well as attention to the local and the micropolitics of
everyday life.)

It is the structural, the relational and the systemati-

cally unequal or oppressive that drops out of postmodern

st Fraser and Nicholson p25
32Gge Best and Kellner ppl71-3
s3Nicholson [Introduction p9
ssafFraser and Nicholson p25

ss [bid p34
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theory.3¢ This emerges again in Foucault’s presentation of

power as somehow impersonal and anonymous, as Best and

Kellner say, "exercised apart from the actions and inten-

tions of human subjects.™7 This "brackets the question of

who controls and uses power for which interests to focus on

the means by which it operates."3® Whatever the 1insights
made possible by this sappreossh,  "i{t coeludes the extent o

which powsr is5... administered by

m

pecific and identifiable
agents in positions of economic and political power".3"
Nancy Hartsock argues that Foucault writes from the perspec-
tive of the "colonizer” (in analogy with Albert Memmi’s
description of the relation between The Colonizer and the
Colonizedl),*°® the dominator, the "self proclaimed majority"
and that "perhaps in part because power relations are less
visible to those who are in [thatl]l position... systemati-
cally wunequal! relations of power vultimately vanish from

[his]] account of power"*! so that the "whole thing comes to

36Seyla Benhabib says "the difficulty with political plura-
lism old and new" (she describes the political ©position
that follows from an epistemology like Lyotard’s as a
neo-liberal interest group pluralism ) "is the neglect of
structural sources of inequality influence, resource and
power among competing groups” (Epistemologies of Fostmo-
dernism: & Rejocinder to Jean-Francolis Lyotard in Linda
Nicholson (ed) Feminism/ Fostmodernism ppl22,123)

37Best and Kellner p70
38 [bid p70
37 1bid p70

1s0Gee Albert Memmi The Colonizer and the Colonized (Beacon
Press Boston 1965)

s1Hartsock Foucault on Power pl165
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look very homogeneous".*? But, as Sabina Lovibond says "if
there can be no systematic political approach to questions
of wealth, power and labour, how can there be any effective
challenge to a social order which distributes its Dbenefits
and burdens in a systematically unequal way..."*3% Rorty, for
one, says he is less sure than Fraser and Nicholson "about
the need for, and utility of, 'social-theoretical analyses
of large scale inequalities’™ because he is "less sure than
Fraser about the possibility that +the basic institutional
framework of [our] [his brackets] society could be unjust"!!
and hence about "the utility of a theory that could specify

links among apparently discrete social problems via the

s2pid pl70

a3 ,ovibond p22
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basic institutional structure.™**

As opposed to this, Frederic Jameson, (who is a Marxist
theorist of the postmodern) argues that we do need something

like a Lukacsian theory of totality - "totality" not in

terms of a theory that purports to explain everything, but

"a framework in which wvarious kinds of knowledge are

positioned, pursued and evaluated”™ - a collective

project
rather than an 1individual one.*s In this sense then
"totalization” far from implying 'terror’ or even

#4Richard Rorty Feminism and Fragmatism in Radical Philo-
sophy 59 (Autumn 1991) pll. He says that unlike Fraser,
he does not see "attractive alternatives (more or less
Marxist in shape) to such institutions as private owner-
ship of +the means o©of production and constitutional
democracy" (pll).

He also claims that Sabina Lovibond, in her critique of
postmodernism, 1is "committed to universalism™ in that she
sees inequality as bad as such. Rorty says he Thopes
feminists will drop universalism, which he sees as
involving "dropping the notion that the subordination of
women is Intrinsically abominable" (p5). Yet he jater
(pl4) says that "pragmatists” (he is a self-proclaimed
pragmatist) "should agree with everyone else that
"slavery 1is absolutely wrong" has always been true - even
in periods when this sentence would have sounded crazy to
everybody concerned... All that pragmatists need"” he says
"is +the <claim that this sentence is not made true by
csomething other than the beliefs which we would wuse to
support it - and, in particular, not by something like
the True Nature of Human Beings."”

Rorty’s favourite feminist statements are ones that say
things like "we are not attempting to be objective about
it...", that "can be read as" saying that "the voice 1in
which women will some day speak" would not "be better at
representing reality than present-day masculinist dis-
course” (pb).

s+5 Jameson History and Class Consciousness p60
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"totalitarianism’*® "means nothing more forbidding than
alliance politics"*?” - yet an alliance politics built on
substantive bases, sought as a result of theorizing that can
contextualize, make connections, investigate interrelation-
ships, as well as attend to difference. Jameson argues that
"[dlifference itself cannot be genuinely understood outside
a relational and systemic context™ and that "a totalizing
analysis 1is necessary to map the homogenizing and systemic
effects of capitalism itself".*® Emphasis on "difference,
particularity and homogeneity™ can both reify "singularly
and specificity” and divert attention "away from the tenden-
cies of Capitalism toward sameness, uniformity and genera-
lity, such as are expressed in mass production and consump-
tion, propaganda, mass media, social conformity, and global
market relations.™*?

The real issue, he says, is that "of constructing a
sufficiently sophisticated framework which can map the full

complexity of cultural texts and social practices in a non-

reductive way".®° Jameson argues for what he «calls an

46 Jameson resists any collapsing of the "philosophical
concept of totality" into "totalitarianism" - see his
Cognitive Mapping in Cary Nelson and Laurence Grossberg
(eds) Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture
(University of Illinois Press Chicago 1988) p354. (He
sees dissatisfaction with the concept of totality as a

"symptom, a function of the increasing difficulties™ of
thinking interrelationships in a postmodern space)
(p356) .

27 Jameson History and Class Cansciousness p62
+8Best and Kellner pl87
47 1bid pl87

soJbid pl87
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aesthetics of "cognitive mapping".®!' He sees, since the
period of Monopoly/ Imperialist Capitalism, "a growing
contradiction between lived experience and structure, or
between a phenomenological description of the life of an
individual and a more properly structural model of the
conditions of existence of the experience”,3? with the two
drifting "ever more farther apart" - the phenomenological
experience of the individual limited to a tiny corner of the
social world e.g. "a certain section of London" but "the
truth of that experience no longer [coincidingl with the
place in which it takes place™ but lying "rather, in India,
or Jamaica or Hong Kong... Dbound up with the whole colonial
system of the British Empire that determines the very
quality of the individual’s subijective life. Yet those
structural co-ordinates are no longer accessible to imme-
diate lived experience and are not even conceptualizable for

most people."®%® Jameson sees this as leading to an aesthetic

51 See Jameson Cognitive Mapping p347 on.

("Aesthetics™ because the paper was presented at a
conference on "Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture”
- where, he says, he frequently felt that he was "one of
the few Marxists left”"™ (p347), and Dbecause he sees
'science’/ social science as a discourse "(which 1is
ultimately impossible) without a subject. In this 1ideal
discourse. .. you model the real independent of 1its
relations to individual subjects, including your own."
The "real problem is that it is increasingly hard for
people to put that together with their own experience as
individual... subjects, in daily life." He sees Aesthe-

tics as "something that addresses individual experience
rather than something that conceptualizes the real in a
more abstract way" (p358 in reply to a question by Nancy
Fraser).

52 ]bid p349

53 |bid p349
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of "monadic relativism"" with each consciousness closed off
in a privatized world which no longer interacts with each
other. This +trend 1is exacerbated within our period of
multinational/ ’late’ Capitalism with its postmodern sense
of space - saturated, fragmented, "a perceptual barrage of
immediacy”™ where distance and most especially orientation
have been suppressed, so that individuals are inserted into
a "multidimensional set of radically discontinuous reali-
tieg" ;35 the lived experience of the subject becoming
fragmented, decentered, dispersed - no longer even the focus
for a "point of view."

This creates urgent political problems, for within this
space subjects find themselves unable to position or orient
themselves individually or collectively, their "incapacity
to map socially”"®¢ vitiating "their capacities to act and
struggle”".3?7 The problem is one of the representation 3® of
this space - he therefore "privileges a spatial politics
where individuals would be able to map their place within
society®” - negotiate, 'span’ or ‘'coordinate’ the gap
between "the local positioning of the individual subject"

and the "structures in which he or she is situated".®® His

54 ]bid p350
5 ]bid p351
¢ ]bid p353
57Best and Kellner pl88

se Jameson says he uses that "charged word" as a synonym of
"figuration” Cognitive Mapping p348.

siBest and Kellner pl188

6o Jameson Cognitive Mapping p353
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calls for a "cognitive mapping", are an extension of an
earlier Lukacsian theory of narrative - narratives making
connections between events and contextualizing them "within
a larger milieu outside of which +they are incomprehen-
sible”.®! Cognitive mapping "does not represent the world in
the classical mimetic sense" postmodernists so oppose, "but
rather transcodes it through historically conditioned

-

forms".®? Against any uncritical rejection of representation
he argues that we live within an external world which 1is
mappable; and that by means of maps we can both wunderstand
and act in that world".¢?® (Jameson is in fact sympathetic to
a standpoint theory®?® stemming from that of Lukacs and
developed by feminist standpoint theorists like Hartsock,
Harding and Jaggar; and which he sees as implicit 1in the
claims of Black and other oppressed groups.)

Best and Kellner also argue that we must not abandon

social theory but rather attempt "more sophisticated and

61 Best and Kellner pl89
42 [bid pl89
63 ]bid pl90

s4Gpge Jameson History and Class Consciousness pp64-69
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contemporary maps"ss - "big pictures” which enable us to see
how things interact and are interrelated, how they are

organized and connected, so that we can "intelligently
analyse, discuss and intervene in social processes".*?® They

argue that the postmodern rejection of dialectics has left

it too one-sided and reductives? - evoking difference
without also finding points of convergence, common interests
or concrete bases for alliance.®® Postmodernism’s neglect/
obscuring of systematic and structural factors reduce its
politics to a harmless one "of style and personal identity
that leaves relations of domination intact and unchallen-
ged",&” and can serve to reify and fetishize difference

(reification being to posit things outside of the relation-

ships that constitute them) producing rigid barriers between

individuals and groups, which can lead to chauvinism of
various kinds.?° Best and Kellner argue that we need
dialectical theory - dialectics being a method of describing

¢5Best and Kellner p259

'Maps’, are, I think an excellent analogy for theory, for
they <can/ should be thought of not as an attempt to
exactly reproduce ’'reality’; but to enable their users to
act more effectively within it, by emphasizing, detailing
or connecting what is, within any context, most signifi-
cant for the practical/ political purposes of the maps
makers and users - consider, for example, the different
and specific features and qualities of the London Under-
ground Map, or admiralty charts of the coasts, or a quick
diagram of how to get to someone’s house from the
station.

s¢ Jbid p260
47 [bid see pp2l4,222-224
s8 [bhid p212
s7[bid p213

70 bid p213.
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relationships and interconnections, how phenomena are
constituted and mediated’! - theory that can attend to both
difference and similarity/ commonality; that understands

particularities as constituted by structures and

processes.’? In "rejecting dialectics, postmodern theory

tends to be... fragmentary and empiricist, failing to
articulate significant mediations, or connections, between
various social phenomena™’ 3 they claim. I agree with this,

and believe that in taking such an approach postmodernists
fail (or dq not want to see) other’s ’'difference' as related
to their own; and both as constructed through and dependent
on, the same processes, As Donna Haraway says "in the
consciousness of our failures, we risk lapsing into bound-
less difference and giving up on the confusing task of
making partial real, connection. Some differences are play-
ful; some are poles of world historical systems of domina-

tion. Epistemology is about knowing the difference™.’*

71 1bid p224

72 1bid pp222-224

73 1bid pp223,224

74Haraway A Manifesto for Cyborgs: Science, Technology and

Socialist Feminism in the 1380’s in Linda Nicholson (ed)
Feminism/ Postmodernism p203.
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14

POSTMODERNISM AND DIFFERENCE

c) Situation

Chandra Talpade Mohanty describes S.P.Mohanty as criti-
cizing the "implicit assumption in contemporary cultural
theory that pluralism is an adequate substitute for ©politi-
cal analyses of dependent relationships and larger histori-
cal configurations".! She gquotes him as saying "a nagging
guestion [remains]. How do we negotiate between my history
and yours? How would it be possible for us to recover our
commonality, not the humanistic myth of our shared human
attributes which are meant to distinguish wus all from
animals, but, more significantly, the imbrication of our
various pasts and presents; the ineluctable relationships of
shared and contested meanings, values, material resources?
It is necessary to assert our dense particularities, our
lived and imagined differences. But could we afford to leave
unexamined the question of how our differences are
intertwined and indeed heirarchically organized? Could we,
in other words, really afford to have entirely different

histories, to see our selves as living - and having lived -

t Chandra Talpade Mohanty p30



in entirely heterogeneous and discrete spaces?"?

Chandra Talpade Mohanty says that one effect of postmo-
dern critiques of essentialism has been the transformation

of questions of historical interconnection "into questions

of discrete and seperable histories™.3 [t is vital to keep
in mind that differences are contingent and historical
constructions, the products of oppressive and heirarchical
relationships; and that when taken up or emphasized by ¢the
oppressed (even when doing so includes a celebration of the
qualities and characteristics, the 'differences’ assigned
them within these unequal relationships) ’*difference’ is so
articulated to wundo these relationships - in a sense to
eliminate the difference; not in the sense of becoming the
same/ or equal to the oppressors, but in the sense of so
transforming the relationship and its constituents that it
is no longer one of domination and imputed difference/
inferiority. The mere acknowledgement of difference, espe-
cially by these located as ’oppressors’, implies either the

acceptance of these oppressive structures (which are, like

the 'difference’ itself, their supports and ’creations’ )

25,P.Mohanty quoted in Chandra Talpade Mohanty pp90,91
(from Us and Them: O0On the FPhilosophical Basis of Politi-
cal Criticism in Yale Journal of Criticism 2 1989 ppl-31
(pl3)

3 Mohanty p75
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to speak) or a faise reification or essentialism* of differ-
ence - as something given and unchangeable, existing out of
context and relation.

Chandra Mohanty argues that instead of "discourses of
diversity and pluralism", or formulations of the ™uni-
versality” of gendered oppression, we should "historicize
and Jocate”.® Linda Nicholson warns that "postmodernism must
avoid any simple celebration of difference and partiality
for its own sake",® acknowledging that "the mere abstract
invocation of difference could... be used in the service of
conservative ends". The "extent to which we 1insist on
difference and how we describe "the differences that make a
difference” is... a political act"?” and should follow from
and be limited to "the demands of specific political
contexts”. She says it "would not be difficult" for postmo-
dernists to situate their "defence of specific values" (such
as difference) "within a historical context™.® But this, I
think, is precisely where the difficulty comes in - I would
argue that postmodern approaches don’t/ cannot situate

themselves, or do so only in a politically/ theoretically

*See Marnia Lazreg’s Feminism and Difference p339, where
she argues that an antihumanist/ 'discourse analysis’/
deconstructionist approach "deprives the proponents of
difference of any basis for understanding the relation-
ship between the varieties of modes of being different in
the world. Difference [thus paradoxically for a suppo-
sedly anti-essentialist approachl] becomes essentialized"
[my emphasis]

Slbid p7b
¢Nicholson [ntroduction pl0O
7 IBid pl10

8 Ibid pl0O
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inadequate way. Postmodernists do locate themselves, but
usually in terms of broad historical eras or trends in very

inclusive and undifferentiated ways - not, for instance, as
occupying very specific yet contested and challengeable
locations within these historical contexts - a sort of self-
location that obscures/ denies what subordinate groups find
most significant about them.

Despite the postmodern emphasis on contingency and the
historical constitution and contextuality of categories and
criteria; in its conception of difference it seems to me not
to be historical (and certainly not materialist) enough - it
locates phenomena or ideas very broadly and sweepingly,
without paying attention to structural differences within
these historical contexts; e.g. the different experiences
of, and relations to, various phenomena of those situated
differently in terms of gender, class, race etc. As said
before, it tends to reify difference; to see it as standing
alone, out of process and context, with insufficient atten-
tion to how it has been historically and politically
constructed; and specifically to what ends and whose benefit
- to how the construction of 'woman’, ’Africans’, 'the
Orient’ etc, as 'Other?’/ 'different’, i.e. inferior, to
white western males, has served to justify and legitimate,

make possible; the exploitation, oppression or colonization

of these (constructed) others. As Nancy Hartsock says, the
difference’ of the ’'colonized’, the ’'0Orient' or ’'woman' has
been created in opposition to, and in the same process as,
the identity/ self definition of the colonizers, the West,
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and men.’ Difference is a relation (and in the sense under

discussion here, not a symmetrical or equal one) - but as a

relation, ’women’ (for e.g), as 'different’ or ’'similar’,
are always so 1in relation to somebody else (within a
particular context) and so such difference can only be
comprehended against and in connection to that other,
tacitly assumed (but often hidden) partner.

And it is critical attention to that presumed but
unexamined and unlocated ’partner’ or ’other to difference’,
the assumed ’'norm’, that particularly tends to drop out in
postmodern accounts. As Jane Flax asks, who is this ’we’,
this 'us’, that the postmodern philosopher is addressing or
speaking for?!'°® Postmodernists do tend to talk on terms of
'we’, but this ’'we' is not acknowledged or implied to be
(what from other subordinate perspectives it can be seen to
be) the constituency of ruling white male westerners,
structurally and materially privileged, oppressive and

exploitative of others (as opposed to the naively self-

satisfied "cultural’ sense implied in Rorty’s identity as a

liberal/ capitalist North American, or his oft repeated ’'we
pragmatists’)!! - again just who 1s this 'we’, and what does
it assume, or tacitly presuppose or exclude?) Linda

Kintz points out that the Derridean recommendation that

women give up attempting to articulate a specifically female

subject of experience, in favour of a strategy of in-

¥See Hartsock Foucault and Power ppl60-162
1°oFlax Thinking Fragments pl31

11 Sege e.g. Rorty Feminism and Pragmatism

298



difference’ is "posed from the very terrain of the binary
oppositions he warns us against".!2? He assumes that the
"attempt to describe the construction of the female subject

as specifically different from the male subject"!3 would
replicate, reinforce phallogocentrism. But such advice can
"only be offered from a male subject place since it depends
on presenting women as ’'other’!* and as "imitating’/
'mimicking’ if they speak (write) "like a man’. She argues
that "Derrida’s brilliant readings have been centred on a
Subject who is male, white and European [butl] that critique
of subjectivity has been generalized"!'> to cover all sub-

jects, even those who were not included in the core group of

subjects”"!® in the first place. The concept of the Subject,

while <claiming universality, had only applied properly to
"the male of the dominant class",!? but still assuming its
universality, deconstructionists have gone from Subject to
subject, with no pause for gender differentation, or for
race or class distinctions”,. She says "[tlhere has been a
conflation here, one based on the bothersome generic 'he’
and its repressing of differentiated subjectivity, its

12],inda Kintz In-different Criticism: The Deconstructive

Parole .in Jeffner Allen and Iris Marion Young (eds) The
Thinking Muse: Feminism and Modern French FPhilosophy
(University of Indiana Press Bloomington, Indiana 1989)
pl3

131bid pl3

1450 Kate Soper Feminism, Humanism and Fostmodernism plb

15Kintz pl15

16 [bid pllb

17 [bid p115
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erasure of the female as a Jocus of experience or subjecti-

vity [my emphasis]. We have received, rather than a decon-
struction of subjectivity, a deconstruction of white, male,
bourgeois subjectivity, the "I’ generalized to the universa-
lity of the ’we’, with the concommitant extension of the
applicability of deconstruction to all, indifferently,
indifferentiatedly”.'® But, she asks, "can ’'we’ talk about
subjectivity and its crises as if 'we’ all experienced them
in the same way?" (my scare-guotes). The logic of the
postmodern position would surely point to an acknowledgement
that we cannot, yet this is precisely what postmodern
theories tend to do, in a most unreflective and indifferen-
tiated way.

Jane Flax also argues that despite "the rhetoric of
’reading like a woman’ or displacing ’phallogocentrism’,
postmodernists are unaware of the deeply gendered nature of
their own recounting and interpretations of the Western
story and the strategies they oppose to its master
narratives".!? (See her Thinking Fragments for a more
detailed critique of Derrida, Foucault and Rorty.)>2° Nancy

Hartsock says that reading Foucault persuades her that

Foucault’s world is not her world, but instead a world in

'8 1bid pl1l6
She asks (in relation to deconstructionist evocations of
indeterminacy) to what extent do existing determinations
make in-different ©positions 1impossible - the latter
losing sight of [denying?] very important historical
differences 1in attempting to "start from where we would
like to end up" (pllB6)

19Flax Thinking Fragments p2l4

20 |pid see especially pp209-216
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which she feels profoundly alien.2: Indeed, she says "when

he argues that this is our world I am reminded of a joke

told about... the Lone Ranger and Tonto, his ’faithful

Indian companion’ (and subordinate). As the story goes, the

two are chased and then surrounded by hostile Indians. As he

comes to recognize the danger, the Lone Ranger turns to
Tonto and asks "What do we do now?" To which Tonto replies
"What do you mean ’we', white boy?m"22 This, I think,
captures some of my reaction to much postmodern theory, and

is Dbasically the same criticism feminists and others have
made against humanist/ enlightenment theory - the lack of
attention to who is speaking, to whom, and from where.

Anna Yeatman says that postmodernism "represents a
crisis of authority for the Western knowing subject posed by
the refusal to stay silent on the part of those whom this
subject had cast as other: natives, colonials, women... By
insisting on their own voice and status as subjects, these
erstwhile objects of modern western knowledge have disrupted
the epistemological order of domination inscribed within
modern, western knowledge".2?3 She says that postmodernism
can be interpreted from the ’standpoint’ of what she calls
'the master subject’, "contemplating the issues of legiti-

macy for his authority which arise from the refusal of those

2t Hartsock Foucault on Fower pl66
A feeling | share in relation to postmodern theory in

general
22 [bid pl66

23 Anna Yeatman Postmodern Epistemological Politics and
Social Science in Kathleen Lennon and Margaret Whitford
(eds) Knowing the Difference: Feminist Perspectives 1In
Epistemology (forthcoming) pl of manuscript
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cast as other to stay silent"zs gr from that "of those who
are placed as the disruptive and challenging voices of the
ctherm"2s - and that T"postmodernism is quite different

depending on which of these standpoints is adopted".2¢ For
the former, “postmodernism is a general sea-change, reflec-
ting the combined aspects of various social, cultural and
technological changes. The revolt of the other is acknowled-
ged in an overgeneralized, abstract way. It remains unspeci-
fied and wninvestigated"?27 (my emphases). "From the stand-
point of those who are contesting their status as Other,
postmodernism appears as the efforts of the modern, imper-
ial, patriarchal master subject to manage the extent and
direction of the crisis for his authority".?® She describes
Edward ©Said as viewing postmodernism as "’reaction’ of the
kind that seeks to preempt and co-opt... a reaction which
accommodates by depoliticizing the challenges to the order
of the modern master subject"? - an evaluation 1 share.
Said sSays of Lyotard’s account of the 'great
narratives’ of emancipation and enlightenment losing their
legitimating power and being replaced by smaller local
narratives that base their legitimacy on performativity, a

"user'’s ability to manipulate the codes in order to get

24 1bid pl
25 [bid pl
26 [bid pl
27 |bid pl
28 [bid pl

27 1bid pl
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things done";- that according to his (Lyotard’s) account

. " .
this came about for entirely European or Western reasons:

the great narratives just lost their power".3° [f we situate

this "within +the 1imperial dynamic, Lyotard’s argument
appears not as an explanation but as a symptom. He separates
western postmodernism from the non-European worid, and from
the consequences of European modernism and modernization in
the colonized world. In effect then postmodernism, with its
aesthetic of quotation, nostalgia and indifferentiation,
stands free of its own history... ".3! "The striking thing
about Lyotard’s argument, he says "and perhaps the very
reason for its widespread popularity, is how it not only
misreads but misrepresents the major challenge to the great
narratives and the reason why their power may now appear to
have abated."3?2 One of the reasons for the «crisis of

modernism was "the disturbing appearance in Europe of

various Others... who challenge or resist settled Metropoli-

so5aid Representing the Colonized p222
31]bid p222

sz [pid p222
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tan histories, forms, modes of thought".33 "Eyrope and the

West... were being asked to take the other seriously".3*

But this they have not done (nor would, I think, a

properly postmodern feminism take seriously the challenge

’others’ bring to it.) If postmodernism is in some way a

reaction to the claims made by women, Black and colonized

people etc it is certainly not a response, in any adequate
sense (indeed to me it does seem to be reaction - attempts

by a dominant group to avert or counter challenge and

prevent change). Postmodern theorists, for all their evoca-
tion of 'difference’ and heterogeneity, seem to spend very
little time seeking out, listening to, or attentively

replying to the claims of all these "Others’ whose existence

33 1bid p222/3
Marnia Lazreg also situates postmodern assertions of
'difference’ not in western academic developments, but in
the context of the "collapse of the colonial empires, the

rise of consumer societies and the «crises of late
capitalist states" (Feminism and Difference p338); and
the rise of French anti-humanism in "the collapse of the
French colonial empire, more specifically the end of the

Algerian war" (p340).

Many feminist theorists have, like Nancy Hartsock, found
it "highly suspicious" that just when so many marginali-
sed groups have been engaged in redefinition and critique
that doubts about subjecthood, agency, progress and the
possibilities for general theory have emerged. "Why 1is
it", she says, "that just at the moment when so many of
us who have been silenced begin to demand the right to
name ourselves, to act as subjects rather than objects of
history, that just then the concept of subjecthood
becomes problematic? Just when we are forming our own
theories about the world, wuncertainty emerges about
whether the world can be theorized. Just when we are
talking about the changes we want, ideas of progress and
the possibility of systematically and rationally organi-
zing human society become dubious and suspect" (Hartsock
Foucault on FPower pl63,164)

See also Sabina Lovibond Feminism and Fostmodernism pl6

3453id Representing the Colonized p2i3
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they now acknowledge and tolerate.35 [n fact, most of the

(little) attention ever given to feminism is in terms of
kindly advice from master theorists on how feminists should
or shouldn’t attempt to understand things (most specifically
not in any ways that could threaten the position of these
same masters, it seems.) Jane Flax says that "the philoso-
pher™ may (in response to the voices of subjugated groups)
"attempt to dictate the form these voices ought to take
(conversation), to cut off clamorous accounts of alternate
experiences by proclaiming the non-existence of subjecti-
vity, or to forestall discomforting heterogeneous demands
for Jjustice by disconnecting all possible interrelations
between knowledgels], truths and emancipationi{sl] ... each of
these tactics appears at some point within postmodern
texts".3¢% Certainly "Postmodernist discourses ... undoubted-

ly lack any serious discussion of feminist theories, even

when these theories overlap, supplement or support postmo-

SsRorty has actually, though, recently (autumn 91) written
an article on Feminism and Fragmatism. Though it is yet
again one of those pieces where 'expert’ self-conceivedly
sophisticated theorists tell feminists how they should or
shouldn’t go about theorizing - at least he appears to
have read the work of a fair number of feminist theor-
ists, which is more than can be said for many.

se Jane Flax Thinking Fragments pl91
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.dernist claims®?’ which "profoundly effects their texturen.3s

Christine di Stefano describes the "feminist case

against postmodernism (as consistingl of several related

claims. First, that postmodernisnm expresses the claims and
needs of a constituency (white, privelaged, men of the

industrialized west) that has already had an Enlightenment

for itself... secondly, that the objects of postmodernism’s
various critical and deconstructive efforts have been the
creations of a similarly specific and partial consti-

tuency... Third, that mainstream postmodernist theory

37 1bid (pp210/211) (See Flax pp211-216 for critiques of
Rorty, Foucault and Derrida and their neglect/ reproduc-
tion of gendered oppression as evidenced in their lack of
attention to feminist critique, their apparent total non-
information by feminist narratives, the lack of any
systematic consideration of gender, the abstract
'transcendental’ quality of Derrida’s concept of 'woman’
which has no referent in any concrete, embodied, histori-

cal, specific beings or their social experience, no
acknowledgement of differentiation by race or class or
culture etc; but which in fact replicates, gains its

"plausibility’ from its congruence with stereotypes of
femininity and ’phallocentric metaphysics’.

S8Flax sees the inadequacy of postmodern narratives about
subjectivity as "partially determined by the absence of
any systematic consideration of gender and gender rela-

tions"(p216). "Within postmodernist discourses"™ she says
"there is no attempt to incorporate or do justice to the
specificity of women’s experiences or desires as

discussed by women... Women's experiences of subjectivity
[Lhoweverl suggest there are alternatives to the two
presumed within postmodernist discourses..." (p210)

(See Flax p216 for her critique of the postmodern
conception of self/ subjectivity)

Flax 1is actually sympathetic to a postmodern approach,
but sees its conception of subjectivity and its neglect
of gender relations as deeply problematic. ©5She says the
"absence or dissappearance of concrete women and gender
relations suggests the possibility that postmodernism may
be "phallogocentrism’s last ruse" (p216)

See also Rosi Braidotti’s Envy: Or with your Brains and
my Looks in Alice Jardine and Paul Smith Men in Feminism
especially pp236-238 for comments that relate to the
points made by Flax (and Hartsock and Kintz)
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(Derrida, Lyotard, Rorty, Foucault) has been remarkably

blind and insensitive to questions of gender in 1its own

purportedly politicized rereadings of history, politics and

culture... "37 The apparent unawareness on the part of

postmodernism "of the deeply gendered nature"*° of its own

theories and strategies is related to, and partly a product

of, the postmodern conception of difference. For all the
postmodern nodding to history, differences paradoxically
appear not so much historically constituted as ’brute’; as
contingently yet somehow ’ontologically’ given. I  have
argued that differences should be seen as related, as
located and connected within wider structural networks
processes - differences should thus be seen as "situational,
not intrinsic" as Donna Haraway puts it.*!

Though postmodernism does have a concept of locale, of
diversity of situation and context, this turns out to be
very different to that expressed in the feminist conception
of situatedness and perspectivity (especially that formula-
ted in standpoint theory). The feminist notion of situation

is a materialist,*? and structural one, derived from Marxist

359Christine di Stefano Dilemmas of Difference: Feminism,
Modernity and Postmodernism in Linda Nicholson (ed)
Feminism/ Postmodernism p75/76
(A final point she mentions 1is that it would "if
seriously adopted by feminists... make any semblance of a
feminist politics impossible™).

4oFlax Thinking Fragments p2l4

s 1 Haraway Situated Knowledges p594

s2ps is that of Black feminist critics who argue for
example that white feminists "must acknowledge the

material basis of their power in relation to black
people" (Bhavnani and Coulson p82) [my emphasisl.
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theory: your relatively "fixed ' and "objective’ location

within economic and political relations is seen as shaping

and mediating your experience of the world, affecting how it

seems to you and what you can come to know. Everyone sees

the world from a specific 'somewhere’ and that location has

implications both for you and your life, and your understan-

ding of it and the world. Furthermore, ’'objective’ knowledge

of how you are situated will not only transform and improve
your understandings of both yourself and the world, but will
enable you to act more effectively within the world to
change 1it. The postmodern conception of difference and
location seems much less materialist, much less reflexive,
much more superficial and ’consumerist’.*s

Someone once compared it to looking round an ethnologi-
cal museum*®* - [ think it is probably more like privelaged,
affluent westerners looking round a shop in an ethnological
museum - where there are all these nice, colourful, aesthe-
tic, ethnic things to buy and have and appropriate; without
any consideration of what they mean ethically of politi-

cally; how and why they got there; especially who exploited

whom in the process. Just all this diversity and no doubt.

*3Jameson speaks of the harnessing of "the celebration of

Difference and of Heterogeneity" "to the celebration of
consumer goods, free enterprise, and the eternal wonder
and excitement of the market itself" (History and Class
Consciousness...P62)

*4 Apparently Baudrillard, Iv’e been told. Seyla Benhabib
liken’s Lyotard’s stance, that of an observer "gazing in
wonderment at the variety of discursive species” (Lyotard
The Fostmodern Condition p26) to that of a curator of an
ethnological museum. (Seyla Benhabib Epistemologies of
Postmodernism ppll19,129)
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Or else it is a view of the world inspired by Tourism*s - we

can be in the Seychelles one week, Tunisia the next and

seemingly never effect or be affected by either. It seems

more like a style or fashion that can be adopted (provided
one has the resources) than a concrete situation.
As both Susan Bordo and Donna Haraway have pointed
out,*® the view from nowhere has been replaced by an equally
impossible "view from everywhere"™ - which is just as
disembodied; Just as disclaiming of one’s own situatedness,
one’s own implication in structures of domination and
exploitation as the view from Nowhere was. Bordo argues that
while arising out of a "critique of modernist epistemologi-

cal positions”, ©postmodernists are animated by their "own

fantasies of attaining an epistemological perspective free

of the locatedness and limitations of embodied existence - a
fantasy [she calls]l] a dream of everywhere’",*? marked by "a
new configuration of detachment, a new imagination of
disembodiment”.*® In the Cartesian view, the knower has to

transcend the body (that which fixes the knower in time and
space and therefore situates and relativises perception and

thought") "if one is to achieve the view from nowhere, God’s

45Elspeth Probyn also describes an attitude toward differ-

ence suggested by the experience of tourism "where
diversity is experienced in its most superficial manife-
stations" (described by Nicholson in her Introduction
pl4a)

4¢See Susan Bordo Feminism, Fostmodernism and Gender Scep-
ticism ppl42-5
And Haraway Situated Knowledges pp581-501, especially
pp584,587

*7Bordo Feminism, Postmodernism pl36

48 bid pl43
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i " s "
Eye wview" from which "one can see nature as it really is,

undistorted by human perspective™, 4?9

In postmodernism, the body "isgs reconceived”. No longer
"an obstacle to knowledge for [’objective’] "knowledge’ in
the Cartesian sense is an impossibility... " the body is
seen instead as constantly shifting (in shape and location);
moving, changing, multiple and fragmentary, "capable of
revealing endlessly new "points of view" on things"s° -
which both obscures its Jocated and Jimited mnature and
evades an assumption of responsibility for a specific shape
and place. "What sort of body is it" she asks, "that is free
to change its shape and location at will, that can become
anyone and travel anywhere? If the body is a metaphor for
our locatedness in space and time and thus for the finitude
of human perception and knowledge, then the postmodern body
is mno body at all."®! This "erasure of the body is not
effected, as in the Cartesian version through a trip to
’nowhere’, but in a resistance to the recognition that one

is always somewhere, and limited".%? A feminist standpoint,

in contrast, is from a very specific somewhere, and cannot

be changed as the mood takes one - if you are ’'female’ and
'western’ and 'white®’ or whatever, then that is what you
have to deal with and attend to - you cannot decide to be

somewhere/ someone else, if your situation or experience, or

49 1bid pl43
solbid plas
s1[bid pl45

S2]bid pl45
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, ces s
other’s criticisms, becane uncomfortable - it is a recogni-

tion of limit and inevitable partiality, but this does not

entitle it to be used as an excuse,S3
Donna Haraway calls for

"politics and epistemologies of

location, positioning and situating."®* She suggests that

"insisting metaphorically on the partiality and embodiment

of all vision, allows us to construct a usable, but not

innocent, doctrine of objectivity"ss - zn objectivity con-
ceived in terms of "situated knowledges"®¢ informed by a
recognition of the way our ’seeing’ is mediated by/ through
'visual systems’ and a consideration and exploration of how
these systems work®’ - one that opposes various forms of
"unlocatable, and so irresponsible, knowledge claims", those
that cannot be "called into account".5® The traditional/
conventional account of knowledge, besides 1its wuntenable
'view from nowhere’ aspects (which should be ditched) also
includes, as | have said earlier, features of accountability

and openness to criticism and challenge from others; which I

think should be retained, or strengthened. Yet 1t seems to

53 Sandra Harding says that the postmodern project "can
appear of a piece with masculine and bourgeois desire to
justify one’s actions by denying one’s social, embodied,
location in  history; to attempt to transcend one’s
objective location in politics by appeal to a mea-culpa,
all understanding, bird’s eye view... of the frailty of
mere humans" (The Instability p656)

S4Haraway Situated Knowledges p589

3 ]bid pb82

¢ Ibid p581

S7]lbid pb83

58 [bid p583
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me that it 1is precisely this, the wvaluable aspect of

objectivity, that goes in the postmodern approach, leaving a

subtly reinstated view from nowhere/ everywhere; without the

critical promise. Haraway calls for "power sensitive"; not

pluralist "conversation""7, for an objectivity that implies

"critical positioning” and "partial connection".¢® It

is
because subjectivity and ’'vision' are always partial, she
says, that the knowing self is "therefore able to join with

another, to see together, without <claiming to be the

other™.®! Such "engaged, accountable positioning" seeks

sv [bid p589
so[pid p586

s1|pid p586
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partiality "not for its own sake,¢? byt rather for the sake

of the connections and unexpected openings situated know-

ledge make possible™®s

"Such preferred [and critical] positioning is as

c 1w .
hostile", says Haraway "to various forms of relativism as to

the most explicitly totalizing versions of claims to scien-

tific authority. But the alternative to relativism is not

totalization and single vision... [butl partial, locatable,

critical knowledges sustaining the possibility of webs of

connection... Relativism 1is a way of being nowhere while

¢2Many Black or ’third world’ critics of ’mainstream’
feminist theories do so not in terms of asserting
particularity and separation, but as part of a
(redefined) 'humanist’ project - a reconnecting, 'wider’
struggle that sees Jinks between various groups, issues

and struggles; and ultimately shares an international/
global concern to end oppression, exploitation etc. (See
e.g. Patricia Hill Collins pp37-39,236/7

Marnia Lazreg argues for a recognition that "common
bonds" tie men and women of different cultures together
(Feminism and Difference p339) and also <calls for "a
certain form of humanism" to be reaffirmed, rather than
replacing traditional Thumanistic philosophy "with the
essentialism of difference" (p339). "0ld Style humanism”,
she says, "despite its shortcomings [madel itself wvulner-
able to criticism by appealing to its unfulfilled
promise™ and provided colonized societies with a tool
with which to fight for their ’freedom’ (p340). What, she
asks, can anti-humanism offer 'different’ peoples in
their struggle against their relegation as different in
terms of race, colour and nationality" (p340)

See also Oshadi Mangena'’s Against Fragmentation: the need
for Holism (Journal of Gender Studies Vol 1 no. 1 May
1991). Mangena argues against a fragmentative approach
and for a holistic and dialectical one that emphasizes
the interaction and interconnectedness of "situational

experience"”. While rejecting a "falsifying universalism",
Mangena is opposed to a postmodern feminism whose concep-
tion of difference makes it impossible to reach "an
understanding of the whole situation,” instead simply
invoking "a multiplicity of different perspectives, con-
flicting and contradictory [whichl... «can neither chal -
lenge or mutually inform each other"”. (p10)

&3 Haraway Situated Knowledges p590
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claiming to be everywhere equally. The ’equality’ of posi-

tioning is a denial of responsibility and critical inquiry.

Relativism is the perfect mirror twin of totalization in the

ideolologies of objectivity; both deny the stakes in

location, embodiment and partial perspective; both make it

impossible to see well”".®* And because, like Haraway, [ want

a conception of objectivity that emphasizes accountability,

partiality and connection - I oppose the relativist implica-

tion inherent in much postmodern theory in favour of a

belief that we can and must communicate, assess and criti-
cize across differences of discourse, language, location and
culture.

¢4 1bid pS84
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15

POSTMODERNISM AND DIFFERENCE

d) Relativism

In explicitly associating postmodernism with relati-
vism, I am repeating, and agreeing with, a charge made by
other feminist critics! which is, perhaps, contentious. Some
supporters of a postmodern approach deny that it leads to
relativism. Susan Hekman, for instance, argues that postmo-
dernism is not relativist? but that "the postmoderns” (sic)
argue that the search for absolute grounding is
misconceived; and that all knowledge is contextual and
historical - they thus do not reject truth but argue that it
is perspectival and relational. But to this 1| would echo
Mary Hawkesworth’s reply that if this is all Postmodernism
assumes "then what is unique about postmodernism. Several of

the major strands of Modernism such as sceptisn, hermeneu-

1See for e.g. Hawkesworth Knowers p555-7, Reply to Hekman
p422,
Harding The Instability p656, Whose Science?
pl87,
Yeatman p293, for instance.

25ee Hekman Gender and Knowledge ppl35/5, 152/73 also

Comment on Hawkesworth’s ’Knowers, Knowing, Known’ (Signs
Vol 15 no2 1990) p418
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tics, Marxism and critical theory® concur that truth is

perspectival and historically situated, hence contextual and

relational. How is postmodernism different from these alter-
natives? How is feminist postmodernism different from femin-
ist standpoint theories [to which Hekman is very opposedl? 1
do mnot see how postmodernism can preserve its claim to

distinctiveness if it embraces merely what Hekman ascribes
to 1t"* - this very minimalist postmodernism could easily be
compatible with/ contained within modernisnm, precluding any
need to argue for a specifically postmodern position.
Obviously, all knowledge 1is a product of certain
specific circumstances - the product of a relation between a
knower/ knowers in certain particular social/ political/
geographical locations and the ’world’ as it appears to her/
them; mediated by the concepts/ codes/ discourses etc at
her/ their disposal. Any knowledge claims should thus be
seen in relation to the context of their production; and not
in isolation, as though 'made from nowhere’. Sometimes, this
sort of position is termed 'minimal’ or conceptual relati-

vism, though 1 do not call it that myself,. What | mean by

'relativism’, what Sandra Harding calls judgemental! or

SBest and Kellner describe a "whole tradition of modern

theory"” very similar to that evoked by Hawkesworth -
(Marx, Dewey, Weber, Hermeneutics, Critical Theory etc)
as "eschewing the quest for certainty, foundations and

universal laws™", as being fallibilistic and open; but
which crucially call "for theory to be reflexive and
self-critical, aware of its presuppositions, interests
and limitations (p257). These latter are aspects I find
lacking in postmodern theories.

4 Hawksworth Reply to Hekman p422
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epistemological relativism,® and others have termed ’'radical

relativism’® is the claim that you cannot judge or compare

between knowledge claims made by different people within

different contexts, "language games" etc. [t is this that 1

am opposing under the name of postmodernism - the idea that

difference or contextuality or incommensurability imply no

possibilities of understanding, comparison or assessment
across discourses, conceptual schemes, cultures etc - that
the only criteria we have are local and ’internal’ ones

which cannot be appealed to across context and situation -
that if we give up the myth of the Archimedean point from
which we can see reality unmediated by our perspectivity and

subjectivity; or if we abandon the notion of there being one

neutral, universal and all encompassing framework within
which we can come to describe, understand and compare any
claims and so settle our differences; - then we have to

retreat into a scenario of a plurality of closed conceptual

schemes or perspectives, which can only be comprehended, and

whose various claims can only be evaluated, from within.
Sandra Harding says it "is worth keeping in mind that

the articulation of relativism as a intellectual ©position

emerges historically only as an attempt to dissolve
challenges to the legitimacy of purportedly universal
beliefs and ways of life. It is... a solution to a problem

5GSee Harding Whose Science ppl39,142,152
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only from the perspective of the dominating groups.® Reality

may indeed appear to have many different structures from the

perspectives of our different locations on social relations
1

but some of these appearances are ideologies in the strong

sense of the term; they are not only false and ’interested’

beliefs but also ones that are used to structure social

relations for the rest of us. For subjugated

groups, a
relativist stance... accepts the dominant groups insistence
that their right to hold distorted beliefs... is intellec-
tually legitimate”.’” As long as various ’others’ were not
allowed to, or prevented from speaking ’baék’, ruling white
male westerners could speak for and to all, and criticize
and judge the claims of any. Now that those others are

speaking for themselves and to these ruling white wester-
ners, in critical and challenging ways, suddenly the

barriers between discourses/ cultures etc come down, in what

¢There 1is also the related point that many aspects of
postmodern/ poststructuralist thinking e.g.
'indeterminacy’, relativism, pluralism etc are really
only possible from dominant positions - they are only
adoptable by groups who; precisely because of their
dominant position, the power, resources and security they
otherwise enjoy and which are to a large extent
’guaranteed’; are able to ’afford’ them.
See Linda Kintz's Indifferent Criticism where she wonders
if the indeterminate/ indiscriminate concept of gender
Derrida advises, is "possible within his system precisely
because heterosexuality and the power of the male as
speaker 1is guarenteed on a larger stage? Has the risk
been guaranteed in such a way as to make this indetermin-
ate subjectivity safe for the speaker which the culture
identifies as masculine?”

"Harding /Instability p657 see also Whose Science? pl53
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak describes pluralism as tradi-
tionally "the method employed by the central authorities

to neutralize opposition by seeming to accept 1it. The
gesture of pluralism on the part of the marginal can only
mean capitulation to the centre” (Spivak quoted 1in

Michole Barrett The Concept of Difference p32)

318



seems like a very defensive gesture; one which attempts to

protect the ruling self conceptions and positions from

threat or transformation, while acceding only their

non-
universality - even their limit, contingency and historical
location being 'acknowledged’ in a way that prevents chal-

lenge and assessment from ’outside’.

Marginalized ¢groups are told that they can celebrate
their 'difference’, but this difference won’t be allowed to
make a difference to +those in power. We can have
’conversations’ as though we were all equal in our colourful
diversity; but we won’t be allowed to challenge anyone, to
say they are wrong, to point out the structural supports for
their position, or how it relates to ours. We are told to
doubt radically ourselves and our subjectivity, our concep-
tions of the world and our possibilities of wunderstanding
and especially transforming it. Dominant groups might be
able to afford to pretend to do that; after all, their
position seems assured, especially if we give up trying to
change it; but it seems crazy for anyone in a subordinate
position to accept such ’advice’ - advice which allows
dominant groups to maintain their privilege while deflecting
the threat of criticism or opposition, dissolving challenges
to the legitimacy of their position. By appealing to the
partiality and perspectivity of all human thought, while
neglecting or forbidding any structural analyses of power
and inequality; any 'objective’ or determining conception or
investigation of location, any consideration of a wider
context or more encompassing truths that connect and explain

our differences; postmodernism hides the implications of its
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own specific situatedness behind a screen of multiple but

essentially incomparable, wunrelated differences. | would

argue that feminism should resist any moves in this direc-

tion - indeed it seems to me that 'difference’ can only be

taken s i i i
eriously, in a way that matters, if one’'s motives and

stance are definitely not postmodern in inspiration. A
postmodern feminism will do nothing to address the challenge

Black feminists and others have levelled against white

middle «class feminists - rather it will serve to "let them
off the hook"” - letting them evade jits implications behind
an apparent acknowledgement of difference - ’difference’

serving here merely to imply diversity rather than exposing
privilege and structural location, and challenging distor-
tions.®

Elizabeth Spelman has asked "whether attempts to talk
about ’'difference’ simply preserve the privilege they were
supposed to challenge”™,” arguing that "privilege will thrive
as long as there are lots of ways of appearing to talk about
differences... without really doing so".!° She is speaking

specifically about differences among women, about white

8Marnia Lazreg argues that academic feminists "should not
be allowed to hide behind a deconstructionist approach to
legitimate 1its misapprehension of difference”, nor be
allowed to seek refuge in [al Foucauldian conception of
power”"” as in doing so "the actual instrumentality of
power that some women (for example, academic women)
exercise over other women (such as Third World women) 1is
neglected" (Feminism and Difference p338)
She also says "As it now stands, difference is seen as
mere division. The danger of this underdeveloped view
lies in its verging on indifference" (p341)

*Spelman pl64

to]bid pl66

320



middle class feminist response to the challenges made by

Black feminists and others, but I think her comments would

apply particularly well to a specifically postmodern femin-

3 , .
ist 'response’ and captures much of how | see postmodernism

in general ’'replying’ to the challenges of ‘'others’. She

says "as long as | am simply tolerating your view point, not
actually seeking it out and taking seriously how it repre-

sents a critique of my own... I have not given any
indication that 1 might be prepared to change my privileged
position. This is especially clear if on examination of what
I am now ’allowing’ you to say, it turns out that there are
limits on what I will allow you to talk about, or how 1 will
allow you to talk about it."t'!

She says "it may seem as if it is impossible, given the
heterogeneity of women and women’s situation, toc make any
well-founded yet non-trivial statements about all women. I £

that is impossible however, its impossibility does not

follow simply from the fact that such statements cannot be

based on the situation of white middle <c¢lass women... To
assume otherwise is again an expression of privilzge... for
it amounts to my claiming that if there is any general case

to be made, it can only be made on the basis of my case. It
is a way of trying to ensure that if 1 get dislodged from
centre stage, no one or nothing else is going to replace me.
It is as 1if to say: if I can’t win the contest, we'll just
have to stop the contest. Either my position is authorita-

tive or no position is. If I1've been wrong, nobody can be

11 1bid p183
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right"2 "In short", she says "there are two quite different

ways to ensure that my picture of the world remains

unchallenged. One is to present my particular picture as the

picture... the other is to insist that any other picture is
going to have just the same problems as mine... So if in the
first case no one can challenge me because 1

must be right,

in the second case no one can challenge me because we are
all equally wrong (or what amounts to the same thing,
equally right).t!3 If I can’t maintain my position of
privilege as being sole arbiter of truth, I at least can
insist that no-one is... I may not be right, but there is
nothing against which I can be judged to be wrong, or any
way ’'more wrong' than any one else."!* - which, she points
out, is "quite different from admitting to the ©possibility
not only that I am wrong but that someone else might be
rightm:s - (which latter, is, I think, the attitude we
should/ have to take).

Elizabeth Grosz says that feminist theory "is relatio-

nal! rather than relativist - it occupies a position ... and

is connected to other practices, rather than in relativism,

having no fixed position. It is neither neutral... (as the
objectivist or absolutist maintains) nor ©purely free
floating, a position any subject can adopt at will (as the

'2]bid pl84

!3Lazreg (Feminism and Difference p340) says "The point 1is
neither to subsume other women under one’s own experience
nor uphold a seperate truth for them”

141bid pl84

15 |bid plB4
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subjectivist or relativist maintains). Thus it is neither a

question of adopting ahistorical, universal criteria nor an
'anything goes’ attitude... absolutism and relativism both
ignore the concrete functioning of power relations and the
necessity of occupying a position™'s [npy emphasis]. Keeping
in mind that knowledge is situated means keeping in mind its
limits and partiality, its perspectivity, the ways our
knowledge is shaped and mediated by its location. Attention
to epistemological location exposes the political nature of
knowledge and the implication of power within it - how
knowledges are not just a pure ’gathering’, ’ordering’,
'creating’ or 'connecting’ of’facts’/ ideas; but structure
and shape our lives, and operate to justify and legitimate
power relations (as well as to condemn or question them) -

how knowledge is both enabling and disempowering, constrain-

ing and creating of possibilities, expressive and silencing,

connecting and divisive etc - and how within heirarchical
social structures at least positioning 1is wunequal; how
various perspectives are relatively ’dominant’ or

"subjugated’, ’'authoritative’ or "marginalized’ etc in rela-
tion to others; which again has both positive and negative
consequences depending on location and context. Lorraine
Code says (re Alcoff’s conception of ’positionality?’) that
the point is not to advocate quiescent liberal tolerance...

[but] to analyse, assess, assume accountability for +the

1¢Elizabeth Grosz The In(terJ)vention of Feminist Knowledges
in Barbara Caine, E.A.Grosz and Marie de Lepervanche
(eds) Crossing Boundaries: Feminism and the Critique of
Knowledges (Allen and Udwin Sydney 1888) pl00O
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positions one occupies, while engaging in critical dialogue

with, or resistance against, occupants of other positions,
in cognizance of their political implications.™ ©She says
positions are at once "loci for the construction of mean-
ing... foci for sociopolitical critique™.t”

Standpoint theory, despite its emphasis on the situa-
tedness of knowledge, the dependence of knowledge on social
context; its conceptual and historical 'relativity’; is
definitely not relativist - it explicitly holds that some
perspectives/ theories/ ways of ’seeing’ can be better/ more
true/ more valid than others (again within context and
unabsolutely); and it also holds that different perspecti-
ves/ discourses/ frameworks etc are/ can be mutually infor-
mative, mutually critical - open to comparison and assess-
ment, if not completely from ’ocutside’, at least not wholly
or only from completely within. Standpoint theory emphasizes
not only the possibility; but the positive and productive
consequences, of being neither completely ’within’, nor an
'absolute ocutsider’ - of occupying a location (in structure
or discourse) uneasily; of not fully ’belonging’ or being
able to speak with authority/ ’'authenticity’ from a certain
position. It is this kind of location, that of the "outsider
within" to wuse Patricia Hill Collins’ phrase; or the
marginalized within dominant discourse; that is valorized by
standpoint theory, which points to tensions and discordan-
cies that may result from occupying complex and ’'difficult’
positions - of "straddling’ or moving between mutually
\

17 Code pl180 \




incompatible and never completely satisfactory discourses;
of occupying various apparently contradictory positions/
discourses ’at once’ etc - tensions which can be used

critically and productively to examine these locations.

Comparison and critique are thus not made from nowhere, but
from where we ’'are’ - with 'where we are’ not being some
closed, self contained unassailable location; but something

multifaceted and open; aspects of which are always adapting
and changing in encounter and context; and which can be
"played off’ against each other in a mutually informative
and transformative way.

All knowledge claims are locally, contingently, contex-

tually made, within a specific conceptual/ social/ histori-
cal situation - but this does not mean that they are not
open to wider communication, that they have no significance
for, or bearing upon, others; that they have no application

and validity outside of the particularity of their origin.
Standpoint theory, while emphasizing, and capitalizing on
'difference’ also stresses connection and openness (as
opposed to the cl/osed and discrete practices, language games
and discourses of relativism.) [If we just want to preserve
our perspective intact, without challenge or revision, then

a picture of wus all separated off into a plurality of
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shut,® basically static, self-contained little ’communi-
ties’ is perhaps attractive. But standpoint theory does/
should 1imply the contrary; that perspectives are not
"protected’ from criticism or informing from others; but are
open - open to challenge from others who are differently
located; and open to learning from them, changing/ improving
in response to them; 1if we are prepared to risk or test our
understandings and self conceptions in the encounter [see
bit on Gadamer followingl] and revise them if need be.
Understanding across differences (of location, time,
culture, discourse or whatever) is a reflexive and dialecti-
cal process, an interplay of perspectives, in which theirs
informs me not only about them and their situation, but of

me and mine; my now altered self understanding now re-enter-

ing the dialogue and understanding them differently, which

1sFor who decides where the boundaries are, where
'internal’ critical moves overstep, or come from beyond,
the ’limits’? What distinguishes an ’illegitimate’ move
from change? - how do closed systems change, or interact
with/ respond to their environment (do they not have
one?)
If all we are allowed is local ’language games’' or
whatever, with their own internal rules for what counts

as truth’; then truth is basically a matter of power and
the dominant status quo (mixed with a bit of pragmatism):
this is what counts as ’truth’ within this context, and
you can’t challenge it from within - for then you are
breaking the rules which alone dictate what is true or
false, right or wrong (and so basically making false/
illegitimate <claims); and neither can you challenge it
from without - for either you are applying ’'foreign’
criteria from some other language game or practice which
are not relevant or applicable out of their own limited,
self contained sphere; or you are held to be claiming
access to some sort of universal or neutral criteria,
independent of any conceptual scheme, framework etc;
which, 1t is generally agreed is not possible.

What I want to argue is that both of these alternatives
are wrong - that we can understand/ compare/ criticize
across differences, from where we are situated (see next
chapters)




again changes my self conceptions and so on [again, see next
sections].

I have already described Sandra Harding as arguing that
standpoint theory calls for neither the 'weak objectivity’
(as she characterizes it) of objectivism/ positivism, nor
relativism;?!? but what she calls "strong objectivity"ze -
which extends critical scrutiny beyond any claim/ hypothesis
’itself’” to the context (both micro and macro processes and
tendencies) in which it is produced.?: "Strong objectivity"™
explicitly values the perspectives of "outsiders within" and
those of the marginalized/ subjugated for the critical light
they throw on dominant understandings/ positions.??z "To
enact or operationalize the directive of strong objectivity™"
she says, "is to value the Other’s perspective and to pass
over in thought into the social condition that creates it -
not in order to stay there, to ’go native’, or merge the
self with the Other, but in order to look back at the self

in all its cultural particularity from a more distant,

critical, objectifying location".23% (1 have reservations

'"Harding points out that relativism is "internally related
to objectivism”™ - it still assumes that 'true’ knowledge
(in a stronger, more inclusive sense than that implied by
relativism) could only be produced from nowhere (or
everywhere) (Whose Science? plb3)

20See Harding Whose Science? ppl49-163
21 |bid pl49
22 1bid pplb0, 151
25 |bid plb1
Note the similarities to Nagel - though here with an

emphasis on difference and learning from the perspective
of others missing in Nagel.
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about the "passiné over in thought" and "looking back at the
self” which might Jjust stem from a (to me) slightly
unfortunate choice of metaphor,?* or might perhaps be more
substantive; but I won’t go into that now - suffice it to
say that I am in broad agreement with this sort of approach
and certainly agree with her following claim that "strong
objectivity requires that we investigate the relation
between subject and object rather than deny the existence
of, or seek unilateral control over, this relation."z3 So
if, as Harding (and I) do, you wish to avoid both objecti-
vism and relativism; and think it imperative both to wuse
your understanding of your epistemological location to
critically assess and inform others; as well as to reflexi-
vely examine your situatedness in the 1light of other’'s
claims and revise your understandings accordingly: how do

you learn from/ understand/ evaluate across ’differences’? -

it is this I shall address in the next couple of chapters.

24Harding, for instance, says "A notion of strong reflexi-
vity would require that +the objects of inquiry be
conceptualized as gazing back in all their cultural
particularity and that the researcher, through theory and
methods, stand behind them, gazing back at his (sic) own
socially situated research project in all its cultural
particularity and its relationships to other projects of
his culture - many of which (policy development 1in
international relations, for example, or 1industrial
expansion) can be seen only from locations far away from
the scientist’s actual daily work" (pl63)
Again - I am bothered by the "standing behind" and
"gazing back through theory and methods”™, although I
think the general idea behind it, of "strong" reflexivity
is right. In my own discussion of the possibility/ nature
of understanding/ learning from ’'the other’s perspective’
I try to describe the process as happening 'from where we
are (situated)’ without the (to me) problematic use of
metaphors of gazing back from i.e. somehow moving to, or
inhabiting, the other’s situation.

25 [bid p152
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16

UNDERSTANDING ACROSS DIFFERENCES

Sandra Harding asks "How can we actively study and
learn about our dominant group selves and our culture
without éithér replicating the conventional ethnocentric
perspectives that rely on our spontaneous consciousness of
the experiences in our lives, or inappropriately appropria-
ting the experience of those Others whose voices have led us
to see the need to rethink our views of ourselves? We have
not had their experiences and do not live their lives.™!

"Feminist standpoint epistemology focuses on... the
epistemological importance of the gap between the understan-
ding of the world available if one starts from the lives of
people in the exploited, oppressed and dominated groups and
the wunderstandings provided by the dominant conceptual
schemes."? But "the understandings generated by contradic-
tory identities"® are not intended "to be available, acces-
sible only to those women"* from whose lives they are
generated. Standpoint theorists like Patricia Hill Collins

insist that others "can learn from and learn to use the

'Harding Whose Science? p271
2]bid p276
S1bid p277

4 Ibid p277
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knowledge generated"® by African American women, for

example. It is because of their contribution that 'we’ can

now see aspects of race and gender relations that they have

pointed out, says Harding: "Moreover, it is not just about

African Americans that | learn from them; from Collins and

other African American thinkers | have also learned certain
things about European American experience, identity and
privilege which I previously took for granted simply as
components either of human experience or of my purportedly
individual experience."®

"It would appear”, says Harding, "to be not a luxury

but a necessity for feminism that European Americans should

use the analyses provided by women (and men) of Third World

descent to actively seek to understand European lives. For
me to do so is not an exercise in white narcissism, as some
might think, but a necessary moment in understanding other

people and my relations to them by understanding how [ am
situated in these relationships from the perspectives of
their lives. I am to enter this discourse precisely as a
European American... a white woman. | am to take responsibi-
lity for my identity, my racial social location, by learning

how | am connected to other whites and to people of <color;

by learning what the consequences of my beliefs and beha-
viours as a European American woman will be. The self-
understanding | seek is to emerge as a result of locating

myself as a European American person in the analyses

sbid p277

¢ Ibid p277
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originally generated by thinkers of Third World descent and

then continuing in the analyses by thinking about my world

with the help of the accounts they have provided - yet still

out of my own different social location".?’

I would concur with this - but I would also emphasize
the last "yet still out of my own different social loca-
tion." Harding continues "I can only be a white who intends

to take responsibility for her racial location; I cannot be
a person of Third World descent.”® Yet there are elements in
her description of what she calls the process of
"reinventing ourselves as Other" that strike me as departing
from this recognition of limit and ’firm’ situatedness, in
favour of something more ’transcendental’ as it were, or
more _’mobile’ (in the sense criticized by Susan Bordo).
Talking of "passing over in thought™ to the Other’s perspec-
tive to look back at the self,? of "through theory and
methods"” standing behind the objects of inquiry, "gazing
back”!® bother me.

0f course, in a sense, there is something to this - if
we attend to someone’s impression/ criticism of ourselves,

we do to a degree and In a sense, see ourselves as others

see us, or as we appear from other’s perspectives, (though
not in the same way - we do not reproduce exactly their
understandings or perspectives - it is always mediated by

7|bid pp282,283
®|bid p283
"Ibid pl57

10 [bid pl163




our own). From the rest of what Harding says, I am sure she

would agree with this, and there is probably wvery little

difference between Harding’s intent and mine, the ’dispute’
being most likely more over metaphor/ descriptive resources,
than actual ’content’ or meaning. Nevertheless, I think it
important to resist any idea of escaping or

ignoring our

locatedness, as might perhaps be suggested by an implication

that we could somehow "hop’ over to another’s location and

look back at ourselves, seeing ourselves from that location
(not ours) as they see us. As | have said before, I think we
should explore the possibilities of learning from Others (in
the way Harding outlines in the passages | quoted at the
beginning of this chapter) from where we are, without
recourse to any trip to nowhere/ everywhere, or even someone
else’s location, to do so.

The question of the possibilities, the limits and
'nature’ of understanding across ’'differences’ (especially
apparently radical differences of culture and ways of
describing/ explaining/ acting within ’the world’) 1is one
that (obviously?) concerns Social Anthropologists. Anthropo-
logy’s entire practice and theory is based on the assumption
that some such understanding is possible, but how that
understanding 1is conceived, and the epistemological and
political presuppositions and consequences of these various
conceptions, vary widely and are in contest. [ will not here
describe that debate, or the various positions that have
been taken up on the subject, but instead want to concen-

trate on one (famous) contribution to that debate - Peter
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Winch’s Understanding a Frimitive (sic) Society'! - which. 1

think, nicely delineates the nature of the 'problem’ facing

the Anthropologist (or anyone), and which points to the

direction in which an adequate response would lie (but does
not itself provide it in detail).

Winch’s approach is, in fact, usually taken to be an

example, and he to be a 'vigorous proponent’, of epistemolo-
gical (not merely cultural) relativism.'?2 I do not think
that +this 1is so, or at least this is not the 1inevitable
consequence of his position as expressed in Understanding a
Primitive Society - as should hopefully become clear in what
follows. The first part of Winch’s article is devoted to a
discussion of E.E Evans Pritchard’s Witchcraft, Oracles and
Magic among the Azande.'® The Azande, says Winch "hold
beliefs that we cannot possibly share and engage in
practices which it is particularly difficult for wus to
comprehend. They believe that certain of their members are
witches, exercising a malign, occult influence on the lives

of their fellows. They wengage 1in rites +to counteract

witchcraft; they consult oracles and use magic medicines to

11 In Brian Wilson (ed) Rationality (Basil Blackwell Oxford
1970)

12G0e for e.g. J.H.M. Beattie Objectivity and Social
Anthropology in 5.C. Brown (ed) Objectivity and Cultural
Diversity Royal Institute of Philosophy Lecture Series 17
(Cambridge University Press Cambridge 1984) - Beattie
while ©providing mno argument that Winch is not such an
'extreme’/ ’absolute’ relativist as is commonly asserted,
is careful to say he is "represented as being” or "taken
as"” one. See ppl,14,15

15 (Clarenden Press Oxford 1937. A large proportion of the
debate on understanding other cultures, relativism etc,
is conducted with reference to one or another work by
Evans Pritchard in fact.
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protect themselves from harm,":*

An Anthropologist studying the Azande has to maKe their

beliefs and practices intelligible to herself and her

readers, and in doing so she has to satisfy the criteria of
rationality and +truth determined by her own culture - in
this case a culture in which such criteria are "deeply

affected by the achievements and methods of the sciences"!s
and to which beliefs in witchcraft are "almost a paradigm of
the irrational.”'*® This is the situation that Evans Prit-
chard found himself in. Winch says that Evans Pritchard does
not say (as some might, or did) that Zande witchcraft
beliefs are the product of inferior intelligence, or that
our ’'scientific’ framework is the product of superior
intelligence. Evans Pritchard argues that both we and the
Azande come to hold our beliefs in the same way - not
through our own observations and logical 1inferences ©based
upon them but by being born into a culture and adopting/
inhabiting the beliefs of that culture, whether these be
'mystical’ or 'scientific’. The Azande do not think
"mystically’ and we ’scientifically’ - in "either case like
mental processes are involved, and... the content of thought
is similarly derived".!’” Thus far Winch and Evans Pritchard
are in agreement; but Evans Pritchard still assumes that the

content of 'our’ beliefs is 'scientific’ and (therefore)

14Winch p78
15 Ibid p79%
¢ bid p79

17Evans Pritchard quoted in Winch p80
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"true’ and ’objective’, in accord with reality; and that of

the Azande is not - being correspondingly wunscientific or

mystical and therefore false - and this is where Winch parts
company.

Winch says that Evans Pritchard believes that scienti-
fic notions "accord with objective reality"'® while those of
the Azande do not - the Azande and western scientists have

different conceptions of reality, but the scientific ones
agree/ correspond with what "reality actually 1is likem™! ¥
whereas Azande beliefs do not have that relation to it.
Winch says that the difficulty lies in a sense with the
expression "agreement with reality"”. While he endorses the
idea that people’s beliefs must be checkable against some
independent ’reality’ if one is not to slide into "an
extreme Protagorean relativism"2°it is important to recog-
nize the fact that "the check of the independently real",?!
that of agreement with reality, or the real/ unreal distinc-
tion, operate within language - i1t is within various uses of
language that conceptions of reality have their place. If
"we wish to understand the significance of these concepts,
we must examine the use they actually do have - in the

language™.?2 Evans Pritchard, however, "is trying to work

with a conception of reality which is not determined by 1its

t®eWinch p81
17 1bid p81
2°Ibid p8l1
2! Ibid p8l1

22 bid p82
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actual wuse in language. He wants something against which

that use itself can be appraised™.zs But this, says Winch

"is not possible; and no more possible in the case of
scientific discourse than it is in any other", z4

"We may ask", says Winch, "whether a particular scien-
tific hypothesis agrees with reality and test this by

observation and experiment. Given the experimental methods,
and the established use of the theoretical terms entering
into the hypothesis, then the question of whether it holds
or not is settled by reference to something independent of
what I, or anybody else, care to think. But the general
nature of the data revealed by the experiment can only be
specified in terms of criteria built into the methods of
experiment employed and these, in turn, make sense only to
someone who is conversant with the kind of scientific
activity within which the are employed".?5 But what "Evans
Pritchard wants to say is that the «criteria applied in

scientific experimentation constitute a true 1link between

our ideas and an independent reality, whereas those charac-

teristic of other systems of thought - in particular magical
methods of thought - do not. It is evident that the
expressions "true link"™ and "independent reality”... cannot

themselves be explored by reference to the scientific
universe of discourse, as this would beg the question. We

have then to ask how, by reference to what established

23 [pid p82
24 [bid p82

25 [bid p82
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universe of discourse, the use of these expressions is to be

explained,"?¢ - something Evans Pritehard has not answered.

We have no access to reality 'as it actually is’

outside of any ’'framework’/ language/ way of conceptuali-

zing/ experiencing. What counts as ’'real’ or 'true' or

contradictory or coherent etc is dependent on, and cannot be

specified in isolation from, the ’framework’ and context in

which such categories and criteria are used. The
"scientific’ way of systemizing and ordering reality is only
one of the ways of making the world intelligible.2? It is a
mistake, says Winch, to interpret other modes as a kind of
half-hearted, wunsuccessful attempt at scientific reasoning.
Religious beliefs or Zande witchcraft beliefs are different
kinds of understanding, mnot primitive or misguided forms of
science. When faced, as Evans Pritchard was, with two
'languages’ which are "fundamentally different in kind, such
that much of what may be expressed in one has no possible

counterpart in the other"?® we cannot simply assume that one

(only one, and almost always ’'our’® ’'language’, our concep-

2¢1bid pp82,83

27And only one of the ways even within western culture -
there are others, such as religious ones, which are
incommensurable with ’science’, and yet many ’'westerners’
can and do often inhabit both without any/ much exper-
ience of conflict; any need to judge one right and the
other wrong, or to explain one in terms of the other etc.
]t thus vastly oversimplifies/ distorts to characterize
western thinking as ’'scientific’ in any monolithic way.
Yet wunderstandings like those of Anthropology do aspire
to some of the status of a ’'science’ and do defer to a
certain conception of scientific thought in their claims
and practice.

28 |bid p91
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tion of reality) must accord with what reality is really

like outside of all language, and so that we (in this case

Europeans) are ’right’ and that they (the Azande) are

?wrong'.?"?

Ubviously, if we attempt to evaluate ’their’ claims in
terms of our own very different 'language’, wusing our
categories and criteria and distinctions their claims might
very well be judgeable as ’wrong’. But Winch argues that
such moves are neither useful or legitimate. He argues that
although ’rationality’ is a necessary part of any language,
what constitutes rationality in a particular society/ frame-
work; what for instance counts as consistency or whatever,
can only be determ;ned against the actual context of use and
the wider context of the way of life of the people who use
the language.®*° He says for instance, of claims that Zande
witchecraft beliefs are contradictory (and therefore 1inade-
quate/ untrue etc), that "the context from which the
suggestion of contradiction is made™®! (’our’ 'scientific’
culture) is not the same as that in which witchcraft beliefs
operate. To judge them contradictory, by our foreign
criteria is not only illegitimate, but crucially to misun-
derstand, to commit "a category mistake"*? (In fact, thus,

we get things wrong).

So - if we agree with Winch that there is no access to

2% Ibid pB9
30 1bid see plOO
St Ibid p93

S21pbid p93
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reality as it really is outside of all ways of conceptuali-

zing/ perceiving 'it’; and if we accept too, that there are

no ’'neutral’, ’objective’ (in the objectivist sense) univer-

sal criteria available to us to apply impartially and

unproblematically to all claims, Or no one framework into

which all others may be translated and then compared; and if

we agree that to Impose our particular framework and context

dependent criteria outside of the context that supports and

makes sense of them, outside the scope of their applicabi-
lity and wusefulness, is neither justified or helpful in
coming to an adequate understanding - what then? Winch does

argue that other’s different beliefs should be interpreted
within the context of their way of life.®% But although
there 1is something obviously right about this, as to
interpret beliefs completely outside of their context would
hardly be productive of understanding, one cannot under-
stand/ know about their way of life before we interpret/ try
to understand their beliefs - if we cannot understand their
beliefs except in relation to their 'way of life’, we cannot
understand their way of life except as it 1is informed/
shaped by their beliefs. Furthermore, how far can you gain
access to, or think your way into, the way of life of people

you hope to understand? However worthwhile and valuable the

33 ]bid p85. It is worth noting that Evans Pritchard, when
living with the Azande, ran his household in their way
(e.g. involving the consultation of oracles etc.) and

found this "as satisfactory a way of running my home and
affairs as any other I know of" (Evans Pritchard quoted
in Winch p87) From within the ’way of life’, Evans
Pritchard found it pragmatically satisfactory. Yet it did
not fit ‘'scientific’ conceptions of rationality and
reality and so could not be ’'correct’ by their
'objective’ standards.
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endeavour, there are limits to the extent to which it can be

accomplished. 0One can, to various degrees, learn their

language,®* participate in their practices, share their way

34To the extent that this is possible, this process should
}deally be seen as one of "learning’ things 'new’ or
tizzs:;eisiitgh;ii ?Zis, and not one_merely of transla-
- guage, categories etc. Obviously
one never learns-a subs§quent language in the same way as
one learns the first - it is always mediated by the prior
languag§ - bu? to.onJy translate would be to keep our
categories, c?lterla, expectations etc intact and merely
correlate their’s with ours, classify them within our
’framework’, which (to the degree of their incommensura-
bility) would be to fundamentally distort and misunder-
stand them.
Incommensurability <(the "claim that two theories are
incommensurable 1is... the claim that there is no lan-
guage, neutral or otherwise, into which both theories,
conceived as sets of sentences, can be translated without
residue or loss" [Thomas Kuhn quoted in Manuel Hernandez
lglesias Incommensurability Without Dogmas (paper
presented to Hull University Philosophy Department Gra-
duate Research Seminar, University of Hull June 1992,
p6)]1) entails intranslatability, though this is always a
matter of degree - there is always "some overlap" as
Richard Bernstein puts it (Beyond Objectivism p85) bet-
ween ’rival’ paradigms/ languages etc. - the claim is not
that there is no point of similarity/ commonality/
translatability between different theories or whatever,
but that there is no framework in which each "could be
fully expressed and which could therefore be used in a
point-by-point comparison between them. (Ibid p86).
But intranslatability does not, as,is commonly assumed,
entail relativism. As Manuel Hernandez Iglesias says,
because we cannot translate, it does not mean that we
cannot interpret or <compare or come to understand.
(Iglesias pl5) To undermine relativism "it is not neces-
sary to defend [the ideal that all languages must be
mutually translatable. All we need is the weaker claim
that any language is in principle learnable” (Ibid pl5).

"Translation”" 1is, says Kuhn, "of course only the first
resort of those who ask comprehension. Communication can
be established in its absence. But where translation 1is

not feasible... interpretation and language acquisition,
are required. These processes are not arcane. Historians,
anthropologists and.. small children engage in them every
day" (Kuhn quoted in Iglesias P18). I fully agree, though
with emphasis to the fact that though anthropologists etc
can and do J/earn languages, aS opposed to merely transla-
ting them, their learning is still to wvarying extents
mediated by their previous language/ beliefs etc.
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of 1life; but the Anthropologist or immigrant or exile,

however successfully

they immerse themselves in a new or

different culture, do not see or experience it exactly as

those who have been born into it do - their wunderstanding

and experience will always be mediated by their prior
beliefs/ experiences/ way of life.
1 do not mean this in any negative sense, in fact [

think it has many positive features - (for example, while

the position of an absclute ’outsider’ would not be very

useful in coming to understand another culture or whatever
[if the outsider remained strictly ’outside’ that 1isl we
don’t have to assume that the best position for wunderstan-
ding is necessarily that of a ’'pure’ 'insider’, or one that
merely reproduces that ’inside’ understanding. While
obviously some things are not knowable/ understandable
except from the inside; it is also true that from 'inside’
some things are not ’visible’ or are harder to realize, and
actually become easier to ’'see’ from a certain distance).®?3
- 1 just wish to emphasize that wunderstanding another
culture or whatever cannot be conceived of as some how
leaping out of ours and into theirs, coming to see things
exactly as they do. Our (hopeful) understanding of them 1is
still owr understanding, from our situation, not ’"theirs’,
even though it is ’them’ and ’their’ understandings that we

hope to understand. If we cannot understand them properly

from entirely within our existing categories and concepts,

35This obviously has connections to the standpoint emphasis
on the 'outsider within’, those who do not fully occupy
certain positions within discourses, who see from a
different perspective etc.
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then neither can we simply suspend, discard or cancel ours

and adopt theirs instead - any understanding we gain will be

shaped and limited by our previous beliefs and experiences

If Winch had stopped here, then his position would, I

think, have been a relativist one. If understanding or

critique can only take place from within a 'way of life’' or
whatever; then whether or not the anthropologist or whoever
can get ’'inside’ another culture (to the extent that things

appear to her exactly as they do toc members of that culture)

then we are faced with relativism. For if (as | suspect) she
cannot, then she is stuck within her own culture and
language, as members of the other culture are in theirs. And

if she can make the leap to becoming an ’'insider’;if, as

Beattie says "we could jump over the fence and become wholly

assimilated to ’their ' category systems and world view, we
would be no better off, only marconed on their side of the
fence instead of our own"3®® - for now seeing things as

members of that other culture do and not longer as a member
of her own; there is still no encounter; no meeting, no
exchange or mutual interrogation or informing between the
two: we are still stuck within closed and exclusive ways of
seeing the world.

Richard Bernstein points out that far from advocating
relativism, any idea that rival or alternative paradigms or
theories could not be compared, Kuhn introduced the mnotion
of incommensurability to clarify what is and what 1is not,

involved when we do compare paradigms. What Kuhn was

3sBeattie pl7
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opposing was the objectivist assumption that "there is (or

must be) a single, wuniversal framework of commensuration,®’
?

or "a set of rules ["which the epistemologist can discover™]
which will tell us how rational agreement can be reached or

what would settle the issue on any point where statements

seem to conflict."®® He wanted to emphasize that theories

can be, and are, compared and evaluated in multiple (and

subjectively informed) ways, that there are no fixed rules
or algorithms. The "truth"” of the incommensurability thesis,
says Bernstein "is not closure [within the prison house of
our own frameworks and ways of lifel but openness"3? and
that "through the process of subtle, multiple comparison and
contrast, we not only come to understand the alien phenomena
that we are studying, but better come to understand
ourselves".*?

Winch, for his part, goes on to say "We are not seeking
a state in which things will appear to us just as they do to
members of S [some other culturel and perhaps [?] such a
state is unattainable anyway. But we are seeking a way of
looking at things which goes beyond our previous way in that
it has in some way taken account of and incorporated the
other way that members of S have of looking at things.

Seriously to study another way of life is necessarily to

seek to extend our own - not simply to bring the other way

s7Bernstein Beyond Objectivism p85
38 1bid pB5
39 1bid p91

s01bid p91
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within the existing boundaries of our own, because the point

about the latter is that they ex hypothesi exclude that

other".*! The task is not, he says, "like that of making

intelligible a natural phenomenon, where we are limited only

by what counts as intelligibility for us. We must somehow

bring S’s conception of intelligibility... into

(intelligible!) relation with our own... That is, we have to

create a new unity for the conception of intelligibility,

having a certain relation +to our old one and

perhaps

requiring & considerable realignment of our categories." [my
emphasisl.*?

For instance, Winch says of Zande explanation in terms

of witchcraft that it does not apparently exclude explana-
tion in terms of "natural causes"*3® - the Azande are
perfectly able to describe the collapse of a granary in
terms of the actions of termites etc. Explanation in terms
of witchcraft attempts, he suggests, to explain why things
happen, not how (something 'science' doesn’t or cannot do).
We "do not initially have a category that looks at all like
the Zande category of magic.** Since it is we who want to
understand the Zande category... the onus is on us to extend
our understanding so as to made room for [it] rather than to

insist on seeing it in terms of our own ready-made distinc-

‘tWinch p99

*21bid pp98,99

*31bid p86

*4Though Winch does elsewhere suggest there are certain

parallels/ similarities with certain of ’'our’ religious
concepts. See e.g. plO4

344



tion between science and non-science. Certainly the sort of

understanding we seek requires that we see the Zande

category in relation to our own already understood categor-

ies. But this neither means that it is right to 'evaluate’

magic in terms of criteria belonging to these other categor-
ies, mnor does it give any clue as to which of our existing

categories of thought will provide the best point of

reference from which we can understand the point of Zande
practices".*® This does not sound like relativism to me, but
a critical process of comparison, revision and expansion;
and crucially one that recognizes the need for change 1in
response to the challenge other’s different beliefs etc
presents us.

Talal Asad quotes Rudolf Pannwitz as saying "the basic
error of the translator is that he preserves the state 1in
which his own language happens to be instead of allowing his
language to be powerfully affected by the foreign lan-
guage".*¢ Asad says the "good translator™ "does not immedia-
tely assume that unusual difficulty in conveying the sense
of an alien discourse denotes a fault in the latter, but
instead critically examines the normal state of his or her

own language™.*”’ Asad importantly emphasizes the

pervasiveness of power in such practices of translation, how

45 |bid pl02 [first two emphases minel

*sPannwitz gquoted in Talal Asad The Concept of Cultural
Translation in British Social Anthropology in James
Clifford and George E. Marcus (eds) Writing Culture: T@e
Poetics and Politics of Ethnography (University of Cali-
fornia Press Berkeley 1986) pl57

*7Asad plb7
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anthropology 1is "enmeshed in conditions of power - profes-

sional, national, international"m, e Passing "beyond the

limits of one’s habitual usages... breaking down and resha-

) , )
ping... omne’s own language”*® in encounter with another is

not easy, in part because it depends, says Asad, "on the

willingness of the 'translators’ language to subject itself

to this transforming power".3° He puts it this way "to

emphasize that the matter is largely something the transla-

tor cannot determine by individual activity (any more than
the individual speaker can effect the evolution of his or
her language)" but is "governed by institutionally defined
power relations between the languages/ modes of life concer-
ned. To put it crudely: because the languages of Third World
soclieties [those Social Anthropologists have traditionally
studiedl are ‘’weaker’ in relation to Western languages
(especially to English) they are more likely to submit to
forcible transformation in the translation process than the
other way round".®!

This 1is indeed so, and something to be combatted not
merely by epistemological theory or, as he says individual

practice. But it does also emphasize that languages/ ’'ways

of life’ are not "self enclosed windowless monads" as

+e [bid pl163
49 [bid pl57
sobid pl57

s1]1bid pl57
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Bernstein puts it,%2? that we are not "prisoners caught in

the framework of our theories, our expectations our past
r

experiences, our language"Ss (as Kar] Popper mistakenly

supposed Kuhn to be implying) - even though our encounters

and relations are power laden and oppressive and far from

egalitarian. Faced with a different "framework’ or perspec-

tive, employing different concepts or discourses; we cannot,

if we seriously wish to understand, just employ our own
criteria and concepts as they are, or were, up to the
encounter - for as they stand they often deny or exclude or
cannot deal with them in any satisfactory way. Nor can we

attempt to attach a different way of looking at things onto
our own so that it fits’ nicely without any adjustment
having to be made on our part, without anything having to be
altered. Neither, of course, as we step outside our perspec-
tive to inhabit theirs, to know "what it is really like"
from within, or step right outside any to compare theirs and

ours with "Reality' and see who has got it ’right’.

But the crucial phrase above was "without anything
having to be altered”. If we just want to preserve our
perspective intact, without challenge or revision, then a
picture of us all separated off into closed, static, self
contained ’'ways of life’ or whatever would perhaps be
attractive. But I want to argue that on the «contrary

perspectives are open, changing and mutually (though perhaps

52Richard Bernstein J/ncommensurability and Otherness Revi-
sited Chapter 3 in his The New Constellation: The Ethical
- Political Horizons of Modernity/ Postmodernity (Polity
Press Oxford 1891) p61

s3Karl Popper quoted in Bernstein The New Constellation p61
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not equally) informing and transforming - that we can

understand, compare and judge over differences of perspec-

tive, from where we are situated, if we are prepared to risk

or test our understandings in the process. Understanding can

occur in encounter with others, in response to the challenge

their different experiences and understandings offer us, if
we are prepared to question our own self-understandings in

the light of theirs and revise them if need be. Understan-

ding across differences involves a reflexive and dialectical
interplay of perspectives. as hinted at in the work of Winch
and others but best described, I think, in that of Hans-
Georg Gadamer, and it is to his understanding of under-

standing that I now turn.
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17

GADAMER’S HERMENEUTICS

This 1is not a comprehensive or critical look at
Gadamer. It is rather a re-statement of some of his main
themes and ideas in so far as they relate to aspects of my
own position as it has developed up to now. Gadamer
concentrates primarily on art and history and texts: I
cannot here devote any space to his discussion of art,
though his concern with investigating "modes of experience”
in which a truth is communicated or experienced that cannot
be attained or verified by the "methodological means" of
’science’!? is one [ share, and would 1like to develop
elsewhere, I am myself not so concerned with understanding
across differences of time, as across social and political
differences; but I think what he says about ’'historical’
understanding applies to social and political wunderstanding
as well. I am also less concerned than Gadamer is with the
interpretation of texts. Obviously when understanding
another historical context one has to rely to a large extent
on texts. When attempting to understand the social and
political situation of both oneself and others you do still
have to rely heavily on texts (probably more so than I
usually acknowledge) but not solely - we engage in personal

dialogue and interaction of varying sorts and degrees Wwith

! Gadamer Truth and Method pxii
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others; and audio and visual means of communication add to

and alter the meaning of the words of those who are not

present to us; so that interpretation in these cases is more

than textual. Since 1 am describing Gadamer’s position I

will sometimes be talking in his terms, e.g. in terms of

texts or history. This stands as it is as an understanding

of historical understanding; but can, I think, easily be
translated into socio-political terms, ;here it most applies
to what 1 am concerned with. - So for 'historical situation’
you could read "historical/ social/ political situation’ to
bridge Fhe gap between his position and mine.

Richard Bernstein describes Gadamer’'s Truth and Method
as a critique of Cartesianism - a critique of the supposed
"dichotomy between subjective and objective; the conception
of knowledge as being a correct representation of what is
objective; the conviction that human reason can completely
free itself of bias, prejudice and tradition; the ideal of a
universal method by which we can first secure firm founda-
tions of Knowledge and then build the ediface of a universal
science;y the belief that by the power of self reflection we
can transcend our historical context and horizon and know
things as they really are in themselves...".? Bernstein sees
Gadamer as elaborating a way of thinking that moves beyond
both objectivism and relativism, rejecting the oppositions

so entrenched in Enlightenment thought.® Gadamer does not

merely "raise objections about the epistemological, methodo-

2Bernstein Beyond Objectivism p36

sIbid p37
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logical, or even metaphysical claims of Cartesianism The

basis of his critique,” says Bernstein, "is ontological; he

thinks Cartesianism is based on a misunderstanding of being
and in particular upon a misunderstanding of our being-in-

the-world."*

Gadamer is concerned not so much with knowledge, as

with uwnderstanding. There 1is a clear difference between

knowing something and wunderstanding something - with wunder-
standing 1involving something ’'more’, that without which
knowledge loses 1it’s force; "a sense of the whole, the
overview with its myriad ... associations and connotations
that remain in the background and yet determine whether the
emphasis and import [of what is to be knownl] are properly
grasped."® Gadamer, following Heidegger, says that
"understanding is not just one of the possible behaviours of

the subject"® but its mode of being itself: it underlies and

pervades everything we do; everything is understood and

interpreted. (To Gadamer understanding and interpretation
cannot be separated - understanding involves interpretation
and interpretation involves understanding. "Interpretation

is mnot an occasional act subsequent to understanding"’” but
operant in the initial encounter with what is to be

understood.) Gadamer is seeking to understand understanding

41bid pl1is8

sDavid Cousins Hoy The Critical Circle - Lite?ature,
History and PFPhilosophical Hermeneutics (University of
California Press London 1978) p48

6 Gadamer Truth pxviii

71bid p274
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itself - to reach a better understanding of it "than seenms

possible under the modern scientific notion of cognition."e

He is not supplying a method for understanding or gaining

knowledge, but is attempting to describe how it actually

works, rather than how it could or should be. Gadamer’s
hermeneutics is not "a methodology of the human sciences but
an attempt to understand what the human sciences truly are,
beyond their methodological self consciousnesses"!® (which
obviously involves a critique of these methodological and
ontological assumptions.)

Gadamer denies the Enlightenment claim that there can
be understanding that is free from prejudices,!! norms and
values, or detached from its own situatedness. He speaks of

the human science’s naive faith in method and the objecti-

vity that <can (supposedly) be gained by attempting to

exclude all subjective elements, their assumption of the
possibility of neutral objective observation; arguing that
on the contrary, truth cannot be guaranteed by method, and

that 1ignoring the situatedness and perspectivity of one’s
own understanding makes it not more but less objective.'?

There is, and can be "no absolute, aperspectival standpoint

®Ibid pxiv
lbid p465
1o [bid pxiii
11 1bid see p446

12Sge e.g. Gadamer The Froblem of Historical Consciousness
in Paul Rabinow and William H. Sullivan (eds) Interpr?—
tive Social Science: A Reader (University of California
Press Berkeley and LA 1879) pl58
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(a contradiction in terms)!s - 3] understanding is contin-

gent, finite and conditioned, shaped by the context in which

it takes place. By concealing its own situatedness and "by
failing to recognize those presuppositions that govern its
own approach to understanding"” objectivism distorts know-

ledge and falls short of reaching that truth which (despite
the finitude of our understanding) Gadamer says could be
reached.!'* Thus, while rejecting objectivism, he wishes to
preserve truth and does not want to fall intoc a relativism
or subjectivism that he sees as parasitic upon objectivism -
preserving the dichotomy by accepting the original dualism
and merely inverting it.

Gadamer maintains that much of what Aristotle said
about phronesis or ’practical reason’ is true of wunderstan-
ding in general. Practical reasoning is not concerned only
with what is universal or always the same, but with the
particular and changeable.!® It involves a mediation between
the ’universal®' and the particular in which both are co-
determined, rather than relying on rules or Method or the

reduction of one to the other.!'¢ It is not detached from a

knower’s being but rather becomes constitutive of her

!'3Hoy pb52

!4Gadamer Truth p268
(He says "historical objectivism resembles statistics,
which are such an excellent means of propaganda because
they let the facts speak and hence simulate an objecti-
vity that in reality depends on the legitimacy of the
questions asked.)

15Hoy pb58

1eBernstein Beyond Objectivism pl4b
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1 17 : .
praxis. It requires experience and perception as well as

reflection and theory. (Perception not in the sensory sense

but in the sense in which we perceive/ recognize what

something 1is, or what is needed.)!® Understanding and

experience are inseparable - understanding requires exper-

ience and experience understanding. Practical Knowledge is

directed toward concrete situations, but it involves more

than just a distinction between the concrete and the general

or abstract - there is a "positive ethical element™ to it;!"
it is moral and political in nature. Practical reasoning is
concerned with how to act - it is the reasoning of
deliberation and choice, of when and how and what to do.

This cannot be fully determined independently of the situa-
tion in which the knower has to act, and the knower <cannot
attempt a detached observation of the situation from out-
side, as it were, being within it and part of it herself.??
Gadamer emphagsizes the necessary situatedness of
understanding. All understanding is grounded in and consti-
tuted by the concrete historical situation in which it
occurs. Our understanding is as much a creature of our time
and place as we are; there is no absoclute reason, only
historical and situated reason.2! All our understanding is

partial, limited and qualified - there is no aperspectival

17 1bid pl4o

18 Hoy pb8

1% Gadamer Truth p21
20 Ibid see p280

21 [bid p245
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position from which to view the world, no point outside

history or society from which We can come to know it Ve

cannot step outside the  historica] conditions we find

ourselves in, and in which we understand. Gadamer defines

"the concept of 'situation’' by saying that it represents a

standpoint that limits the possibility of vision"22 [more
visual metaphorsl]. Essential to the concept of situation is
the concept of Horizon, which | shall come back to in a bit.

Our situation will determine in advance what seems
interesting, "what seems worth inquiring about, and what
will appear as an object of investigation".,23 It will
determine the preunderstandings that we bring to any wunder-
standing of a subject matter [more about that laterl and
will lead or shape our interpretations of it. These
preunderstandings can be made conscious to an extent, but
self-reflection can never lead to clarification of all
preunderstandings - "we will never achieve complete self-
transparency or perfect or absolute knowledge"2?* - all
interpretation must remain mediated and contextual. Acquir-
ing awareness of our situation is not easy - the "idea of a
situation means that we are not standing outside it"?® as in

the old ideal of objective knowledge. Since we are always

within a situation, throwing "light on it is a task that is

22 1bid p269
23 1bid p267
24Bernstein Beyond Objectivism pl29

23 Gadamer Truth pZ269

355



never completed entirely”2¢ as casting light on old shadows

creates mnew ones, and so on., Our consciousness of our

situatedness will itself always be situated, we can never

escape it. Gadamer uses the analogy of the vanishing point

in the perspective of a painting in describing the perspec-

tivity of the interpreter - we cannot look for or adopt this

, . . . . .
as our ’standpoint’; our point of view l1s already given when

we look at the painting.27 QOne’s prejudices are not some-

thing you agree or disagree with, or can choose freely or
arbitrarily.

Gadamer holds that prejudices are operant in every act
of understanding. "Understanding always implies a pre-
understanding which is in turn pre-figured by the determin-
ate tradition in which the interpreter lies and which shapes
(her] prejudices."?® Qur understanding is guided and condi-
tioned by our prejudices, which arise out of our particular
social/ historical situation. As said before, these are not

something freely chosen by us; indeed we are usually not

conscious of them. We can become conscious of (some) of
them, but this consciousness does not reflect them away, or
make us somehow ’unprejudiced’. Our consciousness of our

conditionedness remains itself conditioned.?’ Prejudices are
not, though, (as the Enlightenment conception of knowledge

sees them) purely negative, an obstacle to the attainment of

26 Ibid p269
27 1bid p293
28 Gadamer The Problem pl08

29 Hoy p70
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truth. All understanding necessarily involves prejudices

the fundamental prejudice of the Enlightenment

being, says
Gadamer, "the prejudice against prejudice itself"se - 3
belief +that there can be an absolute unconditioned,
unsituated, unmediated Reason. Absolute and unprejudiced
reason 1is however, impossible - even Descartes, with his

method of radical doubt did/ could not discard or bracket

all prejudices.3!

To gain an appropriate understanding of understanding,
we have to remove this negative conception of prejudice and
reaffirm 1its meaning as in pre- or provisional judgements?
without connotations of falsity or illegitimacy. Some preju-
dices might, on testing, indeed turn out to be false; but
many are legitimate, and can be sources of truth. The fact

that they are prejudices does not mean that they are

necessarily wrong, or something we have to get rid of -
prejudices are, on the contrary, the indispensable condi-
tions o©of our experience and wunderstanding. Prejudices

"constitute the initial directedness of our whole ability to
experience. [Theyl are biases of our openness to the world.
They are simply conditions whereby we experience something -
whereby what we encounter says something to us."®?® Prejudi-

ces operate constantly unnoticed in all our experiencing and

30 Gadamer Truth p237

S15ge Bernstein Beyond Objectivism pl27

32Gadamer Truth p240

s3Gadamer The Universality of the Hermeneutical Problem in

David Linge (ed) Philosophical Hermeneutics (University
of California Press London 1876) pS
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understanding so that we only become aware of them when they

are ’'stimulated’ or ‘’provoked’, so to speak; when an

encounter with something else (a pPeérson or text, for e.g.)

makes them questionable in view of what the other says to

us.3* (This does not however mean that this prejudice is

simply set aside or discarded, or another put in its place.

As Gadamer says, prejudices are only "properly brought into
play"” through "being at risk".s3s
Crucial to Gadamer’s hermeneutics is the concept of

"application”. Gadamer sees application not as a seperate
moment, but as an integral part of all understanding -
understanding/ interpretation is always application. By this
he does not mean the later and conscious applying of
concepts and theories to a situation; for example to ’make
it relevant’ to present concerns, or to 'put it to use’ -
the knower is not free to apply it or not apply it, as the
very act of understanding is the act of applying it to one’s
situation. Application "is neither a subsequent or merely

occasional part of understanding, but co-determines it as a

whole from the very beginning”.3¢ It is "not the relating of

some pre given universal to the particular situation™®7 - in
understanding anything we apply it to ourselves, mnot after-
ward, but in the very act of understanding. Contrary to

objectivist theories of understanding, there <can be no

34Gadamer Truth p266
3% 1bid pZl66
36 1bid p289

7 1bid p289
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gquestion as to whether knowledge should be engaged or

relevant: it Js - the interpreter must relate the text (or

whatever) to her situation if she wants to understand it at

all.s® In seeking to understand something we cannot disre-

gard ourselves and our situation; the meaning that is

created will always be a relation, a product of ourselves

and the subject matter; will always be mediated by our

understandings and concerns.

(So, in reading Gadamer [ do not first understand just
what he means "in itself’ and then apply it to my position
and concerns - my understanding of him 1is itself an
application of his text to my position; | cannot separate
myself and my previous understandings and concerns out from
the meaning | obtain. As Gadamer says, no reader simply
reads what is there: the person reading a text is herself
part of the meaning she apprehends.®? So my wunderstanding
will be different to that of someone who did not have the
same preconceptions, interests and concerns on reading him,
even though we might both be wholly committed to ’the
meaning of the text’ and both be understanding the same
text. (This is why I think experience and situatedness are
so important. Knowing is an encounter/ relation between what
is to be known and the knower in a particular context that
shapes and constrains it. Since understanding something is a
product both of the 'subject matter’, and you and your

situation; since all knowing 1is mediated by all your

se [bid pp274,289

37 lbid p304
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previous wunderstanding and experience; we have to pay

attention not only to ’what is known’ but to the knower

herself, as she is also constitutive of the meaning created
in the encounter. Thus the historical/ social location of

the knower, her experiences and understandings of them, are

an integral aspect of the knowledge she produces, and cannot

be ignored or transcended.)*°

Gadamer’s concept of 'Horizon’' is an attempt at descri-
bing the situatedness or context-based character of inter-
pretation. "The horizon is the range of vision that includes

everything that can be seen from a particular vantage

point".*! Applying this analogy allows a distinction to be

4°Thus 1 think we can say that some perspectives are
inherently more promising or productive for coming to
know some things, while others are conversely less so; in
the sense both of certain things being less 'visible’
from a certain location, and in the sense that someone in
that position will not be likely to have had the
experiences necessary to understand something, or for
certain concepts to have relevance and meaning for them -
they will not be able to grasp the meaning/ truth of a
statement unless they share to some extent the context/
presuppositions etc on which it depends. To put it in
somewhat Gadamerian terms - they will not be aware of the
unstated guestion to which it is an answer.
So, on one level there are infinite amounts of things we
do not and cannot know, because they are dependent on the
position and experience of the knower. And this, 1 think,
must just be accepted C(humbly?). But neither do you just
leave it at that and retreat into a ’closed’ circles/
horizons/ frameworks sort of scenario. For in another
sense, the sense of Gadamer’s ’fusion’ of horizons (see
bit that follows) we can understand and must pay atten-
tion to the experiences and perspectives of others - not
because we can just grasp 'what it is like’ from where
they are in any unmediated way (and thus perhaps
ourselves have many perspectives on a subject matter in
some sort of attempt at the ’whole picture’ or
completeness) - but because we can only critica!ly
examine and improve our own understandings by attempting
to take theirs into consideration, and testing and
revising ours in the process (see bit that follows).

+11bid p269
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made between near and far (e.g. in not being limited to what

is nearest to us but able to see beyond it; or in being able

to see the relative significance or position of things

within it); it allows us to speak of possible expansion of
horizon, of opening up new horizons etc, etc.*2 |t is
impossible to seperate oneself completely from one’'s hori-

zon; but this does not mean, as some assume, that we are
completely trapped within our horizons - horizons are
flexible and "always in motion", they move with us, as we
move within them.*® There are no such things as closed
horizons; they are limited and finite, but open, changing

and fluid.

The past and present for example, are not, as Nietzsche

pictured them, closed circles separated by absolute differ-
ences. The problem that arises from this picture - of how to
get out of one circle or horizon and into another, is a

false one. The "art of historical understanding” is not "one
of learning to place ourselves within alien horizons"
"unconnected in any way with our own"** - we do not have to
"set ourselves within the spirit of the age, and think with
its ideas and its thoughts, not our own".*® To speak, as
Nietzsche does, of historical consciousness as learning to
place ourselves in many changing horizons, 1is not correct -

to shut our eyes to ourselves in this way is in fact to have

42 1pbid p269
+31bid p271
s4 [bid p271

45 |bid p264
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no acknowledged historical horizon.*¢ This picture is 1is

derived from, and takes as its paradigm, the positivistic
ideal of 'objective? neutral observation it supposedly

wishes to deny. It is caught in the very picture it attacks.

One i i i i
cannot disregard oneself and one’s situation in

understanding others. We cannot withdraw, <close off or

protect our own horizon from the encounter, imagining that

we can simply place ourselves in, or reconstruct, theirs.
Making our own standpoint safely hidden, or unattainable to
others 1is to abandon the claim that they have any "truth
valid and intelligible for ourselves. This [kind of] acknow-
ledgement of the ’'otherness’ of the other... 1involves the
fundamental suspension of his claim to truth".*” Claiming,
or appearing, to transcend our own conditionedness while
recognizing the radical difference of the other is actually
seeking to master the other, to deny that they have anything
to say that is valid and applicable to us in our situa-
tion.*® Instead we have to take account of our own situated-
ness and not overlook the claim of the other or what she has
to say to us. This requires that we be open to the other and
accept that some at least of what she says will likely be
critical of us and our understandings.*? Our prejudices

at at a particular point constitute our horizon, that beyond

which at that particular place/ time/ circumstance we cannot

4¢ 1bid p272
47 |bid pp270(and 324)
48G5ee Hoy p63

49G5ege Gadamer Truth p324
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50 . . .
see. But our horizon is not fixed, it is continually

moving and being formed in that we have continuously to test
our prejudices and understandings in encounters with other

people/ texts/ times.3' Gadamer wants to resist any kind of

psychological account of historical understanding that

relies on concepts like empathy, or attempting to ’be’ the
other.®? One can never disregard oneself in understanding
another person, nor can one put oneself in her place. Yet
Gadamer does not suggest that the other time/ text/ person
is unknowable, that the gap between the two is absolute, "a
yawning abyss".®® The text/ person to be understood and the

person doing the understanding "are not two alien entities

isolated from one another... [but ratherl] they... stand in a
state of relatedness to each other...[as partsl of an
overriding historical... continuum; which... is the ultimate

cause of the prejudices which guide our different understan-
dings".%*

Despite (because of?) their distance and difference
'subject’ and ’object’ are not essentially seperate, but are
linked and related - historically/ politically/ spatially or

whatever - as part of an open and shifting *totality' or

50See Gadamer Truth p2Z72
51 1bid see p273

52 bid see p272

53 ]bid p264

S4Kurt Mueller Vollmer; (ed) Introduction to The Hermeneu-
tics Reader (Basil Blackwell Oxford 1986) p38,39
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'horizon’ that embraces both.®s The time/ person/ whatever

- y 2 -
is not knowable in itself’’, free from any mediation or

conditioning by our own horizon - but understanding 1is

nevertheless possible, and occurs through what Gadamer terms

14] 3 3 144
a fusion of horizons", whereby we expand and revise our

horizon in encounter with theirs.®¢ Qgur horizons thus are

never fixed or closed but continually in process of being

tested and reformed. This "fusion’ does not mean that the

other’s horizon is appropriated, or reconstructed, or known/
experienced as the other does herself; but rather that this
dialectical interaction with the other results in a new
horizon, that is still conditional, incomplete and
provisional. Gadamer sees this process as leading not to
some ideal/ maximal state of complete knowledge; but to
continual "openness to more experience"s’? "Our current
horizon is [thusl] constantly being formed through fusions in
which our prejudices are confirmed, concretized and
altered".®®

This process of constant movement and revision can

never be brought to completion. Understanding never achieves

finality, is always open and anticipatory - meaning can
never be exhausted or brought to final <closure. (Just as
Gadamer sees no end to understanding, he is not concerned

535 GSee Gadamer Truth p271

sseSee Bernstein Beyond Objectivism pla4, Gadamer. Truth
p273, Jack Mendelson The Habermas-Gadamer Debate in New
German Critique Vol 18 1979 p55, Hoy pl39

S7Hoy p60

se Mendelson p56
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with the problem of beginnings. He is anti-foundationalist,

critical of the search for a presuppositionless or certain

startin i i i i
g point. Any inquiry obviously ’starts’ somewhere -

all understanding is historical and finitely situated. What

is to be understood is understood in an already determined

situation, and 1is mediated by that situation, by the

prejudices that the knower brings to his understanding of

the subject matter. But this is not a beginning in any

foundationalist sense.®? Nor is it certain, something abso-
lute beyond question or investigation. The task of hermeneu-
tics is to go back and examine that place we ’started’ from
from - the very ground we base ourselves on must be
continually rethought and revised as we proceed. The contin-
gency and partially too, of the situation we begin from, is
not as foundationalists might see it; a regrettable source
of distortion of the purity of our knowledge, but the very
condition of its possibility. The apparent beginning of
interpretation 1is in fact a response determined by the
situation. Our understanding begins from where we are, as we
attempt to answer "questions’ arising from our particular
position.)

Gadamer thus affirms that we can wunderstand across
differences of time/ 'horizon' etc. Yet he does not aim to
flatten out or dissolve these differences - it is important
n 600

to emphasize that ’fusion’ does not imply reconciliatio

- it is more a mediation, a dialectical (but not syntheci-

57 See Gadamer Truth p429

¢°See Hoy p97
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zing) interrelation. Gadamer in fact emphacizes differences

in culture and history,¢! but not 8s obstacles that have "to

be overc " 1t
ome™, but as rather "positive and productive"

possibilities for understanding.¢? ’Fusion’ does not require

’ s ’ im3 ; $1 3
a naive' assimilation or reconciliation of differences to
cover up the tension between our horizon and others - rather

it requires that these be brought out.®s 1t is the tensions

the differences, between horizons that "provokes’ the preju-
dices operant in our understanding and enables us to become
aware of them. But making prejudices conscious does not
require that we necessarily do away with them, to effect the
extinction of self/ situatedness demanded by objectivism -

rather it requires that we ’test’ and transform them in the

encounter™®* as the text/ other "asserts its truth" against

¢tDavid Cousins Hoy says "no thinker is as willing to
emphasize such differences as Gadamer" (p6)

¢2Gadamer Truth p264, The Froblem pl55

Distance and partiality are not negative phenomena that
have to be transcended - all understanding will always
be partial, situated in time and place and circumstance.
Instead we must recognize them as positive conditions of
understanding - we could not have the knowledge we do if
we were not the partial and ’'prejudiced’ beings we are.
Distance too, is productive - we often cannot see the
present in its fuller context and significance, whereas
temporal distance often lets its meaning emerge (though
this meaning 1is never complete - there are always new
understandings and contexts that reveal new meanings in a
constant process of revision.) And it is only in encoun-
ter with what is 'new’ and 'different’ that our under-
standing develops and proceeds.

¢3Gee Gadamer Truth p273
(These differences, while emphasized, must not be allowed
to solidify into the closed and seperate perspectives of
the Nietzschean picture - rather they must be explored
and examined for the understanding thus made possible.)

¢4Mendelson pb5
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them.*® We are usually unaware of our prejudices until they

become ’stimulated’, questioned or put to the test by an

encounter with an ’other’. But in doing so it does not mean

that we have to uncritically believe everything they say,®®

or come to agree with them, or set aside ocur understandings

and replace them with theirs (as if we could disregard
ourselves in this way). What it does require is that we
'remain open’ to them, be prepared for them to tell wus
something,*” and consider critically what they say and how
it relates to us in our situation. To be ’open’ to other
people or a text, implies not only that they are situated in
my system of thought "but that | [situate]l] myself in
relation to them",¢® in considering their claims.

Gadamer’s hermeneutics is thus concerned with the
achieving of an understanding that is also self-understan-
ding - that demands self understanding in that in order to
understand another text/ person/ time it is necessary to
understand oneself and one’s situation, to realize how one’s
situation and prejudices mediate one’'s perception of the
subject matter and what the subject matter has to say to/
about oneself and one’s situation. Purely rational self

reflection (a la Descartes) is impossible however - it 1is

only through "the dialoguical encounter with what is alien

&5 Gadamer Truth P238

¢¢Hpy p63 He points out that indeed respect for the other
person entails "an obligation to think through what is
said as thoroughly as possible”

¢7 Gadamer Truth p238

¢8 Gadamer The Problem pl51
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to us, makes a claim on us, and has an affinity with what we

are, that we can open ourselves to risking and testing our

R " oe9
prejudices™”. We can only understand ourselves via distance

and encounter with difference - thus inquiry into the ©past/

other perspectives etc is as essential in coming to under-

stand the present/ one’s own perspective, as wunderstanding
oneself is to understanding then. Knowledge is thus acquired
"through dialectical (and reflexive) interplay with

others.?°

This interplay of self/ others follows the course of
the hermeneutical cycle of interpretation; whereby in the
process of understanding, part and whole are related in a
circular way such that in order to understand the whole one
has to understand the parts, while in order to wunderstand
the parts one has to have comprehension of the whole, as the
meaning of the part can only be discovered from the context
in which i1t occurs (i.e. ultimately, the whole). Understan-
ding thus involves a continual movement from whole to parts
and vice versa; in a kind of circle or spiral of continual
return and revision. "Moreover", says Gadamer, "this cycle
is constantly expanding in that the concept of the whole |is
relative, and when it is placed in ever larger contexts the

understanding of the individual elements is always affec-

¢9Bernstein Beyond Objectivism plZ29

70 1bid pl43
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ted".’! Understanding is therefore provisional and infinite

in mnature, recurrent and dialectical. Gadamer sees other

aspects that are usually polarized, such as subject/ object,

subjectivity/ objectivity as operating in this way - the
two poles being moments of a mutually constituting process,

not seperate and opposed elements of which one can be

privelaged above, or reduced to, the other. (Hermeneutics
also emphacizes the importance of the interplay of famlilia-
rity and strangeness, similarity and difference, in the
process of understanding).?2

"Understanding 1is not a matter of acquiring eternally
true knowledge about a previously given reality... it is
itself a concrete happening, a form of doing and creating"?s3
(a creating of meaning). Understanding, says Gadamer, is the
process of coming into being of meaning. The text or
whatever is to be understood does not possess a meaning ’'in
itself’ that is ’given’, or which can be isolated from our
prejudices. Understanding is not, or is always more than, a

mere repitition or recreation of someone else’s meaning’* -

rather it 1is a creation or meaning through the <constant

71 Gadamer Truth pl67

Gadamer describes the knowledge of taste (note he sees it
as knowledge not mere opinion/ ’'subjective’ preference)
as "evaluations of the object in relation to a whole 1in
order to see if it fits", if it is fitting (Truth p36).
He places a lot of emphasis on the acts/ processes of
judgement and evaluation - seeing things against/ 1in
relation to, something else/ a situation etc.

72See Gadamer Truth p262
73Hoy p92

74 Gadamer Truth p338
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mediation of somecne/ something other and ourselves.,?’3 There
18 no one meaning, Mone right interpretation”. Interpreta-

tion 1is always a mediation. The meaning of a text, for

instance is not limited to, or identical to the author’'s

Intention;”* it is not purely an expressing of the author’s

subjectivity, but "only comes into real existence in a
dialogue of the interpreter with the text"™ in which the
situation of the Interpreter [not only of the author as in
"objectivist historicism"] is an important condition of the
understanding of the text.’’ Ourselves and our previous
understandings can never be eliminated from the understan-
ding of a text (though we/ they can alter in the encounter).

This is not to say that our understanding is arbitrary
or a matter of whim, or that we can just impose our own
meanings on things as we feel like. There are a variety of
possible meanings, but not "everything is possible".?’® Every
interpreter submits her own interpretation, but these are by
no means arbitrary "but may attain, or fail to attain, a
definable degree of appropriateness™.?’? The ’object’ of
interpretation "must be understood on a correlative way. It
is mnot a single meaning-in-itself but rather a source of

possibilites of meaning which can be realized by further

interpreters insofar as they investigate it from differing

?3S5ee Bernstein Beyond 0Objectivism P139
74 Gadamer Truth p263

77See Hoy pb52

78 Gadamer Truth pZ238

7?*Gadamer Problem pl05
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perspectives”.®® Meaning is thus open and dependent on the

hermeneutical situation from which an interpretation is

produced. Things do not have meaning ’'in themselves’ but

only to/ for particular situated knowers who are active in

the production of this meaning, and who are in a sense part

of this meaning themselves. Yet though the "sense to be
understood finds its concrete... form only in interpreta-

tion" Gadamer sees this interpretive work as "wholly
committed to the meaning” of the text, or whatever is being
understood.®! Understanding is always tempered by the ’"thing
itself’ that we are trying to understand.®? When we under-
stand, we always seek (and hopefully gain) an understanding
of what the "things themselves’ say - but what they say will
differ according to the interpreters and interpretive con-
texts, and the questions asked by and within them.®*® No one
interpretation can claim to be "the only objective and
correct one" - it can only be more or less adequate for a
particular time and purpose”.®%*

But if interpretation is related to context, it is not
relative to it in the sense implied by relativism - one can
still distinguish between better and worse interpretations.

Understanding always proceeds in expectation of truth, and

is concerned with the meaning of the subject matter

8oMendelson p5b5

&1 Gadamer Truth p297

s2Rgrnstein Beyond Objectivism pl4ab
83See Bernstein Beyond Objectivism pl39

84 Hoy p94
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’itself’: understanding is a dialogue, a knowing relation

with an 'object’ (though this term is not really adequate if

it 1implies something seperate) in which the meaning of the

subject matter finds its form only in the act of interpreta-

tion, and the interpretation is wholly committed to the

meaning of the subject matter,. Though there is not One Right
interpretation, no Absolute truth of the matter, this does
not mean that there is not any truth. Gadamer rejects a

correspondence theory of truth, but is however very
concerned with truth, in particular with arguing that truth
cannot be guarenteed by method.®> Gadamer wants to "go
beyond the narrow definition of truth restricted to the
assertion of facts”.®® He is concerned with truth in a
larger sense, one beyond that limited as 1is wusual in
philosophy, +to predicative statements,®’ especially with
modes of experience in which a truth is communicated which
cannot be wverified by scientific methods <(for instance,
truths manifested, transmitted and experienced in art.)
Gadamer criticizes the dominant philosophical aesthetic,
stemming particularly from Kant, which radically subjectivi-
zes art, and no longer sees in aesthetic taste any know-
ledge.®® Such a view falsely restricts the concept of +truth

to conceptual knowledge and discredits any kind of theoreti-

cal knowledge apart from (a certain conception of) mnatural

85 Hence the (ironic) title of his book. (see Hoy p92)
84 Hoy pb1
87Hoy p36

88 Gadamer Truth p36
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science.®”

To Gadamer, understanding is not a matter of following

a method that leads to truth, but is an experience; an

encounter with something that asserts itself as truth, and

that makes a claim on us. He speaks of truth as "revealed in

the process of experience", of truths being acknowledged,”®

and like Heidegger, "seeks to recover the notion of aletheia
as unconcealment".?! Gadamer says hermeneutical awareness is
more a question of 'being’ than explicit consciousness -
that objectifying self consciousness is neither always
completely possible, or desirable for understanding. Propo-
sitions are ’'objective’ because they objectify - they "lift
a thing out of its context and make it stand alone as an
object".?2 There c¢an be no assertion that 1is absoclutely
true, as the meaning of a proposition is not just a function
of objective reference; but rather depends on its relation
to other aspects of the context in which it is made and in
which it is embedded.?® Any account will always be 1nade-
quate to its subject matter, will always be partial and
incomplete, dependent upon the entirety of the situation it
arises in. The truth of a statement does not depend on the

meaning of assertions abstracted from their circumstances,

but can only be judged in relation to them. "There is mno

8% Ibid p39
7o 1lbid pxi
"1 Bernstein Beyond Objectivism pl52
*2Hoy plZil

*s [bid p122
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assertion that one can grasp only through the content it

presents, if one wants to grasp it in its truth... Every

assertion has presuppositions [and non-conceptualised condi-
tionsl that it does not assert"’* bput upon which it is

dependent.
As 1 have said, though Gadamer sees truth as related to
context he rejects relativism.*® David Hoy calls his posi-

tion "contextualist"ve - interpretation is dependent upon

the situation in which it occurs, and there is no transcen-
dental or ahistorical perspective from which we can evaluate

competing claims to truth; but this does not mean that all

74 Gadamer quoted in Hoy p122

"3 See Gadamer Truth pxxi
Gadamer The Universality ppl5,16

Gadamer uses the example of people who have learned to
speak, and especially to think, in other languages to
argue against relativism. He says that the existence of

many different languages does not fragment or close off
understanding, but rather underscores its open, infinite
nature.

See David Linge (Editor’s Introduction to the above) for
a comparison of the approaches of Gadamer and Wittgen-
stein. Though they converge in many respects, especially
their emphasis on games, linguisticality and intersubjec-
tivity (which I haven’t gone 1into with respect to
Gadamer) Linge sees Wittgenstein’s stress on the autonomy
of language games - each with their own internal rules
which can only be clarified from within - and his "desire
to avoid a transcendental position from which the plura-
lity of games might be reduced to the rules of one
transcendental game" as leaving him "with a multitude of
hermetrically sealed usages and corresponding life forms"
which are closed off to each other. Linge sees this as
happening because Wittgenstein does not allow, as Gadamer
does, for mediation between language games. On Wittgen-
stein’s position either "one must settle for a plurality
of relative games, or one has a metalanguage that does
violence to the empirical richness of usages and life
forms." This overlooks precisely what Gadamer emphacizes
- the continually transformative, assimilative, mediating
and open nature of language use. (See PPXXXV, XXxvi)

76 Hoy p69
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interpretation <(or all interpretive contexts) are equally

appropriate or justified. There may be no single or correct

interpretation but we can still distinguish between better

and worse interpretations, more or less plausible arguments,

assertions which are nearer and further from truth.??

Here
and now, in the circumstances we are in, we can concretely,
argumentatively, dialoguically justify, validate and eva-

luate claims to truth, without having to rely on absolute or
aperspectival standards. Our understandings, partial and
perspectival as they are, depending in prejudices that we
are mostly unaware of and cannot ever fully ’escape’, bring
to light the particularity and perspectivity of other’s
claims and expose and transform their prejudices; as their
understandings enable us to recognize our own perspectivity
and prejudices and revise our understandings in the light of
theirs. Cur interpretations, in a sense because of their
perspectivity, far from inviting relativism, carry implicit
criticism of other interpretations,?® and likewise 'despite’
(actually because of) our situatedness, we can still exper-

ience truth.

v7See Bernstein Beyond Objectivism ppl24,125

8 Hoy pll4
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18

DIALECTICS - MEDIATION AND PROCESS

One thing has been missing from the previous chapter’s
discussion of Gadamer, and that is a consideration of the
implication of power in and for all wunderstanding/ know-
ledge. Richard Bernstein points out that Gadamer’'s hermeneu-
tics M"is virtually silent on the complex issues concerning
domination and power"™! - that we do not find in his work
"any systematic attention to social structure",? which,

considering his dialoguical conception of understanding, is

i Bernstein Beyond Objectivism pl156

2 {bid pl58
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something he has to attend to.Ss Gadamer does of course

conceive of understanding in terms of dialogue, of it being

a communication between knowers and other knowers/ texts/

things. Yet in as far as he does, I think we should
understand this ‘’dialogue’ in terms of ’dialectic’ (as
Gadamer often describes it) and not in terms of

'conversation® with its overtones of cosiness and safety, of
something relaxed and friendly (and indeed sometimes
*trivial’) and most especially voluntarily, freely and
mutually entered into. (Gadamer himself wuses the word
conversation on occasion, but this ’conversation’ is far
from pleasant ’chat’ but serious and consequential interac-
tion whereby each ’partner’ affects and is affected by, the
other in ways that they could not foresee and perhaps would
not have chosen; - it is certainly not comfortable or

inconsequential and thus does not have the ring of many

3JUrgen Habermas has of course also criticized Gadamer’s
lack of attention to power relations, and what he sees as
the possibly conservative consequences of Gadamer’s reha-
bilitation of such concepts as prejudice, tradition and
authority. I have not here the space to discuss the
ramifications of the whole long Habermas - Gadamer
debate: I will only say that I do not think that the
differences between them are insurmountable; being often,
it seems to me, a case of talking at "cross purposes" or
across differing meanings of terms (e.g. Habermas condem-
ning Gadamer’s reconception/ renovation of ’prejudice’,
*tradition® and ’'authority’ in 'objectivist’ terms that
Gadamer’s wusage and critique has already undermin?d/
transformed.) | do think that Habermas is right to insist
that Gadamer give more attention to questions of power,
but otherwise consider his objections as still too
'objectivist’ in tone and inspiration to adequgtely come
to grips with Gadamer’s project. (For discu§51on of .tne
Habermas - Gadamer debate see e.g. Dieter Misgeld Criti-
cal Theory and Hermeneutics: The Debate between Habermas
and Gadamer in John 0’Neil (ed) On Critical Theory
(Seabury Press N.Y. 1976); Jack Mendelson The Haberna; -
Gadamer Debate and Richard Bernstein Beyond Objectivism
and Relativism
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postmodern invocations of 'conversation’, being decidedly

non frivolous in tone, and most importantly, emphasizing the
necessity for adequate response and possible revision in
relation to the claims of the other.)

Gadamer’s position often seems to be an ethical one. He
speaks of openness, of "a readiness to recognize the other
as potentially right and to let him prevail against me"*, of
a recognition that one might be wrong and a readiness to
change in response to the other, etc - which seems fine as
an ethical ideal (being indeed one I would share) but which
seems to run into difficulties as a description of under-
standing, as such attitudes seem to depend for their
successful enactment/ embodiment on their being certain
egalitarian/ consensual/ non-oppressive relations between
people for this stance to flourish or indeed be possible.
And it does seem that in societies structured by various
relations of power/ dominance that it is wunlikely that
'oppressors’ for instance, would exhibit the necessary
openness to critique and willingness to change, the neces-
sary humility, respect and consideration for the other such
a conception seemingly demands. (Hence the objections of
Bernstein and Habermas - Gadamer’s hermeneutics seems to
require some sort of minimally ideal speech situation,
which, given present social conditions patently do not
exist; therefore he would have to give serious attention to

questions concerning what the minimally sufficient condi -

tions would be, and both what is hampering such a situation,

* Gadamer The Problem pl08
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and how it could be brought about.

But remember - (despite the way Gadamer often presents
his claims in terms that do make them seem understandable as
ethical/ normative attitudes) - Gadamer was very clear that
he was not describing a method, a way of going about things
that one could adopt or choose - his hermeneutics was
specifically not normative or prescriptive but ontological -
he was not describing how we should or could proceed 1f we
wish to understand, he was describing how all understanding
actually occurs, how it is.® Our wunderstanding actually
occurs in a world which is not characterized by open and
egalitarian relationships where we all seriously and humbly
cbnsider each other’s opinion; but by relations of domina-
tion, exploitation and dependence; where such openness,

mutual recognition and respect as are seemingly demanded by

Gadamer are rare and fragile indeed. 0f course, a
'Gadamerian’ could respond that in such conditions wunder-
standing does not (often or usually) occur; and there does

seem to be something to such a response in that we often

3Just as Nagel, Merleau-Ponty, Marxists, feminists, stand-
point theorists and all insist that knowledge is situa-
ted, however you conceive of it (it is stil]l situated and
proceeds from a situation even if you ignore/ deny/ try
to hide its situatedness) so Gadamer (and Merleau-Ponty)
insist that it is dialectical, whether you conceive of it
that way or not. Whether knowledge is seen as situated
and dialectical is of consequence for reflexive and
critical projects; it has implication for how knowledges
are treated - how they are accepted or questioned,
criticized or justified, confirmed or revised, etg .and
thus for their adequacy, appropriateness and validity.
Knowledges that are acknowledged to be, and are treated
as, situated and dialectical, have greater likelihood.of
adequacy owing to the greater adequacy of the ?eflex1ve
and critical practices by which they are examined and
refined.
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would, I think, hold that white people do not understand

what Black people are saying to them about racism, or that

men do not understand feminist claims etc. It does seem that

the world (the social, political world) is characterized by

systematic and extensive absences/ gaps/ distortions of
understanding. And perhaps it would seem that (at least part
of) the ’solution’ would be to create the conditions
necessary for ’genuine’ wunderstanding to occur (as is
suggested, in their own ways, by Bernstein and Habermas).
But while | do think that the creation of such conditions
would be a good thing, and don’t think that the effort
expanded in its hopeful realization would be ’'wasted’ even
if ’ultimately’ unsuccessful; I do think that understanding
can and does occur in their absence; as I think, does
Gadamer.

Though Gadamer’'s description of wunderstanding seems
like an ethical or epistemological ideal - how we should

approach the understanding of others if we seek genuinely to

understand both them and ourselves; 1 think Gadamer (also)
thinks this is how it happens anyway - whether we are aware
of it, or want it or not. Obviously if we did consciously

approach understanding with a reflexive and open intention,
this would not be a bad thing; and if we did self
consciously understand the process of understanding in the
way Gadamer describes this would have positive consequences
for our self understanding and practice, both 'everyday’ and
reflective/ theoretical (as well as for our conceptions of
knowledge, ’science’, methodology etc) - the ramifications

and political, ethical consequences of which would be far
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reaching - but what Gadamer is describing is what goes on

when we understand, whatever our conceptions of it, whatever
our practices, however we see it.

Though we obviously do misunderstand (both innocently
and wilfully) we cannot totally escape or resist understan-
ding either. Within any situation there are practical and
other motivations and constraints in operation - both in
the possibilities and limits of understanding and misun-
derstanding - on what we can come to misunderstand, and what
we cannot so easily: a medieval peasant would not have or
need a conception of the workings of a motor car wengine; a
car mechanic would have to have some minimally adequate
understanding to practice his trade etc, ete). In the social
sphere there are things that from one’s situation one just
doesn’t/ cannot know, or those that one just doesn’t ’want’
to know, or can’t ’'afford’ to know; as conversely there are
things that one is more likely to know, or less likely to
ignore or understand. In line with this, a c¢ritic of
Gadamer’s hermeneutics might argue that those in dominant

positions would most likely not (and especially not collec-

tively) be open to, or willing to risk their understandings
in encounter with, others (especially the others they
exploit and oppress, whose understandings most threaten

theirs and whose response they most fear).

If we picture their ' communication’ in terms of (a
certain understanding of) 'conversation’ - in terms of them
choosing to sit down together and talk, choosing (and
succeeding) to be honest and respectful and consider each

other’s viewpoint carefully, then this is unlikely indeed.
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But understanding, to Gadamer, i1s not a matter of choice -

it 1is not a practice or method or attitude that we can or
have to adopt; but our basic mode of being in the world -
the product of (inevitable) relationships and interactions
with other people/ things. This process is, I think, Dbest
described as 'dialectical’ rather than ’'dialoguical’, 1in as
far as the latter term holds connotations of 'conversation’,
or of relationships consciously or voluntarily entered into.
(Gadamer emphacizes that even cases of ’extreme' domination
are dialectical relationships (of the kind described by
Hegel in his Master/ Slave analogy)® even though | would not
(myself) describe them as exactly dialoguical.) And we are
in dialectical (mutually affecting, mutually dependent,
mutually constituting) relationships whether we like it, or
choose to be, or are conscious of it, or not.

Gadamer, (for all his use of visual metaphors) stressed
the difference between ’seeing’ and ’hearing’ and gave
hermeneutical primacy to the latter. He argued that though
we can to an extent choose to "look away" from something, to
'shut our eyes'; we can’t "hear away" or shut our ears quite
as easily or in gquite the same way - "he who is addressed
must hear whether he wants to or not".’? "Hearing 1implies
already belonging together in such a manner that one |is
claimed by what is being said".?® Provided one is in a

relationship that connects speaker and hearer, what is said

¢ Gadamer Truth p323
71bid p420

8 Hoy p66
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has a way of "capturing the listener against his will™ - it

is not merely, or only a matter of choosing to listen or not

. " -
to listen. Hearing’, does not, of course necessarily mean

that the hearer Jikes what she hears, or that it makes any
sense to her, or that she finds it plausible or reasonable,
or even worth considering; merely that it asserts its
difference against hers - Gadamer speaks, for instance, of
being "pulled up short" by something that asserts its
difference against us; that either does not yield meaning,
or whose meaning is not compatible with our own.!'?°
Obviously, in heirarchical relationships things are so
organized that those situated in relatively powerful posi-
tions don’t as often 'hear’ the claims of others, and do so
only from protected locations to some extent fortified
against breach or transformation - nevertheless even they
cannot entirely escape hearing the claims of others, and
indeed are the ones most likely to be ’claimed’ by them due
to the nature of their relationship and the nature of the
other’s claims regarding them.

Gadamer’s hermeneutics, remember, does not depend on
agreement, some sort of ideal or amicable consensus, some
sort of reconciliation of perspectives. Even in cases of
non-heirarchical relationships, of encounters not
conditioned by power differentials, Gadamer emphasizes dif-
ference and tension. Gadamer, in fact, sees every new claim,

every new experience, as a challenge to what is accepted and

*Ibid p66

1°S5ee Gadamer Truth p257
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expected, whether these be within heirarchical/ oppressive

situations or not. "Every experience is a confrontation"

says Gadamer!! because it sets something new and different

against our old beliefs/ expectations/ prejudices and sets
up tensions and questions as to how this is to be dealt
with, responded to. One would imagine that in the oppressive
relationships referred to above, the way a claim made by
those relatively subjugated or marginalized would be respon-
ded to would be in terms of rejection or suppression; but
this 1is quite 1in keeping with Gadamer’s position, and
something he sees as likely even not within such relation-
ships. Gadamer sees response to the ’new’ or 'different’ or

challenging as occurring in a way analogous to that

outlined by Thomas Kuhn in his description of paradigm

shifts. Not every '"new recognition is accepted without
resistance. Rather it is set aside as long as possible by
the prevailing 'paradigm’"*? until our prevailing world

view/ prejudices can no longer ’take the strain’ and have to
change to accomodate the challenge.

Gadamer, (l1ike Merleau-Ponty) emphasizes the temporal
nature of understanding - that it occurs in and through time

and is an open, ongoing but not necessarily steady or linear

process - it is episodic and allows of degrees and means and
differences of pace. The "propositional’ picture of know-
ledge, of knowledge as consisting of, as transmitted by,

'facts’ makes response to a claim seem an instantaneous,

11 Gadamer The Problem pl08

12 [bid pl109
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once and for all, all or nothing sort of affair: we are

presented with a statement like A=C which is supported/

justified by the argument A=B, B=C therefore A=C which we

are all supposedly equally able to see the truth/ rationa-

lity of and able to agree/ disagree with at once, in
entirety and for good - we hear what they say, say yey oOr
nay to it and that’s it - whereas in ’real life' it seems to

me that knowledge/ understanding hardly ever proceeds that

way; but is much slower and accumulative, tentative, discon-

tinuous and changing. On first encountering some new
claim/ phenomenon we may very well find ourselves unable to
understand it, because we are not 'in a position’, or

haven’t had the experience to be able to evaluate it, or see
'the sense’ of it, or what it 'has to say to us’; and only

later in the light of further experience/ understanding does

it take on meaning for us. Or, we might think that we do
understand something, only to realize later when further/
differently informed/ experienced that we had not, or had

only inadeguately understood 1it; and have to rethink our
previous understanding in recognition of this. The new
claim/ experience might be so strange or threatening to our
self-understandings that we find ourselves unable to deal
with it, and reject or suppress it, only for it to lie
'dormant’ until ’reactivated’ by some later claim or exper-
ience. Or, instead it might niggle away unsatisfactorily and
uncomfortably until we find some satisfactory way of accom-
modating (to) it. And all these responses are themselves
open to challenge and revision and re-examination; some to

be confirmed and refined, others to be transformed or
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rejected in mediation/ encounter with further things/

people/ experience etc.

Feminist writers often refer to this encounter with/

response to the different claims of others 1in terms of
’dialogue’. Though this does capture the to and fro nature
of the ©process, it does, as I have said with regard to
Gadamer, seem to be perhaps too ’'neutral’ or ’consensual’ a
term, too reminiscent of ’conversation’. The process as |
envision and experience it, at least as regards the
challenging and c¢ritical <c¢laims of others differently
located to me (especially those to whom | am related
oppressively/ exploitatively) is much more wuncomfortable,
much more tense and conflictual - more like an argument
where you go away angry and hurt and threatened, and
defensive of your own point of view, but can’t forget theirs
or what they said, which keeps bothering you and going round
in your head as you try out possible responses/ retorts/
explanations/ ’*solutions’ - none of which actually ’do’, but
in the process of which your self understandings have
gradually altered and adjusted, so at the next ’'encounter’
it has changed in relation/ interaction with theirs, so that
you understand them differently, which further mediates/
alters your own position and so on - & slow and perhaps
halting but dialectical process which ’'proceeds’/ develops
without necessarily reaching closure or final stability -

there is no necessary promise of agreement (though it is not

precluded).
So, in contrast to some who argue for 'dialogus [
i ‘ai ; r a
would not presume (or necessarily aim for) consensus; O

386



truth that we could both/ all share; but more for continual

criti isi insi
gue and revision, refining of understanding in relation

to an exploration of contexts and the perspectives of

others. I would echo Jennifer Ring’s emphasis on the

importance of conflicts of perspective and experience, of
frustrations of understanding for understanding;:!s the
necessity for confrontation and challenge for understanding
to take place.!'* 1f the world/ other people were "completely
pliant", if they "offered no resistance”!'® then we and our
knowledge could not develop in relation/ interaction with
’it’/ them. Dialectics focuses on the tensions between
knowers and the world; the tensions within processes and
rélationships; the interplay between moments of these pro-
cesses like those between materiality and consciousness,

subject and object, subjectivity and objectivity.'e [t is

concerned with «challenge to boundaries (which are always

'*Ring pp21,25

141bid pl46

Ring acknowledges Alison Jaggar’s and Sandra Harding’s
use of dialectic but sees them as working to minimize
conflict, to overcome it, rather than utilize it fully,
(S5ee pp27-30. She would probably not have read Harding’s
latest work at the time of writing). Ring emphasizes that
encounters with ’'others’ are not ’safe’ and always
involve ’risk’, as Gadamer also stresses. She says she is
not talking about ’benign conversation between acknowled-
ged equals’ or liberal consensus theory, but "about
focusing upon and acknowledging™ conflict, the resistan-
ces each knower puts up when confronted with the opinions
of the other, even if the dispute is relatively mild.
(p207) (Haraway (Situated Knowledges p598) describes a
feminist conception of objectivity as being about "taking
risks")

1SRing pl57

16 bid p21
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provisional and not fixed) which result in change; in

interaction which is always in process and motion and never

gains completion or finality.!?” "Dialectical Knowledge...

calls for a challenge to the stability of all the

subject
regards as secure... {itl <calls for the subject’s own
experience undergoing challenge".!® "Qnly through the

acknowledgement of difference” can understanding of both the
self and other ©progress - only through recognition of/
interaction with other people can one come to know one-
self.'? (This last 1is a point emphasized by Gadamer,
Merleau-Ponty, Bernstein and (all) other dialectical
thinkers).

Ring describes the existence of a tension between an
objective world and our subjective experience of it, and the
need for an epistemology that can adequately respond to
this, seeing neither subjectivity or objectivity as static
or isolable but as interpenetrative and mutually defining.?°
She says the T"terms subjectivity and objectivity have
meaning in dialectical thought, and at the same time are not
ultimately seperable from one another. They are more
properly regarded as moments, aspects of the same phenome-
non, each of which is descriptive and meaningful, but only

in relation to the other. Objectivity is not an entity: it

17 Ibid pp21,23
19 [bid pl46
19 {bid see pl26

20 |bid pp811 109
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describes a relation between people and the world."2! ’The

world” is not wunderstood as static and passive?? but

. 23 3
active, something that confronts and resists us, even as

we shape it. Knowledge of this 'objective’ world is depen-

dent on our subjectivity, is a product of our interaction

with/ within this world, is a mediation of the world and

ourselves.

Dialectics thus does not neglect the importance of
subjectivity, and is therefore <critical of traditional
conceptions of objectivity, while not relinguishing objecti-
vity ~completely.?* "The promise of dialectics for feminist
theory" says Ring "is that it makes possible an epistemology
that neither accepts or relinquishes the objective world,
never settles for or neglects a subjectivist perspective™,2?3
but sees subjectivity and objectivity as continually inter-
acting and mutually constituting. Ring also emphasizes that
this interaction occurs in time, that it 1is developing,
changing, incomplete, never permanent.?® Yet there can still

be truth, even if it is momentary?’ and never final.?°® Not

21 1bid p123
22 [pid p151

23Haraway too, argues for "the world’s active agency” in
the knowing relation (see Situated Knowledges p593)

24]bid plb1

25 |bid pl86

26S5ge her description of the process of our understanding
of a book we are reading ppl88-190

27 Though momentary it is open to further and repeated
affirmation/ recognition,

28 [bid p190

389



simply anything "will be appropriate or true"2? - there are

certain minimal limits to the meanings that can be attribu-

ted to something that stem from 'objective’ and material

constraints to interpretation relating to both the phenome-
non/ person/ text that is to be known and the knower herself
- her location, her experiences, her history etc; within a
particular interpretive context.

I, likewise, think we have to concentrate on the
dialectical concepts of process and mediation, and see
knowledge and experience, like power, as relationships that

both construct and constrain. Both knowledge and experience

are processes, not end states, whereby knowers and the world

are mediated to and by each other. In emphasizing that
knowledge is a relation, we have to restore to 'visibility’
the knower in all her finitude and situatedness, her

subjectivity and experience; and not just concentrate on
'what is known’ in 1isolation from the context of its
creation (or reception). Furthermore, we cannot see know-
ledge as a ’reproduction’ or 'mirrorring’ as some put it, of
some 'object’ as it is ’in itself’, outside of relation,3®
unconditioned by the knower or knowing context (if Dby
'mirrorring’ it is assumed an exact replica of what "is’ is
produced, unmediated by the mirror itself and the conditions
it mirrors in) but should rather see it as a product of

interaction, of a relation between a particular knower and a

29 1bid pl96

SoFor outside of relation it would have no .propertigs,
would not ’'be like’ anything - it is only 1in relation
that these are manifest.

390



articul ? j ’ j
p ar object’ or ’subject matter’ within particular

circumstances. As Gadamer says knowledge/ understanding is

not reconstruction (of & previously given meaning) but

mediation.3! (Note that if it is not reconstruction it is
neither a pure construction, but constrained by what it is

understanding/ knowledge of (and to)).s:z
Subjectivity and objectivity should thus not be seen as
seperable or opposed elements, as in dualist traditions, but

as aspects/ moments of a mutually constituting and mutually

dependent process - knowledge - in which neither is privile-
ged or denied or reduced to the other. Knowledge 1is
subjective in that phenomena, things, people are subjecti-
vely encountered, perceived, experienced and understood by

limited, situated and perspectival knowers (but within
'objective’ constraints) and 'objective’ in that it is of
and about a to some extent ’independently’ &existing
material 'world’ (independent enocugh to resist and surprise
us, to assert its difference and strangeness, to confront

our constructions of it, robustly); - knowledge gaining its

S1See Linge pxvi

$25ean Sayers wuses the analogy of a lens (similar to
Haraway’s visual technologies) - which mediates, trans-
forms even ’distorts’ an image but nevertheless transmits
it: it does not create it absolutely, it is still an
image of the object. Lenses both transform and transmit,
'distort’ and reveal - they are not barriers between us
and a world as it really is, but means by/ through which
we interact/ relate, and through/ by which our knowledge

proceeds. (Reality and Reason ppl32,133)
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objectivity’ss through being the product of a constraining

relationship with an ’objective’ world, yet being subjecti-

vely shaped and constrained by being known 'subjectively’

by/ via particular situated knowers. So the objectivity of

knowledge is subjectively constrained and mediated; it’s
subjectivity correspondingly objectively constrained and
mediated - each being dependent on, vyet also constitutive
of, the other.

Within this subjective/ objective dialectic, the notion
of situation 1is crucial: one’s situation being the
'objective’ location or ’grounding’ of one’s subjective
experience (and therefore, knowledge) - that which supports
and shapes it and within and against (a conception of) which
it 1is understood and reunderstood as one’s understanding/
experience of one’s location alters. As Lisa Alcoff says,
one’s 'subjectivity’ is constituted by one’s position.** She
describes Teresa de Lauretis as seeing subjectivity as
constructed through one’s (situated) experience, ™"through a
continuous process, an ongoing constant renewal Dbased on

interaction with the world."33 Experience, to de Lauretis is

"the continuous engagement of a self or subject in social

33'Objectivity’ here in a more descriptive sense;
’objectivity’ in the more normative, epistemological
sense residing in 'seeing’, relating to knowledges as
objectively shaped and constrained via their situated
production, and thus critically examining them in rela-
tion to that situation and other’'s differently situated/

related knowledges.

St*Alcoff p424

35Gee Alcoff p424, de Lauretis AJice Doesn’t p159
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reality”¢ "Through this process [of experiencel one places

oneself or is placed in social reality, and so perceives and

comprehends as subjective (refering to, even originating in

4

oneself) those relations - material, economic and interper-

sonal - which are in fact social and, in a larger perspec-

tive, historical. The process is continuous, its achievement
unending and daily renewed. For each person, therefore,
subjectivity is an ongoing construction, not a fixed point
of departure or arrival from which one then interacts with
the world. On the contrary, it is the effect of that
interaction".37 This action is fluid, in constant motion and
is open to alteration by "self-analyzing practice"3?® (de
Lauretis sees feminist theory as "that political, theoreti-
cal, self-analyzing process by which the relations of the
subject in social reality can be rearticulated from the
historical experience of women".)®7

Such feminist theory demands reflexive and critical
examination of one’'s experience in relation both to one’s
understanding of one’s situation; and the claims and exper-
iences of others, which lead us not only to see our
experience as not given or natural or necessary but shaped
and constrained by one’s situation; but also to gain a

better idea of how we are csituated in relation to others

and how that mediates our experience/ understanding; and so

sede Lauretis Alice Doesn’t pl83
37 1bid pl159
sepAlcoff p425

39de Lauretis Alice Doesn’t pl86
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to rethink, revise our experience in that light. On such a

3 ’ - . . .
conception, a knower’s inevitable situatedness is not neces-

sarily a negative factor to be overcome - indeed 1in

Gadamerian terms it constitutes our "initial directedness”

” 17" 3 S S
our “openness”, our whole ability to experience and know the

world - but neither is the understanding gained from that
situation beyond critical examination and transformation:
however relatively 'objective’ and ’'determinate’ the loca-
tion, the knowledge produced in it is not ’fixed’ or static
- instead it is ’open’ to constant change and revision in
interaction with others and the ’itself’ changing ‘’world’.
Through attention to our situation and situatedness we can
examine and refine both our understanding of our
'subjectivity’, and that of our ’objectivity’, our location
in a world that supports and resists us as we act and
understand (within) it; and against, in relation to, which
we can critically test our understanding. Such a situated
and dialectical understanding would both be more attentive
to, respectful of, the significance of lived experience; and
more 'objective’ than traditional dualist/ objectivist con-
ceptions, in that it would acknowledge and utilize criti-
cally both the limits and possibilities stemming from

knowers situations and examine these as well as/ in relation

to, their claims.
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