
Feminist Critiques of Politics/Science: 

Discursive Controversies at the Intersection of Gender and Science 

by 

Scott G. Nelson 

Thesis submitted to the Faculty of the 

Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University 

in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of 

MASTER OF ARTS 

in 

POLITICAL SCIENCE 

    

    

APPROVED: 

— (ptephen K. White, Chair \Timothy “Lukd 

Gist Sibon— — __ Pbauc fl, Yul 
eK Fuhrman Karen M. Hutt 

May 1993 

Blacksburg, Virginia



een 

S's 

44S 

NHS? 
om,



Abstract 

This paper is a critical assessment of the political intersections of knowledge and power in 

the feminist critiques of science conducted by Evelyn Fox Keller, Sandra Harding, and 

Donna Haraway. In it 1 argue that feminist theory approaches the practicing discourses of 

science from political purviews that enable us to better understand and critique the political 

contexts of science and technology, as well as the cognitive content of scientific research. 

Some of the questions I address are: How is our scientific knowledge of the world 

structured by particular social, economic, and political imperatives? What get to be defined 

as scientific problems according to these imperatives? How do the methodologies 

employed within the sciences produce and reproduce knowledges about the world under 

such extremely strict and exclusionary conditions? What are the dangers involved with the 

uses of such methodologies? How is “scientific authority” to know presented to justify 

research claims, and how does it reify ontological and epistemological assumptions about 

the validity of scientific knowledge? These questions emphasize the power-knowledge 

nexus in scientific theories of knowledge and research practices largely ignored by many 

contemporary critiques of science. In addition, gender, race, and class critiques of the 

sciences can help us to deconstruct the epistemological and ontological presuppositions 

woven throughout the fabric of science. Keller, Harding, and Haraway also offer 

alternative conceptions of science that are more sensitive to the embeddedness of all 

scientific research and theoretical formulation. In this thesis I shall examine each theorist’s 

Critique of modern science and assess whether their alter-science project is able to overcome 

the problems in science that their critique renders problematic.
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Introduction 

The Political Intersection of Gender and Science 

Throughout the past thirty or more years there has been a growing body of literature from 

many disciplines that has examined both the epistemology and practice of science from a 

sociological point of view. These studies have attempted to situate “science” in a social, 

historical, and political context, and have argued that it is crucial for scholars to consider 

those aspects of scientific enquiry that are not immune to the influences of a social world. 

Thomas Kuhn’s enormously influential book, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions 

(1970), was one of the first systematic attempts to look at the structure of science in this 

way, and the subsequent emergence and growth of historical, sociological, and feminist 

critiques of science can in part be credited to Kuhn’s path-breaking study. In this book 

Kuhn demonstrated that revolutions in scientific thought cannot be explained simply by the 

emergence of a better theory or model for empirical investigation, i.e., theories or models 

stemming from the “internal” logic of science. Rather, changes in “world views” or 

historical “mind-sets” -- political, economic, or generational factors -- were more often at 

the root of scientific revolutions. In the more than thirty years since Kuhn’s study, 

scholars in many fields of inquiry have devoted considerable time and energy to examining 

a wide array of “social” or “external” factors that are implicit in scientific research and 

intricately tied to the philosophical conceptions of what science is as an epistemology. 

Feminist critiques of science probably account for the fastest growing body of 

literature at the present time concerning what is loosely termed the “social study of 

science.” For these feminists gender is seen as an important social variable that impacts the 

construction of theories at many stages of scientific inquiry. Feminist critics of science



come from diverse backgrounds and disciplinary fields. Many of them are not at least 

directly concerned with scientific research; others are practicing scientists or historians of 

science who have attempted to utilize feminist critique as an analytical tool in their own 

fields of study. Despite this diversity in disciplinary orientation and approach to scientific 

discourses, feminist critics have also utilized political theory, psychoanalysis, and feminist 

discourse analysis to problematize the heterogeneous research practices, not to mention the 

philosophical formulations of what science is or ideally should be as a method and theory 

of knowledge. The issues of sex, gender, race, class, power, nature, culture, and 

objectivity have all been at the heart of these analyses. Feminist critiques of science have, 

for the most part, moved beyond the more narrow approaches of historians and 

sociologists (and certainly philosophers) of science, because their questions tend to be 

more radically focused on the damaging effects science and technology have had on 

women’s lives. 

It is not surprising, then, that the theoretical posture of feminist critiques of science 

has evolved into a deeply “political” posture. In other words, feminist contributions to the 

social study of science have enabled critics to see scientific research and theoretical 

modeling (such as in theoretical physics for example) as deeply political endeavors; by 

“political” I mean a range of activities that involve the exercise of power in and among 

scientific communities as well as among individual scientists. The ways in which scientific 

research comes to embody the effects of these power relationships, and how they are 

consequently deployed in situations where their effects are harmful and demeaning to 

women, are immensely complex. One of the ways in which feminists have attempted to 

challenge the gender biases in scientific research has been to critique the ontological and 

epistemological presuppositions made within scientific traditions. In more specific terms, 

feminists want to render problematic particular accounts of “being” and “knowing” that are 

presupposed and produced by scientific communities and discourses. In this way,



feminists have heightened our attention to the political conditions (that is, power 

relationships) employed not only at the applicatory stages involving the deployment of 

science in the form of technologies, but also in the very research practices and theoretical 

premises of science which are found to reflect certain culturally specific political, gender, 

race, and class understandings. 

I want to be very clear from the outset what I mean by the “political conditions,” or 

relationships between power and knowledge, that feminists see as central to the 

epistemological and ontological dimensions of science. Generally speaking, feminists not 

only wish to challenge the conditions under which scientific theories are deployed, whether | 

in the form of various technologies or methodologies used in research, but also the 

ontologies and epistemologies that underpin scientific discourses. For example, the three 

feminist theorists I consider in this thesis contend that the philosophical notion of what 

science is as an epistemology is not a universal theory of knowledge that can be equally 

accepted, shared, and utilized by all people. Indeed, scientific theories of knowledge 

presuppose a set of ontological presuppositions about human nature, about who “we’”’ are 

as individuals, as a community, and as knowing subjects situated in a deeply complex and 

hence often misunderstood relation to “nature.”” Evelyn Fox Keller, Sandra Harding, and 

Donna Haraway all argue that a network of power relationships between men and women 

was implicit in the philosophical formulation of what scientific knowledge should do, that 

is, how it should structure our thinking about the world as well as our conception of the 

human condition in that world. These feminists want to unpack these power relationships 

in order to reveal the gender roles that were fabricated by those who held power and 

molded into what would become dominant political theories concerning the role of men and 

women in the production of reliable and accurate knowledge about the world. 

Many feminist critics of science have argued that what initially prompted critical 

reflection on the issue of gender and science was that they began to ask “Why is it that the



sciences are largely a ‘masculine’ enterprise?” This question takes issue with the simple 

reality that most scientists are, in fact, male; this was particularly true in the 18th and 19th 

centuries, and remains true to a great extent even today when more women are actively 

pursuing scientific careers.! But this question also invites the further question of what it 

means to do science from the male perspective. In other words, feminists ask about 

whether the ways men actually go about “doing science” reflect particular male viewpoints. 

This is of course related to the question about how men look at the world in a way that is 

different from women, and how men’s conceptions of science’s role in society determine 

the ways in which scientific research is carried out. What perspectives do “men’s ways of 

seeing” bring to scientific investigations, and what particular world views or belief systems 

are built into the construction of men’s scientific theories and ideas about the world? How 

would doing science from “women’s perspectives” be different from “masculine science?” 

These questions do not pretend to suggest that there is any one masculine science, or that 

an alternative science devoted to feminist concerns would be homogeneous either. It rather 

offers a theoretical starting point for feminist critics who want to problematize the 

underrepresentation of women in the sciences and the possible implications this has in the 

production of scientific knowledge. 

Such concerns have led feminists to raise questions about philosophical conceptions 

99 046 99 66 99 6e like “objectivity,” “subjectivity,” “autonomy,” “nature,” and the “scientific method,” 

concepts which have been associated with science and its authority formations for the past 

three or four centuries. Other issues that feminists see as central to the sciences involve the 

structure of dualisms that have established the epistemological foundations of Western 

  

1 Recent efforts have been made by Congress to encourage women and minorities to enter scientific 

disciplines, but it could be argued that these intentions have very little to do with making the sciences more 

open to both sexes and different minority groups, but rather are intended for the purposes of increasing the 

number of scientists in the U.S., a country which is arguably short on scientific laborers.



philosophy: subject/object, internal/external, male/female, knower/known, sex/gender, and 

empirical/normative. For example, the distinction between empirical “reality” and our 

normative hopes for a different world can be deconstructed under the weight of arguments 

which suggest that the empirical reality that is made available to us shapes our normative 

hopes and anxieties about a possibly different world. In short, the distinction between 

what “is” and what “ought” can be rendered problematic if we consider the fact that our 

available world view is considerably limited by a range of possible questions or problems 

that can be raised while others remain in the background or are intentionally silenced. This 

issue leads us back to some of the basic questions feminists want to raise about masculine 

science. What political objectives are implicated in the scientific enterprise under the guise 

of “objectivity” and “disinterested” research? Is “masculine” science impartial about what it 

studies, including the problems that get to be defined and potentially rectified by science? 

What might a science undertaken by women consist of? 

Three prominent voices in the feminist critique of scientific discourse are those of 

Evelyn Fox Keller, Sandra Harding, and Donna Haraway. A perusal of the literature 

quickly reveals that these theorists have not only published the most in the field, but also 

that a considerable amount of theory and writing from many other feminists scholars 

concerning the issues of science, technology, and gender stems from their work. Yet 

Keller, Harding, and Haraway articulate quite different criticisms of the sciences, a fact 

which reflects, in part, their diverse backgrounds. Keller was trained as a mathematical 

biophysicist in the late 1950s and early 60s, and taught and conducted research in the field 

of physics before pursuing the issue of gender in the history of science. In her recent work 

she has challenged the epistemological formulations of science in Western philosophy and 

attempted to show how these are employed in present-day scientific research. She is 

particularly well known for her book A Feeling for the Organism (1983), a biography of 

corn geneticist and Nobel laureate, Barbara McClintock. There she explained the



alternative methods or approaches to scientific inquiry that led to McClintock’s discovery of 

genetic transposition. McClintock’s alter-methods form the basis of Keller’s own 

conception of how modern science should ideally be practiced. 

Sandra Harding is a feminist philosopher of science. She exhibits a more eclectic 

range of interests in the realm of epistemological debates about science. Her critiques are 

more radical than Keller’s in that she wants to reconstitute the epistemological framework 

that surrounds science. This would in turn contribute to “successor science projects” that 

are more sensitive to gender, race, and class issues in scientific discourses. 

Donna Haraway received a Ph.D. in biology at Yale in the mid-1960s, and shortly 

thereafter shifted her focus to the history of gender and science. Her critiques have 

centered around the scientific discourses of primatology in the late 19th and 20th centuries, 

and an important dimension of her work has been to develop an epistemology that situates 

science on a much different epistemological terrain than has historically been the case. 

In this thesis I shall examine the critiques constructed by Keller, Harding, and 

Haraway. I choose these theorists principally because each wants to emphasize the 

relations between power and knowledge which they see as existing at the root of 

contemporary debates about the social structure of science. I wish to elucidate and 

elaborate on why it is relevant to conduct a “political” reading or critique of science from 

the standpoint of feminism, and what openly political objectives are involved in the feminist 

recommendations for constructing alternative ways of doing science that are more sensitive 

to the issue of gender, as well as race and class. Therefore, I am interested primarily in 

two issues these three theorists concern themselves with. The first task each theorist has 

undertaken is to demonstrate that something is profoundly wrong with the epistemological 

and ontological underpinnings and methodological imperatives of modern science. Of 

course, to categorize all scientific practices in the social, behavioral, and natural sciences as 

somehow falling into the category “modern science” is both dangerous and misleading.



Yet, for an important reason I will stay with this characterization because Keller and 

Harding, and some would argue Haraway as well, attempt to articulate a sweeping critique 

of the epistemological and methodological conceptions that delineate “modern science.” I 

make a considerable effort in each chapter to assess whether each theorist is successful both 

in demonstrating whether all science can be categorized in this way, and also if it can be 

shown that the stereotypes which we use to generalize about science (i.e., that its 

methodologies are necessarily rigorous, systematic, and reductionist in its attempt to isolate 

an event or locus of knowledge) are actually applicable to practicing scientists. 

The second feature of Keller, Harding, and Haraway’s work in which I am 

interested is their recommendations for alternative ways of doing and thinking about 

science that can overcome gender biases and yet still remain committed to “better” science, 

that is, provide more accurate representations of things and events in the world. It is this 

second trend in the feminist critique that I wish to give particularly close consideration, for 

it is ultimately here that we must assess whether their recommendations for the reform or 

reconstruction of science can overcome the problem of social biases in scientific research. 

For Harding and Haraway at least, this amounts to an explicit and systematic attempt to 

introduce political issues, such as gender, to the epistemological framework that shapes 

scientific inquiry. Keller’s position is more conservative in that she does not want to 

confuse “politics” or “ideology” with scientific methodologies that seem to work 

exceedingly well, if practiced with sensitivity to the political, historical, and cultural setting 

in which they are embedded. Ultimately, my question will be whether their so-called 

“‘alter-” or “successor-science” projects add up to a major refutation of the epistemological 

and methodological imperatives of science, or whether these projects fit more within the 

interpretive picture of social science that has been widely accepted by social scientists for 

the last 30 years or more. In other words, if the feminist critiques of science are not able to 

show that the ontological, epistemological and methodological foundations of science are



themselves inherently flawed and unsalvageable, and yet they are able to show 

convincingly that feminism can aid us in our attempts to better understand the world 

through better scientific practices, how does the feminist contribution advance our 

understanding of the interpretive dimension of scientific knowledge? Although the 

interpretive or hermeneutical dimension has been more closely associated with the social 

science, it remains to be seen in what ways it should also apply to the natural sciences. It is 

true that critiques have been waged against the social structure of the natural sciences?, but 

it still remains unclear in what ways, exactly, the interpretive aspects of social scientific 

research should also apply to the “hard” sciences that are in many ways more immune to 

the influences of the social world. I will consider this issue in greater detail in chapter two. 

To engage the questions of gender, race, and class biases in the sciences is also to 

invoke the question, What exactly do I mean by “science?” “Science” means different 

things to different people. In one sense it is misleading to discuss “feminist critiques of 

science” as a monolithic account that secures a universal definition for the term. But when 

we use the term in a broad sense, what precise meanings do we invoke? How closely 

aligned is the layperson’s conception of science with that of the scientific researcher, 

technology assessment specialist, scientific policy analyst, science teacher, and student of 

science in the modern academy? What gets to be defined as “scientific” problems, how do 

they become problems, and how are they produced and represented by scientific 

communities? How is “nature” embedded in such conceptions and what are the scientific 

relationships with nature in late modern times? What knowledges do we derive from these 

relationships, or if not explicit epistemologies, what secrets, mysteries, and beliefs are 

implicated in and shrouded by science? What gives science such authority and power? 

Where is the locus of knowledge for science? Can it be the same everywhere? “Science” 

  

2 See Forman 1971, 1987 and Traweek 1988



might be viewed not only as a term which we often confuse with other knowledges or 

belief systems, but as a problematically centered discourse in the philosophical discussion 

of a systematic struggle toward the approximation of “pure knowledge.” In this sense, 

“science” is bound to conceptions of truth, objectivity, rationality, and autonomy. Or is it? 

Perhaps it is the ideological definition of science that conjures up this image of “pure 

knowledge.” Does this definition hold true for practicing scientists? If so, how does it 

influence their work and their world view about the place of science in society? 

All of these are valid questions for the social study of science. I do not intend to 

provide a definition for science that is held by each of the feminists critics I will focus on 

here. This is partly because the term resists any simple categorization; but even more it is 

because Keller, Harding, and Haraway each use the term with different points of critique in 

mind, and I will explain these in detail in each of the chapters. But each theorist wants to 

treat science as a text that cannot be interrogated as a stationary body or locus of 

knowledge, but which is always appropriated according to different philosophical and 

political imperatives. In slightly different terms, they do not view science as a highly 

organized and coherent body of knowledge, but as a range of research endeavors reflecting 

a plurality of political, social, and cultural ideals. I merely want to sensitize the reader from 

the beginning that science is a profoundly contested term in and among different scholarly 

communities that wrestle with its meanings and functions. Although Keller, Harding, and 

Haraway think of science in quite similar ways, I think the reader will see how its meaning 

shifts as it is used by each theorist and changes within different contexts of critique.



Chapter One 

The Science-Gender System: 

Evelyn Fox Keller’s Critique of Gender and Sexual Myths 

in Scientific Knowledges and Practices 

--Knowledge is an “invention” behind which lies something 
completely different from itself: a play of instincts, impulses, 
desires, fear, a will to appropriate. It is on the stage where 
these elements battle one another that knowledge is 
produced. 
--It is produced not as a result of the harmony or happy 
equilibrium of these elements, but rather as the result of their 
antagonism, of their dubious and provisional compromise, 
of a fragile truce that they are always prepared to betray. 
Knowledge is not a permanent faculty, it is an event, or 
perhaps a series of events. 
--It is always enslaved, dependent, and enthralled (not to 
itself but to whatever can enthrall an instinct, or the instincts 
that dominate it). 
--And if it presents itself as knowledge of the truth, it is 
because it produces the truth, through the play of a primary 
and always reconstituted falsification, which establishes the 
distinction between the true and the false. 

-Michel Foucault } 

Evelyn Fox Keller’s Reflections on Gender and Science (1985) is a dominant work in the 

growing canon of feminist theory. It is also one of the first major works in the literature of 

feminist critiques of science, and has precipitated other major studies of science and 

technology by an array of feminist scholars.2, Because it was one of the first systematic 

  

1 Cited in Miller 1992: 214. 

2 For a survey of the literature on feminist critiques of science, see Wylie et al. (1989), “Feminist 

Critiques of Science: The Epistemological and Methodological Literature.” 
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analyses of science from a feminist perspective, Keller’s intentions are modestly 

exploratory and somewhat introductory in that she intends to study the “roots, dynamics, 

and consequences [of an] interacting network of associations and disjunctions -- together 

constituting what might be called the “science-gender system’” (Keller 1985: 8). She wants 

to ask a series of basic questions about the sciences that feminist critics have been asking of 

many other disciplines and bodies of knowledge since the women’s movement started in 

the 1960s. Some of these questions are: How is gender constituted in the theoretical and 

practical discourses of science? What are the conceptions of male and female that underlie 

scientific research, and how are these conceptions shaped by the philosophical ideas of 

scientific knowledge, definitions of scientific problems, and methodological imperatives 

which are operative in scientific practices today? With these and other questions in mind, 

Keller seeks to chart new ground for a field she calls a “psychosociology of scientific 

knowledge” (13). 

A central dimension of Reflections on Gender and Science is Keller’s desire for 

alternative approaches to the ways scientists go about doing science, as well as an attempt 

to rethink the role of science in our culture. In this chapter I will argue that Keller’s plea 

for alternative approaches to scientific research implies that she views science principally as 

that which organizes knowledge, a taxonomy that involves the exercise of power in and 

among scientific communities and is therefore, necessarily organized politically. In more 

general terms, Keller advocates a reform within science that will allow for more diverse 

approaches to scientific inquiry itself, and more varied interpretations of the objects of 

scientific research. This call for a reform within the sciences indicates that something is 

problematical about the way scientists typically conduct research as well as the place 

science is accorded in Western culture. Feminist theory is the analytical tool Keller uses to 

scrutinize gender constructions in the history of epistemology and scientific theories. I 

shall argue that Keller’s investigations are essentially analyses of knowledge and power 

11



interactions implicated in highly organized disciplines of knowledge, scientific or 

otherwise. | 

It seems to me that Keller reads Western political and scientific thought, and 

philosophy as political texts; according to Keller these texts are about power relationships, 

principally the power of control and domination. Although we tend to think of science as 

ultimately concerned with the accurate representation of things and events in nature, Keller 

is interested in the ways in which humans (for the most part men) have used science not 

simply as a means to understand and represent nature, but also as a means, ultimately, to 

dominate nature. She wishes to deconstruct scientific “myths” in order to show that they 

contain the markings of gender and sexual biases. In short, Keller argues that the basic 

philosophical underpinnings of Western sciences are constituted by shifts in political 

paradigms that affect the research practices as well as fundamental theoretical assumptions 

with which the scientific cominunity and scientists operate. 

In this chapter I wish to ask a series of questions that allow us to scrutinize Keller’s 

theoretical claims involving the intertexts of gender and science that she argues have 

characterized modern science since Plato. In using the term “intertext’” I want to treat 

gender and science as texts in motion over space and time. /nter implies the texts do not 

adhere to fixed boundaries, but rather are penetrated, suffused, dislocated, inverted by 

cultural belief systems in a given time period. Gender, like science, is also an intertext.3 

The characteristic ways of thinking and speaking about gender and science also mean 

interpretations can be quite diverse, and constructed in tandem with religious, secular, and 

sexual metaphors. This can make the project of analyzing the political interconnections and 

tensions between gender and science extremely complex. Nevertheless, a specific thesis 

  

3 “Gender” is defined here, as in Keller’s work, as a set of relationships, not as a fixed or “true” 

identity. I will explain this concept further later in the chapter. 
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will allow us to look closely at the interminglings of gender and science as Keller has 

construed them, and as they are brought to bear on her desire to reform modern scientific 

practices. 

My method will be, first, to focus on Keller’s critique of traditions within Western 

natural philosophy, or today what we call “philosophy of science.” This critique provides 

the basis for her belief that the sciences are fraught with androcentric biases. Second, I 

shall assess Keller’s argument that we must attempt to rethink the basic ontological and 

epistemological presuppositions with which science works in order to create a more gender 

egalitarian science. The preliminary thesis I will work with has several dimensions. First, 

we must ask in what ways a gender critique of science questions the very idea of “science,” 

and why, according to Keller, feminism occupies a privileged position from which to view 

science with such skepticism. In particular, I will concentrate on Keller’s claim that 

objectivity and androcentrism are intimately connected, and moreover, that masculine 

science seeks the control and domination of nature and, because of their alleged 

connectedness with nature, the domination of women. Stated more concisely, Keller seeks 

to unearth the sexual images and gender biases that have characterized the philosophical 

foundations and material practices of science at least since the early Greek era. The central 

questions this chapter will contend with is how, if at all, sexuality and gender are 

implicated in theories of scientific knowledge as Keller describes them, and furthermore, 

how sexual and gender inscriptions are relevant to the multifarious ways in which science 

is actually conducted. I have divided this chapter into three sections, following the 

structure of Keller’s own course: the first considers the “ideological” conceptions of 

science in Plato, Bacon, and contemporary theories of psychoanalysis; the second section 

addresses problems in current scientific ideas and research practices, focusing on 

Newtonian and quantum mechanics; and the third section assesses Keller’s vision of an 

alternative science as seen in the work of corn geneticist Barbara McClintock. I will focus 

13



on her Reflections on Gender and Science as a primary source in which Keller lays the 

groundwork for these claims, and draw into discussion other writings in which her 

theoretical reach expands into the domain of practicing scientists conducting research today. 

Subject/Object and Mind/Nature: Keller’s Critique of Plato’s Epistemology4 

One of the tasks of science, among other things, is to name nature, to provide explanations 

for things and events in the world. We tend to think of scientific projects as directed 

toward an identifiable reality, or an “outside” world in which science itself is, of course, 

deeply enmeshed. Although philosophically we tend to view science as a disengaged and 

impartial observer of this “outside world,” science is undoubtedly contained within that 

“Reality” scientists attempt to understand and explain. In the philosophical sense it is 

misleading to think of science as a impartial witness to and detached interpreter of things 

and events in the world. Sull, the philosophical juxtaposition of science, on the one hand, 

and “Reality,” on the other, as loaded as this term is, provides a model for thinking about 

the relationship between science and society, or science and the “outside” world. Indeed, 

this is precisely how the relationship has been understood throughout Western philosophy 

of science. The dichotomy consists, on the one hand, of science as a strictly defined and 

highly organized body of knowledge which seeks to understand the “essential nature of 

things,” and, on the other, that of the natural world that exists apart from the project of 

scientific inquiry. Science and nature thus share a unique relationship with respect to each 

other even though they are inherently bound together. Keller describes the relationship in 

these words: “{hJaving divided the world into two parts -- the knower (mind) and the 

  

4 For help with Keller’s chapter “Love and Scx in Plato’s Epistemology” I thank Paul Dotson and 

Nicholas Smith. 
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knowable (nature) -- scientific ideology goes on to prescribe a very specific relation 

between the two. It prescribes the interaction which can consummate this union, that is, 

which can lead to knowledge” (Keller 1985: 79). 

In philosophical terms the relationship between science and nature is thought of as a 

subject/object dualism. Humans (the subjects) seek reliable knowledge of the natural world 

(the object). Western political, philosophical, and scientific thought sees human subjects as 

intelligent, rational, purposeful, and orderly creatures, whether by nature or as a result of 

laws that conform them to act in such a way. Nature, on the other hand, resides in the 

domain of the irrational and disorderly. The relationship between subject and object has 

also been associated with a similar relationship, that is, a metaphor for a conflict within 

humans themselves. In this sense, Nature -- the “object” of study -- describes the 

anatomical interworkings of the Body, principally the physical and appetitive desires, also 

sexual desires or “lusts of the flesh.” Humans (the subjects) are transfigured into the 

metaphysical embodiment of “Mind,” the realm of the rational, autonomous, and free- 

thinking individual. Thus, the subject/object dualism represents not only the principles of 

human relationships with the natural world, or “reality” itself, but is manifested within 

human physiology as well; it is expressed as a distinction between mind -- the rational 

corpus of knowledge and thinking -- and the body -- the domain of disorder and the 

irrational. The mind is engaged in a constant struggle to extricate itself from the 

temptations of the body; for example, from sexual desires. The body is a metaphor for 

“Nature,” the domain of the natural world that is chaotic and unpredictable. Humans are 

engaged in a similar struggle with respect to the natural world; through science, we seek an 

accurate and reliable account of the world that will ultimately tell us what our role in nature 

is, not to mention how best to act in the world in order that we do not become victims of its 

chaotic and unpredictable whims. Just as the mind struggles to maintain control over the 

body, to “dominate” the irrational behaviors of the body, so the notion of control and 
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domination become central to the relationship between science and nature, at least 

metaphorically speaking, and in a strictly philosophical sense as well. 

The subject/object distinctions between science and nature, and mind and body are 

immensely important throughout the history of philosophical, political, and scientific 

thought. Plato was among the first Greek philosophers to examine different conceptions of 

mind and nature as the site of a basic tension for epistemology, commonly referred to by 

philosophers as the “problem of knowledge.” Simply defined, the problem of knowledge 

is the fundamental question of “whether we are justified in claiming knowledge of some 

whole class of truths, or, indeed, whether knowledge is possible at all” (Harding 1991: 

107). The problem of knowledge is that if we may never be certain that a form or body of 

knowledge is justified, how can we be certain we have achieved reliable knowledge? Plato 

sought to overcome this problem by arguing that true knowledge existed only in the realm 

of pure theory. His theory of knowledge attempted to construct an epistemology that was 

not infused with the “irrational,” or mere opinions; this was done in order to reconcile the 

tension embodied in ourselves between the appetitive desires of the body and the reasoning 

faculties of the mind. He argued that only through the reasoning faculties of the mind, 

uninhibited by bodily temptations, and insufficient knowledge of the senses, can we 

approach the Form of true knowledge. Plato sought to provide a single theory of 

knowledge that was transcendental, and existed apart from the realm of the physical world, 

or “material nature,” but was to then be applied to the physical world. 

Without digressing into a lengthy discussion of the many strands of epistemological 

inquiry in which various dimensions of the problem of knowledge have been addressed, 

there is much we can learn from this brief discussion of the subject/object distinction as it 

provides the foundation for many influential theories of knowledge that followed, and most 

importantly for my purpose, scientific theories of knowledge, and the critique that Keller 

has waged against them. 
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Keller’s examination of scientific knowledge problematizes the very notion of the 

subject/object dichotomy. In particular she is interested in the sexual metaphors and gender 

myths that have been associated with the dichotomies science/nature, and mind/body. In 

simple terms, she argues that Western philosophy has assigned particular gender identities 

to the philosophical conceptions of science and nature, and mind and body. She claims that 

the language and metaphors we use to describe science and nature, support biased gender 

constructions of what it means to be male and female not only in the practicing discourses 

of science, but in the larger purview of human relations and activities that are drawn from 

particular ideologies and belief systems. 

But Keller is also interested in the way sexuality has been constructed throughout 

Western epistemology, and how these constructions have prescribed sex and gender roles 

for men and women. The language and metaphors of sexuality are deeply embedded in 

contemporary theories of knowledge, including disciplines that construct and organize 

“ways of knowing” such as the natural and social sciences. In more general terms, the 

relationship between subject and object, or between the knower and the known, consists of 

an array of meanings and symbols which the subject (knower) invokes and projects onto 

the object of study (the known). In many cases, Keller contends, the projection of these 

meanings and symbols performs a philosophical function, or has a direct bearing on the 

construction of particular epistemologies. She uses Plato as an example where the 

gendered meanings and symbols come to be constitutive of an epistemology. 

Plato sought to provide a theory of knowledge which claimed that the mind will 

pursue pure knowledge only when guided by Eros. Only when the reasoning faculties of 

the mind are led to the Form of Beauty by Eros shall humans find their way toward Truth. 

Philosophers, Plato argued, must embrace a “love of knowledge” in order to make the 

upward climb away from material nature toward the Forms, or the abstract realm of pure 

knowledge. Knowledge of the Forms is recognized by the mind, just as knowledge of the 
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physical world is recognized by vision. Only those who pursue the Good as guided by 

Eros will truly know the Form of the Good, or the absolute Good conceived of in a purely 

theoretical way. Moreover, the philosopher who strives to reach an understanding of the 

Forms uses mental faculties as well as Eros to grasp the eternal Beauty. 

Keller considers Plato’s epistemology in light of his use of Eros, arguing that he 

conjures up certain conceptions of love to inform his epistemology that are not gender 

neutral. On Keller’s interpretation of Plato, Eros is understood as “love of the mind,” not 

love involving sexual intercourse, as sexual love characterizes the passions of the body, 

aggressiveness, and appetitive desires. For Plato hetero- and homosexual love manifested 

in sexual intercourse cannot lead one toward the Forms: heterosexual intercourse because 

of its association with physical procreation (which only concerns the material world), and 

homosexual intercourse because it signifies an act of aggression and domination in Greek 

society, one in which an older man copulates with a young boy. Rather, according to 

Plato, homoeroticism for men and women leads to the Form of true knowledge, that is, the 

older man or woman sees in the younger boy or girl the Form of Beauty which s/he then 

uses to approximate the Form of Beauty. The homoerotic relationship (which does not 

necessarily entail intercourse) is unreciprocal -- the young boy or girl receives no pleasure 

from the relationship but presumably receives education in one form or another in return. 

According to Plato it is wisdom and virtue that philosophers must procreate, and this is 

done through a struggle to reach the Form of Beauty, and thus of true knowledge. The 

Form of Eros guides the philosopher in his/her search for true knowledge, but Eros itself is 

essentially unreciprocal; that is, one does not receive love in return for seeking the Form of 

Eros. 

Keller attempts to make the argument against Plato’s epistemology that the 

philosopher achieves knowledge of the Form of Beauty only through male homoerotic 

Eros. That is, she tries to draw a distinction between the Platonic Forms of true knowledge 
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and male sexuality, insisting that the Platonic Forms are a “rarefied distillate of male 

sexuality” (1985: 30). On the other hand, material nature, the mirrored opposite of pure 

theory for Plato, represents the “corporeal frame of female sexuality” (30). In essence, 

Keller is trying to locate in Plato’s theory of knowledge the epistemological foundation for 

the all too common myth that men occupy the realm of theoretically pure knowledge -- i.e., 

scientific knowledge -- and that women reside in the realm of material nature, or the world 

of mere opinion. Keller’s attempt to unearth this myth in Plato’s theory of knowledge 

ultimately fails miserably. This failure is largely due to serious misinterpretations of 

Plato’s epistemology and also her lack of consultation with two of Plato’s texts in which he 

clarifies this issue.> 1 will explore the connections Keller tries to make a little further in 

order to show why her critique fails. 

Keller wants to make a connection between Plato’s epistemology and modern 

science. Both, she argues, conceive of a division between the theoretical and the physical 

worlds. The theoretical physicist, for example, in searching for the “laws of nature,” seeks 

“communion with the nexus of authority to which material nature is subservient’, i.e., 

theoretical laws similar to Plato’s Forms (30). The ideal of the physical sciences in general 

“is the discovery of that single unifying law of nature from which all other laws can be 

derived” (30). In other words, the physicist, like the philosopher, according to Plato, 

seeks to achieve an understanding of a single theory of knowledge. The physicist also 

establishes a division between the theoretical world and the physical world, and the 

philosopher and the physicist alike make an upward climb away from the physical world 

toward true knowledge of the Forms -- the realm of pure theoretical knowledge. 

  

5 In the Phacdrus and Symposium, for example, Plato elaborates on the dichotomy between the 

realm of idcas and the world of matcrial nature. 
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The difference between the physicist’s and Plato’s epistemology, Keller argues, is that the 

physicist, unlike Plato, turns his/her attention to the physical world in order to explain the 

theoretical laws that govern material nature. Keller maintains that in doing so, the physicist 

becomes “a party to the aggression that Plato sought to avoid” (30). Recall that Plato 

sought to overcome the personal and particular aspects of the physical world through Eros, 

or the love that guides the philosopher on the ascent to true knowledge. Plato sought to 

transcend the material world through homoeroticism which allowed one to come to know 

the true Beauty of knowledge. Keller argues that Plato thought of the pursuit of pure 

knowledge as a male endeavor, for on her reading, only males engaged in homoeroticism. 

But this can easily be refuted as a misreading of Plato’s text. Plato makes it clear on at least 

one occasion that women are equally as capable of reaching true understanding of the 

Forms through homoerotic love as are men. Moreover, the physicist “must of necessity 

override Plato’s stricture against inclusion of the physical; in doing so he becomes a party 

to the aggression that Plato sought to avoid” (30). The physical world, which according to 

Keller is symbolized in Plato’s epistemology by female sexuality, then becomes the object 

of study for science. But contrary to Plato, the scientist shifts from male to female object. 

The “goal of understanding is no longer primarily that of communion by power: its aim is 

the domination of nature” (30) According to Plato, Keller argues, material nature is 

symbolic of female sexuality that must be transcended in order for the philosopher to 

achieve knowledge of the Forms. 

Keller’s critique of Plato is so hopelessly confused that it becomes very difficult to 

provide an account of her reading of Plato and try to make an assessment of the criticisms 

she wages against his epistemology as “male-centered.” But in order to clarify the flaws in 

Keller’s thinking we must first note that Plato’s division between the physical and 

theoretical worlds can be interpreted in two different ways. First, in The Republic (1974) 

Plato argues that pure knowledge is only achieved in the theoretical realm and that this 
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realm is distinct from the domain of material nature. But upon reaching the Form of 

knowledge in the theoretical realm, the philosopher then applies this knowledge of the 

Forms to the physical world; the philosopher essentially engages in the practice of politics 

or statecraft. What first began as a division no longer constitutes a separation for the 

simple reason that the philosopher works in both the theoretical and physical worlds, in 

order to move society toward the ideal state which arguably has no such division. Contrary 

to Keller’s reading of Plato, this sounds distinctly familiar to her characterization of the 

scientist who, upon using knowledge of theoretical physics, applies her/his understanding 

of theoretical laws to material nature. In this instance, too, the division between the 

theoretical and physical is none too clear, and in fact may not exist at all. In fairness to 

Keller, though, I think it is correct to assume that Plato does conceive of an important 

distinction between the theoretical and physical realms, whether or not it is the 

responsibility of the philosopher to merge them through statecraft. But Keller is wrong to 

assume that Plato has relegated females to the physical world simply because Plato has 

relegated heterosexual intercourse to the physical world. Plato clearly argued that women 

were equally as capable of achieving knowledge of the Forms through homoeroticism as 

were men.® 

Admittedly, this is a confusing set of problems, but I have tried to clear up Keller’s 

misunderstanding of Plato and the connections she attempts to make between Plato’s 

epistemology and modern science. This project ultimately fails because Keller is unable to 

argue convincingly (or at all) that Plato used sexual metaphors to strengthen (much less 

build) his theory of knowledge. Nowhere does he state that women cannot become 

  

6 Sec The Republic 454d and Nicholas Smith’s “The Logic of Plato’s Feminism” (1980). Smith 

argues that Plato actually conccived that men and women were essentially the same according to their 

nature, and that women were cqually as capable of becoming Philosopher Kings as men. 
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Philosopher-Kings and nowhere does he proclaim that women are relegated to the world of 

material nature because of their sexuality or usefullness as mere procreative mechanisms. 

As I have argued, Plato believed that homoerotic Eros provided the route to knowledge of 

the Forms, and women were equally as capable of engaging in this form of love as were 

men. Keller’s claim that we can somehow draw parallels between modern science and 

Plato’s epistemology remains extremely vague, particularly considering that modern 

science makes an epistemological turn away from Plato’s theory of knowledge. Indeed 

Keller’s interpretations are not only confused; in many places they are simply wrong. 

Sadly, I think this is not only due to a novice reading of the material on Keller’s part, but a 

blatant projection of what Keller was /hoping to find in Plato’s epistemology. 

God, Sexuality, and Domination in Baconian Science 

Francis Bacon, widely regarded as the father of modern science, rejected Plato’s division 

between the physical and theoretical worlds, but his philosophy is perhaps more akin to 

Plato’s than he himself or commentators choose to acknowledge.’ It would be difficult to 

dispute the fact that Bacon viewed science as power, and power was first and foremost 

located and exercised in the physical world, not the abstract realm of theoretical knowledge. 

Bacon’s conception of science, Keller writes, was of an enterprise which leads “to the 

sovereignty, dominion, and mastery of man over nature” (1985: 34). Science was to be 

conducted according to the highest abilities of human knowledge, and if it was practiced 

accordingly, it would bring a certain power to mankind.’ For Bacon, as for other 

  

7 Here again, sce the discussion in the previous scction an Keller’s misinterpretation of Plato’s 

division between the world of material nature and that of the Forms. 

8 | will follow Bacon’s terminology and use gender exclusive language. 
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Enlightenment thinkers, scientific progress did not imply that humans would one day have 

the ability to conquer nature, to somehow alter physical things and events in the world. 

Rather, the power of scientific knowledge allowed man to “transform not so much the 

world as his relation to the world” (Keller 1985: 35 [emphasis mine]). As Robert Proctor 

writes, science “was an integral part of larger struggles for political, religious, and 

educational reform. Science was to serve the glory of God and the good of man; early 

natural philosophers were optimistic for the prospects of their new endeavors” (Proctor 

1991: 33). Hence, Baccn’s notion of science was similar to the ideas of Enlightenment 

thinkers and their faith in science, that it would bring material and intellectual progress. 

Bacon, Descartes, and Kant all had great faith in the power of reason to transcend the 

human condition. As Descartes put it, “science was ‘to promote as far as possible the 

general good of mankind’” (Proctor 1991: 27). 

Bacon envisioned scientific knowledge as being both theoretically pure as well as of a 

practical and experimental nature. Whereas Plato sought true knowledge in the abstract 

realm of the Forms, Bacon believed that experiments conducted in the physical world were 

crucial for the progression of discoveries and theories in science; it was very much a view 

that scientists must “get their hands dirty” and interact directly with their objects of study.” 

Through direct interaction with material nature, Bacon sought to avoid what he called 

“moral knowledge,” or that knowledge which is “hindered by various ‘idols’ that distort 

our knowledge, mingling into the true nature of things the colorations of our own human 

  

9 It is at this point that Bacon diverges from Plato, contrary to Keller’s account of Bacon’s rejection 

of the Platonic division between the physical and theoretical worlds. For Bacon material nature was a priori 

to the discovery of scicntific truths, whereas for Plato the philosopher’s or scientist’s work in material 

nature follow his/her discovery of truce knowledge in the abstract realm. There is evidence, Keller suggests, 

that Bacon himself believed Plato conceived of a strict division between the material and the theoretical 

domains of knowledge. Sec Keller 1985: 33-40, 
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qualities” (Proctor: 1991: 32). For Bacon, theoretically pure knowledge did not precede 

knowledge derived from experimentation in the physical realm, as it clearly did for Plato. 

Still, Bacon regarded science as the most direct path to absolute knowledge and 

transcendental reason, an idea that preceded the dominant philosophical beliefs that 

emerged in the Enlightenment period. 

Keller assesses Bacon’s theory of knowledge in much the same way she critiques 

Plato’s: she is concerned with sexual metaphors underlying the subject/object relationship 

of science and nature. The metaphors for sexual domination, aggressiveness, control, and 

rape in Bacon’s writing are much stronger and more vivid than in Plato’s. Unlike Plato, 

however, Bacon does not attempt to construct an epistemology consistent with a Form of 

universal justice, the central problem Plato addresses in the Republic. Rather, Bacon 

attempts to construct a model for scientific knowledge that is consistent with the Kantian 

conception of “pure reason.” He wants to explicate the ways in which scientific knowledge 

gives man the power to change his relationship with nature. The language and imagery 

with which he characterizes this relationship, Keller contends, is through the language and 

metaphors of the sexual domination and conquest of women. 

Bacon uses graphic sexual imagery to characterize man’s relationship with nature. 

Keller argues that the use of sexual metaphors to describe this relationship was common 

enough during the Enlightenment period and before. But Bacon’s imagery was peculiar in 

that he constructed what Keller refers to as a “sexual dialectic” between Mind and Nature, 

using as his metaphor the union between man and woman in marriage. “What I plan for 

[man],” Bacon wrote, “is to unite you with things themselves in a chaste, holy and legal 

wedlock” (1985: 36). The marriage between mind and nature, though, was not a power 

neutral relationship, for he explains that “from this association you [man] will secure an 

increase beyond all the hopes and prayers of ordinary marriages, to wit, a blessed race of 

Heros and Supermen” (36). Bacon explicitly described nature as the bride “who requires 
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taming, shaping, and subduing by the scientific mind” (36). The metaphor even undergoes 

a transformation from marriage to rape, as Sandra Harding notes, persuading us that the 

scientific method by which we access and reveal nature is a “good thing” for the scientific 

enterprise (Harding 1991: 43). Bacon writes, “For you have but to hound nature in her 

wanderings and you will be able when you like to lead and drive her afterwards to the same 

place again. Neither ought a man to make scruple of entering and penetrating into those 

holes and corners when the inquisition of truth is his whole object” (43). 

But Bacon’s imagery also makes a shift to a disposition of responsiveness. In many 

instances Bacon characterizes man as a “servant and interpreter of nature: what he does and 

what he knows is only what he has observed of nature’s order in fact or in thought; beyond 

this he knows nothing and can do nothing” (Keller 1985: 36). Here the scientist, according 

to Bacon, assumes a much more passive role in the face of the all powerful nature; nature is 

to be respected and revered. The metaphors are thus conflicting, as Keller notes: science 

“is to be aggressive yet responsive, powerful yet benign, masterful yet subservient, shrewd 

yet innocent” (37). 

Keller explains Bacon’s irony by turning to his litthe known work The Masculine 

Birth of Time. According to Keller, Bacon wanted to sketch the beginnings of a masculine 

science that was devoid of false preconceptions of past sciences, sciences of a “female off- 

Spring, passive, weak, and expectant” (38). For Bacon masculine science needed to 

develop a 

proper stance for [the] mind necessary to ensure the reception of truth and the 
conception of science. To receive God’s truth, the mind must be pure and 
clean, submissive and open. Only then can it give birth to a masculine and 
virile science. That is, if the mind is pure, receptive, and submissive in its 
relation to God, it can be transformed by God into a forceful, potent, and virile 
agent in its relation to nature. Cleansed of contamination, the mind can be 
impregnated by God and, in that act, virilized: made potent and capable of 
generating virile offspring in its union with Nature (Keller 1985: 38). 
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Here we see that science is transformed from the female to male. Interestingly, Bacon 

describes the new masculine science as having the anatomical features and reproductive 

abilities of a woman’s body. The “pure” realm of masculine science becomes 

“impregnated” by God. It is “receptive” and “submissive,” it “reproduces” scientific 

knowledge. The use of female sexual imagery here cannot be denied. Masculine science, 

therefore, is capable of the reproductive capacities previously held only by women, yet 

because it is “masculine,” the science is no longer contaminated with the “unpredictable and 

irrational” behaviors of the woman; in short, male science becomes hermaphroditic. 

Subsequently, it assumes much more power by confining “the woman” to the domain of 

“Nature.” Bacon writes, “I am come in very truth leading to you Nature with all her 

children to bind her to your service and make her your slave” (Keller 1985: 39). 

The Institutionalization of Modern Science in 17th Century England 

The social and political climate of 17th century England was a formative time period for 

modern science. But the reverse was also true, as science played a major role in shaping 

social and political beliefs of the epoch. Through Keller’s examination of Bacon’s 

philosophical conception of science and her subsequent assessment of the actual practices 

of 17th century alchemists and physicians, Keller illuminates how gender ideologies were a 

“crucial mediating [factor] between the birth of modern science and the economic and 

political transformations surrounding that birth” (1985: 44). It was not only Bacon who 

was interested in the experimental knowledge of physical nature, but an entire intellectual 

community as well. Renaissance alchemists, for example, were deeply involved in 

experimental chemistry that would lead to transformative and curative powers of medicine 

(45). Yet, the metaphors that characterized alchemy were very much at odds with Bacon’s 

vision of a virile science, and alchemy was attacked as being “anti-rational,” primarily for 
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reasons of its “radical religious heterodoxy” (46). Keller states that the “root image of the 

alchemists was coition, the conjunction of mind and matter, the merging of male and 

female” (48). The foundation of alchemy was the cooperation between science and nature, 

male and female. “Power for [the alchemist] was to be achieved through ‘cohabitat[ing] 

.79? 
with the elements’” (48). Although it too did not represent a gender “neutral”’ scientific 

practice, it was clear that alchemy considered “women’s procreative powers [as] a matter of 

reverence, awe, and even envy” (53). The founding fathers of modern science, however, 

having renounced alchemy, “embraced the patriarchal imagery of Baconian science and 

rejected the more participatory and erotic language of the alchemist” (54). Keller argues 

that the decline of alchemy, along with the deficiencies of its scientific merit (which she 

does not review), were the result of its gender ideologies which conflicted with the central 

tenets of Baconian science.!0 

The connections between modern science and the socio-political climate in which it 

flourished became crucial for prevailing gender ideologies in science’s formative years and 

beyond. Keller argues that 17th century science established myths of what it means to be 

male and female in an age where gender roles were becoming increasingly important in the 

political and economic spheres. Eventually, gender roles became necessary supports for 

the growing demands of industrial capitalism. 

A new kind of wedge was being driven between the spheres of women and 
men; over time, it resulted in a severe curtailment of the economic, political, and 
social options available to women of all classes, especially to women of the 
middle and upper classes. Central to the separation of spheres was the 
construction of a new ideal of womanhood, although it took another 150 years 

  

10 | consider this to be a shortfall of Keller’s study. Although it would be impossible to ascertain to 

what extent alchemy was discarded because ils cognitive content was itsclf inherently flawed as opposed to 

whether its method saw a decline due to the gender myths surrounding its economy, Keller could have at 

least made it clear just how flawed its internal logic rcally was, and, possibly, what role this played in its 

demise -- including its displacement by another model. 
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for this new ideology to come to full flower. By the nineteenth century the 
fearful devourer, with her insatiable lust, had given way to the “angel in the 
house” -- a chaste, desexualized, and harmless dependent whose only function 
was to uphold the values of the new age. With the domestication of female 
power, sentimental regard and protective solicitude could safely displace the 
overt misogyny of earlier times (Keller 1985: 62). 

Gender ideologies entangled in the framework of the scientific revolution “provided crucial 

support for the polarization of gender required by industrial capitalism” (63). Science, 

including all of the myths surrounding it, became en agent for social change and 

strengthened the ideological base that the social, political, and economic agendas of the time 

required. One cannot help but notice that concepts of women and nature shared a certain 

affinity as both have been constructed by Western philosophy, and that nature too -- 

speaking of the physical environment -- has suffered considerably from the rise of 

industrial capitalism. Sexual domination and environmental exploitation brought about by 

the rise of capitalist industries went hand in hand. Both were crucial to the goals of modern 

science and its remarkable achievements in subsequent years during the industrial 

revolution. Still, the question remains: Does Keller’s assessment of gender myths 

embedded in the sciences support the argument that science has played a key role in 

initiating and shaping a larger system of oppression against women and the environment? 

Before we are able to address this question, there are two more basic questions that we 

must ask about Keller’s characterization of the language and metaphors with which Bacon 

described science. First, how much effect have these metaphors had on scientists and how 

they actually go about conducting research? Second, what if any effect do they have on the 

way the public perceives science? To be more explicit, does the sexual imagery in scientific 

theories of knowledge have political consequences, i.e., has it contributed to the 

mechanisms that oppress women in Western culture? Realistically, we will never never 

know in what ways exactly the practicing disciplines of science are altered by the 

metaphors Western philosophy has used to characterize the human relationship with nature. 
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Is it, then, possible to discern what powers these characterizations exercise Over current 

scientific practices? Can we learn if they have contributed to the ways male and female 

scientists conduct their research today? 

Keller maintains that although there is statistical evidence which shows that more 

women today are entering scientific fields at all levels, the overall representation of women 

in scientific fields is still very low. This may still be due to male prejudices about women 

entering nontraditional fields; Keller in fact wants to suggest there is good evidence for 

this.!!_ But more fundamentally, Keller insists that the popular myths which have 

constructed a division between women and science are far from dead (Keller 1983a: 132). 

In many feminist circles it is largely taken for granted that these myths continue to reinforce 

gender hierarchies at several levels in scientific disciplines. But Keller also claims that 

many feminist critics are no longer as interested in fighting these myths about women’s 

apparent kinship with nature (and hence woinen’s alienation from science). They take it as 

self-evident that these are mere myths, and have been constructed in accordance with 

heavily biased conceptions of gender and women’s sexuality. Feminists are more 

interested in turning these mythical ideas upside down. Ecofeminism, for example, not 

only accepts but explicitly celebrates women’s connectedness to nature, claiming that 

women express a special kinship with nature, partially a symbol of their role in biological 

reproduction, and also a symbol of their closeness with the oppressed “other,” that is, 

Nature. Both have suffered the exploitation, repression, and violence of man.}2 

Moreover, feminists have begun to ask questions about the very idea of objectivity. Keller 

asks whether objectivity is a “code word for domination,” or “whether objectivity is 

  

11 Sce Keller’s discussion of the underrepresentation of women in science in Keller 1983a: 131-3. 

12 See Griffin (1978). 
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something feminists want” (132).'3 Such efforts to embrace gender myths and to 

overcome the vices of the oppressor are suggestive of a much different role for gender 

myths in the construction of theories of knowledge, most importantly scientific ones. In 

the final section of this chapter I will explore how these efforts might further us along 

toward a more gender neutral scientific method which 1s sensitive to the myths that have 

characterized science in the past. But first, let us press a little further the possible (political) 

meanings and consequences of “mythologies” in scientific knowledge. 

Keller refers to the sexual and gender inscriptions that have characterized women’s 

relationship with nature as “mythologies” for a specific reason. She wants to treat these 

inscriptions as socially constructed metaphors and thereby “remove them from the realm of 

irreducible fact” (1983a: 133). Situating these inscriptions as products of social, political, 

economic, religious, and cultural discourses, she explains, has the effect of “ideologizing” 

their meanings. They cannot be regarded as simply true or false, but have a certain 

contingent truth in their economy. Not only do the metaphors signify that the relationship 

between women and nature is socially constructed, but also point to the fact that science 

and gender are themselves both socially constructed and mediated terms as well. Science 

and gender are contingent on a set of assumptions about the world that gives them essential 

qualities within that particular world view or belief system. For example, the subject/object 

ordering of science and nature presupposes there is an outside or external world that 

science studies. The relationship is described in Western philosophy as an inside/outside 

dichotomy; the scientist attempts to isolate her/his object of study in order to produce the 

most accurate and reliable information about that object as possible.!4 But as I discussed 

  

13 See Haraway (1991), and Harding (1991). 

147 will explore this notion in a later section where I discuss Keller’s claim that viewing the object 

of study in this way ignores the subject’s relation to the object of study. 
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earlier, it is highly problematic to speak of the knower/known relationship this way when 

we acknowledge that science is inherent to and intricately bound within that which it 

professes is “outside.”” Hence, the boundary between science (what is “inside’”’) and nature 

(the “‘outside”) is very difficult to discern and many times cannot be distinguished at all.15 

Psychological Theories of “Self and “Other” in the Child’s World of 

Subjects and Objects 

The problems that plague modern science are not solely those involving gender ideologies 

which secure a certain world view, and thus limit the range of possible interpretations (and 

normative decisions) available to us. Indeed, myths about women, nature, and science are 

inscribed on the philosophical foundations of modern science. Although it remains to be 

seen just how damaging these inscriptions can be, Keller has at least heightened our 

attention to the gender ideologies and sexual metaphors that in one way or another shape 

the epistemological platforms of modern science.!© But there seem to be more questions 

left unanswered involving the construction of gender ideologies. I have already pointed out 

Keller’s claim that feminists have begun to question such basic notions of objectivity, 

masculine and feminine, each of which is a contributing element in the epistemological 

structure of modern science. But why, exactly, is objectivity the aim of science, and what 

are the unforeseeable risks involved when we approach or seek accurate and reliable 

knowledge of the world with the traditional concept of objectivity?!” 

  

13 Similar arguments can be made about gender. See Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble: Feminism and 

the Subversion of Identity (1990). 

16 There are numerous studies that reveal sexist scientific practices with very real consequences for 

women. Scc Donna Haraway’s Primate Vision (1989), Sharon Trawcek’s Beamtimes and Lifetimes (1988). 

17 There are, of course, competing conceptions of what objectivity is and whether it denotes one 

explanation, one model, or one universal truth with regards to an object of research. Nevertheless, Keller 
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Keller examines this question and several related ones in a rather unique way, using 

Freud’s theories of psychoanalysis and Jean Piaget’s psychological theories of objectivity 

and “self” as her analytical tools. In her own language, she is “concerned with the 

psychodynamics of cognitive, emotional, and sexual developments within the given context 

of those social values and norms of family arrangements that our culture endorses” (1985: 

70). Her argument, though complex and often cumbersome, is that modern science works 

under an ideological mask of objective, disinterested, and autonomous methodological 

imperatives. This mask functions as a mechanism of power projection.!8 The image of 

subjectivity that scientists so deeply loath is projected onto the world it seeks to represent. 

Prior to the subject/object conception, the world was neither objective or subjective, 

constructed or natural. With science, however, it bears the imprint of human efforts to 

understand and explain its essence. It is not the nature of these imprints that Keller is most 

interested in, but rather the idea of subjectivity from which humans so desperately wish to 

sever themselves. “The connections between our subjectivity and our science are subtle 

and complex, but a central part of my argument is that they are crucially mediated (and 

maintained) by the ideology that denies [these connections] their existence. Accordingly, 

the articulation of these connections itself effectively loosens the hold of that ideology -- in 

turn enabling us to glimpse what a science less constrained by an ideology might look like” 

(71). These connections, Keller argues, are best articulated through a feminist 

  

insists that the dominant trends in scientific inquiry have professed faith in “static objectivity,” or the 

“pursuit of knowledge that begins with the severance of subject from object... and aims at a form of 

knowledge that grants to the world around us its independent integrity” (1985: 117). See my discussion in 

a later section on dynamic or “allocentric” objectivity. 

18 Power projection is a common psychological complex explaining the behavior of a person who, 

fearful or ashamed of a fault within him/herself, projects the fault onto another, accusing her/him of some, 

usually malign, form of behavior. 
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psychoanalytic critique of the ideology of the concepts objectivity and autonomy, the 

former an “ideology” of modern science, and the latter a potent myth in theories of a child’s 

sense of self and other in the early stages of identity formation. 

Through the work of Freud and Piaget, Keller writes, we have learned that the 

capacity for objectivity -- or the capacity to delineate subject from object, knower from 

known -- is not inborn but is learned (80). Psychological theories of childhood 

development maintain that a crucial stage in every person’s childhood is the “painful 

process by which the child’s sense of self is formed” (80). This involves the child’s long 

process of establishing her/his identity, of “distinguishing self from not-self, ‘me’ from 

‘not-me’” (80). The child slowly learns, by distinguishing pleasure from pain and 

gratification from disappointment, of the existence of an “external reality to which the child 

can relate” (81). The mother is the single entity from which the child seeks separation, to 

discover independence, and separate him/herself from the “original unity.” “Out of the 

demarcation between self and mother arises a longing to undo that differentiation” (81), a 

longing to be united again with the mother, or ultimately, to return to the mother’s womb. 

Yet, the child also has a growing desire to achieve some level of autonomy from the 

mother. Objects in the outside world begin to acquire a separate identity for the child, yet 

these objects “remain .. . tied to the self by a network of magical ties” (82). 

The disentanglement of self from world, and of thoughts from things, requires 
relinquishing the magical bonds that have kept them connected. It requires 
giving up the belief in the omnipotence -- now of the child, now of the mother 
-- that perpetuates those bonds and learning to tolerate the limits and 
separateness of both. It requires enduring the loss of a wish-dominated 
existence in exchange for the rewards of living “in reality.” In doing so, the 
child moves from the egocentricity of a self-dominated contiguous world to the 
recognition of a world outside and independent of him/herself: a world in 
which objects can take on a “life” of their own (82). 

This depiction of the autonomous individual subject completely separated from the world of 

objects is much too rigid, Keller argues, to account for the capacity for love, empathy, and 

artistic creativity. A child’s emotional growth does not end “with the mere acceptance of 
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one’s own separateness” from the “outside world” (82). Arguably, the boundary between 

subject and object is relaxed. “Out of [the] recognition and acceptance of one’s aloneness 

in the world, it becomes possible to transcend one’s isolation, to truly love another” (82). 

Yet this involves deep anxieties about the child’s relation to the world that originated in the 

child’s desire to unite with the mother and crawl back into the womb -- a desire that can 

never be realized. Furthermore, the “ground of [the child’s] selfhood was not easily won, 

and experiences that appear to threaten the loss of that ground can be seen as acutely 

dangerous” (83). Love and art are deeply ambiguous with regard to one’s relation to the 

world. In order for both to flourish within the emotionally mature adult, we must foster a 

dialogue “between dream and reality, between inside and outside, between subject and 

object” (83). 

Keller’s argument regarding theories of identity formation in the child’s early 

developmental stages (theories that have since been challenged by new research in infant- 

mother studies) is that our conception of objectivity 1s erected as a “defense against anxiety 

about autonomy.” It is this conception of objectivity “that we find interfering with the 

capacity for love and creativity” (85). The mother is the very first object from whom we 

initially must separate in order to establish some sense of our own autonomous identity. 

As long as our earliest and most compelling experiences of merging have their 
origin in the mother-child relation, it appears to be inevitable that that experience 
will tend to be identified with “mother,” while delineation and separation are 
experienced as a negation of “mother,” as “not-mother.” In the extrication of 
self from other, the mother, beginning as the first and most primitive subject, 
emerges, by a process of effective and affective negation, as the first object. 
The very processes (both cognitive and emotional) that remind us of that first 
bond become colored by their association with the woman who is, and forever 
remains, the archetypal female. Correspondingly, the processes of delineation 
and objectification are colored by their origins in the process of separation from 
the mother; they become marked, as it were, as “not-mother.” The mother 
becomes an object, and the child a subject, by a process that itself becomes an 
expression of opposition to and negation of “mother” (85-6). 

The child then turns to the father figure “for protection from the fear of reengulfment; from 

the anxieties and fears of disintegration of a very fragile ego. It is the father who comes to 
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stand for individuation and differentiation -- for objective reality itself; who indeed can 

represent the ‘real’ world by virtue of being in it” (86). 

This analysis of childhood development surely hinges on a very basic claim. Keller’s 

analytic tool in this critique 1s object relations theory, or the idea that the self develops in 

relation to others present in a person’s environment. This assumes that there is not some 

core set of beliefs and thought structures that are innate to our reasoning faculties as 

infants. Modern psychology from Freud to Jung to Piaget makes it quite clear that the self 

is not a given, inborn quality, but is rather socially produced by a person’s interactions 

with other individuals and groups. The extent to which reasoning is both innate and social 

is still debated, but it is largely believed that a person’s sense of self in his/her formative 

years is a product of that person’s social interactions. 

So, what are the effects of childhood identity associations as Keller describes them? 

Are they central to the way we seek to understand the world, either through science or 

merely in the ways we conduct our daily lives, interact with others, seek affirmation from 

others and the “outside” world? Admittedly, these questions will remain at the forefront of 

most debates in the psychological fields, but Keller contends that the analysis of childhood 

development and subject/object identity formations are immediately relevant for our 

understanding of science. In science, with its adherence to an “objectivist epistemology,” 

“truth is measured by its distance from the subject” (87). If the subject assumes the 

characterizations of the feminine, truth becomes “genderized” (87). 

What, then, are the implications for a science that is effectively a masculine 

enterprise?) What are the possible effects on women? The immediate implications for 

gender relations are, first, that a certain austerity of authority and prestige epitomizes both 

science and masculinity. Women become further excluded and devalued on the basis of 

their association with nature, or the “object” world science seeks to understand. 
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Keller’s final task in her analysis of childhood identity formations is to discuss the possible 

links between objectivity, control, and domination as they relate to a person’s learned 

conception of individual autonomy, gender, and power. In essence, she argues that the 

“cognitive claims of science are not themselves objective in origin but in fact grow out of an 

emotional substructure” that 1s tied to our conceptions of self and other as young children 

(96). This is indeed no small assertion. One of the most important debates within science 

studies today, whether it emerges from philosophical, sociological, or feminist critiques of 

science, is whether the cognitive content of science is immune to “external” forces. An 

example of the cognitive content of science, or the “internal” domains of science, would be 

the allocation of materials with a specific atomic weight and number on the periodic table. 

Keller is making a sweeping claim that the scientist’s quest for objectivity “carries with it a 

wealth of subjective meanings: His world of objects never ceases to reflect the ‘object’ 

(that is, subject) world of the child he once was” (96). But she makes a further 

Investigation into the meanings of autonomy, competence, and control that will help us to 

understand the relationship between objectivity and domination as they relate to notions of 

sex and gender in scientific theories of knowledge. 

Dynamic and Static Objectivity 

In order to further probe the notion of objectivity, Keller provides two definitions for the 

term based on Piaget’s theories developmental psychology, “dynamic” and “static” 

objectivity, to help us understand the interactions between our sense of “self” and reality 

“external” to us. Dynamic objectivity, she explains, “actively draws on the commonality 

between mind and nature as a resource for understanding” (116-7). Although this form of 

knowledge grants that there exists a world around us that has an “independent integrity” of 

its own, it nevertheless relies on the assumption that we are intimately connected to that 

world. “Static” objectivity also acknowledges the existence of an external world, but 
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attempts to “sever” the “subject from object rather than aiming at the disentanglement of one 

from the other” (117). Dynamic objectivity, Keller explains, is an approach to a form of 

knowledge that “makes use of subjective experience ... in the interests of a more effective 

objectivity” (117). Piaget referred to this form of objectivity as articulating a deeper 

“consciousness of self,” recognizing difference between subject and object but also 

commonality between the two. In this sense the subject is much more attentive to the object 

world, attentive in much the same way one is attentive to relations in the human world -- 

through a sense of love. This allows science a great deal of tolerance in its approach to 

difference and continuity in the natural world (117-8). 

Ernest Schachtel provides for Keller an expanded conception of dynamic objectivity 

that does not result in a regressive impulse to return to some primordial state, i.e., the 

mother’s womb. For Schachtel, and in contrast to Freud, the child seeks great pleasure in 

experiencing the outside world through interaction, hence establishing relations with the 

natural environment. Moreover, the child acquires a sense of “oneness” with the world, 

and contrary to Freud -- who argued this would result in a regressive act of returning to the 

mother -- a sense of unity can be established “in a new way, on a higher level of 

development, by loving relatedness to others and to the world” (Schachtel, quoted in Keller 

1985: 118). 

A sense of love in one’s relationship to the world is central for Keller’s attempt to 

draw connections between the emotional and cognitive experiences that shape scientific 

knowledge through which we come to understand the world. In particular, her concern is 

the way we have come to see love and power as “irreconcilable alternatives,” forcing us to 

make a choice between the two (116). The connection between love and knowledge, for 

Keller, is that they have both been constructed throughout Western epistemology in 

connection with power. 
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Dynamic objectivity for Keller is akin to what Schachtel calls “allocentric perception,” or 

“other-centered” perception. Conventional objectivity operative in the sciences is more 

closely aligned with static objectivity, Keller claims, and is essentially a “human-centered” 

approach to understanding the world, granting that the reasoning faculties of the mind’s 

complete capacity and control in seeing the object world in its totality. For Keller, science 

is the most overt form of human-centered interest. The problem of knowledge at least is in 

ascertaining “whether the perception of objects is delimited by ‘the perspective of how they 

will serve a certain need of the perceiver or how they can be used by him for some 
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purpose’” (Schachtel, quoted in Keller 1985: 120). Other-centered perception, on the other 

hand, is an “affirmation of objects as ‘part of the same world of which man is a part 

(bid. 119), and thus offering a more “open” and “global” perspective on the world. 

Can Objectivity Lead to Domination in Science? 

How, exactly, does Keller make a connection between objectivity and domination? The 

connection, however tenuous. is that the aggressiveness that so characterizes science and 

the activities of scientists, reflects a “contest they feel themselves engaged in with human 

others” (124). She argues that the need to dominate nature (though I am unsure if she has 

established that science or scientists actually need to dominate nature) is “a projection of the 

need to dominate other human beings: it arises not so much out of empowerment as out of 

anxiety about impotence” (124). These are, Keller admits, the ideological or rhetorical 

prescriptions of science, and not necessarily an accurate or representative depiction of the 

actual practices of scientists. As she concedes, differences in approach and style reflect 

different ways scientists think of nature and envision their role in it. Such differences are 

vital to the scientific enterprise and, above all, “actual science is more faithfully described 

by the multiplicity of styles and approaches that constitute its practice than by its dominant 

rhetoric or ideology” (125). 
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In at least one sense it appears that Keller is left with a contradictory thesis about the 

nature of scientific inquiry and the “human factors” that influence scientific theories and 

shape scientific practices. On the one hand, she is doggedly committed to an analysis of 

the ideological and rhetorical conceptions of science which are laden with sex and gender 

inscriptions. On the other hand, she expresses the firm belief that ideologies and myths 

about the nature of science do not necessarily characterize the actual work scientists 

conduct. How, then, does one delineate between the ideological conceptions versus the 

empirical research scientists unaertake, research which may or may not be influenced by 

the myths of gender and sexuality that Keller believes are central to the philosophical 

foundations of science? In order to answer this question we must look at two remaining 

features of Keller’s work: first, her account of the practice of science today, and second, 

Keller’s conception of an alter-science which exemplifies dynamic objectivity provided by 

the work of cytogeneticist Barbara McClintock. 

Making Science 

Keller is among several other critics of science who have sought to provide accounts of the 

actual making of scientific methods and ideas. And she is also not alone in her critique of 

the gender biases in modern scientific practices.!? But Keller’s critique offers several 

important insights into the construction of scientific practices, not the least of which is that 

19° Other formidable critiques have becn undertaken by Sharon Traweek in her 1988 book, 

Beamtimes and Lifetimes, an examination of the professional worlds of high energy physicists, and Donna 

Haraway in Primate Visions (1989), her study of the discipline of primatology in the late 19th and 20th 

centurics. Bruno Latour’s acclaimed study Science in Action (1987) is also an immensely influential 

critique of laboratory science which focuscs on the “movement” of scientists in and outside of their research 

areas. 
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she herself was trained as a natural scientist. Keller was trained as a mathematical 

biophysicist in the late 1950s and early 60s, and practiced and taught mathematical biology 

up until the late 1970s. For this reason alone | think she is particularly reliable as critic of 

the fields that determined and shaped her professional career. Let us then briefly examine 

her critique of one scientific field, the theory of quantum mechanics. 

Quantum mechanics is an interpretive procedure that seeks to provide a “description 

of reality by designating the state of a system, a system being a single particle or group of 

particles” in any given environment (Keller 1985: 143 [emphasis mine]). It is designed to 

replace an older model, that of Newtonian mechanics. According to classical Newtonian 

physics, or “classical objectivism,” as Keller calls it, the state of a system is determined by 

the “position and momentum of the particle or particles” within that system (143). 

Quantum mechanics, however, attempts to provide a description of reality by plotting a 

wave function, or a series of points that contain “the maximal information possible about 

the state of a system” (143). Although quantum mechanics cannot provide a definite value 

for a system’s position or momentum, it Measures a moment of decay at which a system’s 

position and momentum change; it measures particles in a system according to their 

interactions and relationships to one another rather than their position, which is always 

changing. It is the decay or “collapse” of a system’s position that quantum mechanics 

detects. Consider Keller’s laypersons’ explanation that involves 

Schrédinger's cat, whose hypothetical death is triggered . . . by the decay of a 
radioactive nucleus. The time of decay, and hence the time at which the cat is 
killed, is indeterminate; theory can provide not more than a "probability 
amplitude" for decay at any particular time. When enough time has elapsed to 
yield a probability of decay of one half, the wave function for the system will be 
a “superposition” of states in which live cat and dead cat are mixed in equal 
proportions. The ostensible paradox emerges from the evident fact that any 
particular cat must be either alive or dead, while the wave function represents 
both (144). 

The problems surrounding quantum mechanics deal with how to interpret this 

notion of “collapse,” or the paradox mentioned above of not knowing how to account for a 
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specific position, a cat that is either alive or dead. This paradox, Keller insists, is a matter 

of fierce debate among physicists, particularly those of a philosophical bent. It will not be 

my task to consider the paradox in detail here. However, what we can consider is the issue 

that the ideas behind Newtonian physics are not overrun by the newer paradigm of 

quantum mechanics. Keller argues that the classical ideas behind theoretical physics 

continue to have such a hold on the questions considered by quantum mechanics that 

physicists in general have refused to give up the “one-to-one” correspondence between 

reality and theory, that exact positions can be determined and known by the physicist. 

Keller claims that although it is now widely accepted that quantum mechanics has a much 

more accurate and complete explanation of “systems,” we have not given up the classical 

picture of physics and continue to “impose on reality the picture of our theoretical 

description, saying, implicitly, that the system /s this peculiar object” (146). The strong 

positivist ethos surrounding contemporary science makes it possible for some, perhaps 

most, physicists to limit the definition of reality to the body of theoretical and empirical 

knowledge at our disposal and to declare as meaningless all questions about the actual 

nature of the systems being studied and our relation to those systems (147). Quantum 

mechanics describes refations and interactions between systems, but this does not fit within 

the most basic tenets of the physical sciences. Keller believes this is due to the firm hold 

classical physics has on all modern science today; it is a symptom of science’s adherence to 

the belief in the objectifiability of nature. The classical view of theoretical physics 

presupposes that all nature is knowable, that nature is separable from human observers, 

that nature is congruent with our scientific minds, permitting us to read the laws of reality 

without distortion, error, or omission (142). Scientific models like quantum mechanics 

that challenge such basic notions are doomed to failure. 

But perhaps, Keller suggests, there exists some fundamental emotional anxiety that 

allows such a scientific theory to remain unquestioned, anxiety explained by Piaget’s 
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analysis of the delineation of self trom other in early childhood. Keller explains the task of 

scientists to be that of understanding and explaining natural phenomena, and it is essential 

that scientists are conscious that “the words understand and explain have many different 

meanings” (157). If quantum mechanics can throw into question the very basic assumption 

of the objectifiability of nature, and more importantly disjunctions between that nature and 

the human enterprise of science, scientists and nonscientists must take measures to insure 

that such disjunctions do not go unnoticed. If they do go unnoticed, “we risk imposing on 

nature the very stories we Jike to hear” (157). 

A Feeling for the Organism: Barbara McClintock’s Alter-Science 

Keller’s conception of alternative approaches to the study of nature lies principally in a 

more open understanding of ihe object of study, including a heightened awareness of the 

researcher’s own position in relation to the object. This approach is guite similar to 

Schachtel’s notion of allocentric perception discussed in an earlier section. In her 

biography of cytogeneticist and Nobel laureate Barbara McClintock, Keller tells the story of 

a unique relationship between an individual scientist and her object of research. It is the 

“story of one woman’s conception of science that gradually -- although not irrevocably -- 

isolated her from the evolving discourse of mainstream research” (1983a: xv). 

McClintock’s work shows not only that scientists must be conscious of human subjectivity 

as it permeates scientific methods, styles of research, and theories, but that the subjective 

perspective offers valuable nuances of time, care, and responsibility for the scientist’s 

work. McClintock describes this special relationship as having a “feeling for the 

organism,” or a feeling for those “things” that “are much more marvelous than the scientific 

method allows us to conceive” (McClintock quoted in Keller 1983b: 203). 

42



In saying that scientists should have a feeling for the organism, McClintock does not mean 

that science should drift into a more mystical body of knowledge in which systematic and 

rigorous research no longer has a bearing on the scientist’s work. Rather, “it is a mode of 

access ... a form of attention strongly reminiscent of the concept of ‘focal attention’ 

developed by Ernest Schachtel to designate ‘man’s [sic] capacity to center his attention on 

an object fully, so that he can perceive or understand it from many sides, as fully as 
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possible’” (1983b: 165). Similarly, McClintock wants to ask fundamental questions about 

the methodologies scientists typically use; these questions indicate a methodological shift 

which attempts to be conscious not only of what the scientist knows, but also how and 

why scientists know. McClintock describes her “internalized” methodologies in the 

following way. 

Our own method could tell us about some things, but not about others -- for 
instance ... not about “the kinds of things that made it possible for me to be 
creative in an unknown way. Why do you know? Why were you so sure of 
something when you couldn’t tell anyone else? You weren’t sure in a boastful 
way; you were sure in what I call a completely internal way ... What you had to 
do was put it into their frame. Wherever it came in your frame, you had to work 
to put it into their frame. So you work with so-called scientific methods to put it 
into their frame after you know. Well, [the question is] how you know it (1983b: 
2()3). 

For Keller these issues of knowledge begin to probe a fundamental subset of questions that 

involve “McClintock’s view of nature, science, and the relationship between mind and 

nature [that] exhibit|s] not only their departure from more conventional views but also their 

own internal coherence” (1983a: 161). According to Keller, at the root of this 

methodological shift in McClintock’s approach to science is a basic “respect for difference 

(and complexity)” in the world (161). 

For McClintock the complicated relationship the scientist ultimately shares with 

his/her object of research, as she describes above, does not necessarily characterize a 

“feminist” science per se, but rather points toward a fundamental relationship between 

humans and the world that she believes resides outside the domain of scientific methods 
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and constructions of knowledge. In fact throughout their discussion, Keller notes that 

> McClintock was quite skeptical of what might be called a “feminist science.” Instead, 

Keller believes the story of McClintock’s life and work point to the more important issues 

beyond a feminist science, in which the issue of gender disappears altogether. She believes 

that McClintock’s commitment to a gender-free science has been “transformative” (175). It 

is not merely McClintock’s socialization that reflects the effort to remove gender from 

genuine scientific inquiry, but precisely the role gender played in the construction of her 

theory of genetic transposition, her sustained project which eventually earned her the Nobel 

Prize.2 

Political Meanings at the Intersection of Gender and Science 

At the beginning of this chapter | suggested that science and gender should be treated as 

intertexts, noting that a certain economy infuses their meanings and orientations, an 

economy that crosses many different disciplines, all of which are responsible to some 

extent for the production of scientific knowledge. We must now look at the intertextual 

relations between gender and science as Keller has construed them: in terms of the 

ideological structuring of scientific knowledge. the critique of modern scientific practices, 

and the proposals for alternative methods in science. Examining these issues will allow us 

to make a critical assessment of Keller's critique. More importantly, by looking at Keller’s 

concept of the science-gender system, both in the form of critique and also as exemplified 

by the work of Barbara McClintock, we might then be in a position to assess how seriously 

20 Genctic transposition is the theory that “genctic elements can move, in an apparently coordinated 

way, from one chromosomal site to another” (Keller 1985: 159).



Keller’s recommendations for a reform within science would restructure the methods and 

aims of modern science. 

To begin with, I think Keller successfully demonstrates that the terms “science” and 

“gender” can have many different meanings at any given time, contingent on the underlying 

assumptions available to a particular cultural ethos. Empirical descriptions of what counts 

as science and gender are also dependent upon a set of normative expectations, principles 

that are central to a cultural ethos. Such expectations usually invoke questions about where 

a society is heading, what kind of people that society wants to produce, how that society 

should be governed, what the role of education, the sciences, and the arts should be, and 

so on. Because science has largely been viewed as an enterprise that would help further 

society, in the process facilitating the range of theories and ideas about the world that are 

intrinsic to the normative hopes and desires of a given time period, however small, its 

practices have always been colored by a certain set of normative expectations. That is to 

say that although science remains committed to understanding the empirical world, it is also 

actively enrolled in the normative domain, or will in part play a significant role in shaping 

the “ideal” to which that society aspires. Yet to say that ad/ science is enrolled within these 

normative hopes and expectations is as wrong as to say that a// normative hopes for some 

“ideal” are the same. But to some extent, the paradigms of knowledge we call “science” are 

infused with normative principles in any given society. In short, Keller demonstrates that 

scientific knowledge is not a philosophical given, but is constructed, appropriated, and 

reinvented. And like science, gender is not a philosophical or biological given, but is 

deployed (like science) with assumptions of what it means to be male or female in a given 

place and time.?! 

  

2] For an excellent discussion of the construction of gender identilics, sce Butler (1990). 
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I argue that we emerge from Keller’s critique with a problematic that might be 

referred to as “the problem of scientific empiricism and scientific normativism.” That is, if 

we continue to treat science as a neutral body of knowledge that provides accurate and 

reliable information about the world, we remain ignorant of the ways in which science 

intervenes in the political domains of our society. In this way we end up ignoring how 

issues of gender affect scientific understandings. This does not mean, however, that 

scientific knowledge and methods of experimentation will become relegated to the level of 

“political ideology.” Although science is inextricably bound to the cultural and political 

worlds that give it voice, 11 simply cannot be disputed that science has made remarkable 

achievements in the last two hundred or so years, and these achievements have provided 

highly accurate and reliable information about the world. The role of critics of science is to 

always question how it is that science is interconnected with its political, economic, 

cultural, and ideological foundations. 

Keller is particularly concerned that science will be pushed into the realm of “political 

ideology,” that somehow tts authority and power will be eroded and it will generally be 

perceived as having nothing more to offer in its scope and methods that could contribute 

more than particular understandings of the natural world. But Keller’s concern invites the 

further question: At what point in the dialectic between the empirical and the normative 

should society intervene with critiques of the intertextual re/ations that characterize this 

dialectic? Should we proceed with a critique of the grand designs and schemes of 

“Science,” wrestling with conceptions of epistemology, objectivity, and autonomy? Or 

should our efforts consist of the more modest aims of deconstructing specific research 

areas within science, focusing on the accounts of human nature, gender, and sexuality that 

are wrought by such peculiar practices? 

It is on this latter front that I think we must attempt to critique science, and demand 

that scientists be accountable to society for the theories they produce. As Mark Weaver has 
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suggested, “the purpose is to offer an account of the scientific mindset at the most 

fundamental levels, which is articulated by a practicing scientist rather than a philosopher of 

science and an advocate rather than a critic of that mindset, in order to compare this image 

with the portrayals of the scientific mindset which have become increasingly pervasive in 

feminist critiques of science” (Weaver 1989: 48). Critiques of science that are aimed at the 

epistemological biases in knowledge production must proceed with great caution. All 

feminist deconstruction runs the risk of projecting onto the object of study (Plato in 

Keller’s case) the sex and gender biases it expects to find, whether they actually exist or 

not. Critiques of these biases in scientific knowledge must be approached with great care 

in order not to fall into the same traps as the accused “oppressor.” 

But as I have already suggested, critiques aimed at the formation of the 

epistemological structure of science are considerably limited in their ability to determine 

what practicing scientists actually believe and how their research and theories reflect and 

reinforce these theories of knowledge. Although I think Keller successfully demonstrates 

that the structure of scientific knowledge has a definite history in which ideas of sexuality 

and gender were implicated, she ultimately cannot provide evidence which suggests that 

these knowledges are alive and active in the research practices and theoretical constructions 

of modern science. 

As for the implications Keller draws from McClintock’s work, I wonder just how 

radical and innovative her alter-methods for science really are, and if similar approaches (or 

different ones altogether) are not also employed by many male scientists as well. Is it 

possible to draw a line between rhetorically and ideologically loaded definitions of science 

on the one hand, and “science as it is constructed and practiced in the labs” on the other? 

Perhaps McClintock’s work is a hidden testament to the fact that Keller confuses 

philosophy of science with science that is actually u ndertaken in the laboratories and fields. 

If this is the case, we must work to loosen the hold that the ideological fiction of science 
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maintains on actual scientific research which prevents more diverse and intuitive 

approaches to research. This may in effect give us new ways to think about the work of 

scientists and the place of science in society but ultimately change little in terms of how 

science is actually conceived. Loosening its ideological fiction might not amount to a 

“revolution within science” as Keller sees it, but a reconceptualization of the way we view 

science as a form of social knowledge. As messy and unclear as the very term science is, 

not to mention the heterogeneous ideas and practices that give it voice, what we need at this 

point are studies of the types of research both male and female scientists conduct before we 

accept alternative methodologies that may already be in practice.22 

  

22 Bruno Latour’s Science in Action (1987) suggests important ways in which we can critique the 

work scicntisis do by following them “in action.’ 
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Chapter Two 

Epistemological Strategies: Feminist Empiricism 

and Sandra Harding’s Feminist Standpoint Epistemology 

In chapter one I discussed the shortcomings of Evelyn Fox Keller’s epistemological 

Critique of the gender and sexual inscriptions in various theories of knowledge. I argued 

that the central problem of such a critique is that it remains inherently ambiguous about how 

scientists actually put various theories of knowledge into practice. I pointed to the fact that 

although critiques of the gender and sexual myths used in dominant traditions of scientific 

knowledge claims may give us a good idea about how philosophers of science 

conceptualize the ideal of scientific knowledge and research, we cannot assume that 

scientists themselves hold such beliefs, much less determine, with any measure of 

certainty, in what ways these theories of knowledge actually influence the way scientific 

research is undertaken. Bacon’s conception of scientific knowledge, though a dominant 

expression of the virtues of distinctively scientific thought in the Western tradition of 

epistemology, may actually have little bearing on scientific research practices from the 17th 

century to the present. Although it would be wrong to assume that there is no overlap 

between theories of knowledge provided by philosophy of science and those knowledges 

scientists themselves hold to be true and put into practice (whether consciously or not), it 

remains essentially vague just what theories of scientific knowledge work their way into the 

research practices of modern science. What, then, does a critique of the epistemological 

dimensions of science such as Keller’s reveal? 
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Keller’s critique shows that different approaches to the problem of knowledge 

reflect different cultural, political, and moral orientations. The conception of scientific 

knowledge crafted by Bacon employed gender and sexual myths that involved the 

ontological assumptions of what it meant to be a woman in 16th and 17th century England. 

Bacon’s characterization of women and science reflected the cultural and political climate of 

his time, where the role of women in science, in politics, and in the larger affairs of society 

was considerably restricted. Although from Keller we get very little sense as to how 

Bacon’s depiction of women in his philosophy strengthened prevailing myths about the 

nature of women in 17th century England, we are at least able to conclude that his theory of 

scientific knowledge was in no way a purely cognitive activity, devoid of his experiences 

as a male in a gender repressive culture. According to present-day conventional 

epistemological standards, such experiences should have been excluded from Bacon’s 

theory of knowledge; yet his philosophy clearly reflected the cultural, political, and moral 

values available to him. 

Despite the fact that Keller’s critique examines only two epistemologists -- Plato 

and Bacon -- and completely misinterprets the logic behind Plato’s arguments (not to 

mention misconstruing the main thrust of Plato’s philosophical inquiry altogether), her 

study at least hints at the possible inadequacy of mainstream epistemology for developing a 

paradigm of scientific knowledge. Keller’s claim that epistemological inquiry -- whether in 

science or philosophy of science -- is vulnerable to an array of so-called external or 

“outside” influences that affect the “internal” theoretical formulations of what shall count as 

justifiable knowledge, must be taken seriously by scholars who wish to evaluate the 

legitimacy of strict epistemological inquiry, particularly as it is undertaken in the natural 
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sciences.! But again, we are left with a recurring problem: This may well be true for 

philosophy of science, but is this also true for science itself, and if so, how do “external” 

social factors -- such as gender, sexuality, race, and class -- intrude on the cognitive 

content of scientific theories and methods of research? This question is of particular 

importance for feminist critics, as they ultimately want to demonstrate that social factors do 

influence the cognitive content of science and have very real “material” effects on women. 

Philosopher of science Sandra Harding has taken issue with these questions as they 

center around feminist challenges to conventional epistemology.” In keeping with my 

original intentions for this thesis I wish to assess the criticisms Harding makes of 

contemporary science and her philosophical attempt to craft an alter-science that might 

avoid the problematic features of androcentric scientific practices. Harding is particularly 

concerned with the epistemological foundations of scientific knowledge. She argues that 

these knowledges are deeply rooted in the philosophical conception of epistemology. Her 

concern with epistemology is that science is its enabling technology which allows for the 

deployment of political practices that have been important negative factors in the lives of 

women, not to mention people of particular races, classes, and sexual orientations. 

In this chapter I will analyze Harding’s critique of the epistemological and 

ontological presuppositions of science, concentrating on her criticisms of the Western 

  

1 Although it is uscful here to describe “internal” and “external” aspects of science, I believe this 

conception to be deeply problematic. I follow Stephan Fuch’s argument that “[S]ocial factors are frequently 

introduced only after it has been shown that rational factors miss actual scientific practice. The very term 

‘social factors’ implicitly retains the discredited epistemological dualism; as if there were ‘social’ and ‘non- 

social’ factors operating in science” (Fuchs 1992: 78). 

2 Though I will use the term “conventional epistemology” as Harding does to characterize the 

Western tradition of inquiries into the nature of knowledge claims, I will argue in a later section that it is 

misleading to lump all theories of epistemology into a single category. 
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philosophical tradition of epistemology, and in particular, the deficiencies of the analytical 

framework within which questions about the legitimacy of specific knowledge claims are 

raised. I am additionally concerned with Harding’s own conceptual framework for 

evaluating the legitimacy of knowledge claims in the sciences. My most fundamental 

question about Harding’s critique is whether she is able to distinguish philosophy of 

science from scientific practice itself (and if there is reason to believe that such a distinction 

should even be made). Although I will spend a considerable amount of time in this chapter 

delineating Harding’s account of “conventional epistemology” as it is used in philosophy of 

science as well as science itself, and how her concept of a “feminist standpoint 

epistemology” differs from traditional approaches to the problem of knowledge 

justification, I am primarily concerned with whether her critique succeeds on a much more 

fundamental level. In essence, Harding is concerned with at least three pictures of science. 

The first is of science itself, which includes the natural and social sciences and the 

methodological imperatives that are widely used in most scientific practices (at least as they 

are perceived by critics of science -- a deeply contentious condition that will be discussed 

later). The second is the picture of philosophy of science, an ambiguous philosophical 

paradigm that only in the last two centuries or so has been distinctly separated from the 

actual practice of science. The third picture is that of Harding’s notion of both a feminist 

critique of science and alter-approaches to the undertaking of science. The success of 

Harding’s feminist alter-science will ultimately depend on whether she is able to 

demonstrate that something profound has gone wrong with science as it is traditionally 

practiced in the natural sciences. But equally important for Harding is whether her alter- 

science can get beyond the epistemological exigencies of “science as usual.” My central 

question, then, is this: Is Harding’s critique too wedded to the philosophical approach to 

the study of science to enable feminists to make some of the more radical critiques of 

science, let alone propositions for constructing an alter-science, that are not trapped within 

53



the same epistemological framework that has confined science for so long? I will consider 

this question as it centers around two basic issues. The first is what she calls the “Woman 

question in science,” or “What do women want from the sciences and their technologies” 

(1991: vii). The second question is the “science question in feminism,” or “Is it possible to 

use for liberatory ends sciences that are apparently so intimately involved in Western, 

bourgeois, and masculine projects?” (vii). These are the two main threads running through 

Harding’s critique of science and recommendations for successor science projects. I will 

draw on them throughout this chapter as they are brought into discussion with specific 

criticisms that move Harding’s project along from empirical critique to normative proposals 

for the reform of science. 

The Feminist Project Formulated in Epistemological Terms 

There has been considerable discussion among feminist theorists in the past few decades 

about the potential value for feminist critique of formulating a distinctively feminist 

epistemology. Such an epistemology, many feminists argue, would seek to establish 

different criteria for what counts as legitimate knowledge from the approach conventional 

Western epistemology takes in seeking to establish justifiable grounds for legitimate, or 

“true” knowledge. These discussions about a feminist epistemology have raised 

fundamental questions about the conceptual framework within which the problem of 

knowledge is typically considered. The issues under consideration tend to center around 

the inadequacies of the epistemological framework for addressing concerns of those groups 

who have historically been closed off from discussions about the legitimacy of knowledge 

claims, such as women and people of color. Attempts to craft a feminist epistemology that 

would be more open to alternative knowledge claims, rather than the strict imperatives of 

rationalism that have comprised the dominant canon of epistemological inquiry, have been 
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premised on the fact that feminist research into the nature, scope, and presuppositions of 

knowledge has raised a quite different set of questions than those usually pursued within 

the conceptual framework of Western epistemology. Moreover, the mere fact that feminist 

theorists have questioned the methodological reliability of conventional epistemological 

inquiry points to a significant rift between conventional epistemology and many feminist 

modes of inquiry. 

Although both epistemologists and feminist theorists are concerned with the biases 

embedded in particular knowledge claims, conventional epistemology, as it is typically 

practiced by philosophers, is not interested in how or why humans can be said to have 

knowledge of some truth, but rather with whether justifiable grounds for “claiming 

knowledge of some whole class of truths” can exist at all.3 Feminist theorists, on the other 

hand, challenge this approach not only by probing specific claims of what “legitimate 

knowledge” should consist of, but also by problematizing the moral and political 

framework within which epistemological inquiry proceeds. In other words, feminists have 

posed questions that challenge the “moral, political, and metaphysical assumptions .. . 

within which the dominant Anglo-American epistemology has posed its concerns” 

(Harding 1991: 110). 

This challenge to the conceptual framework of epistemology raises at least two 

important issues for feminist theorists who wish to establish a distinctively feminist 

epistemology. First, like epistemologists, feminists want to ask, What are the grounds for 

legitimate knowledge claims? But unlike epistemologists, feminists want to consider many 

possible knowledge claims as they correspond to many different possible truths, or 

  

3 Quoted from an excerpt from D.W. Hamlyn’s “History of Epistemology” in the Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy, vol. 3, ed. Paul Edwards (New York: Macmillan, 1967), 8-9, and quoted in Harding 1991: 

107. 
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“historically and socially situated truths,” that could have different meanings and 

justifications for different people in different times and circumstances. That is, feminists 

want to treat knowledge as a social production, not as a purely cognitive activity somehow 

immune from the influences of a social world. Indeed, feminists ultimately want to point to 

‘< 

the danger of claiming “universal knowledge” that has its origins in cognitive or “pure” 

knowledge of the mind and is somehow cut off from the value-laden assumptions and 

beliefs we make and so heavily rely on in the “social” world. Feminists see these not as 

mere “claims” to particular forms of knowledge, but as power moves, or political strategies 

that grant the power and authority to know to a select group of people. In the case of 

science, for instance, claims to universal knowledge have historically been established by 

white upper class males, and women remain to this day largely cut off from the world of 

science.4 This has had the effect of eliminating the possibility that women can know the 

world in a scientific way, and consequently, women become closed out of a world in 

which science has become the dominant voice of authority and prestige.> 

The second issue feminists raise in challenging the conceptual framework of 

epistemology questions the very notion that feminists would want to develop a distinct 

epistemology of their own. Harding notes that feminists have been divided over whether 

feminism ought to be concerned with reworking the very idea of epistemology at all, and 

some even propose that feminists should abandon such a project all together, contending 

  

4 For accounts of the underrcpresentation of women in the sciences, see Keller 1983, and Whitelegg 

1992. 

5 There are, of course, exceptions to this as displayed in the work of Barbara McClintock, for 

example. But still, the prospects for women in the science remain grim even today when the National 

Science Foundation has implemented wide-scale measures to draft women and minorities into scientific 

fields. The magazines Science and American Scientist have featured an array of articles within the past year 

about these affirmative action measures. 
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that the doctrine of cognitive knowledge (objectivity) is so seriously flawed, and so deeply 

ingrained in conceptions of what epistemology is, that attempts to transform it become 

futile. These feminists ask whether epistemology is too narrowly concerned with the 

foundations of claims to justifiable knowledge that correspond to a single truth, or sets of 

truths, to make any such inquiry inadequate for assessing forms of “social” knowledge that 

conventional epistemology does not see as legitimate, thereby shutting out other possibly 

valid knowledge claims that lie “outside” of the epistemologist’s entire conceptual 

framework?® If the epistemological framework is based on false assumptions about the 

legitimacy of knowledge, they ask, why would a reworking of conventional epistemology 

appeal to the feminist project of establishing grounds for historical, or socially situated 

truths, a project which for strict epistemologists is ultimately motivated by particular 

beliefs, opinions, and ideologies that cannot be viewed as true for all people at all times? 

Should feminists work to widen the boundaries of what counts as legitimate knowledge 

and allow for the possibility that “true knowledge” is more like a moving target that is 

historically, socially, culturally, and politically contingent? Or, should feminists abandon 

the project of epistemology and attempt to invent new paradigms of knowledge that have 

completely different intentions for knowledge-seeking projects? 

One reason feminists have considered reworking the notion of epistemology as it is 

used in strict philosophical terms is not only that its theoretical focus lies close to the 

concerns of skepticism -- that is, “Are these claims to knowledge legitimate?” -- but also 

that it can be used as a theoretical device, or strategy for unearthing theories of knowledge 

that hold deep investments in particular cultural, political, and moral biases. To be sure, 

feminists want to put more pressure on the problem of “what knowledge is” than do 

  

6 See Donna Haraway’s chapter 9 in Haraway (1991), Situated Knowledges: The Science Question 

in Feminism and the Privilege of Partial Perspective. 
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epistemologists, and in ways that philosophers would dispute as contradicting the very idea 

of what epistemology ts as a theory in itself. In order to grasp the ways in which feminists 

want to use epistemology as a theoretical strategy that constitutes a much different approach 

from that of conventional epistemologists, let us look at the specific types of questions 

typically asked about knowledge claims by epistemologists, on the one hand, and feminist 

critics of knowledge, on the other. 

The type of questions epistemologists ask about knowledge claims must be 

distinguished from the psychologist’s concerns about how humans come to acquire certain 

beliefs and opinions. In principle, psychologists attempt to give explanations about how 

and why humans come to hold the particular beliefs they do, but they are not concerned 

with whether the grounds for these beliefs are adequate for claiming knowledge. As I 

mentioned before, the epistemologist 1s not concerned with how or why we come to hold 

the beliefs that we do, but rather with whether knowledge of entire classes of truths is 

possible at all. The epistemologist is concerned with ideas that are the source of 

knowledge, not with people’s experiences which give them some identifiable grounds for 

claiming knowledge. “Cognitive knowledge” is usually used to describe the reasoning 

processes that are devoid of particular social values that might taint cognitively “pure” 

knowledge of the mind. In specific terms, epistemologists want to ask: Who can be 

subjects and agents of legitimate knowledge? “What kinds of tests must beliefs pass in 

order to be legitimated as knowledge?” “What kinds of things can be known?” (Harding 

1991: 109). 

In contrast to the epistemologist’s approach to the problem of knowledge, Harding 

formulates the following questions that feminism poses to conventional epistemological 

inquiry: 

Can “historical truths,” socially situated truths, count as knowledge? Should all 
such situated knowledges be regarded as equally plausible or valid? What is the 
nature of objectivity? Does it require “point-of-viewlessness’’? How can we 
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distinguish between how we want the world to be and how it is if objectivity 
does not require value-neutrality? What is the appropriate relationship between 
the researcher and her or his research subjects? Must the researcher be 
disinterested, dispassionate, and socially invisible to the subject? What should 
be the purposes of the pursuit of knowledge? Can there be “disinterested 
knowledge” in a society that is deeply stratified by gender, race, and class? 

These questions can be viewed as epistemological strategies that are intended to make 

contentious those claims that conventional epistemological inquiry leaves unquestioned. In 

essence, feminists in general and Harding in particular want to blend the “How and Why” 

questions with the question of “Whether we can establish grounds for knowledge” that 

epistemologists ask. This strategy demonstrates how many possible accounts of what 

legitimate knowledge is are actually highly biased. Harding, for example, wants to look at 

the ways these knowledge claims have been used in the sciences in order to determine, in a 

concrete sense, how claims to true knowledge are loaded with gender, race, and class 

biases. We might call this strategy a “political shift” from the philosophical paradigm of 

epistemological inquiry to the scientific paradigm of inscription practices. These questions 

presuppose that all knowledge is deeply rooted in our social experiences, our interactions 

with other people, our relationships with family, friends, and enemies. I call this a political 

shift because the central issue for feminist critics is how and why we know, and also what 

we can know. But because knowledge is so deeply embedded in particular social and 

historical situations, it is very much in flux at all times; that is, it is employed and deployed 

in different social circumstances. In short, Harding wants to concentrate on knowledge not 

in purely philosophical terms, or confined to the realm of ideas, but as a product of one’s 

experiences that are altered, manipulated, shaped, restricted, and deployed in a multiplicity 

of social settings. By focusing on how science has used various theories of knowledge we 

are able to discern the “material” effects of these epistemologies. 

The ways in which science employs knowledge claims are multiple and complex. 

But scientific knowledge does affect us in very concrete ways; it is inscribed on our bodies, 
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it Structures our daily lives, our occupations, our leisure activities, it shapes our 

expectations, it limits our world views and constricts our belief systems. But if we are 

trained to look carefully and closely at these inscriptions, we can see they are the product of 

a particular deployment of scientific knowledge, and we can see different patterns of 

inscription on our bodies and our minds. 

Scientific Epistemologies in the Natural and Social Sciences 

The feminist problematization of conventional epistemology leads to similar questions that 

Harding wants to ask about the sciences in general. As I have discussed both the 

philosophical conception of epistemology and scientific theories of knowledge I have 

intentionally not tried to distinguish between them. Indeed, Harding argues, the “questions 

we recognize as epistemological originated in their modern form as a ‘meditation’ upon the 

implications of the emergences of modern science itself’ (1986: 140). It is true, as Harding 

notes, that Descartes, Locke, Hume, and Kant sought to develop theories of knowledge 

that made “sense of the kind of knowledge-seeking exemplified by Copernicus, Galileo, 

and Newton” (140). What premised their interest in science was a no-nonsense 

commitment to the “willful search of clear and and certain truth” (141). Scientists tried to 

understand and explain the nature of things and events in the world, “natural givens” one 

might say. Philosophers in the 17th, 18th, and 19th centuries sought to understand a set of 

“philosophical givens,” and this became the goal of epistemology, at least for those 

philosophers who worked at a time when the modern scientific revolution was just 

beginning. 

Harding never goes into greater detail about the affinities between philosophical 

theories of knowledge and the development of the underlying structure of scientific theories 

of knowledge -- in particular the methods and techniques that are so important to the natural 
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and social sciences. Although it 1s accurate to account for the intersection of philosophy 

and science in the Enlightenment period as she does, Harding is much too quick to think of 

philosophy of science and science itself as one enterprise. Plato and Aristotle, for instance, 

developed epistemologies that are arguably far different from those constructed during the 

Enlightenment, and these too were concerned with “scientific inquiry,” though the 

conceptions of science held by ancient Greeks was much more simplistic. More 

pragmatically, in the Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1970), Thomas Kuhn 

demonstrates that historians and philosophers of science were wrong to credit the 

production of scientific knowledge to cognitive structures and inquiry processes alone. 

This suggests that philosophy of science had a quite different conception of what scientific 

knowledge actually produced. Even Kuhn is generally accused by more radical critics of 

science, many of whom are feminist, of a much too conservative account of the scientific 

community -- a community he viewed as autonomous and internally coherent, largely 

unaffected by the “intellectual and political projects of the cultures within which science 

takes its place as just one human activity among many” (1986: 199). 

Feminist Empiricism as Epistemological Strategy 

Feminist empiricism is based on the assumption that scientific researchers have overlooked 

crucial aspects of their objects of study simply because they have been male. Women 

working in the biological and social sciences have demonstrated that sexist and androcentric 

biases work their way into the practices of scientific research at many levels, “particularly at 

the stage when scientific problems are being identified and defined,” and traces of sexism 

and androcentrism can be found in the design of scientific research and in the processes of 

collection and interpretation of data (Harding 1991: 111). Harding insists that feminist 

challenges to the empirical findings of science have been enabled by the women’s 
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movement, which encouraged more women to become scientists. Women, she argues, are 

much better able to identify androcentric prejudices in science simply because of their 

gender, and they offer perspectives on research practices that allow them to point out biases 

in research that men normally miss. Social movements in general, Harding argues, have 

enabled groups of people to “see the world in an enlarged perspective because they remove 

the covers and blinders that obscure knowledge and observation” (Millman and Kanter 

quoted in Harding 1986: 25). Those involved in social movements for drastic social, 

political, and economic change are able to see in an “enlarged perspective” because they 

have come to view their social situation -- usually underprivileged -- as a product of the 

systems of power and authority that they oppose and seek to challenge. Harding suggests 

that such opposition rooted in peoples’ situated experiences -- as powerless and oppressed 

women, people of color, and homosexuals -- can serve as a basis for a new epistemology. 

She writes, 

After a women’s movement, everyone can see things that could not be seen 
before (and some people can see them more clearly than others). Thus, the 
individualism of empiricism and its paternal liberal political theory is challenged 
by feminist epistemology. What we can see in the world around us is a 
function not just of what is there plus our individual talents and skills but of 
how our society designs the cultural filters through which we observe the world 
around and within us and how it institutionalizes those filters in ways that leave 
them invisible to individuals. Individual biases and differences in assumptions 
can be identified and eliminated by routine scientific methods, but the 
culturewide ones require different methods of detection. A social movement on 
behalf of the less-advantaged groups is one such different and valuable 
“scientific method” (1991: 116). 

Feminist empiricists want to challenge two central features of modern science that 

make knowledge claims within the sciences suspect to gender biases. The first is the 

accuracy of specific scientific theories -- theories about the “nature” of women that emerge 

from research on so-called “biological determinism,” for example. Harding explains that 

biological inquiry is vulnerable to gender biases that directly determine the conclusions 
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reached about “human natures.” Evolutionary studies and neuroendocrinological studies, 

for instance, have merged to make the case for biologically determined sex roles. 

Some neuroendocrinologists claim to be able to identify the biological 
determinants of human behaviors. Traditionally androcentric evolutionary 
Stories tell us that the roots of some human behaviors -- namely those exhibited 
in the division of labor by gender -- are to be found in the history of human 
evolution. Some eminent scientists even propose that the origins of Western, 
middle-class social life today, in which men rule in the public realm and women 
perform domestic labor, are to be found in the bonding of “man-the-hunter” 
with other men to go off and kill large animals while the women supposedly 
stayed at home in the cave to nurture children (Harding 1986: 93). 

Feminist challenges to these theories have proven that androcentric and sexist biases 

affected the way evolutionary biologists looked at fossil records, modern-day human 

hunter-gatherer societies, and existing primate societies.’ These scientists did not choose 

to look at evidence that suggested a “woman-the-gatherer” hypothesis developed by 

anthropologists.8 For Harding, these feminist challenges indicate a certain interest in the 

connection between specific scientific practices and the cultural and sexual beliefs at the 

time the practices were used, in this case the beliefs of white middle class American men. 

The second feature of the sciences feminists suspect is the social structure of 

science, both in terms of science education as well as career-oriented work in scientific 

research. Harding, for example, has traced how gender assumptions held by scientists and 

nonscientists alike have “shaped the scientific workforce,” erecting obstacles to prevent 

women from entering the sciences or succeeding in scientific careers (1986: 63). Gender 

stereotyping, she argues, even begins “in the cradle, accumulate[s] through childhood, 

adolescence, and adulthood in such a way as to systematically discourage women and 

encourage men to engage in the kinds of thinking and motor activity necessary for skills in 

  

7 In chapter three I will look in detail at Donna Haraway’s account of the discipline of primatology, 

including the specific ways in which primatologists of both genders interpret primate interactions as the 

foundation for thcorics of scx differences. 

8 Harding notes, in particular, Frances Dahlberg’s edited book Woman the Gatherer (1981). 
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scientific, mathematical, and engineering work” (63). Cultural stereotypes we have about 

what science Is --rigorous, systematic, impartial, objective -- are typically associated with 

masculine identities: men are impersonal, competitive, unemotional, rational, etc. (63). 

This suggests that gender is a crucial variable in scientific discourses, and that feminist 

empiricism can help to “level the playing field” by paying closer attention to the hidden 

effects of gender values in these discourses. Yet, in trying to provide more accurate and 

reliable accounts of “nature” (even “human nature”), these feminist empiricists also 

advocate “stricter adherence to existing methodological norms of scientific inquiry” that will 

help scientists move further along toward what they would call “good science” (1991: 

111). 

The challenges that feminist empiricism offers to science are usually well received 

by scientists and philosophers of science, both of which are groups staunchly committed to 

doing “better science.” Still, if we look closer at the arguments these feminists press, the 

issue of including women in the sciences -- including the removal of the structural barriers 

that prevent women from entering scientific disciplines to begin with -- becomes much too 

simple. Harding suggests that if we look at the origins of sexist and androcentric 

prejudices in the sciences we see that they often emerge in the selection process of 

determining what become problems for scientific inquiry in the first place, and also in the 

“definition of what is problematic about these phenomena” that make them so amenable to 

science for their resolution (1986: 25). This suggests that the social “context of discovery” 

of scientific problems can be just as important as the “context of justification” -- or “the 

testing of hypotheses and interpretation of evidence” (25). Thus the more radical side of 

feminist empiricism wants to ask questions about the “before” stages of science, 

challenging what emerge as problems for science to study. Harding argues that by 

following the norms of scientific empiricism, the scientist may completely overlook a 

whole series of questions that define and shape the objects of the scientist’s research. 
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Moreover, scientists tend to work with the attitude of “science as usual,” claiming that their 

methodological norms are not meant to apply to issues that involve the “discovery” of 

scientific problems, issues that may affect the way research is conducted and the 

conclusions that may be reached (1986: 25-6, 1991: 116). 

These questions about the “before” concerns of scientific research, or issues dealing 

with the selection process of problems that are amenable to scientific inquiry, eventually 

point to “deep logical incoherencies .. . in empiricist epistemologies,” including feminist 

empiricism which attempts to reform what is perceived as “bad science” (1986: 26). In 

other words, feminist empiricism ultimately subverts its own critical paradigm by pointing 

to the inadequacies of doing “science as usual.” Harding argues that while the more 

conservative camp of feminist empiricists argue for “stricter adherence to the scientific 

method,” further critiques into the nature of scientific problems suggest something is 

altogether wrong with scientific empiricism if its methods are unable to contend with 

questions about how scientific problems are constructed (let alone “discovered’’) in the first 

place. This suggests that there may also be problems with the conventional epistemological 

framework which addresses questions about the justification of knowledge, but not 

problems about “how” and “why” knowledge claims developed, leaving these problems to 

psychologists. In Harding’s words, 

traditional empiricism does not direct researchers to locate their scientific 
projects in the same critical plane as their subject matters. . .Consequently, 
when nonfeminist research gathers evidence for or against hypotheses, 
“scientific method” -- lacking such a directive -- is impotent to locate and 
eradicate the androcentrism that shapes the research process and the picture of 
nature and social relations that emerge from it (1991: 117). 

Despite this deficiency, Harding contends that feminist empiricism speaks 

effectively to important audiences, most important of which are scientists themselves. In 

addition, though the theoretical thrust of empiricism will be rendered problematic from the 

perspective of standpoint epistemology (which I will discuss shortly), feminists must still 
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be deeply committed to doing better science, whether this science is in accordance with the 

norms of conventional science or is likened to alternative approaches to inquiry 

recommended by a “successor science” project that rejects many of the empirical 

procedures and methods of modern science, such as reductionism. As Donna Haraway 

puts it, feminists “have to insist on a better account of the world . . . in order to live in it 

well and in critical, reflexive relation to our own as well as others’ practices of domination 

and the unequal parts of privilege and oppression that make up all positions” (Haraway 

1991: 187). Feminism is, after all, a social movement, committed to ending the repression 

of women and many other disadvantaged groups in the world. Empirical critiques of an 

enormous mechanism of that repression can only help to construct more accurate and 

reliable accounts of the “world as it is.’” 

Feminist Standpoint Epistemology 

Feminist standpoint epistemology is an attempt to craft a theory which 1s premised on the 

assumption that situated knowledges -- or a culture’s best beliefs which are usually 

grounded in experiences -- can be established as legitimate claims to reliable knowledge, 

and in many circumstances, even preferable to knowledge claims that pretend to occupy the 

“objective” position. It has its origins in Hegel’s master-slave relationship and was further 

developed by Marx, Engels, and Lukacs. In principle it is concerned with the location of a 

person’s belief in a particular culture and historical setting. From a feminist perspective the 

  

9 These themes run against many strains in feminist critiques of science, especially those of the 

postmodern bent (including Harding and Haraway). Although many feminists believe science should be 

committed to making more accurate accounts of the world, they stress that the emphasis should be placed 

on human “interactivencss” with this world, instcad of viewing it as an autonomous reality somehow 

extemal to human activitics. This will be discussed further in a later section. 

66



argument is that men’s “dominating position in social life results in partial and perverse 

understandings, whereas women’s subjugated position provides the possibilities of more 

complete and less perverse understandings” (1986: 26). Opposite the strict epistemologist 

or even feminist empiricist, standpoint theorists believe that a culture’s most accurate and 

reliable beliefs are socially situated, and that if we direct our attention to the positions of 

these beliefs in a particular culture, the possibility for making better assessments of the 

accuracy and reliability of knowledge claims, scientific or otherwise, will be increased. 

The “proletarian standpoint’ developed by Marx and Engels, for example, asserts, in 

Harding’s words, that “human activity, or ‘material life,’ not only structures but sets limits 

on human understanding: what we do shapes and constrains what we can know” (Harding 

1991: 120). Nancy Hartsock, one of the standpoint epistemologists I will discuss, claims 

that human activities are often structured in opposition to each other -- i.e., the proletariat in 

opposition to the bourgeoisie -- and that “one can expect that the vision of each will 

represent an inversion of the other, and in systems of domination the vision available to the 

rulers will be both partial and perverse” (Hartsock quoted in Harding 1991: 120). 

The epistemological strategy standpoint theorists use to problematize such opposition 

wants to look closely at gender, race, and class differences which give an “advantage to 

those who can make use of [these] differences” (120). If we take a look at the historical 

locations of women in society vis-a-vis their relationship to men, for example, we see that 

powerful myths of gender differences establish certain identities to be “true” or given, 

while other identities become marginal to them. Men in positions of power are able to use 

these differences and assign women to roles in the affairs of a society that prohibit them 

from entering positions of power. Feminist standpoint theorists want to ask, to use a few 

examples, what are these differences, exactly, and how did they come to structure 

women’s daily routines, labor practices within and outside of the household, and 

childrearing techniques? What conditions in society must exist in order for men to maintain 
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their positions of power and keep women in their “traditional” roles? What developments 

have allowed women to gain more control over their lives and assume positions of power 

in societies, developments that unexpectedly emerged out of their oppressed situations? 

Harding considers these questions of gender differences by focusing on four contributions 

to feminist standpoint epistemology, theories constructed by Hilary Rose, Nancy Hartsock, 

Jane Flax, and Dorothy Smith. I will briefly review the main theoretical arguments of each 

of these standpoint theorists. Harding considers their arguments ultimately as appeals to 

“successor science” projects which aim at reconstructing “the original goals of modern 

science” to work to end gender, and even race and class oppression (1986: 143). 

Hilary Rose’s standpoint epistemology has its roots in the experiential modes of 

“craft labor” that have characterized women’s work in domestic life as well as in the 

sciences. She argues that women have had a special interactive relationship with their 

object(s) of study, in the way women conceive of the knower, the world to be known, and 

the processes of a person’s coming to know. Craft labor characterizes the way women 

approach work in domestic life, reflecting the “unification of manual, mental, and 

emotional (‘hand, brain, and heart’) activity” (1986: 142). The capitalist’s separation of 

manual from mental labor, which thereby separates people into different classes, has effects 

on peoples’ social relations that are more far-reaching than a mere division of people into 

separate social classes. Rose argues that Marx failed to “‘ask about the effect on science of 

assigning caring labor exclusively to women” (143). She believes that the “thinking and 

practices of women scientists” continues to be oriented around the inquiry mode of “craft 

labor.” (143). Rose defines this as a “caring” approach to women’s work in the home with 

children as well as in the work place, while industrialization and the scientific inquiry 

required for its maintenance was handled almost exclusively by men. Moreover, Rose 

believes that women’s relations to labor “outlines a distinctively feminist theory of 

knowledge” (143). 
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For Rose “craft-organized labor” allows the possibility that women can “occupy an 

advantaged standpoint as producers of less distorted and more comprehensive scientific 

claims” (143). Ata time when the need for “caring labor” in the sciences is so great, if we 

are to avoid ecological ruin and increasing social misery, a feminist epistemology that tries 

to fuse “subjective” and “objective” knowledge can avoid the Cartesian dualisms that 

separate mind and body, subject and object, while insisting on the need for legitimate 

knowledges rooted in peoples’ social experiences. These epistemologies must be grounded 

in the practices of the women’s movement, which “unlike those [organizational forms] of 

capitalist production relations and [their] science, resist dividing mental, manual, and caring 

activity among different classes of persons” (144). Simply stated, Rose’s hope is that 

women’s knowledge needed to understand and manage their own bodies (a form of “self- 

knowledge”) is much more adequate as a scientific method “than that emerging from 

activity that is divided and that is performed for the purposes of monopolizing profit and 

social control,” purposes that for Rose are abstract concepts that do not reflect adequate 

knowledge of men’s selves or material nature (144). If men have designed their future in 

terms of control, domination, division of labor, and profit maximization, women are free to 

construct their own future on the basis of their own lives as “caring laborers” that could 

more effectively address the pressing ecological, social, and political questions facing the 

world today. 

Political theorist Nancy Hartsock formulates her standpoint epistemology by working 

from a post-Marxist critique of labor relations, arguing against Marx’s contention that the 

utopian society will emerge from one of two major classes in society, the proletarian class. 

Hartsock, like Rose, problematizes Marx’s “gendered division of labor” where a woman is 

relegated to a role in the house and in the labor force that “‘keeps her continually in contact 

with a world of qualities and change’” (Hartsock quoted in Harding 1986: 147). The 

women’s role as producer and reproducer of children is an aspect of “women’s production” 
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that lies outside of the concept of production as it was defined by Marx. Producing and 

caring for children is nothing like the production processes needed to produce material 

goods in the domain of industrialized labor processes. Women’s experience with 

oes childrearing draws them into a closer connection with nature which “‘goes beyond the 

339 proletarian experience of interchange with nature’” (bid). A science that may emerge from 

the proletarian class once it is able to gain control of the means of production, would 

represent a form of “men’s experience” that necessarily excludes women. 

Hartsock also explores the notion of a basic “interactive” connection that women have 

with nature, a grounding for an epistemology she sees as “interested” in the sense of being 

“engaged” with their surroundings, not necessarily “biased” in regards to them. Those 

women who hold this quality of “grounded knowledge,” therefore, have an epistemic 

advantage over those who do not have “situated” perspective based on one’s location or 

position in society. As Harding clarifies: 

The subjugation of women’s sensuous, concrete, relational activity permits 
women to grasp aspects of nature and social life that are not accessible to 
inquiries grounded in men’s characteristic activities. The vision based on men’s 
activities is both partial and perverse -- “perverse” because it systematically 
reverses the proper order of things: it substitutes abstract for concrete reality; 
for example, it makes death-risking rather than reproduction of our species form 
of life the paradigmatically human act. Even early feminists such as Simone de 
Beauvoir think within abstract masculinity “It is not in giving life but in risking 
life that man is raised above the animal: that is why superiority has been 
accorded in humanity not to the sex that brings forth but to that which kills” [de 
Beauvoir] (Harding 1986: 148). 

The many dualisms that describe the relation of men to women, and women to nature are 

immensely powerful in the discourses of Western political theory. Hartsock wants to move 

beyond the narrow framework of the division of labor that Marx offers, a framework that 

establishes more divisions which contain gender inscriptions. The problem of generating a 

standpoint epistemology for women, she argues, must contend with the power of the 

dualisms nature/culture, subject/object, sex/gender, man/woman, self/other, and others that 

conceive of power/knowledge relations in a narrow masculine sense. Power has typically 
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been understood, Hartsock notes, in the sense of having power over others, whereas 

“feminist thinking and organizational practices express the possibility of power as the 

provision of energy to others as well as self, and of reciprocal empowerment” (paraphrased 

by Harding 1986: 149). Harding contends that such a notion of power, and forms of 

knowledge that correspond to it, would allow for an “epistemology-centered philosophy 

only if the ‘policing of thought’ that epistemology entails is a reciprocal project -- with the 

goal of eliminating the kind of dominating power that makes the policing of thought 

necessary” (149-50). 

Political theorist and psychotherapist Jane Flax proposes perhaps the most radical 

conception of standpoint epistemology. Flax, like Hartsock, is also concerned about the 

dualisms that have structured epistemology for philosophy and scientific practices. But her 

concerns stretch into the domain of child psychological development, particularly the 

psyche of the male child. Flax argues that “a feminist exposure of the ‘normal’ relations 

between infantile gendering processes and adult masculine thought patterns ‘reveals 

fundamental limitations in the ability of [men’s] philosophy to comprehend women’s and 

+95 children’s experiences’” (Harding 1986: 153). Philosophy, for example, constructs a 

powerful division between ontology (being) and epistemology (knowing), and both have 

been separated from ethics and politics. Flax believes this division is the product of a 

special “abstract and universalizing form” that men (particularly philosophers) use to 

construct the “human experience,” which disguises the masculine version of the human 

experience, rooted in the male’s need to separate himself from the woman who raised him. 

In essence, the infantile dilemma of separating one’s self from the mother and establishing 

an autonomous identity is much more easily resolved for women than for men, and this has 

a profound effect on the way men construct epistemologies that have subtle linkages to 

earlier stages in infant and childhood development. 
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Flax contends that a feminist epistemology cannot be less partial and less perverse 

than masculine epistemologies unless it can free itself of the need to theorize in terms of 

binary oppositions, of the dualisms that have structured all Western philosophical 

discourses. In developing the possibilities for such a feminist standpoint theory, Flax turns 

to postmodern philosophy. Postmodernism, according to Flax, locates science and gender 

on very unstable epistemological terrains where all claims to knowledge are relational, 

socially constructed, and more honest about their origins. In fact she looks unfavorably 

upon the idea of a successor science project, seeing it largely as a defensive move typical of 

male responses to epistemological problems. The problems a successor science project 

must get beyond requires a “‘revolutionary theory and practice... in which reciprocity can 

emerge for the first time as the basis of social relations’” (Flax quoted by Harding 1986: 

153). For Flax this includes thinking of gender as relational; “‘gender relations are not 
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determined by nature but are social relations of domination’” (154). She urges feminist 

theorists to “‘recover and write the histories of women and our activities into accounts and 

self-understanding of the whole’ of social relations” (154). In at least one sense, this 

expresses an empiricist agenda rather than a normative attempt to ground women’s 

knowledge as somehow “less partial” and “less perverse” than men’s, Flax wants to work 

on an epistemological plane to combat the philosophical conception of science rather than to 

offer feminist alternatives to modern science.!? 

Sociologist Dorothy Smith also wants to fashion a standpoint epistemology that 

transcends the “subject-object, inner-outer, reason-emotion dualities of Enlightenment 

science” (155). In particular, Smith is concerned with the ways in which sociology 

transforms humans into “objects” of study. She wants to search for ways that might allow 

  

10 For a more recent and comprchensive account of Flax’s arguments see Thinking Fragments: 

Psychoanalysis, Feminism, and Postmodernism in the Contemporary West (1990). 

72



the researcher to “preserve in its analytic procedures the presence of the subject as actor and 

experiencer” (155). Like Rose and Hartsock, Smith focuses on labor as the organizer of 

human activities where the women’s work primarily deals with the material and the men’s 

with the abstract. But she sees these distinct material and non-material tasks not only in 

their concrete sense as labor-related, but also as a metaphor for natural and social scientific 

inquiry. Characteristic women’s activities with material labor can serve as a resource for a 

feminist science. Smith argues that an account of “housework” from the standpoint of 

women’s experiences would be quite different than men’s accounts; accounts of women’s 

experience from women would “seek to explain/interpret social relations rather than 

behavior (human ‘matter in motion’), and do so in a way that makes comprehensible to 

women the social relations within which their experience occurs” (157). 

Such a shift in how the researcher might go about approaching his/her object of 

study, in effect, subverts the philosopher of science’s “authoritative” paradigm in which an 

agent is not an active participant in the processes of inquiry. Smith wants to place the 

inquirer on the same “epistemological plane” as the researcher’s object of study: “the 

women inquirer interpreting, explaining, critically examining women’s condition is 

simultaneously explaining her own condition,” Harding explains (157). Furthermore, the 

dualisms that are inherent to philosophy of science -- absolutism/relativism, subject/object, 

inside/outside, and knower/known -- are no longer meaningful in this interactive process of 

sociological investigation. Such research, in essence, would be more “objective” as the 

explanations would be historically and socially grounded, though admittedly, the prospects 

for generalizability would be grim. But Smith maintains that data can rarely be accurately 

generalized in order to provide reliable accounts of what is also true for other social groups 

in different times and places, and she warns against the doctrines and false promises of 

objectivity and epistemology that support these generalizations. Although Smith’s 

recommendations are conceivable from the standpoint of the social science, she does not 

73



specify how a different “epistemological plane” would affect the way scientists do research 

in the natural sciences. 

Each of these four standpoint epistemologists seek to wrestle knowledge claims away 
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from masculine projects, projects that were not about “objective,” “transcendental,” and 

“disinterested” inquiries into the “nature” of “cognitive” knowledge. These feminists seek 

to show not only that such epistemologies are not simple universal accounts of true 

knowledge and that they are tied to particular masculine projects, but that al] knowledge 

reflects grounded standpoints, local positioning, and furthermore, that women can offer 

grounded accounts of knowledge that can move us further along toward more “objective” 

accounts of the world. Feminist standpoint theorists want to be open about their location, 

thereby making it possible for others to raise objections to their knowledge claims, enabling 

others to challenge the assumptions that underpin one’s location, and hence, one’s ability to 

know. 

Perhaps Harding’s most convincing claim against epistemologists who hold firmly to 

the doctrines of objectivity and impartial knowledge, is the claim that the historical situation 

of women over the past two centuries has created new categories of “woman” through 

which continually progressive modes of understanding their social situations become 

available. The women’s movement of the 1960s represents one such example, but there 

are many social, economic, and political shifts that have created new modes of “women’s 

consciousness.” Harding briefly surveys many of these changes that have led women to 

greater consciousness of their position in society. 

There was the development and widespread distribution of cheap and efficient 
birth control, undertaken for capitalist and imperialist motives of controlling 
Third World and domestic colonized populations. There was the decline in the 
industrial sector combined with growth in the service sectors of the economy, 
which drew women into wage labor and deteriorated the centrality of 
industrialized “proletariat” labor. There were the emancipatory hopes created by 
the civil rights movement and the radicalism of the 1960s in both the United 
States and Europe. There was the rapid increase in divorce and in families 
headed by females -- brought about in part by capitalism’s seduction of men out 
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of the family and into a “swinging singles” lifestyle, where they would 
consume more goods; in part by women’s increased, though still severely 
limited, ability to survive economically outside of marriage; and no doubt in part 
by an availability of contraceptives that made what in olden days was called 
“philandering” less expensive. There has the increasing recognition of the 
feminization of poverty (probably also an actual increase in women’s poverty), 
which combined with the increase in divorce and the drawing of women into 
wage labor to make women’s life prospects look very different from those of 
their mothers and grandmothers: now women of every class could -- and should 
-- plan for lives after or instead of marriage. There was the escalation in 
international hostilities, revealing the clear overlap between masculine psychic 
needs for domination and nationalist domination rhetoric and politics (Harding 
1986: 160). 

All of these changes demonstrate the importance of viewing knowledge as a socially 

constructed mediation between many groups of people. Earlier | suggested that feminists 

want to show how all claims to knowledge are power moves that reflect positioning, 

Strategies for knowing, specific political interests, tendencies for domination, pleas for 

recognition, and sometimes, struggles for cooperation. But in urging that all knowledge 

must be conceived of as a social production, feminists in general, and Harding in 

particular, do not see themselves as advocating cultural or judgmental relativism, that is, a 

system or state of affairs where there are no standards by which to adjudicate competing 

knowledge claims. In fact Harding explicitly rejects the condition where we are left with 

the “fruitless and depressing choice between value-neutral objectivity and judgmental 

relativism” (1991: 142). But how might standpoint epistemology be fruitful as a 

methodological strategy for increasing the legitimacy of knowledge claims? How should 

science proceed to conduct its inquiries if not by rigid definitions of what counts as 

knowledge? Harding suggests possible alternatives based on standpoint epistemology, but 

we must look at her arguments against conventional standards of objectivity in order to 

grasp the logic that fuels standpoint strategies. 
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The Case Against Philosophical “Objectivism” 

In her own attempt to evaluate the perspective of feminist standpoint epistemology Harding 

turns to the issue of “objectivism,” one pole of the binary opposition -- 

objectivity/relativism -- that standpoint theorists want to move away from. By considering 

the case standpoint epistemologists have against objectivism (and relativism, as standpoint 

theorists ultimately wish to do away with both), Harding wants to examine what socially 

situated knowledge can offer as a strategy for providing more accurate and reliable accounts 

of the world. In essence, if objectivism need not imply impartial, value-free, “true” 

knowledge, what might feminist theorists have to offer in debates about adequate 

methodologies that shuffle across the epistemological terrain? This question of adjudicating 

the standards of competing knowledge claims is complicated enough in the social sciences. 

But how should standpoint epistemology be viewed as a methodological strategy in the 

physical sciences, in the field of physics, for example? 

Harding provides two operational definitions for objectivism, the first being “weak 

objectivity” and the second “strong objectivity.” ‘Weak objectivity” -- which implies a 

concept of objectivity with very little explanatory power -- holds to the strict imperatives of 

value-free inquiry by attempting to isolate a locus of knowledge as autonomous and 

invulnerable to “outside” influences, its historical, political, cultural, and economic 

surroundings notwithstanding (1991: 143). Harding also uses the term “objectivism” to 

refer to weak standards of objectivity, noting that “objectivism” is conventionally thought 

of as the opposite of cultural and judgmental relativism. Harding argues that weak 

objectivity, or objectivism, 

results only in semi-sciences when it turns away from the task of critically 
identifying all those broad, historical social desires, interests, and values that 
have shaped the agendas, contents, and results of the sciences much as they 
shape the rest of human affairs. Objectivism encourages only a partial and 
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distorted explanation of why the great moments in the history of the natural and 
social sciences have occurred (Harding 1991: 143). 

“Weak objectivity,” Harding insists, has typically been used as an epistemological strategy 

by dominant groups, most often in cases where the authority and power of these groups 

were threatened by opposition movements. Equally as peculiar is that those groups who 

have been oppressed by a dominant power typically appeal to what she calls “strong 

objectivity,” or an attempt to include in scientific research the examination of the underlying 

presuppositions of the scientists, and the social structure of the larger scientific 

environment, including the cultural, political, and economic climate that makes possible, 

and in many cases requires scientific research. In simple terms, strong objectivity demands 

that “we investigate the relation between subject and object rather than deny the existence 

of, or seek unilateral control over, this relation” (Harding 1991: 152). Perhaps a brief 

example would help to clarify Harding’s claim that objectivity can be strengthened by 

investigating the relations that can occur between subject and object. 

In an important and often cited study titled “Weimar Culture, Causality, and Quantum 

Theory, 1918-1927: Adaptation by German Physicists and Mathematicians to a Hostile 

Intellectual Environment,” Paul Forman examines the relationship between German 

physicists at the end of the First World War and quantum mechanics, particularly theories 

involving causality and acausality. In this article he argues there is overwhelming support 

that shortly after World War I, but before the development of the theory of acausal quantum 

mechanics, many German physicists “distanced themselves from, or explicitly repudiated, 

causality in physics” due to “currents of thought,” or a particular cultural milieu, at the time 

(Forman 1971: 3). This “cultural milieu” reflected the “values and mood of the [academic] 

environment,” and in particular favored the “repudiation of positivist conceptions of the 

nature of science, of utilitarian justifications of the pursuit of science, and, in some cases, 

of the very possibility and value of the scientific enterprise” (7). Forman notes that the 
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attempt by German physicists to reshape their ideology about science was caused by an 

increasing public image of the “rigorous determinism” of the physicist (7). The movement 

to dispense with causality in physics proved of immense importance for the future of 

atomic physics that became the focus of physicists’ work in a furious race for the bomb 

leading up to and during World War II. Forman explains that 

Their [German physicists’] craving for crises, their readiness to adapt their 
ideology to the values of their social-intellectual environment argue a substantial 
and largely indiscriminate participation in the attitudes of their academic milieu, 
a readiness to swim along in the intellectual currents of the day. This 
circumstance is the more surprising if one bears in mind that the values 
characteristic of these intellectual currents which set in so strongly after 
Germany’s defeat were fundamentally antithetical to the scientific enterprise. 
Indeed the mathematical physicist, the personification of analytical rationality, 
was often singled out as the prime exemplar of a despicable way of grasping the 
world. Above all, with astonishing unanimity, it was the physicist’s attempt to 
subject the world to the rigid, dead hand of the law of causality -- to use the 
rhetoric Spengler made so popular -- which was taken to epitomize all that was 
most detestable in the scientific enterprise. These two circumstances -- hostile 
environment and accommodation to its values -- were then found to be linked 
by much direct and indirect evidence suggesting that the accommodation was in 
response to the hostility. Stated in terms of Karl Hufbauer’s distinctions: 
suddenly deprived by a change in public values of the approbation and prestige 
which they had enjoyed before and during World War I, the German physicists 
were impelled to alter their ideology and even the content of their science in 
order to recover a favorable public image. In particular, many resolved that one 
way or another, they must rid themselves of the albatross of causality (Forman 
1971: 109-10). 

Forman’s findings are important because they demonstrate that even the disciplines 

of physics and mathematics are subject to the cultural and political influences of the 

“outside” world.!! Similarly, Newtonian physics solved problems that allowed 

transportation, mining, and warfare to become more efficient, and consequently allowed 

  

'l Sharon Traweck, in her investigations into the world of high energy physicists in Beamtimes and 

Lifetimes (1988), advances the argument that women are systematically excluded from the laboratories of 

high energy physics. She claims that the very practice of physics is “engendered,” and laboratory work is 

“masculinized,” thus preventing women from even cnicring the field (16). 
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for the rise of the merchant classes in Western nations.!2 The problems that define a 

particular political and economic ethos also give rise to new scientific problems for which 

new scientific theories and research practices must be invented. Of course, a textbook 

philosopher of science might argue, against Forman for instance, that the fact that German 

physicists in the Weimar culture moved away from principles of causality and sought to 

develop theories of acausal relationships was a mere fluke, and that arguably the 

development of quantum mechanics in the United States during the same time period 

proceeded according to the “cognitive logic” of the scientific method. But the point we must 

consider is that quite often cultural influences on the cognitive content of science can offer 

enabling potentials, as they clearly did in pre-World War I] Germany. It is no small 

coincidence that these enabling potentials were so systematically examined by feminists 

who have investments in realizing these potentials, and in trying to elevate themselves to 

positions of power and authority in the sciences as well as in many other fields and 

discourses. 

It should now be clear that strengthened principles of objectivity offer strategies for 

providing more accurate accounts of the world, and thus can help to improve scientific 

research immeasurably. This does not mean that science should abandon research methods 

that clearly work well for particular applications: one need only look at the remarkable 

record science has established, both in terms of its explanatory and predictive powers. But 

we must be cautious of efforts to “police thought” which all too often pervades scientific 

research. The feminist principle of strong objectivity developed by Harding as a corollary 

to standpoint epistemology reminds us that “nature as-the-object-of-human-knowledge 

never comes to us ‘naked’; it comes only as already constituted in social thought (Harding 

1991: 147). 

  

12 Harding uses this example in a similar context (1991: 135). 
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Feminist Epistemologies as “Successor Science” Projects 

I have tried to emphasize, via Harding’s work, that it is specifically feminism’s thrust as a 

political movement that has enabled it to make the radical critiques of the conceptual 

framework of conventional epistemology, including principles of “objectivism” that 

structure knowledge claims. We must now turn to an assessment of the prospects for 

constructing “‘successor-science” projects, as Harding terms them, that would be faithful to 

the doctrine of standpoint epistemology, and, more generally, assess whether these projects 

could get beyond the traditional epistemological traps implicit in the construction of the 

troubling dualisms, absolutism/relativism, nature/culture, selffother, sex/gender, 

mind/body, and subject/object. Although I will address what I call the “political problem of 

knowledge” in Harding’s recommendations for successor science projects in the 

concluding chapter, in this section | want to consider specific problems with Harding’s 

critique and proposal that render the large-scale implications for the reform of science 

initially quite troubling. 

As we saw in the preceding chapter on Evelyn Fox Keller, feminist critiques of 

science must be conscious of the danger of formulating “‘meta-critiques” of science that 

apply more to the epistemological conception of scientific knowledge rather than to actual 

scientific practices themselves. I mentioned earlier in this chapter that not only is Harding 

particularly vague on the distinction between the ideal epistemological conception of what 

scientific knowledge is and how it should function as opposed to the actual beliefs about 

science that are understood by practicing scientists, a distinction that Keller distorts as well, 

but that she is attacking a philosophical conception of science that may be out of date. If! 

am correct in positing that Harding has failed in both of these instances, her critique must 

be seen as excessively weak. As any journal of science indicates (such as Science and 
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Discover), not to mention textbook accounts of science, and accounts by scientists 

themselves who expressly discuss their beliefs and methods, the various methods and 

assumptions held by scientists “tend to be much more complex and sophisticated than the 

‘positivist,’ ‘empiricist’ or ‘Cartesian’ enemies frequently targeted in feminist critiques” 

(Weaver 1989: 20). I follow Mark Weaver in arguing that attempts to construct meta- 

critiques of epistemology, such as Harding’s, are “at least in part, a holdover from 

positivist or, more generally, foundationalist philosophy” (Weaver 1989: 18-9). 

Furthermore, this 

epistemological project returns us to the positivist fantasy of science as a body 
of knowledge and methods that is built upon a single, unified philosophical 
foundation which centers in a particular epistemology. In this sense the 
primacy of epistemology entails a linear view of science in which a particular 
way of knowing, an epistemology articulated by philosophers, determines not 
only the methodology but also the structure and the content of scientific 
knowledge, and the search for alternatives becomes a search for a 
fundamentally different way of knowing the physical world. . . . This 
neopositivistic reconstruction of science as the super-structure of epistemology 
constitutes an abandonment of all the insights concerning science as a historical, 
social production which are offered by post-Kuhnian philosophy, sociology 
and history of science and even those insights of feminist analyses of the 
historical connections between gender and science (Weaver 1989: 19). 

This becomes particularly problematic in Harding’s case, for she explicitly states that the 

best model for feminist “successor science” projects is the model provided by the “self- 

reflective” social sciences (1986: 44). “On scientific grounds, as well as for moral and 

political reasons, those social sciences that are most deeply critical and most 

comprehensively context-seeking can provide the best models for all scientific inquiry, 

including physics (1991: 98). Harding maintains that much inquiry in the discipline of 

biology is conceived along the lines of a social science, referring to the always socially 

Situated nature of research. Even physics, she argues, should be approached with social 
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scientific modes of inquiry in mind (98).!3. She wants to demonstrate how the discipline of 

physics is as vulnerable to social values as the social sciences. However, her critique is not 

qualified with an account of the ways in which specific beliefs and methods are actually 

deployed in the practices of physics research, and how these beliefs and methods are or 

could be dangerous or demeaning to women among other marginal groups. 

Another significant argument that can be directed against Harding’s proposed 

successor science is that in being so firmly grounded in an alter-epistemology of feminist 

knowledges rather than concrete alter-practices, it operates at a level of discourse that is 

much too ambiguous to account for specific knowledge claims that are more narrowly 

focused, such as the ones standpoint feminism would be so skeptical and cautious about. I 

think that Harding clearly demonstrates the potential value of standpoint epistemology for 

feminist critics of the sciences. Not only is it crucial that we incorporate an interpretive 

dimension to science (perhaps all science) that is based on the location or perspective of 

knowledge claims, but also that subjugated knowledges can help us to locate biased or 

skewed methods and epistemologies in the sciences. But it seems that Harding’s own 

critique operates at an epistemological level that does not allow her to make these types of 

claims against science. On the contrary, they appear to be aimed at the epistemological 

conceptions of scientific knowledge that fit more within the tradition of philosophy of 

science. Although I think it ts useful to challenge the epistemological assumptions that 

scientists themselves work with, this must be done through an analysis of actual scientific 

practices. These assumptions should then be measured up against feminist standpoint 

epistemology so that they could be problematized in light of a liberatory political 

  

13 Harding devotes an cntire chapter to this argument, indeed claiming that “the model for good 

science should be rescarch programs explicitly directed by liberatory political goals” (1991: 98; and more 

generally, Chapter 4). 
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movement. In this sense, standpoint feminism would be capable of suggesting alternative 

scientific practices along with other competing knowledge claims in an arena in which there 

would be very clear standards about what the legitimate grounds for knowledge really are. 

Under these conditions an epistemological position in which the grounds for 

legitimate knowledge claims are undetectable, a form of knowledge not grounded in some 

experiential or experimental mode of knowledge, would simply be unavailable. But I am 

not so sure that Harding’s successor science project could escape this undesirable position. 

It seems that Harding’s attempt to avoid the doctrine of value-neutral or “weak” objectivity 

held by contemporary philosophy of science relegate her to one of three positions. The 

first is an epistemological position in which there are no clear standards for adjudicating 

among competing knowledge claims, what philosophers conceive of as relativism. 

Harding associates such a position with a postmodern stance of resistance which refuses to 

consider the question of “what the world really is,” insisting instead that critiquing existing 

accounts will “set people thinking in new directions” and will “make space for the 

emergence of new thoughts and actions that are too fragile to be forced into 

comprehensively elaborated doctrines or plans of action” (1991: 304). Of course, these 

suggestions do little to “forestall the damage done to women’s lives by sexual violence, an 

inadequate health-care system, the court system, dangerous technologies, and a profit- 

oriented economy” (304). The second position is in itself a universal doctrine of objectivity 

rooted in “women’s ways of knowing,” or a standpoint feminist epistemology that would 

provide epistemological standards for science. The third position is an amalgam of these 

two positions and is, I think, the position Harding wants to occupy; in short, it is an 

epistemology based on standpoint feminism in which standards for adjudicating among 

knowledge claims would exist, coupled with a postmodern ethic of cautious intervention 

that would not allow for subjugated or marginal knowledges to be silenced. Harding’s 

standpoint feminism (which is in no way voiced by all standpoint theorists, including the 
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four considered in the previous section) risks becoming an essentialist doctrine of 

objectivity based on feminist epistemology, or women’s ways of knowing. Such a 

position would not enable us to locate biased constructions in future sciences that may not 

be overtly sexist, but perhaps racist, classist, or ecologically disastrous. The position that I 

think is optimal, at least at this time, would provide standards for determining the adequacy 

and plausibility of knowledge claims in order that we might move forward on a political 

front faithful to postmodern sensibilities based not only on feminist knowledges, but a 

plurality of epistemologies from other minorities that we have yet to hear from. 

One final problem with Harding’s study must be addressed at least in brief, a problem 

that I hope will be considered by future critiques of science from feminists, historians, and 

philosophers of science. Harding seeks to distinguish feminist standpoint epistemology 

from so-called “conventional epistemology” as it is practiced by philosophers. I mentioned 

in a preceding section that to speak of the diverse strands of epistemological theories under 

the single term “conventional epistemology” is deeply problematic. In the field of 

epistemology, for example, four different modes of inquiry typically deal with knowledge 

in several different but not unrelated ways. Without going into even a brief survey of these 

modes, they are Foundationalism, Coherency Theory, Externalism, and Skepticism.!4 It is 

now clear that what Harding has challenged as “conventional epistemology,” or those 

inquiries that question whether justifiable knowledge is possible at all, is only one branch 

of epistemology, namely, responses to the problem of skepticism. Foundationalism, 

Coherency Theory, and Externalism are aimed more at the how and why questions of 

knowledge (such as how or why you or I came to hold the beliefs that we do) that Harding 

had earlier argued were questions epistemologists were simply not interested in. In more 

specific terms, if it has been Harding’s task to construct a theory of knowledge which 

  

14 For a lucid account of cach of these models, see Lehrer 1990. 
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specifically addresses the how and wy questions of scientific theories of knowledge, her 

inquiry may share more in common with major branches of epistemology which she has 

not acknowledged. On a closer reading of epistemology, Harding might have found more 

affinities to her feminist objectives than she initially thought, though it remains to be seen 

just how related the four branches of epistemology are to Harding’s standpoint 

epistemology.!9 

Conclusions 

In this chapter I have argued that the feminist challenge to science is in part comprised of 

the attempt to render problematic the troubled concept of epistemology. I have insisted that 

this project is wedded to the idea that knowledge is a purely cognitive activity, and can be 

separated from the mere opinions of the “social” world, opinions that produce 

“unwarranted” claims to knowledge in the strict philosophical sense. This suggests that 

what we need to move away from are large-scale treatises on “what science is,” particularly 

in philosophical terms, but also in the mechanical sense of seeking to articulate what it is 

about certain methodologies and research practices in science that make science science. It 

appears that Harding’s critique of the philosophical concepts of “science,” “knowledge,” 

and “objectivity” does not score “knock-down” points against science as it is put into 

practice. Standpoint epistemology is arguably in a better position to view scientific 

practices and theories of knowledge with critical skepticism. But Harding’s standpoint 

epistemology ultimately fails to offer any systematic critique of actual science. What we 

need most, then, are specific critiques of concrete scientific practices and the biases that 

  

13 For help with this issue I thank Nicholas Smith. 
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emerge from them, by looking at the ways in which scientists conduct their research.!6 

This will prompt a more basic shift in thinking about science from the point of view of pure 

cognitive knowledge to the always contentious and socially situated perspectives of 

knowledge that focus on how scientists conduct research, what problems are amenable to 

scientific study, how these problems get defined, and what outcomes of such inquiry are 

created and must be contested from “outside” of the scientific community. 

16 As I mentioned in the preceding chapter, Bruno Latour (1987) offers several useful starting points 

about how such inquirics into scicnce could be made. 
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Chapter Three 

Donna Haraway’s Genealogy of Evolutionary Sciences and 

the Alter-myths of a Cyborg Science and Politics 

The body is che inscribed surface of events (traced by 
language and dissolved by ideas), the locus of a dissociated 
self (adopting the illusion of a substantial unity), and a 
volume in perpetual dis-integraiion. Genealogy, as an 
analysis of descent, is thus situated within the articulation of 
the body and history. Its task is to expose a body totally 
imprinted by history and the process of history’s destruction 
of the body. 

-Michel Foucault ! 

In myriad and mundane ways, primatology is a practice for 
the negotiation of the possibility of community, of a public 
world, of rational action. It is the negotiation of the time of 
origins, the origin of the family, the boundary between self 
and other, hominid and hominoid, human and animal. 
Primatology is about the principle of action, mutability, 
change, energy, about the possibility and constraints of 
politics. 

-Donna Haraway 2 

Donna Haraway’s work in the field of feminist critique of science differs markedly from 

the work of Evelyn Fox Keller and Sandra Harding. Not only do Haraway’s research 

interests and theoretical questions mark a departure from Keller and Harding, but her 

methods and styles of critique are significantly different as well. At least one important 

aspect that makes her stand out in the field is a certain radical political edge that runs 

  

1 Foucault 1984: 83. 

2 Haraway 1989: 284. 
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through her critiques of scientific discourses. Haraway is expressly committed to anti- 

racist, anti-sexist, and anti-homophobic politics, and these political tendencies can easily be 

traced throughout her investigations into the discourses of physical anthropology, 

evolutionary biology, primatology, and AIDS,> among others. Her investigations of 

scientific discourses are, in a definite sense, about the political struggles of identity and 

difference involving accounts of “human nature,” accounts of the origins of “man,” 

39 66 

“woman,” “self,” “other,” and “nature,” and “culture” that have emerged from a plurality of 

interconnected scientific disciplines. These struggles are also an effort to bridge the rift 

between contemporary political discourse and the place of science in that discourse; the 

struggles are about the politics of doing “better science,” that is, about the interplay of 

power/knowledge contentions at many different levels of scientific research and practice. 

Her struggle is also about the possibilities for transformative feminist-politics that would 

help to foster new relationships betweea science and politics, and she expresses a deep 

sense of political urgency to craft alternative political theories in the sciences. Feminist 

critique is the theoretical device which allows for a more critical look at the sciences, or 

more precisely, at specific scientific discourses or “taxonomies” that negotiate the 

boundaries between power and knowledge. As I will try to show, for Haraway feminism 

is not only a hyper-critical analytic device, but equally as important, it is an “enabling 

technology” that is both visionary about the possibilities for constructing better accounts of 

the world and concerned about the prospects for human survival in that world. 

I will argue that Haraway has by far the best analytical perspective on the sciences, 

that is, on what has gone wrong with the norms of scientific inquiry as well as what 

  

3 Though I will not cover Haraway’s investigations into immunological discourses in this chapter, a 

cumbersome yct imaginative exploration of the many political and medical discourses on AIDS can be 

found in the chapter “The Biopolitics of Postmodern Bodies: Constitutions of Self in Immune System 

Discourse,” pp. 203-30 in Haraway 1991. 
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feminists, among other groups, must do to rewrite the history of science not only in order 

to show the presence of androcentric biases, but also to enact more gender, race and class 

neutral ethics in future scientific projects. But Haraway’s position is much more complex 

than most other prominent feminist critics of science, Keller and Harding included. 

Ultimately, she wants to embrace science by devoting more attention to its potentials for 

social, political, and economic liberation. “Science has been utopian and visionary from 

the start; that is one reason ‘we’ need it” (1991: 192). 

By concentrating on specific scientific discourses Haraway shows how a careful 

examination of scientific practices reveals the intersections of gender, race, class, and 

political ideologies that can determine the cognitive content of science. Unlike Keller and 

Harding, she does not appear to be interested in the “large” pictures of science that emerge 

from philosophers and historians of science. Although Haraway insists on drawing 

connections between scientific theories themselves and the cultural/political/economic 

climate that shape these theories, she wants to focus on very concrete aspects of the 

cultural/political/economic ethos, in which these theories emerge (for example, on 

declarations on race and ethnic prejudice by the United Nations in a post- World War II 

Cold War America). This method of telescoping in on a particular disciplinary field and the 

available political discourse that constitutes it, ultimately allows her to make a more critical 

appraisal of what actually goes on in the sciences. Of course, this method might also 

suggest certain limitations to her critique, perhaps that such a methodological approach is 

too narrowed in scope, or really only relevant to those who actively engage in the 

evolutionary sciences. Unlike Keller and Harding, Haraway does not attempt to attack the 

epistemological structure of science. But her method is sufficiently complex, and as I will 

attempt to show, her theories and methods, indeed her writing as well, constantly telescope 

out in order to illuminate how the discipline of primatology and feminist discourse are 

immediately relevant to the many discourses of political theory, economics, political 

89



economy, sociology, biology, ecology, international relations, science studies, philosophy, 

semiotics, linguistics, art, and peace studies. In the sections that follow I hope I am at least 

able to hint at the richness and diversity so carefully laid out in Haraway’s work. 

I do not intend in this short chapter to review fully Haraway’s exploration of the 

many discourses of evolutionary sciences in Primate Visions. To be sure, this text is a 

lengthy and richly documented inquiry with dense arguments and complex characters that 

demonstrates brilliant erudition. I will concentrate, rather, on one particular chapter in 

which Haraway carefully examines the traffic between politics and science in an important 

thirty-year period in the development of evolutionary sciences in the United States. But I 

want to put this in a much wider context in which we might come to grips with Haraway’s 

method of critique. Therefore, in the first section I will discuss the genealogical method, 

formulated by Michel Foucault and explicitly employed in Haraway’s deconstruction of the 

multiple research disciplines that work under the rubric of evolutionary science. In the 

second section I will turn to her exploration of the relationships among the multiplicity of 

scientific practices which sought to explain the origins of “man,” and which hoped to 

ground political discourse in the post- WWI] and Cold War climate. And as with Keller and 

Harding, in the third section I will consider Haraway’s chapters in the same book on the 

Studies and research findings of female primatologists who attempted to rework many of 

the scientific theories concerning the adaptation of early hominids. Following this section I 

will turn to Haraway’s philosophical position with regards to the ideals of scientific inquiry 

and the dilemma of their ever-present sakes in the pervading political circumstances. 

In the fourth section I discuss the implications of Haraway’s recommendations for a 

shift in thinking to an epistemological programme called “situated knowledge.”’ Here I will 

concentrate on two essays in particular in which she attempts to deconstruct Western 

philosophy of science and which also delineate her own theoretical programme: “A Cyborg 

Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century” 
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(1991) and “Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of 

Partial Perspective” (1991). It seems to me that in order to evaluate Haraway’s proposal 

for a radically different way of making use of science, we must first come to terms with a 

profound shift in the way scientists might begin to see the world in its rich complexity. 

Political questions of power and knowledge are bound to her alternative conception of 

science in ways that make her a much more radical yet compelling thinker in the field of 

feminist critique of science. 

Genealogy and Critique 

Perhaps the most accurate characterization that can be applied to Haraway’s investigations 

into scientific discourses is that of a genealogical critique. It is this method in Haraway’s 

work that I wish to give particularly close consideration, precisely for the reason that it 

leads to a much more comprehensive and in-depth look at actual scientific practices than 

Keller’s and Harding’s, and ultimately determines Haraway’s more cautious stance with 

regards to “alter-science” projects. Let us look at the nature of genealogical critique, as it is 

used more broadly as an analytical tool in historical enquiry, and how it augments 

Haraway’s method of examining the intertexts of race, sex, gender, and primate behavior 

in the many research disciplines affiliated with the evolutionary sciences. 

For this brief account it is useful to consider Foucault’s conception of genealogical 

investigation. Although Nietzsche was the first philosopher to employ the genealogical 

method in any systematic way, Foucault’s discussion is more similar to Haraway’s own 

approach to history than is Nietzsche’s; yet indeed, Nietzsche’s use of genealogy is 

fundamental to Foucault’s in a definite sense as well. In his essay “Nietzsche, Genealogy, 

History,” Foucault explains that a genealogical critique is not involved in the pursuit of 

origins in the history of systems of thought, in attempts “to capture the exact essence of 
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things, their purest possibilities, and their carefully protected identities” (Foucault 1984: 

78). Belief in the linear progression of history, faith in monolithic meanings for words, 

expressions, and desires, and the belief that theories and ideas retain their “internal” logic 

are ignorant to the fact that all languages, signifiers, and ideas, as Foucault puts it, have 

“known invasions, struggles, plundering, disguises, ploys” that can considerably alter 

what at one time may have been thought of as an “essential nature,” or an originary idea 

(76). Belief in the idea of origins, Foucault insists, arises from the notion that “things are 

most precious and essential at the moment of birth” (79). Nietzsche called this belief a 

“metaphysical extension,” or a struggle to establish an absolute distance from the object of 

knowledge that places the knowing subject in its most optimal position vis-a-vis the object 

of inquiry, precisely at “the site of truth” (79). If the idea of linearity is the logical 

progression of history, any investigation which presupposes linearity in the development of 

Western civilization, for example, proceeds to excavate origins or “truths” from the layers 

of rock from the past. A linear historian seeks to unmask dissonant accounts of history to 

reveal the “truth” of the matter, the “nature” of things in their purest form. 

The genealogist, however, does not proceed by way of grand intervention into 

history to discover origins, but rather seeks to “recognize the events of history, its jolts, its 

surprises, its unsteady victories and unpalatable defeats -- the basis of all beginnings, 

atavisms, and heredities” as basic to the development of history (80). Foucault explains 

that Nietzsche characterized the objective of genealogy as a Herkunft, or as a “descent,” 

evoking the idea of an “ancient affiliation to a group, sustained by the bonds of blood, 

tradition, or social class” (80-1). Descent here is characterized as the polar opposite of the 

concept of “discovery”; a descent into history bears the particular markings of the present 

and the interests those in the present have in some conception of the past. Descent is, then, 

genealogical in that the roots to certain knowledge claims rooted in a certain time and place 
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are traceable and cannot be disassociated from a descent into history. In Foucault’s 

language: 

Genealogy does not pretend to go back in time to restore an unbroken continuity 
that operates beyond the dispersion of forgotten things; its duty is not to 
demonstrate that the past actively exists in the present, that it continues secretly 
to animate the present, having imposed a predetermined form on all its 
vicissitudes. Genealogy does not resemble the evolution of a species and does 
not map the destiny of a people. On the contrary, to follow the complex course 
of descent is to maintain passing events in their proper dispersion; it is to 
identify the accidents, the minute deviations -- or conversely, the complete 
reversals -- the errors, the false appraisals, and the faulty calculations that gave 
birth to those things that continue to exist and have value for us; it is to discover 
that truth or being does not lie at the root of what we know and what we are 
(Foucault 1984: 81). 

Herkunft 1s central for Foucault’s explication of genealogy in a metaphorical sense 

that is quite complicated, but worth explaining here in at least some detail for reasons that 

are immediately relevant to Haraway’s use of genealogy in the discourses of primatology. 

Foucault, even more than Nietzsche, was deeply interested in the political discourse of the 

human body; that is, he viewed the body as the locale where moral codes and ethical 

decisions and actions are engaged in an irreconcilable battle. The body, he argues, “‘is 

molded by a great many distinct regimes; it is broken down by the rhythms of work, rest, 

holiday; it is poisoned by food or values, through eating habits or moral laws” (87). In 

short, the body “and everything that touches it: diet, climate, and soil -- is the domain of 

the Herkunft” (83). More specifically, the moral and ethical struggles of history, in a very 

general sense, are imprinted on the body, inscribed “in the nervous system, in 

temperament, in the digestive apparatus”; they appear “in faulty respiration, in improper 

diets, in the debilitated and prostrate bodies of those whose ancestors committed errors” 

(82). The body conceived of as the domain where historical struggles are fought was 

central to at least two of Foucault’s most important genealogies of knowledge: The History 

of Sexuality (1978) in which he describes procedures of power that operated through 

sexual practices and correspond with a discourse on truth, and Discipline and Punish 
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(1977) in which Foucault analyzes different techniques of punishment that were transferred 

from the body to the mind.4 

I want to stay with Foucault’s language for a moment, specifically his metaphor of 

the body as the inscribed surface of historical struggles and events. For it is specifically in 

this sense that Haraway constructs her genealogy of the many scientific discourses of 

primatology. Foucault’s depiction of the body is fundamental, according to Haraway, to 

an analysis of the living and fossilized hominoids in the primate order. In more precise 

terms, she wants to undertake a study of the “modern sciences and popular cultures 

emerging from accounts of the bodies and lives of monkeys and apes” (1989: 1[emphasis 

mine]). In other words, Haraway seeks to do a history of primate bodies, how accounts of 

the structure of primate anatomies were underwritten through a pretext of political meanings 

29 6 of a culture’s search for the “origins” of “man,” the “nuclear family,” “modern culture,” 

and sexual, gender, and racial differences. As we will see shortly, interpretations of the 

functional anatomies of primates were often quite conflicting and yielded very different 

accounts of “human nature.” I merely want to emphasize at this point that it is the primates’ 

bodies that were central to these reconstructions. 

Anthropological Studies of Apes in’ Fossils and in the Field: The 

Intersection of the Evolution of “Man” with Western Post-WWII Liberal 

Democratic Theory 

The discourses of Cold War, nuclear technology, global urbanization, 
ecological crisis, sexual politics, and racism were written into the bodies of 
early man and living primates. These discourses intersected most densely in the 

4 The many questions and implications involved in the interconnections between the body, as the 

embodied product of historical/political/scxual/thcological struggles, and politics and science, I think, are 

well worth pursuing. For starters one might look at 7echnologies of the Self: A Seminar with Michel 

Foucault. (1988), and Jacobus’ ct al, edition Body/Politics: Women and the Discourses of the Sciences. 

(1990). 
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psychiatry of stressed universal man -- threatened now with intolerable rates of 
change and with evolutionary and ideological obsolescence (Haraway 1989: 
223). 

In the chapter “Remodeling the Human Way of Life: Sherwood Washburn and the New 

Physical Anthropology, 1950-1980,” Haraway examines the multiple discourses that tell 

the story of the search for the origins of “Man” in East and South Africa amidst the 

discourses of mid- 20th century science and global politics. During these years the many 

research projects that sought the nature of race and racial differences in “Man,” “Early 

Man’s” interaction with mother and child, the rise of “Man” to bipedalism, and the 

emergence of “Man the Hunter,” were all tied in not-so-subtle yet intricate ways to the 

United Nations’ post-World War II conception of “Universal Man.” The concept of 

“Universal Man” grew from the U.N.’s Declaration of Human Rights in 1948, and from 

the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization’s (UNESCO) 

“Statements on Race” in 1950 and 1951. Haraway wants to mark the connections between 

mid- 20th century evolutionary physical anthropology and the global political discourse -- 

that is, “the ecological conditions of Cold War, global nuclear and urban proliferation, and 

struggles over decolonization” (1989: 187) -- that structured the underlying scientific 

beliefs with which scientists developed and conducted research projects on the mental 

capacities, adaptational complexes, potentials for cooperation, and control of aggressive 

behaviors in nonhuman primates, both living and dead. The narrative accounts constructed 

by a plurality of scientific disciplines of what it meant to be “human” (sic) were carefully 

underscored by the United Nations’ political theory of what it meant to be “man” in the late 

1940s and early 1950s. In particular, following the end of World War II and at the birth of 

the Cold War, it was UNESCO’s “Statement on Race” that so strongly influenced the 

course of scientific studies in the fields of genetics, evolutionary biology, 

paleoanthroplogy, and primatology for more than thirty years to come. As Haraway 
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shows, these disciplines “internalized” the U.N.’s political hopes for “‘universal” ethnic and 

racial equality. 

Haraway’s portrayal of the paleoanthropological and primatological practices of 

evolutionary discourses situate “The Search for Early Man” in a 35-year post-WWII period 

in which Western nations and their “post-colonial surrogates” underwent immense political, 

intellectual, and technological transformations. Particularly important during this time was 

the naming of “Universal Man” by the United Nations. The intention behind the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights was an attempt to address the fascist ideologies that were 

explicitly rooted in racism. The original language of the Declaration contained the central 

identification, “International Man,” which René Cassin succeeded in amending, changing 

the identifier to “Universal Man.” Haraway writes that “Universal Man” was more easily 

abstracted from the complications of history -- such as one of the nations of some 

‘international’ group deciding that a particular human right does not apply. The Declaration 

of Human Rights gave political rights to all people. But by this time the Cold War was 

already in full bloom and it was not surprising that six abstentions were cast by the Soviet 

Union in a 56 to 8 vote in favor of the U.N. Declaration. The Soviet Union felt that the 

Declaration was deeply flawed because it did not grant “post-war man” economic, social, 

and cultural rights as well as “political” rights (198). For the Soviets, science implied 

historical and dialectical] materialism, or, according to Marx, the economic, political, and 

social thrust of socialism. 

“Universal” man became part of the machinery for bridging the application of 
the Declaration from the defeat of the Nazis, in which all the victors could 
share, to the more divisive realities of the Cold War and the dawning struggles 
against colonialism and neo-colonialism. Abstracted from the political realm of 
international relations, by the same abstraction ‘universal’ man removed the 
unity of mankind from the discourse of politics to that of science... Natural 
science would be needed to get post-World War II universal man off the 
ground, launched into the future and unearthed from the past (1989: 198). 
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UNESCO also produced two statements on race and racial differences that 

condemned the “doctrine of the inequality of men and races” held by the Nazis (199). But 

in order to end racial prejudice, UNESCO sought to ground these proclamations in 

“science.” To do this it would need to “prove” that Universal Man had a “common 

heritage,” and it would need “scientific facts” in order to establish such proof. UNESCO’s 

constitution affirmed the notion of “human unity” and argued that “‘differences as exist 

between different groups of mankind are due to the operation of evolutionary factors of 

differentiation such as isolation, the drift and random fixation of the material particles 

which control heredity (the genes), changes in the structure of these particles, 

hybridization, and natural selection.’”> “Human unity” was a “discourse” not about 

“hierarchy” and “developmental stages of a teleological natural type,” but a discourse 

“about a more recent kind of natural-technical object of knowledge” (1989: 199). Such 

discourses are crucial, Haraway insists, as they “transformed whole logics of research 

programs in physical anthropology, model systems for narrating the evolutionary play and 

ecological theater, allowable analogies and allegories, field practices, measuring 

techniques, and the literal visible structure of human and animal bodies, as they were 

mentally and physically dissected into new pieces” (1989: 200). 

Two of the founding principles that would ground the theory which argued that the 

“range of mental capacities in all ethnic groups is much the same,” were the concepts of 

“mental equality of races and the species trait of plasticity” (200). The theory of plasticity 

entered the realm of psychological science after paleontological analyses of bones, muscles, 

and primate social groups had been made. The idea of “Man the Hunter” crafted in the 

1950s and 60s furthered the theories of psychological adaptationism that permeated 

physical anthropology and biology. Haraway notes that the conclusion to UNESCO’s 

  

5 UNESCO 1952: 98 (quoted in Haraway 1989: 199), 
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1950 statement on race added to the controversy over the initial assertion of equality of 

races, by stating that ““biological studies lend support to the ethic of universal brotherhood; 

for man is born with drives toward co-operation, and unless these drives are satisfied, men 

and nations alike fall ill.’’© Even though evolutionary theory would later be unable to 

prove such an assertion (and it disappeared from the revised document of 1951), “rooting 

social cooperation in physical anthropology’s incorporation of the synthetic theory of 

evolution remained a viable part of several research programs throughout the 1960s” (1989: 

200). 

Haraway explains that the 1950 UNESCO “Statement on Race” ran into serious 

opposition from physical anthropologists in England and France. Dissenters expressed 

deep reservations that the committee had had too strong a “sociological” composition, and 

certain assertions were brought into question; two in particular were “the inheritance of 

mental traits, especially ‘intelligence, and the question of a natural human predisposition to 

cooperation over competition” (201). Due to these objections, a second UNESCO 

committee was formed and the statement was revised in June of 1951. This time 

geneticists and physical anthropologists accounted for most of the members. The revised 
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statement was sent to “ninety-six ‘experts’” for further revision before the document was 

released (201). Haraway claims that this group of 96 scientists was in no way 

“predisposed to racial egalitarianism’; two prominent British scientists, C.D. Darlington 

and Ronald Fisher, objected to the idea that races share very similar mental capacities 

(202). Although the revised statement, upon release, did not state that there was no 

evidence for “inherited racial differences in intelligence and other mental aspects,” the 

document did state that “mental characteristics did not form part of a reputable scientist’s 

way of categorizing race” (202). In fact, the focus of evolutionary sciences, the report 

  

6 UNESCO 1952: 103 (quoted in Haraway 1989: 200). 
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argued, should be placed on “processes and populations -- constructed out of gene flow, 

migration, isolation, mutation, and selection” (202). In the words of the UNESCO 

Statement itself, “With respect to most, if not all, measurable characters, the differences 

among individuals belonging to the same race are greater than the differences that occur 

between the observed averages for two or more races within the same major group.” 

According to Haraway the new focus on populations, instead of the cognitive mental 

dynamics of individuals, was a “major site of political/scientific struggle” both in terms of 

race and sex. What would constitute a group or “population” is intricately tied to what 

types of questions were asked about the populations; such questions were not even loosely 

based on “an essential property of an innocently observed nature” (202). As Haraway 

demonstrates, the views of those who asked the questions had an immense impact on the 

theories of “Early Man” that evolutionary scientists subsequently constructed. Let us, then, 

look closely at Haraway’s account of Sherwood Washburn’s “new physical anthropology” 

as it endorsed both the U.N. treatise on “Universal Man” and UNESCO’s “Statement on 

Race.” 

The accounts of “Universal Man” provided by Sherwood Washburn and his many 

students gave birth to the evolutionary theory “Man the Hunter,” and in Haraway’s view, 

provided a “prototype” of “liberal democracy’s substitute for socialism’s version of natural 

human cooperation” (1989: 187). In simple terms, Washburn’s work centered around the 

problem of functional comparative anatomy, which, in Haraway’s terms, consisted of the 

“mutually determining relation between structure and function, organ and behavior, 

interpreted in a broad comparative, evolutionary, and developmental framework” (1989: 

204). In graduate school at Harvard Washburn studied with the influential physical 

anthropologist Earnest A. Hooton. Hooton had trained at least forty doctorates in this 

7 UNESCO 1952: 12-3 (quoted in Haraway 1989: 202). 
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field, six of whom participated directly in the formulation of the revised UNESCO 

Statement on Race in 1951. Hooton’s influence on Washburn, Haraway notes, was 

considerable, but Washburn ultimately departed from Hooton’s behavioral evolutionist 

theories which attempted to reconstruct the “history of primate evolution on the basis of the 

anatomy of living species and the fossil record” (1989: 205). Upon appointment to a 

position at the University of Chicago, Washburn’s interests in evolutionary functionalism 

were more closely aligned with those of a colleague named Robert Redfield whose own 

worked focused on the “levels of functional integration linking biology and social science” 

(206). Washburn assumed primary responsibilities for a core graduate class on “‘Human 

Origins’” which attempted to give incoming graduate students “integrated training in the 

traditional ‘sacred bundle’ of anthropological subdisciplines” (206). Shortly thereafter, 

social anthropology was incorporated into the program on human diversification and the 

evolution of culture, and the program, Haraway contends, began to assimilate the aspects 

of human culture with animal and human behavior, including the “post-war anxieties and 

hopes about nuclear civilization that were the social matrix of the founding documents of 

United Nations humanism” (206).8 

Following Washburn’s early work on the evolution of culture was the emergence of 

a new comparative program in physical anthropology. The search for “Early Man” 

consisted of a cross-historical investigation into evolutionary accounts of pre-hominid 

behaviors. In order to measure fossils, evolutionary scientists needed a “hypothesis about 

ways of life” in an ancient dynamic population (207). The specific type of research 

question Washburn and his colleagues operated under, in Haraway’s words, was “What 

evolutionary account of a human way of life could ground the particular post-war 

constructions of universal human nature that seemed essential both to hope for survival [in 

  

8 Stocking 1979: 37. 
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the nuclear age] and to anti-racism?” (207). The theory of “Man the Hunter’ provided the 

answer “required to produce ‘universal man,’ i.e., a finally authorizing and totalizing 

account of human unity which submerged the marked category of gender and relegated 

cultural difference to the thin time layer of the last few thousand years” (207). 

For Washburn, there were several defining features that separated apes from 

hominids. Chief among these was the “difference in the shape of the ilium and its gluteal 

muscles” (207), the largest of the three bones and corresponding muscles composing either 

lateral half of the pelvis. Examinations of fossils of South African “man-apes” implied that 

early hominids walked upright, and tor Washburn bipedalism was a “behavioral complex 

fundamental to the meaning of being human” (208). Adaptation was also fundamental to 

the human way of life, and the modification in structure of hands and feet were the main 

feature of adaptations, along with “stereoscopic color vision and reduced olfactory [odor] 

sense” (208). These and other adaptations, thought Washburn, including increased tool 

use and loss of large canine teeth, were the results of changes in behavior that led to the 

“hunting way of life” and ushered in the initial defining traits of “human culture,” including 

theories on the origin of the “family” (211). 

The theory that the hunting way of life provided the primary thrust behind “man’s” 

evolution was not new to Washburn and his associates (211). But in the early 1950s the 

comparative program focused particular attention on field studies of wild primates and of 

living human hunter-gatherers. For Washburn this provided a grounded theory of tool use 

as well as the anatomical functions in man-apes that allowed for more widespread use of 

tools grounding his hypothesis for the hunting characteristics of “Early Man.” In the mid- 

1950s comparative psychology also came to the forefront of primate studies to elaborate on 

these theories. Haraway contends that the entry of behavioral psychologists and 

anthropologists into evolutionary studies of the origins of man foreshadowed “the 

subsequent history of primate field studies as part of a therapeutic physical anthropology 
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enmeshed in the discursive politics authorizing universal man” (213). The definition 

accorded by George Simpson of population “was a unit of common ancestry; approximate 

contiguous in space; similar or coordinated in ecological role, somatic characters, and 

behavior; and reproductively continuous over many generations.”? Simpson and others 

insisted that “evolution occurred in populations, and that adaptation was a remote effect, 

meaningful only in so far as it contributed to reproductive success” (Ibid). The line 

between behavior and adaptation, though, was extremely thin. “Group integration was the 

object of scientific knowledge, grounding the all-important ‘sharing way of life’” (1989: 

213). “Behavior” was the link between “adaptationist physical anthropology and 

therapeutic medical psychiatry” (213). In Haraway’s words, if 

an adaptationist approach were taken without substituting the functionalist 
integrated group for the Darwinian population, then “differential reproductive 
success” -- fatally for a scientific humanism committed to the “sharing way of 
life” in the heterosexual reproductive family and in the integrated family of man 
-- might lead instead to an emphasis on competition, individualism, antagonistic 
difference, and game theoretic views of life as a problem in strategic decision 
making. Sociobiologists have been even more resolutely adaptationist than 
Washburn’s circle, but in sociobiological accounts each adaptation has tended to 
be ascribed to a particular genetic basis within a logic of competitive 
individualism. As a result, the story of the genetically based global adaptation 
-- the “sharing way of life,” rooted in the humanizing, originary drama of male 
bonding, nuclear family, and male provisioning by the bipedal, tool-using 
hunting ancient hominids -- is no longer so easily available (1989: 213-4). 

Haraway believes that there were certain intellectual “restrictions on Washburn’s 

? ‘new physical anthropology,’” specifically on “where the concept of biological adaptation 

could be applied in the analysis of human social groups” (214). She argues that the nature 

of adaptations biological scientists were forced to consider had to be a “founding 

adaptation, on the basis of which doctrines of human epuipotentality and liberal democracy 

could rest secure” (214). There was an “interactive paradigm,” she explains, between 

nature and culture. Biological adaptationism occupied the space precisely on the boundary 

  

9 Haraway 1989: 213, paraphrased from Simpson 1958: 531-32. 
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between nature and culture, biology and society. The “origin” Washburn and his 

colleagues were looking for would ground “culture” as “in ‘man’s’ nature.” But biological 

adaptation could not offer any authority on this matter because a point of true “origin” could 

not be found within Early Man’s functional anatomy. But functionalist social science 

could define “culture” as the behavioral human adaptation. This provided the scientists 

with a “founding adaptational complex” that could not “produce a doctrine of natural, 

biological superiority of some human groups over others” (214). Haraway writes that the 

“free world’s ‘open society,’ as well as ‘the family,’ would be scientifically grounded in 

the original, functionally organized personal and collective body of man” as it was 

constructed in mid-20th century evolutionary sciences (214). For Washburn and his 

colleagues, then, the hunting way of life grounded human unity and the possibility for 

“human universals,” as similarly stated in the U.N.’s Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights. As Haraway explains, 

Hunting was the “total adaptation” whose major consequence was a world 
view, indeed precisely the human psychological nature for a global view; 
hunting demanded “all the human changes,” from caring for the sick, to making 
man the enemy of all other animals in the creation of the concept of the wild, to 
the basing of art on the artifacts of war, to the love of killing, to male-male 
cooperation (Haraway 1989: 217). 

Following 1957 Washburn turned his attention to the behavioral processes of living 

primates. Functional categories, t.e., bipedalism, copulation, eating habits, etc., came to 

the forefront of his research, emphasizing that evolution was primarily a “‘method of 

understanding human behavior (rather than the study of evolution being to determine man’s 

place in nature).””!® Again, researchers were able to show that plasticity was fundamental 

+9? 
to “man’s” development in terms of race and migration (219). Investigations into the 

behaviors of baboons in Africa were incorporated into Washburn’s program by social Pp 

  

10 Roport on the Evolution of Human Behavior (quoted in Haraway 1989: 218; 407). 
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anthropologist Irven DeVore. And gender became a central feature of the research. “The 

dominance hierarchy of adult males was the independent variable around which the 

dependent variables, like female rank, were claimed to be organized” (219). In the 

Washburn tradition, Haraway contends, “male dominance hierarchy was the crucial 

adaptational complex enabling the primate social group” (219). 

The connections Haraway continually draws between Washburn, his colleagues, 

their graduate students and the sociological, psychological, and anthropological theories of 
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“nature,” “culture,” and “human” demonstrate the wealth of intellectual knowledge and 

political theories that were central to the search for the origins of Early Man. The 

intellectual/political baggage various researchers brought to the evolutionary discourses was 

a powerful additive to the medicine of evolutionary sciences that would help heal society’s 

most pressing disease: racism. For example, DeVore’s interpretations of baboon behavior 

“emphasized individual needs and functional behavior” (220). Haraway notes that an 

important credential of De Vore’s history in anthropological studies was that he had based 

much of his research on George Peter Murdock. Murdock’s theories on human relations 

had argued that “there exists a ‘universal cultural pattern,’ whose explanation cannot be in 

history, but must be ‘sought in the fundamental biological and psychological nature of man 

and in the universal conditions of human existence.’”!! This lent credence to Washburn’s 

belief in scientific humanism, an “account of human nature that evaded history” (220). 

DeVore’s perspective was not innocent, but enmeshed within a discourse on the “nature” of 

“man,” his biological psychological “nature,” a picture of “man” in which the cultural, 

social, economic, and political changes throughout history were obsolete. The image of 

“science,” according to Haraway, then, becomes a blurry morass of scientific and political 

interventions by such institutions as the Rockefeller Foundation, which funded the Institute 

  

11 Murdock 1968: 232 (quoted in Haraway 1989: 220). 
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on Human Relations that provided the philosophical and financial backdrop for Murdock’s, 

DeVore’s, and Washburn’s evolutionary science. 

In a related field to Washburn’s enquiry was David Hamburg’s study of the 

evolutionary origins of human stress. Hamburg’s studies were in many ways related to 

Washburn’s research on plasticity in pre-hominids and humans. Hamburg focused on 

periods of transition, such as adolescence and menopause, in which human responses (in 

terms of stress) to “rapid rates of change” could be measured (223). The history of stress 

was indelibly marked by “technological discourse in which the organism became a 

particular kind of communications system, strongly analogous to the cybernetic machines 

that emerged from the war to reorganize ideological discourse and significant sectors of 

State, industrial, and nulitary practice’ (224). The basic question Hamburg and his 

colleagues had in mind was whether there could be “nonviolent ways of meeting global 

Stress and international conflict” (224). Because Hamburg felt evolution was central for 

research, studies of living primates ‘“‘would contribute to a fuller understanding of the 

origins of human behavior and adaptive responses in the face of new and potentially 

threatening situations.’”!? Living chimpanzees were particularly relevant as Hamburg 

argued they presented a “‘primate equivalent of what is clearly a major current social 

problem for man, namely destructive aggression.’”!3 

The political framework in which this discourse was situated was of immense 

importance for primate science as well as for political theory. According to Haraway the 

upshot of such inquiry evoked the question of whether an understanding of the “hormonal, 

neural, behavioral, and social webs of life transitions” in apes had any implications for the 

Situation of white, ruling class men engaged in furious economic, political, and 

  

12 Hamburg ct al (974: 407 (quoted in Haraway 1989: 225). 

13 Ibid. 
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environmental wars that could feasibly end in ecological catastrophe and nuclear 

annihilation. Or in more specific terms: 

In an evolutionary context, stress idiom was part of an anxious discourse about 
nuclear war, environmental destruction, unprecedented population growth, 
sexual and racial conflict. Was “man,” evolved in the face-to-face hunter- 
gatherer societies of the open savannah and the rich hunting societies of the ice 
ages, “obsolete” in the face of his own creations? Had social evolution 
proceeded to fast for the organically and psychologically conservative human 
species? Could science offer any counsel to aid a stressed species faced with 
the final failure of adaptation, 1.e., extinction from the consequences of his own 
tool/weapon? Would failures of communication and inability to utilize 
information effectively overwhelm a species defined by its plasticity? What 
were the limits to that ability to learn? How could the “sharing way of life” be 
reaffirmed in the global conditions of Cold War, decolonization, and urban 
crisis? Was universal man, barely born in post-war evolutionary biology, 
burdened from the start with an intolerable stress load? (1989: 224), 

Stress psychiatry would, in a definite sense, provide a teleology to the concept of universal 

man that physical anthropology had lifted off the ground. But this would strictly mean that 

“man,” again, would have adapted to a significant change in his environment: “Universal 

Man” had become “Scientific Man,” and the futures he would create for himself would be 

unified in a single scientific family. 

Sherwood Washburn’s functionalist sociology and comparativist program of the 

“Human Way of Life’ (Universal Man) was not the only account of “Man” in western bio- 

anthropological and primate studies. In the 1970s the concept of “Woman the Gatherer” 

posed a major challenge to Washburn’s “Hunting Way of Life” that defined the basic 

characteristics of “original Man” and strengthened the ideological fiction of UNESCO’s 

dream of the modern democratic man. Still, by 1975, Haraway contends, Washburn’s 

theory of universal man had been “incorporated into other narrative fields with very 

different outcomes” (229). But for feminist critics the account was at least dubious and 

extremely tenable by its early definitions, that “Man” could be grounded in a “shared 

human nature promising a permanent break between race and culture at the cost of heeding 

the constraints on the obsolescent hunter-gatherer in nuclear society” (229). 
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The Primatological Tales of Linda Marie Fedigan and Adrienne Zihlman 

Perceived to have the status of actor, animals are not epistemologically or 
ontologically passive “resources” for the production of science; “‘sex” is not 
resource for the production of gender; “nature” is not resource for the 
production of culture. Neither does the animals’ status of actor allow the 
scientist to make the complementary move to appropriation in traditional stories 
about authoritative western knowledge of nature: direct knowledge through 
union (Haraway 1989: 317). 

Part Three of Primate Visions is devoted to the research practices and ethics of four female 

primatologists in the 1970s and 1980s, Jeanne Altmann, Linda Marie Fedigan, Adrienne 

Zihlman, and Sarah Blaffer Hrdy. Haraway titles this section “The Politics of Being 

Female: Primatology is a Genre of Feminist Theory”; it explores “some of those cracks, 

and the fields of meanings and practices they generate, in the context of the dense 

intersection of western feminism, multicultural and global feminism, decolonization, and 

multinational capitalism” (1989: 288). It is an account of two decades of feminist 

primatology which investigates the boundaries of “female” and “nature” following 

substantial growth in the countless discourses surrounding the evolutionary sciences. 

Haraway’s task is to show not only how female primatologists deconstructed and rewrote 

androcentric histories of physical and social anthropology, but also how feminism 

intersects with primate studies in ways that allow for the possibility of restructuring what 

may count as plausible and possible stories within the discourses affiliated, however 

loosely, with the primatological sciences. It is, in short, to “destabilize a story field... at 

a social moment when change is possible, when people are producing different meanings in 

many other areas of life” (303). In this sense Haraway views the feminist advances in 

primatology as a historical product which not surprisingly followed the women’s 

movement of the 1960s. In this section I will review Haraway’s account of two of the four 

primatologists whom she discusses in detail and whose work is interconnected through 
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their critiques of male primatologists and the theories previously discussed: Linda Marie 

Fedigan and Adrienne Zihlman. 

Linda Marie Fedigan received her Ph.D. in primatology under a former student of 

Sherwood Washburn in 1974 (Haraway 1989: 317). She spent her formative years 

studying the social roles of Japanese monkeys that were transplanted to Texas in 1972. 

Her definitive text was Primate Paradigms: Sex Roles and Social Bonds (1982). In it 

Fedigan expressed the uniqueness of story- and history-laden qualities (Haraway: 1989: 

318). What emerges as an outstanding feature in Fedigan’s book, and in her work in 

general, is her acceptance of several different (and to some extent conflicting) identities as a 

researcher of living primates, 1.e., woman, female, feminist, and scientist devoted to “data- 

rich, language-sensitive, and theoretically powerful accounts of primate lives” (317). 

Haraway explains that Fedigan is ironically committed to an examination of female 

primates, whose existence had previously gone largely unnoticed in evolutionary sciences, 

yet at the same time she opposes the idea that sexual differences should provide the basis 

for primate science. Another icon of Fedigan’s work was the fact that she tried to draw on 

the writings and theories of feminism and biology simultaneously. For Fedigan, the 

element of “women’s nature” was central to her primate investigations. “The manuscript 

[of Primate Paradigms | emphasized its location in debates about women’s changing places 

in Euro-American societies and the need for a sense of alternatives in the face of reigning 

masculinist doctrines of human and female nature” (319). Approaching the study of 

primates with this in mind, Fedigan consulted both primatological and feminist discourse 

on the nature and use of “sexual differences” in the sciences and other modes of political 

discourse. 

In a crucial way, Fedigan’s work was also comparative, both in the sense that 

theories of primate interactions had relevance for human beings, but also in the sense that 

humans interacted with the primates themselves in ways that determined the particular 
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outcome of primate research. Her concern with the sexist claims of sociobiology reflected 

this in important ways. “‘The issue here is whether sociobiological theory does accurately 

and usefully reflect and predict animal behavior, or does it represent attempts to develop 

biological justifications for the belief, rather than the fact, that females are in some way 

inferior? Thus sexism may lie not only in statements by experts as to what ought to be, 

but, more importantly, in the manner in which they decide and determine what is.’” 14 

Fedigan was not convinced, as other primatologists had been, that “adaptive 

advantages of sexual reproduction |occurred] at either the gene or individual level of 

selection. Fedigan foregrounded the possibility that sexual reproduction -- recognized 

widely within evolutionary theory as anomalous -- may not be particularly adaptive, simply 

possible within the degrees of freedom allowed in a fairly permissive biological world” 

(Haraway 1989: 322). She posited that crucial studies of the origins of sexual reproduction 

was structurally biased. She argued that the belief that females and males have unequally 

sized reproductive cells “‘justifies the charge that this area of modern evolutionary thought 

begins with the assumption that females lose in competition with males, and then reasons 

backwards to a plausible biological origin for female inferiority (the primeval conflict and 

loss by larger gametes [the limiting resources.])’”!> Although Fedigan did not argue that 

sociobiology was inherently sexist, leaving that question up to the cultural assumptions 

with which the theories are interpreted, Haraway contends that Fedigan’s purpose was to 

destabilize the notion of “loser” and “competition” that the sociobiologists saw females and 

males engaging in. That is, if theories of adaptationism are premised on the assumption of 

female inferiority, the theories become a “powerful tool to reproduce females as resources 

for male action -- symbolically, scientifically, and socially” (Haraway 1989: 322). 

14 Fedigan 1982: 301 (quoted in Haraway 1989: 321). 

13 Fedigan 1982: 305 (quoted in Haraway 1989: 322). 

109



Haraway concentrates on two of Fedigan’s essays in particular that clearly establish 

the connection between biology and politics in the discourse of primatology. The first was 

titled “Dominance and Reproductive Success” (1983) which dealt with the issue of 

‘priority access to estrus females,’ on which has hung the biological meaning of male 

dominance interactions and hierarchies” (Haraway 1989: 323). The essay explored the 

fundamental (and politically powerful) connection between “competition for social 

dominance and differential reproductive success” (323). Fedigan argued that 

primatologists have been principally concerned with male reproductive success in a given 

primate community. Because primatologists were confronted with the task of learning 

patrilineal lines in a community where more than one male was present, this became a 

difficult problem. For females, however, it was much easier to determine reproductive 

success. Tied to this was the problem of measuring dominance among the male primates. 

The question of what really constitutes biologically meaningful levels of dominance is, for 

example, “whether dominance hierarchies (rather than interactions) are artifacts introduced 

by the observer or insisted upon by the animals, easy to see, very hard to see, impossible 

to miss but not very important to much else, or subtle but critical to everything” (323). 

Fedigan highlights that the important limitations on research into dominance hierarchies and 

reproductive success were that the primatologists had focused only on the males. 

Both the view that female primates are objects, 1.e., “passive resources like 
peanuts or water,” and the view that the female’s best reproductive strategy is to 
choose male “winners” in the dominance stakes were developed in the absence 
of systematic research into actual processes of female choice in primates -- 
despite the fact that female choice was central to Darwin’s original model. 
Fedigan concludes not that dominance is non-existent or trivial -- that remains a 
culturally complex, empirical matter -- but that “our thinking about [dominance] 
has not done justice to the complexities of social power and the manner in 
which it operates in primate societies.’’!6 

  

16 Fedigan 1983: 112-3 (paraphrased by Haraway 1989: 323). 
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Fedigan recommends that age, residency, demographic structure, the fact that females also 

compete with one another, and the reproductive costs and benefits must all be taken into 

account if any connections between dominance and reproductive success are to be reliably 

drawn (323). She notes that demographic and environmental variables are so important 
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that ““‘simple’” relations between sex and dominance become so “contextualized” with other 

variables that they might disappear altogether (323). 

The second article was titled “The Changing Role of Women in Models of Human 

Evolution” (1986) and focused on “women as both objects and producers of evolutionary 

accounts of the potent transition from animal to human in western scientific story fields” 

(324). This essay stands at great odds to an influential paper dealing with the same topic 

by John Tooby and Irven DeVore (1987). Fedigan constructs her article in part by using 

both feminist and scientific literatures and debates that highlight the “immersion of 

evolutionary science in western cultural history” (325). Haraway notes several differences 

in methodology that separate Fedigan’s from Tooby and DeVore’s articles but which are 

not central to the most glaring difference between the two: their approach to questions of 

sexual difference at the “origins” of hominids from pre-human or “hominoid” Orders. One 

of the important distinctions at issue in both studies was of woman/man, including a sexual 

division of labor and gender roles in what was subsequently to become the “Family.” 

Fedigan notes that previous studies had automatically presupposed the sex/gender division 

of labor in early societies, hut her question aimed at presupposing, or at least raising as a 

plausible rival hypothesis, whether early human societies could have existed without a 

sexual division of labor “‘beyond what related to insemination, gestation, and lactation.”””!7 

“Could some behavioral invention, characteristic of neither males nor females and requiring 

17 Fedigan 1986: 38 (quoted in Haraway 1989: 328). 
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equivalent participation, have been the catalytic event that set humans moving along their 

own distinctive evolutionary path?”!§ 

In the same article Fedigan also challenged hominid “home base” models, a theory 

which prescribed that the remains of animal bones and human stone tools found 

accumulated together in close proximity indicated a collection of early hominid 

communities, or “homes.” On the basis of an article by Richard Potts (1984) that re- 

examined these “stone-bone assemblages,” Fedigan asserted these accumulations did not 

necessarily imply a “home base.” but rather could be interpreted as “processing sites” 

where hominids had slaughtered large carnivorous animals (328). For Fedigan this implied 

that “‘if there is no evidence for home bases where the sick and the dependent waited for 

the well and the productive, then perhaps we can finally free our minds of the image of 

dawn-age women and children waiting at campsites for the return of their provisioners.’”!9 

Previous scientific narratives had been grounded in theories that human evolution is about 

the origin of the home and family, tying the powerful knot between women and the home 

that would ground male-female relations in modern culture. ““Women and homes have 

been inextricably linked in our cultural imagery, and thus the shaking loose from the home 

base focus for early hominid social life may allow our imaginations to turn to alternative 

scenarios.’”29 

Haraway describes that Tooby and DeVore also addressed Potts’s re-examination 

of home bases but what they inferred from it was far different from Fedigan’s conclusions. 

Tooby and DeVore saw different possibilities in Potts’s critique of “home base” theories, 

and they argued that “the most important aspect of of Potts’ view was the implication of 

18 Tid. 

19 Thid., 57 (quoted in Haraway 1989; 329), 

20 Thid., 57 (Ibid.). 
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intense hominid direct and indirect competition with the large carnivores, and that what 

needs explaining if hominids left tool caches all over the place is how they protected their 

labor investment and scarce resources from other hominid groups” (Haraway 1989: 329). 

Their article, Haraway writes, was essentially a sophisticated exposition of theories about 

differences -- “between animal and human, and between male and female” (329). What 

they inferred from Potts’ article was the emerging problem in and between hominid groups 

of ““intergroup relations,’” coded carefully in the language of sociobiology; the problem 

was the “origin of human war” (329).21 War and sex were closely linked in their article as 

Tooby and DeVore argue that the most important question “facing hominid social theory is 

the reconciliation of group life with high MPI [male paternal investment] and sexual 

exclusivity” (329). Fedigan’s interpretations, partly based on physical anthropologist 

Adrienne Zihlman’s work, are quite different from Tooby and DeVore’s on the models for 

human evolution. Haraway turns to Zihlman’s work in physical anthropology to discuss 

not only whether Tooby and DeVore’s interpretation of early hominid interactions was 

correct, but also to demonstrate again how, in Haraway’s words, “the politics of being 

female are part of the stakes in the scientific contest for what may count as human” (330). 

Adrienne Zihlman’s work in physical anthropology is devoted to reconstructing 

accounts of hominid and hominoid evolution. Along with Sally Linton, she was one of the 

most important generators of the “woman the gatherer” theory which challenged the 

hypothesis “man the hunter” developed earlier by Sherwood Washburn and his colleagues. 

Haraway explains that Zihlman resists the claim that “woman the gatherer” should be 

considered as the dichotomous opposite of “man the hunter.” Zihlman maintains that her 

theory is a loose fiction established on the basis of evidence of “fossils and the bodies and 

lives of modern chimpanzees and human subsistence foragers” (Haraway 1989: 332). Asa 

  

21 Soc Tooby and DeVore 1987: 207-9; 219-21; 231. 
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graduate student at the University of California Berkeley in 1962, she studied in Sherwood 

Washburn’s program and wrote her doctoral dissertation on bipedalism as part of the “man 

the hunter” hypothesis. In this thesis Zihlman's specific argument was that “the earliest 

hominids were effective, but not efficient bipeds” and she “emphasized selection for the 

capacity to walk long distances on the African savannah as part of the hunting way of life” 

(332). 

Zihlman’s first faculty and research position was at UC Santa Cruz where she 

began to think seriously about gender issues in science. In 1970 she heard Sally Linton 

give a paper at the American Anthropology Association meetings in San Diego titled 

“Woman the Gatherer: Male Bias in Anthropology” (334). In this paper, Linton asked 

specific questions about the scientific and cultural biases of “producing knowledge almost 

exclusively from men’s points of view” (334). She provided convincing scientific 

evidence for the theory that argued it plausible that “[m]atrifocal groups composed of both 

sexes and ‘cultural inventions’ for food gathering and sharing and child care seemed the 

most likely patterns before large animal hunting could have become possible later” (334) 

Linton concluded that “men’s control of women must be seen as a modern institution, not a 

natural fact rooted in our animal past” (334). Linton insisted that what led her to these 

findings was simply that she asked herself whaz, exactly, females were doing in early 

hominid times. She later argued that it was the women’s movement that forced her to ask 

questions about women’s roles in modern culture. Not surprisingly, these led to a 

consideration about what women in previous societies were doing as well. 

In the years following her appointment at Santa Cruz Zihlman’s work dealt 

primarily with the transition from hominoids to hominids and the adaptive transformations 

that allowed for females’ extended foraging, sharing, and sexual reproduction (336). 

These were all expansions of Linton’s early work with the gatherer hypothesis. Zihlman’s 

studies began to focus particularly on the interactions of living chimpanzees, and her 
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studies were complemented considerably by the work of Jane Goodall and others on the 

“mother-infant dyad,” as well as on primate tool use and their carnivorous diet. The 

mobility of female primates was also central to her investigations, but the sexual division of 

economic labor was not. She explained that the “matrifocal structure of social life coupled 

with the very long period of infant dependency and learning would have made females’ 

gathering and sharing particularly critical to the transition” from hominoid to hominid 

(338). She allowed the possibility that females would have chosen male mates who were 

socially skilled, and “who were perhaps more willing to share and could interact non- 

disruptively” (338). For Zihlman, sexual “choice” became a central feature in primate 

reproduction, and upon examining close-up films that depicted females expressing sexual 

preference in choosing their sexual partners, she became even more certain about her 

findings (338). Haraway notes that sexual “choice” rang familiar in the 1960s and 70s 

with regard to struggles over reproductive “rights” (338). “Who has property in the self? 

It was not simply the personal that was political from the point of view of the women’s 

liberation movement; it was also the biological. The underlying debate was about what 

counts as an individual and a citizen in the natural and social body politic” (338). 

Washburn did not disagree with the gatherer hypothesis and argued that his 

hypothesis of “man the hunter” did not deny the possibility for important gathering tasks 

and the all too important mother-infant relationship. But he indicated that the hunting way 

of life pointed to something new that could account for change and eventually establish the 

break between hominoid and hominid. Haraway, however, does not find Washburn’s 

evidence convincing. She points to Zihlman’s findings which indicate 

that what was ricw was, precisely, extended generalist gathering by both sexes, 
in which the productive, exchange, and reproductive activities of the females 
would dynamically propel, but not uniquely cause, a species-making transition. 
Extended duration of mother-young relations, improved female sexual self- 
determination, greater complexity of matrifocal groups requiring greater social 
skill in both cooperation and competition from both sexes, and cultural 
Innovations (tools, social arrangements, and other technologies) enabling these 
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extensions were seen as originary. In Zihlman’s story logic, both gathering and 
hunting emerged as repatternings, not opposites, in changed conditions of 
constraint and opportunity (Haraway 1989: 339-40). 

Thedifferences between Zihlman and Tooby and DeVore should now be somewhat 

clear. Zihlman had provided important evidence grounding such important theories as 

female-female competition, male coalition behavior, and the gatherer/provider hypothesis 

which argued that female roles in early human times were central to the break between 

hominoids and hominids. It should not be surprising that Tooby and DeVore did not 

regard Zihlman’s work as scientifically competent; indeed, they argued it was flawed 

principally because it violated “‘validated principles of evolutionary biology.’”22 Haraway 

goes to great lengths to show the flaws in the methods of modeling used by Tooby and 

DeVore and how these could not provide adequate measures for the kind of evidence 

Fedigan and ZihIman wanted to include.23 But Fedigan discussed Zihlman’s work in 

much greater detail than did Tooby and DeVore and challenged their claim that Zihlman’s 

theory was somehow “wrong.” In general, the “woman the gatherer” theory has largely 

been ignored in debates about human evolution; typically, it is co-opted, or even poorly 

refuted and dismissed. Washburn himself minimized the importance of Zihlman’s work 

“by claiming that the man-the-hunter hypothesis had simply always assumed gathering was 

important and that his approach set off what was new and innovative” (345). 

Zihlman has expressed the notion that the woman-the gatherer theory has been too 

closely associated with “woman the scientist” (345). In this sense, science is itself a kind 

of gender. 

For the realms of both nature and culture, “science” is the key authorizing 
activity, the chief sign of rationality and order. Sex is categorically opposed to 
order; it is what must be ordered; woman remains the sex; woman the scientist 
becomes the trope figuring the bias; man is simply scientist; his gender is 

  

22 Tooby and DeVore 1987: 236 (quoted in Haraway 1989: 330). 

23 Sce Haraway 1989: 325-6. 
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unmarked, unremarkable, not a problem, resting easily within the genre 
(gender) of science. His gender does not seem in danger of becoming the 
semiotic other to science, namely, politics (Haraway 1989: 356). 

Still, Zihlman and other feminist/female scientists have had an impact on the sorority of 

women scientists, marking a significant division between the sexes in academic scientific 

discourse. More importantly though, Haraway argues, Zihlman’s work in physical 

anthropology has attempted to unweave the universalizing tendencies of Western origin 

stories. The intersection of feminism and scientific narrative occurs at a specific historical 

moment. This has allowed women to problematize the connections between Western 

science and modern culture, on the one hand, and feminist theory on the other. In addition, 

it has had the effect of “deconstructing the boundaries with which sexual difference itself is 

discursively crafted” (347). This, in fact, then eliminates the availability of woman the 

gatherer from a universalizing paradigm that would supposedly tell the true story of human 

origins in terms of “women’s” scientific narratives. 

An important feature of Haraway’s genealogy of the discourses of the evolutionary 

sciences should be mentioned in conclusion of these two sections. Although Haraway’s 

arguments throughout Primate Visions tend to radically destabilize scientific accounts of 

human nature from the evolutionary sciences, she demonstrates great care in distinguishing 

between political features of scientific investigations into primatology that we must remain 

Skeptical of, and the empirical matters that are fundamental to science as a rigorous and 

systematic attempt to account for the complexities in the world. Haraway argues that 

although politics played an important role in scientific accounts about what it means to be 

human, she emphatically insists that political consciousness cannot “substitute for the 

material, social, semiotic practice of the science” (335). She does not believe that political 

variables “reduce science to another set of social practices” (335). “The relation is more 

subtle and not caught by simplistic doctrines of cause or ideological category oppositions. 

Precisely by mis-stating the relations among science, political consciousness, and gender, 
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critics can avoid coming to terms with the scientific issues, including those related to 

narrative” (335). These admonitions are basic to her philosophical position with regards to 

the responsibility scientists have in reconstructing reality, as well as the her political hopes 

about the liberating possibilities of science as a visionary and utopian enterprise. 

“Situated Knowledges” and the Political Problem of Epistemology in 

Science 

In our effort to climb the greased pole leading to a usable doctrine of objectivity, 
I and most other feminists in the objectivity debates have alternatively, or cven 
simultaneously, held on to both ends of the dichotomy, which Harding 
describes in terms of successor science projects versus postmodernist accounts 
of difference and I have sketched in this chapter as radical constructivism versus 
feminist critical empiricism. It is, of course, hard to climb when you are 
holding on to both ends of a pole, simultaneously or alternately. It is, 
therefore, time to switch metaphors (Haraway 1991: 188). 

In this section I] want to draw into discussion Haraway’s theoretical position as a 

“postmodern” feminist theorist that outlines her normative suggestions for a 

reconceptualization of the way we think of the sciences. I want to sketch Haraway’s 

feminist theory in a way that draws on her genealogy of the evolutionary sciences; that is, I 

am interested not only in her critical assessment of the conditions of “science as usual” that 

inform her recommendations for alternative conceptions of scientific knowledges and 

practices, but I also want to focus on those particular qualities or aspects of science which, 

according to Haraway, are themselves essentially normative, or in her words, “utopian.” 

In even more specific terms, Haraway believes that feminist theory and science are 

intimately connected, mutually empowering, and hyper-critical of the political discourses 

that infuse all knowledge claims; in short, “science” is a critical practice fundamental to the 

success of feminist discourse analysis, and its attempt to offer more “‘objective” accounts of 

the world. 
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Haraway’s explicit move away from the dominant ideologies of objectivity relies on 

an epistemological programme called “situated knowledges”; this programme is quite 

Similar to the feminist standpoint epistemologies I discussed in chapter two. Like 

standpoint epistemology, Haraway’s idea of situated knowledges emphasizes the location 

of knowledge claims, indeed it privileges these knowledge claims over so-called 

“objective” knowledge because they are grounded in a particular location, and can thus can 

be made accountable for particular epistemological constructions. Situated knowledges 

also place emphasis on those accounts from “below,” so-called “subjugated knowledges” 

from those people, usually minorities, who have considerable stakes in the constructions of 

“reality” formed by the sciences and political discourse. 

But Haraway’s programme of situated knowledges diverges from standpoint 

epistemology in a crucial way. In a specific sense, the perspective of situated knowledges 

faces the dilemma of the “problem of epistemclogy” -- that 1s, the problem of establishing 

“true” standards for justifiable knowledge -- in an altogether different way than does 

Harding’s formulation of standpoint epistemology. Haraway wants to argue that the 

demand for strict scientific objectivity is “in the service of hierarchical and positivist 

orderings of what can count as knowledge” (1991: 188). In other words, she views 

objectivity as a metaphor for a hierarchical scientific epistemology, and even suggests that 

objectivity is a metaphor for capitalism, the desire for “immortality,” and “omnipotence” 

(188). Moreover, she claims that our access to objects of scientific investigation is always 

mediated by our use of metaphors. Disinterestedness, value-neutrality, impartiality, dis- 

engagement, are not some benign qualifiers for Truth, they are metaphors for an underlying 

system of thought that cannot immediately or easily be detected. But in seeking to offer a 

> 

more useful conception of “objectivity,” Haraway does not attempt to construct a theory of 

knowledge that avoids metaphorical exchange in justifying knowledge claims. Instead she 

insists that feminism must also rely on the use of metaphors as well, and she has in mind a 
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particular metaphor that involves vision. “Il would like to insist on the embodied nature of 

all vision, and so reclaim the sensory system that has been used to signify a leap out of the 

marked body and into a conquering gaze from nowhere. This is the gaze that mythically 

inscribes all the marked bodies, that makes the unmarked category claim the power to see 

and not be seen, to represent while escaping representation” (188). Haraway wants to do 

away with the metaphors of objectivity that have structured Western epistemology and 

which mask a set of underlying assumptions and ideals (or political goals), and shift the 

focus to the always embodied and partial perspectives by the human ability to see. 

“Partiality and not universality is the condition of being heard to make rational knowledge 

claims” (Haraway 1991: 195). 

Haraway wants to occupy a rather ironic space that denies the possibility of 

objectivity and relativism, a position she calls “embodied objectivity.” She discusses the 

contours of this domain through visual metaphors, an always embodied sensory system 

that is limited, situated, locatable, and thus accountable. More specifically, these 

metaphors are about naming, about resemblances, about constructing signifiers that map 

the mental and physical worlds simultaneously. For Haraway the separation between the 

mental and the physical worlds has been the crux of the problem in Western epistemology. 

In science, for example, we are forever in a state of confusion about how, precisely, to 

interpret the “world as it is” in ways that do not become tangled with our “mental” states. 

The chaotic interplay of our knowledges about the world and our political and personal 

hopes for a different future, throw our representations of things and events into total 

confusion, and we spend considerable time simply trying to separate the mental from the 

physical in order to let the world “speak for itself.” Choosing the dichotomy between the 

physical and the non-physical presents us with one of two alternatives: objectivity or 

relativism. Haraway wants neither. Her lesson is that we must accept that the distinction 

between the physical and mental, or subject and object, knower and known, truth and 
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fiction, reality and appearance, leaves us with disastrous alternatives; both objectivity and 

relativism “deny the stakes in location, embodiment, and partial perspective; both make it 

impossible to see well” (191). But she contends that we can still make sense of the world 

and have “passionate construction, webbed connections, and hope for transformation of 

systems of knowledge and ways of seeing” without the dichotomous epistemology (191- 

2). That is, we can still do “science,” and in Haraway’s view, better science. The ironic 

notion of embodied objectivity that relies metaphorically on vision, implies learning our 

3 Geb 

bodies’ “theoretical and political scanners in order to name where we are and are not, in 

dimensions of mental and physical space we hardly know how to name” (190). 

Situated knowledges, or embodied objectivity, initiate responsibility for the 

production and reproduction of knowledges. But Haraway also wants to claim that these 

accountable knowledge claims, which can be challenged and retheorized, encourage us to 

rethink our ontologies, or rethink how we see our normatively engaged activities in relation 

° 

to “nature.” In short, the epistemological programme of situated knowledges, Haraway 

argues, IS an intensely normative activity in that it urges us to consider such questions as: 

Who are we? What kind of world are we building? Does this measure up to our 

expectations about the kind of world we would like to build? Epistemology based on 

vision and requiring responsibility might enable us to move objectivity debates concerning 

science toward more normatively engaged discussions about the place we accord science in 

society, and also about the kind of future world science helps us to construct. Embodied 

objectivity based on metaphors of vision is enabling in that it promotes confrontations 

which are not about disembodied knowledges where no one group appears accountable (for 

Haraway, white male capitalist patriarchy), but about embodied perspectives; they are 

essentially about political engagements that are non-hierarchical and which yearn to make 

connections among people, machines, animals, and “nature.” It is a politics hopeful about 

a transformative ethics that would allow people to confront systems or institutions of 
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domination. It is akin to the viewpoint of standpoint epistemologists with an important 

disclaimer; standpoint epistemologists argue that the vantage point of the subjugated is 

preferable and can be trusted, principally because it has “‘a decent chance to be on to the 

god-trick |of objectivity] and all its dazzling -- and, therefore, blinding -- illuminations” 

(191). But Haraway is much more cautious that better politics and better science will result 

from granting authority to the subjugated. Haraway is deeply skeptical of granting such 

authority to the perspectives of those who occupy the subjugated terrain, and contends that 

their position is not “exempt from critical re-examination, decoding, deconstruction, and 

interpretation” as well (191). Her concern is that the perspective from below will become 

essentialized, that is to say, fixed as a “natural given” that will go unquestioned as the 

automatically more objective perspective. The subjugated is not always preferable and can 

never by “trusted.” How we see from the subjugated position is as much a problem 

“requiring at least as much skill with bodies and language, with the mediations of vision” 

as with those positions of power and authority, white capitalist patriarchy, that we seek to 

challenge (191). 

[T]he visual metaphor allows one to go bevond fixed appearances, which are 
only the end products. The metaphor invites us to investigate the varied 
apparatuses of visual production, including the prosthetic technologies 
interfaced with our biological eyes and brains. And here we find highly 
particular machineries for processing regions of the electro-magnetic spectrum 
into our pictures of the world. It is in the intracacies of these visualization 
technologies in which we are embedded that we will find metaphors and means 
for understanding and intervening in the patterns of objectification in the world, 
that is, the patterns of reality for which we must be accountable (1991: 195). 

But “partiality is not sought for its own sake, but for the sake of connections and 

unexpected openings situated knowledges make possible” (196). Political hope is central to 

Haraway’s programme of embodied objectivity. Of course not all normative hopes for 

survival are benign, and it remains to be seen just how Haraway’s vision of embodied 

objectivity, that is, situated knowledges, can further us along in our quest for better 

accounts of the world, better maps about how our mental processes interplay with these 

122



accounts, and most importantly, how embodied objectivity, which privileges partial and 

Situated perspective, would know how and when to say “no” to threatening and potentially 

harmful knowledge constructions. 

The Cyborg Myth and the Return to Science?4 

There are important dimensions of the epistemological programme of situated knowledges 

that come alive in Haraway’s conception of the Cyborg. By exploring the ways in which 

embodied objectivity and a sensitivity to the metaphors of visualization form the basis of a 

reconceptualization of science, we might begin to reach a better understanding of the 

practical/political/scientific implications of the thrust of Haraway’s epistemology. 

According to Haraway, making the connections between metaphors of embodied 

objectivity and science are central for a political “reinvention” that will enable us to partially 

fuse together the dichotomous opposites of such concepts as nature/culture, self/other, 

subject/object, reality/appearance, and fact/fiction. 

The cyborg is, in simple terms, the embodiment of an alternative ontology in which 

these dichotomies become problematic. A cyborg is a “hybrid of machine and organism, a 

creature of social reality as well as a creature of fiction” (1991: 149). Cyborgs do not have 

an “origin” in the traditional sense of the word, “a final irony since the cyborg is also the 

awful apocalyptic telos of the ‘West’s’ escalating dominations of abstract individuation, an 

ultimate self united at last from all dependency, a man in space” (150-1). “Late twentieth- 

  

24 For help of various sorts with this section | thank Mark Weaver and his article “Nature Without 

Transcendence or Innocence: An Ecological Politics for Cyborgs” presented at the annual meeting of the 

Southern Political Science Association in Atlanta, in November 1990. Credit is also due in part to Jane 

Bennctt’s (to my knowledge) yet unpublished essay “Primate Visions and Alter-Tales” presented at the 

American Political Science Association meetings in September of 1991. 
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century machines have made thoroughly ambiguous the difference between natural and 

artificial, mind and body, self-developing and externally designed, and many other 

distinctions that once applied to organisms and machines” (1991: 152). The cyborg also 

marks the cite of the crucial boundary breakdowns between human and animal, organism 

and machine, and the physical and non-physical; the dualisms mind/body, animal/machine, 

idealism/materialism are transgressed through the cyborg myth. For Haraway alternative 

ways of thinking about and doing science must be based on metaphors like that of the 

cyborg; cyborgs embody and project the metaphorical voices of “others” that have been 

silenced and must be given the opportunity to speak from their “local” perspective. The 

cyborg, in short, is a metaphor for the human condition in a technologically dominated and 

politically confused world: Haraway argues that “we” are, in fact, cyborgs. “By the late 

twentieth century, our time, a mythic time, we are all chimeras, theorized and fabricated 

hybrids of machine and organism; in short, we are cyborgs. The cyborg is our ontology; it 

gives us our politics. The cyborg is a condensed image of both imagination and material 

reality, the two joined centers structuring any possibility of historical transformation” 

(1991: 150). 

So how does the metaphor of the cyborg offer a vision of hope for a future that will 

not be constrained within an account of human nature founded on metaphors of pure 

objectivity and principles of hierarchy, control, and domination? More specifically, in what 

sense would science be rethought as a body and theory of knowledge in order to give us a 

different politics? ow might the cyborg contribute to a no-nonsense commitment to better 

accounts of the world while remaining a potent source of imagination and mythical ideas 

for possible futures that are ecologically responsible, and more gender, race, and class 

egalitarian? As is the case with most of her theoretical questions, Haraway provides no 

easy answers. We have already seen how the programme of situated knowledges resists 

the form of objectivity that produces totalizing, universal theories. The cyborg’s ontology 
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clearly demonstrates that epistemological objectivism is simply unavailable to these forms 

of knowledge. One thing, however, is quite clear: the cyborg requires that a 

reconceptualization of science would not imply approaching the world as a passive object, 

“not as a resource to be mapped and appropriated”, but rather as an active agent which 

constantly changes in content and form and thus deceives the “knower,” as the Native 

American image of the world as “Coyote” or “Trickster” connotes (1991: 197; 199). As 

was demonstrated in her critique of primatological discourses, Haraway argues that the 

“female body” is “activized” in that it becomes an agent or an “engaging being” that works 

along with our efforts to understand and interact with the world, rather than a passive 

object of scientific knowledge production (199),*5 

Because we (cyborgs) are partial beings, crafted through the production of 

knowledges which are never finished projects, we are able to “join with another, to see 

together without claiming to be another” (193). I think the metaphor of partiality is 

powerful and suggests much more than the simple fact that science and politics have always 

been cooperative enterprises. While we must resist knowledge claims that seek truth in 

self-identities, we must also extend our reach outward to include subjugated knowledges 

which will always make explicit their location -- locations that can be challenged as 

ignorant, threatening, or potentially harmful. According to Haraway, we must work to 

build connections with “others”, in our sciences and also through coalition politics, in order 

to establish always partial and self-critical connections that continually seek transformation, 

theoretical and physical movement along the axes of differential political positionings “in 

material-semiotic fields of meaning” (195). This, I think, is the most Haraway will give 

us; the rest is up to our own imaginations and mythical inventions that will serve as our 

scientific and moral and political guides. 

25 T accessed this evocative and insightful language through Mark Weaver 1990: 11, 
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The cyborg can also offer compelling new ways to think about scientific 

investigations and theories of knowledge, about standards against which competing 

knowledge claims could be measured. Ina highly suggestive and sophisticated way, 

Haraway’s genealogy of the evolutionary sciences is a testament to the confusion of the 

world of science, where 20th century understandings of race, gender, woman, man, 

democracy, socialism, nuclear deterrence, Third World, First World, nature, and culture all 

coalesced through primatology in the search for the “origins” of “man.” In the midst of 

this confusion the criteria that would ultimately provide the grounds for legitimate 

knowledge claims became buried in the the political discourse that surrounded and 

determined these studies. Ht was not until women started asking difficult questions about 

the validity of these perspectives that these criteria began to be challenged. Women began 

to cross an important boundary in the evolutionary sciences where a complete separation 

between knower and known had been established, a boundary also transgressed by the 

cyborg. Haraway demonstrated that male primatologists viewed themselves as distinctly 

separate from their objects of research, but feminist primatologists asked more probing 

questions about what political, gender, race, and economic values would be reified if 

scientists were able to locate the “origins” of “man.” Situated knowledges made better 

science. Embodied objectivity was crucial in women’s accounts of the political meanings 

inscribed on the bodies of living and dead primates, human and “non-human.” Through 

partial but locatable knowledge women invented better standards for adjudicating the 

legitimacy of what could count as primate science, and this in part involved a rethinking 

and re-envisioning of ourselves as agents working for social and political change through 

scientific research. 
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Conclusion 

Reconstituting Feminist Critique and the Alter-Science 

Projects 

In this conclusion I shall examine in greater detail the implications of the feminist proposals 

for “alter-science”’ projects formulated by Keller, Harding, and Haraway. In more precise 

terms, the questions I will address here are first, whether each theorist’s critique of the 

methods and epistemologies of science offer a more substantial critique of science than 

interpretive social science has already generally acknowledged. I want to be clear about 

how, specifically, each of their criticisms are radically different and might move us further 

along toward a more gender, race, and class neutral doctrine of scientific knowledge. 

Secondly, I shall consider whether each theorist’s “alter-science” recommendations imply a 

radically new conception of scientific knowledge. In more specific terms, I will assess 

whether Keller, Harding, and Haraway actually seek a complete reinvention of 

epistemology in a way that would make scientific theories of knowledge more effective in 

understanding and interpreting the world. From the outset I should note that my intentions 

will be at most modestly exploratory. A full treatment of the myriad and expansive issues 

enveloped within these critiques of science, as well as the philosophical and political 

implications of “successor” or “alter-science” projects, cannot be effectively accomplished 

here. But in a slightly different sense, I want to provide some notion as to where these 

three feminist critiques stand in the field of the social studies of science. This might also 

allow us to Initiate a new approach that could be taken in further research concerning the 

issues of gender and science. This chapter, then, will clarify and expand upon many of the 
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questions dealt with in the previous chapters in order to provide a better sense of the 

difficulties and possibilities in each theorist’s critique of science. 

A useful starting point is to briefly consider the initial questions I had formed when 

I began this study, and the shifts in thinking throughout which have allowed me to ask a 

quite different set of questions nearing the completion of the research. My earliest 

contention concerning feminist critiques of science was that first and foremost, these 

Critiques wanted to look at the relationships between power and knowledge that shaped 

both the philosophical foundation of science as an epistemology, as well as the research 

practices or methodologies with which scientists conduct their studies. To state this more 

succinctly, in the introduction I suggested that Keller, Harding, and Haraway wanted to 

undertake a critique of the political organization of scientific knowledge; essentially, they 

were interested in a critique of science from the feminist perspective, an explicitly political 

position that enabled these theorists to view science as more than an internally coherent 

body of knowledge cut off from the social circumstances in which it is embedded. Yet it 

was also clear that they were concerned as well with a more fundamental set of issues 

associated with scientific theories of knowledge. Such theories, they argued, presuppose 

and accommodate a particular set of world views, that is, ontological presuppositions about 

human nature, assumptions about the existence of an objectifiable “outside” world separate 

from the subject of knowledge, and beliefs about human interactions or relations with the 

world. Feminist political theory provides the resources for systematically unsettling these 

presuppositions and assumptions. 

Originally I believed that these feminists not only succeeded in rendering 

problematic particular scientific theories of knowledge, but that scientific conceptions of 

objectivity which supposedly give science its power and authority, would become equally 

problematical as well. It then became evident that all too often what these critics challenged 

was the philosophical conception of objectivity in particular, and scientific knowledge in 
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general, without adequately considering how much their conceptions had to do with the 

actual beliefs held by practicing scientists. Moreover, it became increasingly unclear 

exactly what aspects of science these feminists were attacking. For example, while the 

philosopher of science’s notion of “value-neutral objectivity” may be an epistemological 

principle that is still held to be true in the natural sciences, social and biological scientists 

generally no longer consider it to be a realizable (nor in many cases even desirable) doctrine 

of scientific inquiry. As I noted throughout the respective chapters, Keller and Harding 

seemed particularly confused about how the notion of objectivity evoked different 

meanings in the social, behavioral, and physical sciences. In short, both critics not only 

made the mistake of attacking dimensions of scientific knowledge that perhaps apply more 

to philosophy of science, but they also did not give adequate attention to the interpretive or 

hermeneutical dimension of scientific research which explicitly accounts for the fact that 

social values are an ever-present feature of scientific research. To be sure, the interpretive 

dimension of scientific inquiry has now been assimilated into much of the social, 

behavioral, and even physical sciences. Therefore, one serious problem with Keller and 

Harding’s critiques is that they do not explicitly state what domain of science they are 

criticizing. Yet | must clarify that | do not believe that the natural and social sciences each 

represent one end of a dichotomy separating the strict doctrine of value-neutral objectivity 

from non-objective scientific inquiry. Although there have been several critiques of the 

natural sciences which have argued that “social” factors have played an important role in 

their cognitive development, in disciplines such as physics for example, it remains to be 

seen precisely how these feminist critiques, which seem to be directed more toward the 

social and biological sciences, could also reconstruct, much less revolutionize, the natural 

sciences. 

If my interpretation of Keller and Harding has been accurate on these grounds, 

what I had initially conceived of as the political problem of epistemology now seems to 
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have diminished considerably. In the introduction I argued that if feminist theorists sought 

to problematize the notion of value neutral objectivity in all scientific inquiry, they must 

ultimately address the question of how science should attempt to justify its own 

conceptions of knowledge. Or in slightly different terms, if it can be convincingly shown 

that all science is vulnerable to the influences of a social world, and that a feminist science 

would be just as ontologically and epistemologically biased as masculine science, what 

standards, if any, could be established that would enable us to adjudicate between 

competing knowledge claims? I have tried to make clear in these chapters that attempts to 

23 

make “totalizing” critiques of “scientific objectivity” are in fact seriously flawed. Haraway, 

I think, provides the best model for critiquing the sciences by concentrating on the ongoing 

research in a specific field in the natural, social, or behavioral sciences. Indeed, her 

theoretical position of “situated knowledges” remains deeply skeptical of any attempts to 

procure a one-dimensional definition for all scientific knowledge and research practices, 

seeing such attempts as another move toward essentialism, or a universal theory of truth. 

Therefore, feminists must move away from the meta-critiques of the epistemological 

foundations of science which arguably have little influence on how scientists understand 

scientific knowledge, much less how scientific research is actually undertaken. It is the 

practice of science that feminists must critique; these critiques will enable us to see and 

understand more clearly the ontological and epistemological biases presupposed and 

employed by scientists. 

I think it is clear that Keller, Harding, and Haraway each share the belief that the 

political perspective of feminism enables us to better see the issue of gender in science. 

Their analyses of scientific discourses from a feminist political standpoint illuminate how 

the issue of gender is implicated in the networks of power and knowledge relations that are 

basic to scientific theories of knowledge and research practices. Although the interpretivist 

turn in the social and behavioral sciences has brought an acknowledgement of the 
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importance of variables such as gender in scientific research, I think Keller, Harding, and 

Haraway have convincingly shown why it is particularly valuable to initiate critique on the 

basis of women’s lives. 

More specifically, the critiques of science undertaken by Keller, Harding, and 

Haraway accept the interpretivist claims that science is a socially embedded activity, but 

then want to elucidate how a particular interpretive frame has structured scientific 

knowledge and research in ways that were not consciously understood. In this sense 

feminists can contribute a great deal to the social study of science in at least two major 

ways. First, each of these theorists demonstrates that feminism offers a valuable 

perspective from which we might assess the intersections of power and knowledge in the 

theoretical and practical discourses of science. Harding explained in detail why the 

subjugated or marginal perspectives can be preferable to the dominant modes of knowing, 

and Haraway advanced this argument by showing the importance of making the location of 

these knowledge claims explicitly open to critique. Standpoint epistemology and situated 

knowledges are epistemological programmes through which we can establish moral, 

political, and scientific standards that will contribute more accurate and reliable 

representations of the world. They might also encourage scientists and theorists to take into 

account our present cognitive and social positions in an increasingly confusing scientific 

and political environment. Situated knowledges is perhaps a more rigorous doctrine of 

scientific knowledge than Harding’s standpoint epistemology in that it emphasizes that 

feminism is only one of many different epistemologies that can help us to see more clearly 

in this present state of confusion. 

Secondly, feminist critique has furthered our understanding of the world as an 

interactive agent or active subject, not a passive recipient or mere object of scientific 

research. An understanding of the objects of scientific inquiry in terms of an interactive 

exchange in which the world actively shapes our consciousness would involve a different 
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ontological conmnitment with important implicauions for our political and scientific projects. 

In other words, a valid ontological theory in which the objects of scientific research play a 

more interactive role in human knowledge-seeking might serve as the building blocks from 

which alternative ways of thinking about and doing science might emerge. Many 

discourses of feminism, most importantly ecofeminism, have unsettled a previously stable 

subject-object relationship between humans and the world. I think Haraway’s metaphor of 

the world as Coyote or Trickster (with an “independent sense of humour’) is a particularly 

valuable metaphor for our struggle to somehow come to terms with the complexity and 

diversity in the world, and the fact that we always have limited information. Ecofeminism, 

along with other ecologically oriented ethical progranimes which try to map our cognitive 

and social positioning in the ecological balance (or imbalance), have taught us to conceive 

of this relationship in much the same way. But Haraway’s metaphor does not allow for an 

essentialist epistemology that would seek to establish the “true” way we should interact 

with nature, and which is often coupled with proposals that we should somehow assume 

an anti-science or anti-technology moral and political stance. Viewing the world through 

the critical methods of science, she believes, will help us to reconceptualize this 

relationship, or will provide invaluable strategies for mediating this relationship. One way 

in which these new conceptualizations might contribute to our political struggles is in the 

debates concerning the ecological sustainability or carrying capacity of the planet. This 

process of “re-envisioning” ourselves, the world, and science was also expressed through 

Keller’s depiction of McClintock’s more intuitive approach to science expressed by her 

theory that scientists must have “a feeling for the organism.” Keller also explained that 

Ernest Schachtel referred to this relationship as allocentric or “other-centered” perception, 

an attempt to move away from a “human-centered” approach to understanding the world. 

These two contributions from feminist critics of the sciences suggest that to propose 

an “alternative science,” or altogether different ways of practicing science, would be to 
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jump ahead of ourselves, and perhaps this is not what feminists should be concerned with 

at this time. What is implied through feminist critique is a different way for us to think 

about the sciences and ourselves in relation to the world, that is, for us to conceive of 

alternative ontologies upon which we would do science, philosophy, political science, 

sociology, economics, and any number of other fields of study, in much different ways. 

Haraway contributes the most to a re-thinking of our ontologies, but it remains to be seen 

just how our sciences and politics might be different under a much different conception of 

ourselves and the interactions we have with the world. 
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