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Feminist Objectivity Through Diversity: Another Logic of Scientific Research

Sandra Harding
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Abstract

Today strategies to maximize the “view from nowhere” are widely recognized to be incompetent
to detect in the results of research social values and interests that are shared across research
communities, such as those that promote racism, sexism, class exploitation, coloniality, and
heteronormativity. Of course familiar methodological strategies for maximizing value-neutrality are
good at identifying social values and interests that differ between individuals or research teams. Each
science has developed innovative and effective strategies for such tasks. But the most powerful and hard
to detect social values and interests usually escape detection through such processes, as feminism and
the many other social justice movements arising around the globe since the 1960°s have pointed out.
The problem for feminism and these other social movements is not primarily “bad science” (though, of
course, that always needs attention), but rather “good science.” What is to be done?

Fortunately, a different “logic of scientific research” has emerged from these social justice
movements. This is standpoint methodology, that was first developed in its recent form by feminist
theorists such as sociologists Dorothy Smith and Hilary Rose, political philosopher Nancy Hartsock, and
philosopher of science Sandra Harding. It identifies precedures for maximizing “strong objectivity.” Its
fundamental principle is to start off research projects not from the dominant conceptual frameworks, but
rather from the everyday lives of those social groups who receive a disproportionately low share of the
benefits and bear a disproportionately large share of the costs of the existing social order. Women in
different classes, races, and ethnicities have been the focus of feminist research, of course. What do
these groups need and want to know about nature and social relations that will enable them to take
greater control of their lives? What can policy makers learn from their research questions? Originating
in the social sciences, this methodology has been found useful also in many areas of natural science
research such as health, medicine, and environmental sciences. This research methodology is “value-
and interest-rich,” in contrast with the “view from nowhere.”

Such a standard is a response to the insight that societies and their sciences co-produce and co-
constitute each other. A sexist society will produce sexist sciences that, in turn, enable and legitimate
sexist societies. Thus advancing toward the goal of a multicultural, democratic world requires
strategizing not only how to improve social relations in and between societies, but also how to improve
the knowledge-production principles and practices that have maintained social, political, and economic
inequalities, and thus non-democratic social relations.

One might be tempted to assume that this is not “real objectivity” since it detaches the goal of
maximizing objectivity from the requirement to maximize social neutrality. But it is, indeed “real
objectivity.” It insists on the two fundamental requirements of the conventional value-neutral ideal:
fairness to the data, and fairness to a knowledge claim’s severest critics.

However, The conclusion will respond to various criticisms of standpoint methodology that have been
raised through the years.
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