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Is science a man? New feminist epistemologies and
reconstructions of knowledge

A discussion of Ruth Bleier, editor, Feminist Approaches to Science
(New York: Pergamon Press, 1986); Sandra Harding, The Science
Question in Feminism (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1986); Sandra
Harding, editor, Feminism and Methodology (Bloomington: Indiana
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Science (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985); and Carolyn
Merchant, The Death of Nature: Women, Ecology and The Scientific
Revolution (New York: Harper and Row, 1980).
SUE CURRY JANSEN
Aluhlenberg and Cedar Crest Colleges

In Three Guineas, Virginia Woolf observed, "Science it would seem is
not sexless; she is a man, a father and infected too." Although scientific
discourse has been deeply implicated in processes of rationalizing and
legitimizing women's oppression, feminist scholars have generally treated displays of male bias in science as errors produced by bad scientific
practices: errors that could be corrected by greater objectivity and
methodological rigor. With few exceptions, they have resisted Woolf's
claim that androcentric bias is a constituent principle of the modern,
Western, scientific outlook.
There have been good reasons for this resistance. The established theories of knowledge (empiricism, realism, instrumentalism, and neopositivism) treat scientific reasoning as the exemplar o f rational
thought. To be taken seriously, feminist scholars have had to take the
canons of scientific reasoning seriously. To accept Woolf's claim has
been to risk being marginalized and labeled, as Woolf was, "irrational"
or "hysterical." However, recent developments in philosophy and feminist theory have significantly reduced this risk. The growing influence
of social constructivist conceptions of science is making it possible to
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raise epistemological questions that were beyond the limits of permission for scholarly discourse only a decade ago. New feminist and
socialist feminist epistemologies are at last examining the social etiology of the androcentric scientific infection.
In this essay I review five contributions to the debate; situate these contributions within the larger context of the radical new turn in feminist
epistemology; and briefly identify some of the challenges and paradoxes facing those who seek either to reconstruct science or to find
emancipatory alternatives to it.
Unlike earlier feminist attempts to correct or reform science, the new
feminist epistemologies raise fundamental questions about the nature
of truth, objectivity, observation, empiricism, verification, and rationality. The books I discuss here represent a radical break with conventional thinking in the sociology and philosophy o f science. They
push the implications of Wittgenstein's claim that the limits of language
establish the limits of knowledge in new directions by locating the
source of Baconian and Cartesian dualisms in the binary categorical
structures of Indo-European languages, which are, in effect, extensions,
elaborations, and reifications of primitive totemics of sexual difference.
These books cut through the disciplinary boundaries of the natural,
physical, and social sciences. Their perspectives are heterodox but
potentially revolutionary because they seek to dismantle or reconstruct
the structures of power-knowledge that have informed and administered Western culture since the Englightenment.
In The Science Question in Feminism, Sandra Harding articulates the
essential question of the new feminist epistemological studies: "Is it
possible to use for emancipatory ends sciences that are apparently so
intimately involved in Western, bourgeois, and masculinist projects?"
The radical feminist response is a resounding "no!" According to
Harding, who embraces the radical stance, this position rejects conventional science on three interrelated grounds: "that the epistemologies,
metaphysics, ethics, and politics of the dominant forms of science are

androcentric and mutually supportive; that despite the deeply ingrained Western cultural belief in science's intrinsic progressiveness,
science today serves primarily regressive social tendencies; and that the
social structure of science, many of its applications and technologies,
its modes of defining research problems and designing experiments, its
ways of constructing and conferring meanings are not only sexist but
also racist, classist, and culturally coercive' The claims of the new
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feminist epistemologies are not just premises for position papers, they
are propositions to be tested by an ambitious research program undertaken by feminist scientists, philosophers, historians, and sociologists
of science.
The philosophic and methodological warrants for these research programs are reinforced by recent changes in currents of discussions about
thought that have taken place outside of feminist research: (1) postKuhnian studies in the sociology and history of science; (2) the social
constructivism of Mary Hesse, David Bloor, Richard Rorty, Barry
Barnes, and others; (3) studies in the archaeology and sociology of
knowledge that seek to recover the "submerged" or "residual texts" of
Western culture, as in the work of Foucault, Williams, and others; and
(4) post-structuralist approaches to textual analysis and epistemology,
as in Derrida, Lacan, and others.
Traditional philosophies of science maintain that studies of the origins
of science can add nothing of significance to the body of scientific
knowledge. They claim that such studies commit the genetic fallacy,
that is, they contend that the origins of ideas do not affect their truth
value and are therefore irrelevant to discussions of science. However,
Thomas Kuhn's research established the relevance of the history of
science to discussions of processes of formulating and legitimizing
scientific paradigms, defining what counts as fact, and articulating
methods of verification. David Bloor's work carries critique of conventional approaches to the philosophy o f science a step further by
demonstrating that "the strong program" in the sociology of knowledge
(a research program that applies the assumptions of scientific naturalism to the study of science itself) can introduce a new dimension to discussions of the "genetic fallacy" of modern science. Specifically, Bloor
claims that the founders of modern science violated the terms of their
own covenant by: (a) ascribing a "sacred" character (in the Durkheimian sense) to science, and (b) proscribing all inquiries into the validity
or reliability of its founding premises. Bloor recommends violation of
these interdictions; he endorses "methodological relativism" on the
grounds that,
Like many features of a landscape, knowledge looks different from different
angles. Approach it from an unexpected route, glimpse it from an unusual
vantage point, and at first it may not be recognisible.1

Feminists have followed this recommendation. Recent feminist analysis
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of the founding texts of modern science reveal their historicity and
intertextuality as well as their strategic positioning within debates involving church, state, commerce, witchcraft, and alchemy. Feminist
recoveries of the submerged texts that infomed the gender politics of
early science demonstrate that scientific reasoning is secured by metaphors and myths drawn from the Inquisition that were designed to: (a)
purge male fears of the diabolical powers of witches; (b) place the
promises and potions of scientists beyond the inquisitors' suspicions;
and (c) denude the mystique of mother earth in order to open up her
orafices to exploitation by commerce. In short, they indicate that the
landscape of modern science, like other landscapes, can only be approached from a specific angle or reference point. They identify the
reference point of the collective voice, of Western scientific discourse
as the "I" of educated, white, males.
The ground-breaking work is Carolyn Merchant's The Death of Nature
(1980). A historian of science, Merchant presents a meticulously detailed recovery and analysis of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century
scientific and humanistic texts. The focal point of her investigation is a
reconstruction of the contexts that produced the founding texts of Western science. She shows (a) why Francis Bacon and other members of
The Royal Society claimed "knowledge is power," and (b) how
Baconian empiricism ultimately became a form of power-knowledge
that was instrumental in securing the mechanistic worldviews that
facilitated the development o f capitalism. The achievement o f
Merchant's book is its radical problematization of nature. Through exhaustive (and exhausting) documentation she affirms Mary Hesse's
contention that nature is altered by cultural conceptions of it. That is,
Merchant demonstrates that how we name nature affects the way we
treat it (or her): how we organize our adaptive efforts, how we use
resources, how we intervene in and transform natural processes, and
how we relate to other species, races, and genders. She marshals an
impressive array of historical evidence that indicates that people do not
treat a "mother" (the traditional image of nature) the same way they
treat a "bride," "mistress," or "common harlot," the descriptive terms
Bacon uses to name nature. Entering a mother's womb and robbing it
of its hidden treasures of gold, silver, iron, and coal is a very different
act than seducing or even ravaging a sexual consort or "object." The
two acts carry different cultural connotations and value orientations,
and are accompanied by different social rituals and interdictions. Similarly, Merchant shows that when nature "dies"—is rendered lifeless or
becomes "a great pregnant automaton" (Boyle) or a "world machine"
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(Newton) — the change in signs has revolutionary consequences for
science, commerce, and ecology.
Evelyn Fox Keller continues the work begun by Merchant. A physicist,
Keller does not just record the history of science, she re-theorizes critical moments in scientific history asking "what might have happen
if ? " In one of her most interesting efforts, a collaboration with
Christine Grontowski (1983),2 which unfortunately is not included in
Reflections on Gender and Science, Keller asks what physics might
sound or feel like if it had been constructed on aural or tactile models
instead of the spatial metaphors favored by the discourse of males in
Western cultures. The nine essays collected in Reflections range from
detailed deconstructions of Bacon's sexual and reproductive metaphors to a biographical study of the career of Nobel laureate, Barbara
McClintock. Thomas Kuhn receives generous bouquets in Keller's acknowledgments. In my judgment, the strongest pieces in this uneven
volume are the inquiries into the history of science.
The weakest link in Keller's argument, and in the new feminist epistemologies generally, is the unnecessary and unwarranted psychological
reductionism that results from wholesale adaptations of Nancy Chodorow's "reproduction of mothering" thesis and D. W. Winnicott's objectrelations theory. Too often, these developmental theories are simplistically invoked as universal explanations of gender differences in cognitive and affectual patterns; as a result, both the cultural variability of
gender and the powerful role societal reward structures play in reproducing gender differences are occluded.
The achievement of Keller's book is that it radically problematizes
epistemology. Like Margaret Mead's Sex and Temperament in Three
Primitive Societies (1947), which provided its readers with three provocatively instructive fairy tales about alternative social constructions of
gender, Keller's work offers her readers a challenging framework for
conceiving of alternative constructions o f knowledge. Her analysis
demonstrates the centrality of sexual metaphors in articulating conceptions of knowledge. It also shows how these conceptions condition
the questions that can be asked about nature, self, and society. Keller
deconstructs the gender politics underlying three epistemological stances that have had some currency in Western cultures: (1) Plato's
homoerotic view of knowledge, which conceives of knowledge as a
product of a spiritual union between a male mentor and male disciple,
a view that proscribes violence and aggression in pursuit of knowledge;

This content downloaded from 132.174.255.189 on Mon, 28 Mar 2016 22:34:53 11TC
All use subject to http://aboutjstor.orgtterms

240
(2) Bacon's concept of knowledge as power, which equates women and
nature, and seeks domination over both; and (3) the Paracelsian alchemists' construction of knowledge, which uses the metaphor of heterosexual intercourse to suggest that the unity of two different, but in a
sense, equal, parts is required to produce knowledge. For decades students of anthropology have come away from Mead's text wondering
what Western culture would have been like if it had adapted the gender
patterning of the gentle Arapesh. Keller leaves many of us wondering
what would have happened to Western science and culture if the Paracelsians had triumphed over the Baconians during the early modern
period? What would have happened if eros rather than aggression had
animated our quest for knowledge?
The collection edited by the late Ruth Bleier, Feminist Approaches to
Science, carries the dialogue a step further by raising the following
questions: If modern science is androcentric, what would an alternative, feminist, science look like? And what would such a voice sound
like? How would science be different? How would our perceptions of
the natural world, of women and men, be transformed?
Bleier, a physician and neurophysiologist, brought together ten provocative essays on feminist science, most of them written by women
trained in the physical and natural sciences. For these women, science
is, to paraphrase Donna Haraway,3 a way of practicing politics by other
means. Thus, for example, Haraway examines the narrative practices of
primatologists and concludes that primatology is a promising site for
articulations of feminist perspectives on human origins, evolution, and
behavioral biology. Sarah Blaffer Hrdy looks at mating behaviors of
monkeys and discovers that carefully controlled observation of female
primates indicates that they are not nearly as discrete, selective, or
unappreciative of the pleasures of the flesh as male scientists since
Darwin have claimed. Bleier's essay shows how the ideological propaganda smuggled into the language of science by the metaphors that
secure scientific models influences interpretations of findings in brain
lateralization research. Elizabeth Fee's "Critiques of Modern Science:
The Relationship of Feminism to Other Radical Critiques" is an especially valuable contribution to the debate. In this essay she encourages
reflexivity by identifying problematic assumptions and tensions within
the new feminist epistemologies, and she explores possible points of
convergence with other critical projects and movements resisting
human domination. In "Beyond Masculinist Realities: A Feminist Epistemology for the Sciences," Hilary Rose extends the arguments initially
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formulated in her widely cited 1983 article, "Hand, Brain and Heart"
(Signs 9,1: 73-90). Rose offers a reconstruction of epistemology that
seeks to mend the mind fractured by Baconian and Cartesian dualisms;
she locates a model for this epistemology in feminist materialism, in the
invisible caring labor of women that has kept females from fully embracing the separations of mental and menial labor reified by philosophic dualism and industrial capitalism.
The papers collected by Bleier are reports from the front. They are "not
simply conceived within a particular social and political context, they
are themselves part of the larger international social struggle about the
political-symbolic structure, history, and future o f Woman and
women." They are attempts by activists to recover the submerged texts
of modern science; as such, they exhibit the energy and enthusiasm of
revolutionary ferment and possibility. For this reason, these essays provide an excellent entry point for newcomers to the literature on science
and gender. There is no official line here, no common ideological grammar beyond the shared conviction that there is something suspect, dangerous, even potentially lethal, about the way science is currently practiced.
Susan Harding's The Science Question in Feminism is much more than
a dispatch from the field; it is an attempt to summarize, classify, synthesize, and clarify the issues, challenges, and tensions that are generating
the ferment. In short, Harding sets an impossible task for herself and
comes very close to achieving it. This is an important book; it should be
required reading for all graduate students in the natural and social
sciences. It will make some very angry, but it may change forever the
way a few readers conceive of science, scholarship, and the human predicament. Harding's value commitments are feminist, egalitarian, and
socialist; her scholarship is impeccable; her prose is lucid and sometimes even eloquent; however, for reasons I discuss below, the fruit of
her synthesis, "feminist postmodernism," remains problematic.
Feminist methodologies depart from standard academic practice by
probing across and "insistently against" the disciplines. Harding identifies and carefully explains five discernable interdisciplinary research
trends in feminist studies of science: (1) equity studies motivated by
Liberal reformist politics, which examine resistance to and discrimination against women in science, scientific education, and in socialization
processes that cultivate aptitudes for and interests in science; (2) studies investigating the uses and abuses of the biological and social sci-
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enees and their technologies, which reveal sexist, racist, homophobic,
and classist social projects; (3) social constructivist studies that challenge the possibility of the existence of pure science, even if the biases
generated by current "isms" could be eliminated; (4) studies informed
by deconstructionism and other forms of discourse analysis that analyze science as "text" in order to determine how scientific reports are
conditioned by the limits of language and rhetorical structures of writing, how metaphors smuggle ideology and mythology into science; and
(5) epistemological studies that explore the groundings of knowledge in
social relations, embodiment, and structures of power.
Harding locates three different (and differing) positions in which these
feminist critical claims are grounded. First, feminist empiricism, which
maintains that sexism and androcentrism are social biases that deform
the quest for objective knowledge. Feminist empiricism initially conceived of these biases as errors resulting from faulty implementations
of empirical methods. Increasingly, however, scrutiny o f scientific
empiricism is leading this group to question the adequacy of empiricism per se. As a result, a growing number are abandoning reformist
stances and seeking to transform and, in some cases, transcend science.
Second, feminist standpoint epistemologies that claim that men have
been corrupted by power; this position regards patriarchy as a partial
and perverse perspective because it is blind to its own blindness. In
contrast, feminist standpoint epistemologies maintain that women's
subjugated position requires them to see more, and to see more clearly
(the power of the powerless). Because we must all see from some perspective, immaculate perception, objectivity, and pure science are
impossible. Therefore advocates of this position maintain that feminism provides "a morally and scientifically preferable grounding for
our interpretations and explanations of nature and social life?' Third,
feminist postmodernism, which assumes that modern life fractures
identities. Like many other contemporary strains of critical thought,
this view adopts a radical skepticism regarding all universal and universalizing claims about existence, the nature and powers of language, reason, and science. It marks a conscious break with the legacy of the
Enlightenment including such ideas as progress and contractual theories of politics. This perspective presents itself as a form of resistance
to the reified fictions of the naturalized, essentialized, human of humanism, which have historically oppressed women, as well as men of
laboring classes, colonized nations, and racial, ethnic, and sexual minorities by denying them subjectivity. In short, it explodes the myth of
male "aperspectivity:" the claim that the dominant male view is the
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unbiased view, the claim that the "neutral observer" is really neutral
and neuter (MacKinnon, Signs, 1982: 515-544). Feminist postmodernism assumes its own claims are more plausible because they are grounded i n awareness o f fractured identities and i n the tensions created by solidarity with and between these identities. Harding explores
each of these perspectives in rich detail and presents an exhaustive
review of the substantive contributions of scholars working within each
perspective. She also takes readers on some interesting excursions of
her own with her discussion of Taylorism in science offering an especially stimulating side trip.
Harding concludes that each of these positions (as well as feminism
generally) suffers from inadequate conceptualizations of gender. This is
not an original idea, but it is an important corrective to the tendency of
some feminists to embrace an easy optimism that suggests that the fractured mind can be repaired by an androgynous reunion of masculinity
and femininity. Harding reminds the optimists that masculinity and
femininity are not simply complementary poles of thought, not two
symmetrical halves of the fruit of the tree of knowledge. Both are partial, distorted, and damaged renderings of the range of male and female
potential. As a result, she points out that putting master and slave in the
same bed will not liberate either of them.
Harding tentatively casts her own lot with feminist postmodernism
because it abandons the "defensive androcentric urge to imagine a
'transcendental ego' with a single voice that judges how close our
knowledge claims approach the 'one true story' of the way the world is."
This perspective seeks reciprocity and solidarity among heterodox
groups rather than essentialized and naturalized identities; as a result it
supports pluralistic, decentered forms of knowledge. In short, it bears
very little resemblance to what we now know as science.
On the surface, postmodern perspectives are appealing; they appear to
represent an alternative to domination and coercion. They are, however, problematic on several grounds. First, they do not represent a victory of domestic science over big science. At best, they can support a
handicraft alternative to established science; one that will presumably
operate at the level of what Lewis Mumford called "democratic technics." Postmodern perspectives do not create a culture of critical discourse that can effectively counter or contain the destructive thrusts of
what Rose has called "exterminatory science" (1983). Second, they
embrace relativism without articulating a theory or developing a poli-
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tics that can institutionalize constraints on totalitarian exercises of state
or corporate power. Third, postmodernism abandons the unfinished
project of the democratic Enlightenment at the very juncture when
women, minorities, and colonized people throughout the world are
demanding that it finally realize its telos. Fourth, trading a flawed consensually-based democracy for an aesthetically-based anarchy may be
a dangerous move at a time when private (corporate) power is gaining
ascendancy over public (national) power structures and systems of
accountability. It provides de facto support for dismantling the last
remnants of the public sphere and clearing the path for the triumph of
what Marilouise and Arthur Kroker characterize as "ultracapitalism."'
Fifth, in spite of its embrace of pluralism, it is, in Hans-Georg Gadamer
words, "too self-regarding" (Theory. Culture and Society, 1988: 25).
Postmodernism easily slips into an avant-gardism that permits those
who possess comfortable levels of cultural and real capital to flirt with
nihilism. I t provides no recipes for sharing the wealth or relieving
human misery. For these reasons, it is difficult to see how it can provide
epistemological anchors for either socialism or feminism. Sixth, postmodernism abandons the quest for human covenants informed by a
shared moral vision and ethical commitments. In summary, postmodernism may serve as a productive platform for poetic and aesthetic experimentation; however, as now constituted, i t does not provide a
viable platform for constructing communities or crafting portals to wisdom.
Harding appears to be discovering the limits of postmodernism. In the
conclusion to her recent edited volume, Feminism and Methodology,
Harding acknowledges some reservations about postmodernism, and
suggests that we live in transitional times that call for transitional epistemologies, This appears to leave Harding open to the possibility that
postmodernism is simply the negation of modernism, a transitional
epistemology awaiting its own negation and transcendence in a synthesis that is still to be articulated.
The other essays in the volume edited by Harding explore the implications of feminist methodological reflexivity for studies in history, sociology, psychology, political science, and law. Every essay in this volume
except Harding's introduction and conclusion has been previously
published: the most recent essays are five years old, one vintage piece
by Joyce Ladner was originally published in 1971. In short, this is not
another timely dispatch from the front. Nevertheless, it is useful in illuminating the long road feminists have travelled from the first tentative
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intra-disciplinary self-criticisms to the present radical questioning of
the structures of gender and discipline-based knowledge.
It is too early to tell whether the power of the new feminist theories of
knowledge, like the power of the genie, comes from being in the bottle:
whether they will function only as critique of male science or whether
they can articulate new ways of knowing. To date, feminist critiques of
science have: (a) posed profound challenges to conventional understandings o f Baconian and Cartesian dualisms (Merchant, Keller,
Bordo, Signs, 1986); (b) exposed the destructive thrusts of the Baconian legacy, and documented the embeddedness of big science in a "culture of death" (Rose 1983, Easlea 1983, Cohn 1987),5 and (c) posited
strong claims in support of the hypothesis that the survival of the
human species requires new approaches to knowing and being in the
world, However, in my judgment, two gaps in the new feminist epistemologies need to be addressed before they can move from critique to
construction.
First, most feminist critiques of science have not yet fully embraced the
dialectic of history. The scientific revolutions of the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries were complex and sometimes contradictory social
movements that changed the world. They cannot be fairly assessed by
reducing interpretations of their effects to linear (and androcentric)
binary codes. Baconian science was both a project of domination and
emancipation. It was an egalitarian project that helped break the hereditary rule of feudal societies; its epistemology not only rationalized
domination of nature (which included women), fueled industry, and
eventually split the atom; it also improved crops, battled disease, extended life spans, and ultimately freed Western woman from the annual
occupations of her womb that had kept her bound to home and hearth
and frequently sentenced her to an early death. Modern science has not
achieved the Progress positivism promised, but it has made some of the
daily labors of ordinary women and men a little less oppressive. The
new epistemologies need to identify and systematically to acknowledge
the emancipatory elements within the modern scientific outlook. I f
these elements cannot be freed from infection and incorporated in the
feminist project, then the new epistemologies should devise a litmus
test to determine what scientific assumptions and practices are directly
implicated in the culture of death and what science may warrant cautious accommodation. Recently Haraway (1988), an advocate of the
"standpoint" approach, has made some promising moves in this direction by suggesting criteria for assessing "situated knowledges."
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Second, while feminist materialism provides an effective platform for
critiquing androcentric dualisms; it is not yet clear how images, metaphors, and cognitive models drawn from the traditional spheres of
women's experience and culture can reinvent science. Images o f
domesticity and necessity keep our feet on the ground, but the achievements as well as the perversions of modern science have taken flight on
the wings o f Promethean metaphors* The question remains, can
"heart," eros, and the caring labors of women generate semantically
rich and methodologically fruitful alternatives to the disembodied
abstractions valorized by Baconian and Cartesian dualisms?
Except primatology, mainstream sciences have virtually ignored feminist attempts to rename nature and reconstruct science. Beyond suggesting models and taxonomies that are less hierarchical, more permeable, and more reflexive than the male prototypes—an extraordinarily
valuable corrective — it is not clear what feminist revisions and reconstructions of science will entail. Feminist practices may generate new
ways of being in the world— of caring for it and each other—and thereby give birth to new ways of knowing and describing the world. Or, perhaps the ultimate achievement of the new epistemologies will be to map
the limits of language and knowledge: to chart the embeddedness of
knowledge in structures of (gendered) power-relations. In either case, it
is clear that Woolf's voice can no longer be dismissed as an irrational
voice in the wilderness. For Baconian science, it would seem, is a man,
a father too, and still infected by his capitalist, colonial, and misogynist
past.
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