WHY STANDPOINT MATTERS

Alison Wylie

In Science and Other Cultures: Issues in Philosophies of Science and Technology, 

edited by Robert Figueroa and Sandra Harding, Routledge, New York, 2003, pp. 26-48.  

ISNB 9780415939928

https://www.routledge.com/products/9780415939928
Standpoint theory is an explicitly political as well as social epistemology. Its central and motivating insight is an inversion thesis: those who are subject to structures of domination that systematically marginalize and oppress them may, in fact be epistemically privileged in some crucial respects. They may know different things, or know some things better than those who are comparatively privileged (socially, politically), by virtue of what they typically experience and how they understand their experience. Feminist standpoint theorists argue that gender is one dimension of social differentiation that may make such a difference epistemically.  Their aim is both to understand how the systematic partiality of authoritative knowledge arises–specifically, its androcentrism and sexism–and to account for the constructive contributions made by those working from marginal standpoints (especially feminist standpoints) in countering this partiality. 

In application to scientific knowledge, standpoint theory holds the promise of mediating between the extremes generated by protracted debate over the role of values in science. In this it converges on the interests of a good many philosophers of science who are committed to making sense of the deeply social nature of scientific inquiry without capitulating to the kind of constructivist critique that undercuts any normative claim to epistemic privilege or authority.
 Moreover, it offers a framework for understanding how, far from compromising epistemic integrity, certain kinds of diversity (cultural, racial, gender) may significantly enrich scientific inquiry, a matter of urgent practical and political as well as philosophical concern. Despite this promise, feminist standpoint theory has been marginal to mainstream philosophical analyses of science–indeed, it has been marginal to science studies generally–and it has had an uneasy reception among feminist theorists. My aim in this paper is to disentangle what I take to be the promising core of feminist standpoint theory from this conflicted history of debate, and to formulate, in outline, a framework for standpoint analysis of scientific practice that complements some of the most exciting new developments in philosophical science studies. 

Contention about Standpoints

Standpoint theory may rank as one of the most controversial theories to have been proposed and debated in the 25-30 year history of second wave feminist thinking about knowledge and science. Its advocates as much as its critics disagree vehemently about its parentage, its status as a theory and, crucially, its relevance to current feminist thinking about knowledge. In a special feature on standpoint theory published by Signs, Hekman describes standpoint theory as having enjoyed a brief period of influence in the mid-1980s but as having fallen so decisively from favor that, a decade later, it was largely dismissed as a “quaint relic of feminism’s less sophisticated past.”
 On her account, standpoint theory was ripe for resuscitation by the late 1990s; it is now being reconstituted by new advocates, revisited by its original proponents, and in Hekman’s case (one of the former), heralded as the harbinger of a new feminist paradigm.

Hekman’s telling has been sharply contested by those aligned with now canonical examples of standpoint theorizing–Hartsock, Harding, Smith, and Collins, most immediately
–but on some dimensions the differences among her critics are as great as between any of them and Hekman. Some ask whether there is any such thing as “standpoint theory”: perhaps it is a reification of Harding’s field-defining epistemic categories, an unstable (hypothetical) position that mediates between feminist empiricism and oppositional postmodernism.
 When specific positions and practices are identified as instances of standpoint theory, the question arises of whether it is really an epistemic theory rather than a close-to-the ground feminist methodology; to do social science as a standpoint feminist is to approach inquiry from the perspective of insiders rather than impose on them the external categories of professional social science, a managing bureaucracy, ruling elites.
 Among those who understand standpoint theory to be a theory of knowledge, there is further disagreement about whether it is chiefly descriptive or normative, aimed at the justification of knowledge claims rather than an account of their production. And there is wide recognition that feminist standpoint theory of all these various kinds has undergone substantial change in the 15 years it has been actively debated. As Hartsock observes, “standpoint theories must be recognized as essentially contested” (“Next Century,” 93).
 

As fractious as this recent debate has been, however, there are some things on which everyone agrees: whatever form standpoint theory takes, if it is to be viable it must not imply or assume two distinctive theses with which it is often associated: 

First, standpoint theory must not presuppose an essentialist definition of the social categories or collectivities in terms of which epistemically relevant standpoints are characterized.

Second, it must not be aligned with a thesis of automatic epistemic privilege; standpoint theorists cannot claim that those who occupy particular standpoints (usually subdominant, oppressed, marginal standpoints) automatically know more, or know better, by virtue of their social, political location. 

Feminist standpoint theory of the 1970s and 1980s is often assumed to be a theory about the epistemic properties of a distinctively gendered standpoint: that of women in general, or that defined by feminists who theorize the standpoint of women, where this gendered social location is a biological or psychoanalytic given, as close to an “indifferent” natural kind as a putatively social, “interactive” kind can be (to use Hacking’s terminology).
 The claim attributed to this ‘women’s way of knowing’ genre of feminist standpoint theory is that, by virtue of their gender identity, women (or those who critically interrogate this identity) have distinctive forms of knowledge that should be valorized.

It is not clear that anyone who has advocated standpoint theory as a theory of knowledge or research practice has endorsed either the essentialist or the automatic privilege thesis. Hartsock and Smith, for example, were appalled to find their explicitly Marxist arguments construed in essentialist terms (Hartsock, “Truth or Justice,” Standpoint Revisited, 232; Smith 1997); the point of insisting that what we know is structured by the social and material conditions of our lives was to throw into relief the contingent, historical nature of what we count as knowledge and focus attention on the processes by which knowledge is produced. Hartsock is no doubt right that early arguments for standpoint theory have been consistently misread because many of the commentators lack grounding in Marxist theory.
 I would extend this analysis. The systematic and, in this sense, the perverse nature of the misreadings to which Hartsock responds reflect exactly the thesis her critics deny; their social location (if not consciously articulated standpoint–a distinction to which I will return) seems to impose the limitations of categories derived from a dominant individualist ideology. Hartsock, Collins, Harding, Smith all object to a recurrent tendency to reduce the notion of standpoint to the social location of individuals, a move that is inevitable, I suggest, if it is incomprehensible (to critics) that social structures, institutions, or systemically structured roles and relations could be robust enough to shape what epistemic agents can know.
 On such assumptions, unless the standpoint-specific capacities of knowers are fixed by natural or quasi-natural forces (e.g., bio-genetic or psychoanalytic processes), standpoints fragment into myriad individual perspectives, and standpoint theory reduces to the relativism of identity politics. 

It has to be said that, in her rebuttals to Hekman and various other critics, Hartsock makes little mention of her early use of psychoanalytic theory (object relations theory) to account for how individuals internalize the power relations constitutive of a sexual division of labor (specifically, reproductive labor) and the associated gender roles.
 If essentialism lurks anywhere it is in this component of her original argument, and it is this that has drawn the sharpest criticism.
 It was the use of object relations theory to develop feminist theories of science and knowledge that Harding challenged in 1986 when she argued that the epistemic orientation attributed to women could not be a stable or universal effect of psychoanalytic processes set in motion by interactions with female caregivers; the characteristics distinctive of women closely parallel those claimed by the advocates of a pan-African world view as typical for men as well as women (The Science Question, 167-179, 185). But her critique left standing the central and defining (Marxist) insights of standpoint theory as articulated by Hartsock.
  Indeed, Harding drew attention to structural characteristics of the power relations that constitute marked categories in opposition to (as exclusions from) whatever is normative in a given context–the oppositions between colonial elites and those subject to colonial domination; between men and women/not-men–and she argued that these have powerful, if contingent, material consequences for the lives of those designated “other” in relation to dominant social groups. It is an empirical question exactly what historical processes created these hierarchically structured relations of inequality, and what material conditions, what socio-political structures and symbolic or psychological mechanisms, maintain them in the present. But these are precisely the kinds of robust forces of social differentiation that may well make a difference to what epistemic agents embedded in systemic relations of power are likely to experience and understand. The processes of infantile socialization described by object relations theory may play an important role but so, too, do the ongoing relations of production and reproduction–the different kinds of wage and sex-affective labor people do throughout their lives–that are at the center of Hartsock’s epistemic theory and Smith’s sociological practice.
 

By the early1990's a number of standpoint theorists and practitioners had explicitly argued that it is this historical and structural reading of standpoint theory that bears further examination; essentialist commitments, if they were ever embraced or immanent, were roundly repudiated.
 In this case the variants of standpoint theory that have been live options in the last decade need not be saddled be with a commitment to claims of automatic privilege. Like essentialist readings of standpoint theory, I suspect that attributions of automatic privilege persist not because anyone advocates them, but because they are necessary to counter deep-seated anxieties about what follows if strong normative claims of epistemic authority cannot be sustained. Debates about the viability of standpoint theory often seem to be driven by the assumption that, unless standpoint theorists can provide grounds for a new foundationalism, now rendered in social terms, they risk losing any basis for assessing and justifying knowledge claims; unless standpoints provide special warrant for the knowledge produced by those who occupy them, standpoint theory devolves into a corrosive (now solipsistic) relativism.
 Hekman’s protests that, although standpoint theorists routinely claim that “starting research from the reality of women’s lives, preferably those who are also oppressed by race and class, will lead to a more objective account of social reality,” in the end, these theorists “offer no argument as to why this is the case” (“Truth and Method,” 355). Hekman is dissatisfied with Harding’s appeal to the epistemic advantage of standpoints that produce less partial, less distorted, “less false” knowledge (“Truth and Method, 353-355; Harding 1991, 185-187), and she rejects out of hand Hartsock’s references to standpoints that put us in a position to grasp underlying realities obscured by ideological distortion (“Truth and Method,” 346; Hartsock “Historical Materialism,” 299). Her objection seems to be that talk of better and worse knowledge can make no sense unless we have a firm grip on notions of truth and objectivity that are robust enough to anchor epistemic justification; standpoint theorists have invoked, but failed to deliver, epistemic foundations. 

I believe there is another way of reading the claims central to standpoint theory. Non-foundationalist, non-essentialist arguments can be given (and have been given) for attributing epistemic advantage to some social locations and standpoints, although they are not likely to be satisfying for those who hanker for the security of ahistorical, translocational foundations. But to get this reading off the ground, a number of key epistemic concepts need to be reframed, and a distinction central to standpoint theory needs reemphasis. 

Situated Knowledge vs Standpoint Theory

First, the distinction. A recurrent theme in responses to Hekman, among others, is an insistence that standpoint theory is concerned, not just with the epistemic effects of social location, but with both the effects and the emancipatory potential of standpoints that are struggled for, achieved, by epistemic agents who are critically aware of the conditions under which knowledge is produced and authorized.
 Although the importance of standpoints in this second sense is emphasized in these exchanges, I believe that standpoint theorists should concern themselves with the epistemic effects of (systemically defined) social location as well as with fully formed standpoints.

On the first more minimal sense, the point of departure for standpoint analysis is commitment to some form of a situated knowledge thesis:
 social location systematically shapes and limits what we know, including tacit, experiential knowledge as well as explicit understanding, what we take knowledge to be as well as specific epistemic content.
 What counts as a “social location” is structurally defined. What individuals experience and understand is shaped by their location in a hierarchically structured system of power relations: by the material conditions of their lives, by the relations of production and reproduction that structure their social interactions, and by the conceptual resources they have to represent and interpret these relations.

Standpoint in the sense that particularly interests standpoint theorists is our differential capacity to develop the kind of a standpoint on knowledge production that is a “project” (Weeks, 101), a critical consciousness about the nature of our social location and the difference it makes epistemically. Standpoint theory is itself such a project, carried out both through the kinds of social research that take seriously the understanding of insiders–e.g., feminist research that starts from women’s experience and women’s lives (Smith 1990; Harding 1991)–and by feminist philosophers who are intent on creating a politically sophisticated, robustly social form of naturalized epistemology and philosophy of science. In either case, what is at stake is the jointly empirical and conceptual question of how power relations inflect knowledge: what systematic limitations are imposed by the social location of different classes or collectivities of knowers, and what potential they have for developing an understanding of this structured epistemic partiality.

On standpoint theory so conceived, it is necessarily an open question what features of location and/or standpoint are relevant to specific epistemic projects. For example, although any location or standpoint that “disappears gender” should be suspect,
 we cannot assume that gender is uniquely or fundamentally important in structuring our understanding, or that a feminist standpoint will be the key to understanding the power dynamics that shape what we know. The project of developing critical consciousness–a jointly empirical, conceptual, and social-political enterprise–is the only way to answer questions about the epistemic relevance of a standpoint (in either sense) to specific epistemic projects.

But then the normative question reasserts itself: is there any basis for claiming that we should privilege the knowledge produced by those who occupy a particular location or standpoint? Does an analysis of the epistemic effects of social location or achieved standpoint provide a basis for justification or does it reinforce a social constructivism that ultimately gives rise to corrosive relativism? The inversion thesis that underpins most forms of feminist standpoint theory suggests that, when standpoint is taken into account, often the epistemic tables are turned. Those who are economically dispossessed, politically oppressed, socially marginalized and are therefore likely to be discredited as epistemic agents–e.g., as uneducated, uninformed, unreliable–may actually have a capacity, by virtue of their standpoint, to know things that those occupying privileged positions typically do not know, or are invested in not knowing (or, indeed, are invested in systematically ignoring and denying). It is this thesis that Hekman contests when she objects that no argument has been given for attributing greater objectivity to such standpoints. 

Epistemic Advantage

The term objectivity (like truth) is so freighted it might be the better part of wisdom to abandon it. But for present purposes, I propose a reconstruction that may be useful in showing what a standpoint theorist can claim about epistemic privilege without embracing essentialism or an automatic privilege thesis. 

As Hekman uses the term, objectivity is a property of knowledge claims. Objectivity is also standardly used to refer to conventionally desirable properties of epistemic agents: that they are neutral, dispassionate with regard to a particular subject of inquiry or research project. And sometimes it is used to refer to properties of the objects of knowledge.
 Objective facts and objective reality are contrasted with ephemeral, subjective constructs; they constitute the “really real”, as Lloyd puts it (1996), a broad category of things that exist and that have the properties they have independent of us; presumably Hacking’s “indifferent” kinds are at the core of this category of objects of knowledge (1999, 104-106). As a property of knowledge claims, objectivity seems to designate a loosely defined family of epistemic virtues that we expect will be maximized, in some combination, by the claims we authorize as knowledge. Standard lists, from authors as diverse as Kuhn, Longino (1990), Dupré, and Ereshefsky, include, most prominently, a requirement of empirical adequacy that can be construed in at least two ways: as fidelity to a rich body of localized evidence (empirical depth), or as a capacity to “travel” (Haraway) such that the claims in question can be extended to a range of domains or applications (empirical breadth).
 In addition, requirements of internal coherence, inferential robustness, and consistency with well established collateral bodies of knowledge, as well as explanatory power and a number of other pragmatic and aesthetic virtues, may be taken as marks of objectivity collectively or individually. 

Standpoint theory poses a challenge to any assumption that the neutrality of epistemic agents, objectivity in the second sense, is either a necessary or a sufficient condition for realizing objectivity in the first sense, in the knowledge claims they produce. Under some conditions, for some purposes, observer neutrality–disengagement, strategic affective distance from a subject–may be an advantage in learning crucial facts or grasping the causal dynamics necessary for understanding a subject. But at the same time considerable epistemic advantage may accrue to those who approach inquiry from an interested standpoint, even a standpoint of overtly political engagement. The recent history of feminist contributions to the social and life sciences illustrate how such a standpoint may fruitfully raise standards of empirical adequacy for hitherto unexamined presuppositions, expand the range of hypotheses under consideration in ways that ultimately improve explanatory power, and open up new lines of inquiry.

Likewise, there is no reason to assume that the qualities of empirical adequacy, consistency, explanatory probity and the rest cannot be realized, in some combination, in the investigation of objects of knowledge that are not “really real,” for example, in the study of social phenomena that are interactive. Certainly objectivity in these cases may be sharply domain-limited; empirically adequate knowledge about an interactive social kind that transforms itself in the course of investigation will not travel very far, but it is no less objective for all that. 

This last points to a key feature of the epistemic virtues that figure on any list of objectivity-making properties: they cannot be simultaneously maximized.
 For example, the commitment to maximize empirical adequacy in understanding a rapidly transmuting interactive kind requires a tradeoff of empirical depth against empirical breadth. Similarly, explanatory power often requires a compromise of localized empirical adequacy,
 as does any form of idealization.
 The interpretation of these requirements is open-ended; they are evolving standards of practice. The determination of how one virtue should be weighed against others is, likewise, a matter of ongoing negotiation which can only be settled by reference to the requirements of a specific epistemic project or problem. None of the virtues I have identified as constitutive of objectivity in the first sense are context or practice independent; they are all virtues we maximize for specific purposes. That said, the list I cite consists of epistemic virtues that have proven useful in a very wide range of enterprises–virtually any in which success turns on understanding accurately and in detail what is actually the case in the world in which we act and interact.

If the objectivity Hekman has in mind were understood in this sense–as designating a family of epistemic virtues that should be maximized (in some combination) in the claims we authorize as knowledge–there would be no incongruity in claiming that contingently, with respect to particular epistemic projects, some social locations and standpoints confer epistemic advantage. In particular, some standpoints (as opposed to locations) have the especially salient advantage that they put the critically conscious knower in a position to grasp the effects of power relations on their own understanding and that of others.
 The justification that an appeal to standpoint (or location) confers is, then, just that of a nuanced, well grounded (naturalized) account of how reliable particular kinds of knowledge are likely to be given the social conditions of their production;
 it consists of an empirically grounded assessment of the limitations of particular kinds of knowers, of how likely they are to be partial, and how likely it is that the knowledge they produce will fail to maximize salient epistemic virtues.

The Advantages of an Insider-Outsider Standpoint: A Framework for Analysis

Consider the kinds of epistemic advantage that may accrue to a particular type of standpoint invoked by quite diverse advocates of standpoint theory: that of a race, class, and gender disadvantaged “insider-outsider” who has no choice, given her social location, but to negotiate the world of the privileged, a knower who must understand accurately and in detail the tacit knowledge that constitutes a dominant, normative world view at the same time as she is grounded in a community whose marginal status generates a fundamentally different understanding of how the world works. Collins draws on the wisdom of black women domestics to illustrate what such an insider-outsider knows, and there are antecedents in the sociological literature as well as a number of parallel discussions in feminist contexts.
 But one of the most compelling accounts of “what housecleaners know,”
 one that affirms and extends Collins’ central points, is a fictional account: Barbara Neely’s murder mystery, Blanche on the Lam.
 Blanche, on Neely’s telling, clearly occupies a standpoint, not just a social location; she is sharp tongued and incisive in her analysis of the conditions for survival that require her to know more, to know better, and to know more quickly, than those she works for. Consider the epistemic advantages of Blanche’s standpoint that emerge with particular clarity in Neely’s novel. 

Blanche is a fill-in domestic for a rich white family in North Carolina whose help is on leave while they sojourn in their summer house. A murder has been committed but you do not learn exactly who has died until late in the plot. So the story unfolds as Blanche learns the peculiarities and history and finally the murderous secrets of the family that temporarily employs her. At one point she reflects on the “ass-kissing” behavior of a long time family retainer: “if it’s for real, it’s pitiful” (On the Lam, 52) she says, but then observes that “a black man in America couldn’t live to get that old by being a fool” (On the Lam, 60). Performing epistemic incompetence goes with the territory: “this is how we’ve survived in this country all this time, by knowing when to act like we believe what we’ve been told and when to act like we know what we know” (On the Lam, 73). In particular, conforming to expectations of epistemic inauthority serves a purpose. As Collins observes, “Afro-American women have long been privy to some of the most intimate secrets of white society” (1991, 35),
 at least in part because they are treated as epistemic incompetents. Neely, through Blanche, describes in detail how this works. Because Blanche is presumed stupid, and anyway of no account, she is largely invisible to the family she works for.
 Time and again she gleans information that is critically important to her survival (literally and figuratively) from conversations conducted in her presence as if she were a piece of furniture, from messes she cleans up, garbage she disposes of, errands she is sent on: “as far as the Graces of the world were concerned, hired hands didn’t think, weren’t curious, or observant, or capable of drawing even the most obvious conclusions” (On the Lam, 185).

This asymmetry of recognition puts Blanche in the way of empirical evidence to which few members of the white community, not even the immediate family, would have access. But when puzzles arise that Blanche cannot resolve in terms of what she learns by observing the family directly, she mobilizes an extended network of other insider-outsiders whose experience has much in common with her’s.
 She contacts Miz Minnie:

Because she knew the black community, Miz Minnie also had plenty of information about the white one. Blanche wondered if people who hired domestic help had any idea how much their employees learned about them while fixing their meals, making their beds, and emptying their trash. (On the Lam, 115)

She learns a wealth of detail about the history of the family she’s working for. She learns about its money problems and domestic disputes, its jealousies, eccentricities, legal tangles and, most important, its position in the white elite; who its members can count on as allies, and where the lines of long-standing feuds have been drawn. This collateral knowledge is critical to Blanche’s understanding of the situation in which she finds herself; it provides key resources for interpreting fragments of observed behavior as evidence of underlying motivation and encompassing social relations, for checking the robustness of local patterns she had already discerned and testing the hypotheses she was forming to explain them.

But beyond gathering and cross-checking a wide range of empirical evidence, Blanche has much to say about the uses of evidence made possible (and necessary) by her standpoint that illustrates another dimension of the epistemic advantage that may accrue to insider-outsiders. At a number of junctures Blanche comments on the necessity for a woman in her position to develop a subtle and sophisticated set of inferential heuristics to do with the kinds of motivations that might inform the actions of her white employers. She details psychological profiles that characterize those who occupy positions of power and privilege, sometimes making clear how sharply they contrast with those that are typical for members of her own community.
  “As a person whose living depended on her ability to read character” (On the Lam, 184), she clearly recognizes that this critical understanding is essential; she must be able to discern patterns in the behavior she observes, and to construct and assess explanatory hypotheses about the underlying causes of this behavior, at lightning speed and with unerring accuracy. 

As Narayan develops this point, not only do the oppressed “have epistemic privilege when it comes to immediate knowledge of everyday life under oppression” (36), their experience fosters an inferential acuity with respect to the dynamics of oppression that those living lives of relative privilege do not have to develop. Insider-outsiders are alert to “all the details of the ways in which their oppression...affects the major and minor details of their social and psychic lives” (36); they grasp subtle manifestations of power dynamics and they make connections between the contexts in which these operate that the privileged have no reason to notice or, indeed, have good reason not to notice. In short, it is an advantage and a liability of subdominance that you may have to develop sharply honed skills of pattern detection and an expansive repertoire of robust explanatory models to survive as an insider-outsider. 

It is important to recognize, however, that this epistemic advantage is neither automatic nor all encompassing. While an insider-outsider like Blanche may have particular advantage in understanding the dynamics of oppression close up, and may be especially likely to recognize the simultaneity of oppressions operating along multiple lines of difference,
 a condition of oppression is very often unequal access to key epistemic resources: certain kinds of information; the analytic skills acquired through formal education; a range of theoretical and explanatory tools. Narayan observes that, because oppression is “partly constituted by the oppressed being denied access to education and hence to the means of theory production (which would include detailed knowledge of the history of their oppression, conceptual tools with which to analyze its mechanisms etc.),” it is to be expected that “the oppressed may not have a detailed causal/structural analysis of how their specific form of oppression originated, how it has been maintained and of all the systemic purposes it serves” (36). In short, recognizing that the oppressed have epistemic privilege in some areas “need not imply that [they] have a clearer or better knowledge of the causes of their oppression” (Narayan, 35-36). Factory workers in the Maquiladoras District will have intimate knowledge of how work disciplines are manipulated to extract maximum profit, but they may not have access to the background knowledge and information necessary to understand the international movement of capital responsible for bringing a factory to their district from West Virginia, or for moving it to a tariff-free trade zone in Indonesia or Thailand.

A final dimension of the epistemic advantage that accrues to Blanche, and any who use the resources of a location like her’s to develop the political-epistemic standpoint of an insider-outsider, is the critical dissociation she has from the authoritative forms of knowledge that are born of and that serve (that legitimate, rationalize) positions of privilege. Blanche has no investment in maintaining the world view that her employers take for granted; she is suspicious of the presumptions of epistemic authority that underpin their confidence in what they think they know and it is this that puts her in a position to outmaneuver them as they attempt to cover up the murder they have committed.
 By virtue of having to know how the world looks from more than one point of view, an insider-outsider like Blanche has to hand a set of comparisons that throws into relief the assumptions that underpin, and confound, a dominant world view. As Collins describes the standpoint of an academic insider-outsider, the dissonance between what she knows as a black woman and what she has learned as a sociologist–the assumptions that “traditional sociologists see as normal”–throws into relief the situated nature and the partiality of what has typically been privileged as authoritative knowledge (1991, 49, 51). 

What Collins draws attention to here is the capacity of standpoint theory to account for the contributions that insider-outsiders have made to various forms of systematic empirical research. Standpoint theory has the resources to explain how it is that, far from automatically compromising the knowledge produced by a research enterprise, objectivity may be substantially improved by certain kinds of non-neutrality on the part of practitioners. To extend the example cited earlier, it is the political commitment that feminists bring to diverse fields that motivates them to focus attention on lines of evidence others have not sought out or thought important; to discern patterns others have ignored; to question androcentric or sexist framework assumptions that have gone unnoticed and unchallenged; and sometimes to significantly reframe the research agenda of their discipline in light of different questions, or an expanded repertoire of explanatory hypotheses. 

Some of these epistemic advantages may accrue to those who occupy the social location of insider-outsiders even if this does not incline them to develop critical self-consciousness about the epistemic implications of their social location. Consider the rapidly expanding body of research on the “archaeology of gender” that has taken shape in the last decade. It is largely due to women who have focused attention on a range of neglected questions about women and gender, but nearly half of those who attended the first “Archaeology of Gender” conference in 1989 disavow any affiliation with feminism.
 While the dearth of contact with feminist literature in other fields has certainly limited the scope of their work, those working in the “gender genre”
 have challenged androcentric and sexist assumptions in virtually all active fields of archaeological research, and they have successfully introduced questions about women and gender to the research agenda of the field as a whole.
 My thesis is that the location of these practitioners as women in a strongly masculinist discipline has mitigated against their development of a feminist standpoint at the same time as it has created for them a decisive rupture, in the sociological sense. Their very presence in the field–specifically, their collective presence, as members of the first cohorts of archaeologists in which the representation of women exceeded 20 percent (Wylie 1997, 95-96)–disrupts the conventional assumptions about gender roles that underpin not only the institutionalized practice of archaeology but also its conceptual framework. This dissonance has sensitized some practitioners (mainly, but not only, women) to questions about gender inequality and gender ideology that were never considered so long as gender schemas remained unchallenged.
  And in some cases it has induced those working on questions about women and gender to develop a feminist standpoint.

In short, contra Hekman, arguments have been given for ascribing contingent epistemic privilege to (some) subdominant standpoints. These are arguments which demonstrate that objectivity can sometimes be improved, and partiality reduced, when inquiry is approached from these standpoints, not in an abstract sense measured against an absolute, ahistorical, transcontextual standard, but with reference to one or another subset of the more homely virtues I have identified as constitutive of objectivity. When it comes to solving the complex puzzle posed in Blanche on the Lam, Blanche is a better knower than (most) members of the family she serves, the elite white community of which they are a part, and the authorities who investigate the murder, because she is in a position, by virtue of her social location and her insider-outsider standpoint, to get more and better evidence, to discern motivations more accurately, to make connections between causal factors more quickly, and to test and cross-test a wider range of explanatory hypotheses than virtually anyone else in Neely’s story. Blanche’s knowledge deserves to be treated as authoritative, with respect to the epistemic project she engages, because she maximizes empirical adequacy (of the localized depth variety), establishes consistency with a wide range of collateral knowledge, and develops an explanatory account of particular critical probity.

Conclusion

Although Blanche’s investigations are fictional and her epistemic project is local and pragmatic, the central points I have made about the salience of standpoints can be readily extended to research in the social sciences and well beyond. Wherever structures of social differentiation make a systematic difference to the kinds of work people do, the social relations they enter, their relative power in these relations, and their self-understanding, it may be relevant to ask what epistemic effects a (collectively defined) social location may have. And whenever commonalities of location and experience give rise to critical (oppositional) consciousness about the effects of social location, it may be possible to identify a distinctive standpoint to which strategic epistemic advantage accrues, particularly in grasping the partiality of a dominant way of thinking, bringing a new angle of vision to bear on old questions and raising new questions for empirical investigation. 

Extended to philosophical science studies, standpoint theory complements the social naturalism and pragmatism evident in the proposals for reframing post-positivist philosophy of science suggested by an increasingly broad spectrum of philosophers of science. Advocates of standpoint theory in the sense outlined here are centrally concerned to understand science as a collective enterprise shaped by the kinds of factors identified by Solomon (2001). They share Longino’s commitment to move beyond the rational-social dichotomy that has so deeply structured divergent traditions of science studies(2002), a commitment that, as Rouse and Hacking have argued, directs attention to the practice (rather than the products) of science as it unfolds in socially and politically structured fields of engagement.
 And they share Kitcher’s appreciation of both the need and the potential for reframing ideals of objectivity so that scientific success can be understood in explicitly normative, pragmatic terms (2001). Most important, standpoint theorists recognize that questions about what standpoints make an epistemic difference and what difference they make cannot be settled in the abstract, in advance; they require the second order application of our best research tools to the business of knowledge production itself. And this is necessarily a problem-specific and open-ended process.
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