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CAN KNOWLEDGE BE OB]ECTIVE?
Feminist Criticism of the Traditional Ideal
of the Objectivity of Knowledge'

NATALIA MICHNA

Introduction

The question of the potential objectivity of knowledge is an important philo-
sophical problem which, from the 1960s onward, has been a topic of lively
discussion in the field of feminist philosophy. It can be stated at once that at
present the application of the feminist perspective in philosophy has led to a
significant transformation of traditional philosophical concepts. One area of
concern studied and elaborated within feminist philosophy is epistemology;
it is within this framework that questions related to the issue of the production
and development of knowledge are addressed. Feminist epistemology is not a
monolithic theory; rather, it encompasses various currents and theories linked
by the demand for the transformation of traditional theoretical solutions so
as to account for feminist objectives,? the most important of which are the
introduction of gender perspective to epistemology and the bestowal of an
inclusive and more egalitarian nature on this discipline. However, in order for
these goals to be achieved, it was necessary to first identify, characterize, and
take a critical approach to hidden exclusive research practices within tradi-
tional epistemology.

For these reasons, in historical terms, feminist epistemology developed in
accordance with the trends characterizing feminist theory as a whole. In the
first stage, feminist reflection on issues of knowledge was of a critical nature
(the stage of revisionist criticism). The central issue of feminist criticism was
the question of whether gender affected the course and results of the cognitive
process. This question was expressed explicitly for the first time by Lorraine
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2. Elizabeth ANDERSON, “Feminist Epistemology and Philosophy of Science,” in Stanford
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, [https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/feminism-epistemology/#object]
(accessed July 12, 2018).




180 N. MICHNA

B. Code in the title of the essay “Is the Sex of the Knower Epistemologically
Significant?™® Code’s article initiated a series of studies and reflections regard-
ing this problem; representatives of feminist epistemology, irrespective of the
specific positions being represented, agree that gender is one of the significant
(if not the most significant!) factors affecting understanding and knowledge
of reality.

The second stage of development of feminist epistemology was positive,
signalling the formulation of various proposals for a new approach to episte-
mological problems and issues. Feminist researchers proposed the transforma-
tion of existing concepts and theories sensitized to feminist goals, or the
creation of new ones (gynocritical stage). These theories are still being cre-
atively elaborated and verified. Based on the work of Sandra Harding, it is
possible to distinguish among them certain trends, such as feminist empiri-
cism, feminist standpoint theories, and feminist postmodernism.*

In the present article, I take this historical perspective into account and
present sequentially selected threads of feminist criticism of the traditional
theory of knowledge, followed by selected positive aspects of feminist episte-
mology. Due to the wide range of issues undertaken in both stages, I limit my
considerations to an examination of the traditional ideal of the objectivity of
knowledge. The issue of objectivity (along with the ideals of rationality and
universality) is one of the main themes in traditional epistemology, and, as
such, it is, I believe, an extremely important and current question which, in
the light of feminist research, bears significant cultural and social conse-
quences. In Western European culture, from antiquity to modern times, the
pursuit of objectivity has dominated all scientific and philosophical inquiries,
while leading to the formation of a specific patriarchal and androcentric sys-
tem of socio-political and cultural forces.’

Objectivity in science and philosophy, as traditionally understood, along
with its extra-scientific implications, has become an important topic of criti-
cism by feminist epistemologists. In a first part, I refer to feminist criticism of
the androcentric research model - a model based on the doctrine of disem-
bodied, detached scientific objectivity. I introduce an analysis of selected
feminist allegations against androcentric ideals of objective knowledge — that
is, the traditional understanding of the research subject, the object of knowl-
edge, and its desired results. In the second part of the paper I refer to selected
feminist approaches to knowledge, presenting critical views of traditionally
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understood objectivity, specifically dynamic objectivity, constructed knowledge,
knowledge as spinning, embodied knowledge, and situated knowledge. All of
these approaches combine demands for transformation or transcendence of
objectivity of knowledge as traditionally understood, and for the creation of
a theory of knowledge whose foundation is depreciated in traditional philoso-
phy, i.e., women’s experiences and standpoints.

I would like to clarify that conducting the argument from the inner per-
spective articulated by various positions of feminist philosophy is deliberate.
My intention is to adopt a feminist perspective and present feminism as a
critical theory, which refers to traditional philosophical concepts with dis-
trust, pointing to their main weaknesses: exclusivity, gender-based character-
ization, and uniformization of phenomena and experiences. However, I have
deliberately omitted “external,” non-feminist polemics with the traditional
theory of knowledge, as they constitute a separate research avenue, and -
importantly, as Sondra Farganis points out - are conducted for the most part
within an androcentric framework.® This means that, despite their critical
nature, these positions do not represent values, ideas, and postulates essential
to feminism.

Feminism vis-a-vis traditional theory of knowledge

The starting point of feminist researchers in reflections concerning knowledge
is criticism of the positivist (modern) ideal of conducting scientific and philo-
sophical research.” Positivism, one of the traditional positions on the subject
of the status of knowledge, assumes that there is a universal method of con-
ducting research which should be followed in all research activity aimed at
attaining the status of science. Within the framework of this position, it is
accepted that two sources of (scientific) knowledge exist: the laws of logic, and
beliefs that can be verified empirically. In the field of positivism, the veracity
of formulated beliefs consists in the compatibility of a judgment with reality;
the subject is characterized by a distanced, objective, and value-free attitude,
or, as expressed by Lorraine Code, “the view from nowhere.™®

6. Sondra FArGANIs, “Feminism and the Reconstruction of Social Science,” in Alison M.
JaGGAR and Susan R. BOrDO (ed.), Gender/Body/Knowledge: Feminist Reconstructions of Being
and Knowing, London, Rutgers University Press, 1989, p. 209-211.
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Scientific positivism assumes the existence of permanent connections
between variable pieces of data, whose discovery consists of establishing rela-
tionships that uniformly describe phenomena observed in repeated experi-
ments. Through the setting of hypotheses and their empirical verification,
positivist research aims at the universalization and generalization of results
and the description of the operation of permanent laws of nature, which also
determine the behaviour and nature of human beings. Positivism, as Alison
M. Jaggar states, is therefore closely tied to the concept of objectivity, which
is supposed to characterize the attitude of the researcher, the object being
studied, and the results of the research alike.? In analyzing the positivist ideal
of acquiring and developing knowledge, Code writes that “[k]nowers are
detached, neutral spectators, and the objects of knowledge are separate from
them [...]. The aim of knowledge-seeking is to achieve the capacity to predict,
manipulate, and control the behaviour of the object known.”?

Code describes this ideal as mainstream, post-positivist, and empiricist
epistemology, which constitutes a hermetic and easily distinguishable whole."
According to Aleksandra Derra, the characteristic feature of this model is “the
idea of looking, watching, observing, checking, and thus validating knowledge
and confirming its credibility,”? that is, a view of things that is free from
valuation, as well as distanced, disembodied, and ultimately objective. What
is more, this model is implicitly situated within the framework of the binary
order of thought, characteristic of Western culture, defined as phallogocen-
tric.’® This order is universalistic; masculinity is linked with the representation
of humanity and is based on a system of dualistic oppositions, such as nature-
culture, rational-irrational, active-passive, and masculine-feminine. The cited
combinations of concepts are not only corresponding, interdependent pairs,
but concepts ranked in a defined order, to which a specific value is assigned.
What is rational, active, and linked with culture is identified with what is
masculine and simultaneously considered more valuable, while nature, irra-
tionalism and passivity are attributed to what is feminine. Feminine means,
therefore, less valuable, defective, deficient, different. Moreover, as Donna
Wilshire points out, masculinity understood in this way means commonly

9. Alison M. JAGGAR, “Love and Knowledge: Emotion in Feminist Epistemology,” in Ann
GaRRY and Marylin PEARSALL (ed.), Women, Knowledge, and Reality..., p. 167.

10. Lorraine B. Copg, “Taking Subjectivity into Account,” in Ann GARRY and Marylin
PrarsaLL (ed.), Women, Knowledge, and Reality..., p. 193.

11. Lorraine B. CoDE,, “The Impact of Feminism on Epistemology,” APA Newsletter on
Feminism and Philosophy, 88 (1989), p. 25.

12. Aleksandra DERRA, “Od skromnego $wiadka do wiedzy usytuowanej. O pozytkach
z feministycznych badari nad nauka i technologig [From a humble witness to situated knowledge:
on the benefits of feminist research in science and technologyl,” Etyka [Ethics], 45 (2012), p. 119.

13. See “Phallogocentrism,” in Sarah GAMBLE (ed.), The Routledge Companion to Feminism
and Postfeminism, New York NY, Routledge, 2001, p. 294.




CAN KNOWLEDGE BE OBJECTIVE ? 183

accepted and recognized knowledge, whereas femininity is located in the
sphere of myth and what is hidden and subject to socio-cultural taboos.™

One of the most important ideals of universalistically oriented and dualisti-
cally ordered modern science and philosophy is the requirement of objectivity.”®
In epistemology, this generally means that the object exists externally and inde-
pendently of the subject, who is characterized by impartiality and is free from
all prejudices and biases. Only under these conditions is it possible to achieve
certain, reliable, universal - and in this sense objective - knowledge. Objectivism,
therefore, signifies the existence of subjective and objective norms, the fulfilment
of which is necessary to achieve knowledge. Helen E. Longino presents it as “a
characteristic ascribed variously to beliefs, individuals, theories, observations,
and methods of inquiry. It is generally thought to involve the willingness to let
our beliefs be determined by the facts or by some impartial and nonarbitrary
criteria rather than by our wishes as to how things ought to be.”

Longino’s definition refers directly to an understanding of objectivism,
long established in philosophical tradition, that assumes that all objects exist
beyond and independently of the subjects that perceive them. As aptly
expressed by Elizabeth Grosz, “objectivity implies a single monolithic world,
which is posited as external to and autonomous from subjects.”” This state-
ment has several important implications: 1) everything that exists outside a
subject can be known by that subject; 2) the results of each inquiry, i.e., knowl-
edge, should be characterized by objectivity; 3) only inquiry that leads to
objective results possesses the qualities of credibility and reliability.

These implications have become the target of feminist criticism, and
because they concern three aspects of the process of gaining knowledge -
subject, object and knowledge itself - they will be discussed in the same
sequence in the following paragraphs. It is worth noting that most feminist
scholars agree with the view that objectivity, which is the basic determinant
of androcentric scientific and philosophical research, is a requirement that
significantly distorts the results of that research. At the same time, as will be
shown later in this article, not all feminist researchers reject objectivity abso-
lutely, but rather demand its transformation, which most often signifies an
expansion of its meaning.'®
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The problem of disembodiment: feminist criticism of the objectified
subject

The requirement of objectivity with reference to the subject means the adop-
tion of a distanced attitude towards the object of the research and “turning
off” all subjective elements in the process of gaining knowledge. This means
that a credible researcher should “suspend” his or her personal experiences,
convictions, and views. Feminist researchers, however, note that most scientific
and philosophical disciplines which omit the personal experiences of the
subject are strongly marked in terms of gender. In the light of feminist criti-
cism, these disciplines represent the male point of view exclusively and tend
to enclose themselves within narrow areas of specialization, thus excluding a
general view of the object of study, which has been established as ideal and
desirable in philosophy.

The dominance of the perspective of only one gender is, according to Susan
Bordo, the result of the “supermasculine” model of knowledge, whose basic
requirements include the absence of connections with materiality, the tran-
scendence of the body and the demand of clarity in reasoning.”” Kathleen
Lennon notes that men, within the framework of research conducted accord-
ing to traditional rules, implicitly assumed science and philosophy to be
neutral in terms of gender and to represent a universally human point of view.
The fact that the only subjects of this research were themselves, i.e., only half
of the species, was justified by the conviction that only men “are capable of
detaching themselves from the objects of their study and reaching judgements
untinged with emotion, by the application of universal, rational principles.”

These requirements and convictions led to the constitution of the tradi-
tional subject of knowledge: disembodied, detached from matter, and divorced
from his or her individuality; in other words, a subject subjected to a process
of objectivization, or, as Alessandra Tanesini writes, transformed according
to the socially and culturally established standards for a rational producer of
certain and universal knowledge.? As noted by Shannon Sullivan, objectifica-
tion of the subject in traditional philosophy meant first of all disembodiment,
that is, the postulate of adoption of a purely intellectual research attitude,
unmediated by experiences directly related to the human body.”> Genevieve

Hesse-Biser (ed.), The Handbook of Feminist Research, Theory and Praxis, London, Sage, 2012,
Li8=11s

: 19. Susan R. BorDO, “The Cartesian Masculinization of Thought,” Signs: Journal of Women
in Culture and Society, 11 (1986), p. 439-456.

20. Kathleen LENNON, “Natural Sciences,” in Allison M. JacGAR and Iris M. YounG (ed.),
A Companion to Feminist Philosophy, Oxford, Blackwell, 2000, p. 188.

21. Alessandra TANESINI, An Introduction to Feminist Epistemologies, p. 166-171.

22. Shannon SULLIVAN, Living Across and Through Skins: Transactional Bodies, Pragmatism,
and Feminism, Indianapolis IN, Indiana University Press, 2001, p. 133.




CAN KNOWLEDGE BE OBJECTIVE ? 185

Lloyd describes the process of disembodiment of the subject by linking it with
the ideal of non-emotional reasoning, which on the level of the imagination
became culturally associated with masculinity.”® Lloyd claims that the assump-
tion that it was possible to exclude the subject’s subjective connotations from
the course of the process of gaining knowledge was made illegitimately and
became the idealistic assumption of androcentrically practised scientific and
philosophical research.

To sum up, the main argument of feminist criticism with regard to the
postulate of objectification of the subject can be described as an accusation of
mythologization and disembodiment. This charge is explicitly expressed by
Catherine Villanueva Gardner, who writes that, “[bJoth postmodern philoso-
phers and non-postmodern feminist philosophers agree that the neutrality,
rationality, and objectivity of the traditional philosophical subject (the unsit-
uated knower using reason alone), and the knowledge or truths acquired by
that subject, are a mythology.”**

The purpose of this mythology, which is preserved in Western European
culture, is the creation of conditions for a particular kind of knowledge estab-
lished beforehand as the desired cognitive ideal. The fundamental condition
for realization of the postulate of the objectivity of knowledge is the disem-
bodied subject, whose aim is to obtain results with the highest degree of
objectivity. These results are supposed not only to be universally applicable,
to refer to all particular cases, and to represent a universal point of view, but
also, importantly, to contribute to obtaining power over investigated nature.
In the traditional approach, the objectified subject pursues knowledge of a
utilitarian character, which serves not only to identify and describe the object
being studied, but first and foremost to control it and to use it for a specific
purpose. In this sense, as pointed out by, inter alia, Linda Alcoff and Elizabeth
Potter, the androcentric object of knowledge is also political in nature, that is,
it reveals important connections with power relationships.”®
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The problem of contextuality: feminist criticism of the objectified object

One of the important ideals of traditional science and philosophy is the pos-
tulate of isolation of an object of research from the subjective factors defining
it, as well as from its context and circumstances. Donna Haraway identifies,
as a characteristic feature of androcentric claims to objectify the object of
research, the assumption that such an object is denied any effective role in the
process of gaining and developing knowledge. The world studied by traditional
science “must, in short, be objectified as a thing, not as an agent,”*® because
only its total objectification can guarantee the acquisition of objective knowl-
edge. Establishment of this autonomous subject-object relationship is based
on two fundamental assumptions: first, the subject and object are ontologically
independent; second, the subject is capable of gaining knowledge of the object
which is total, universal, and fully independent of subjective factors. This was
pointed out Evelyn Fox-Keller, who writes that,

[h]aving divided the world into two parts—the knower (mind) and the knowable
(nature)— scientific ideology goes on to prescribe very specific relations between
the two. [...] The relations specified between knower and known are those of
distance and separation. They are those existing between a subject and an object
that are radically separated, which is to say, no worldly relations. Simply put,
nature is objectified.”’

Thus understood, however, the requirements of objectivity in reference to the
object of research are characterized by an internal contradiction. Within the
framework of feminist criticism, it has been pointed out that separating an
object from its circumstances always indicates a selective choice of research
material dictated by a logocentrically-shaped way of thinking. To deny the
object of active research any influence on the cognitive process and its results
is also considered a naive, androcentric inclination in the fields of science and
philosophy, the aim of which is the acquisition of reliable and stable results,
intersubjectively communicable between male researchers. Sally Haslanger
notes, for example, that science and philosophy created and developed exclu-
sively by men implies the choice of an object of research which men arbitrarily
considered worthy of their interest, as well as its detachment from all circum-
stances, relationships, and conditions.?® Therefore, women and women’s con-
cerns, most often find themselves outside the area of interest of the science
and philosophy practised by men in a positivist spirit.

26. Donna HARAWAY, “Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the
Privilege of Partial Perspective,” Feminist Studies, 14 (1988), p. 592.

27. Evelyn F. KELLER, Reflections on Gender and Science, New Haven CT, Yale University
Press, 1985, p. 79.

28. Sally HASLANGER, “On Being Objective and Being Objectified,” in Louise M. ANTONY
and Charlotte WitT (ed.), A Mind of One’s Own: Feminist Essays on Reason and Objectivity,
Oxford, Westview, 1993, p. 109.
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Androcentric research has become the domain of facts separated from
social and cultural reality; moreover, importantly, within its framework,
human corporality and sexuality have been marginalized or completely
ignored. Code notes that, within the male perspective, the facts have become
“‘just facts’ and worth pursuing for their own sake,”® constituting a strictly
defined scope of research and, at the same time, signifying the ideal of auton-
omous and universal knowledge on the relevant topic. In this sense, every
object acknowledged as a valuable object of research has been detached from
its position in time and space, as well as from the attitude and subjective
implications of the researcher. In characterizing the process of objectification

of objects, Fox-Keller writes that,

[tlhe scientific mind is set apart from what is to be known, that is, from nature,
and its autonomy [...] is guaranteed (or so it had traditionally been assumed) by
setting apart its modes of knowing from those in which that dichotomy is threat-
ened. In this process, the characterization of both the scientific mind and its
modes of access to knowledge as masculine is indeed significant. Masculine here
connotes, as it so often does, autonomy, separation, and distance. It connotes a
radical rejection of any commingling of subject and object [...].**

Objectivization of the subject constitutes, first and foremost, its detach-
ment from subjective relationships, which is supposed to guarantee reliable
and universal knowledge concerning that subject. Haslanger writes that objec-
tivization also means that “an ideal objectifier [the subject] is in the epistemic
position of (at least) having some true or accurate beliefs about what he has
objectified.”® What is more, and what constitutes one of the main allegations
by feminist researchers, the subject objectifying the object considers these
truths natural, that is, those which the object in question possesses indepen-
dently and intrinsically and which are discovered by a distanced and rational
researcher in a certain and reliable manner.”

To sum up, feminist criticism indicates the utopian nature of the require-
ments of objectivity with reference to the object of research. These researchers
emphasize that the autonomy of the object postulated in traditional science
and philosophy is a myth with important practical implications. The selection
of the object of study from the entire research universe is always the indi-
vidual decision of the researcher, dictated by unarticulated (and frequently
unconscious) factors, or, on the contrary, caused by specific and practical

29. Lorraine B. Cope, What Can She Know? Feminist Theory and the Construction of
Knowledge, London, Cornell University Press, 1991, p. 35.
30. Evelyn F. KELLER, Reflections on Gender and Science, p. 79.
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32. Catharine A. MacKinNoN, Feminism Unmodified: Discourses on Life and Law,
Cambridge MA, Harvard University Press, 1987, p. 59.
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premises. From the feminist perspective, the position of an object of study has
an equally significant impact on its cognizability and affects the researcher
and his or her cognitive activity in a specific manner. The object determines
the selection of research methods and tools, which are simultaneously limited
to the capacities and level of development of the technology (in the case of the
empirical sciences) or theory (in the case of the humanities) available in a
specific historical situation. Therefore, feminist scholars agree that the object
of knowledge, taken out of context and isolated from the circumstances of the
complex and historically entangled process of cognition, is never fully auton-
omous and independent from the researcher.

The problem of political knowledge: feminist criticism of objective
knowledge

Knowledge, in the most general sense, constitutes organization of the results of
human cognition of the world. The term knowledge refers to the so-called indi-
vidual, personal knowledge of a particular human being, as well as to scientific
knowledge, which belongs to the realm of intersubjective social consciousness.
Within the framework of Western European tradition alone, many theories of
knowledge have arisen; their common determinant may be the classification of
objectivity, signifying the postulates of the generality, universality, credibility,
and reliability of knowledge.* Objectivity, as traditionally understood, also
means that knowledge is intersubjectively communicable, that is, understood
by all participants via the process of communication through language, and
also that, being empirically verifiable, it crosses the boundaries of practice,
functioning as a theoretical result of the research process. Objective knowledge -
also presents a universally human point of view regarding the nature of things
and applies to all cases concerning which specific assertions are expressed in a
reliable manner. The ideal of objectivity also implies the fixation of knowledge
within the rules of reason and its purification from any subjective elements,
such as the emotions, individual experiences, or corporeality of the subject.
In the light of feminist criticism, the objectivity of knowledge is considered
an idealistic thought construct created by men for the use of the traditional
model of practising science and philosophy. Haslanger describes this construct
as assumed objectivity, understanding it as the ideal of an absolute, perspective-

33. In epistemology, the analysis of knowledge is essentially connected to the issue of truth.
The relationship between knowledge and truth has a decisive influence on both the comprehen-
sion of knowledge and truth itself. However, I will omit the vast issue of truth as the supreme
cognitive value and related feminist criticism from the considerations presented here. See
MarTHIAS Steup, “Epistemology,” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2018
Edition), [https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2018/entries/epistemology/] (accessed July 14,
2018).
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free view of reality.** The result of this view is knowledge defined as general
and universal, derived from empirical research, but in fact detached from the
reality from which it emerged. This knowledge is the result of research in
which the inalienable subjective features of the researcher are omitted, along
with the links of the studied object with history, culture, and society. Within
the framework of feminist criticism, such knowledge is defined as not only
non-objective, but also, devoid of epistemic value.” From a feminist perspec-
tive, then, only those activities and theories are considered cognitively valuable
whose direct impact on socio-political and cultural reality is not only possible
but necessary and effective.

Objective knowledge, as traditionally understood, is also supposed to
enable the subjects to assume control over what is cognized. Fox-Keller empha-
sizes that, from the point of view of feminist imagery, the control of nature
on the principle of acquiring knowledge about it and power over it reveals a
certain essential paradox. The conquest of nature with the use of rational,
objectified tools, also assuming the objectivization and disembodiment of the
subject, is initiated mainly through subjective interest in the object and
requires the subject’s engagement with a given research area. According to
Fox-Keller, these are emotional and subjective motives, therefore decidedly
non-objective, and thus, importantly, traditionally identified with the domain
of femininity.* The purpose of knowledge motivated in this way is to control
the object, which signifies its essential entanglement in power relationships.
From a feminist perspective, wherever one sex dominates another, we are also
dealing with power relationships, and thus, as Tanesini notes, “[k|nowledge is
not politically innocent.”

In analyzing the problem of the politicization of the traditional model of
scientific and philosophical research, Alcoff notes that the currently prevailing
processes of shaping and transmitting knowledge are strictly political, and
that the relationship between knowledge and power is essential and neces-
sary.*® Lloyd adds that because femininity was placed in opposition to rational-
ity, it was deprived of positive value and effective power in the social and
political as well as in the cultural and scientific arenas. At the same time, she
is convinced that “[e]xclusion from reason has meant exclusion from power.”*
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PoTTER (ed.), Feminist Epistemologies, p. 161-186.
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38. Linda Avrcorr, “How is Epistemology Political?,” in Roger S. GorrLiEs (ed.), Radical
Philosophy..., p. 65-85.
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Women, Knowledge, and Reality..., p. 164.
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Importantly, the relationship between knowledge and power transcends the
theoretical dimension and is revealed in socio-cultural practice, at the level of
division into private and public spheres. The identification of women with the
private sphere was thus of a purely political character, meaning that it revealed
the dominating nature of the androcentric perspective. As feminist criticism
points out, men, thanks to access to education, obtained the privileges of
knowledge producers, and thus became beneficiaries of the structure of forces
shaped by this knowledge. The direct consequence of the establishment of the
male sex as the subject of knowledge was its legitimacy as the dominant holder
of power. Androcentric knowledge, at the same time, gained the status of
general human knowledge, defined as a universal, rational, and objective view
of reality.

Within the framework of feminist criticism it is acknowledged that the
conditions of the production of knowledge, the identity of the researcher, and
the political entanglement of discourses bear an essential significance for cog-
nitive processes and the shape of the gained and developed knowledge. In her
analysis of these conditions, Bordo writes about the “imagery of objectivity™"
which has dominated traditional science and philosophy. Moreover, she notes
that the objectivity sought at the bases of both these fields is the de facto
political (that is, idealistic, imaginative, and implementative) objectivity of the
specific goals of a given group of researchers.

Feminist methods of gaining “objective” knowledge

Feminist definitions of knowledge and objectivity constitute the positive
results of feminist criticism of objective knowledge. One such definition was
proposed by Fox-Keller and is based on a positive approach to the valuation
of what is subjective and what is objective in the process of gaining knowledge.
The author proposes an expanded understanding of objectivity, which she calls
dynamic objectivity and describes as “... a pursuit of knowledge that makes
use of subjective experience [...] in the interests of a more effective objectivity.
Premised on continuity, it recognizes difference between self and other as an
opportunity for a deeper and more articulated kinship.™!

A researcher referring to the ideal of dynamic objectivity should demon-
strate special and continuous mindfulness towards the world that surrounds
him or her. In this case, an appropriate research attitude is also free from the
desire to control the subject and refers to a holistic view of reality, in which
all elements constitute a connected whole. According to Fox-Keller, cognition
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of parts of this whole should lead “only” to a better understanding of the
subject’s situation, not to control of the object of study.

Mary Field Belenky has presented the development of knowledge as a five-
stage process culminating in constructed knowledge. Belenky’s proposal
represents a feminist search for knowledge which takes the feminist perspec-
tive into account, that is, knowledge which is inclusive, sensitive to context,
and which transgresses traditional boundaries, but which at the same time
does not completely reject standards of objectivity as traditionally understood.
The first stage of the development of knowledge is silence, which means, above
all, reliance on the acknowledged authorities which determine the scope of
what is acknowledged as certain and reliable knowledge. The second stage is,
according to Belenky, uncritical acceptance and reproduction of existing
truths, or received knowledge, and thus thinking within the existing canons
of objective and rational knowledge. In the next stage we have subjective
knowledge, within the framework of which the rationalistic, androcentric rules
of the creation of knowledge are still in force; however, at the same time,
subjective elements, that is, reflections on the subjective character of knowl-
edge resulting from individual experiences, come to the fore. Procedural
knowledge is the stage in which emphasis is placed on the processual nature
of knowledge, which is in a constant state of development and tension between
what is objective and what is subjective. The point of arrival of the development
of “feminine methods of cognition,” as Belenky defines it, is constructed
knowledge, which is contextual and which integrates subjective evaluation and
objectivization strategies.”? According to Belenky, this knowledge is the result
of the liberation of women from androcentric ideals of knowledge and of a
crisis of trust in institutional requirements for cognitive processes, through
simultaneous acknowledgement of the experiences of the individual as an
equally reliable source of truths about reality.*?

Androcentrically understood objectivity of knowledge is rejected, however,
by Mary Daly, who metaphorically describes the process of gaining knowledge
by women as spinning.** According to her, the knowledge that women gain
has a destructive-constructive character. This means that spinning is charac-
terized by two stages: first, a critical grasp of the existing androcentric truths
and their disassembly, second, construction of new theories based on gyno-
centric concepts. In this way, the knowledge that is “spun” is not a hermetic
set of permanent and objective truths, but is in constant motion, intertwining
itself with threads of reality which, in the context of logocentric male studies,
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have never coexisted. It is worth noting that it is not only Daly who resorts to
a metaphorical approach to women’s methods of producing knowledge, using
terms such as spinning, weaving, or knitting. These metaphors, initially devel-
oped by feminist researchers in the field of literary theory, are also applied in
philosophical reflections, including those based on the feminist epistemology
and theory of knowledge.*

Another proposal for feminist reformulation of the conditions for the
objectivity of knowledge is the concept of embodied knowledge, presented by,
inter alia, the aforementioned Bordo. Taking criticism of Cartesian dualistic
philosophy as a point of departure, Bordo advanced the postulate of embodied
knowledge, that is, a return to the body as the basis of all human experience;
this postulate is intended to serve as an alternative to the traditional under-
standing of knowledge as rational, universal, and, most importantly, disem-
bodied. Bordo observed that Cartesian dualism (res extensa and res cogitans)
had a fundamental influence on the validation, in the Western European
tradition, of the “masculinization of thought.™® In her deliberations, Bordo
goes on to point out that, while men have historically been associated with the
intellect and the mind or spirit, women have long been associated with the
body, the subordinated, negatively imbued term in the mind/body dichotomy.
Bordo postulates not so much a reversal of this trend of thought but rather,
an appreciation of the bodily dimension of a human being, which constitutes
his or her ontological and, consequently, epistemological foundation. Bordo
argues that knowledge is embodied, produced from a standpoint, by a body
that is located as a material entity among other material entities. The concept
of embodied knowledge which she proposes is therefore intended to replace
the existing cultural definitions of the body and its materiality as they have
been given to us. According to this philosopher, “real” bodies must be the
focus of feminist analysis and serve as the basis of new embodied knowledge
about human beings.

In addressing the issue of feminist approaches to knowledge and the con-
ditions of its objectivity, the situated knowledge by Donna Haraway ought
not be omitted. The thesis of situated knowledge boils down to the assertion
that knowledge is achieved by a research community including members of
marginalized social groups, because only they, on account of their situation,
possess epistemic privilege and a more rigorous critical awareness of research
problems. In this sense, as noted by, e.g., Longino, situated knowledge is social
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knowledge, since all the factors of the cognitive process of which it is the result
are of a social nature.”” Haraway, like Bordo, states that traditional science and
philosophy practised by men was based on the doctrine of disembodied sci-
entific objectivity. The disembodied discourse created in this way is nothing
more than “rhetoric, a series of efforts to persuade relevant social actors that
one’s manufactured knowledge is a route to a desired form of very objective
power.”® In noting as well that the object of the cognitive process thus under-
stood becomes disembodied, Haraway emphasizes that knowledge formulated
from the point of view of a subject which is completely detached from his or
her properties, isolated from individual experiences, underdefined, and
deprived of any situation or position is “truly fantastic, distorted, and
irrational.™ Therefore, Haraway claims, the embodiment of traditional sci-
ence and philosophy led to theoretical world domination by an anonymous,
ahistorical, distanced subject, torn away from his or her circumstances, mak-
ing use of universalistic tools whose application guaranteed gaining knowl-
edge characterized by a high degree of objectivity.

According to Haraway, an alternative proposal for the traditional ideal of
research entails knowledge that takes into account a number of world condi-
tions in which both the object and subject find themselves. She emphasizes
that a human being is capable of studying the world or a segment thereof only
from a particular point of view and by means of specific methods and research
tools.®® Hence, this is neither a bird’s-eye view (a metaphor applied to andro-
centric methods of practising science and philosophy) nor a guarantor of
certain and objective knowledge, but a conglomerate of partial views, embod-
ied and positioned perspectives. For to look/acquire/know is always to look/
acquire/know from a particular point of view, oriented in terms of deconstruc-
tion, contestation, creation, changes in the form of knowledge, and methods
of seeing.

To sum up, the feminist approach asserts that it is possible to transform
traditional epistemic ideals so as to significantly expand the limits of what is
commonly considered to be objective knowledge. In the field of feminist
theory, this objectivity is defined as strong objectivity, which, according to
Sandra Harding, signifies the inclusion in scientific and philosophical dis-
course of embodied, situated experiences, which are treated as equally valid,
credible, and cognitively valuable sources of knowledge.” A distinguishing
factor of strong objectivity, which in this sense constitutes its innovative value,
is its critical character, which means that all elements of the process of gaining
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knowledge are subject to critical reflection.*? In turn, this reflection is possible
because the individual experiences of researchers taken into account in the
cognitive process verify one another. In the feminist approach, knowledge is
always collective in nature and results from the processes of social interaction
among researchers from various environments, presenting a variety of stand-
points and incorporating different stories and experiences.

Conclusion

It can be legitimately asserted that all feminist reflections begin with criticism
of the androcentric conditions governing the concepts and theories which
describe and clarify reality. This criticism undermines the reasonableness of
the so-called Enlightenment Project, the result of which was the fixation
within the philosophy of ideals of the objectivity of scientific knowledge and
the rationality of the scientific method. Accordingly, the structure of the reflec-
tions adopted in the present article was subordinated, in an undoubtedly
feminist spirit, to this pattern. First, feminist criticism of the objectivity of
knowledge was presented; within this framework, the research strategies,
cognitive goals, and methods of conducting research functioning in traditional
philosophy and science were undermined. Then, selected proposals for fun-
damental feminist reformulation of the postulate of the objectivity of knowl-
edge in science and philosophy were discussed.

Feminist researchers, such as Fox-Keller, Belenky, Daly, Bordo, Haraway,
and Harding, emphasize above all the specificity of women’s view of the world,
in particular the cognitive attitude of women. Therefore, in all concepts of
knowledge cited in the present article, a special role is played by individual
experience, in association with the corporality, standpoint and socio-cultural
position of the subject. From the feminist perspective, the inclusion in the
processes of research and philosophical analysis of subjective elements, bodily
experiences, and the specific standpoint of the researcher is considered a cog-
nitively valuable strategy for the transformation of existing theories and cre-
ation of new meanings, so that acquired and developed knowledge may
become inclusive and egalitarian, and in this sense “more objective.”

Importantly, this goal can be achieved within the framework of traditional
scientific and philosophical discourses, transformed with respect to the
evaluative and transformative feminist perspective. The evaluative quality of
this perspective is first of all expressed in a critical attitude towards traditional
theories, and, second, it is linked to the postulated appreciation of women and
of the phenomenon of femininity in philosophical reflection and scientific
research. Its transformative quality signifies that one important aspect of this

52. Ibid, p. 69.
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perspective is the postulate of the transformation of socio-political practice
and theory that takes women’s ways of experiencing reality into account. Both
of these aspects have been presented in this article.

Department of Philosophy
Jagiellonian University in Cracow
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SUMMARY

The article deals with the philosophical problem of the objectivity of knowledge
in relation to the ideas and postulates advanced by feminist critics from the
1960s on. To this end, I take the historical perspective into account and present
successively selected threads of feminist criticism of the traditional theory of
knowledge, followed by selected positive aspects of feminist epistemology. First
of all, T discuss feminist criticism of the androcentric research model, which is
based on the doctrine of the disembodied, detached objectivity of the subject
and object of research as well as of knowledge itself. Next, I present selected
feminist approaches to knowledge which constitute cognitively valuable pro-
posals for the transformation of the traditional theory of knowledge through
the application in philosophical reflection and research of the feminist research
perspective.

SOMMAIRE

Cet article aborde le probléeme philosophique de l'objectivité du savoir par
rapport aux idées et aux postulats présentés par la critique féministe a partir
des années 60 du 20° siecle. A cette fin, j'adopte une perspective historique et
je présente certains probléemes de la théorie cognitive traditionnelle soulevés
par la critique féministe et je souligne ensuite quelques aspects positifs de
Iépistémologie féministe. En premier lieu, je traite de la critique féministe du
modele androcentrique de recherches qui est basé sur la doctrine désincarnée,
Pobjectivité abstraite du chercheur, de I‘objet de la recherche et du savoir lui-
méme. Ensuite je présente certaines conceptions féministes du savoir qui
constituent une proposition valable de la transformation de la théorie cognitive
traditionelle grace a l'application de la perspectivie féministe dans la réflexion
philosophique et la recherche scientifique.




