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INTRODUCTION

Despite a substantial history of protest litera-
ture, feminism was not a strong or widespread
movement until the 1960s, although a few peri-
ods of mobilization for the feminist cause exist-
ed, primarily around issues of suffrage and
employment. Ideas of importance to women
can be fotind in classical social theory (in Marx,
Durkheim, Weber, and Simmel), but the issue
of gender as a variable in the analyses of social
phenomena came into its own with the advent
of the contemporary women’s movement.
Feminism draws on the work of early socio-
logical and psychological theorists, most par-

_ticularly Marx, Engels, and Freud. Reworking

the ideas of these Writers, contemporary femi-
nists analyze gender differences, inequality,
and oppression. The discussion of gender ex-
}STCTrJes;he ways in which men and women con-
struct and perceive reality and social Telations

d(i?f—ereltly. Social psychological theories dis-
cuss gender differences in two ways. The phe-
nomenological view sees the everyday experi-
ences of the individual as defined by
typifications which are maintained by the col-

lective action of individuals and which ulti-
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mately shape the psyches of the actors. Social-
ization theory examines how sex roles and ex-
pectations of men and women are transmitted
and internalized. In each instance, the argu-
ment is that one’s embodiment affects how one
comes to know the world.

Theories of gender inequality go beyond the
definition of differences between men and
women to explore economic and social in-
equalities. These theories assert that inequality
is the result of social organization, not of biolo-
gy. They reject biological differences as a sig-
nificant cause of gender inequality and main-
tain that the way in which gender is esteemed
or regarded as well as changes in women'’s dis-
advantaged situation are a political project to
be realized by a social movement.

Liberal W to be the fun-
damental attitude that causes gender inequali-
ty. Sexism, the prejudice and discrimination
against women, legitimates the belief in biolog-
ical predetermination of women'’s roles. Liberal
feminists (e.g., Sylvia Hewlett and Cynthia
Fuchs Epstein) believe that sexist attitudes dis-

advantage women through socialization into
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submissive gender roles. They argue that the
role that women are forced to play—that of the
emotional, sexual, and household servant—
renders them mindless, dependent, and sub-
consciously depressed. Liberal feminists argue
that this oppressive situation for women is not
easily changed because of women’s isolation in
private households and exclusion from the
public sphere.

Liberal feminism is popular in the United
States and serves as a fundamental philosophy
for the National Organization of Women
(NOW). The goal for which the liberal feminists
are striving is a society in which all individuals
have the opportunity to realize their potentlal
To this end, liberal feminists seek changes in
the soc1a1 position of women through legal and

Nancy Hartsock) draw thelr inspiration from
Marxist social theory and particularly from En-
gels’ The _Origins of the Family, Private Propert v,
amit}wr,,_ﬁtit’e where it is argued that the status
of women is not biologically determined but
results from the economic system of ownership
and private property. Contemporary Marxist
feminist theory concentrates on gender rela-
ety . Women within the bourgeois and workmg
classes serve indispensable functions in main-
taining the capitalist system. Bourgeois women
are not propertied but are kept by propertied
men as possessions to perform services that
perpetuate the class interests of the bour-
geoisie. They produce the heirs to property and
provide the emotional support, the nurturing
family, and the sexual gratification for the men
of property.

Working class women may be hired more

cheaply than theif male counterparts and pro-
vide récriits t6 thereserve army of labor. They
are reproducers of the work force needed to
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sustain production in capitalist society and, in
their roles as mothers, inculcate their children
with the appropriate values that sustain class
relations. Only a revolutlonary restructurmg of
e

ditions and allow - Women to take their place as
equals'in a democratlc and communal system.
Efforts f0 unite women across class lines are
counterproductive in that they divide the
working class and undermine its revolutionary
potential in the destruction of capitalist proper-
ty relations.

Radical _feminists (e.g, Mary Daly and
Catherine MacKinnon) view _social institutions
as tools of male domwmch support pa-

triarchy and the oppression of women. All as-
sociafions of social groups are characterized by
domination and submission, and this is espe-
cially apparent in gender associations. The sys-
tem of patriarchy teaches women how to sub-
jugate themselves and teaches men how to
dominate, and this knowledge of sexist domi-
nation is carried over into other spheres. Radi-
cal feminists believe that patrrarChL_gtl per-
vasive in our culture and in our social
ifistitutions and that violence, such as rape and
domestic abuse, and more subtle means of con-
trol, such as beauty standards and emotional
harassment, are symptoms of the ills of patri-
archy. The solution to this subordination of-

fered by "the radical feminists_is_women’s

recognition of of thelr strength and value, the uni-
fication of women regardless of differences,
and the empowerment of women through or-
ganized &fforts within 1nst1tut10ns where patrl—

archlcal valiues p_revaﬂ A

e

Nancy cy Fraser) comblne Marman and radical
feminism in an attempt at theorettcal al synthesis,
breadth, and precision, and an exphc1t method
for ‘social analysis and change. Among those
who call themselves socialist feminists, there
are those who focus on capitalist patriarchy
and those who wish to study domination in a
wide range of contexts, including race, class,
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@Lge\nider, as-well as-forms_of domination
az’ijgggj}giqnsimth&m_r@gtﬁem. Although
both types of socialist feminist theory have
been greatly influenced by Marx, they depart
from his emphasiwg&b_%ygg//rm\Eﬂe—
rWucﬁon and seek to include
consciousness _and knowledge as important
factors that shape and sustain structures of
domination. Change can be achieved through
increased consciousness of these structures and
how they impact on social and individual lev-
els and through the appropriate action to
achieve the goals of the movement.

Dorothy Smith, whose latest work, The Con-
ceptual Practices of Power: A Feminist Sociology of
Knowledge (1990), is excerpted below, was born
in Great Britain in 1926, received her degree
from the University of London, and went on to
complete a Ph.D. in sociology at the University
of California at Berkeley in 1963. Since then,
Smith has published several important works
relating to questions in feminist social theory.

Smith asks the question, how would sociolo-
gy look from a woman'’s standpoint? In doing
so, she wishes to raise questions about the
claims to objective knowledge that characterize
mainstream sociology. What Smith argues is
that all knowledge is knowledge from a partic-
ular standpoint and that what has been
claimed as objective knowledge of society con-
ceals a male bias. Moreover, as a discipline so-
ciology functions within a larger social system

with structures of economic and political
powet. Smith contends that this framework of
power, whose domain assumptions are widely
accepted within mainstream sociology, make it
a discipline that shares a standpoint consonant
with that of the prevailing network of power.
In short, sociology is situated within a context
and is not an objective discipline.

A central theme in Dorothy Smith’s work is
her theory of bifurcation. What she means to
convey by that term is a conceptual distinction
between the world as we experience it and the
world as we come to know it through the con-
ceptual frameworks that science invents. In for-
mulating the problem in these terms, Smith is
adopting the phenomenological perspective ar-
ticulated by Alfred Schutz in his distinction be-
tween the scietitific and the commonsense
ways of knowing the wotld. Smith argues for a
resfriicturing of the sociological method of in-
quiry so that the direct experience of women's
reality, hitherto repressed, become an active
and critical voice. In reading the excerpt
reprinted below, the reader may wish to ask
about the meaning of the concept of “stand-
point” and “bifurcation.” If all knowledge is
situated, then is all knowledge biased? Which
women’s voices are to be heard? Will they
speak of their experiences with one voice or
many, and with what consequences for a politi-
cal movement?
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Dorothy Smith: Women’s Experience
as a Radical Critique of Sociology

RELATIONS OF RULING AND OBJECTIFIED
KNOWLEDGE

When I speak here of governing or ruling 1
mean something more general than the notion
of government as political organization. I refer
rather to that total complex of activities, differ-
entiated into many spheres, by which our kind
of society is ruled, managed, and administered.
It includes what the business world calls man-
agement, it includes the professions, it includes
government and the activities of those who are
selecting, training, and indoctrinating those
who will be its governors. The last includes
those who provide and elaborate the proce-
dures by which it is governed and develop
methods for accounting for how it is done—
namely, the business schools, the sociologists,
the economists. These are the institutions
through which we are ruled and through
which we, and I emphasize this we, participate
in ruling.

Sociology, then, I conceive as much more
than a gloss on the enterprise that justifies and
rationalizes it, and at the same time as much
less than “science.” The governing of our kind
of society is done in abstract concepts and sym-
bols, and sociology helps create them by trans-
posing the actualities of people’s lives and ex-
perience into the conceptual currency with
which they can be governed.

Thus the relevances of sociology are orga-
nized in terms of a perspective on the world, a
view from the top that takes for granted the
pragmatic procedures of governing as those

Source From Dorothy E. Smith, The Conceptual Prac-
tices of Power: A Feminist Sociology of Knowledge. Copyright
© 1990 by Dorothy E. Smith. Reprinted with the permis-
sion of Northeastern University Fress. ‘
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that frame and identify its subject matter. Is-
sues are formulated because they are adminis-
tratively relevant, not because they are signifi-
cant first in the experience of those who live
them. The kinds of facts and events that matter
to sociologists have already been shaped and
given their character and substance by the
methods and practice of governing. Mental ill-
ness, crimes, riots, violence, work satisfaction,
neighbors and neighborhoods, motivation, and
so on—these are the constructs of the practice
of government. Many of these constructs, such
as mental illness, crimes, or neighborhoods, are
constituted as discrete phenomena in the in-
stitutional contexts of ruling; others arise as
problems in relation to the actual practice of
government or management (for example, con-
cepts of violence, motivation, or work satis-
faction).

The governing processes of our society are
organized as social entities external to those
persons who participate in and perform them.
Sociologists study these entities under the
heading of formal organization. They are objec-
tified structures with goals, activities, obliga-
tions, and so on, separate from those of the per-
sons who work for them. The academic
professions are similarly constituted. Members
of a discipline accumulate knowledge that 1s
then appropriated by the discipline as its own.
The work of members aims at contributing to
that body of knowledge.

As graduate students learning to become so-
ciologists, we learn t0 think sociology as it is
thought and to practice it as it is practiced. We
learn that some topics are relevant and others
are not. We learn to discard our personal expe-
rience as a source of reliable information about
the character of the world and to confine and
focus our insights within the conceptual frame-
works and relevances of the discipline. Should
we think other kinds of thoughts or experience
the world in a different way or with horizons
that pass beyond the conceptual, we must dis-
card them or find some way to sneak them in.
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We learn a way of thinking about the world
that is recognizable to its practitioners as the
sociological way of thinking.

We learn to practice the sociological sub-
sumption of the actualities of ourselves and of
other people. We find out how to treat the
world as instances of a sociological body of
knowledge. The procedure operates as a sort of
conceptual imperialism. When we write a the-
sis or a paper, we learn that the first thing to do
is to latch it on to the discipline at some point.
This may be by showing how it is a problem
within an existing theoretical and conceptual
framework. The boundaries of inquiry are thus
set within the framework of what is already es-
tablished. Even when this becomes, as it happi-
ly often does, a ceremonial ‘authorization of a
project that has little to do with the theory used
to authorize it, we still work within the vocab-
ularies and within the conceptual boundaries
of “the sociological perspective.”

An important set of procedures that serve to
separate the discipline’s body of knowledge

om its practitioners is known as objectivity.
The ethic of objectivity and the methods used
in its practice are concerned primarily with the
separation of knowers from what they know
and in particular with the separation of what is

‘known from knowers’ interests, “biases,” and

so forth, that are not authorized by the disci-
line. In the social sciences the pursuit of objec-
tivity makes it possible for people to be paid to
pursue a knowledge to which they are other-
wise indifferent. What they feel and think
about society can be kept out of what they are
professionally or academically interested in.
Correlatively, if they are interested in explor-
ing a topic sociologically, they must find ways
of converting their private interest into an ob-
jectified, unbiased form.

SOCIOLOGY PARTICIPATES IN THE
EXTRALOCAL RELATIONS OF RULING

Sociologists, when they go to work, enter into
the conceptually ordered society they are in-

vestigating. They observe, analyze, explain,
and examine that world as if there were no
problem in how it becomes observable to them.
They move among the doings of organizations,
governmental processes, and bureaucracies as
people who are at home in that medium. The
nature of that world itself, how it is known to
them, the conditions of its existence, and their
relation to it are not called into question. Their
methods of observation and inquiry extend
into it as procedures that are essentially of the
same order as those that bring about the phe-
nomena they are concerned with. Their per-
spectives and interests may differ, but the sub-
stance is the same. They work with facts and
information that have been worked up from
actualities and appear in the form of docu-
ments that are themselves the product of orga-
nizational processes, whether their own or
those of some other agency. They fit that infor-
mation back into a framework of entities and
organizational processes which they take for
granted as known, without asking how it is
that they know them or by what social process-
es the actual events—what people do or
utter—are construed as the phenomena
known.

Where a traditional gender division of labor
prevails, men entet the conceptually organized
world of governing without a sense of transi-
tion. The male sociologist in these circum-
stances passes beyond his particular and im-
mediate setting (the office he writes in, the
libraries he consults, the streets he travels, the
home he returns to) without attending to the
shift in consciousness. He works in the very
medium he studies.

But, of course, like everyone else, he also ex-
ists in the body in the place in which it is. This
is also then the place of his sensory organiza-
tion of immediate experience; the place where
his coordinates of here and now, before and
after, are organized around himself as center;
the place where he confronts people face to
face in the physical mode in which he express-
es himself to them and they to him as more
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and other than either can speak. This is the  enter and become absorbed in the conceptual
place where things smell, where the irrelevant ~ mode, and to forget the dependence of his
birds fly away in front of the window, where  being in that mode upon his bodily existence,
he has indigestion, where he dies. Into this  that he does not have to focus his activities and
space must come as actual material events—  interests upon his bodily existence. Full partici-
whether as sounds of speech, scratchings on  pation in the abstract mode of action requires
the surface of paper, which he constitutes as  liberation from attending to needs in the con-_
text, or directly—anything he knows of the  crete and particular. The organization of work
world. It has to happen here somehow if he is  in managerial and professional circles depends
to experience it at all. upon the alienation of subjects from their bodi-

Entering the governing mode of our kind of ~ ly and local existence. The structure of work
society lifts actors out of the immediate, local, and the structure of career take for granted that
and particular place in which we are in the  these matters have been provided for in such a
body. What becomes present to us in the gov-  way that they will not interfere with a man’s
erning mode is a means of passing beyond the  action and participation in that world. Under"
local into the conceptual order. This mode of  the traditional gender regime, providing for a
governing creates, at least potentially, a bifur-  man’s liberation from Bierstedt’s Aristotelian
cation of consciousness. It establishes tWo| categories is a woman who keeps house for
modes of knowing and experiencing and doing, q;,him, bears and cares for his children, washes
one located in the body and in the space it oc- his clothes, looks after him when he is sick, and
cupies and moves in, the other passm_gggzond generally provides for the logistics of his bodi-
It. Sociology is written in and aims at the latter = ly existence.

mode of action. Robert Bierstedt writes, “Sociol- Women's work in and around professional
ogy can liberate the ‘mind from time and space  and managerial settings performs analogous
themselves and remove it to a new and tran-  functions. Women’s work mediates between
scendental realm where it no longer depends  the abstracted and conceptual and the material
upon these Aristotelian categories.”’ Even ob-  form in which it must travel to communicate.
servational work aims at description in the cate- ~ Women do the clerical work, the word process-
gories and hence conceptual forms of the “tran-  ing, the interviewing for the survey; they take
scendental realm.” Yet the local and particular ~ messages, handle the mail, make appoint-
site of knowing that is the other side of the bi-  ments, and care for patients. At almost every
furcated consciousness has not been a site for  point women mediate for men at work the rela-
the development of systematic knowledge. tionship between the conceptual mode of ac-

tion and the actual concrete forms in which it is

, and must be realized, and the actual material
WOMEN’S EXCLUSION FROM THE conditions upon which it depends.

GOVERNING CONCEPTUAL MODE Marx’s concept of alienation is applicable

The suppression of the local and particularasa  here in a modified form. The simplest formula-
site of knowledge has been and remains gen-  tion of alienation posits a relation between the
der organized. The domestic sites of women’s  work individuals do and an external order op-
—work, traditionally identified with women, are  pressing them in which their work contributes
outside and subservient to this structure. Men  to the strength of the order that oppresses
have functioned as subjects in the mode of gov-  them. This is the situation of women in this re-
erning; women have been anchored in the local lation. The more successful women are in me-
and particular phase of the bifurcated world. It diating the world of concrete particulars so
has been a condition of a man’s being able to  that men do not have to become engaged with
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(and therefore conscious of) that world as a
condition to their abstract activities, the more
complete men’s absorption in it and the more
effective its authority. The dichotomy between
the two worlds organized on the basis of gen-
der separates the dual forms of consciousness;
the governing consciousness dominates the
primary world of a locally situated conscious-
ness but cannot cancel it; the latter is a subordi-
nated, suppressed, absent, but absolutely es-
sential ground of the governing consciousness.
The gendered organization of subjectivity di-
chotomizes the two worlds, estranges them,
and silences the locally situated consciousness
by silencing women.

WOMEN SOCIOLOGISTS AND THE
CONTRADICTION BETWEEN SOCIOLOGY
AND EXPERIENCE

Bifurcation of consciousness is experienced as
women move between these two modes with a
working consciousness active in both. We are
situated as sociologists across a contradiction
in our discipline’s relationship to our experi-
ence of the world. Traditional gender roles
deny the existence of the contradiction; sup-
pression makes it invisible, as it has made
other contradictions between women and men
invisible. Recognizing, exploring, and working
within it means finding alternative ways of
thinking and inquiry to those that would im-
plicate us in the sociological practice of the re-
lations of ruling.

The theories, concepts, and methods of our
discipline claim to be capable of accounting for
the world we experience directly. But they
have been organized around and built up from
a way of knowing the world that takes for
granted and subsumes without examining the
conditions of its own existence. It is not capable
of analyzing its relation to its conditions be-
cause the sociological subject as an actual per-
son in an actual concrete setting has been can-
celed in the procedures that objectify and
separate her from her knowledge. Thus the

linkage that points back to its conditions is
obliterated.

For women those conditions are a direct

practical problem to be somehow solved in

doing sociological work and following a socio-

logical career. How are we to manage career

nd children (incliuding of course negotiating
sharing that work with a man)? How is domes-
tic work to get done? How is career time to be
coordinated with family caring time? How is
the remorseless structure of the children’s
school schedule to be coordinated with the
equally exigent scheduling of professional and
managerial work? Rarely are these problems
solved by the full sharing of responsibilities be-
tween women and men. But for the most part
these claims, these calls, these somehow un-
avoidable demands, are still ongoingly present
and pressing for women, particularly, of
course, for those with children. Thus the rela-
tion between ourselves as practicing sociolo-
gists and ourselves as working women is al-
ways there for us as a practical matter, an
ordinary, unremarked, yet pervasive aspect of
our experience of the world. The bifurcation o
consciousness becomes for us a daily chasm to
be crossed, on the one side of which is this spe-
cial conceptual activity of thought, research,
teaching, and administration, and on the other
the world of localized activities oriented to-
ward particular others, keeping things clean,
managing somehow the house and household
and the children—a world in which the partic-
ularities of persons in their full organic imme-
diacy (feeding, cleaning up the vomit, chang-
ing the diapers) are inescapable. Even if this
isn’t something that currently preoccupies us,
as it no longer preoccupies me, our present is
given shape by a past that was thus.

We have learned, as women in sociology,
that the discipline has not been one that we
could enter and occupy on the same terms as
men. We do not fully appropriate its authority,
that is, the right to author and authorize the
acts of knowing and thinking that are the
knowing and thinking of the discipline. Femi-
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nist theory in sociology is still feminist theory
and not just plain sociological theory. The
inner principles of our theoretical work remain
lodged outside us. The frames of reference that
order the terms upon which inquiry and dis-
cussion are conducted have originated with
men. The subjects of sociological sentences (if
they have a subject) are still male, even though
protocol now calls for a degendering of pro-
nouns. Even before we became conscious of
our sex as the basis of an exclusion (they have
not been talking about us), we nonetheless
could not fully enter ourselves as the subjects
of its statements. The problem remains; we
must suspend our sex and suspend our knowl-

~ edge of who we are as well as who it is that in

fact is speaking and of whom. Even now, we
do not fully participate in the declarations and
formulations of its mode of consciousness. The
externalization of sociology as a profession is
for women an estrangement both in suppress-
ing dimensions of our experience as women
and in creating for our use systems of inter-
preting and understanding our society that en-
force that suppression.

Women who move between these two
worlds have access to an experience that dis-
plays for us the structure of the bifarcated con-
sciousness. For those of us who are sociolo-
gists, it undermines our commitment to a
sociology aimed at an externalized body of
knowledge based on an organization of experi-
ence that excludes ours.

KNOWING A SOCIETY FROM WITHIN: A
WOMAN’S PERSPECTIVE

An alternative sociological approach must
somehow transcend this contradiction without
reentering Bierstedt's “transcendental realm.”
Women's standpoint, as I am analyzing it here,
discredits sociology’s claim to constitute an ob-
jective knowledge independent of the sociolo-
gist's situation. Sociology’s conceptual proce-
dures, methods, and relevances organize its
subject matter from a determinate position in
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society. This critical disclosure is the basis of an
alternative way of thinking sociology. If sociol-
ogy cannot avoid being situated, then it should
take that as its beginning and build it into its
methodological and theoretical strategies. As it
is now, these strategies separate a sociological-
ly constructed world from that of direct experi-
ence; it is precisely that separation that must be
undone. |

I am not proposing an immediate and radi-
cal transformation of the subject matter and
methods of the discipline nor the junking of
everything that has gone before. What I am
suggesting is more in the nature of a reorgani-
zation of the relationship of sociologists to the
object of our knowledge and of our problemat-
ic. This reorganization involves first placing so-
ciologists where we are actually situated,
namely, at the beginning of those acts by which
we know or will come to know, and second,
making our direct embodied experience of the
everyday world the primary ground of our
knowledge.

A sociology worked on in this way would
not have as its objective a body of knowledge
subsisting in and of itself; inquiry would not be
justified by its contribution to the heaping up
of such a body. We would reject a sociology
aimed primarily at itself. We would not be in-
terested in contributing to a body of knowl-
edge whose uses are articulated to relations of
ruling in which women participate only mar-
ginally, if at all. The professional sociologist is
trained to think in the objectified modes of so-

ciological discourse, to think sociology as it has ’

been and is thought; that training and practice
has to be discarded. Rather, as sociologists we
would be constrained by the actualities of how
things come about in people’s direct experi-
ence, including our own. A sociology for
women would offer a knowledge of the social
organization and determinations of the proper-
ties and events of our directly experienced
world.? Its analyses would become part of our
ordinary interpretations of the experienced
world, just as our experience of the sun’s sink-
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ing below the horizon is transformed by our
knowledge that the world turns away from a
sun that seems to sink.

The only way of knowing a socially con-
structed world is knowing it from within. We
can never stand outside it. A relation in which
sociological phenomena are objectified and
presented as external to and independent of
the observer is itself a special social practice
also known from within. The relation of ob-
server and object of observation, of sociologist
to “subject,” is a specialized social relationship.
Even to be a stranger is to enter a world consti-
tuted from within as strange. The strangeness
itself is the mode in which it is experienced.

When Jean Briggs® made her ethnographic .

study of the ways in which an Eskimo people
structure and express emotion, what she
learned emerged for her in the context of the
actual developing relations between her and
the family with whom she lived and other
members of the group. Her account situates
her knowledge in the context of those relation-
ships and in the actual sites in which the work
of family subsistence was done. Affections, ten-
sions, and quarrels, in some of which she was
implicated, were the living texture in which
she learned what she describes. She makes it
clear how this context structured her learning
and how what she learned and can speak of be-
came observable to her.

Briggs tells us what is normally discarded in
the anthropological or sociological telling. Al-
though sociological inquiry is necessarily a so-
cial relation, we have learned to dissociate our
own part in it. We recover only the object of
our knowledge as if it stood all by itself. Sociol-
ogy does not provide for seeing that there are
always two terms to this relation. An alterna-
tive sociology must preserve in it the presence,
concerns, and experience of the sociologist as
knower and discoverer. '

To begin from direct experience and to re-
turn to it as a constraint or “test” of the ade-
quacy of a systematic knowledge is to begin

© from where we are located bodily. The actuali-

ties of our everyday world are already socially
organized. Settings, equipment, environment,
schedules, occasions, and so forth, as well as
our enterprises and routines, are socially pro-
duced and concretely and symbolically orga-
nized prior to the moment at which we enter
and at which inquiry begins. By taking up a
standpoint in our original and immediate
knowledge of the world, sociologists can make
their discipline’s socially organized properties
first observable and then problematic.

When I speak of experience I do not use the
term as a synonym for perspective. Nor in
proposing a sociology grounded in the sociolo-
gist’s actual experience am I recommending
the self-indulgence of inner exploration or any
other enterprise with self as sole focus and ob-
ject. Such subjectivist interpretations of experi-
ence are themselves an aspect of that organiza-
tion of consciousness that suppresses the
locally situated side of the bifurcated con-
sciousness and transports us straight into mind
country, stashing away the concrete conditions
and practices upon which it depends. We can
never escape the circles of our own heads if we
accept that as our territory. Rather, sociolo-
gists’ investigation of our directly experienced
world as a problem is a mode of discovering or
rediscovering the society from within. We
begin from our own original but tacit knowl-
edge and from within the acts by which we
bring it into our grasp in making it observable
and in understanding how it works. We aim
not at a reiteration of what we already (tacitly)
know, but at an exploration of what passes be-
yond that knowledge and is deeply implicated
in how it is.

SOCIOLOGY AS STRUCTURING
RELATIONS BETWEEN SUBJECT AND
OBJECT

Our knowledge of the world is given to us in
the modes by which we enter into relations




with the object of knowledge. But in this case
the object of our knowledge is or originates in
the co-ordering of activities among “subjects.”
The constitution of an objective sociology as an
authoritative version of how things are is done
from a position in and as part of the practices
of ruling in our kind of society. Our training as
sociologists teaches us to ignore the uneasiness
at the junctures where multiple and diverse ex-
periences are transformed into objectified
forms. That juncture shows in the ordinary
problems respondents have of fitting their ex-
perience of the world to the questions in the in-
terview schedule. The sociologist who is a
woman finds it hard fo preserve this exclusion,
for she discovers, if she will, precisely that un-
easiness in her relation to her discipline as a
whole. The persistence of the privileged socio-
logical version (or versions) relies upon a sub-
structure that has already discredited and de-
prived of authority to speak the voices of those
who know the society differently. The objec-
tivity of a sociological version depends upon
a special relationship with others that makes
it easy for sociologists to remain outside the
others’ experience and does not require them
to recognize that experience as a valid con-
tention.

Riding a train not long ago in Ontario I saw
a family of Indians—woman, man, and three
children—standing together on a spur above a
river watching the train go by. I realized that I
could tell this incident—the train, those five
people seen on the other side of the glass—as it
was, but that my description was built on my
position and my interpretations. I have called
them “Indians” and a family; I have said they
were watching the train. My understanding
has already subsumed theirs. Everything may
have been quite different for them. My descrip-
tion is privileged to stand as what actually
happened because theirs is not heard in the
contexts in which I may speak. If we begin
from the world as we actually experience it, it
is at least possible to see that we are indeed lo-
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cated and that what we know of the other is
conditional upon that location. There are and
must be different experiences of the world and
different bases of experience. We must not do
away with them by taking advantage of our
privileged speaking to construct a sociological
version that we then impose upon them as
their reality. We may not rewrite the other’s
world or impose upon it a conceptual frame-
work that extracts from it what fits with ours.
Their reality, their varieties of experience, must
be an unconditional datum. It is the place from
which inquiry begins.

A BIFURCATION OF CONSCIOUSNESS

My experience in the train epitomizes a socio-
logical relation. I am already separated from
the world as it is experienced by those I ob-
serve. That separation is fundamental to the
character of that experience. Once I become
aware of how my world is put together as a
practical everyday matter and of how my rela-
tions are shaped by its concrete conditions
(even in so simple a matter as that I am sitting
in the train and it travels, but those people
standing on the spur do not), I am led into the
discovery that I cannot understand the nature
of my experienced world by staying within its
ordinary boundaries of assumption and knowl-
edge. To account for that moment on the train
and for the relation between the two experi-
ences {or more) and the two positions from
which those experiences begin I must posit a
larger socioeconomic order in back of that mo-
ment. The coming together that makes the ob-
servation possible as well as how we were sep-
arated and drawn apart as well as how I now
make use of that here—these properties are de-
termined elsewhere than in that relation itself.
Furthermore, how our knowledge of the
world is mediated to us becomes a problem of
knowing how that world is organized for us
prior to our participation in it. As intellectuals
we ordinarily receive it as a media world, a
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world of texts, images, journals, books, talk,
and other symbolic modes. We discard as an
essential focus of our practice other ways of
knowing. Accounting for that mode of know-
ing and the social organization that sets it up
for us again leads us back into an analysis of
the total socioeconomic order of which it is
part. Inquiry remaining within the circum-
scriptions of the directly experienced cannot
explore and explicate the relations organizing
the everyday matrices of direct experience.

If we address the problem of the conditions
as well as the perceived forms and organiza-
tion of immediate experience, we should in-
clude in it the events as they actually happen
and the ordinary material world we encounter
as a matter of fact: the urban renewal project
that uproots four hundred families; how it is to
live on welfare as an ordinary daily practice;
cities as the actual physical structures in which
we move; the organization of academic occa-
sions such as that in which this chapter origi-
nated. When we examine them, we find that
there are many aspects of how these things
come about of which we, as sociologists, have
little to say. We have a sense that the events en-
tering our experience originate somewhere in a
human intention, but we are unable to track
back to find it and to find out how it got from
there to here.

Or take this room in which I work or that
room in which you are reading and treat that
as a problem. If we think about the conditions
of our activity here, we can trace how these
chairs, this table, the walls, our clothing, our
presence come to be here; how these places
(yours and mine) are cleaned and maintained;
and so forth. There are human activities, inten-
tions, and relations that are not apparent as
such in the actual material conditions of our
work. The social organization of the setting is
not wholly available to us in its appearance.
We bypass in the immediacy of the specific
practical activity a complex division of labor
that is an essential precondition to it. Such pre-

conditions are fundamentally mysterious to us
and present us with problems in grasping so-
cial relations with which sociology is ill
equipped to deal. We experience the world as
largely incomprehensible beyond the limits of
what we know in a common sense. No amount
of observation of face-to-face relations, no
amount of commonsense knowledge of every-
day life, will take us beyond our essential igno-
rance of how it is put together. Our direct ex-
perience of it makes it (if we will) a problem,
but it does not offer any answers. We experi-
ence a world of “appearances,” the determina-
tions of which lie beyond it.

We might think of the appearances of our
direct experience as a multiplicity of surfaces,
the properties and relations among which are
generated by social organizations not observ-
able in their effects. The relations underlying
and generating the characteristics of our own
directly experienced world bring us into unseen
relations with others. Their experience is neces-
sarily different from ours. If we would begin
from our experienced world and attempt to an-
alyze and account for how it is, we must posit
others whose experience is not the same as ours.

Women's situation in sociology discloses to
us a typical bifurcate structure with the ab-
stracted, conceptual practices on the one hand
and the concrete realizations, the maintenance
routines, and so forth, on the other. Taking
each for granted depends tipon being fully sit-
uated in one or the other so that the other does
not appear in contradiction to it. Women'’s di-
rect experience places us a step back, where we
can recognize the uneasiness that comes from
sociology’s claim to be about the world we live
in, and, at the same time, its failure to account
for or even describe the actual features we ex-
perience. Yet we cannot find the inner principle
of our own activity through exploring what is
directly experienced. We do not see how it is
put together because it is determined else-
where. The very organization of the world that
has been assigned to us as the primary locus of




our being, shaping other projects and desires,
is determined by and subordinate to the rela-
tions of society founded in a capitalist mode of
production. The aim of an alternative sociology
would be to explore and unfold the relations
beyond our direct experience that shape and
determine it. An alternative sociology would
be a means to anyone of understanding how
the world comes about for us and how it is or-
ganized so that it happens to us as it does in
our experience. An alternative sociology, from
the standpoint of women, makes the everyday

world its problematic. <%

THE STANDPOINT OF WOMEN AS A PLACE
TO START

The standpoint of women situates the inquirer
in the site of her bodily existence and in the
local actualities of her working world. It is a
standpoint that positions inquiry but has no
specific content. Those who undertake inquiry
from this standpoint begin always from
women’s experience as it is for women. We are
the authoritative speakers of our experience.
The standpoint of women situates the sociolog-
ical subject prior to the entry into the abstract-
ed conceptual mode, vested in texts, that is the
order of the relations of ruling. From this
standpoint, we know the everyday world
through the particularities of our local prac-
tices and activities, in the actual places of our
work and the actual time it takes. In making
the everyday world problematic we also prob-
lematize the everyday localized practices of the
objectified forms of knowledge organizing our
everyday worlds.

A bifurcated consciousness is an effect of the
actual social relations in which we participate
as part of a daily work life. Entry as subject
into the social relations of an objectified con-

CHAPTER 14: FEMINIST THEORY 331

sciousness is itself an organization of actual
everyday practices. The sociology that objecti-
fies society and social relations and transforms
the actualities of people’s experience into the
synthetic objects of its discourse is an organiza-
tion of actual practices and activities. We know
and use practices of thinking and inquiring so-
ciologically that sever our knowledge of soci-
ety from the society we know as we live and
practice it. The conceptual practices of an alien-
ated knowledge of society are also in and of
the everyday world. In and through its concep-
tual practices and its everyday practices of
reading and writing, we enter a mode of con-
sciousness outside the everyday site of our

bodily existence and experiencing. The stand- )

point of women, or at least, this standpoint of
women at work, in the traditional ways
women have worked and continue to work, ex-
poses the alienated knowledge of the relations
of ruling as the everyday practices of actual in-
dividuals. Thus, though an alienated knowl-
edge also alienates others who are not mem-
bers of the dominant white male minority, the
standpoint of women distinctively opens up
for exploration the conceptual practices and ac-
tivities of the extralocal, objectified relations of
ruling as what actual people do.
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