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Science, it would seem is not sexless; she is a man, a father and 
infected too. - Virginia WooW 

1. Introduction 

This quotation has become the battle cry of feminist philosophers of 
science. It has led many a feminist to search for, and uncover, vast numbers 
of historical (and contemporary) examples s f  sexism surrounding the scien- 
tific enterprise. 

Most feminist critiques focus on the practice of science. That is, they 
criticize both "the ways in which women are inhibited from entering into 
science professions"2 and the ways in which science has, and is, being used 
(by men) to oppress women. 

Some feminist philosophers of science, however, focus on the scientif- 
ic method itself by criticizing the classical desiderata of the scientific 
method. Special focus is paid to the notion of objectivity. Objectivity, claim 
some, is only "ostensibly [the] non-involved stance."3 In actuality, it is the 
male stance. Therefore, the story goes, our respect for the scientific method 
is simply an outcome of our traditional (sexist, hence, male-biased) political 
inclinations. 

Practice-critiques, then, claim only to demonstrate that men in the 
sciences are sexist; that they are infected. Bat method-critiques are intended 
to show something far more provocative: namely, that science is, essentialZy , 
sexist; that it is infected. 
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This paper concentrates on the method-critiques of feminist philoso- 
phers and attempts to demonstrate that their case-that science is essen- 
tially male-biased, via their critiques of objectivity- has not been made. In 
addition, I will show that had it been made, and the call to feminize 
science answered, such changes would, ultimately, hurt women. 

2. Interpretations of Objectivity 

The concept of objectivity is fleshed out in a number of different ways by a 
number of different feminists. For Ruth Bleier and Catharine MacKinnon, 
'objectivity' is synonymous with a "value-free stance,"4 and the "non-in- 
volved stance,"s respectively. Evelyn Fox Keller states that the objectivist 
ideology proclaims "disinterest,"6 a characterization similar to Jean Grim- 
shaw's understanding of objectivity as "impartiality."7 And Sandra Harding 
has an entirely different take on the concept of objectivity. She claims that 
objectivity "is not maximized through value-neutralityW;8 for, according to 
Harding, 

the paradigm models of objective science are those studies 
explicitly directed by morally and politically emancipatory 
interests-that is, by interests in eliminating sexist, racist, class- 
ist, and culturally coercive understandings of nature and social 
life.9 

I will examine each of the three different interpretations of 
objectivity-(l) politically emancipatory, (2) value-free or non-involved, and 
(3) impartiality or disinterest-in order to show: (1) that the first interpre- 
tation is too unconventional to take seriously as a target for philosophical 
criticism from either feminist or nonfeminist camps; (2) that the second 
caricatures the concept of objectivity held by most scientists and philoso- 
phers of science and, therefore, need not be defended from feminist criti- 
cism; and (3) that only the third interpretation properly characterizes objec- 
tivity and, thus, only it is a worthy target of feminist criticism; but that the 
criticisms leveled against it-fleshed out in terms of impartiality and dis- 
interest-are not sufficient for claiming that science, itself, is sexist. 

A. Objectiviry as emunciputo~ 
Harding's account of objectivity has, I think, already been thoroughly 

criticized by Kristin Shrader-Frechette.10 Therefore, I will merely point out 
the relevant passage in her critique. 

Schrader-Frechette states that because 

Harding is not employing the term 'objectivity' in its ordinary 
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sense . . . her use is question-begging both because she has not 
defended it, and because this sense of the term is highly stipula- 
tive . . . [that is,] she does not explain how scientific work 
becomes more objective by being directed by moral and political 
interests . . . how work expressing moral and political values 
lays claim to objectivity.11 

Clearly, Harding must either develop this unusual account of objectiv- 
ity more fully or retreat to one of the more ordinary senses described 
above. Until she has done this, her account is neither worthy of criticism 
from classical12 philosophers of science, nor deserving of defense by femi- 
nists.u 

B. Objectiviry as value-fiee 
The form of the feminist argument against objectivity qua a value-free 

stance is quite simple: A value-free stance is essential to the scientific 
method; the desire to achieve a value-free stance is an androcentric goal; 
therefore, "science is a masculine project."ld 

Unfortunately for the feminists, this first premise is false-a value- 
free stance is not essential to science or the scientific method, therefore, 
the second premise, even if true, speaks to a straw account. 

Most "postmodern"ls scientists (and philosophers of science) recog- 
nize that "nature is no longer at arm's length."ls As Stephen Toulmin has 
pointed out, 

we now realize, [that] the interaction between scientists and 
their objects of study is a two-way affair. . . . Even in funda- 
mental physics, for instance, the fact that subatomic particles are 
under observation will make the influence of the physicists' in- 
struments a significant element in the phenomena themselv es... 
[?lhe scientific observer is now-dy-nilly-also a participant .I7 

This is not an acceptance of subjectivi$ that would be going too far 
(see below). Toulmin has only restructured the classical concept of objectiv- 
ity in a way that acknowledges that we can no longer treat objects of scien- 
tific study (be they other people or electrons) in pzueb objectified ways. 

Such restructuring does not depend on the notion of a value-free 
stance; however, it does maintain the spirit of classical objectivity by stress- 
ing the desire and attempt to remain unbiased. 

Examples of not-quite-value-free-but-nonetheless-unbiased acts 
abound. They occur, for example, any time we adjudicate philosophical dis- 
putes at conferences, moderate philosophical analyses in the classroom, or 
evaluate the work of our students. To quote Toulmin again: 
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In all these cases, to be objective does not require us to be 
uninterested, that is, devoid of interests or feelings; it requires 
us only to acknowledge those interests and feelings, to discount 
any resulting biases and prejudices, and to do our best to act in 
a disinterested way.18 

Feminist criticism which is aimed at objectivity qua a value-free stance, 
value-neutrality, non-involvedness, or unhterestedness simply misses the 
point. 

C. Objectivity as disinterest 
Some feminist critics of science and scientific methodology do address 

the concept of objectivity in its more sophisticated form-via the notion of 
a disinterested or unbiased stance-while still claiming that the classical 
concept is sexist. Two different kinds of criticisms are offered. 

The first focuses on the hermeneutical rendering of the texts of 
science as androcentric; the second focuses on the claim that "humans can- 
not be impartial or objective recorders of the world."Ig Both are problem- 
atic. 

1. The hermeneutical fallacy. The first kind of criticism focuses on the 
fact that objectivity has been genderized male, while subjectivity has been 
genderized female. 

Such genderization is obvious (to many feminists) from a number of 
avenues: feminist historical interpretation, literary criticism, and psychoanal- 
ysis, just to name a few. It is stated that there are ways to " 'read science 
as a text' [which] reveal the social meanings-the hidden symbolic and cul- 
tural agendas-of purportedly [disinterested120 claims and practices."2* This 
"reading" of text has demonstrated (to feminists) that science is "inextri- 
cably connected with specific masculine . . . needs and desires.'= 

This kind of hermeneutical evidence is illegitimate because it presup- 
poses precisely what is being challenged, namely, that the concept of 'dis- 
interested stance' is itself male-biased. To simply adopt an androcenuic 
interpretation without offering some justification for such an adoption is to 
beg the question. 

2 No such thing as objectivity. The hermeneutical "reason" is not the 
only justification feminist critics supply for rejecting the classical notion of 
objectivity. Their other, stronger claim is that we can never act in a dis- 
interested way. 

Why not? Is this a fact of human psychology or the logical/epistemo- 
logical outcome of the fact that there is no disinterested stance to be had? 

a The psychological point. If feminist critics mean the former, then 
their claim-that "human beings can never act in a disinterested way"-is 
in the same kind of trouble that surrounds the psychological egoist's claim 
that "human beings can never act except in their own best interest." As an 
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empirical thesis, the egoist's claim is either false (e.g., Mother Theresa) or 
unfalsifiable. 

The argument against the claim that "human beings can never act in 
a disinterested way" follows suit-* an empirical thesis, it is either false 
(e.g., when we rationally decide, not merely arbitrarily choose, which of our 
students earned an "A") or unfalsifiable. 

b. Ttre epistemological point. The psychological interpretation is prob- 
ably not what feminist critics have in mind,, The point is not that there are 
shortcomings in the human psychological mechanism which prevent one 
from being disinterested, but that there is no unbiased stance to be had. 

If the only stance is a biased stance, then, given science and its his- 
tory of maledomination, this bias translates into the idea that the male 
stance is the only stance. 

Unfortunately, feminists (in the literature) do not directly argue for 
the no-unbiased-stance claim. Instead, they often appeal to the (male) au- 
thority Thomas Kuhn. They claim that the 

Kuhnian strategy of arguing that observations are theory-laden, 
theories are paradigm-laden, and paradigms are culture-laden ... 
[demonstrates that] there are and can be no such things as . . . 
objective23 facts.24 

And without objective facts there can be no objective, i.e., unbiased, stance. 
Of course, relying upon Kuhn leaves an important question open for 

debate: Is he right? Although a thorough discussion of Kuhn's arguments 
against objectivity would fall outside the scope of this paper, suffice it to 
say that at best there is vast body of philosophical literature which claims 
that he has not made his case against objeceivity.u At worst, he is wrong. 

Briefly, Kuhn's concept of incommensurability (which is at the heart 
of his version of relativism) is caught bettween the horns of a dilemma. 
Either it supports radical incommensurability which entails unintelligibility 
on the one hand; or it allows for intelligibility and therefore objectivity on 
the other. As Israel Schemer has pointed out, "[olbjectivity requires simply 
the possibility of intelligible debate over the comparative merits of rival 
paradigms,'% 

Although it is not clear whether Kuhn himself actually supports the 
radical reading of the incommensurability claim,n it is certain that the fem- 
inists cannot simply rest on their Kuhnian laurels. If Kuhn is a radical in- 
commensurabilist, then feminist critics of science must take the vast body 
of criticism of (Kuhnian) relativism seriously and attempt a rejoinder. If, on 
the other hand, Kuhn is not a radical incommensurabilist, then these 
particular feminist arguments against objectivity cannot be based on his 
work. In either case, it seems, the feminists will have to develop a com- 
pletely Kuhn-independent attack on objectivity. 
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3. Is the Feminist Project Committed to Relativism? 

A. The abandonment of science 
Even if the Kuhnian arguments with respect to the critique of objec- 

tivity were correct, what follows for the feminists is unclear; for if there is 
no disinterested (unbiased) stance to be had, then the only stance would be 
a stance biased by someone (or some culture, sex, or whatever). 

Under such a relativistic interpretation, scientific theories are never 
about the "way things are," for there is no ' ' w v  things are." Scientific 
theories are about the way things are for this culture, that sex, you, or me. 
Such an interpretation, however, does not entail the need for a feminist 
interpretation of the scientific method, but rather an abandonment of the 
enterprise of science itself. If objectivity is at the heart of the scientific 
method, then its removal would be fata1.D 

B. Feminism and relativism 
Before proceeding with the pragmatic problems of such a relativistic 

interpretation, it is important to note that most feminists, including Har- 
ding, have never been comfortable with the brand "relativism." Harding, 
especially, has tried to tackle the issue. 

I. "Old" Harding. In The Science Question, Harding claims that "the 
leap to relativism misgrasps feminist projects.''~ 

This "leap" is unjustified, she argues, because 

feminist inquirers are never saying that sexist and antisexist 
claims are equally plausible. . . . [Elvidence for feminist vs. non- 
feminist claims may be inconclusive in some cases. . . . [Algnos- 
ticism and the recognition of the hypothetical character of all 
scientific claims are quite different epistemological stances from 
relativism. Moreover, whether or not feminists take a relativistic 
stance, it is hard to imagine a coherent defense of cognitive 
relativism when one thinks of the conflicting claims.31 

So what exactly is Harding's point? 
a Agnosticism or relativism? Harding might be making one of three 

possible claims. The first is that if one believes sexist and antisexist claims 
are equally plausible, then one is not necessarily committed to relativism. I 
agree, but this does not help her case, for such a position is, nonetheless, 
compatible with relativism. 

The determination of relativism depends on why someone maintains 
an agnostic position. If one maintains such a position because both claims 
are supported by the evidence equally well, ahis is compatible with absolut- 
ism. Absolutists often maintain positions of agnosticism-a position of 
equal support for two (even two logically incompatible) theories pending 
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further evidence. It may be that although one believes that both positions 
cannot be correct (which may simply be o recognition of the law of non- 
contradiction), one is unable, at this time, to rationally choose. 

If, on the other hand, one claims that both sexism and antisexism are 
equally plausible positions, not because the evidence for both is legitimate 
but because there is no objective stance from which to judge the legitimacy 
of the evidence at all, then one is committed to relativism. 

Harding does not make it clear which reason for adopting both sex- 
ism and antisexism as plausible she is denying that the feminists maintain, 
that is, she has not made clear what is motivating feminist agnosticism. The 
point is only that if the motivation is that there is no objective stance to 
be had, then feminists are committed to relativism. 

If, on the other hand, the motivation is simply to await further evi- 
dence, then it is not clear what reasons EIarding has left for criticizing the 
classical concept of objectivity. 

b. The hypothetical character of science. Nor is it clear what Harding 
means when she says feminists are not relativists simply because they recog- 
nize the hypothetical character of scientific claims. Does this mean she 
thinks that scientific claims are only conjectures, postulates, or contingently 
true? Fine, so do classical scientists and philosophers of science. 

Does this mean one avoids relativism by denying that scientific claims 
are ever wrong? It depends on what one means by 'wrong'. Does 'wrong' 
mean relatively wrong, or really wrong? If the former, then yes, feminists 
are committed to relativism; if the latter, then feminists are not committed 
to relativism, but then, again, it is not clear what of interest is left of their 
criticism. To acknowledge that the claims of science can be wrong, really 
wrong? presupposes that there is an objective concept of right, which is 
precisely what is being denied by the feminist philosophers of science. 

Under this interpretation, feminists are either relativists or objectiv- 
ists. 

c, Relativkm is an untenable posihn. Perhaps all Harding is saying 
is that the feminist position cannot be equated with relativism because "it 
is hard to imagine a coherent defense of cognitive relativism."33 But to 
claim that feminists could not be committed to relativism because relativ- 
ism is an untenable position is merely a m e  of wishful thinking. 

Furthermore, if feminist philosophers of science are not embracing 
relativism, it becomes difficult to see why nonfeminist science, via the clas- 
sical notion of objectivity, is being challenged at all and why Kuhn's 
account of science is offered in defense. 

d Harding's dilemma. Harding has set herself between the horns of a 
dilemma. That is, in her attempt to save the feminist account from having 
to address all the problems of relativism, she has weakened the account. 
Her efforts have forced the feminist position to be something that classical 
scientists (and philosophers of science) would find uninteresting and un- 
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objectionable.34 
I conclude, then, that Harding has not made her case that the in- 

ference from feminism to relativism misgrasps the feminist project. 
2 "New" Harding. In her most recent work, however, Harding no 

longer attempts to show that feminism is not committed to relativism. Her 
new tack is to claim that feminism is committed to relativism, though only 
to historical/sociologicaUcultural (HSC) relativism, not to judgmental rela- 
tivism. 

By distinguishing judgmental relativism-"an epistemological relativ- 
ism that denies the possibility of any reasonable standards for adjudicating 
between competing claims"3s-from HSC relativism, Harding hopes to both 
embrace relativism and yet avoid its logical and pragmatic pitfalls. She is 
unsuccessful. 

a. Distinction without a diffetence . First, the judgmentaI/HSC dichot- 
omy makes a distinction which pulls no epistemic weight, for HSC relativ- 
ism, at least the way it is presented by Harding, is not an epistemological 
thesis at all. In Whose Science? Whose Knowledge?, she describes HSC 
relativism as a 

respect for historical (or socioIsgical or cultural) relativism 
[which] is always useful in starting one's thinking. Different 
social groups tend to have different patterns of practice and 
belief and different standards for judging them; these practices, 
beliefs and standards can be explained by different historical 
interests, values, and agendas. . . . (WS, 152) 

This account is merely a description of individuals or societies, of 
what is often called "cultural relativism." The belief that cultural relativism 
is true is not only not equivalent to epistemological relativism, it is com- 
patible with the belief that epistemological relativism is false. Furthermore, 
HSC relativism is not at issue. The truth (or falsity) of HSC relativism is a 
purely empirical matter. It is the philosophically provocative thesis-that 
there is no way to adjudicate between the belie& sf  different individuals, 
cultures, etc.-that concerns epistemologists. Unfortunately for Harding, 
once her position on HSC relativism becomes epistemically relativistic 
enough to become philosophically interesting, it cannot be distinguished 
from judgmental relativism and, therefore, is susceptible to all of the lat- 
ter's problems. 

b. Harding: Not really a relativist. Maybe Harding wants to avoid 
judgmental relativism because she is not a relativist at all. She does claim 

that not all social values and interests have the same bad effects 
upon the results of research. Some have systematically generated 
less partial and distorted beliefs than others-or than purport- 
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edly value-free research. . . . (WS, 144) 

If some are not as bad, then there must be standards by which to deter- 
mine which are and which are not. The belief in such standards entails a 
belief that epistemological relativism is false. 

It seems that HSC relativism does not 

commit one to the further epistemological claim that there are 
therefore no rational or scientific grounds for making judgments 
between various patterns of belief and their originating social 
practices, values, and consequences (WS, 152) 

because HSC relativism is not a form of epistemological relativism. In the 
final analysis, HSC relativism is Hardixngqs misnomer for her feminist 
"standpoint epistemology" of old. After all, HSC relativism is, according to 
Harding, precisely what "standpoint epistemologies call for" (WS, 142). 
Why she attempts to defend relativism at all, since her account does not 
necessitate it, is unclear. 

c. Judgmental relativism is not a problem. I believe the best answer is 
that Harding, although she does not want to be liable for the problems of 
relativism, wants even less to be slapped with the charge of dogmatism. If a 
"feminist standpoint" is not a form of relativism, then it is epistemologi- 
cally absolutist. As such, some defense must be offered, if none is, then 
feminism is simply dogma. 

Without the smokescreen of relativism, Harding will have to put for- 
ward some argument as to why a feminist epistemological standpoint is at 
least worthy of consideration. Unfortunately, this kind of positive account 
would require offering reasons, which in turn requires some commitment to 
garden-variety, i.e., objective, evidence. 

Therefore, in order to maintain consistency with her original objec- 
tions to objectivity, Harding continues to defend relativism, even real "judg- 
mental" relativism, from attack. In one lastditch effort, Harding claims that 

Ijludgmental relativism is not a problem originating in or justifi- 
able in terms of the lives of marginallized groups [i.e., women] ... 
Relativism arises as a problem only from the perspective of 
men's lives. (WS, 154) 

Furthermore, she claims that "an implicit acceptance of . . . judgmental 
relativism . . . appears to be the only condition under which women's 
voices . . . can be heard" (WS, 155). She asks. "Isn't feminism forced to 
embrace Ijudgmental] relativism by its condition of being just one among 
many counter-cultural voices?" (WS, 155). 

In other words, Harding was unable to maintain any kind of interest- 
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ing distinction between HSC relativism and judgmental relativism. In addi- 
tion, she could not opt for absolutism, because this would make her 
account either self-refuting or dogmatic. Her only strategy was to admit 
that feminist critiques of classical epistemology are committed to relativism 
and then to appeal to the claim that feminists have no other alternative3 

4. Relativism: Not Good for Women 

If feminists are relativists, then there are some serious pragmatic problems 
with which they will have to contend. 

With respect to theory choice in science, a feminist (relativistic) scien- 
tific method leaves one with the ability to choose evidence or theory in the 
one way that classical science condemns-taking seriously criteria other 
than our reasoned decisions based on evidence. To relativize the warrant- 
ability of a theory with respect to personal or political motivations is to do 
precisely what we ought not. 

For feminists to adopt such a negative response to objectivity misses 
the spirit of their original intent-to make the sciences less sexist. Their 
political point is that science has misused its power and has hurt women in 
the process. However, the ability to say that science has been wrong 
requires that one forgo relativism and develop an account of science which 
can take feminist criticism seriously.37 At the very least, this requires one to 
be able to point to objective evidence-not evidence for feminists or evi- 
dence for men, but evidence simpliciter. To make sense of the fact that 
someone misuses evidence, or brings political and personal desires into play 
when deciding on the worth of a theory, requires, at some level, a cornmit- 
ment to objectivity.% 

Furthermore, it is important for feminists to realize that insofar as 
they have been able to track sexism-make sense of where it is coming 
from and why--and defend the position that specific men or specific 
research projects are sexist, feminists have appealed to the very same objec- 
tive criteria which they deny exist or claim exist only for men. 

If feminists accept relativism, they must realize that decision making, 
by their own lights, will be left to either providence or politics. If they 
leave decision making to the former, their chances for emancipation are at 
best fifty-fifty. If they leave it to the latter, the odds against are even great- 
er. For men hold all the cards. 

The only hope for this account with respect to theory choice in 
science is to presuppose a feminist political agenda and then develop those 
(and only those) scientific theories which are consistent with feminist goals. 
This may offer political and personal gains, but only at the cost of trivializ- 
ing the very position which allowed feminists to initiate the serious criti- 
cism that science is sexist. By presupposing feminist goals, science will 
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remain sexist; it will sease to be androcentric only because it will have 
become gyno centric. 

Feminists must make peace with the concept of objectivity. This does 
not mean the acceptance of any specific account of objectivity, only a com- 
mitment to its underlying spirit-to do one's best to act in an unbiased 
way. 

5. Conclusion 

To sum up, I have argued that the feminist case against science--that it is 
infected-has not been made. 

Insofar as the interpretation of the classical concept of objectivity is 
developed in terms of a value-free stance, it caricatures the classical con- 
cept. Insofar as it is developed in terms of disinterestedness, appeals to 
Kuhn are unhelpful and a Kuhn-independent case has not been made. 

Finally, I have attempted to show that it is in the best interest of 
women to give up the feminist39 fight against objectivity. They should cease 
defending the political party line, "Science is a man, science is infected," 
and, instead, make good use of the classical concept of objectivity to 
cleanse science of its sexist practices. Although such an enterprise would 
not be particularly feminist, it would, nevertheless, be good, especially for 
women.@ 
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