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In the previous section of the course, we explored the relation between reason and
emotion, and the stereotypes of rational, dispassionate (white, Christian, wealthy etc.)
man as opposed to “intuitive” (i.e. irrational), emotional woman (Lloyd 1979). In
contrast to the traditional Enlightenment picture of emotion as a disruptive force
obstructing reason, we explored the idea of affectivity as essential to practical reasoning
(Damasio 1994; Jones 2004).

In particular, we discussed Jones’s account of emotions as crucial to framing and
the essential role of affect in making salient relevant features of situations. Emotional
rationality, Jones suggested, consists in making salient just those features of situations
which are, or should be, of concern to the agent.

If affect plays a crucial role in practical reasoning, might it also play a role in
theoretical reasoning? After all, all reasoning about the world relies on important
features appearing as salient to the reasoner. We are cognitively limited knowers whose
minds must necessarily “filter” the overwhelming amounts of raw data available from
the world around us. Sensory perception itself does some of this work for us — we
do not see wavelengths of light outside the visible spectrum or hear the full range of
sounds, for example — but the volume of data available through our limited senses
must be further filtered in order to be manageable. Affect, Jones suggested, directs
attention to important features. Similarly, we will see Fricker argue that affect plays
an important role in our evaluation of others’ testimony (2003).

The character of one’s affective responsiveness shapes one’s point of view. What
one sees as salient shapes both what one perceives and how one perceives it. Attention
is a powerful phenomenon. When asked to count passes made by a team playing a ball
game, 35% of subjects failed to notice a woman wandering across the scene with an
umbrella, while 56% failed to notice if the wanderer wore a gorilla suit rather than
merely carrying an umbrella (see Simons and Chabris 1999; Most et al. 2001). Subjects
fail to notice even if the woman with the umbrella stops to dance in the middle of the
scene or if the gorilla stops, turns to face the camera and thumps his/her chest.

Each of us has a particular set of concerns, interests and experiences. These shape
what we pay attention to, as well as how we pay attention to it. Feminist epistemologies
ask: do the perspectives of members of oppressed groups offer epistemic insights which
are unavailable to members of dominant groups? This is a complex question and a
variety of answers are possible. For example, it might be that members of oppressed
groups have access to knowledge which is unavailable to members of dominant groups
either because of who they happen to be1 or in virtue of their marginalisation by the

1See Dalmiya and Alcoff (1993) for a discussion of gender-specific “perspectival” knowledge.
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dominant group 2. Or it might be that the former ask a different set of questions, given
a different set of concerns (e.g. Harding 1993). Or, again, it might be that members of
oppressed groups have methodological insights which have been systematically devalued
or rendered invisible so that some “ways of knowing” are unjustifiably privileged relative
to others3. A wide range of proposals can be found in the extensive literature on this
topic (see Alcoff and Potter 1993).

Standpoint Epistemology

1. Harding writes

. . . standpoint theory itself is a historical emergent. There are good reasons why it

has not emerge at other times in history; no doubt it will be replaced by more useful

epistemologies in the future — the fate of all human products. (Harding 1993, p. 60)

Why prefer standpoint epistemology to other approaches, then?

2. Does the claim that E = mc2 have (i) objectivity, and (ii) strong objectivity? Is it
true?

3. Does standpoint epistemology risk unjustly appropriating the experiences of
members of oppressed groups?

4. Does objectivity require marginalisation, on Harding’s view? Does her account
imply that, other things being equal, a more egalitarian society has a smaller
capacity for knowledge?

5. Is Harding right to resist the assimilation of feminist science to (merely) good
science?

6. Is Harding justified in claiming that standpoint theory is required for objectivity
in all scientific disciplines? Could the claim be extended to mathematics and
logic?

7. Harding notes some Americans’ limited understanding of the nature of democracy,
recounting the following anecdote:

2See Bar On (1993) for discussion.
3See Dalmiya and Alcoff (1993) for a discussion of the ways in which practical knowledge, such as

midwives’ and apothecaries’, was devalued and codified propositional knowledge, such as physicians’,

was elevated.
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A physicist asked me if by democracy I really meant that national physics projects

should be managed by, say, fifty-two people, one selected randomly from each state!

. . . A good starting point for thinking about how to advance democracy is John Dewey’s

proposal: those who will bear the consequence of a decision should have a proportionate

share in making it.(Harding 1993, 81 fn. 52)

Does this suggestion help?

8. Should feminist epistemology, feminist ethics and feminist politics be understood
as distinct projects?

References

Alcoff, Linda Martín and Elizabeth Potter, eds. (1993). Feminist Epistemologies. New
York and London: Routledge.

Bar On, Bat-Ami (1993). ‘Marginality and Epistemic Privilege’. In: Feminist Epistem-

ologies. Ed. by Linda Martín Alcoff and Elizabeth Potter. New York and London:
Routledge. Chap. 4, pp. 83–100.

Dalmiya, Vrinda and Linda Martín Alcoff (1993). ‘Are “Old Wives’ Tales” Justified?’
In: Feminist Epistemologies. Ed. by Linda Martín Alcoff and Elizabeth Potter. New
York and London: Routledge. Chap. 9, pp. 217–244.

Damasio, Antonio R. (1994). Descartes’ Error: Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain.
Bard. New York: Avon Books.

Fricker, Miranda (2003). ‘Epistemic Injustice and a Role for Virtue in the Politics of
Knowing’. In: Metaphilosophy 34.1/2, pp. 154–173. doi: 10.1111/1467-9973.00266.

Harding, Sandra (1993). ‘Rethinking Standpoint Epistemology: “What is Strong Ob-
jectivity?”’ In: Feminist Epistemologies. Ed. by Linda Martín Alcoff and Elizabeth
Potter. New York and London: Routledge. Chap. 3, pp. 49–82.

Jones, Karen (2004). ‘Emotional Rationality as Practical Rationality’. In: Setting the

Moral Compass. Ed. by Cheshire Calhoun. Studies in Feminist Philosophy. Oxford
and New York: Oxford University Press. Chap. 18, pp. 333–352.

Lloyd, Genevieve (1979). ‘The Man of Reason’. In: Metaphilosophy 10.1, pp. 18–37.
Most, Steven B. et al. (2001). ‘How not to be Seen: The Contribution of Similarity and

Selective Ignoring to Sustained Inattentional Blindness’. In: Psychological Science

12.1, pp. 9–17. doi: 10.1111/1467-9280.00303.
Simons, Daniel J. and Christopher F. Chabris (1999). ‘Gorillas In Our Midst: Sustained

Inattentional Blindness for Dynamic Events’. In: Perception 28, pp. 1059–1074.


