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1, T h e Sewing M a c h i n e 

I became some sort of pre-feminist when I was at the age of eleven. I discovered 
the existence of the different life expectations of boys and girls in a rather pre-
conscious way. A certain day the teacher wanted to know about our choices in 
life. He asked us whether we wanted to handle the sewing machine later in life, 
or whether we wanted instead to drive a car. I was a little confused because I did 
not want either thing to do in my life. But I did have the feeling that I was 
expected to choose for the sewing machine. A sign for the future destiny of girls 
as mothers and wives. On that moment it became clear to me that the little 
questions of the teacher in fact pointed to important differences between the 
destinies of boys and girls. So, I chose the car, although I did not want that either. 
At that moment it was more important for me to refuse my destiny as mother and 
wife. But it was a mystery for me why I was expected to be happy with a future 
life I did not want1 

When I was at the age of fourteen, I became a feminist in a more conscious 
sense. The reality of the different treatment and education between boys and girls 
was clear to me. I refused once more my destiny as future mother and wife 
because I wanted to have a profession and a future job in social life. I did not like 
the thought of solely living a private life. 

I escaped to the realm of thought. I did not have the power to change manners 
and behaviors, and real life consisted in differences in treatment and expectation 
between boys and girls. I needed some ideas of equality between men and 
women in order to survive my youth. Although ideas are not realities, you had 
some argument to refuse your destiny more consciously. And perhaps more 
important, you got some ideas of changing things in the future. So, I did survive 
my youth because I was a feminist, although in a rather pre-scientific and puberal 
dogmatic way. 

Later in life I became a philosopher. It was clear to me that advances in 
scientific knowledge depended, besides observations, mesurements and 
experience upon theories and non-empirical explanations. Thus I became 
interested in theoretical problems. I became a feminist philosopher when I tried 
to combine die theoretical point of view with the critical stance. If philosophers 
are supposed to think about fundamental choices in theories, one important task 
for philosophers to analyse is human fallibility - the occurrence of mistakes and 
faults in human reasoning - hence of social life. 

1 This is the text of a lecture, somewhat revised, I held on 8 november 1995 at the Women's 
Library and Documentation Center in Istanbul, invited by The Orient Institute. I would like to 
thank Dr. habil. Claus Schonig for his invitation and Prof. Theo Kuipers for improving my 
English. 
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So, if the position of women in culture and society was in fact 'natural', good 
arguments could easily be discovered. But if not, a fundamental task for feminist 
philosophers was born: the way fundamental theories about men and women are, 
or are not, defended with good arguments. An important task for a feminist 
philosopher, as I see it, is to have a close look to scientific knowledge and 
progress in knowledge and to be critical about human mistakes, which are 
ordinary and ought to be avoided. 

2. What is Feminist EpLstemology? 
Theory of knowledge or epistemology (derived from old Greek terms meaning 
roughly the same) is an important branch of philosophy which studies the nature 
and foundations of scientific knowledge and knowledge in general. The central 
epistemological topic is the distinction between knowledge on the one hand and 
mere opinion at the other hand, and the difference between subjectivity and 
objectivity in knowledge claims. This is important because real knowledge is 
supposed to be about objective features of the world. Besides, epistemologists are 
interested also in controlling the scientific process of knowledge acquisition: the 
way theories are and are not objective, and the subsequent criticism of 
subjectivity in knowledge. 

All feminist philosophers agree that the fundamental feminist problem with 
regard to knowledge and science is to' correct traditional theories of knowledge. 
Women have traditionally been associated with nature, the body and emotion, 
that is, have not been counted.as knowers. Therefore, traditional theories of 
knowledge are not neutral with respect to women, they are 'gender-biased' as it is 
now called. 

This is the project of feminist epistemology, or what means the same thing, 
feminist theories of knowledge. One wants to know how women are represented 
in traditional philosophies of knowledge, the ways women are excluded from 
knowledge generating activities, to investigate subjective features in the 
knowledge process, and to construct new methods for the advancement of less 
distorted knowledge about women. 

3. Feminist standpoint theory, feminist postmodernism and 
feminist empiricism 
However, besides a fundamental agreement about the problem of women with 
traditions of knowledge and science, there are also differences in points of view 
about how radical a feminist should be, and about the best stategy to avoid sexist 
bias in knowledge and science in de future. So, it is time to have a close look at 
three different feminist theories of knowledge. They are called feminist 

s 



standpoint theory, feminist postmodernism and feminist empiricism, 
respectively.2 First I will throw some light upon these three different feminist 
theories and I will give some critical comment also. Later I would like to give 
some general comment on the project of feminist epistemology, and to show a 
main line of convergence in the theories. 

3.1 Women's knowledge 

Feminist standpoint epistemology, as it is called, started in the early eighties. In 
1983 a book was published with the following striking title: 'Discovering Reality. 
Feminist Perspectives on Epistemology, Metaphysics, Methodology, and 
Philosophy of Science'. It was edited by Sandra Harding, an American 
philosopher, and Merill Hintikka, a Finnish philosopher. The important point of 
this book was its concern with, among other things, that important institution 
which is called science. Before this moment, feminist philosophy has mainly 
been concerned with criticising political philosophy and the history of political 
philosopy, that is, not with! knowledge and the production of knowledge. As is 
said in the introduction of this book: 

'In the last decade feminist thinkers have provided brilliant critiques of the 
political and social beliefs and practices of patriarchal cultures. But less 
attention has been given to the underlying theories of knowledge and the 
metaphysics which mirror and support patriarchal belief and practice. Are 
there - can there be - distinctive feminist perspectives on epistemology, 
metaphysics, methodology and philosophy of science?'3 

So, the situation changed since the publication of this book. 

Feminist standpoint epistemology means the point of view according to which 
the lives of women involve something like a 'perspective of women' which is 
worth studying and which can be transformed into a critical standpoint. They 
think the different upbringing of boys and girls has led to the development of 
different personalities and characters. So, in this view men and women differ not 
only in physical properties, but differ fundamentally in 'views on reality'; these 
are the result of the different education and differences as they have been shaped 
by the lives women have led. In this view it is seen as important to have a look to 
the common features in women's lives across cultural differences: it are women-

2 As far as I know Sandra Harding has been the philosopher who introduced these labels, see 
Sandra Harding, The Science Question in Feminism, Ithaca, London: Cornell University Press, 
1986, pp. 24-29. 
3 Sandra Harding, Merill B. Hintikka, (eds.), Discovering Reality. Feminist Perspectives on 
Epistemology, Metaphysics, Methodology, and Philosophy of Science, Dordrecht: Reidel, 1983, 
p. be. Although Lorraine Code published in 1981 a paper called 'Is the Sex of the Knower 
epistemologjcally Significant?', in: Metaphilosophy 12,july/october 1981, pp. 267-276. 
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who are responsible for the upbringing of the next generation. Thus, in this 
feminist epistemology these common elements in the lives of women can lead to 
a theory of 'women's way of knowing', or 'standpoint of women'. Standpoint 
theorists argue that women in many contemporary cultures have developed 
special skills in order to survive. They have developed perceptual capacities, 
communication skills, and a facility for emotional management. In short, women 
are experts in communication, the capacity to relate, to connect with others, to 
mentally negotiate the balance between one's own needs and the needs of others.4 

So, standpoint theorists want to describe and uncover these ways of behaving and 
the knowledge which is involved in it. 

The fundamental philosophical point here is the idea of the human self, mind or 
subject. The human self is shaped by its social, material situations and activities, 
that is, cannot transcend any context. So, knowledge is not the special reserve of 
scientists and scientific theories, but is something which is also involved in daily 
life. Feminist stanpoint theorists think the tradition of philosophy and 
epistemology has been andro-centric, which means the same thing as the 
centrality and dominance of men in culture and science. Thus, it is claimed, the 
history of science and epistemology is a product of men only, as knowledge has 
been based upon and shaped by the experiences of men only. The whole idea of 
knowledge must be corrected to include the experiences of women, and 
sometimes feminist standpoint theorists argue for a gyno-centric perspective, a 
point of view in which 'women's way of knowledge' or the experiences of women 
have become central. By this they do not only mean that we can correct the 
andro-centric tradition of knowledge by adding the views of women and to be 
secure in including views which are neglected in history. Some authors think the 
special standpoint of women has an inherent advantage over andro-centric 
epistemologies, and will produce better knowlegde. That is, the special 
standpoint of women has an epistemic advantage, an advantage with regard to 
knowledge. As oppression goes deep and has fundamental consequences for 
consciousness, women are more likely to develop non-oppressive forms of 
knowledge, to signalize oppressive features of theories and to behave more 
socially nuanced. Here, the important point is that the oppression of women 
means the oppression of the knowledge of women. So, correcting the tradition 
implies studying formerly neglected areas, that is, knowledge as is involved in 
daily life. 

However, as it now stands, feminist standpoint epistemology meets two serious 
problems. 

Take the view according to which 'women's way of knowing' has an epistemic 
advantage, that is, leads to better knowledge of the world. It is based upon a 
thesis of the oppression of women. Talking about "women's way of knowledge' is 

' See Cole (1993) p. 91 . 
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not correcting women's reality as oppressed people, but rather showing that 
women's traditional lives implies knowledgeclaims which are worth to be 
uncovered, studies and described. And talking about an epistemic advantage is 
talking about the epistemic advantage of oppression itself. That cannot be done, I 
think. One should not base one's argument upon the oppression of people. 

So, I think it is important to make the following distinction. First, the 
importance of studying knowledge-structures in daily life. Here I think, feminist 
standpoint theorists are right: common sense knowledge or knowledge as is 
involved in daily life is worth studying. However, this is not the same thing as 
promoting and contributing to the liberation of women. So, equating the 
oppression of women with the oppression of the knowledge of women is not 
enough. One can't say that oppression has an epistemic advantage, because one 
does not correct the oppression itself. So, I would recommend not to confuse 
these two points. Studying daily life and thus common sense knowledge is 
important, but is not on its own a feminist view. Thus, it is a problem whether 
feminist standpoint theories are feminist and can contribute to the liberation of 
women, or remain in fact satisfied with the situation. 

Second, take the idea of knowledge in feminist standpoint theory. According to 
this theory, in all kind of human activities, knowledge is involved. Tradition is 
wrong in taking knowledge to be the special reserve of science. In this theory, the 
definition of knowledge has to be extended to include non-scientists as well. I 
think, this cannot be done so easily as feminists maintain. Science is an important 
institution, and feminists must contribute to progress in knowledge, and, for 
instance, signalize mistakes in the scientific reasoning process. In my view, 
feminist standpoint theorists do not contribute to scientific knowledge, but 
merely point to formerly neglected objects for study. Moreover, one cannot talk 
about the epistemic advantage of oppressed people, because it is not a theory of 
knowledge, its precise definition, the correct methodology. It is merely a position 
about a possible subject or topic for study. One cannot equate knowledge with 
the mental make up of people in culture, because one forgets the problem how to 
reach trustworthy knowledge. 

3.2 The feminist critique on science 

Modernism in philosophy and epistemology refers to the new ways of thinking 
about reality which began in the seventeenth century, with Descartes and Hobbes 
and many other philosophers. In short, in the seventeenth century the view was 
born- that in order to know the world, one has to investigate and observe the 
normal phenomena of the world. The Scientific Revolution as it was called later 
in history, means a turn in philosophy and epistemology. A turn to science, to the 
development of scientific methodology and the subsequent critique of 
superstition. Science was taken as a paradigm of, or as an example for knowledge 
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and rationality in the West. Modernism thus has an optimistic view on progress 
in culture and on the central importance of science for civilization. 

Modernism in episternology has culminated in the scientific philosophy 
advanced by members of the Vienna Circle, logical positivism as it is called. 
They think science is the most reliable method for reaching knowledge of the 
universe. Moreover, logical positivists thought one should reform society and 
social life with science as a guide. 

Modernism has been identified with The Enlightment, that philosophy and state 
of mind which has confidence in the intellectual powers of man- and womankind 
to solve problems. Postmodernists in philosophy and episternology have attacked 
the modernists. They are critical about the progress modernists have taken for 
granted. As this century has seen a lot of wars, the danger of a nuclear war, the 
environmental crisis, postmodernists are more pessimistic about western 
civilization and the whole idea of intellectual achievements. Rorty, an American, 
andFoucault, a French philosopher, are 'postmodernists' in this bent of mind. 

This kind of critique has lead to feminist postmodernist philosophy. They think 
science has been given a privileged position in the "West, therefore, according to 
this point of view, we live in a 'scientified' culture: every domain of life has been 
permeated by science, and our social and personal lives have been shaped by it. 
Now it is science which is under attack. Postmodernist philosophers, with 
feminists among them, think that the whole project of episternology, the project 
to construct philosophies of knowledge has been a failure. This is important 
because postmodernists think it impossible to transcend, of go beyond one's own 
history. In fact, traditional epistemologies have been too a-historical, and have 
neglected' the historical origins of knowledge: their origins in particular places 
and in particular periods. Episternology in their view is too much 'just a story', 
without much contact with historical and social reality: the ways scientists in 
fact, as activities here and now, are making knowledge and scientific theories. 

Moreover, postmodernist feminists not only think science is not a very 
impressive enterprise, they go farther and argue that in fact science oppresses 
women. This is related to the idea of nature. As science is the search for the 
constitution and fundamental properties of nature, science makes claims about 
nature in an a-historical way. Postmodernist feminist philosophers argue that one 
cannot reach beyond one's own culture and history to make claims about the so-
called nature of women. Nature does not exist according to this view, and science 
is wrong in trying to make claims about nature because it is beyond her power. 
Thus, postmodernist feminist philosophers refuse to accept any talk about the 
nature of women, whether it be about women as wives, as the weak sex, or 
whether it be about a moral superiority of women. Any talk about the so-called 
nature of women is nothing less than a pretension of telling the truth, which is 
not possible because nature is beyond our powers to reach. 
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In one way there is a striking difference between postmodern feminists and 
feminist standpoint theorists. It is this. Standpoint feminists think the common 
feature's between the different women in the world are very real and can be used 
to built up a new theory of knowledge, based upon the experience of women. 
Postmodems however, are rather sceptical about all kind of epistemologies. The 
identities of women are socially made, rather than built upon the facts of nature. 
Thus, postmodems are thinking of feminist philosophy solely as a kind of 
critique, not so much as a project to construct new theories of knowledge, 
women, neither to develop ideas like 'women's way of knowledge'. 

In my view there are two philosophical problems with feminist postmodernism. 

First, is there any close connection between the idea of Enlightment, the 
American and European confidence in the powers of reason and the suffering and 
oppression of women? That is, it is not clear that science has enlarged the 
oppression of women. More fundamentally, is it possible to say that the 
Enlightment, as a system of ideas, is hostile to women? I think, one cannot assert 
this. It is one thing to say that civilization and science did not bring about the 
liberation of women, and quite another thing to be pessimistic about the whole 
civilization and the place of science in i t If the idea of Enlightment means the 
elimination of superstition there is no reason to suppose that Enlightment's set of 
ideas is valid for men, but not for women. Moreover, by critisizing science as a 
whole, nothing constructive is being done to the betterment of science. 

Now I come to my second point which is this: postmodernist feminist 
philosophers are too radical I think. We cannot be as sceptical and as pessimistic 
about science as they want to. Of course, in science a lot of mistakes are made. 
Nevertheless, it is our best instrument for the acquisition of knowledge. And, as 
the only task of science is the advancement of knowledge, the influence of 
science into society is a social affair. One cannot blame science for the re
organization of society with science as a guide, because the re-organization of 
society is not a decision of scientists, but is based upon a decision of people in 
cultures. 

3.3 Re-mastering the tradition 

The third feminist position in epistemology is called feminist empiricism, on this 
moment largely an American tradition in feminist philosophy. In one way it is 
different from feminist standpoint epistemology as well as from feminist 
postmodernism: it is less radical. It does not want to promote a fundamental new 
look at science and things in general. It agrees with postmodern feminists and 
feminist standpoint theorists that a lot of failures with regard to women have 
been made. So they are also critical towards false claims about women's biology, 
moral character and women's so-called 'place in society'. However, their kind of 
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critique is different. They think philosophy's and science's shortcomings with 
respect to women can be remedied by using the normal scientific methodological 
rules and principles. So, in their view, there is a pattern of failures in science with 
regard to women, but it concerns not science as such. 

Empiricism means the view according to which real knowledge about the world, 
can only be reached by carefully made observations. Knowledge has to be based 
upon experience, because ultimately experience provides all the evidence we 
have about the world. Feminist empiricists say that we do not need a whole new 
look at science, but that in some cases a more careful adherence to science's 
norms is needed. Thus the feminist problem with knowledge, as they see it, is the 
problem of bad science: science based upon bias and prejudice rather than 
science as such. They believe sexist explanations of phenomena are not justified 
by the facts. As Harding once said about feminist empiricism:' 

'..sexism and androcentrism are social biases correctable by stricter 
adherence to the existing methodological norms of scientific inquiry.'5 

And feminist philosophy is the call fox better science and better philosophy. To 
do better science however is, unlike the point of view of standpoint theorists or 
postmodernists, not based upon women's way of knowledge, nor to criticize 
science as a whole, but to direct one's attention to method, evidence and proof. 

However, the differences between standpoint epistemologies and feminist 
empiricism are not as big as. it may seem. For instance, the feminist empiricist 
Lynn Hankinson Nelson argues that: 

'.. an epistemology that does not recognize that sex/gender and political 
experiences are factors in scientific theorising is inadequate.'* 

According to her, empiricist philosophy must be extended to include, the 
experiences of women. But she wants it on empiricist grounds, that is, real 
knowledge has to be based upon sense experiences of the world, the only sensory 
input there is. 

I think there are two important advantages of feminist philosophy along 
empiricists lines. First, in some sense, feminist empiricism means the re
mastering of the tools of the masters. Sometimes, this idea is transformed into the 
slogan 'turn the weapens of the oppressor against the oppressor17 That is, try to 
learn the best and most advanced things in civilization - the most developed 
methods, the most sharp and defensible theories there are - and try to use them 
for feminist purposes. Theories and methods are not the possesion of anyone, nor 

5 Harding (1986) p. 24. 
' Nelson (1990), p. 188. 
1 S« for instance Ann E. Cudd, Virginia Kleok (eds.), special issue on analytic feminism, 
Hypatia. A journal of feminist philosophy, vol. 10, no 3, summer 1995, p. 4. 
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the products of men's values or of the imagination solely of men; it are products 
which can be used by everyone. One does not have to re-invent the wheel 
according to this opinion. One can reach feminist goals, for instance new 
knowledge about women, with methods which are already made, rather than to 
invent new ones. 

Second, there is another advantage of this, less radical, position. It is this. Take 
a biologist you want to convince of the importance of a feminist look at biology. 
In a feminist empiricist philosophy the common ground of feminism and science 
as usual is the importance which is given to experience and observation. If 
disagreement exists between the feminist and the biologist, there is a method, 
recognized by both to use to get agreement, namely to look back to the facts 
again and to bring theories into contact with them. So, in principle it is possible 
to get feminism within science quicker than by advancing a radical new method, 
or a new look at science at large. The radical kind of critique will not be 
convincing for practisizing scientists, because feminist standpoint theorists and 
modernists require from scientists to devalue their own work or to view science 
as a dangerous myth. Feminist empiricists on the contrary, insist on the 
importance of science and the advancement of real knowledge of the world. By 
way of summery, I want to claim that we do not need to invent a complete new 
look at science. The weak point of feminist standpoint theory is the absence of a 
clear view on the liberation of women. So, I think, feminist standpoint theory is 
in fact less radical new than they themselves take their view to be. The weak 
point of feminist postmodernism, as I see it, is that they reject science as a 
powerfull instrument for the acquisition of knowledge, and only recognize 
problems with science. That is, feminist postmodernism has no idea how to better 
science itself. I want to conclude that the strength of feminist empiricism is that 
they built farther upon tools and methods which are already there, rather than 
construct entirely new ones of which one does not know the worth beforehand. 

4. Feminist Epistemology without Politics 
Let me finish with some general remark about feminist philosophy and 
epistemology. Thusfar I treated feminist standpoint theory, feminist 
postmodemism and feminist empiricism as very different positions in 
epistemology. However, there is also a common theme in their reasoning. They 
all agree in some important sense that knowledge is power. By this they do not 
mean that knowledge is the power to better things in life, rather they think that 
knowledge cannot be separated or distinguished from power, thus from power 
structures in society. I will take the following statements as an illustration of this 
contention: 
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'..knowledge is produced through complex interactions between people 
and a good epistemology should pay attention to how people interact to 
produce knowledge.'8 

and, 

'..knowledge does not transcend, but is rooted in and shaped by specific • 
interests and social arrangement.' 

Thus, all feminist epistemologists, even most feminist empiricists seek to 
highlight the relationship between knowledge-making and power-structures in 
society. Feminist theorists at this moment insist on the so-called embeddedness 
of science in culture. Science, in their view, cannot be seen as an autonomous 
domain of knowledge acquisition, that is, cannot be separated from culture. 
Hence, many feminists are interested in the social dynamical power structures in 
which knowledge and scientific theories are developed. Women are grossly on 
the lower positions within scientific communities, and this will have a bearing on 
the particular scientific theories which are developed. Social structures influences 
science and their theories. Or so they think. 

I think there are two problematic points about this dominant topic in feminism. 

First, they draw their attention too much to the social aspects of the knowledge 
fabric and to the power structures in which, in their view, knowledge is 
developed. Less attention is given to the failures in the process of knowledge 
making at the level of methods. Mistakes and failures also in scientific reasoning 
are ordinary and they ought to be avoided. But, one cannot criticise mistakes in 
scientific theories by referring to the power structures in which the theory is 
developed. So, an important task for feminist epistemologists remains what 
feminist empiricism has called bad science. It is important to draw one's attention 
directly to bad science. Thus I would recommend an feminist empiricism without 
a commitment to politic or social dynamics in science. The social organization of 
science is a task for sociology, feminist epistemology has a different task, namely 
to contribute to debates on proof, the role of evidence in theories and the 
avoidance of vague arguments. 

Second, I think the social view on knowlegde and science is too much honour 
for men also. It is too much honour to say that men's dominance in science is the 
power to name nature and reality. Science is not only social, but also empirical 
and experience-dependent. Men are as ordinary as women, and it is not in the 

1 Elizabeth Potter, 'Locke's Epistemology and women's straggles' in: Bat-Ami Bar On (ed.), 
Modern Engendering. Critical Feminist Essays in Modern Western Philosophy, New York: 
State University of New York press, 1994, p. 47. 
' Lorraine Code, What can she know? Feminist Theory and the Construction of Knowledge, 
Ithaca, London: Cornell University Press, 1991, p. 68. 
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power of men to define the world as they would like it. I ray view, you cannot 
evaluate science entirely by referring only to social factors. 

So, my way of being a feminist philosopher consists in the following things: 1. 
First to remaster all important highlights and theories which are developed in the 
history of science and philosophy, wheuher constructed by men or by women. 
Truth is not the possession of anyone. 2. Second, to be as critical to feminist 
ideas as to other theories. The advancement of feminist philosophy means among 
other things to learn form weak points of feminist positions and points of view, 
and to solve the problems signalized better. Thus, in order to improve science 
and philosophy one does not need a social view on science and philosophy. 
Improvement is an improvement of theories there are. 

5. Summary 
The three important feminist theories on knowledge are feminist standpoint 
theory, feminist postmodernism and feminist empiricism. The weak point of 
feminist standpoint theory is the absence of a clear view on the liberation of 
women. The problem with feminist postmodernism is that they reject science as a 
powerful] instrument for the acquisition of knowledge. Feminist postmodernism 
has no idea how to better science. The strength of feminist empiricism is that they 
built farther upon tools and methods which are already developed in science. 
However, in feminist philosophy it is important to develop a feminist empiricism 
without a commitment to the social dynamics of science and to direct one's 
attention to mistakes and failures in the process of scientific reasoning and 
method. 
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