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GENDER, POWER, AND PERSPECTIVES ON SOCIETY:
DOROTHY E. SMITH (1926- )

Dorothy Smith focuses on the second front of feminist theory, the exposure of
gender-biased assumptions within social science disciplines themselves. In a
society in which knowledge, information, and science have leading roles, gender
construction in fields of knowledge contributes to legitimation of gender inequal-
ity throughout society. Smith’s analysis provides an example of Foucault’s view
that in modern society disciplines (or fields of knowledge) are a key site for cre-
ating and circulating- discourses that label, classify, and establish power differ-
ences. In the case of gender, Smith emphasizes that these power discourses are
really silences, an absence of attention to the gender division of labour and the
experiences of women. Smith reiterates a point that DuBois made implicitly in
the introduction to The Souls of Black Folk: the sociological observer is part of
the observed society. A challenge to established thought in the discipline is more
likely to arise from a sociologist whose own experiences are shaped by margin-
ality in terms of ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, religion, class, and so on.

DuBois’ position as an African American in the United States did not lead
him simply to add African American history and culture to the list of interest-
ing sociological topics; he developed an analysis of modemn societies as multi-
ethnic fields of unequal power. Similarly, Smith argues that it is not enough for
feminists to add “sociology of women” as a good subfield for sociclogy; the
perspective of feminism, based on the experience of women, transforms key
assumnptions about society and the sociological method itself.

8%

The Conceptual Practices of Power:
A Feminist Sociology of Knowledge
DoroTHY E. SMITH

The opening up of women’s experience gives sociologists access to social real-
ities previously unavailable, indeed repressed. But can a feminist sociology be
content to describe these realities in the terms of our discipline, merely extend-
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ing our field of interest to include work on gender roles, the women’s move-
ment, women in the labor force, sexuality, the social psychology of women,
and so forth? Thinking more boldly or perhaps just thinking the whole thing
through further brings us to ask how a sociology might look if it began from
women’s standpoint and what might happen to a sociology that attempts to deal
seriously with that standpoint. Following this line of thought has consequences
larger than they seem at first.

It is not enough to supplement an established sociology by addressing our-
selves to what has been left out or overlooked, or by making women’s issues
into sociological issues. That does not change the standpoint built into existing
sociological procedures, but merely makes the sociology of women an adden-
dum to the body of objectified knowledge.

The first difficulty is that how sociology is thought—its methods, concep-
tual schemes, and theories—has been based on and built up within the male
social universe, even when women have participated in its doing. This sociol-
ogy has taken for granted not only an itemized inventory of issues or subject
matters (industrial sociology, political sociology, social stratification, and so
forth) but the fundamental social and political structures under which these
become relevant and are.ordered. There is thus a disjunction between how
women experience the world and the concepts and theoretical schemes by
which society’s self-consciousness is inscribed. My early explorations of these
issues included a graduate seminar in which we discussed the possibility of a
women’s sociology. Two students expressed their sense that theories of the
emergence of leadership in small groups just did not apply to what had hap-
pened in an experimental group situation they had participated in. They could
not find the correlates of the theory in their experiences.

A second difficulty is that the worlds opened up by speaking from the
standpoint of women have not been and are not on a basis of equality with the
objectified bodies of knowledge that have constituted and expressed the stand-
point of men. The worlds of men have had, and still have, an authority over the
worlds that are traditionally women’s and still are predominantly women’s—
the worlds of household, children, and neighborhood. And though women do
not inhabit only these worlds, for the vast majority of women they are the pri-
mary ground of our lives, shaping the course of our lives and our participation
in other relations. Furthermore, objectified knowledges are part of the world
from which our kind of society is governed. The domestic world stands in a
dependent relation to that other, and its whole character is subordinate to it.

The two difficulties are related to each other in a special way. The effect of
the second interacting with the first is to compel women to think their world in
the concepts and terms in which men think theirs. Hence the established social
forms of consciousness alienate women from their own experience.
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The profession of sociology has been predicated on a universe grounded in
men’s experience and relationships and still largely appropriated by men as
their “territory.” Sociology is part of the practice by which we are all governed;
that practice establishes its relevances. Thus the institutions that lock sociolo-
gy into the structures occupied by men are the same institutions that lock
women into the situations in which we have found ourselves oppressed. To
unlock the latter leads logically to an unlocking of the former. What follows,
then, or rather what then becomes possible—for it is of course by no means
inevitable—is less a shift in the subject matter than a different conception of
how sociology might become a means of understanding our experience and the
conditions of our experience (both women’s and men’s) in contemporary cap-
italist society.... ,

An important set of procedures that serve to separate the discipline’s body
of knowledge from its practitioners is known as objectivity. The ethic of objec-
tivity and the methods used in its practice are concerned primarily with the sep-
aration of knowers from what they know and in particular with the separation
of what is known from knowers’ interésts, “biases,” and so forth, that are not
authorized by the discipline. In the social sciences the pursuit of objectivity
makes it possible for people to be paid to pursue a knowledge to which they are
otherwise 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 exploring a topic sociologically, they must find ways of
converting their private interest into an objectified, unbiased form.

Sociology Participates In the Extralocal Relations of Ruling

Sociologists, when they go to work, enter into the conceptually ordered society
they are investigating. 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 cbservation and inquiry extend into it as
procedures that are essentially of the same order as those that bring about the
phenomena they are concerned with. Their perspectives and interests may differ,
but the substance is the same. They work with facts and information that have
been worked up from actualities and appear in the form of documents that are
themselves the product of organizational processes, whether their own or those
of some other agency. They fit that information back into a framework of entities
and organizaticnal processes which they take for granted as known, without ask-
ing how it is that they know them or by what social processes the actual events—
what people do or utier—are construed as the phenomena known.
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Where a traditional gender division of labor prevails, men enter the con-
ceptually organized world of governing without a sense of transition. The male
sociologist in these circumstances passes beyond his particular and immediate
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 exists in the body in the place in
which it is. This is also then the place of this sensory organization of immedi-
ate experience; the place where his coordinates of here and now, before and
after, are organized around himself as center; the place where he confronts peo-
ple face to face in the physical mode in which he expresses himself to them and
they to him as more and other than either can speak. This is the place where
things smell, where the irrelevant birds fly away in front of the window, where
he has indigestion, where he dies. Into this space must come as actual materi-
al events—whether as sounds of speech, scratchings on the surface of paper,
which he constitutes as text, or directly—anything he knows of the world. It
has to happen here somehow if he is to experience it at all.

Entering the governing mode of our kind of society lifts actors out of the
immediate, local, and particular place in which we are in the body. What
becomes present to us in the governing mode is a means of passing beyond the
local into the conceptual order. This mode of governing creates, at least poten-
tially, a bifurcation of consciousness. It establishes two modes of knowing and
experiencing and doing, one located in the body and in the space it occupies
and moves in, the other passing beyond it. Sociology is written in and aims at
the latter mode of action. Robert Bierstedt writes, “Sociology can liberate the
mind from time and space themselves and remove it to a new and transcen-
dental realm where it no longer depends upon these Aristotelian categories.”!
Even observational work aims at description in the categories and hence con-
ceptual forms of the “transcendental realm.” Yet the local and particular site of
knowing that is the other side of the bifurcated consciousness has not been a
site for the development of systematic knowledge.

Women's Exclusion from the Governing Conceptual Mode

The suppression of the local and particular as a site of knowledge has been
and remains gender organized. The domestic sites of women’s work, tradi-
tionally identified with women, are outside and subservient to this structure.
Men have functioned as subjects in the mode of governing; women have been
anchored in the local and particular phase of the bifurcated world. It has been
a condition of a man’s being able to enter and become absorbed in the con-
ceptual mode, and to forget the dependence of his being in that mode upon his
bodily existence, that he does not have to focus his activities and interests
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upon his bodily existence. Full participation in the abstract mode of action
requires liberation from attending to needs in the concrete and particular. The
organization of work in managerial and professional circles depends upon the
alienation of subjects from their bodily and local existence. The structure of
work and the structure of career take for granted that these matters have been
provided for in such a way that they will not interfere with a man’s action and
participation in that world. Under the traditional gender regime, providing for
a man’s liberation from Bierstedt’s Aristotelian categories is a woman who
keeps house for him, bears and cares for his children, washes his clothes,
‘looks after him when he is sick, and generally provides for the logistics of his
bodily existence.

Women's work in and around professional and managerial settings per-
forms analogous functions. Women’s work mediates between the abstracted
and conceptual and the material form in which it must travel to communicate.
Women do the clerical work, the word processing, the interviewing for the sur-
vey; they take messages, handle the mail, make appointments, and care for
patients. At almost every point women mediate for men at work the relation-
ship between the conceptual mode of action and the actual concrete forms in
which it is and must be realized, and the actual material conditions upon which
it depends.

Marx’s concept of alienation is applicable here in a modified form. The
simplest formulation of alienation posits a relation between the work individu-
als do and an external order oppressing them in which their work contributes
to the strength of the order that oppresses them. This is the situation of women
in this relation. The more successful women are in mediating the world of con-
crete particulars so that men do not have to become engaged with (and there-
fore 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 gender separates
the dual forms of consciousness; the governing consciousness dominates the
primary world of a locally situated consciousness but cannot cancel it; the lat-
ter is a subordinated, suppressed, absent, but absolutely essential ground of the
governing consciousness. The gendered organization of subjectivity
dichotomizes the two worlds, estranges them, and silences the locally situated
consciousness by silencing women....

I am not proposing an immediate and radical 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 reorganization of
the relationship of sociologists to the object of our knowledge and of our prob-
lematic. This reorganization involves first placing sociologists where we are
actually situated, namely, at the beginning of those acts by which we know or
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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 interested in contributing to a
body of knowledge whose uses are articulated to relations of ruling in which
women participate only marginally, if at all. The professional sociologist is
trained to think in the objectified modes of sociological 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 experience, including our own.
A sociology for women would offer a knowledge of the social organization
and determinations of the properties and events of our directly experienced
world.” Tts analyses would become part of our ordinary interpretations of the
experienced world, just as our experience of the sun’s sinking below the hori-
zon is transformed by our knowledge that the world turns away from a sun
that seems to sink.

The only way of knowing a socially constructed world is knowing it from
within. We can never stand outside it. A relation in which sociological phe-
nomena are objectified and presented as external to and independent of the
observer is itself a special social practice also known from within. The rela-
tion of observer and object of observation, of sociologist to “subject,” is a spe-
cialized 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 fami-
ly with whom she lived and other members of the group. Her account situates
her knowledge in the context of those relationships and in the actual sites in
which the world of family subsistence was done. Affections, tensions, 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 became observable to
her.

Briggs tells us what is normally discarded in the anthropological or socio-
logical telling. Although sociological inquiry is necessarily a social 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. Sociology does not provide for seeing that
there are always two terms to this relation. An alternative sociology must pre-
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serve in it the presence, concerns, and experience of the sociologist as knower
and discoverer.

To begin from direct experience and to return to it as a constraint or “test”
of the adequacy of a systematic knowledge is to begin from where we are locat-
ed bodily. The actualities 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 produced and concretely and sym-
bolically organized 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 sccially organized properties
first observable and then problematic. )

When I speak of experience 1 do not use the term as a synonym for per-
spective. Nor in proposing a sociology grounded in the sociologist’s actual
experience am I recommending the self-indulgence of inner exploration or any
other enterprise with self as sole focus and object. Such subjectivist interpreta-
tions of experience are themselves an aspect of that organization of conscious-
ness that suppresses the locally situated side of the bifurcated consciousness
and transports us straight into mind country, stashing away the concrete condi-
tions and practices upon which it depends. We can never escape the circles of
our own heads if we accept that as our territory. Rather, sociologists’ investi-
gation 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 knowledge 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 beyond that knowledge and is deeply implicated in how it is....

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 posi-
tions 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 sit-
uates the sociological subject prior to the entry into the abstracted 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
practices and activities, in the actual places of our work and the actual time it
takes. In making the everyday world problematic we also problematize 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
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which we participate as part of a daily work life. Entry as subject into the social
relations of an objectified consciousness is itself an organization of actual
everyday practices. The sociology that objectifies society and social relations
and transforms the actualities of people’s experience into the synthetic objects
of its discourse is an organization of actual practices and activities. We know
and use practices of thinking and inquiring sociologically that sever our knowl-
edge of society from the society we know as we live and practice it. The con-
ceptual practices of an alienated knowledge of society are also in and of the
everyday world. In and through its conceptual practices and its everyday prac-
tices of reading and writing, we enter a mode of consciousness outside the
everyday site of our bodily existence and experiencing. The standpoint of
women, or at least, this standpoint of women at work, in the traditional ways
women have worked and continue to work, exposes the alienated knowledge
of the relations of ruling as the everyday practices of actual individuals. Thus,
though an alienated knowledge also alienates others who are not members of
the dominant white male minority, the standpoint of women distinctively opens
up for exploration the conceptual practices and activities of the extralocal,
objectified relations of ruling as what actual people do.
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