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with like vividness in his mind. I ask
whether that intelligence hath not all the
reason to believe the existence of Cor-
poreal Substances, represented by his ideas,
and exciting them in his mind, that you
can possibly have for believing the same
thing? OFf this there can be 1o question.
Which one consideration were enough to
make any reasonable person suspect the
strength of whatever arguments he may
think himself to have, for the existence of
bodies without the mind. ...
23 But, say you, surely there is nothing
easier than for me to imagine trees, for
instance, in a park, or books existing in a
closet, and nobody by to perceive them. I
answer, you may so, there is no difficulty
in it. But what is all this, I beseech you,
mote than framing in your mind certain
ideas which you call books and #rees, and
at the same time omitting to frame the
idea of any one that may perceive them?
But do not you yourself perceive or think
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of them all the while? This therefore is
nothing to the purpose: it only shews
you have the power of imagining, or
forming ideas in your mind; but it does
not shew that you can conceive it possi-
ble the objects of your thoughts may ex-
ist without the mind. To make out this, it
is necessary that you conceive them ex-
isting unconceived or unthought of;
which is a manifest repugnancy. When
we do our utmost to conceive the exis
tence of external bodies, we are all the
while only contemplating our own ideas.
But the mind, taking no notice of itself,
is deluded o think it can and does con-
ceive bodies existing unthought of, or
without the ming, though at the same
time they are apprehended by, or existin,
itself. A lirtle attention will discover
any one the truth and evidence of what is
here said, and make it unnecessary to in-
sist on any other proofs against the exis-
tence of material substance.

The Sex of the Knower

LORRAINE CODE teaches philosaphy at
Epistemic Responsibility and What Can Sh

is faken.

question that focuses on the
knower, as the title of this
chapter does, claims that there
are good reasons for asking who that
knower is. Uncontroversial as such a
—suggestion would be in ordinary con-

York University. She is the author of
e Know?, from which the following selection

versations about knowledge, academic
philosophers commonly  treat ‘the
knower as a featureless abstraction.
Sometimes, indeed, she or he is merely a
place holder in the proposition ‘S knows
that p’. Epistemological analyses of the
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proposition tend to focus on the ‘know-
ing that', to determine conditions under
which a knewledge claim can legiti-
mately be made. Once discerned, it is
believed, such conditions will hold
across ail possible utterances of the
proposition. Indeed, throughout the
history of modern philosophy the cen-
tral ‘problem of knowledge’ has been to
determine aecessary and sufficient cop-
ditions for the possibility and justifica-
tion of knowledge claims. Philosophers
have sought ways of establishing a rela-
tion of correspondence between knowl-
edge and ‘reality’ and/or ways of estab-
lishing the coherence of particuiar
knowledge claims within systems of
already-established truths, They have
proposed methedologies for arriving at
truth, and criteria for determining the
validity of claims to the effect that ‘S
knows thar p’. Such endeavors are
guided by the putatively self-evident
principle that truth once discerned,
knewledge once established, claim their
status as truth and knowledge by virre
of a grounding in or coherence within a
permanent, objective, ahistorical, and
circumstantialiy neutral framework or
set of standards,

The question ‘Who is §»* is regarded
neither as legitimate nor ag relevant in
these endeavors, As inquirers into the
nature and conditions of human knowi-
edge, epistemologists commonly work
from the assumption that they need con-
cern themselves only with knowledge
claims that meet cerrajn standards of
purity. .

The only thing that is clear about S
from the standard proposition 'S knows
that p’is thar S js 3 {(would-be) knower,
Although the question ‘Whe js §3* rarefy
arises, certain ASSUMPLions about § ag
knower permeate epistemological ip-
quiry. Of specia] Importance for my ar-

gument is the assumption that knowers
are self-sufficient and solitary individu-
als, at least in their knowledge—seeking
activities. This belief derives from along
and venerable heritage, with it roots in
Descartes's quest for a basis of perfect
certainty on which to establish his
knowledge. The central ajm of Des-
cartes’s endeavors is captured in this
claim: “T shall have the right to conceive
high hopes if I am happy enough to dis-
cover one thing only which is certain and
indubitable.” That “one thing,” Des-.
cartes believed, would stand as the fixed
pivotal, Archimedean point on which all
the rest of his knowledge would turn,
Because of its systematic relation to that
point, his knowledge would be certain
and indubitable,

Most significant for this discussion is
Descartes’s conviction that his quest will
be conducted in 2 private, introspective
examination of the contents of hjs own
mind. It is true that, in the Jast section of
the Discourse on the Method, Descartes
acknowledges the henefir “others may re-
cerve from the communication of [his)
reflection,” and he states his belief that
combining “the lives and labours of
many” is essential to Progress in scientific
knowledge. It is also true that this indi-
vidualistically described act of knowing
exercises the aspect of the sou] that is
common to and alike in al} knowers:
namely, the faculty of reason. Yet his
claim that knowledge seeking is an in-
Trospective activity of an individual mind

accords no relevance either to a knower’s
embodiment or to his {or her} intersub-
jective relations. For each knower, the
Cartesian route 1o knowledge is through
private, abstract thought, through the
efforts of reason unaided either by the
Senses or by consultation with other
knowers, It is this individualistic, self-
reliant, private aspect of Descartes’s phi-
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josophy that has been influenced in
shaping ~ subsequent epistemological
ideals.

Reason is conceived as ALLONOMONS
i the Cartesian project in two ways,
then. Not only is the quest for certain
knowledge an independent one, under-
caken separately by each rational being,
but it is a journey of reason alone, unas-
sisted by the senses. For Descartes be-
lieved that sensory experiences had the
effect of distracting reason from its
proper course.

The custom of formulating knowl-
edge claims in the ‘§ knows that p’ for-
oula is not itself of Cartesian origin.
The point of claiming Cartesian inspira-
tion for an assumption implicit in the .
formulation is that the knower who 1s
commonly presumed 0 be the subject of
that proposition i modeled, in signifi-
cant respects, on the Cartesian pure in-
quirer. For epistcmologlcal purposes, all
knowers are believed to be alike with re~
spect both to their cognitive capacities

and to their methods of achieving
knowledge. In the empiricist tradition
this assumption is apparent in the belief
that simple, basic observational data can
provide the foundation of knowledge
just because perception is invariant from
observer to observer, in standard obser-
vation conditions. In fact, a common
‘way of filling the places in the S knows
that p’ proposition is with substitutions
such as “Peter knows that the door s
open’ or “John knows that the book is
red.” It does not matter who John or Pe-
ter 1s.

Such knowtledge claims carry implicit
beliefs not only about would-be knowers
but also about the knowledge that is
amenable to phitosophical analysis. Al
though (Cartesian) rationalists and em-
piricists differ with respect to what kinds
of claim count as foundational, they en-
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dorse similar assumptions about the rela-
ton of foundational claims to the rest of
abody of tnowledge. With ‘S knows that
p propositions, the belief is that such
propositions stand as paradigms for
knowledge in general. Epistemologists
assume that knowledge is analyzable
nto p'repositional ‘simples’ whose truth
can be demonstrated by establishing re-
lations of correspondence O reality, of
coherence within a system of known
cruths. These relatively simple knowl
edge claims (i.e., John knows that the
book is red} could indeed be made by
most ‘normal’ people who know the lan-
guage and are familiar with the objects
named. Knowers would seem to be quite
self-sufficient in acquiring such knowl-
edge. Moreover, no one would claim to
lenow “a little” that the book is red or to
be in the process of acquiring: knowledge
about the openness of the door. Nor
would anyone be likely to maintain that
§ knows better than W does that the
door is open or that the book is red.
Granting such examples paradigmatic
status creates the mistaken assumption
that all knowledge worthy of the name
will be like this....

Tn proposing that the sex of the
Knower is episternologically significant, I
am claiming that the scope of epistemno-
logical inquiry has been too narrowly
defined.... There are numerous ques-
tions to be asked about knowledge
whose answers Matter to people who are
concerned to know well. Among them
are questions that bear not just on crite-
ria of evidence, justification, and war-
rantability, but on the ‘nature’ of cogni-
fve agents: guestions about their
character; their material, historical, cul-
fural circumstances; ¢heir interests in the
inquiry at issue. These are Questions
about how credibility is established,
about connections between knowledge
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and power, about the place of knowledge
in ethical and aesthetic judgments, and
about political agendas and the responsi-
bilities of knowers. I am claiming that all
of these questions are epistemologically
significant. ...

Although it has rarely been spefled
out prior to the development of ferminist
critiques, it has long been tacitly as-
sumed that $ is male. Nor could S be just
any man, the apparenty infinite substi-
tutability of the ‘5" term notwithstand-
ing. The § who could count as a model,
paradigmatic knower has most com-
monly—if always tacitly—been an adult
(but not old), white, reasonably affluent
(latterly middle-class) educated man of
status, property, and publicly acceptable
accomplishments. In theory of knowl-
edge he has been allowed to stand for all
men. This assumption does not merely
derive from habit or coincidence, butis a
manifestation of engrained philosophi-
cal convictions. Not only has it been
taken for granted that knowers properly
so-called are male, but when male
philosophers have paused to note this
fact, as some indeed have done, they
have argued that things are as they
should be, Reason may be alike in all
men, but it would be a mistake to believe
that ‘man’, in this respect, ‘embraces
woman'. Women have been judged inca-
pable, for many reasons, of achieving
knowledge worthy of the name. It is no
exaggeration to say that anyone who
wanted to couns as a knower has com-
monly had o be male.

In the Politics, Asistotle observes:
“The freeman rules over the slave after
another manner from that in which the
male rules over the female, or the man
over the child; although the parts of the
sou! are present in all of them, they are
present in different degrees. For the slave

What Do 1 Know?

has no deliberative faculty at all; the

woman has, but it is without authority,

and the child has, but it is immature.”

Aristotle’s assumption that a woman will

naturally be ruled by a man connects di~

rectly with his contention that a WOINAN's

deliberative faculty is “without author-

ity.” Even if a woman could, in her se-

questered, domestic position, acquire de-

liberative skills, she would remain reliant
on her husband for her sources of knowl-

edge and information. She must be ruled

by a man because, in the social structure.
of the polis, she enjoys neither the auton-
omy nor the freedom to put into visible
practice the results of the deliberations
she may engage in, in private. I she can
claim no authority for her rattonal, de-
Liberative endeavors, then her chances of
gaining recognition as 4 knowledgeable
citizen are serjously limited, whatever
she may do.

Aristotle is just one of a long line of
western thinkers to declare the limita-
Hons of women’s cognitive capacities.
Rousseau maintains that young men and
women should be educated quite differ-
ently because of women’s inferiority in
reason and their propensity tw be
dragged down by their sensual natures.
For Kierkegaard, women are merely aes-
thetic beings: men alone can attain the
(higher) ethical and religious levels of
existence. And for Nietzsche, the Apol-
lonian (inteflectual) domain is the male
preserve, whereas women are Dionysian
(sensuous)  creatures. Nineteenth-
century philosopher and linguist Wil-
helm von Humboldt, who writes at
Jength about women’s knowledge, sums
up the central features of this line of
thought as follows: “A sense of truth ex-
ists in [women} quite literally as a sense:
... their nature also contains a lack or a
failing of analytic capacity which draws
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a strict line of demarcation between eg -
and world; therefore, they will not con
as close to the ultimate investigation
truth as man.” The implication is th

women's knowledge, if ever the produc

of their projects deserve that label, is i
herently and inevitably subjective—
the most idiosyncratic sense—by cot
crast with the best of men's knowledg

Objectivity, quite precisely co
strued, is commonly regarded as a def:
ing feature of knowledge per se. So
womer’s knowledge is declared to
naturally subjective, then a clear answ
emerges to my question. The answer
that if the would-be knower is fema
then her sex is indeed epistemologica
significant, for it disqualifies her as
knower in the fullest sense of that ten
Such disqualifications will operate d
ferently for women of different class
races, ages, and allegiances, but i eve
circumstance they will operate asys
metrically for women and for men. Ju
what is to be made of these points
how their epistemological significar
is to be construed—-is the subject
this book.

The presuppositions 1 have just cit
claim more than the rather simple
that many kinds of knowledge and s}
have, historically, been inaccessible
women on a purely practical level. It
true, historically speaking, that e
women who were the racial and soc
‘equals’ of standard male knowers w
only rarely able to become learned. T
thinkers 1 have cited {and others 1
them) claim to find a rationale for t
state of affairs through appeals to du
ous ‘facts’ about women's natural in
pacity for rational thought. Yet dee
questions still need to be asked: Is th
knowledge that is, quite simply, inacc
sihle to members of the female, or
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a strict line of demarcation between ego
and world; therefore, they will not come
as close to the ultimate investigation of
truth as man.” The implication is that
women's knowledge, if ever the products
of their projects deserve that label, is in-
herently and inevitably subjective—in
the most idiosyncratic sense—by con-
trast with the best of men's knowledge.

Objectivity, quite precisely con-
strued, is commonly regarded as a defin-
ing feature of knowledge per se. So if
womet's knowledge is declared to be
naturally subjective, then 3 clear answer
ernerges to my question. The answer is
that if the would-be knower is female,
then her sex is indeed epistemologically
significant, for it disqualifies her as a
wnower in the fullest sense of that term.
Such disqualifications will operate dif-
ferently for women of different classes,
races, ages, and allegiances, but in every
circumstance they will operate asym-
metrically for women and for men. Just
what is to be made of these points—
how their epistemological significance
is to be construed—is the subject of
this book.

The presuppositions I have just cited
claim more than the rather simple fact
that many kinds of knowledge and skill
have, historically, been inaccessible o
women on a purely practical level. Ttis
true, historically speaking, that even
women who were the racial and social
‘equals’ of standard male knowers were
only rarely able to become learned. The
thinkers I have cited (and others like
them) claim to find a rationale for this
state of affairs through appeals to dubi-
ous ‘facts’ about women’s natural inca-
pacity for rational thought. Yet deeper
questions still need to be asked: Is there
knowledge that is, quite simply, inacces-
sible to members of the female, or the
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male, sex? Are there kinds of knowledge
that only men, or only woman, can &c-
quire? Is the sex of the knower crucially
determining 1n this respect, across all
other specificities? The answers to these
questions should not address only the
practical possibilities that have existed for
members of either sex. Such practical
possibilities are the constructs of com-
plex social arrangements that are them-
selves constructed out of historically
specific choices, and are, as such, open to
challenge and change.

Knowledge, as it achieves credence
and authoritative status at any point in
the history of the male-dominated
mainstreamn, is commonly held to be a
product of the individual efforts of hu-
man knowers. References to Pythago-
ras’s theorem, Copernicus’s revolution,
and Newtonian and Einsteinian physics
signal an epistemic community’s attribu-
tion of pathbreaking contributions to
certain of its individual members. The
implication is that zhal person, single-
handedly, has effected a leap of progress
in a particular field of inquiry. In less
publicly spectacular ways, other cogni-
tive agents are represented as contribu-
tors to the growth and stability of pubhic
knowledge.

Now any contention that such contri-
butions are the results of independent
endeavor is highly contestable.... A
complex of historical and other sociocul-
sural factors produces the conditions that
make ‘individual’ achievement possible,
and ‘individuals themselves are socially
constituted. The claim that individual
men are the creators of the authori-
tative. ... landmarks of western intellec-
rual life is particularly interesting for the
fact that the contributions—both practi-
cal and substantive—of their lovers,
wives, children, servants, neighbors,
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friends, and colleagues rarely figure in
analyses of their work.

The historical attribution of such
achievements to specific cognitive
agents  does, nonetheless, accord a
significance to individual efforts which
raises questions pertinent to my project.
It poses the problem, in another guise,
of whether aspects of human specificity
could, in fact, constitute conditions for
the existence of knowledge or deter-
mine the kinds of knowledge that a
Kknower can achieve. It would seem that
such incidental physical attributes as
height, weight, or hair color would not
count among factors that would deter-
mine a personms capacities 0 know
(though the arguments that skin color
does count are oo familiar). It is not
necessary to consider how much Archi-
medes weighed when he made his fa-
mous discovery, nor is there any doubt
that a thinner or a fatter person could
have reached the same conclusion. But
in culcures in which sex differences
figure prominently in virtually every
mode of human interaction, being fe-
male or male is far more fundamental to
the construction of subjectivity than are
such attributes as size or hair color. So
the question is whether femaleness or
maleness are the kinds of subjective fac-
tor (i.e., factors about the circumstances
of a knowing subject) that are constitu-
¢ive of the form and content of knowl-
edge. Attempts to answer this question
are complicated by the fact that sex/
gender, then, always risks abstraction
and is limited in its scope by the ab-
stracting process. Further, the question
seems to imply that sex and gender are
themselves constants, thus obscuring
the processes of their sociocultural con-
struction. Hence the formulation of ad-
equately nuanced answers s problem-
atic and necessarily partial.

What Do 1 Know?

Even if it should emerge that gender-
related factors play a crucial role in the
construction of knowledge, then, the in-
quiry into the epistemological signifi-
cance of the sex of the knower would not
be complete. The task would remain of
considering whether a distinction be-
tween ‘natural’ and socialized capacity
can retain any validity. The equatly
pressing question as to how the hitherto
devalued products of womens cognitive
projects can gain acknowledgment as
“nowledge’ would need to be addressed
so as to uproot entrenched prejudices
about knowledge, epistemology, and
women. ‘The epistemological project’
will look quite different once its tacit un~
derpinnings are revealed. . ..

Ferninist philosophy simply did not
exist until philosophers learned to per-
ceive the near-total absence of women in
philosophical writings from the very be-
ginning of western philosophy, to stop
assuming that ‘man’ could be read as a
generic term. Explicit denigrations of
women, which became the focus of
philosophical writing in the early years
of the contemporary WOmMENSs move-
ment, were more readily perceptible. The
authors of derogatory views about
women in classical texts clearly needed
power to be able to utter their pro-
pouncements with impunity: a power
they claimed from a ‘received’ discourse
that represented women's nature in such
a way that women undoubtedly merited
the negative judgments that Aristotle or
Nietzsche made about them. Women are
now in a position to recognize and refuse

-these overt manifestations of contempt.

The covert manifestations are more
intransigent. Philosophers, when they
have addressed the issue at all, have
tended to group philosophy with science
as the most gender-neutral of disci-
plines. But feminist critiques reveal that

thus alleged neutralig
wvor of instirutional
mzasculine values int
discipline—its  mett
sontents. In so dc
walues, styles, probl
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this alleged neutrality masks a biag in -
vor of instirutionaﬁzing stereotypical
Masculine values into the fabric of the
discipline—its methods, norms, ang
Centents. In gp doing, it supp’resses
values, styles, problems, and concerns
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stereotypically associated with feminin-
ity. T.hus, whether by chance or p de-
sign, it creates a hegemonic ph'ﬁosz hi-
cal practice jn which the sex of pthe
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