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Dorothy Smith (1926- ) studied in the 1860s at the University of California at Berkeley, from which she
received her Ph.D. in sociology { 1963). A resident and citizen of Canada, Smith taught at Berkeley, the
University of British Columbia, and the University of Essex before joining the Ontario Institute for Studies
in Education in Toronto, Canada, in 1977. She is the author of numerous articles and books on such
topics as the family, teaching, gender, suicide, and mental iliness, in relation to which she has developed
her feminist social theory. Recently, Smith's work has enjoyed renewed attention among general social
theorists as well as feminist theorists. Her books include The Conceptuol Practices of Power: A Feminist

Sociology of Knowledge (1990) and Everyday World as Problematic A Feminist Sociology ( 1987).

Knowing a Society from Within: A Woman's Standpoint
Dorothy Smith (1974)

Women's standpoint, as I am analyzing it here, discredits sociology's claim to constitute an objective
knowledge independent of the sociologist's situation. Sociology's conceptual procedures, methods, and
relevances organize its subject matter from a determinate position in society. This critical disclosure is
the basis of an alternative way of thinking sociology. If sociology cannot avoid being situated, then it
should take that as its beginning and build it into its methodological and theoretical strategies. As it is
now, these strategies separate a sociologically constructed world from that of direct experience; it is
precisely that separation that must be undone.

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
problematic. This reorganization involves first placing sociologists where we are actually situated,
namely, at the beginning of those acts by which we know or 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 Its analyses would become part of our ordinary interpretations of the experienced world, just as
our experience of the sun's sinking below the horizon 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 phenomena are objectified and presented as external to and
independent of the observer is itself a special social practice also known from within. The relation of
observer and object of observation, of sociologist to "subject,” is a specialized social relationship. Even
to be a stranger is to enter a world constituted 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 family 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 work of family
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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 sociological 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 preserve 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 located 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 symbolically
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 socially
organized properties first observable and then problematic

When I speak of experience I do not use the term as a synonym for perspective. 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
interpretations of experience are themselves an aspect of that organization of consciousness that
suppresses the locally situated side of the bifurcated consciousness and transports us straight into mind
country' stashing away the concrete conditions and practices upon which it depends. We can never
escape the circles of our own heads if we accept that as our teritory Rather, sociologists' investigation 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 observabie 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.

Our knowledge of the world is given to us in the modes by which we enter into relations with the object
of knowledge. But in this case the object of our knowledge is or originates in the co-ordering of
activities among "subjects.” The constitution of an objective sociology as an authoritative version of
how things are is done from a position in and as a part of the practices of ruling in our kind of society.
Our train~ng as sociologists teaches us to ignore the uneasiness at the junctures where multiple and
diverse experiences are transformed into objectified forms. That juncture shows in the ordinary
problems respondents have of fitting their experience of the world to the questions in the interview
schedule. The sociologist who is a woman finds it hard to preserve this exclusion, for she discovers, if
she will, precisely that uneasiness in her relation to her discipline as a whole. The persistence of the
privileged sociological version (or versions) relies upon a substructure that has already discredited and
deprived of authority to speak the voices of those who know the society differently. The objectivity of a
sociological version depends upon a special relationship with others that makes it easy for sociologists
to remain outside the others' experience and does not require them to recognize that experience as a
valid contention.
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21-24, Copyright 1990 by Dorothy E. Smith. Reprinted with the permission of Northeastern University
Press.

http://www.culturalstudies.net/woman.html 13/08/2008



