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The Logic of Feminist Standpoint Theory
for Social WorkResearch

Maty E. Swigonski

This article presents feminist standpoint theory as an epistemology to

move social work research and practice toward a synthesis of
relevance and rigor. Feminist standpoint theory provides an

alternative approach to knowledge justification and "good science."
The article discusses three assumptions of positivist approaches to
science and research and highlights some of the conflicts between

those assumptions and the professional commitments of social work.
The specific areas of conflict identified include claims of value-free

scientific activity, subject-object separation, and scientific objectivity.
Feminist standpoint theory is an approach to research that is more
consonant with the professional values and goals of social work. The

theory places the life experiences ofmarginalized groups at the
center of the research project. It then directs the view of the

researcher toward the social structures that shape the lives of the

group members. The advantages of standpoint theory for social work

practice and research are highlighted.

Key Words: feminist approach; positivism; research;
standpoint theory

The

dialectic of relevance and rigor symbolizes
the tension between social work practitioners
and researchers. Social work practitioners

want professional research to be relevant, to con

tribute to the understanding of human behavior

in the social environment, and to improve prac
tice effectiveness. Social work researchers want

professional research to be rigorous and to meet

the highest standards of science. And, of course,
some social workers want both. Yet definitions of

"good science" seem to preclude that possibility.
During the first half of this century, social

work embraced psychoanalysis and the scientific
method of the natural sciences in an effort to
achieve professional status and credibility. Social

work research methods were adopted from the
social and natural sciences. For many social work

ers, the predominant paradigm in the definition
ofknowledge building and research is descended
from the logical positivism of the beginning of the
20th century (Wood, 1990). The positivist phi
losophy and its approach to scientific activity rest
on several key philosophical assumptions. Three in

particular are problematic for social work: (1) the
claim ofvalue-free scientific activity, (2) the re

quirement of subject-object separation, and (3)
definitions of scientific objectivity. It is time that
social work enact a commitment to the develop
ment of an epistemology and research consonant

with its unique professional character.
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This article presents feminist standpoint theory work practitioners more readily become involved

as an alternative epistemology for social work

practice and research. Feminist standpoint theory
provides a vehicle to move social work research

and practice toward a synthesis of relevance and

rigor. This theory provides an alternative ap

proach to knowledge justification and "good sci
ence" and leads to a resolution of the seeming
contradiction between the need for relevance and

the commitment to rigor in professional practice
and research. The following discussion builds on
the work of social scientists Mary McCanney Gergen
(1988), Kenneth J.Gergen (1988), Sandra Harding
(1987,1991), and Joyce McCarl Nielsen (1990).

Beliefs and Conflicts

Value-Free Scientific Activity

Logical positivism asserts the possibility ofvalue
free theory and science based on the use of the
senses and reason. Knowledge for knowledge's
sake is believed to be both desirable and possible.
But in the 1960s, critics of science discovered that
those in charge of the neutral sciences were over

whelmingly white, male, and privileged occupants
ofpositions in advanced industrialized society
(Rose, 1983). The sciences are inextricably part of
the social order that supports them. Hubbard

(1988) called our attention to the political, value

laden nature of scientific activity in her assertion

that "the pretense that science is apolitical and

value neutral is profoundly political because it

obscures the political role that science and tech

nology play in underwriting the existing distribu
tion of power in society Science and technol

ogy always operate in somebody's interest" (p.

13). In societies where power is organized hierar

chically (by class, culture, or gender), there is no

possibility of an impartial, disinterested, value
neutral perspective.

Social work's commitment to value-directed

actions stands in contrast to positivist commit

ments to value-free endeavors. A profession that

prides itself on a humanitarian value base cannot

rely on a research grounded in the assertion that
its methods can and should strip values from its
work and findings. From its inception, social
work research has been an applied research. The

profession's commitment to practical ends re

quires that social work researchers possess an

acute awareness of the value-laden potentials of

the process and products of our science. Social

with research activities that honor the profession's

commitment to client empowerment and social

transformation. In both the planning and imple
mentation of research activities, researchers need

to attend to the policy implications of their in

quiries (Cook 8c Fonow, 1990).

Subject-Object Separation

Logical positivism builds on the epistemological
assumption of the possibility of separation of the
observer from the observed, the knower from the
known (Lincoln 8c Guba, cited in Wood, 1990).
This thinking requires that the subject and object
of research activities be treated as separate,

noninteracting entities. The scientist is viewed as
an independent observer who minimizes any rela

tionship between the self and the subject of study.
The actions of the researcher are constructed so

that they do not infect or alter objective truth.

However, it now appears that both the observer

and the observed occupy the same causal plane.
Both are influenced by the same sociocultural fac
tors. The objects of our research are, in fact, gaz

ing back at us (Harding, 1991).
The requirement of subject-object separation

stands as a significant barrier to social work prac
titioner involvement in the research process. This

separation casts the practitioner in the role of an

observer and reporter of reality, rather than as its

cocreator and interpreter with the client (Witkin,

1991). A scientific approach that recognizes the
social bond and the reciprocal nature of interac

tions between people in social contexts would be

more consistent with the assumptions of social

work practice.

Objectivity

Logical positivism builds on the ontological as

sumption of a single, tangible reality "out there"

(Lincoln 8c Guba, cited in Wood, 1990). Positivist
approaches to science assume that there is an ob

jective world of facts and universal laws, indepen
dent of scientists and their community, waiting to
be known. The assumption that the social world is
knowable through observation and recording of

objective reality by an independent researcher
leads to the assertion that all people using the

proper scientific method will come to the same
conclusion. In this approach to scientific activity,
bias is identified and eliminated from research
activities through techniques such as randomiza
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tion and control groups. This approach to objec

tivity views facts as independent of, and unaf

fected by, the cultural assumptions of the scien

tists who discover them. This approach to

objectivity and the related search for universal

laws that apply across cultures and times also

strips the context from the products of science.

A profession whose hallmark is a commitment

to enhancing clients' dignity and worth must

question approaches to research in which activi
ties reduce clients to mere objects of observation

or manipulation. The profession's dual focus on

the individual in a social context and the inclusion
of diversity as integral to understanding human

behavior stand in contrast to narrow definitions

of objectivity that "decontextualize" research ac

tivities.

Harding (1991) deemed this objective ap
proach inadequate because the methods of the
scientific approach as applied are incapable of

identifying or extracting sociocultural values and

interests shared by the community of scientists.
The scientific methods based on the assumptions

of positivism allow for the detection of bias in in
dividual scientists, but those methods do not de

tect commonly held assumptions or biases. Biases

shared by the community of scientists are embed

ded in sociocultural values that are entrenched in
the statement of the problem and in the choice of

concepts included in the hypotheses to be tested.

Language, values, and perceptions are all shaped

by culture. Scientists cannot simply suspend the
influences of their culture. Our best beliefs, as well
as our least defensible ones, have social causes

(Harding, 1991). Harding challenged scientists to
a stronger objective approach that examines social

and cultural influences.

Social work practitioners and researchers are

human observers with particular personal and

social backgrounds who need to recognize the role

investigations play in creating rather than merely
discovering social phenomena (Witkin &
Gottschalk, 1988). Social work's commitment to

working with individuals as they interact in society
requires an emphasis on contexts, perhaps more

than any other profession (Wood, 1990). Social wel
fare research cannot engage in context stripping and

the resulting diminished relevance for the sake of

operational rigor. Such research needs to embrace

the strongest possible definition of objectivity, one
that requires systematic identification ofboth in
dividual and cultural assumptions as they shape re

search efforts and simultaneously preserve the con

textual richness and meaning of scientific findings.

An Alternative Approach
Social work's approach to knowledge must rigor
ously affirm that we live in a scientific society. The

technology developed by science has improved the

quality of life for many individuals. Empirical
practices are part of the fabric of our social con

sciousness. To convince others of our views, we

need facts, observations, and data to support our

arguments. Social work researchers need to rede

fine the criteria we employ to justify the validation
of views as facts. The definition of acceptable em

pirical activity needs to be more, not less, rigorous
than the positivist approach, building on the same
value foundation as our practice. Social work re
search must be grounded in an epistemology that
honors all of our professional commitments. Femi

nist standpoint theory offers one such opportunity.
The parallels between social work and feminist

commitments have been noted by a number of

authors (B. G. Collins, 1986; Cummerton, 1986;

Morell, 1987; Nes 8c Iadicola, 1989; Wetzel, 1986).
There are multiple theories of both social work

and feminism. However, within the context of

diversity and debate, Wetzel (1986) found the fol

lowing shared characteristics in both the social
work and feminist worldviews:

■ the development of all human beings

through service
■ the intrinsic worth and dignity of all human

beings
■ the intrinsic importance of active participa

tion in society
■ the necessity for removing obstacles to self

realization

■ the prevention and elimination of discrimi
nation in services, work, employment, and

common human needs.

B. G. Collins (1986) noted the commonality of

perspective embodied in the social worker's

person-in-environment and the feminists' "personal
is political" commitments. Both feminist and social
work values assert that people best realize their hu

manity through effective social functioning.
The primary difference between social work

and feminism is that in their research, theory, and
acts, feminists have persistently applied their phi
losophy, ethics, and values (Wetzel, 1986). Social
workers have applied their philosophy, ethics, and
values in practice but have not been as rigorous
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and consistent in applying them to research and

knowledge development. Feminist standpoint

theory is an approach that is more consonant with
the professional values and goals of social work.

Feminist Standpoint Theory
A standpoint is a position in society, involving a
level of awareness about an individual's social lo

cation, from which certain features of reality
come into prominence and from which others are

obscured. Standpoint theory begins with the idea

that the less powerful members of society experi
ence a different reality as a consequence of their

oppression. To survive, subordinate people must

be attentive to the perspective of the dominant

class as well as their own. As a result they have the

potential for "double vision" or double conscious

among oppressive systems and to understand

their interactions.

What does this have to do with science or epis

temology? Harding (1991) explained that episte
mology (the theory of knowledge) is concerned

with the nature and scope of knowledge and with
claims to knowledge and the logic of those claims.

Standpoint theory, as an epistemology, states that
less partial and distorted understandings of nature

and social relations will result from research that

begins from the standpoint of particular

marginalized groups of human beings. Research

grounded in standpoint theory strengthens the

objectivity of understanding by refusing loyalty to
the Western "native's" view of life and thought. It
asserts that not just opinions but also a culture's

best beliefs—what it calls knowledge—are socially
ness—a knowledge of, situated (Harding, 1991).
awareness of, and sensitivity Standpoint theory offers an

to both the dominant explanation of how research

worldview ofsociety and their Standpoint theory directed by social values and
own perspective. As a result, begins with the idea political agendas can pro
members of subordinate , , . , . duce empirically and theo

groupshave the potential for a
a e ess powetfu

retically preferable results,
more complete view of social members of Society Standpoint theory offers a
reality. This more complete experience a different less partial and distorted ap
perception should not be

reality as a proach to understanding the
taken as in any way negating

'
nature and scope of knowl

the serious and debilitating COnseguence of their
edge to support social work's

consequences of oppressions. oppression. understanding of clients and

On the contrary, members of practice. It recognizes that

oppressed groups must de- there are no perfect or uni

velop thismore complete view versal answers (or questions).
as a survival skill to cope with oppression.

Feminist standpoint theory is rooted in the
Marxian analysis of the conditions of the working
class (Harding, 1991; Hartsock, 1983). Feminist

standpoint references to women have been ex

panded in this article to encompass social work's

more inclusive commitment to the empowerment
of all oppressed groups. In feminist analysis the

appropriate standpoint is that of women; in social

work analysis the appropriate standpoint is that of

the more general "other," of oppressed and disad

vantaged populations: people of color, women,

gay men and lesbians, children, poor people, eld

erly people, and differently abled individuals. This
extension is consistent with feminist bell hooks's
(1984, 1989) analysis of the interlocking nature of
all oppressions and her assertion that it is futile to

argue about which oppression is primary. She ar

gued that it is more fruitful to determine the links

But, even in the face of these constraints, we must
nonetheless struggle to understand, to ask our ques

tions, and to listen to each other.

Tenets of Feminist Standpoint Theory
The grounds of standpoint theory discussed in
this article are based on the works of P. H. Collins
(1986, 1989, 1990), Harding (1987, 1991),
Harding and Hintikka (1983), Hartsock (1983),
Nielsen (1990), and Smith (1987).

Life experience structures one's understanding

of life. Research must begin from concrete experi
ence, rather than abstract concepts. The life expe
riences of members of marginalized groups have

been erroneously devalued as starting points for

scientific research and as generators of evidence

for or against knowledge claims. Beginning from
life experiences grounded in cultural diversity can

decrease the partialities and distortions in the pic
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ture of nature and social life. For example, begin

ning research from the lives of women has made

visible issues such as childbirth, housework, wife

abuse, incest, rape, sexual harassment, pornogra

phy, and prostitution. These concerns are simply
not visible from the life experiences of most men.

For a position to count as a standpoint, an ob

jective location is required, such as beginning with
the life experiences within a particular group. The
subsequent observations and theory about nature

and social relations then examine how the ruling
apparatus structures that group's lives. Collins

(1989), a black feminist theorist, amplified this

requirement. She asserted that individuals who

have lived through the experiences on which they
claim to be experts are more credible than those

who have merely read or thought about such ex

periences. Further, approaches to knowing must

be guided by an ethic of caring and responsibility.
People are accountable and responsible for the

knowledge they produce and share.

Ladner's (1987) work demonstrated the power

of this point. Her study of African American ur
ban adolescent mothers began from their life ex

periences. Ladner's care for and connection to
them allowed her to recognize the wealth of

strengths and coping skills employed by these
women. Traditional research using a deviance

model failed to notice the coping abilities these
women exercised on a daily basis.

Members of the most and the least powerful

groups will potentially have opposed understand

ings ofthe world. The dominant group's view will
be partial and more superficial. It is in the domi

nant group's interest to maintain, reinforce, and

legitimate this dominance and understanding of

the world, regardless of how incomplete it may be.

Collins (1990) observed that "suppressing the

knowledge and viewpoint of any oppressed group

makes it easier for dominant groups to rule be

cause the seeming absence of an independent con

sciousness in the oppressed can be taken to mean

that subordinated groups willingly collaborate in

their own victimization" (p. 5).
In contrast, the perspective from subordinate

groups' life has the potential to be more complete.

Marginalized populations have fewer interests in

maintaining ignorance about how the social order

actually works and fewer reasons to invest in

maintaining or justifying the status quo than do

dominant groups. Because they have less to lose,

their perspective can more easily generate fresh,

critical analyses and questions (for example, about

how the current social and economic systems sup

port capitalism, racism, sexism, heterosexism, and

other oppressions) (Nielsen, 1990). In this con
text, Rich's (1980) analysis of the exercise of male

power to ensure "compulsory heterosexuality"

emerged because of the viewpoint available to her
as a lesbian, a viewpoint that is more comprehensive
than that of the dominant heterosexual group.

The less-powerful group's standpoint has to be

developed through education. The greater depth
and comprehensiveness of the marginalized

group's view cannot be taken for granted. With

out conscious effort to reinterpret reality, without

political consciousness, marginalized populations
are likely to accept the dominant worldview.

Knowledge emerges for the oppressed through
the struggles they wage against their oppressors.

Knowledge production is a hands-on procedure

(Harding, 1991; Rose, 1983). Researchers can un

derstand hidden aspects of social relations be

tween the marginalized groups and the institu
tions that structure their lives through their

struggles to change those institutions and struc
tures. Through such struggles social workers see

the reality of how the social order is constructed

and maintained.

Theperspective of those outside the dominant

group developsfrom their daily activities. These
activities require them to bridge the gap between

ideological dualisms such as nature versus culture,

professional versus manual work, or intellectual

versus emotional work. The perspective of the
"other" permits various cultural irrationalities or
inconsistencies to emerge into clearer view. For

example, the domestic work of African American

women in the homes of white upper-class families
allowed them to develop a standpoint that

demystified white power. Sojourner Truth, in her
often quoted "Ain't I a Woman?" speech, gave her

perspective as other and challenged definitions of
woman as passive and frail (Collins, 1990).

The appropriate perspectivefor research activi
ties is everyday life. Beginning with the everyday
lives ofmarginalized groups reveals the ways in
which the public world structures the private, ev

eryday lives ofmarginalized groups in ways that
are not immediately visible as those lives are lived.
Such a perspective can reveal the caring and valu

ing of group members for each other, the priori

tizing of their welfare, and the possibility of expe
riencing real intimacy and democratic domestic
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relations that are invisible to traditional ap

proaches to research. Smith's (1987) work about

single parents demonstrated the effect of decisions

made by school administrators on the allocation

of time in the daily lives of single mothers.
Members of marginalized groups are valuable

"strangers" to the social order. Members of

marginalized groups have been excluded from the

design and direction ofboth the social order and
the production of knowledge. As strangers, they
learn to see the social order from the perspective
of outsiders. P. H. Collins (1986) summarized
three advantages of outsider status: First, outsid

ers' experiences of nearness and remoteness are

valuable for objectivity. Second, natives confide in

strangers in ways they do not confide in each

other. And finally, it is easier for strangers to see

patterns ofbelief or behavior.

Many others are not just outsiders, but also

"outsiders within." An increasing number of
members of marginalized groups are achieving

positions in the social sciences professions. A sig
nificant majority of social work professionals are
women; many are also members of other

marginalized groups. P. H. Collins (1986) demon
strated that bringing members of these groups,
who share an outsider-within status, into the cen

ter of analysis may reveal views of reality obscured

by more orthodox approaches. When the indi

vidual works both inside and outside, it is possible
to see the relation between dominant activities
and beliefs and those on the outside.

Conclusion

Standpoint theory makes it possible to ask new

questions and to see new things about nature and

social relations, not from the lives of those who

control the ruling apparatus but from the lives of

those at the margin. Centering the lives of

marginalized groups in our research provides a

way to identify and control both individual and
sociocultural assumptions and biases, strengthen
ing objectivity.

Standpoint theory does not rule out the in

sights of any group of persons. Each group con
tributes the distinctive knowledge emerging from
its particular social situations and social struc
tures. This theory insists that each group learn to
see the world differently in an active and creative

way through the theoretical and political lenses
that other thinkers originally constructed to pro
duce distinctive insights (Harding, 1991). Mem

bers of each group must work to understand the

standpoint of others to construct views of our

shared reality that are less partial.

Standpoint theory requires that all research

specifically identify the intended beneficiaries of

any project. Because social services researchers

take on the role of change agents, using the find

ings of the research to change the lives of groups
who are the study subjects, their work is compat
ible with the practice interests of social workers.

Adaptation of this approach to research could

bridge the gap between research and practice, per

mitting true practitioner-researchers. Research,

practice, and social change can become one uni

fied action. Standpoint theory offers social work a

means to guide the profession's visions and to ex

periment with new ways of seeing and under

standing the world predicated on transformation,

renewal, and empowerment.

The research base of social work needs both

passion and objectivity. Standpoint theory provides
an avenue for achieving a profoundly relevant and

impassioned objectivity that honors and celebrates
cultural diversitywith a scholarly rigor. ■
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A residential treatment center
for emotionally disturbed boys and girls

GROVE iSIXi
SCHOOL
The Answer

For Troubled Adolescents
Grove School provides a wholesome, supportive environment for

80 emotionally disturbed boys and girls, ages 11 through 18, with

normal to gifted intelligence. A 12-month program, for grades 6

through 12, is state accredited and a diploma is awarded. Most

students go on to college. A 55-member professional staff includes

psychiatrists, psychologists, teacher-counselors, and psychiatric
social workers. Two individual therapy sessions are provided each
week plus group, relationship, and milieu therapy in a active,

creative, and cultural environment. Monthly fee S3775 - $4275.
Grove School is approved by the State of Connecticut as a
residential education program.

For further information, contact:
Director of Admissions

Grove School, Box 646, Madison, CT 06443
Phone (203) 245-2778

Many insurance companies view Grove School as a
"more cost-effective alternative to hospitalization."

Swigonski / The Logic of Feminist Standpoint Theory for Social Work Research

This content downloaded from
������������142.104.240.194 on Thu, 25 Dec 2025 19:46:22 UTC������������

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms


	Contents
	p. 387
	p. 388
	p. 389
	p. 390
	p. 391
	p. 392
	p. 393

	Issue Table of Contents
	Social Work, Vol. 39, No. 4 (July 1994) pp. 337-480
	Front Matter
	Editorial: Federal Legislation and the Social Work Profession [pp. 341-342, 480]
	Op-Ed
	Some Implications of Postmodernism for Social Work Practice [pp. 343-346]
	Personal Violence and the Culture of Violence [pp. 347-350]

	Culture, Theory, and Narrative: The Intersection of Meanings in Practice [pp. 351-359]
	From Technical Rationality to Participating Consciousness [pp. 362-370]
	A Case for Case Studies in Social Work Research [pp. 371-380]
	Avoiding Errors in Clinical Prediction [pp. 381-386]
	The Logic of Feminist Standpoint Theory for Social Work Research [pp. 387-393]
	The Problem of Certainty: Clinical Social Work in the Postmodern Era [pp. 396-403]
	Attributes, Experiences, and Career Productivity of Successful Social Work Scholars [pp. 405-412]
	Does Mentorship among Social Workers Make a Difference? An Empirical Investigation of Career Outcomes [pp. 413-419]
	Social Work as Applied Social Science: A Historical Analysis [pp. 421-431]
	Language Policy and Social Work [pp. 432-437]
	Social Work and the Development of a Smoke-Free Society [pp. 439-450]
	Adapting Social Work Values to the Corrections Environment [pp. 451-456]
	Social Workers and Politics: Beyond the Hatch Act [pp. 457-465]
	Points &Viewpoints
	The Search for Universal Meanings: Issues in Measurement [pp. 466-468]
	Social Work Researchers' Quest for Respectability [pp. 469-470]

	Books
	Review: untitled [pp. 471-471]
	Review: untitled [pp. 471-472]
	Review: untitled [pp. 473-473]
	Review: untitled [pp. 473-474]
	Review: untitled [pp. 474-475]
	Review: untitled [pp. 475-475]
	Review: untitled [pp. 475-476]
	Review: untitled [pp. 476-477]
	Review: untitled [pp. 477-477]

	Letters
	Dad, You'd Be Proud [pp. 478-478]
	Reader Responds to "Military-Induced Family Separation" [pp. 478-479]
	Author Responds [pp. 479-479]
	Tourette Syndrome or Sexual Abuse? [pp. 479-479]
	Authors Respond [pp. 479-480]




