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Abstract

During the last two decades the subject of women who Kkill has been met with
increasing interest from feminist theorists and activists. More recently this
interest has been fuelled by high-profile cases in which battered women who
have killed their abusers have been released from prison following a reduction of
their sentences from murder to manslaughter. As a result of feminist challenges
to these women's life-sentences such cases are gradually having an impact on the
criminal justice system in general and law in particular. Such cases, however - as
well as cases involving other types of murder by women - have a longer history
than those which have been addressed and analysed by second wave feminists.
Thus, in the first 55 years of this century 15 women met their deaths on the
scaffold without the opportunity of telling their story through modern feminist
discourses.

This thesis offers a systematic and critical analysis of the lives, trials and
punishment of the women who have been executed in England and Wales during
the 20th century. It has two main aims. First, by utilising a feminist theoretical
framework it demonstrates how discourses around women's conduct and
behaviour, specifically in the areas of motherhood, domesticity, respectability
and sexuality, influenced the outcome of court proceedings.

Second, it provides an alternative 'truth' about executed women and their crimes.
This alternative 'truth' can now be articulated because of the development of
feminist theory and methodology and their accompanying discourses which
challenge what has so far been regarded uncritically as the dominant truth, for
example in sensationalised newspaper reports and 'true’' crime magazines. In
providing a gendered analysis of capital punishment this thesis therefore both
'unsilences' the stories of executed women, and challenges the normally
'seamless’ truth about what is 'known' about violent women, and thus draws
attention to the underlying contradictions which usually remain hidden beneath
the surface of the apparent homogeneity of ungendered analyses.
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I was transfixed with horror, and over me there swept the sudden
conviction that hanging was a mistake - worse, a crime. It was
my awakening to one of the most terrible facts of life - that justice

and judgment lie often a world apart. (Emmeline Pankhurst, My
Own Story 1914).

Stupid men - you who believe in laws which punish murder by
murder and who express vengeance in calumny and defamation!

(George Sand, Intimate Journal 1837).

The above quotations are cited in Partnow, E. (compiler & editor) (1*978) The
Quotable Woman Anchor Books, New York p.101; p.11.



Chapter One

Introduction.

Between 1900 and 1950 130 women were sentenced to death for murder in England
and Wales.l Only 12 of these women were executed. This means that 91% of
women murderers had their sentence commuted. Of these 130 women, 102 had
killed a child, nearly always their own, most of whom were under one year old.2
Two of the 130 condemned women were certified insane and one had her
conviction quashed by the Court of Criminal Appeal. The fact that only 9% of the

total number of women sentenced to death were eventually executed clearly
illustrates that women stood a very high chance of having their sentence
commuted - usually to life imprisonment. If we examine the corresponding
figures for men, we find that during the same period, 1,080 men were sentenced to
death, 45 of whom were certified insane, "22 had their convictions quashed on
appeal, and 2 died while under sentence of death."3 In the remaining 1,011 cases
390 or 39% had their sentence commuted,* leaving a total of 621 men who were
executed.”® Thus, at first glance it would appear that state servants working within

the criminal justice system were far more reluctant to hang women than men.

But a closer examination of this apparent discrepancy reveals it to be a
misconception which has come about as a direct result of the above statistics

regarding infanticide. That is to say - unlike men - the vast majority of women
murderers have killed their own child/children.® Once this is taken into account

1Royzzl Commission on Capital Punishment 1949-1953 Report (1953), Her Majesty's
Stationery Office, London p.326.

ZNo woman has been executed for the murder of her own child under the age of
one since 1849, Following the enactment of the Infanticide Act of 1922 such cases
did not usually result in a murder charge being brought forward; instead the
charge was likely to be infanticide. Even in cases where a mother murdered her
own children older than one it was often assumed that she was psychologically

unbalanced (Royal Commission on Capital Punishment 1949-53 Report1953:11;
Huggett, R. & Berry, P. (1956) Daughters of Cain Allen & Unwin, London p.241),
and there has been no case of a mother being executed for the murder of her own
child, regardless of age, since 1899,

3Royal Commission on Capital Punishment 1949-1953 Report 1953:326.
4Royal Commission on Capital Punishment 1949-1953 Report1953:326.
SRoyal Commission on Capital Punishment 1949-1953 Report1953:301.

OFor example, in the years between 1900-1949 a total of 19 men were convicted of
murdering children under 1 year, while S8 women were convicted of the same
offence. These figures however, are more than reversed when considering the



we find that women who had murdered an adult had less hope of a reprieve than
men.’ Thus, the large proportion of women murderers as killers of their own
childrend has created a false impression of how female murderers fared once
they were inside the criminal justice system.

Moreover, even if we accept that there was a "'natural reluctance' to carry out the
death sentence on a woman" as the Royal Commission on Capital Punishment 1949-
1953 Report argued,? that still leaves us with a total of 15 women who were
executed during the 20th century in England and Wales. What was it then about
these 15 women that caused the criminal justice system to overcome this 'natural
reluctance'? Why were they not regarded as deserving of a reprieve from death?
What were the discourses that a member of the public gallery activated, when,
after the Ruth Ellis trial in 1955, he commented that she was "a typical West End

tart"?710 Or in 1953 when the trial judge in the Louisa Merrifield case in his

summing up speech called her "a vulgar, stupid woman with a dirty mind"?11
Similarly, at the trial of Edith Thompson in 1922, the judge saw fit to interrupt the
closing speech for the defence with these words to the jury:

... YOu should not forget that you are in a Court of justice trying a vulgar
and common crime. You are not listening to a play from the stalls of a

theatre.l2

Questions and issues such as these have provided the motivation for the initiation
of this research project; they form the backbone of this work and will be dealt
with throughout the thesis.

The centrality of women's conduct and sexuality within our culture, and how
women who step outside patriarchal definitions of acceptable female behaviour

murder of older children in connection with sexual assault, where during the
same period 31 men and no women were convicted (Royal Commission on Capital

Punishment 1949-1953 Report 1953:304).
"Huggett & Berry 1956:240.

80f the 130 women who were sentenced to death during the first half of this
century, 100 had been found guilty of murdering their children. This figure does
not include the 512 women who were convicted of infanticide between 1923 and
1948 (1922 being the year when The Infanticide Act was introduced) Royal
Commission on Capital Punishment 1949-1953 Report 1953:58.

9Royal Commission on Capital Punishment 1949-1953 Report 1953:12.

10Marks, L. & Van Den Bergh, T. (1990) Ruth Ellis: A Case of Diminished
Responsibility? Penguin, Harmondsworth p.148.

11H0 29/229 XC2573, Court of Criminal Appeal Judgement p.17, Public Record
Office, Kew, Richmond, Surrey TW9 4DU.

12Young, F. (ed) (1923) The Trial of Frederick Bywaters and Edith Thompson
William Hodge & Co Ltd, Edinburgh and London p.119.




have come to be regarded as 'dangerous' women - that is - a danger to the
hegemony of patriarchal society - has been well documented by several
writers.l3 Women's behaviour, both in the private and public sphere, has been
and still is regulated, disciplined and controlled by a pervasive system of male
definitions of what constitutes a 'normal' woman. The constraints which women
experience as a consequence of these definitions take both a material and
ideological form and restrict their lives in a variety of ways. Thus, women's
material reality is affected by child care and family responsibilities; limited
financial resources; the threat and fear of male violence as well as actual violence
of men against women. At an ideological level, discourses around sexuality,
respectability, domesticity and pathology are crucial to the regulation and self-
policing of women's behaviour,14

While the lives of all women are affected by these discourses, they are made
particularly visible when criminal women face the courts. For example, research
carried out by Pat Carlen has shown that "single women, divorced women and
women with children in Care ... [are] more likely to receive custodial sentences
than women who, at the time of their court appearances, are living at home with
their husbands and children."!5 Similarly, barrister Helena Kennedy has
observed that a woman appearing in court in "bovver boots and a spiky hair-do”
is likely to be judged more severely than a woman "in a broderie anglaise blouse
and M&S skirt.” In other words it is very important for a female defendant to

"'soften' herself to conform with the judge's stereotype of appropriate
womanhood by presenting an image of docility."1® The mere fact that a woman
has broken the law ensures that she will be regarded as someone who has failed to
fulfil gender role expectations, and if this is overlaid by a refusal to demonstrate
her commitment to conventional female roles in her personal life, especially in
the areas around sexuality, respectability, domesticity and motherhood, she can
expect to find herself at the receiving end of the full force of what Carlen has
termed ‘judicial misogyny'.l7 In this thesis 1 argue that every one of the women
in my 15 case-studies fell well short of gender role expectations and, through a

13See for example Heidensohn, F. (1986) Women & Crime MacMillan Basingstoke;
Carlen, P. (ed) (1985) Criminal Women Polity Cambridge; Jones, A. (1991) Women
Who Kill Gollancz London.

14See for example Hutter, B. & Williams G. (1981) Controlling Women Croom Helm
London.

15Carlen, P. (ed) (1985) Criminal Women Polity, Cambridge p.11.
16Helena Kennedy quoted inThe Guardian 12th March 1991.
17Carlen 1985:10.



series of complex and sometimes contradictory processes, fell victim to cultural
misogyny in general and judicial misogyny in particular.

How certain perceptions of female murderers are produced and how these
perceptions come to be regarded and accepted as true at the expense of other
versions of 'the truth' about these women and the crimes they have committed, is
a crucial issue if we are to understand why 15 women were legitimately killed by
the British state in the name of the British people. In her book Offending Women
Anne Worrall addresses two central questions: "under what conditions do certain
people claim to possess knowledge about female law-breakers?" and "What is the
process whereby such claims are translated into practices which have particular
consequences for female law-breakers?"18 Following Worrall, I intend to apply
these questions to my case-studies. My aim is to create a bridge of understanding
between the reality experienced by these 15 women at one end, and, at the other, a
different version of that reality which was created as a result of the wealth of
professional discourses surrounding them as their cases were processed through
the criminal justice system. In the words of Worrall "members of muted groups, if
they wish to communicate, must do so in terms of the dominant modes of
expression."1? If they cannot accomplish this, defendants become disqualified as
speakers - their accounts become muted.20 It is my intention to expose, explore
and analyse the differences between how these women viewed themselves and the
circumstances which led up to their crimes, as opposed to how, after their

accounts had been mediated and 'translated' into the legal and medical discourses
of the court-room, they were viewed by state-servants, the media and the public.

No-one can ever claim to 'know' the reality of these women's lives or exactly how
they felt - before, during and after the crimes of which they were accused and at
their subsequent trials. As Maureen Cain states:

... anyone producing knowledge occupies a relational and historical site in
the social world which is likely to shape and set limits to the knowledge

formulations produced.2]

Yet, by employing a feminist standpoint epistemology, a position which according
to Stanley and Wise, argues for a feminist research which is both located in and

18wWorrall, A. (1990) Offending Women Routledge, London p.5.
19Worrral 1990:11.
20Worrall 1990:.21.

21Cain, M. (1993) 'Foucault, feminism and feeling: What Foucault can and cannot
contribute to feminist epistemology' in Ramazanoglu, C. (ed) (1993) Up Against
Foucault Routledge, London p.88.



proceeding from "the grounded analysis of women's material realities"4Z, I would
argue it is possible to present alternative accounts to those put forward by judicial
or medical personnel - accounts which I consider to be much closer to these
women's experiences than those which were to become official versions of 'the
truth'. My examination of these 14 cases (one was a case involving two women,
hence 15 women, 14 cases), indicates that medical and legal discourses emphasised
the 'wickedness' of the women's actions while minimising and marginalising
their personal circumstances. The starting point of my account therefore will be
to locate these women within the structural categories of social class, gender and
sexuality and the material and ideological impact of these structures on their
everyday lived experiences - their life histories. Moreover, these life histories
can only begin to be understood after social processes such as poverty, education,
domestic violence, motherhood, domesticity and respectability become part of the
analysis. These are issues which, in varying degrees, had great bearing upon the
lives of the 15 women in this study, and which all played a part in providing the
context within which their crimes were committed and can best be understood. At
the same time I shall show how difficult it was for the women to argue their cases
on this terrain. This is because the wealth of feminist discourses around the

different aspects of women's oppression within patriarchal society developed

over the last 25 years were not yet available in the first half of this century and
could therefore not be articulated. In stating this I do not wish to undermine or

ignore the important achievements of the first wave of feminism. First wave
feminist campaigners were successful in achieving the implementation of

several pieces of important legislation culminating in equal voting rights for
women in 1928.23 The work of first wave feminists was both crucial and essential

22Stanley, L. & Wise, S. (1990) 'Method, methodology and epistemology in feminist
research processes' in Stanley, L. (ed) (1990) Feminist Praxis Routledge, London

p.25.

23Frances Power Cobbe for example, in Wife Torture in England published in
1878, identified issues within domestic violence which are still relevant today
such as "under-reporting, non-intervention, drink, blaming the victim,
provocation and nagging" (Dobash R.E. & Dobash R. (1979) Violence Against Wives
Open Books, Shepton Mallet p.73). Wife Torture in England is reproduced in
Radford, J. & Russell, D.E.H. (eds) (1992) Femicide OU Press, Buckingham pp. 46-52).
She also understood that men's assumption that they owned their wives was used
to legitimise their ill treatment of them. In doing so Cobbe conceptualised
domestic violence as a social rather than an individual problem, and her
campaign for women's right to leave violent husbands played an important part
in the implementation of the Matrimonial Causes Act in 1878. This act meant that
a woman could be legally maintained and separated from a husband who had been
convicted of assaulting her. Similarly, Caroline Norton campaigned for over a
decade for what in 1857 became The Reform of the Marriage and Divorce Laws
and which, after several reforms, became The Married Woman's Property Act in
1882. Another example is that of Josephine Butler whose tireless campaign
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in establishing legal rights for women and in working towards the goal of legal
equality between the sexes. Yet women of later generations were soon to realise
that legal equality does not ensure substantive equality, nor does it bring an end
to the predominance of patriarchal ideologies and discourses. First wave
feminists can thus be seen to have laid the foundations on which second wave
feminists can - and indeed already have built. This involves identifying all the
discourses which play a part in the oppression of women, a process which is by
no means complete.24 But as we identify the many relationships which have
bound us down we can apply our new-found knowledge retrospectively - to
women of the past. This is what I intend to develop in my analysis of executed
women. These women had similar experiences to contemporary women in terms
of domestic violence, social powerlessness, poverty and economic marginalisation,
but they either failed in their struggle to express their experiences because they
had no language in which to do so; or, if they did succeed in expressing their
reality, they were not 'heard' because they did not communicate within the -
boundaries of "the dominant modes of expression."4> None-the-less, all the
above-mentioned structural categories - as well as the feelings and experiences
which accompany them - existed before they were identified in feminist discourse
and one of the great achievements of feminist theorists is that they have invented
"a place in which they can legitimately claim to have discovered relationships

which no one 'knew' about, to have identified relations which pre-existed their
identification."26

Thus, following Cain, I shall address the issue of how experience can become
discourse - that is how some relationships bind women down and "are not yet
available to politics because they are not yet available to anyone's knowledge" -
hence they have not yet become discourses through which women can speak.2’

[ shall be arguing that these 15 women'’s lives and personal accounts have been
muted and their personal knowledges repressed or disqualified. The feminist task
of building and creating "discourses and practices which are not yet there"28
came too late to save the lives of these women, but there is still time to employ

such discourses for the purpose of unlocking and releasing the biographies and

eventually resulted in the repeal of the Contagious Diseases Acts in 1883 (Forster,
M. (1984) Significant Sisters Penguin, Harmondsworth p.48; p.171).

24Cain 1993:84.
25Worrall 1990:11.
26Cain 1993:83.
27Cain 1993:84.
28Cain 1993:89.

O



knowledges which each woman held, and that is the task I have set myself in this
thesis.

Agency, Rationality and Violence.

Unpacking and analysing the various legal and medical discourses as well as the
sexist and misogynist ideologies which surround criminal women is essential if
we are to restore a sense of rationality to the actions of female murderers.
Throughout history women who Kkill have been portrayed as 'mad’' - they did not
know what they were doing - or 'bad', their evilness making them an aberration
and setting them apart from 'true' feminine behaviour.2? By denying the
rationality behind women's murderous acts, traditional ideas around women's
nature - their "supposed passivity, submissiveness, asexuality and gentleness"30
are allowed to remain unchallenged - such women are not 'real’' women after all.
This denial of rationality thus involves the "perpetrator's abnormal character”
becoming the focus of attention while the social and personal circumstances
which led up to the crime are largely ignored.3! Feminism itself has shown a
marked reluctance to deal with female violence, perhaps concerned that the
subject will harm the feminist cause. Yet to deny that women are capable of
experiencing the full range of human emotion and experience is to argue on the
same terrain as men who have perpetuated sexist myths regarding women's
'nature' throughout history.32 When feminists have addressed the issue of
violent women the perpetrators are often portrayed as victimised individuals who
are reacting to a particular set of circumstances, or, as individuals who are
engaged in the act of challenging dominant ideologies around female
behaviour.33 Both these portrayals are valid and relevant and I draw from these
traditions in my own case-study analysis. Yet it is difficult to deny that there is
‘something else', another ingredient within women's violent acts which we find
difficult to articulate because of the limited language available in which to

express ourselves in this area. For example, in her discussion of the Myra Hindley
case, Helen Birch writes:

29See for example Morris, A. & Wilczynski, A. (1993) 'Rocking the cradle: Mothers
who Kill their children' in Birch, H. (ed) (1993) Moving Targets Virago, London
p.199.

30Morris & Wilczynski 1993:199.

31Campbell, B. (1991) 'Foreword' in Jones, A. (1991) Women Who Kill Gollancz,
London p.xi.

325ee for example Kirsta, A. (1994) Deadlier than the Male HarperCollins, London
pp.5-8.

33Morris & Wilczynski 1993:199-200.
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The mythology of Myra Hindley reveals, above all, that we do not have a
language to represent female killing, and that a case like this disrupts the

very terms which hold gender in place.34

The Hindley case is an extreme example of how difficult it is to discuss female
Killers without placing them in the 'mad or bad' category. Yet such labelling
provides no insight into or understanding of the violent behaviour of women who
kill. What is lacking here is an understanding that all human beings - including
'ordinary’ women - have the capacity to suspend 'moral vigilance'35 toﬂput our
own interests first and to harm others in pursuit of our goal. Therefore, when
women act aggressively, whether such acts arise from feelings of revenge, a need
for control or sheer powerlessness, it cannot automatically be assumed that they
are either 'mad' or 'bad'. For example, in the following quote, relating to an
incident where Myra Hindley was assaulted and beaten by another female inmate,
rationalising a case of serious female violence does not present a problem:

'... tWO prisoner [sic] officers gave me a copy of the News of the World in
which there was an article about the whole of the case. That did it. What I
read, all about the tortures and the tapes, made me shake with horror and
fury so much they had to take me for a walk to calm me down. ... A few days

later, when she passed me during recess, I snapped and just went for her. I
battered her and battered her, I punched and kicked and head-butted her, I
cracked her head off the railings and wall. I broke her fingers stamping
on her hands trying to make her let go of the floors so she'd fall off down to
the bottom and be killed. I wanted to kill her. I saw bone show through
her face when I bashed her. When I'd finished with her, her teeth were all
loosened at the front, her nose crossed to the left side of her face, two black
eyes, split lip, ear, knees. She had to eat through a straw for the next six
weeks and needed cosmetic surgery.! Expecting severe punishment, Josie
was treated like a hero by the staff. The incident, she then realized, had
been set up ..... 'l heard one officer say to another: "I've been waiting

twelve years for someone to do that.36"

The perpetrator of this appalling level of violence is not considered mentally
abnormal because she is responding to stimuli which it is considered normal for

women to be angry about. That is to say, her behaviour is classed as operating
within the ideological norms of female behaviour - someone who loves children,
will do anything to defend them and seeks revenge upon those who harm them.

Hindley's violence, on the other hand, cannot be rationalised because it disrupts
and "unhinges our assumptions about women."37 In short, women's violence can

34Birch, H. (1993) 'If looks could kill: Myra Hindley and the iconography of evil'

in Birch 1993:61.
35Kirsta 1994:169.
306Kirsta 1994:1009.
37Birch 1993:61.



only be rationalised and understood when it can be analysed within the
framework of existing sexist assumptions regarding appropriate female
behaviour. My case-studies however, include several cases where women's
violence falls outside this criterion, hence I have set myself the task of avoiding
the 'mad or bad categories', thereby restoring agency and rationality to their
actions and in doing so, adding to the language which represents women who Kkill.

To assist me in achieving the above aims this thesis will be organised in the
following order: In Chapter Two I address epistemological and methodological
issues within feminist research. This chapter challenges the positivist tradition
of claiming to produce value-free and neutral research and argues that such
research is based on sexist and andro-centric premises. Instead a feminist
epistemology is needed that takes into account the long history of women's
exclusion from the production of knowledge, and works towards developing new
discourses and a new language through which women's experience of everyday
existence can be adequately expressed.

Chapter Three consists of a social history of capital punishment, with a focus on
women who were executed prior to the 20th century. The purpose of this chapter
is twofold: first, to situate my case-studies in a wider historical and theoretical
context which will indicate that throughout history, themes around sexuality and
conduct have been applied to criminal women, and have mobilised discourses
which ultimately contributed towards the final outcome of their trials and
punishments. Second, I intend to illustrate that historically, as presently, the
reasons why women Kkill cannot usually be traced to pathological causes - that is -
the majority of these women are neither mad nor bad. Instead, "the story of
women who Kkill is the story of women. Women who kill suffer from the same
problems as the rest of us, only worse."38 This chapter therefore sets the tone for
one of the major themes which is addressed throughout the thesis: that the
starting point for our understanding of female murderers must be the social and
political context rather than one which problematises individual psychology.

The purpose of Chapter Four is to explain how the social history outlined in the
previous chapter has been theorised over the last two centuries. Here the
Enlightenment with its accompanying classical perspective forms the starting
point. I then examine how the Marxist, Foucauldian and cultural perspectives
have analysed punishment in general and capital punishment in particular.

38Jones 1991:xvii.
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Chapter Five provides a specific feminist critique of the theories of punishment
outlined in Chapter Four. I then discuss how feminists have theorised the
punishment of women. A feminist theoretical perspective shifts the focus away
from pathological explanations of women's actions to an examination of the wider
mechanisms of social regulation, discipline and control which affect all women
within patriarchal society. Here my aim is to illustrate how women are judged
differentially according to their reputation, respectability, conduct and sexuality,
and how this has particular implications for criminal women on trial in a court of
law. Feminist theorists have made huge inroads into the task of developing
gendered analyses of women's criminality and their treatment within the
criminal justice system. It is also due to the diligent work of feminist writers that
we today are able to study detailed accounts of women who were criminalised and
of crimes committed against them several centuries ago such as the witch trials
and burnings. Yet within this area some territories have remained relatively
uncharted by feminists - one of them is that of women who have been executed:
during this century. It is my aim to fill this gap, hence Chapter Five is also where
I outline a feminist theoretical framework which I argue can be applied to the
women in my case studies.

Chapters Six, Seven and Eight consist of my 15 case studies. Here the individual
women are situated within their particular historical moment, their lives are

examined within the context of their sex, gender and class, their personal and
social circumstances are explored. As each case is reviewed it will be analysed
according to the principles of the feminist theoretical framework outlined in the
previous chapter. For the purpose of clarity my case studies will be organised in
the following manner: Chapter Six consists of an analysis of women who were |
executed as a result of killing children. In Chapter Seven I examine the cases of
executed women whose crime had been the murder of another woman. Finally, in
Chapter Eight I analyse the cases of women who were hanged as a consequence of

having been found guilty of murdering their partners/husbands. Organising myﬁ
case studies in this way allows me to both take account of the differences between

individual cases within the same category as well as pointing to similarities
between cases from the different categories.

Chapter Nine forms the conclusion to this thesis, providing a summary of the
central arguments raised in my case studies. In this chapter I also bring these
arguments up to date by analysing contemporary cases of women who Kkill as well
as the legal changes which have taken place since the execution in 1955 of Ruth
Ellis, the last woman to be hanged.

10



Chapter Two

Epistemology, Methodology and Feminist Research: A
Critical Overview.

As feminists, we must ... look critically at our own assumptions, formed in
part through flawed or clouded prisms of reality, as a necessary step in the
process of naming our lives as we experience them. We can resist the
prejudices upon which social divisions are sustained, and we can resist the
institutions and social structures of oppressive ideologies. We cannot,
however, presume now or into the future to have arrived at a definitive set
of knowledges or understandings. In the social sciences, new knowledges
have never entirely displaced old ideas, and the authority to identify
"empirical truths" and to interpret observable, testable "facts" is dependent
on existing power relations within given social contests. But as new
materials are produced, ideas can be reconstructed in new configurations
of "truth" which allow for previously silenced groups to name themselves

and to describe their own experiences.l

The Exclusion of Women in the Production of Knowledge and Language.

Second wave feminists have since the early 1970s raised a series of significant
political and academic questions around the production of knowledge and |

language within Western culture. Dorothy Smith's essay 'A Peculiar Eclipsing:
Women's Exclusion from Man's Culture' first published in 1978 (although
conceived of in the early 1970s2), was extremely important in outlining the
manner in which women have been excluded "from the making of ideology, of
knowledge, and of culture [which] means that our experience, our interests, our
ways of knowing the world have not been represented in the organization of our
ruling nor in the systematically developed knowledge that has entered into it,"3
Smith further argues that men's standpoint has been represented as universal - it
is men who, historically have occupied positions of power "almost exclusively",
resulting in women's forms of thought being put together from a place which
they "do not occupy™:

1Faith, K. (1993) Unruly Women Press Gang Publishers, Vancouver p.9.

2Smith, D.E. (1987) The Everyday World As Problematic Open University Press,
Milton Keynes, pp.17-43.

3Smith 1987:18.
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The means women have had available to them to think, image, and make
actionable their experience have been made for us and not by us.4

Consequently there is a gap between the way women experience reality and the
means we have in which to express and react to that reality. Only the concerns
and interests of one sex (and one class) is represented within the production of
knowledge and culture, yet they are treated as 'the norm', universal and
generally applicable. But the effect of women's absence and silence is that men's
standpoint "is in fact partial, limited, located in a particular position, and
permeated by special interests and concerns.">

Taken together, these factors have important consequences for the distribution of
authority - men have authority "not because they have as individuals special
competencies or expertise, but because as men they appear as representative of
the power and authority of the institutionalized structures that govern the
society."0 Women, on the other hand, have been trained to hold opinions which
conform to approved male standards, and which are therefore by definition quite
separate from their personal lived experiences. In this way "the voice of our own
experience" is made defective and is thus deprived of authority:

We have learned to set aside as irrelevant, to deny, or to obliterate our own
subjectivity and experience. We have learned to live inside a discourse that
is not ours and that expresses and describes a landscape in which we are

aliecnated and that preserves that alienation as integral to its practice.’

In 1980 Dale Spender echoed Smith when she wrote that "women have been
excluded from the production of language, thought and reality."8 Not only is
men's standpoint presented as universal, it is also 'objective'. Because men have
the power to define what counts as objective knowledge, "what makes sense in
society, what is to be valued, indeed, even what is to be considered real, and what
is not"9, they also have the power to define women as being 'in the wrong' when
they do not share men's view of the world.10 Women's feelings of being in the
wrong arise as a consequence of having to interpret our experiences through a
male point of reference. This is one of the problems for women which a society

4Smith 1987:19.
SSmith 1987:20.
6Smith 1987:30.

7Smith 1987:36.
8Spender, D. (1980) Man Made Language Routledge & Kegan Paul, London p.143.

9Spender, D. (1983) Women of Ideas Ark, London p.5.
10Spender 1983:7.
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built on patriarchal discourses sustains and reproduces. As men do not
experience being in the wrong as a permanent condition of their existence, they
cannot and will not acknowledge that this condition exists. In this way women's
experiences remain either invisible - or, when acknowledged - always 'wrong'.

Spender further contributed to our understanding of women's realities in her
book Man Made Language where she exposed the inherent manifestations of
sexist bias within language. She argued that the English language is in fact male
propertyll, but because it is regarded as the norm, women's form of speech is
measured and judged against it - it is therefore they who become classified as
'‘outsiders' or 'deviants' when they step outside male definitions of 'normal’
speech. In short, just as Smith argues that women have learned to live within a
discourse that is not ours, so Spender argues that we are "obliged to use a language

which is not of ... [our] own making."12

Thus, by the early 1980s feminist theorists in Britain and USA13 were well aware
of the importance of the 'politics of naming' - that is the feminist task of
articulating the meanings of feelings and experiences which as yet have no name
and therefore, technically, do not exist. But women know they have experiences

which cannot be identified within the masculine - hence it is necessary for them
to create and encode "their own meanings which can co-exist with male meanings

so that the language contains sufficient resources for all those who are required
to use it to shape their worlds."14

In Man Made Language Spender also addresses issues directly related to the
research process. In particular, she draws attention to "the false nature of
impartiality or objectivity" within scientific re:se::lrc:hq..ll5 Having shown that
language is not neutral but reflects the interests of its creators, she illustrates
how what passes for objectivity is in fact men's own subjectivity.10 Thus, that
which carries the status of incontestable, scientific 'truth' within research is in
reality a social product containing social beliefs about women which are not made

11Spender, 1980:11.
125pender 1980:12.

13See for example Daly, M. (1979) Gyn/Ecology The Women's Press, London; Rich,
A. (1976) Of Woman Born Virago, London; Rowbotham S. (1973) Woman's
Consciousness, Man's World Pelican Books, Harmoondsworth; Oakley A. (1974)
Housewife Pelican Books, Harmondsworth; Oakley A. (1981) Subject Women

Fontana Press, London.
l4spender 1980:183.
15Spender 1980:139.
16Spender 1980:143.
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explicit - instead they are taken for granted and considered the norm within a
male supremacist society.l’/ Unsurprisingly, this so-called objective research has

traditionally supported the maintenance of a patriarchal social order rather than
challenged it.

Several feminist authors had by the 1980s begun to address sexist methodology
within social science research, but Stanley and Wise are particularly well known
for their exposure of the social sciences as "sexist, biased and rotten with
patriarchal values."18 In Breaking Out (1983) they take issue with positivists who
claim to produce 'objective' research. Stanley and Wise agree with Spender that
so-called 'objectivity' is constructed in much the same way as any other social
reality - for example 'the subjective' can be transformed into 'the objective’
merely by the use of particular forms of speech such as "'it is thought' for 'l
think"."19 An absolute state of objectivity does not exist outside the imagination of
the orthodox positivist - instead 'objectivity' has its roots in human experience
and action in the same way 'subjectivity' has. Thus, Stanley and Wise echo
Spender and Rich when they write that objectivity is a sexist notion - "the term
that men have given to their own subjectivity":

Masculine ideologies are the creation of masculine subjectivity; they are
neither objective, nor value-free,20

At another level, Stanley and Wise argued that feminist researchers should
question this desire for objectivity which has its roots in natural science with its
emphasis on "laws and calculable results"; we should not therefore automatically
assume this is an appropriate too! for the examination and analysis of social
reality.2l Nor can we assume that "'‘adding women in'" - that is carrying out
research about women using established theories and research methods within
social science, is adequate since this will merely result in "knowledge about
females being 'tagged on to' existing sexist knowledge."22 Instead it is necessary
to step outside "all established ways of thinking."23 This involves recognising
and acknowledging that it is inevitable a researcher's experiences and
consciousness will be part of the research process just like they are when we

17spender 1980:12.

18stanley, L. & Wise, S. (1983) Breaking Out Routledge & Keagan Paul, London p.12.
19Stanley & Wise 1983:30.

20Stanley & Wise 1983:.49.

21Stanley & Wise 1983:30.

22Stanley & Wise 1983:20.

23Stanley & Wise 1983:30. Emphasis in the original.

14



carry out any other social activity. A researcher is an ordinary human being
who cannot switch off her/his experiences and emotions at will in the pursuit of
'objectivity’, and Stanley and Wise argue that it is wrong to attempt to disguise
such feelings by pretending they do not exist. Instead a feminist social science
should argue for making such experiences and emotions explicit within the
research since they will be an integral part of it:

The kind of person that we are, and how we experience the research, all
have a crucial impact on what we see, what we do, and how we interpret
and construct what is going on. For feminists, these experiences must not

be separated-off from our discussions of research outcomes.24

All research has to pass through the medium of the researcher's consciousness -
including actions such as feeding data through a computer and interpreting that
data and it can be argued that making this explicit produces research which is
more accurate than so-called 'objective' research. This is because the researcher

who aims for objectivity will come across as a disembodied "invisible, anonymous
voice of authority"42, and the reader is not given the opportunity to place his/her
findings within the context of the researcher's culture and beliefs. Stanley and
Wise - and later in the 1980s - Harding26, maintained that making cultural beliefs,
behaviours, specific desires and interests explicit, will produce better and indeed
more 'objective' research since "introducing this 'subjective' element into the
analysis in fact increases the objectivity of the research and decreases the

'objectivism' which hides this kind of evidence from the public."47 It means:

saying why and how particular research came to be carried out, why and
how the researcher came to know what she knows about the research. And
it also means leaving behind ... descriptions of people, events and
behaviours which are presented as non-problematic and indisputably

'true'.28

In turn, this feminist approach to social science research has implications for
issues around power and Breaking Out identified this strategy of 'laying open'29
the researcher as an important method for reducing the power inequality |
between the researched and the researcher. It avoids portraying the researcher

24Stanley & Wise 1983:50.

25Harding, S. (1987) 'Introduction: Is there a feminist method?' in Harding S. (ed)
(1987) Feminism & Methodology Open University Press, Milton Keynes p.9.

260 1arding 1987:9.
27Harding 1987:9.
28Stanley & Wise 1983:50..
29Stanley & Wise 1983:170.
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"as detached, omnipotent: an expert on a different critical plane from those ...
[being studied]."30 It also avoids treating the researched as mere objects, because
feminist research methods make explicit not only the researcher's own
vulnerability, but also the fact that she does not hold some special knowledge over
those she is researching. Instead she is well aware - and she makes the

researched aware - that she cannot ever know how they experience their reality

- she can only construct a view of what another person's experience must be
like.31

Finally, Breaking Out addressed the issue of difference amongst women. Stanley
and Wise were highly critical of a single unitary concept of 'Woman' and felt this
silenced women "who were not white, middle class, heterosexual, first world, able
bodied, young ..."32 They also objected to the way individuals coming from any
one of these categories often find themselves regarded as less competent
researchers because of their 'subjective involvement'. Stanley and Wise argued
that exactly the opposite is true - that is that such individuals are in a unique
position "to represent directly the experiences and understandings of oppressed
people of various kinds."33

In sum, Breaking Out constituted a major challenge to established social science |
research methods as well as a coherent and substantial proposal for establishing a
new epistemological and ontological approach suitable for - and appropriate to -

feminist social science research. In doing so it did not support or promote the

view that there should be a particular set of feminist research methods applicable
only to subject areas falling within 'women's studies'.34 Rather, it aimed to create
a new and alternative epistemology designed to inspire a rethinking of what
constitutes knowledge, how that knowledge is produced, for what purpose and to
what use we put it. Thus, when Stanley and Wise published a second edition of
Breaking Out ten years later, they wrote this about the first edition:

Breaking Out was a book about feminist epistemology - a feminist theory of
'knowledge' - which discussed epistemological topics and questions around
the example of one important academic feminist activity that produces

knowledge-claims: research.33

30Stanley, L. & Wise, S. (1993) Breaking Out Again Routledge, London p.7.

31Stanley & Wise 1983:170.

32Stanley & Wise 1993:3,

33Stanley & Wise 1983:171.

34Stanley & Wise 1983:31.

35Stanley & Wise 1993:5. Emphasis in the original.
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The criteria for a feminist epistemology and ontology had thus been developed to
a considerable degree by the early 1980s. In the following section I discuss
subsequent developments within this area.

minism, Methodology and Epistemology since 1983.

Following the early works discussed in the previous section which identified
androcentrism and sexism within social science and which laid the foundations
for the creation of a feminist social science, several important works have been
developed which are designed to justify the use of feminist methods and
methodologies and which in turn are tied to epistemological and ontological
issues. In order to establish exactly what is not feminist methods, methodology
and epistemology Cain, referring to the work of Hartsock, has set up a 'straw-man’
of the traditional male researcher:

The straw man is concerned with establishing absolute truth claims; he
achieves this by the monotomic application of a single allowed mode of
reasoning; he aims to abstract knowledge formulations which objectify
those investigated and which are indifferent to their own understandings
of their experiences. He is concerned with separating rather than

unifying and prefers dualistic, zero-sum forms of the separations he
achieves; he is unemotional and detached, which leaves him in full control
of those investigated; this hierarchic relationship is also maintained

within the research teams he establishes.36

As well as setting himself up as a 'scientific expert' he strives to achieve and
maintain the most highly prized goals and values within the knowledge-seeking
scientific community: value-neutrality, objectivity, dispassion and disinterest.
These aims are justified on the grounds that research must be separated and
protected from political interest, of society at large and the social values of the
researchers.37

But the goals and values of this stereotypical scientific researcher stand in sharp
contrast to the values, goals and aims of the feminist researcher. Feminism is an
overtly political movement which exists to generate social change. Thus, feminist

rescarchers make a special point of proclaiming our political and social interests
- hence, at first glance "'feminist knowledge', 'feminist science’, 'feminist

36Cain, M. (1990) 'Realist philosophy and standpoint epistemologies or feminist
criminology as a successor science' in Gelsthorpe, L. & Morris, A. (eds) (1990)
Feminist Perspectives in Criminology Open University Press Milton Keynes p.125.

37Harding, S. (1987) 'Conclusion: Epistemological Questions' in Harding S. (ed)
(1987) Feminism & Methodology Open University Press, Milton Keynes p.182.
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sociology' would appear to be a contradiction in terms from a conventional
scientific perspective.38 Yet this highly politicised form of inquiry claims to
produce research which is more accurate and more objective. It is to the issue of
how this claim can be justified that I now turn.

Feminist Empiricism.

The first major justificatory response to the 'straw man social scientist' which I
analyse is that of feminist empiricism. Feminist empiricists have pointed out that
traditional empiricists have not produced value-free, objective or accurate
knowledge at all; instead the fact that they are mainly white, middle class,
Western men is reflected in their choice and treatment of research topics which
can be seen to be androcentric and sexist respectively. Thus, sexism in the form
of prejudice and social bias appear at every stage of the research - in identifying
and defining the research problem, in the research design itself, in the collection
and interpretation of data - and in the final research findings. Women's issues
have been excluded from research because the straw man's science is a science
produced from the perspective of men only whose objectivity is in reality sexism.
Thus, traditional empiricists have not obeyed their own rules - they have not
been objective enough, true objectivity can only be arrived at by eliminating
such bias and prejudice and hence by paying equal attention to issues and
interests of men and women. Feminist empiricists therefore argue that

traditional empiricists have failed to live up to their own claims - thus, it is the
practice which has been defective, not the method.

Harding has identified three main areas in which feminist empiricism has
successfully challenged traditional empiricism. First, it has challenged "the
assumption that the social identity of the observer is irrelevant to the 'goodness’
of the results of research, asserting that the androcentrism of science is both
highly visible and damaging, and that its most fecund origin is in the selection of
scientific problems."32 Second, it has questioned the methodological and
sociological norms within science - since they themselves have not been capable
of detecting androcentricism and sexism they too must be biased. Third, feminist
empiricists recognise the political nature of feminism, and they support the
movement's use of politics in its struggle for social change. Hence feminist
empiricists disassociate themselves from the ideology that research must always

38Harding 1987:182.

39Harding, S. (1986) The Science Question in Feminism Open University Press,
Milton Keynes p.162. |
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be kept separate from political interests; instead they recognise that in some cases
politics "can increase the objectivity of science."40 Therefore feminist
empiricists should be credited with putting a whole range of issues onto the
research agenda which had not hitherto been studied, for example domestic
violence, the treatment of women within the criminal justice system and women's
imprisonment.4l Moreover, their recognition of the power-relationship between
researched-researcher has led to a move towards different kinds of methods
including that of ethnographic research. But, as Smart points out, this move is
not specific to feminist research.42

A host of important criticisms have been levelled at feminist empiricism starting
with the fact that it does not problematize the way men are studied. Since the
problems with empiricism are merely those of androcentricism and sexism, the
underlying assumption would seem to be that empiricist studies carried out on
men are always objective and 'true’. Yet critical criminology has taught us that
this is not necessarily so. For example, research findings which indicate that
unemployed men commit more crime than middle class men cannot be taken at
face value. Such findings would merely indicate that working class crimes are
more visible than middle class crimes. Thus, if fraud was as easily detectable as
car theft we might well see a very different picture emerging.43

Secondly, MacKinnon has argued that by pitching research at the level of
cquality the underlying assumption will always be that men are the norm:

Gender neutrality is the male standard. The special protection rule is the
female standard. Masculinity or maleness is the referent for both.44

Smart agrees and adds that "studies of the criminal justice system always compare
the treatment of women with men and men remain the standard against which all
are judged."¥> This form of 'equality’ argument can have unintended
consequences since its logical conclusion appears to be that where men's
treatment amount to an affront on human rights, as is the case in some of

40t{arding 1986:162.

41Smart, C. (1990) 'Feminist approaches to criminology or postmodern woman
meets atavistic man' in Gelsthorpe & Morris (eds) 1990:77-78.

42smart 1990:77-78.
43Sce for example Box, S. (1983) Power, Crime and Mystification Tavistock, London.

44MacKinnon, C.A. (1989) Towards a Feminist Theory of the State Harvard
University Press, Cambridge Massachusetts p.221.

45Smart 1990:79.
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Britain's antiquated prisons46, women too must suffer equally appalling
conditions for long periods of time. Cain argues that this happens because studies
with equality as its focus "do not enable us to pose the question whether or not
cven absolutely equal sentences [and conditions] might be unjust."47 In other
words, focusing on issues around equality is very limiting because it does not
allow us to ask how the 'male yardstick' against which we are measured, came
about in the first place - hence "the fundamental problem remains untouched."48
We need to remind ourselves that equality does not necessarily equal justice.
Instead imposing male standards upon women may result in what Lahey has
termed 'equality with a vengeance'.4? Closely related to the above criticism is
Cain’s point that using men as the yardstick against which women are measured
means that feminist empiricism itself is androcentric in its premise.”0 Smart
shares this view:

Basically the equality paradigm always reaffirms the centrality of men.
Men continue to constitute the norm, the unproblematic, the natural social

actor.>1

This has the effect of representing men as ideal-types to which women must
aspire. The desirability of this ideal-type is not questioned and women are not
accepted on their own terms as women, only as someone who must be brought up
to 'male standards' as is the case, for example, within employment law where
women struggle "to make the grade.">2

Lastly, feminist empiricism ignores the part which the law plays in maintaining
gender relations. The law is not a neutral instrument which everyone has equal
access to within a liberal regime:

Law does not stand outside gender relations and adjudicate upon them. Law
is part of these relations and is always already gendered in its principles

and practices.>3

46See for example Fitzgerald, M. & Sim, J. (1982) British Prisons Blackwell, Oxford.

47Cain, M. (1990a) 'Towards Transgression: New Directions in Feminist
Criminology' in International Journal of the Sociology of Law1990, 18, pp.2-3.

48Cain 1990a:3.

49Quoted in Smart 1990:79.
S0Cain 1990a:2.

S1Smart 1990:79.

S2Smart 1990:80.

S3Smart 1990:80.



Despite these criticisms, it is important to recognise that feminist empiricism has
achieved some measure of success as a justificatory strategy. As noted above, it
has succeeded in placing a host of new research topics of interest to women on
the agenda. It continues to challenge androcentric, sexist and biased research
agendas and as such it maintains the tension which it has created within social

science. More specifically, this tension serves "to problematize empiricist
epistemological assumptions” within science.”4 As such it can lay claim to
producing better quality research than that produced by traditional empiricism.

Yet, despite these achievements, feminist empiricism remains the least
threatening justificatory strategy because it does not express a desire to change
the norms and principles of empiricism itself, it merely states that these
principles have not been adhered to enough - hence they must be applied more

rigorously than ever before. For Harding the result is that feminist empiricism
"appears to leave intact much of science's self-understanding of the principles of
adequate scientific research.">> This however, can also be seen to be an
advantage:

Feminist empiricism is useful precisely because it stresses the continuities
between traditional justifications of scientific research and feminist ones,

as these would be understood by social scientists.50

At the same time, this is the cause of tension between it and a second justificatory
strategy, that of standpointism, which does not accept the epistemological basis
and principles of empiricism, but instead has its own and very different starting

point.

The Feminist Standpoint.

The feminist standpoint is a position which can only be achieved through
experience - it therefore differs from a perspective in the conventional sense. It
is through the feminist experience of struggle against male oppression that new
knowledge is created:

To achieve a feminist standpoint one must engage in the intellectual and
political struggle necessary to see nature and social life from the point of
view of that disdained activity which produces women's social experiences

S4flarding 1987:184.
SSHarding 1987:183.
S0Harding 1987:186.
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instead of from the partial and perverse perspective available from the
'ruling gender' experience of men.>’

The traditional female activity of housework will serve as an example. Although
this activity is gradually receiving recognition as 'real work' by men, standpoint
feminists argue that it cannot be analysed according to male definitions of work.

This is because the male experience of work differs sharply from the female
experience:

'Women's work' relieves men of the need to take care of their bodies and of
the local places where men exist - their environments. It frees men to

immerse themselves in the world of the abstract concepts.>8

Ilence women's work "articulates and shapes men's concepts of the world." The
better women are at performing their work the less visible it becomes until men
can "see as real only what corresponds to their abstracted mental world." It is in
this context that "women's actual experiences of our own activities are
incomprehensible and inexpressible within the distorted abstractions of men's
conceptual schemes.">? Thus, to avoid partial and distorted understandings of
women's experience of housework it "should be understood through concepts that
arise from women's experience of it, not through concepts sclected to account for
men's experience of their work."60

In sum, both where housework is concerned and also more generally, it is
women's experiences of oppression which, coupled with feminist theory, create
and provide the potential "for more complete and less distorted knowledge claims
than do men's."0!1 But one cannot merely claim to speak from a feminist
standpoint - it requires an intellectual and political commitment to do so as
Harding's definition above indicates. Thus, in sharp contrast to empiricism it
makes explicit that all knowledge is site specific. A site is shaped by the various
relationships in which we are involved and it is at the "intersection of these
relationships in us" that we find "the site from which we produce knowledge."62
The values and politics held by someone speaking from a particular site is openly
proclaimed and acknowledged - there is no attempt or desire to strive for so-called
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objective and neutral knowledge - instead knowledge arises from the deliberate
and direct engagement with feminist politics and values.63 These features ensure
that the feminist standpoint is particularly well suited to giving voice to the
oppressed - it is a method of creating knowledge from 'below', and thus
establishing an alternative truth to that expounded by those in authority. Smart
has provided an example of this in her reference to the work of Rape Crisis
Centres which she argues, "has been vital in proffering an alternative 'truth'
about rape and women's experience of the criminal justice system."04

Another important feature of standpoint feminism is that it is well equipped for
giving voice to hitherto unnamed experiences, experiences which are already in
existence but cannot easily be identified since no discourses have yet been
created around them. Standpoint feminist researchers can help to identify and

name such experiences by ensuring they share the same site as the researched:

to produce knowledge for a group of people it is necessary to share their:
site - to convert your own site into a chosen standpoint for the production

of knowledge.0>

As Cain points out, a white researcher cannot become a black teenager, but she
can ensure she is involved in "a group or agency which more authentically
speaks with their voice."66 This is why the feminist standpoint is a position
which has to be worked on and reassessed continuously. Being a woman and/or a

feminist does not automatically ensure one can claim to speak for women.

Instead the researcher has to be committed to a specific standpoint "to choose to
specak as feminists," to "make an effortful choice to align themselves with other
women" which may well mean they need to change their relationships.67 This
includes being what Cain has termed 'personally reflexive' which involves
presenting "a description of our changing relationships with the researched
population based on a feminist common (or co woman) sense." Moreover,
standpoint feminists must also engage in 'theoretical reflexivity' as part of the
process of identifying a standpoint and producing feminist knowledge:
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Theoretical reflexivity means thinking about oneself in terms of a theory
and understanding theoretically the site one finds oneself in. For us this
means understanding theoretically how being a professional criminologist
articulates both with personal and particular relationships, as well as with

relationships of more general scope such as class, race, age and gender.68

Even after taking all of the above into account standpoint feminists still
acknowledge that the knowledge produced will be influenced by the "relati<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>