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“Truth” and Advocacy: A Feminist Perspective

JoAnne Myers, Marist Coflege
Joan €. Tronto, Hunter College of the City University of New York

chinist professors are often ac-
cused of being merely advocates
in their classrooms. This charge sug-
gests that feminist teachers do not
share the time-honored commitment
to the pursuit of “truth,” but are
instead attempting to recruit stu-
dents to their causes{s}, and to in-
dactrinate rather than instruct.
Many individual feminist scholars,
and movements for women’s studies
themselves, did take their inspiration
from a political movement. Feminist
scholarship and political activity
were connected at the root, Never-
theless, it does not follow that femi-
nist scholars are simply trying to use
the ctassroom to spread propaganda
in a political skirmish.

Feminist scholars have devoted
much thought to the nature of advo-
cacy in the classraom. Most feminist
scholars would probably agree with
our central premise: that the ques-
tion of advocacy itself needs to be
reformulated before it can be an-
swered. For, in a not-so-trivial sense,
all teachers are advocates. This real-
ization then jeads to the really inter-
esting question of what forms of
advocacy are acceptable in the acad-
emy? Feminist thinking about advo-
cacy involves a complex rethinking
of the nature of truth that belies
caricatures of feminists as strident
advocates in search of converts. In
this article, we will demaonstrate that
dismissals of feminist pedagogy are
inappropriate because everyone is
an advocate, feminist research into
the nature of knowledge repositions
the questions about the nature of
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advocacy, and the reconceptualiza-
tion of knowledge requires pedagog-
ical changes.

Everyone Is an Advocate

When organizing a syilabus, pre-
paring a lecture, and asking a ques-
tion, all academics are selective.
They all exercise their judgment and
choose some materials rather than
others. Although professors use a
variety of criteria, each person
somehow comes to the conclusion
that “these are the guestions, texts,
materials, and ideas, that I think are
worthwhile.” In the first sense, then,
all academics are advacates for their
particular focus paints. Often,
though, professors do not need to
be explicit about the criteria used
for making these selections: they
seem to go without saying. Indeed,
because these standards seem com-
pletely acceptabie to their users in
normal practice, professors do not
even notice that they are “advo-
cates” for these positions. Accepted
standards typically inciude such
ideas as what constitutes basic
knowledge within the discipline, the
nature of good research, and the
basic accepted facts of the field.

Val Plumwood {1993), in her de-
scription of dualistic ways of think-
ing, pointed out that in creating du-
alisms, such as the ane of advocacy
versus impartiality, people often
“background” important starting
assumptions. Within the academy,
Plumwoad’s contention would be
that assumptions about what consti-
tutes a discipline, what facts count
as accepted, and the (in)contest-
ability of these standards are pushed
to the background. These unspoken
and unexamined assumptions form
the background and foundation of
the discipline, and are assumed to
be value neutral. Feminist scholars
often bring these background as-
sumptions into the fareground and
question their meanings and implica-
tians. For example, in poiitical sci-

ence, many feminist theorists have
fooked more closely at the “univer-
sal citizen” and found him to he
gendered (see, for example, Pate-
man 1988; Okin 1986; Young 199(;
Jones 1993; Phillips 1991). Such
“foregrounding” makes an issue out
of a matter that was previously not
an issue. While this foregrounding is
not the same as advocating a partic-
ular position, it does change how we
think. To continue our example,
pointing out that the universal citi-
zen has in fact been treated as if
“he” were male opens the question
of what danger/harm/advantage
comes from the assumption that the
citizen has no gender? When previ-
ously backgrounded aspects of con-
cepts come to the fore, our thinking
about them may change. Raising
these questions might appear to be
advocacy to those who now have to
justify their starting assumptions, it
is, in fact, no more than a call for a
justification of a previously back-
grounded position. Once exposed,
such a backgrounded assumption
may be untenable. In this regard,
feminist “advacacy” has not been an
attack on truth, but a demand for
greater clarity of accepted truths.
Let us take as an example the as-
sumption that faculty members
should be “value neutral” when pre-
senting materials to their students.
The idea of value neutrality itseif
rests upon some hidden assumptions
whose {ustifications require careful
scrutiny. Value neutrality is often
equated with the absence of paolitical
partisanship or a “passionate detach-
ment” that then lets the facts/argu-
ments speak for themselves. Each of
these assumptions rests upon an im-
plicit assumption about the nature
of politics, knowledge, and higher
education. Feminist scholars and
teachers are not asking that these
background assumptions be dis-
missed, but that they be called into
question. Feminist scholars are not
likely to reach a consensus on how
persuasive these different arguments
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are. Nevertheless, ta call previously
unspoken assumptions inta ques-
tion does change the nature of the
discourse.

All feminists will not take the
same view on value neutrality; in-
deed, the twa of us disagree about
its value. We do agree, however,
that there has to be a full airing of
the concept’s background assump-
tions. To do this, faculty members
have to reveal much more about
their way of thinking to students.
For example, if faculty members be-
lieve that value neutrality allows stu-
dents to make their own judgments,
then they might have ta be more
explicit about their understanding of
the judgment-making process. When
professors, especially political scien-
tists, look more closely at how they
helieve people reach decisions some
biases in this approach become ap-
parent. For example, common stan-
dards include the understanding that
judgments based on emotion are
suspect or that universal standards
should guide judgment. But who
articulates these standards? In artic-
ulating some standards and not oth-
ers, faculty serve as advocates for a
decision rule, not a policy per se.
Nevertheless, if the decision rule
excludes some kinds of outcormes,
then decision rule advocacy, though
it does not look partisan, will have
the same effect.

To argue for value neutrality,
then, is also to advocate a particular
account of knowledge, of haw peo-
ple make judgments, of pawer in the
classroom, of the purpose of educa-
tion, and so forth. If, given the back-
ground assumptions on which it
rests, the argument for value neu-
trality requires advocacy, then all
positions are “advocated.” Feminists
next raise this crucial coroliary: It is
essential that such background con-
ditions are revealed.

Failure to Explore
Background Conditions
Perpetuates Bias

Starting from a similar commit-
ment to know the truth (here under-
stood as knowing the world more
completely by broadening and com-
plicating knowledge), feminist schol-

arship has taken a radical turn. If
existing background assumptions rest
upon biased views, then knowledge
built upon such shaky foundation

not disembodied creators of knowl-
edge who hover “above” or “be-
yond” the knowledge that they can
create. If Harding is correct, then

To argue for value neutrality is also to advocate a
particular account of knowledge, of how people
make judgments, of power in the classroom, of the
purpose of education, and so forth.

must also be reconsidered to un-
cover any unconscious, continuing
effects of these hidden biases. Femi-
nist thinkers point toward two useful
categories in exposing such biases—
selectivity and situatedness,

Selectivity

Elizabeth Minnich (1990) has ar-
gued persuasively that “the root
problem” of the Western intellectual
tradition is a basic philosophical er-
ror: the part has mistaken itself for
the whole. Minnich argues that since
many great foundational texts of
Western civilization were written by
people who kept slaves and who
considered women as unequal, and
“barbarians” as uncivilized, such
writers could not have expressed the
universal human condition. The
problem for Minnich is not whether
the foundational accounts are in-
complete, but the suppression of any
urge, let alone attention, to question
whether their partiality influences
their claims about the nature of hu-
man experience. Minnich believes
that such “partial knowledge” be-
comes exclusive by its nature. “[A]
part defined as the whole Jeaves no
place for anything that differs from
it. ... The whole is partial to the
interests of those thus enshrined at
the defining, controlling center”
(1990, 147-48).

Situatedness

Feminist philosophers of science
insist that all knowledge is known
from the standpoint of a particular
knower, Sandra Harding (1991} has
observed that the place from which
one conducts scientific research al-
ways influences what one comes ta
know. Far Harding, scientists are
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the task for any researcher is to be
aware of the situatedness of knowl-
edge. Harding does not think the
fact that knowledge is situated pre-
cludes people’s abilities to discover
things they believe to be genuinely
true. She does observe, however,
that what people think they know to
be true may in fact be mere chimera
in their narrowed field of vision.
Broadening their base of knowledge,
then, requires people to broaden the
perspectives from which they look at
knowledge.

If we have to situate knowers as
well as knowledge, then the require-
ments far faculty are much more
complex than simply maintaining
“value neutrality.” On one level, sit-
uating knowledge requires that ev-
eryone say “where one is coming
from.” On another level, though,
faculty members must remain vigi-
lant lest students, to get a good
grade, impress the instructor, or
take the path of least resistance, de-
cide simply to adopt the view of the
instructar. If one believes that back-
ground assumptions are worth ex-
posing, then to let students opt out
of this deeper explaration of as-
sumptions would defeat the purpose
of creating a greater plurality of
voices. Once it is realized that all
knowledge is selective and situated,
the need to revise the nature of
teaching becomes obvious. In this
situation, teaching is not about “ad-
vocacy”; it is about enabling stu-
dents to understand the framework
of knowledge.

Feminist Pedagogy

The feminist account of knowledge
as being selective and situated places
greater demands on students and fac-
ulty. It requires that faculty “fore-
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ground” some hidden assumptions.
Feminist scholars must, of necessity,
treat students as knowers and learners
capable of making sense out of the
world as they see it. Feminist peda-
gogy requires that students and faculty
talk explicitly about such things as the
criteria for understanding they will
use, the grounds for judgment they
find convincing, and why they decide
upon the criteria they do. It is making
knowledge self-reflexive that poses the
great challenge to both teachers and
students in the feminist classroom.

At its best, feminist pedagogy is
interactive, Interrelational, and inter-
disciplinary. This learning model
demands intellectual integrity and
rigor from both professors and stu-
dents equally. Feminist teachers
have discovered that the process of
making hidden assumptions explicit
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