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Introduction 

I The Pro;ect: A Sociology for Women 

The papers that make up the chapters of this book represent a line of 
thinking that I have been developing over a period of years. They ad­
dress the problem of a sociology written from the standpoint of men 
located in the relations of ruling our societies. They propose and for­
mult.~te a sociology from the standpoint of women and follow through 
its implications for research. 

The papers originate in the women's movement's discovery that as 
women we had been living in an intellectual, cultural, and political 
world, from whose making we had been almost entirely excluded and 
in which we had been recognized as no more than marginal voices. 
When we started the critical work of which this line of thinking forms 
part, we did not realize how far and deep it would go. The first chapter 
in this book, ·~ Peculiar Eclipsing," is based upon my part in an inter­
disciplinary women's studies course I gave with three other women, 
Helga Jacobson, Meredith Kimball, and Annette Kolodny, at the Uni­
versity of British Columbia in the very early seventies. When we started 
there was very, very little material we could give our students to read. 
Partly for this reason, a central theme in the course was our feminist 
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2 INTRODUCTION 

critique of that condition. Where I have gone since then in a critique 
of sociology and the proposal for a feminist alternative has been in the 
context of discussions among feminists both within sociology and out­
side. Every development I have made in my own work has been in the 
context of and has depended upon developments in the intellectual, 
cultural, and political powers of the women's movement and of women. 

The chapters in this book were written over a period of ten years 
or so, for the most part as papers that I never thought would appear 
together in public. They have had, however, a coherent course of de­
velopment. Each built upon the previous. Each took up the themes, 
problems, hints, and opportunities created by the previous papers and 
sought to go further. That there are repetitions here and there is a 
result of this step-by-step working forward from bases established in 
earlier papers. 1 

In writing a feminist critique and an alternative to standard soci­
ology, I am doing more than a work for specialists. A sociology is a 
systematically developed consciousness of society and social relations. 
The "established" sociology that has been built up over a period of 
some fifty to eighty years in North America (depending on when you 
choose to date its beginnings) gives us a consciousness that looks at 
society, social relations, and people's lives as if we could stand outside 
them, ignoring the particular local places in the everyday in which we 
live our lives. It claims objectivity not on the basis of its capacity to 
speak truthfully, but in terms of its specific capacity to exclude the pres­
ence and experience of particular subjectivities. Nonetheless, of course, 
they are there and must be. 

II Sociology and the Relations of Ruling 

I will argue here that there is a singular coincidence between the stand­
point of men implicit in the relevances, interests, and perspectives ob­
jectified in sociology, and a standpoint in the relations of ruling with 
which sociology's objectified forms of social consciousness coordinates. 
Established sociology has objectified a consciousness of society and so­
cial relations that "knows" them from the standpoint of their ruling 
and from the standpoint of men who do that ruling. To learn how to 
know society from sociology-as indeed many of us do whether we are 
sociologists or not, for sociological concepts and thinking constantly 
leak into the general currency of thinking about society-is to look at 
it from those standpoints. It is to take on the view of ruling and to view 



SOCIOLOGY AND THE RELATIONS OF RULING 3 

society and social relations in terms of the perspectives, interests, and 
relevances of men active in relations of ruling. It is to know ourselves 
thus. 2 

My use of the terms "relations of ruling" and, occasionally, "ruling 
app~ratus" needs some explanation. Though I may make occasional 
use of the terms "state" and "class," my exploration of a sociology from 
the standpoint of women has insisted on a term that brings into view 
the intersection of the institutions organizing and regulating society 
with their gender subtext and their basis in a gender division of labor. 
"Relations of ruling" is a concept that grasps power, organization, di­
rection, and regulation as more pervasively structured than can be ex­
pressed in traditional concepts provided by the discourses of power. I 
have come to see a specific interrelation between the dynamic advance 
of the distinctive forms of organizing and ruling contemporary capi­
talist society and the patriarchal forms of our contemporary experi­
ence.3 

When I write of "ruling" in this context I am identifying a complex 
of organized practices, including government, law, business and finan­
cial management, professional organization, and educational institu­
tions as well as the discourses in texts that interpenetrate the multiple 
sites of power. A mode of ruling has become dominant that involves a 
continual transcription of the local and particular actualities of our 
lives into abstracted and generalized forms. It is an extralocal mode of 
ruiing. Its characteristic modes of consciousness are objectified and im­
personal; its relations are governed by organizational logics and exi­
gencies. We are not ruled by powers that are essentially implicated in 
particularized ties of kinship, family, and household and anchored in 
relationships to particular patches of ground. We are ruled by forms of 
organization vested in and mediated by texts and documents, and con­
stituted externally to particular individuals and their personal and fa­
milial relationships. The practice of ruling involves the ongoing rep­
resentation of the local actualities of our worlds in the standardized and 
general forms of knowledge that enter them into the relations of rul­
ing. It involves the construction of the world as texts, whether on paper 
or in computer, and the creation of a world in texts as a site of action. 
Forms of consciousness are created that are properties of organization 
or discourse rather than of individual subjects. 
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Ill The Gender Suhtext of the Ruling Relations 

The relations of ruling are rationally organized. They are objectified, 
impersonal, claiming universality. Their gender subtext has been invis­
ible. 

For the most part our thinking in the women's movement has ad­
dressed the visible predominance of men in such structures of power 
as a deviation from principles of universality and neutrality resulting 
from bias and discrimination. We had thought that women would be 
treated equally in law, in business, in jobs, and so on, were it not for 
distortions Qf rational process created by men's sexism. But the deeper 
our analysis, the better our knowledge of history, the longer our ex­
perience of the sources and modes of resistance to change, the more 
visible also is the gender subtext of the rational and impersonal. 

Where there is society, there is gender, and the gender division of 
labor is pervasive.4 ·Gender roles and relations are not tucked away in 
those zones called sexuality, the family, interpersonal relations, and the 
like, which are defined residually by the organization of paid work and 
the institutions of ruling. Gender is socially constructed in precisely the 
relations that de Beauvoir first identified as those wherein men could 
claim to represent at once the masculine and neutral principles. 
Women were confined to the subjective.5 The patriarchy of our time 
has this form. Leading feminist thinkers such as Kate Millett and Zillah 
Eisenstein attend to this intersection of gender and the relations of 
ruling in their conceptions of contemporary patriarchy. While Millett 
focuses on the forms of dominance in sexual relations between women 
and men, she also locates patriarchy in the institutions of government, 
business, the military, and the media-in short, what I am describing 
as relations of ruling.6 Eisenstein identifies patriarchy with hierarchical 
structures of power. 7 Both indict the fundamentally patriarchal char­
acter of ruling. We are looking at a gender organization of the appar­
ently neutral and impersonal rationality of the ruling apparatus. The 
male subtext concealed beneath its apparently impersonal forms is in­
tegral not accidental. Women were excluded from the practices of 
power within these textually mediated relations of ruling. 
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IV Capitalism and the Relations of Ruling 

This is the condition we confronted at the beginning of this new active 
phase of the long struggle of women for emancipation. The forms that 
the power of men over women have taken are located in relations co­
inciding with relations organizing the rule of dominant classes. Histor­
ically the organization of these relations and their dynamic expansion 
are intimately linked to the dynamic progress, of capital. Capitalism 
creates a wholly new terrain of social relations external to the local 
terrain and the particularities of personally mediated economic and 
social relations. It creates an extralocal medium of action constituted 
by a market process in which a multiplicity of anonymous buyers ang 
sellers interrelate and by an expanding arena of political activity. These 
extralocal, impersonal, universalized forms of action became the exclu­
sive terrain of men, while women became correspondingly confined to 
a reduced local sphere of action organized by particularistic relation­
ships. Alice Clark formulates the shift in this way as it appears in the 
theories of seventeenth-century political thinkers: 

For them the line is sharply drawn between the spheres of men and women; 
women are confined within the circle of their domestic responsibilities, while men 
should explore the ever widening regions of the State. The really significant 
aspect .of this changed orientation of social ideas, is the separation which it in­
troduces between the lives of women and those of men, because hitherto men as 
well as women lived in the Home. s 

The differentiation of public and private which we have come to 
take for granted is structured in this progressively massive shift. For­
merly common to both women and men, the domestic became a dis­
crete and lesser sphere confining and confined to women and on wh.ich 
the domain arrogated by men has continually encroached. There has 
been a dialectical interchange between the narrowing local sphere as­
signed to women and the enlarging terrain appropriated by men of 
certain classes and ethnic origin and dominated by them. Skills and 
knowledge embedded in relations among particular persons have been 
displaced by externalized forms of formal organization or discourse 
mediated by texts. The functions of knowledge, judgment, and will are 
transferred progressively from individuals to the governing yrocesses 
of capitalist enterprise,9 to the practices of bureaucratic administration, 
to the extended social relations of textually mediated discourse, and to 
the productive .and market processes of capitalism that incorporate 
what was formerly the exercise of skill into the use-value of the prod­
uct. As the externalized terrain of social relations expands, that of the 



6 INTRODUCTION 

local and particular diminishes. The latter is increasingly regulated, 
penetrated, and organized by the former. 10 The extralocal forms of or­
ganization and discourse progressively absorb the organizing functions 
originally embedded in localized relationships. The functions organiz­
ing work and relationships are progressively leached out 11 of local set­
tings. 

V A Bifurcated Consciousness 

The course of thinking developed in this book is engaged with these 
relations of ruling and with their gender substructure, not, however, to 
objectify them, but to take them up as an organization of a lived world 
in which we are active and in which we find and make ourselves as 
subjects. I learned these relations and sketched their preliminary char­
acter in thinking about my own experience when I combined work as 
an academic at the University of California at Berkeley with the single 
mothering of two small children. When I went into the university or 
did my academic work at home, I entered a world organized textually 
(though I would not have seen it that way at that time) and organized 
to create a world of activity independent of the local and particular. 
Entering that world, I was located as subject in a conceptually ordered 
world in which the doings of administration, of organizations, of gov­
ernment, of psychiatric institutions and all the various subject matters 
of the sociological enterprise existed, occurred, appeared in just the 
same way, in the same mode, as the methods of thinking and investi­
gation we used to investigate them. To propose, as ethnomethodology 
did, to call the ordinary reality of those institutions into question was 
to threaten the foundations of sociology. 

But I went home or put down my books and papers to enter a 
different mode of being. I cleaned up after, fed, bedded down, played 
with, enjoyed, and got mad at two small children. I inhabited a local 
and particular world-the parks we would go to, the friends they had, 
my neighbors, the fire station across the road, the continual problems 
of arranging child care, the children's sicknesses, visits to doctor and 
dentist, their schqol or preschool schedules, our walks down the road 
to look out over the bay and the three bridges from the place we called 
the end of the world. The telling of this world is a potentially endless 
detailing of particulars. It was an absorbing world. Apart from the ten­
sions and stresses created by having to coordinate the scheduling of my 
own passage from one to the other with the school and child-care 
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schedules of my children, and the like, it was also a refuge, a relief, 
from the abstracted practices of sociology. I liked coming down to 
earth. 

This and later similar experiences were organized by the general 
relations I have sketched above. I could see, of course, the merits of 
being able to be totally absorbed in the relations of ruling. I could see 
that for men, that is how these matters had been arranged, for of 
course my practical problems, panics, .and pleasures in this double life 
came from operating in both worlds across a gender divide that was at 
that time very marked. These were two modes of consciousness that 
could not coexist with one another. In practice of course they "existed" 
in the same person, often in the same places, and certainly they often 
competed with one another for time. But moving from one to the other 
was a real shift, involving a different organization of memory, attention, 
relevances and objectives, and indeed different presences. The strains 
and anxieties involved in putting and holding together work sites, 
schedules, and modes of consciousness that were not coordinated 
marked the separations institutionalized in a gender division of labor. 
Movement between a consciousness organized within the relations of 
ruling and a consciousness implicated in the local particularities of 
home and family transgressed a gender boundary. In the Department 
of Sociology at the. time I taught there, there were more than forty 
men; the one or two transitory women were on_ temporary appoint­
ments. It was a male world in its assumptions, its language, its patterns 
of relating. The intellectual world spread out before me appeared, in­
deed I experienced it, as genderless. But its apparent lack of center was 
indeed centered. It was structured by its gender subtext. Interests, per­
spectives, relevances leaked from communities of male experience into 
the externalized and objectified forms of discourse. Within the dis­
courses embedded in the relations of ruling, women were the Other. 12 

Seeing these experiences as embedded in relations of ruling has 
been the outcome of the explorations published in this book as well as 
of others. Our struggles as women to know our world in a new way 
have had their effect. My own efforts have transformed how I think. At 
the outset of the enterprise, we confronted the absence of a language, 
an analysis, a method of thinking. That has been radically changed. 
Those changes are the context as well as the theme of this work. They 
are present in the sequence of papers itself. Indeed from the first, '?\. 
Peculiar Eclipsing," to the last chapter, we cross a bridge from the forms 
of exclusion addressed in the former to new issues and questions aris­
ing as a discourse among women has established itself on the terrain 
of public discourse. I can remember for each paper the disquiets its 
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formulations generated, for as each succeeded in moving forward the 
conceptual enterprise, it also caught up the unanswered and contra­
dictory and lodged them in the overall project as presences standing 
on the margins, like the Eumenides waiting outside the domesticated 
circle of the living room in T. S. Eliot's drama The Cocktail Party. 

The shadowy yet powerful contradictions evoked by chapter 1 are 
ones I now know better how to see. For I came to understand as I 
wrote, and because I wrote, that the critique claiming to be from a 
category of women .in general had its own class and racial subtexts. The 
subtexts of class I have addressed in various ways in this book, partic­
ularly in chapter 3, "The Everyday World as Problematic," though I am 
not yet satisfied. 13 And although the methods of thinking sociologically, 
that are devdoped here are intended to create a site within which any 
woinan (perhaps indeed any man) can speak from and of her experi­
ence and do not commit us to a particular set of feminist relevances, I 
have not yet understood fully the intersection of racial oppression with 
the gender organization of the relations of ruling. Hence the contra­
dictions of class and racial oppression are still unsatisfied and are insis­
tent presences speaking from beyond the text but not yet in it. 

The enterprise represented by and explicated in these chapters 
proposes to make a sociology from the standpoint of women. 14 The 
sociology I learned and that organized the cognitive domain of my 
work at the university defined and interpreted the world of home and 
family, but there was no talking back. I have wanted to make an account 
and analysis of society and social relations that are not only about 
women but that make it possible for us to look at any or all aspects of 
a society from where we are actually located, embodied, in the local 
historicity and particularities of our lived worlds. In the sociology I 
knew how to think when I had finished my graduate training, I could 
look at the everyday world, at home and family, from a standpoint 
within the gendered relations of ruling, in which women were other or 
object. I could reflect on and interpret what I was doing as mother in 
categories and concepts that decentered my experience. I have wanted 
to make a sociology that will look back and talk back. This is the enter­
prise this book lays out. It asks the reader to try another method of 
thinking than those with which we are familiar, one I have learned to 
practice in the course of developing this work. Of course this method 
does not come from nowhere. It has both its visible and invisible pre­
ceptors from whom, in the long course of trying to find a different way 
of thinking sociologically, I have learned. The most important among 
them have been George Herbert Mead, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Karl 
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Marx, and Harold Garfinkel, though there have been many others. I 
have not hesitated to learn from men; I could not imagine beginning 
;1ll over again, and I learned, quite unscrupulously, from anyone whose 
work was of use to me in discovering an alternative to the methods of 
thinking I had been stuck with. But I am not a symbolic interactionist, 
nor a phenomenological sociologist, nor a Marxist sociologist, nor an 
ethnomethodologist. The sociological strategy I have developed does 
not belong to or subject itself to the interpretive procedures of any 
particular school of sociology. It is constrained by the project of creat­
ing a way of seeing, from where we actually live, into the powers, pro­
cesses, and relations that organize and determine the everyday context 
of that seeing. 

VI The Order of the Book 

The approach I have tried to develop is above all conscious that we are 
not doing a science that can be treated in abstraction from the rest of 
society (indeed the possibility of such a science is a myth). Our intellec­
tual work and the ways in which we can make a society conscious of 
itself are very much a part of that society and situated in institutional 
contexts we did not make, though we are working to be part of their 
remaking. 

Chapter 1, '?\ Peculiar Eclipsing," creates a context within which 
the more specifically sociological orientation of what follows is to be 
read, addressing the issue of women's silencing in the relations me­
diated by writing and print in which men have dominated. It is the first 
in the series to formulate the problem of an intellectual world that 
claims universality, but is in actuality centered among men. It focuses 
upon the historical silencing of women, and how it appears in the 
everyday contexts of our speaking with men. In making visible the ways 
in which we were and are confined by the authority of the male voice, 
it also proposes to seize authority for our own voices so that we can 
both speak and be heard among women. 

The second and third parts of the book are concerned more di­
rectly with sociology. The second, "Finding and Writing a Sociology for 
Women," contains two long chapters. In the first of those, '?\ Sociology 
for Women," sociology is examined as a constituent of patriarchal re­
lations of ruling. In its texts, women appear as objects. An alternative 
standpoint of women is developed with which to inscribe women as 
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subjects within the texts of sociological inquiry. I am looking for a so­
ciology, not just topics within sociology,_ and therefore for a standpoint 
that will look out at the world at large and not just at those pieces of it 
of immediate relevance to women. In this chapter I propose the prob­
lematic with which I have worked since then, the problematic of the 
everyday world. It is a simple idea and wholly concurrent with our ex­
perience. It points to the fact that the everyday world as the matrix of 
our experience is organized by relations tying it into larger processes 
in the world as well as by locally organized practices. A feminist mode 
of inquiry might then begin with women's experience from women's 
standpoint and explore how it is shaped in the extended relations of 
larger social and political rela~ions. The ontological and political 
grounding of such an enterprise in our relations with those of and 
from whose experience we might speak is further developed in chapter 
3, "The Everyday World as Problematic."· 

The third part, "Research Strategies for a Sociology for Women," 
also contains two chapters, "Institutional Ethnography" and "Research­
ing the Everyday World as Problematic." They convert the general 
ideas of the previous chapters into specific research practices. Of 
course this can be done in more than one way. But in my time as a 
sociologist, I have seen many bold critiques of sociology that have apan­
doned their project at the point of spelling out a research practice flow­
ing from the proposal. I wanted to track through on the lines of think­
ing I had been doing to a research approach that would realize them. 
The chapter titled "Institutional Ethnography" is a general proposal 
for a method of work; following it is a more specific account of a re­
search strategy used in a research project on which I have been 
working. · 

The final part returns us to the "Textual Politics" of feminism with 
which the book opened, to reflect on the implications for the women's 
movement of this critique of and proposed alternative to the patriar­
chal forms in which we have been and are made conscious of our so­
ciety. Here I try to bring into focus some of the ambiguities and con­
tradictions created for the development of our discourses by the 
institutional contexts of ruling. I want to keep in mind for myself and 
others that a radical critique and rewriting of sociology can be institu­
tionally contained, to remain, in the old and telling phrase, "merely 
academic." 

I have emphasized that the chapters of the book originated as a 
sequence of papers. Ideas laid out in one paper are reworked further 
down the line. Some repetitions have been eliminated, but in other 
cases the repetitions coexist like a palimpsest. It is as if the next attempt 
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at formulation is written over the previous one. Such problems are in­
deed a necessary effect of the method the book recommends. Taking a 
standpoint outside the textually mediated discourses of social science 
has meant renouncing theoretical projects that seek full development 
and coherence prior to an encounter with the world. The method of 
inquiry recommended here adopts an inverse strategy. It works its way 
forward through an interplay between what the sociologist already 
knows how to think and an engagement with the world that teaches 
her to rework her formulations if they are to explicate actual relations 
and organization. So I have worked my way forward by moving from 
the actualities I could begin to see, to formulations intended to expli­
cate them, and back again. So there are real shifts in how some topics 
are conceptualized at different stages in the sequence. Repetitions, 
apart from those retained for purposes of continuity within a chapter, 
are likely to represent some modifications of how the same topic had 
previously been addressed. 

VII Appreciations 

The working out of this line of thinking has not been done in solitude. 
My thoughts have benefited from my ongoing dialogue with the wom­
en's movement. I have talked with women about these ideas and have 
learned from them; I have also always been in subterranean dialogue 
with women. This book enters and speaks to the women's movement. 
Within it as general context, I owe a special debt to those I have already 
mentioned above, with whom I worked on the first women's studies 
course at the University of British Columbia. I owe a debt to those 
members of a seminar on my own work that I taught as Kreeger-Wolf 
Professor at Northwestern University in 1983 and to my longtime 
friend Arlene Kaplan Daniels, who sustained me in more senses than 
one. I owe another and special kind of debt to those who have been my 
companions in dialogue during the time I have been working on these 
papers-Himani Bannerji, Marie Campbell, Marguerite Cassin, Marj 
DeVault, Tim Diamond, Alison Griffith, Nancy Jackson, Adele Mueller, 
Roxana Ng, Marilee Reimer, George Smith, and Yoko Ueda. Nancy 
Jackson contributed specifically to this book by reading and comment­
ing on parts of it in progress, and I thank her for her careful reading 
and valuable comments. I have also appreciated greatly the tactful and 
insightful editorial work of Nancy Waring and the gains in clarity 
brought to the text by Kathryn Gohl's careful copy-editing. 
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Notes 

I. It may be helpful to know approximately when different parts of the book 
were written. The first chapter, '1\ Peculiar Eclipsing," was originally 
formulated in the early seventies; chapter 2, '1\ Sociology for Women," 
was written in 1977; chapter 4, "Institutional Ethnography," in 1983; 
chapter 3, "The Everyday World as Problematic," in its present form (it 
exists in an earlier sketch dating from 1981), chapter 5, "Researching the 
Everyday World as Problematic," and chapter 6, "Beyond Methodology: 
Institutionalization and Its Subversion," were all written in the nine 
months preceding the delivery of the final manuscript to the publisher. 

2. Edward W. Said's Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1979) is valuable 
reading for feminists. It analyzes the historical development and 
character of a body of systematic knowledge (as well as poetry and art) in 
the West that, from the standpoint of a Western imperium, constitutes 
the Orient and the oriental as other. 

3. This collection of papers runs alongside, and is in many ways in dialogue 
with, a similar series of papers exploring the textually mediated relations 
of ruling as a social organization of knowledge. 

4. Sandra Harding, "Why has the sex/gender system become visible only 
now?" in Sandra Harding and Merrill Hintikka, eds., Discovering Reality: 
Feminist Perspectives on Epistemology, Metaphysics, Methodology, and Philosophy 
of Science (Dordrecht, Holland: D. Reidel P1,1blishing, 1983). 

5. Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex (New York: Bantam Books, 1961), p. 
XV. 

6. Kate Millett, Sexual Politics (New York: Avon Books, 1971). 
7. Zillah R. Eisenstein, "Developing a theory of capitalist patriarchy," in Zillah 

R. Eisenstein, ed., Capitalist Patriarchy and the Case for Socialist Feminism 
(New York: Monthly Review Press, 1979), pp. 5-40. 

8. Alice Clark, The Working Life of Women in the Seventeenth Century (London: 
George Routledge and Sons, 1919), p. 303. 

9. Karl Marx, Capital: A Theory of Political Economy (New York: Vintage Books, 
1977), 1:482. 

10. These are the worlds of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft (Ferdinand Tonnies, 
Community and Association [London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1955]), 
the contrast between relationships oriented toward particular individuals 
and the impersonal, competitive, calculative relationships of the market 
viewed as in a dynamic interaction in which the latter progressively 
encroaches upon the former. 

11. A process of removing soluble matter out of some material by making 
liquid percolate through it. The coffee we drink is (in some processes) 
leached out of the ground coffee beans, leaving the grounds behind. If 
you like dictionaries, there are some political puns embedded in this 
metaphor. 

12. The otherness of women as an essential structurer of (male) discourse has 
been explored in contemporary French thinking as well as in the work of 
thinkers such as Derrida. Alice A. Jardine, in Gynesis: Configurations of 
Woman and Modernity (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985), has made a 
brilliant analysis of the necessary otherness of women in the 
"configurations" of modernity. 
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13. I have also addressed the issue of women, class, and family in a lengthy 
paper of that title in Varda Burstyn and Dorothy E. Smith, Women, Class, 
Family and State (Toronto: Garamond Press, 1985). 

14. A number of feminist thinkers, apparently independently of one another, 
have adopted the device of a feminist or women's standpoint to address 
epistemological issues raised by feminism. They include Jane Flax, 
"Political philosophy and the patriarchal unconscious: A psychoanalytic 
perspective on epistemology and metaphysics," in Sandra Harding and 
Merrill B. Hintikka, eds., Discovering Reality: Feminist Perspectives on 
Epistemology, Metaphysics, Methodology, and Philosophy of Science (Dordrecht, 
Holland: D. Reidel Publishing Co., 1983), pp. 245-81; Nancy Fraser, 
whose position in a forthcoming publication has been discussed by Terry 
Winant in "The feminist standpoint: A matter of language," in Hypatia: A 
Journal of Feminist Philosophy 2, no. 1 (Winter 1987): pp. 123-48; Nancy 
Hartsock, "The Feminist standpoint: Developing the ground for a 
specifically feminist historial materialism," in Harding and Hintikka, eds., 
op.cit., pp. 283-310. My own conception was developed before I had 
read the work of other feminists who have made use of the same 
concept. My conception differs from others in locating women's 
standpoint outside discourse-in-texts. Allison Jaggar in Feminist Politics and 
Human Nature (Totowa, N.J.: Rowman and Allanheld, and Brighton, 
England: The Harvester Press, 1983), pp. 369-89, Sandra Harding, The 
Science Question in Feminism (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1986), and 
Terry Winant, op.cit., provide important critical treatments of the 
concept of a feminist or women's standpoint in its various versions. 



PART ONE 

Opening a Space for 
OurSpeecfr 

Chapter I, "A Peculiar Eclipsing: Women's Exclusion from Man's Cul­
ture;· was developed from my introductory lecture to the sociological sec­
tion of an interdisciplinary course in women's studies at the University of 
British Columbia around 1972. It has been through a number of manifes­
tations in a number of forms since that time, a first version being pub­
lished in International Women's Year ( 1975) by the Canadian Journal of Soci­
ology and Anthropology. 1 This version was published in 1978 by the Women:S 
Studies International Ouarterly.2 Politically it has been one of the most effec­
tive pieces of writing I have done. I cannot number the speeches I have 
given based on it, in many. many contexts. I have spoken on thes·e topics 
in academic settings and, suitably modified, in other settings as well-to 
women in trade unions, women teachers, women in the rural interior of 
British Columbia and in many other sites. The topic was always relevant, 
showing less the significance of the paper than the ubiquity of the effects 
I was describing. When I first spoke to trade union women, I spent some 
time at their conference to get examples typical of trade union settings 
rather than academic settings. I had no difficulty in doing so. 

This chapter speaks now from an earlier phase of the women's move­
ment, before we were as aware as we are now of the practices, our own 



and men's, that depreciate what we say and write both for men and for 
ourselves and each other. Nonetheless, it situates these experiences in 
the more general context of the practices of our exclusion as women 
from the textually mediated organization of power that has come to pre­
dominate in our kind of society. It addresses the intellectual and cultural 
exclusions that are one aspect of the gender subtext of the relations of 
ruling, of which I've written in a prefatory fashion in the introduction to 
this book. It shows the formation of an intellectual and cultural world 
centered on men from which women have been consciously excluded. It 
shows the formation of thought containing this deep bias yet represent­
ing itself as universal and objective. Some of these defects have been 
remedied by the great renaissance of feminist scholarship of which this 
work is part. I have made some reference in footnotes to this new wealth 
of feminist thinking and research, though I have not, of course, attempted 
a comprehensive treatment, which would necessarily go way outside the 
intention of this book and the capacity of its author. 

The fifth section of this chapter, "The Authority of the Male Voice," also 
illustrates a method I have made a central feature of the sociology 
worked out in the chapters that follow For while the history and ~ontem­
porary institutional forms of women's exclusion are addressed at a gen­
eral level, they are also addressed at the level of the everyday and imme­
diate where the greater authority of men as speakers for one another and 
for women and the practices through which they arrogate control of the 
topics of conversation ensure the perpetuation of that state of affairs. To 
break out of our own complicity in such practices, and out of the ways in 
which we have joined in siiencing ourselves through denying authority to 
our own voices as well as to those of other women, is the first and essen­
tial step to the making of an intellectual and cultural discourse in which 
we are subjects and speak for ourselves. Thus this chapter establishes 
the first step toward giving that proposal practical effect in a sociological 
discourse developing a systematic consciousness of society and social 
relations from the standpoint of women. 

Notes 

1. It was published under the title "Ideological structures and how women are 
excluded," Canadian Review of Sociology and Anthropology, November 1975. 

2. ''A peculiar eclipsing: Women's exclusion from man's culture," Womens 
Studies International Quarterly 1 (1978): 281-95. Thanks to Pergamon 
Press, New York, for their permission to reprint this paper. The phrase 
"a peculiar eclipsing" is Tillie Olsen's. See her "One out of twelve: 

16 

Women who are writers in our century," in Tillie Olsen, Silences (New 
York: Delacorte Press/Seymour Lawrence, 1978), pp. 22-46, 40. 



A Peculiar Eclipsing: 
Women's Exclusion 
from Man's Culture 

I Texts, Talk, and Power: Women's Exclusion 

1 -

The relations of ruling in our kind of society are mediated by texts, by 
words, numbers, and images on paper, in computers, or on TV and 
movie screens. Texts are the primary medium (though not the sub­
stance) of power. The work of administration, of management, of gov­
ernment is a communicative work. Organizational and political pro­
cesses are forms of action coordinated textually and getting done in 
words. It is an ideologically structured mode of action-images, vocab­
ularies, concepts, abstract terms of knowledge are integral to the prac­
tice of power, to getting things done. Further, the ways in which we 
think about ourselves and one another and about our society-our im­
ages of how we should look, our homes, our lives, even our inner 
worlds-are given shape and distributed by the specialized work of 
people in universities and schools, in television, radio and newspapers, 
in advertising agencies, in book publishing and other organizations 
forming the "ideological apparatuses" of the society. 1 

Being excluded, as women have been, from the making of ideology, 
of knowledge, and of culture means that our experience, our interests, 
our ways of knowing the world have not been represented in the or-

17 
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ganization of our ruling nor in the systematically developed knowledge 
that has entered into it. We explore in this chapter the history of this 
exclusion as a conscious and often a cruel practice'; we look at aspects 
of its contemporary reproduction in the way women are distributed in 
an educational system that. both produces and disseminates knowledge, 
culture, and ideology; we examine how these larger structures con­
struct an authority for the writing and speech of individual men, which 
in the ordinary settings of our lives gives weight and influence to men 
and re-creates the circles in which men attend to what men have to say 
and carry forward the interests and perspectives of men. But we have 
assented to this authority and can withdraw our assent. Indeed this is 
essential to the making of knowledge, culture, and ideology based on 
the experiences and relevances of women. 

This way of organizing society began to develop in western Europe 
some four hundred or five hundred years ago. It is an integral aspect 
of the development of a capitalist mode of production. Women have 
been at work in its making as much as men, though their work has been 
of a different kind and location. But women have been largely excluded 
from the work of producing the forms of thought and the images and 
symbols in which thought is expressed and ordered. We can imagine 
women's exclusion organized by the formation of a circle among men 
who attend to and treat as significant only what men say. The circle of 
men whose writing and talk was significant to each other extends back­
ward as far as our records reach. What men were doing was relevant 
to men, was written by men about men for men. Men listened and 
listened to what one another said. 

This is how a tradition is formed. A way of thinking develops in 
this discourse through the medium of the written and printed word as 
well as in speech. It has questions, solutions, themes, styles, standards, 
ways of looking at the world. These are formed as the circle of those 
present builds on the work of the past. From these circles women have 
been excluded or admitted only by a special license granted to a woman 
as an individual and never as a representative of her sex. Throughout 
this period in which ideologies become of increasing importance, first 
as a mode of thinking, legitimating and sanctioning a social order, and 
then as integral in the organization of society, women have been de­
prived of the means to participate in creating forms of thought relevant 
or adequate to express their own experience or to define and raise 
social consciousness about their situation and concerns. They have 
never controlled the material or social means to the making of a tra­
dition among themselves or to acting as equals in the ongoing discourse 
of intellectuals. They have had no economic status independent of 
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men. They have not had, until very recently, access to the educational 
skills necessary to develop, sustain, and participate in the making of a 
common culture. 

Women, have, of course, had access to and used the limited and 
largely domestic zone of women's magazines, television programs, 
women's novels, poetry, soap operas, and the like. But this is a limited 
zone. It follows the contours of their restricted role in the society. The 
universe of ideas, images, and themes-the symbolic modes that are 
the general currency of thought-have been either produced by men 
or controlled by them. In so far as women's work and experience have 
been entered into it, it has been on terms decided by men and because 
it has been approved by men. 

This is why women have had no written history until very recently, 
no share in making religious thoughts, no political philosophy, no rep­
resentation of society from their view, no poetic tradition, no tradition 
in art. 

II Men's Standpoint Is Represented as Universal 

It is important to recognize that in this kind of society most people do 
not participate in the making of culture. The forms of thought and 
images we use do not arise directly or spontaneously out of people's 
everyday lived relationships. Rather, they are the product of the work 
of specialists occupying influential positions in the ideological appa­
ratus (the educational system, communications, etc.). Our culture does 
not arise spontaneously; it is "manufactured." 

The ideological apparatuses are part of the larger relations of rul­
ing the society, the relations that put it together, coordinate its work, 
manage its economic processes, generally keep it running, and regulate 
and control it. The making and dissemination of the forms of thought 
we make use of to think about ourselves and our society are part of the 
relations of ruling and hence originate in positions of power. These 
positions of power are occupied by men almost exclusively, which 
means that our forms of thought put together a view of the world from 
a place women do not occupy. 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. It means that our experience has not been 
represented in the making of our culture. There is a gap between 
where we are and the means we have to express and act. It means that 
the concerns, interests, and experiences forming "our" culture are 
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those of men in positions of dominance whose perspectives are built 
on the silence of women (and of others). 

As a result the perspectives, concerns, interests of only one sex and 
one class are represented as general. Only one sex and class are directly 
and actively involved in producing, debating, and developing its ideas, 
in creating its art, in forming its medical and psychological conceptions, 
in framing its laws, its political principles, its educational values and 
objectives. Thus a on,e-sided standpoint comes to be seen as natural, 
obvious, and generai, and a one-sided set of interests preoccupy intel­
lectual and creative work. Simone de Beauvoir describes the effect for 
women in this way: 

A man never begins fry presenting himself as an individual of a certain sex; it 
goes without saying that he is a man. The terms masculine and feminine are 
used symmetrically only as a matter of form, as on legal paper. In actuality the 
relation of the two sexes is not quite like that of two electrical poles, for man 
represents both the positive and the neutral, as is indicated by the common use 
of man to designate human beings in general; whereas woman represents only 
the negative, defined fry limiting criteria, without reciprocity. 2 

Issues such as the use of male pronouns to represent the general are 
not trivial after all. They address exactly this relation. 

Let us be clear that we are not talking about prejudice or sexism as 
a particular bias against women or a negative stereotype of women. We 
are talking about the consequences of women's exclusion from a full 
share in the making of what becomes treated as our culture. We are 
tall.<ing about the consequences of a silence, an absence, a nonpresence. 
What is there-spoken, sung, written, made emblematic in art-and 
treated as general, universal, unrelated to a particular position or a 
particular sex as its source and standpoint, is in fact partial, limited, 
located in a particular position, and permeated by special interests and 
concerns. 

For example, I heard on the radio excerpts of a musical made from 
a book of women's and men's reminiscences of the depression years. 
But the musical as it was described and excerpted on the radio had the 
voices only of men. Hence only men's viewpoint and experience of that 
time were there for all or any of us to hear. Women's experience and 
viewpoint were altogether missing. Or again, a radio program concern­
ing violence between husbands and wives spent most of the time dis­
cussing violence of wives against husbands, though violence of hus­
bands against wives constitutes by far the most frequent and most 
serious form of violence between husbands and wives. 

The biases of beginning from the experience of men enter in all 
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kinds of ways into our thinking. Take for example the Freudian con­
ception of sexuality. It is clearly based on the man's experience of his 
body and his sexuality. Hence we have a conception of sexuality based 
on male genital sexuality and of woman's body as deviating from this 
sexuality so that her psychosexual development must be thought of 
somehow as an attempt to do away with this fundamental defect. Her 
child, particularly her male child, is represented as a substitute for a 
missing penis. How extraordinary this is if we do not treat a man's body 
as normative. Think for a moment what it might be like to account for 
our psychosexual being using women's experience of our bodies and 
sexuality as a norm. How odd that would be if it were imposed upon 
men as normative. And how is it that we could not have an account that 
begins indeed. from the actualities of our experience and recognizes 
the difference as just that, or perhaps indeed as complementary, rather 
than treating the sexuality of one sex as deviant vis-a-vis that of the 
other? 

The enormous literature on the relation of family socialization and 
educational attainment, in which the role of the mother takes on such 
a prominent part, can be seen also to have its distinctive biases. The 
treatment of mothering in this literature is in various ways evaluative, 
critical, or instructive with respect to the practices and relations con­
ducive to educational attainment or to the psychosocial well-being of 
children. 3 Virtually the whole of this literature presupposes a one-way 
relation between school and family whereby family practices, organi­
zation, and, in particular, mothering practices are seen as consequen­
tial for the child's behavior at school. The phenomenon of school pho­
bia as it is vulgarly described is one notorious example, whereby the 
protectiveness of mother is understood as creating a dependence in the 
child and hence the child's fearfulness at school.4 Or take the psychi­
atric literature on the family and mental illness in which the mother is 
continually the focus of an inescapable indictment.5 

Who has thought to take up the issue of these relations from the 
standpoint of women? Might we not then have studies concerned with 
the consequepres of the school and the educational process for how 
the child matures in the family and for the family itself? Where are 
those studies showing the disastrous consequences of the school for the 
families of immigrants, particularly non-English-speaking immigrants? 
Where are the studies suggesting that mothers' protectiveness of chil­
dren who are terrified of school arises as a natural response to what is 
perceived as a source of damage and harm to the child? Where are the 
studies telling us anything about the consequences for family organi­
zation of societal processes that "subcontract" educational responsibil-



22 A PECULIAR ECLIPSING 

ities for homework and so forth to the family and in particular to the 
mother? What effects does this odd role-lacking authority and over­
burdened with responsibility for outcomes over which in fact she has 
little control-have on women? What are the implications of this role 
for family relations, particularly for relations between mothers and 
children? 6 

In the field of education research itself, our assumptions are those 
of a world seen from men's position in it. Turn to that classic of our 
times, Philippe Aries's Centuries of Childhood. 7 Interrogate it seriously 
from the standpoint of women. Ask, should this book not be retitled 
Centuries of the Childhood of Men? Or take Christopher Jencks's influen­
tial book entitled Inequality. 8 Should this not be described as an exami­
nation of the educational system with respect to its implications for 
inequality among men.9 The very terms in which inequality is con­
ceived are based on men's occupations, men's typical patterns of career 
and advancement. Women's experience of work in this kind of society 
is located in standstill jobs lacking career structure and in a status sys­
tem in which their position is derived from that of men. A work ex­
amining the educational system with respect to the inequality of 
women would be focused quite differently. It would, among other mat­
ters, be concerned with the educational system as systematically pro­
ducing a differential of competence among women and men in almost 
every education dimension, including that of physical development. It 
would focus on inequality between the sexes as a systematically orga­
nized product of the educational process. 

These examples only illustrate the outcomes of women's absence. 
We cannot inventory them fully. The problem is not a special, unfor­
tunate, and accidental omission of this or that field, but a general or­
ganizational feature of our kind of society. 

Ill The Brutal History of Women's Silencing 

The exclusion of women from the making of our culture is not the 
product of a biological deficiency or a biological configuration of some 
kind. As we learn more of our women's history we discover that a pow­
erful intellectual and artistic current moves like an underground 
stream through the history of the last few centuries. It appears some­
times merely as a missing potentiality, as in the stories of women math­
ematicians whose biographies show in almost every case the effect of a 
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general deprivation of education. In almost every case they have dis­
covered mathematics by accident-sharing a brother's lessons, the in­
terest of a family friend, the paper covered with calculus used to paper 
a child's room-some special incident or relation that introduced them 
to the territory of their art. 10 Lacking such an accident,- there was no 
provision, no systematic training, no opening of an intellectual uni­
verse. Or we find that the intellectual or artistic practice itself was ap­
propriated by a man, as Caroline Herschel's major work in astronomy, 
done in association with her brother William Herschel, is treated as his. 
We learn of the subordination of genius to the discipline of service in 
the home ami in relation to children, and of the fragmentary realiza­
tion of extraordinary powers of mind and dedication, as in the lives of 
Charlotte and Emily Bronte, of Emily Dickinson, and in our time, of 
Tillie Olsen-among others, known and unknown. 

We can see also the submerged folk tradition of a true art sustained 
and perpetuated by women when the emergence of a high art excluded 
them and surely excluded distinctively womanly materials. Thus the 
artists of quilting have used forms, materials, and practices quite dif­
ferent from those that, until recently, have been identified with "art." 
Though if you see the quilts and read the accounts, you are clearly in 
the presence of artists of high technical excellence and design quality 
who were not treated or recognized as artists until the women's move­
ment. A quilt was made to be used. It was integrated into particularistic 
relations-the piece of her grandmother's dress, her daughter's pina­
fore-and was sometimes made by a group of women working to­
gether. The making itself and the friendships were built into the de­
sign, the collection of fabrics, the stitching. A quilt was not a piece of _ 
art, therefore, to be seen in isolation from its history and the social 
relations of its making. It was not made to be set in the high walls of a 
gallery or museum. It was always a moment in the moving skein of 
family and tradition, raising suspicion against time and its powers of 
separation. 

We have evidence now also of a submerged and repressed political 
and spiritual intelligentsia dating at least from that moment when in 
Europe the translation of the Bible into the vernacular made the au­
thorities' book available to anyone who could read, among them , 
women. 11 We have as yet fragmentary intuitions of an emerging female 
intelligentsia and the repressions to which they were subject; we hear 
for example of women such as Joan Boughton and her daughter Lady 
Yonge, who were burned at the stake in the late fifteenth century be­
cause they held fast to their right to direct interpretation of the Scrip-
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tures and to speak and express their own understanding of the Bible 
rather than on the authority of the clergy. 12 We can see a similar phe­
nomenon in the reign of Henry VIII, when the Reformation enlivened 
the intellectual possibilities for women as well as for men, and women 
such as Sara Ann Askew were tortured and martyred for heresy. In the 
founding and organization of the Quaker sect, Margaret Fell (later to 
be Margaret Fox)'played a leading and important role. Her influence 
was such that the Quaker sect was one of the few to grant a position of 
equality to women in religious matters. She herself, imprisoned many 
times for her beliefs, wrote in the seventeenth century a powerful 
pamphlet arguing the scriptural justification for the right of women to 
preach and teach. 13 Those however who actually took up such respon­
sibility, as many women have in many forms, were not always received 
as leaders, as was Margaret Fell. In seventeenth-century North Amer­
ica, Anne Hutchinson was banished from the Massachusetts Bay Col­
ony because she chose to preach and teach religion and claimed the 
right to do so as a w<;>man. 14 The same struggle' emerged again from its 
underground existence during the French Revolution when women 
were active in women's revolutionary organizations. Again it was re­
pressed. The clubs were proscribed and at least two of their leaders, 
Olympes de Gouges and Manon Roland, were guillotined as an ex­
ample to other women of what happens to those who step so far out of 
their place as to claim wisdom, learning, and politicalleadership. 15 So­
journer Truth's power of thought and rhetoric was heard against mili­
tant efforts to prevent her speaking in the conventions on women's 
rights in mid-nineteenth-century United States. 16 The underground 
movement of women surfaced again in Mrs. Packard's struggle against 
her Calvinist husband, who had committed her (as under the law of 
that time he could) to the Illinois Insane Asylum on grounds not only 
that she held religious opinions different from his, but that she insisted 
on her right to do so. 17 Closer to our own time, as women in the 1960s 
began actively to take up women's issues in the civil rights movement, 
they encountered ridicule, vilification, and an opposition from men 
that exhibited to them for the first time how they were despised. 18 

Let us be clear that what we are hearing in these brief biographical 
moments is the emergence into our view, into the view of a history 
written largely by men and with men's concerns in mind, of a continu­
ing and active struggle renewed continually in different times and 
places by women who often had no knowledge of their predecessors 
and sometimes not even of their contemporary sisterhood. 

The repression of the continuing underground sources of intellec-
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tual power and assertion among women shows us the rough stuff. 
There is an actively enforced barrier that we were unaware of until we 
looked at these kinds of examples. But studies accumulate, telling us 
of our history and breaking the silence of our past, we can see that 
other forces were at work, more conventional, seemingly more rational, 
but no less powerful and effective in ensuring the silence of women. 

For example, we now have well-documented history of midwives in 
both England and the United States, showing how over a period of two 
hundred years they were reduced to an ancillary role in childbirth, or 
eliminated altogether, in a struggle fought consciously and deliberately 
by the medical profession. It was a struggle concerned to eliminate the 
competition not only of women, but of a continuing native tradition of 
learning that was at odds with the technical apparatus and technical 
knowledge of the emerging profession of gynecology. In the suppres­
sion of that art or the bringing of English midwives into a subordinate 
relation to the medical profession, the traditions perpetuated by the 
older art have been lost (we cannot now of course evaluate their pos­
sible importance). Further direct access to women's own knowledge of 
their sexual and procreative functions was cut off. 19 

We now know also that women were systematically and consciously 
excluded from the growing profession of medicine in the United 
States, where their admission to medical school was restricted to a very 
small number. Those who were trained found that the kinds of jobs 
open to them were largely in public health or institutional medicine. 
Again we find an organizational process that by excluding women also 
excludes their knowledge, experience, interests, and perspectives and 
prevents their becoming part of the systematic knowledge and tech­
niques of a profession. This process has of course been of fundamental 
significance in the formation of practice and knowledge in gynecology. 
Its current practices are distinctively marked by the silence of women 
in its making.20 

These are some of the forms in which silencing and exclusion of 
women have been practiced. Some have arisen inadvertently as a con­
comitant of women's location in the world; some have been a process 
of active repression or strong social disapproval of the exercise by 
women of a role of intellectual or political leadership; others have been 
the product of an organizational process. It is this last form of exclusion 
I shall focus on now, for in our society we see less of the rough stuff 
(though do not assume that it is not there) and more of a steady insti­
tutional process, equally effective and much less visible in its exclusion­
ary force. 
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IV Contemporary Institutional Forms of Women's Exclusion: 
Women's Place in the Hierarchies of Education 

The ex~lusion of women from participating in creating the culture of 
the society is in this day largely organized by the ordinary social pro­
cesses of socialization, education, work, and communication. These 
perform a routine, generalized, and effective repression. The educa­
tional system is an important aspect of this repression. It trains people 
in skills they need to participate at various levels in the ideological 
structuring of the society (they must be able to read at least); it teaches 
them the ideas, the vocabularies, images, beliefs; it trains them to rec­
ognize anp approve ideologically sanctioned forms of relations and 
how to identify authoritative ideological sources (what kinds of books, 
newspapers, etc. to credit, what to discredit; who are the authoritative 
writers or speakers and who are not). This repression is part of the 
system that distributes ideas and ensures the dissemination of new ide­
ological forms as these are produced by the intelligentsia. It is also ac­
tive itself in producing ideology, both in the forms of knowledge in the 
social sciences, psychology, and education, and in the forms of critical 
ideas and theories in philosophy and literature. 

Prior to the late nineteenth century, women were almost com­
pletely denied access to any form of higher education beyond the skills 
of reading and writing. In one of the first m£tior feminist works, A Vin­
dication of the Rights of Women, 21 Mary Wollstonecraft places women's 
right to education at the center of her argument. She is responding 
specifically to Rousseau's prescriptions for educating women, aimed at 
training them for dependency, for permanent childishness, and for 
permanent incapacity for the autonomous exercise of mind.22 During 
the latter part of the nineteenth century, in both Europe and North 
America, opportunities for women in higher education were a m£tior 
focus of women's struggle. Though women's participation in the edu­
cational process at all levels has increased in this century, this partici­
pation remains within marked boundaries. Among the most important 
of these boundaries, I would argue, is that which reserves to men con­
trol of the policy-111aking and decision-making apparatus in the edu­
cational system. 

When we look at where women are in the educational system, our 
focus should go beyond issues 'Of social justice. Equality of opportunity 
is only one aspect of the problem. I want rather to draw attention to 
the significance of the inequalities we find for how women are located 
in the processes of setting standards, producing social knowledge, act­
ing as "gatekeepers" over what is admitted into the system of distribu-
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TABLE 1.1 Percentage of Women at Different Levels of the Canadian 
Educational System, Various Years, 1969-73 

Level % Women Years 

Elementary teachers (ex. Quebec) 
Secondary teachers (ex. Quebec) 
Community College teaching staff 

(ex. Quebec) 
University (all ranks) 

78% 
37% 

19.5% 
15% 

1972-73 
1972-73 

1970-71 
1969-70 

Source: Canadian Teachers' Federation Status of Women, The Declining Majority (Ott<1wa: 
Canadian Teachers' Federation, 1978). 

tion, innovating in thought or knowledge or values, and in other ways 
participating as authorities in the ideological work done in the educa­
tional process. 

We can look at the statistics from two points of view-education 
itself has a status structure organizing its internal relations so far as 
sources of knowledge and academic standards are concerned. Though 
there are of course other socially significant aspects of schools and com­
munity colleges that are not related to the university, the university is 
important as a source of intellectual leadership vis-a-vis the rest of the 
educational system. Second, these differing levels of the educational 
system are related to the ;ige structure of the educational process. Gen­
erally, more advanced training for older students has a higher status 
than education for younger and less advanced students. This status 
structure has little to do with the skills required or the social impor­
tance of the work itself and a great deal to do with control over the 
standards and substance of education. 

As we go up the Canadian educational hierarchy from elementary 
to secondary school to community college to university we find a lower 
proportion of women teachers at each step (see table 1.1). At each level 
upward in the hierarchy of control and influence over the education 
process, the proportion of women declines. At the elementary level, 
women are the majority (although the proportion had declined to 74 
percent in 1975-76),23 but at the secondary school level they are al­
ready a minority, and their share of the educational process is lowest at 
the university level. 

Further, within each level, we find women markedly unrepresented 
in administrative positions of professional leadership. In elementary 
and secondary schools women's relative share of administrative posi­
tions is much lower than their share of teaching positions. At each next 
position upward in the hierarchy we generally see the same pattern of 
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TABLE 1.2 Percentage of Women in Positions in Canadian Elementary and 
Secondary Schools (ex. Quebec), 1972-73 

Position 

Teachers 
Department head 
Vice-principal 
Principal 

Source: See table 1.1. 

Elementary 

78% 
42% 
20% 
20% 

TABLE 1.3 Percentage of Women Educational Staff in Canadian 
Community Colleges by Position (ex. Quebec), 1970-71 

Position 

Teaching staff 
Academic administrative staff 

Secondary 

37% 
21% 

7% 
4% 

%Women 

19.5% 
11.9% 

·Source: Women's Bureau, Women in the Labour Force: Facts and Figures, 1973 (Ottawa: 
Labour Canada, 1974), table 7. 

TABLE 1.4 Percentage of Women in Canadian Academic Positions, All 
Ranks, 1969-70 

Position 

Lecturers and instructors 
Assistant professors 
Associate professors 
Full professors 

%Women 

31% 
14% 
8% 
3% 

Source: Jill McCalla Vickers and June Adam, But Can You Type? Canadian Universities and 
the Status of Women (Toronto: Clarke Irwin/Canadian Association of University Teachers, 
1977) 

decline as we have seen in the overall educational structure (see 
table 1.2). A similar pattern shows in the figures for community col­
leges (table 1.3). Within the university the same pattern is repeated 
(table 1.4). 
' The inverse relation between status level and proportion of women 

is obvious at every level. Women are most heavily concentrated in the 
positions of lecturer and instructor, which are not part of the promo­
tional system leading to professional rank (the so-called ladder posi­
tions) and are usually held on only a one-year contract. There is an 
appreciable drop even to the next level of junior positions, the assistant 
professors-the first step on the promotion ladder. Women form a very 
small proportion of full professors.24 
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It is important to keep in mind that we are looking at rather pow­
erful structures of professional control. It is through this structure of 
ranks and the procedures by which people are advanced from one to 
another that the professions maintain control over the nature and qual­
ity of work that is done and the kinds of people who are admitted to 
its ranks and to influential positions within it. Two points are of special 
importance: first, the concentration of women in the relatively tem­
porary nonladder positions. This concentration means that women are 
largely restricted to teaching, that their work is subject to continual 
review, and that reappointment is conditional upon conformity. The 
second point to note is the market break in the proportion of women 
between tenured and nontenured positions. 

The tenured faculty to a large extent controls who shall be ad­
mitted to its ranks and what shall be recognized as properly scholarly 
work. This minimal "voting power" of women helps us understand why 
women in more senior positions in the university do not ordinarily rep­
resent women's perspectives. They are those who have passed through 
this very rigorous filter. They are those whose work and style of work 
and conduct have met the approval of judges who are usually men. 
And, in any case, they are very few. 

In sum, the statistics show a highly inequitable distribution of 
women throughout the educational system. Though women are more 
than half of all teachers, they are very under-represented in the ranks 
of principals; there are very, very few women superintendents. In the 
educational bureaucracies, women appear almost exclusively in secre­
tarial and clerical roles. In universities and community colleges, women 
are very markedly under-represented in the academic staff. They are 
clustered in the lower ranks with the greatest turnover and in a very 
limited range of subjects (think of who taught you and who taught what 
subjects). The officers of organizations representing educators are also 
predominantly men. We find in general that the closer positions come 
to policy-making or innovation in the ideological forms, the smaller the 
proportion of women. Power and authority in the educational process 
are the prerogatives of men. 

V The Authority of the Male Voice 

Men have authority in the world of thought as members of a social 
category and not as individuals. Authority is a form of power that is a 
distinctive capacity to get things done in words. What is said or written 
merely means what the words mean, until and unless it is given force 
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by the authority attributed to its "author." When we speak of authority, 
we are speaking of what makes what one person says count. Men are 
invested with authority as individuals, not because they have as individ­
uals 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. Their a).lthority as individuals in ac­
tual situations of action is generated by a social organization. They do 
not appear as themselves alone. They are those whose words count, 
both for each other and for those who are not members of this category. 
The circle I spoke of earlier is formed of those whose words count for 
one another. It excludes those whose words do not count, whose speak­
ers have no authority. 

We have by now and in various forms a good deal of evidence of 
the ways in which this social effec;:t works. It is one Mary Ellman has 
described-as a distinction between women and men in intellectual mat­
te~s, which is both obvious and unnoticed. A man's body gives credibil­
ity to his utterance, whereas a woman's body takes it'away from hers.25 

A study done by Philip Goldberg, which was concerned with finding 
out whether women were prejudiced against women, demonstrates this 
effect very clearly.26 Here is Jo Freeman's description: 

He gave college girls sets of booklets containing six identical professional ar­
ticles in traditional male,female and neutral fields. The articles were identical, 
but the names of the authors were not. For example, an article in one set would 
bear the name John T. McKay and in another set the same article would be 
authored by Joan T. McKay. Each booklet contained three articles by "women" 
and three by "men". Questions at the end of each article asked the students to 
rate the articles on value, persuasiveness and profundity; and the authors on 
writing style and competence. The male authors fared better in every field, even 
in such 'Jeminine" areas as Art History and Dietetics. 27 

There seems to be something like a plus factor that adds force and 
'persuasiveness to what men say and a minus factor that depreciates and 
weakens what women say. 

The way in which the sex of the speaker modifies the authority of 
the message has been observed in other ideological fields. Lucy Kom­
isar points out that in advertising it is men who give instructions to 
women on how to do their housework. Men tell women why one deter­
gent or soap powder or floor polish is better than another. The reason, 
according to a leading advertising agency executive, is that the male 
voice is the voice of authority.28 

Phyllis Chesler's study of preferences among psychotherapists and 
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their patients shows that the majority of women patients prefer male 
therapists and that the majority of male psychotherapists prefer 
women patients. The reasons women give for preferring male psycho­
therapists are that they generally feel more comfortable with them and 
that they have more respect for and confidence in a man's competence 
and authority. Chesler reports that both men and women in her sample 
said they trusted and respected men as people and as authorities more 
than they did women. 29 · 

A study done by L. S. Fidell on sex discrimination in university 
hiring practices in psychology shows the intersection of this effect with 
the educational system of controls described in the preceding section. 
She used an approach very similar to Goldberg's, constructing two sets 
of fictional descriptions of academic background and qualifications (in­
cluding the Ph.D.). Identical descriptions in one set had a woman's 
name attached and in the other a man's. The sets of descriptions were 
sent to chairpersons of all colleges and universities in the United States 
offering graduate degrees in psychology. They were asked to estimate 
the chance of the described individuals' getting an offer of a position 
and at what level, and so forth. Her findings supported the hypothesis 
of discrimination on the basis of sex. Men were likely to be suggested 
for higher levels of appointment. They received more regular aca­
demic positions of the kind leading to promotion and tenure, and only 
men were offered full professorships.30 It seems as though the attribu­
tion of authority which increases the value of men's work constitutes 
something like a special title to the positions of control and influence 
and hence to full active membership in the intelligentsia. 

It seems that women as a social category lack proper title to mem­
bership in the circle of those who count for one another in the making 
of ideological forms. To identify a woman novelist as a woman novelist 
is to place her in a special class outside that of novelists in general. 
Doris Lessing is described as one of the greatest women novelists of 
this century, rather than just one of the greatest novelists. Among the 
professional problems confronted by women writers, Tillie Olsen cites 
the following: 

Devaluation: Still in our century, women's books of great worth suffer the death 
of being unknown, or at best a peculiar eclipsing,far outnumbering the similar 
fate of the few such books by men. I think of Kate Chopin, Mary Austin, Dorothy 
Richardson, Henry Handel Richardson (Ultima Thule), Jean Rhys, Storm 
Jameson, Christina Stead, Elizabeth Madox Roberts (The Time of Man), 
Janet Lewis, May Sarton, Harriette Arnouw (The Dollmaker), Agnes Smed­
ley (Daughter of Earth), Djuna Barnes (Nightwood), Kay Boyle-every 
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one of whom is rewarding, and some with the stamp of enduring. Considering 
their stature, how comparatively unread, untaught are Glasgow, Glaspell, 
Bowen, Parker, Stein, Mansfield-even Cather and Porter. 31 

And she points out further how work by women is treated quite differ­
ently from that by men. She describes "the injurious reaction to a book 
not for its quality or content, but on the basis of its having been written 
by a woman, with consequent misreading, mistreatment." 32 These ef­
fects are not confined to literature written by women. They are rather 
special instances of a general social organization of relations among 
women and men when the medium is communicative. Men have title 
of entry to the circle of those who count for one anotl;ler. Women do 
not. The minus factor attached to what women say, write, or image is 
another way of seeing how wha~ they say, write, or image is not a "nat­
ural" part of the discourse. 

The examples so far given have been mainly of the written word. 
But the metaphor of a game points to our experience in actual every­
day interactional settings.33 We can and have observed_ these patterns 
ourselves, which serve to fill out our description of how male control 
over the topics and themes of discourse is maintained in actual situa­
tions of interactions. For example, F. I. Strodtbeck and R. D. Mann in 
their study of jury deliberations report that men talked considerably 
more than women. These differences, however, were more than quan­
titative. They alsq describe what seems to be a general pattern of inter­
action between women and men. Men's talk was more directed toward 
the group task while women reacted with agreement, passive accept­
ance, and understanding.34 The pattern I have observed also involves 
women becoming virtually an audience, facilitating with support or 
comments, but not carrying the talk or directing remarks toward one 
another. 

It is like a game in which there are more presences than players. 
Some are engaged in tossing a ball between them; the others are con­
signed to the roles of audience and supporter, who pick the ball up if 
it is dropped and pass it back to the players. They support, facilitate, 
encourage but their action does not become part of the play. In ordi­
nary situations of meeting and working together we can find these 
same patterns. What women have to say may simply remain unsaid. Or 
it is treated as a byplay~not really integral to the game. If it comes 
into play at all it is because a male player has picked it up and brought 
it into play as his. 

Characteristically, women talking with men use styles of talk that 
throw the control to others, as for example by interspersing their words 
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with interjections that reassign the responsibility for its meaning to oth­
ers, by saying "you know" or failing to name objects or things or to 
complete sentences. Expectations of how much and for how long men 
and women should talk have an effect on how much and how long they 
are seen to talk. William Caudill describes a supervisor of nurses as an 
assertive person, willing to express her opinion in unequivocal terms. 
Yet his data show that in meetings she spoke less on the average than 
the hospital administrative and psychiatric personnel, including a res­
ident described as "passive and withdrawn." 35 

Candace West has made a study of differences between single-sex 
and mixed-sex conversations which focuses upon men's and women's 
different rights to speak. She observed a variety of "devices" used by 
men, apparently with women's consent, that serve to maintain male 
control of the topics of conversation. For example, men tended to com­
plete women's sentences, to give minimal responses to topics initiated 
and carried by women, and to interrupt without being sanctioned. Her 
study describes how men control conversation through the use of in­
terruption and by withdrawing active participation when women are 
developing their topics. 36 

In professional conversations we can also identify a collection of 
devices that may be used to restrict women's control of the development 
of topics. Among them are the devices used to recognize or enter what 
women have said into the discourse under male sanction. For example, 
a suggestion or point contributed by a woman may be ignored at its 
point of origin. When it is reintroduced at a later point by a man, it is 
then "recognized" and becomes part of the topic. Or if it is recognized 
at the time, it is reattributed by the responder to another male (in the 
minutes of the meeting, it will appear as having been said by someone 
else). Or the next speaker after the woman may use a device such as, 
"What Dorothy really means is ... " Or the woman's turn is followed by 
a pause, after which the topic is picked up at the previous speaker's 
turn as if she had not spoken. 

Celia Gilbert makes a vivid symbolic presence of this circle and the 
practices that exclude women in her poem "On Refusing Your Invita­
tion to Come to Dinner." The dinner table reflects (both metaphorically 
and actually) the unspoken presence of women. Gilbert looks back on 
it from the standpoint of one who has already learned another practice 
of her being. She writes: 

But I am forgetting the language, 
sitting has become difficult, 
and the speaking, intolerable, 
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to say, "how interesting" 
makes me weep. 
I can no longer bear to hear 
the men around the table laugh, 
argue, agree, 
then pause, politely 
while we speak, 
their breath held in, exhaled 
when we've finished, 
politely, 
then turn to the real conversation, 
the unspoken expectation of applause.37 

The interpersonal order symbolizes and is the local expression of the 
circle of men across time and space whose discourse has excluded 
women. But it is also the actual practice of the circle. It is a practice we 
can and probably have experienced in our working and our personal 
lives. At the interpersonal level it is not a conspiracy among men that, 
they impose on women. It is a complementary social process between 
women and men. Women are complicit in the soci;tl practices of their 
silence. 

The practices extend to women's participation in art, music, liter­
ature, science, the health sciences, education. The figures showing us 
where women are in education represent an organization of social re­
lations of a deeper level, extending throughout the educational struc­
ture and its articulation to the society it both serves and structures. In 
the education system at all levels and in all aspects, women have access 
and participate so that t'hey may be present as subordinates, as mar­
ginal. Their training and education ensure that at every level of com­
petence and leadership there will be a place for them that is inferior 
and subordinate to the positions of men. 

VI Grasping Our Own Authority to Speak 

It is important to recognize that the deprivation of authority and the 
ways in which women have been trained to practice the complement of 
male-controlled "topic development" 38 have the effect of making it dif­
ficult for women to treat one another as relevant figures. We have dif­
ficulty asserting authority for ourselves. We have difficulty grasping au­
thority for women's voices and for what we have to say. We are thus 
deprived of the essential basis for developing among ourselves the 
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forms of thought and images that expres& the situations we share and 
make it possible to begin to work together. Women have taken for 
granted that our thinking is to be authorized by an external source of 
authority. Anya Bostock tells us that this is because we live in a world 
dominated intellectually by men. As a consequence women's opinions 
tend to conform to the approved standards, and these in the last anal­
ysis are men's. In consequence women's opinions are sharply separated 
from their lived experience. As they begin to develop their own opin­
ions, they have to check them against their collective experience as 
women rather than merely their personal experience.39 But it has not 
been easy for women to find their own voices convincing. It is hard for 
us to listen to each other. The voice of our own experience is equally 
defective. 

Lack of authority, then, is lack of authority for ourselves and for 
other women. We have become familiar in the women's movement with 
the importance of women learning to relate to one another. We need 
also to learn how to treat what other women say as a source and basis 
for our own work and thinking. We need to learn to treat one another 
as the authoritative speakers of our experience and concerns. 

It is only when as women we can treat one another, and ourselves, 
as those who count for one another that we can break out of our si­
lence-to make ourselves heard; to protest against the violence done 
to women (and there is violence done); to organize politically for justice 
and equality in law; to work together to become more effective in the 
organizations representing us; to work together to resist the unloading 
of economic crisis onto women; and, as educators, to advance, develop, 
and pass on to our children (our daughters and our sons) a knowledge 
of women's history and experience, of our poetry, our art, our political 
skills, and our confidence. This is the road to full and equal member­
ship in our society for women. 

The institutionalized practices of excluding women from the ide­
ological work of society are the reason we have a history constructed 
largely from the perspective of men, and largely about men. This is 
why we have so few women poets and why the records of those who 
survived the hazards of attempting poetry are so imperfect.40 This is 
why we know so little of women visionaries, thinkers, and political or­
ganizers.41 This is why we have an anthropology that tells us about 
other societies from the perspective of men and hence has so distorted 
the cross-cultural record that it may now be impossible to learn what 
we might have known about how women lived in other forms of society. 
This is why we have a sociology that is written from the perspective of 
positions in a male-dominated ruling class and is set up in terms of the 
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relevances of the institutional power structures that constitute those 
positions.42 This is why in English literature there is a corner called 
"women in literature" or "women novelists" and an overall critical 
approach to literature that assumes it is written by men and perhaps 
even largely for men. This is why the assumptions of psychological 
research43 and of educational research and philosophy take for granted 
male experience, orientation, and concerns and treat as normative 
masculine modes of being. 

The ideological practices of our society provide women with forms 
of thought and knowledge that constrain us to treat ourselves as ob· 
jects. We have learned to set aside as irrelevant, to deny, or to obliterate 
our own subjectivity and experience. We have learn~d to live inside a 
discourse that is not ours and that expresses and describes a landscape 
in which we are alienated and that preserves that alienation as integral 
to its practice. In a short story, Doris Lessing describes a girl growing 
up in Africa whose consciousness has been wholly formed within tra·. 
ditional British literary culture. Her landscape, her cosmology, her 
moral relations, her botany are those of the English novels and fairy 
tales. Her own landscape, its forms of life, her immediate everyday 
world do not fully penetrate and occupy her consciousness. They are 
not named. 44 Lessing's story is a paradigm of the situation of women in 
our society. Its general culture is not ours.45 

Clearly the issue is more than bias. It is more than simply an omis· 
sion of certain kinds of topics. It involves taking up the standpoint of 
women as an experience of being, of society, of social and personal 
process that must be given form and expression in the culture, whether 
as knowledge, as art, or as literature or political action. This is the work 
we see now in progress in many forms in the women's movement and 
beyond. When we speak of "women's studies," we are identifying a 
broad range of work that develops and makes way for research, philo· 
sophie and theological thinking, poetry, literature, the study of art, his· 
tory, sociology, law, and other fields giving expression to and building 
essential knowledge of this whole range of seeing the world from worn· 
en's place in it. Women's studies identifies space in universities, colleges, 
and schools, making room for'these developments and opening a con· 
duit into the educational system for the astonishing work that is now 
being done by women in art, philosophy, poetry, scholarship, and po· 
litical and social theory. 
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Notes 

I. The concept of an "ideological apparatus" is taken from Althusser's 
conception of "ideological state apparatus." Although I have not used it 
here with any theoretical rigor, I use it to identify in general the same 
social forms to which his conception of "ideological state apparatuses" 
is applied. See Louis Althusser, "Ideology and ideological state 
apparatuses," in Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays (New York: Monthly 
Review Press, 1971), pp. 127-86. 

2. Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex (New York: Bantam Books, 1961), p. 
XV. 

3. In much of this literature, women are not directly mentioned. It is the 
family that is represented as the operative social unit in a child's school 
achievement. But in practice it has been mothers who actually do the 
work of child raising, supervision of homework, management of school 
schedule, and the like in relation to children's schooling. The literature 
focusing on family and school achievement is largely concerned with 
what kinds of family organization and practices are most conducive to 
children's success in school. For example, see the studies in Maurice 
Craft, ed., Family, Class and Education: A Reader (London: Longmans, 
1970). 

4. J. Kahn and J. Nurstein, Unwillingly to School (London: Pergamon Press, 
1964), pp. 13-15. 

5. Elinor King, "How the psychiatric profession views women," in Dorothy E. 
Smith and Sara David, eds., Women Look at Psychiatry (Vancouver: Press 
Gang, 1975). 

6. Though the feminist thinking and rethinking of "the family" is substantial 
and various, there is still a curious absence of thinking and investigation 
that takes up women's work as mothers in relation to their children's 
schooling from the standpoint of women. The latter has been provided 
with broad theoretical shelter by AnnMarie Wolpe, "Education and the 
sexual division of labour," in Annette Kuhn and AnnMarie Wolpe, eds., 
Feminism and Materialism (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1978), but 
has yet to be established as integral to feminist thinking on mothering 
and family organization. Nancy Jackson has provided a valuable analysis 
of these relations at a general level in "Stress on schools + stress on 
families = distress for children" (Canadian Teachers' Federation, Ottawa, 
1982). My own work with Alison Griffith in this area, touched on later in 
this book (chap. 5), explores this area. 

7. Philippe Aries, Centuries of Childhood (Harmondsworth, England: Penguin 
Books, 1975). 

8. Christopher Jencks with Marshall Smith, Henry Acland, Mary Jo Bane, 
David Cohen, Herbert Giotis, Barbara Heyns, and Stephan Michelson, 
Inequality: A Reassessment of the Effect of Family and Schooling in America (New 
York: Basic Books, 1972). 

9. Curiously, although there is now a considerable literature showing how the 
educational system produces gender inequalities, this tends not to be 
conceived as a general property of the educational system, as is 
"inequality"'- as Jencks conceives it or as the role of the educational system 
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in producing inequalities of class. "Inequality" in the educational context 
means class inequality. See for example the introduction to R. W. Connell, 
D. J. Ashenden, S. Kessler, and G. W. Dowsett, Making the Difference: 
Schools, Families and Social Division (Sydney: Allen and Unwin Australia, 
1982), which is otherwise more successful than most in integrating 
gender into its description and analysis. Again, Marxist th,eories have 
been significant in remedying this deficiency. See Wolpe, "Education and 
the sexual division of labour"; Michele Barrett, "The educational system: 
Gender and class," in Michele Barrett, Womens Oppression Toc!ay: Problems 
in Marxist-Feminist Analysis (London: Virago, 1980); and Madeleine 
MacDonald, "Schooling and the reproduction of class and gender 
relations," in Roger Dale, Geoff Esland, Ross Fergusson, and Madeleine 
MacDonald, eds., Education and the State, vol. 2, Politics, Patriarchy and 
Practice (Basingstoke, England: Falmer Press, 1981), pp. 167-77. 

10. See for example Lynn M. Osen, Women in Mathematics (Cambridge, Mass.: 
MIT Press, 1974). 

11. These repressions ha~e now, of course, been documented in many studies. 
Dale Spender's resurrection of the suppressed political thinking of 
women writing in the English language since the seventeenth century is a 
valuable introduction to this subterranean tradition: Dale Spender, 
Women of Ideas and What Men Have Done to Them: From Aphra Behn to 
Adrienne Rich (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1982). 

12. Sylvia L. Thrupp, The Merchant Class of Mediaeval London, 1300-1500 (Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1962). 

13. Margaret Fox, "Women's speaking justified, proved, and allowed by the 
Scriptures, all such as speak by the spirit and power of the Lord Jesus," 
in A Brief Collection of Remarkable Passages and Occurrences (London: J. 
Sowle, 1710), pp. 331-50. 

14. Sheila Rowbotham, Women, Resistance and Revolution (Harmondsworth, 
England: Penguin Books, 1973). 

15. Smache des Jacques, "Women in the French Reyolution: The thirteenth 
brumaire of Olympe de Gouges, with notes on French amazon 
battalions," in Ann Forfreedom, ed., Women Out of History: A Herstory 
(Culver City, Calif: Peace Press, 1972), pp. 131-40. 

16. Angela Y. Davis, Women, Race and Class (New York: Random House, 
1981), pp. 60-64. 

17. Thomas Szasz, ed., The Age of Madness: The History of Involuntary 
Hospitalization Presented in Selected Texts (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday/ 
Anchor, 1973). 

18. Jilliet Mitchell, Womens Estate (Harmondsworth, England: Penguin 
Books), 1972. 

19. Jean Donnison, Midwives and Medical Men: A History of Inter-Professional 
Rivalries and Womens Rights (London: Heinemann, 1977). 

20. Mary Roth Walsh, Doctors Wanted, No Women Need Apply: Sexual Barriers in 
the Medical Profession, 1835-1975 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1977). 

21. Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Women (New York: W. W. 
Norton, 1967). 

22. Jane Martin has given us a brilliant analysis of Rousseau's prescriptions 
for educating Sophie as Emile's proper mate. Jane Roland Martin, 
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Reclaiming a Conversation: The Ideal of the Educated Woman (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1985). . 

23. With Jane Haddad and Yoko Ueda, I recently updated a study of the 
effects of declining enrollments for teachers in the public school system 
in Ontario, Canada. We found that in 1983-84, women were 13.2 
percent of principals and vice-principals in elementary schools, and 9.2 
percent of principals and vice-principals in secondary schools (Dorothy 
E. Smith, Jane Haddad, and Yoko Ueda, "Teaching as an internally 
segregated profession: Women and men teachers in the public schools of 
Ontario," typescript, Department of Sociology in Education, Ontario 
Institute for Studies in Education, January 1987). The larger figure for 
Canada in general in the early years is most probably due to the larger 
proportion of rural schools in other provinces. The Ontario records 
indica.te a drop in the proportion of women principals when the smaller 
rural schools were amalgamated into larger units.· · 

24. The contemporary figures cannot be intimately compared with the earlier 
ones because the bases are in some cases different. Though in general 
the overall patterns of male dominance persist, there do appear to be 
changes in the direction of greater equality, particularly among university 
academic staff. The situation of public school teachers, however, seems to 
have changed very little. Here is an update: 

Note Table 1.1 Percentage of Women at Different Levels of the Canadian 
Educational System, Various Years, 1980-84 

Level % Women Years 

Elementary teachers 71.7% 
Secondary teachers (ex. Quebec) 33.8% 
Community college teaching staff (ex. Quebec) 30.5% 
University (all ranks) 16.3% 

(1980-81) 
(1980-81) 
(1983-84) 
(1983-84) 

Note Table 1.2 Percentage of Women in Positions in Canadian Elementary 
and Secondary Schools, 1980-81 

Position 

Teachers 
Department head 
Vice-principal 
Principal 

Elementary 

71.7% 
33.5% 
21.4% 
14.8% 

Secondary 

33.8% 
20.7% 

7.6% 
3.9% 

Source: Statistics Canada, Educational Staff of Public Schools, Cat. 81-202, Ottawa: Minister 
of Supply and Services, February 1982, table I, "Number of Educators by Teaching 
Level, Staff Position and Sex, 1980-81." 
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Note Table 1.3 Percentage of Women Educational Staff in Canadian 
Community Colleges by Position, 1983-84 

Position 

Teaching staff 
Academic administrative staff 

%Women 

30.5% 
24.9% 

Source: Statistics Canada, Educational Staff of Community Colleges and Vocational Schools, 
Cat. 8I-24I, Ottawa: Minister of Supply and Services, September I985, table I, 
"Number of Full-time University Teachers by Rank, Sex and Region, Selected Years, 
I960-6I to I983-84." 

Note Table 1.4 Percentage of Women in Canadian Academic Positions, 
All Ranks, 1983-84 

Position 

Nonladder positions 
Assistant professors 
Associate professors 
Full professors 

%Women 

37.0% 
26.7% 
14.3% 
5.3% 

I 

Source: Statistics Canada, Teachers in Universities 1983-84, Cat. 8I-254, Ottawa: Minister 
of Supply and Services, January I986, table 2, "Full-time staff by Province, Type of 
Institution, Staff Position and Sex, I983-84." 
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45. This is a particular instance where I most powerfully feel the absence of 
nonwhite women. For of course the texts of the white women's 
movement have obliterated their subjectivity and experience in ways 
directly parallel with those described here and here attributed to a 
general women's experience with the totalitarianism of male texts. 



PART TWO 

A Feminist Sociology 

Chapter 2, ''A Sociology for Women," and Chapter 3, "The Everyday 
World as Problematic;· which make up this section, were written originally 
between 1977 and 1981 in a period of great excitement and challenge in 
the intellectual development of the ,women's movement. We could see 
possibilities of making much greater transformations of male-centered 
thinking than we had earlier recognized. We had only come gradually to 
the realization of the depth of the male biases built into the foundations 
of our knowledge and only gradually to a realization that the implications 
of beginning from the standpoint of women were much larger than we 
had had any notion of when we began. These two chapters take up that 
challenge in a sociological context. 

fn the early seventies I had written a paper entitled "Women's Perspec­
tive as a Radical Critique of Sociology," which I presented at a conference 
at the University of Oregon. Thereafter it circulated in an extraordinary 
manner in draft. I got letters from all over, including one. to my astonish­
ment, from Hungary: I could not understand how a paper that had never 
been published could circulate so widely. It made me aware for the first 
time that when I wrote a paper for an academic context of presentation 



or publication I might actually be speaking to people. It made me aware 
of the possibility of using academic sites of discourse and of writing for 
academic occasions in ways quite different from my earlier understand­
ing of their uses. Previously I think I had always seen producing papers as 
a performance for invisible judges. Writing papers for publication made 
me nervous. Sometimes I used to take a slug of brandy to get me going. 
My experience with how tjlat paper traveled changed my view altogether. 
I saw that a paper could be a way of reaching other women. of talking to 
them. The academic linkages could be used as a medium of communica­
tion among women. I saw that I did not have to write a finally complete 
and perfected piece of work. but that I could write as I went along to tell 
other women. "this is the work I've been doing; this is where I've got to; 
this is how it looks right now; how does it look to you?" I understood that 
a discourse could be organized differently than one organized around an 
establishment that judged and controlled and held its practitioners to 
conform to its notions of how sociology sl"\ould be practiced. I saw that 
the academic media could be used as a medium to reach other women 
and to hear from them. The remaining chapters in this book have been 
written under the tutelage of that experience. 

In 1977 the Women's Research Institute of Wisconsin organized a confer­
ence called "The Prism of Sex: Towards an Equitable Pursuit of Knowl­
edge:· It was an exciting, sometimes conflicting. meeting. The intensity of 
those times is hard to capture in retrospect. It gave me an opportunity to 
pull together for presentation to other women the_ thinking I had been 
doing around a number of topics-the attempt to situate a sociology in 
a knowledge grounded in women's experience. the nature of the linkages 
of the university with other bases of power in the society, the peculiari­
ties of the way changes occur around us (on the campus where I worked. 
one day there would be a grassy lawn. the. next there would be hoardings 
and a hole in the ground). issues of Canadian cultural identity and of an 
independent Canadian sociology; my rediscovery of Marx. and specific 
critiques I had been developing of established methods of thinking and 
inquiry in sociology 1 I had learned from the women's movement that I 
was not bound to observe the conventions laid down by men that con­
stricted the relevances of my thinking. I understood therefore that I could 
move from what was going on around me to the world of theory and 
back. This lesson as well as these topics went into the making of "a soci­
ology for women." 

A sociology for women does not mean a sociology exclusively for 
women. It means a sociology that addresses society and social relations 
from the standpoint of women situated outside rather than within the rela­
tions of ruling. ''A sociology for women" traces the site of women's em erg-
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ing consciousness in the gender subtext of the relations of ruling, which I 
have outlined in the Introduction, and proposes a strategy of inquiry I 
have called "the everyday world as problematic," that is, an organization 
of inquiry that begins with where women actuall!J are and addresses the 
problem of how our everyday worlds are put together in relations that are 
not wholly discoverable within the everyday world. There is work, there­
fore, for sociologists to do. 

Locating the standpoint of women in the everyday world outside the 
text (in which the text is written and is read) creates a whole new set of 
problems to be solved, problems of the relationship between text and 
reader, problems of how to write texts that will not transcribe the sub­
ject's actualities into the relations of ruling, texts that will provide for 
their readers a way of seeing further into the relations organizing their 
lives. Sociology has in its history developed methods of writing its texts 
that would produce a representation of society and its processes as ex­
ternal to the reader or any other member of society. The constitution of a 
subject as within the society, of society and social relations as known 
from within, required the development of alternative methods of thinking 
and of writing sociological texts. The problem of locating a standpoint 
outside discourse also renews the problem of the relationship between 
sociologist and her whose experience and situation locate her own out­
look. Established sociology's practices of objectification being removed, 
the sociologist has to rethink her relationships to those for whom she 
writes and reexamine the, sites in which her writing is done and where it 
goes. Chapter 3, "The Everyday World as Problematic," explores an alter­
native method of thinking sociologically in the context of an examination 
of relationships between subjects and sociologist. 

Note 

1. My first formulation of this was published as "The ideological practice of 
sociology," Catalyst 8 (1974): 39-54. 
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2 -
A Sociology for Women 

I The Line of Fault 

This inquiry into the implications of a sociology for women begins 
from the discovery of a point of rupture in my/our experience as 
woman/women within the social forms of consciousness-the culture 
or ideology of our society-in relation to the world known otherwise, 
the world directly felt, sensed, responded to, prior to its social expres­
sion. From this starting point, the next step locates that experience in 
the social relations organizing and determining precisely the disjunc­
ture, that line of fault along which the consciousness of women must 
emerge. Inquiry does not begin within the conceptual organization or 
relevances of the sociological discourse, but in actual experience as 
embedded in the particular historical forms of social relations that de­
termine that experience. 

As women members of an intelligentsia and therefore trained in 
the modes of acting, thinking, and the craft of working with words, 
symbols, and concepts, we have both a special responsibility and special 
possibility of awareness at this point of rupture. The disjuncture that 
provides the problematic of this inquiry is that between the forms of 
thought, the symbols, images, vocabularies, concepts, frames of refer-
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ence, institutionalized structures of relevance, of our culture, and a 
world experienced at a level prior to knowledge or expression, prior to 
that moment at which experience can become "experience" in achiev­
ing social expression or knowledge, or can become "knowledge" by 
achieving that social form, in being named, being made social, becom­
ing actionable. The work of inquiry in which I am engaged proceeds 
by taking this experience of mine, this experience of other women­
this line of fault-and asking how it is organized, how it is determined, 
what the social relations are that generate it. 

This actual or potential disjuncture between experience and the 
forms in which experience is socially expressed (becoming thereby in­
telligible and actionable) is the break on which much major work in the 
women's movement has focused. Perhaps Simone de Beauvoir's radical 
and scholarly analysis in The Second Sex failed to enliven a movement 
in the way Betty Friedan's Feminine Mystiqw or Kate Millett's Sexual Pol­
itics did, in part because these two make central the critique of ideolo­
gies at work in our everyday lives, whereas de Beauvoir does not. 1 As a 
participant in that period, one who shared in that change in conscious­
ness and who had read de Beauvoir at an earlier stage, my sense is that 
books such as de Beauvoir's or Jessie Bernard's Academic Women 2 were 
important in establishing a sense of powers and possibilities, but that 
they did not do what Millett and Friedan (very d~fferent though they 
are) did, or what others of that period also did. Millett and ,Friedan 
unveiled the ideological nature of the "values," "norms," and "beliefs" 
concerning women's role and the relations between the sexes, which we 
had taken for granted even when we had struggled with the divergence 
between the normative and the actually practiced. These norms, val­
ues, and beliefs were received as a social reality, however resentfully or 
uneasily, or with those feelings of guilt that Pauline Bart so justly and 
precisely described: "not only were we depressed, but we were de­
pressed because we were depressed. Since according to the experts we 
suburban housewives should have been happy, contented, fulfilled and 
pregnant. What was wrong with us?" 3 

Through these works and others we became aware of the feminine 
mystique as a mystique that served to keep us in our places by invading 
our own consciousness as our beliefs, our values, our sense of morality, 
fitness, and obligation. In Millett's Sexual Politics, the syntactic analysis 
de Beauvoir had provided of how women are constituted as other in 
relation to men as subject was given power and substance by Millett's 
analysis of the work of writers who for many of us (for my generation 
at least) had been held up as exemplary-not just as writers but as 
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exemplars and teachers of the legitimate forms of relations between 
the sexes. These forms we had learned directly or indirectly from these 
men, among others. Though we might have found them repellant, hor­
rific, and humiliating, the moral practices of that ideological mode, 
drawing its pieces of machinery from Freud, among others, ensured 
that just those reactions affirmed the legitimacy and correctness of the 
prescription. Such responses were defined as defenses, pathologies, or 
resistance-causes for precisely the cure laid out plainly before us: be 
other than you are! Surely the dilemma I had experienced in relation 
to the work of D. H. Lawrence was, in various forms and in various 
relations, a common one. I was constrained to acknowledge his work 
both as genius and as moral authority. His ultimate idealization of sex­
ual relations between women and men was one where woman's con­
sciousness, her sensation, was so totally annulled before the man's that 
she should forego even orgasm and accept essentially the annihilation 
of her own consciousness in the sexual act. This totalitarian subordi­
nation, this annihilation of self, was something I resisted without know-

' ing how to resist. But that rebellion at an earlier time had no grou'nd 
to stand on, no rightful means of expression, and thus no authority for 
me. It certainly had no possibility as a topic for talk with other women, 
since to do so would have been to exhibit publicly the psychological 
flaws the ideology defines: an unwillingness to "accept our feminity," a 
secret desire to castrate men. 

As we explored the world from this place in it, we became aware 
that this rupture in experience, and between experience and the social 
forms of its expression, was located in a relation of power between 
women and men, in whi{:h men dominated women. Millett, not alone 
and not first but in terms specifically relevant here, identified this re­
lation of dominance as the patriarchy.4 The forms of thought, the 
means of expression, that we had available to us to formulate our ex­
perience were made or controlled by men. From that center women 
appeared as objects. In relation to men (of the ruling class) women's 
consciousness did not, and most probably generally still does not, ap­
pear as an autonomous source of knowledge, experience, relevance, 
and imagination. Women's experience did not appear as the source of 
an authoritative general expression of the world. Women did not ap­
pear to men as men do to one another, as persons who might share in 
the common construction of a social reality where that is essentially an 
ideological construction. As we have seen in chapter 1, the circle of 
speakers and hearers among men was a closed circle of significance 
into which women did not enter as such. Hence we could participate 
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in the intellectual life and culture thus created only by receiVmg its 
terms and relevances as given. We could not be part of their making; 
they did not speak from where we were. 

As members of an intelligentsia, we had learned, furthermore, to 
work inside a discourse that we did not have a part in making, that was 
not "ours" as women. The discourse expresses, describes, and provides 
the working concepts and vocabulary for a landscape in which women 
are strangers. That strangeness is an integral part of the socially orga­
nized practices constituting it. This is the same rupture in conscious­
ness-the line of fault from which this inquiry begins. 

The ideologies of our society have provided us with forms of 
thought, images, modes of expression, in which we were constrained 
to treat ourselves as looked at from outside, as other. Sheila Row­
botham describes this at a point where the split has already appeared: 

I had yet to understand the extent to which I identified with men, used their eyes. 
I was really sliced in two. Half of me was like a man surveying the passive half 
of me as a woman-thing. On Boxing Day in I 967 the Beatles' Magical Mystery 
Tour appeared on television. A group of people including the Beatles go on a 
coach trip. There is the atmosphere of excitement, of all being on the bus together 
and enjoying a treat. When they get off all kinds of things happen: tugs-of-war 
which remind you of the desperate tugging you felt you had to do when you were 
a child; a woman who eats and cries and cries until you can't imagine how a 
human being could carry so many tears around inside her. Then at one point 
all the boys in the bus are separated from the girls. You follow the boys in the 
film, wriggling around in your seat in front of the telly, in mounting excitement. 
It's like going into the Noah's Ark at Blackpool when you're six or listening to 
very loud rock music when you're thirteen. I got the same tightening down at 
the bottom of my spine. Well there I was clenching my cunt and where should 
they go but into a strip-tease. I had caught myself going to watch another 
woman as if I were a man. I was experiencing the' situation of another woman 
stripping through men's eyes, I was being asked to desire myself by a film made 
by men. 

Catching myself observing myself desiring one of my selves 1 remained 
poised for an instant in two halves. 5 

Women's means to reflect upon themselves is a reflection from out­
side themselves, the structuring of themselves not as subjects, but as 
other. Furthermore, in its contemporary terms, it appears not as men's 
view of women, but in impersonal and general terms. De Beau voir de­
scribes it thus: 

A man never begins by presenting himself as an individual of a certain sex; it 
goes without saying that he is a man. The terms masculine and feminine are 
used symmetrically only as a matter of form, as on legal paper. In actuality, the 
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relation of the two sexes is not quite like that of two electrical poles, for mart 
represents both the positive and the neutral, as is indicated by the common use 
of man to designate human beings in general; whereas woman represents only 
the negative, defined by limiting criteria, without reciprocity. In the midst of an 
abstract discussion it is vexing to hear a man say: "You think thus and so be­
cause you are a woman," but I know that my only defense is to reply: "I think 
thus and so because it is true," thereby removing my subjective self from the 
argument. 6 
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In so replying, she has already forfeited her position, because she has 
necessarily taken it up on his ground, an apparently neutral but co­
vertly masculine position. Imagining this as exemplary of actual con­
versations, we can ask, How is it that what he says proceeds from a 
position on this general ground? That he speaks not merely with au­
thority, but with authority of this kind and in this form, the authority 
of the impersonal, the neutral, the detached, the factual? How is it that 
her options are either to speak as a woman and therefore as limited, 
restricted, and subordinate, or else to speak on his ground, to speak as 
a man or rather to be neutered? Her subjectivity does not draw upon 
the implicit authority of the generalizing impersonal mode. His does. 

The critique of the institutions that alienate women from their ex­
perience has taken many forms in the women's movement and devel­
oped very rapidly: attacks on stereotyping in advertising and the !Iledia 
in general; the critique of sexism in school reading materials, of the 
exclusion of women's interests and news relevant to women from the 
news media, 7 and of history for its exclusive focus on men and the 
historical traditions organized and maintained by men;8 the critique of 
theology and religious institutions,9 of the social and behavioral sci­
ences, 10 of art, both in exemplary practices such as Women's House in 
Los Angeles and also in teaching and writing. 11 Another critical ap­
proach has focused on the professionally organized institutions of so­
cial control, the health care systems, law, and psychiatry in particular. 
The same line of fault is identified in their practices. The critique of 

. medical institutions has been both of the failure to take up and treat as 
legitimate women's experience of their bodies12 and of the historical 
transformation of the healing arts in the process of excluding women 
from its practice, as men came to appropriate and exert monopolistic 
control over the technical practices becoming dominant in contempo­
rary Western medicine over the last two hundred years. 13 The critique 
of medicine and in particular of gynecology has been also a practical 
one. Women have developed alternatives for women, which have been 
radical both in providing for woman a place to begin from her knowl­
edge of her own body and also in representing a radical departure 
from the professional forms of social relations in which knowledge is 
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appropriated and controlled by "experts." The critique of psychiatry as 
among those institutions that serve the oppression of women has again 
been both of its ideologies and of its practical political dimensions in 
relation to the oppression of women. 14 It has also been concerned with 
the development of alternative approaches in therapy. 15 

In the disclosures and discoveries of the women's movement, wom­
en's experience breaks away along this line of fault. It makes thus ob­
servable an apparatus of social controls in part ideological, in the sense 
of being images and symbols, and in part an organization of specialized 
practices. This apparatus comes into view as a whole that, though 
loosely organized, is not made up of discrete and singular functional 
domains (as we have in sociology tended to conceptualize them), but 
rather constitutes a differentiated but coherent structure, an apparatus 
of "ruling;' of organization and men, whose participation in it is also 
differentiated by social class (working-class men are not part of the 
structure; women are not part of the structure). 

In analyzing the ideological phases of this "apparatus;' I make use 
of Marx and Engels's concept or formulation of "ideology." In return­
ing to their usage in The German Ideology, 16 I am bypassing some of the 
different usages that have developed since that time and are now cur­
rent in the social sciences. I am not using the term to refer to political 
beliefs, though political beliefs would be one instance or aspect of ide­
ology. Nor am I using the term to draw the boundaries between an 
impartial and disinterested social science and "ideology" as an inter­
ested and partial perspective biased by its roots in a particular group 
or class. 17 I am concerned, rather, with ideology as those ideas and im­
ages through which the class that rules the society by virtue of its dom­
ination of the means of production orders, organizes, and sanctions the 
social relations that sustain its domination. Further, in following Marx 
and Engels's use of ideology, I view the ideas, images, and symbols in 
which our experience is given social form not as that neutral floating 
thing called culture but as what is actually produced by specialists and 
by people who are part of the apparatus by which the ruling class main­
tains its control over the society. Thus, the concept of ideology provides 
us with a thread through the maze different from our more familiar 
notions of "culture," for it directs us to look for and at the actual prac­
tical organization of the production of images, ideas, symbols, con­
cepts, vocabularies, as means for us to think about our world. It directs 
us to examine who produces what for whom, where the social forms of 
consciousness come from. 

Marx and Engels's account ofideology allows us to make a prelim­
inary sketch of the social relations organizing the rupture that is worn-
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en's experience in this social form. Specifically, their formulation pro­
vides a method enabling us to see how ideas and social forms of 
consciousness may originate outside experience, coming from an ex­
ternal source and becoming a forced set of categories into which we 
must stuff the awkward and resistant actualities of our worlds. Marx 
and Engels held that how people think about and express themselves 
to one another arises out of their actual everyday working relations. 
Their view is not, however, as simpleminded as it has sometimes been 
represented. Their analysis shows how the ideas produced by a ruling 
class may dominate and penetrate the social consciousness of the soci­
ety in general, and thus may effectively control the social process of 
consciousness in ways that deny expression to the actual experience 
people have in the working relations of their everyday world. It offers 
an analysis that shows how a disjuncture can arise between the world 
as it is known directly in experience and as it is shared with others, and 
the ideas and images fabricated externally to that everyday world and 
provided as a means to think and image it. 

The social forms of thought, according to Marx and Engels, arise 
in people's immediate working relations, their immediate and directly 
experienced world as it is shared with others: 

The production of ideas, of conceptions, of consciousness, is at first directly in­
terwoven with the material activity and the material intercourse of men, the 
language of real life. Conceiving, thinking, the mental intercourse of men ap­
pear at this stage as the direct efflux of their material behavior. The same applies 
to mental production as expressed in the language of politics, laws, morality, 
religion, metaphysics, etc. of a people. 18 

Before the development of a class structure, the kind of rupture I 
am attempting to explicate is one that could emerge only in biograph­
ical idiosyncracies and not as a "social" phenomenon. With the emer­
gence of a class society, however, "mental production" becomes the 
privilege of the class that dominates the means of production and ap­
propriates the means of mental production. The contrast the Marxist 
formulation allows us to conceptualize is between, on the one hand, 
ideas and images-the social forms of thought-directly expressive of 
a world known directly and shared, arising where things need to be 
thought, said, sung, or imaged in paint or sculpture, enacted in ritual, 
or formulated as rule, and, on the other hand, the social forms of 
thought made for us by others, which come to us from outside, and 
which do not arise out of experience, spoken of and shared with others, 
or out of the need to communicate with others in working contexts. 
The concept of ideology brings into focus the conscious production of 
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the forms of thought by a ruling class or that section of a ruling class 
known as the intelligentsia, which serves to organize and order the 
expression of the local, particular, and directly known into forms con­
cordant with its interests, aims, and perspectives. Thus, experiences, 
concerns, needs, aims, interests, arising among .People in the everyday 
and working contexts of their living, are given expression in forms that 
articulate them to the existing practices and social relations constituting 
its rule. 

Sociology is part of this ideological structure. Its themes and rele­
vances are organized by and articulate the perspectives of men-not 
as individuals floating vaguely as sexual beings in a social void, but as 
persons playing determinate parts in the social relations of this form 
of society, occupying determinate class positions in it, and participating 
in networks of relations, which link their work to that of other profes­
sionals, in the health and educational institutions of the society, and to 
its more direct practices of ruling, whether in business, in government, 
or elsewhere. The perspectives and interests, the experience and anx­
ieties that are incorporated into sociology and integrated to the socio­
logical discourse arise out of a determinate range of social institutions 
forming the governing apparatus of the society-management, gov­
ernment, military organization, health institutions, psychiatry, educa­
tion, and the social and psychological sciences, the media, and other 
specialized ideological institutions-the institutions that form the 
Marxist's understanding of the "superstructure." 

In describing the ideological rupture and locating it in a ruling 
class, I am not using the model of manipulation of ideas from behind 
the scenes, the model of ideology as ideas designed to deceive and to 
fool the innocent, put forward consciously and with malign intent by a 
ruling elite. This model is quite inadequate to analyze the phenome­
non we are concerned with. We are describing, rather, a set of positions 
in the structures that "rule" (manage, administrate, organize, and oth­
erwise control). These constitute the bases of common perspectives. 
Thinking, informed by interests arising in the work of ruling and rel­
evant to getting that work done, develops in overlapping circles of dis­
course. People who occupy such positions come to view the world in 
distinctive ways by virtue of their participation in the ruling structure. 
They have working relations with others similarly placed. They have 
similar problems, experiences, concerns, and interests. In the formally 
and informally organized circles of discourse the "social" or intersub­
jective character of their interests and experience is accomplished. A 
ruling class does not exist merely as an ideologically homogeneous col­
lection of individuals standing in an identical relation to the means of 
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production. Rather, a ruling class is the basis of an active process of 
organization, producing ideologies that serve to organize the class itself 
and its work of ruling, as well as to order and legitimize its domination. 
Ideologies take for granted the conditions of ruling-class experience. 
They give social form t,o its interests, relevances, and objectives. In its 
specific historical character ideology builds the internal social organi­
zation of the ruling class as well as its domination over others. Its over­
all character, however, depends upon, and t;1kes for granted, the social 
relations that organize and enforce the silences of those who do not 

·participate in the process, who are outside it. It is important to keep in 
mind that we are not talking about the control of ideas in an abstract 
sense. Rather, we are talking about control over the means of produc­
ing and disseminating ideas and images-that is, control over the edu­
cational process, over the media, and so on. The silence of those out­
side the apparatus is a silence in part materially organized by the 
preemption, indeed virtual monopoly, of communications media and 
the educational process as part of the ruling apparatus. 

During the last fifty years the developments described above have 
deepened and intensified to a very great degree, with the extension of 
the educational process, with the development of news media, with the 
encompassment of so many more aspects of our lives within the frame­
work of commodity production. We may imagine earlier the existence 
and persistence of folk tradition-of a working-class culture, for ex­
ample-so that disjunctures such as we are describing were accessible 
directly to consciousness in the confrontation of local and special tra­
ditions with ideologies. In comparing women's situation with that of the 
working class, Rowbotham identifies just such a submerged tradition 
among the British working class in the "divorce between home talking 
and educated language." Here, experience has a language. 

There is a long inchoate period during which the struggle between the language 
of theory becomes a kind of agony. In the making of the working class in Britain, 
the conflict of silence with "their" language, the problem of paralysis and con­
nection has been continuous. Every man who has worked up through the labour 
movement expressed this in. some form. The embarrassment about dialect, the 
divorce between home talking and educated language, the otherness of "cul­
ture"-their culture-is intense and painful. The struggle is happening now 
every time a worker on strike has to justify his position in the alien structures of 
the television studio before the interrogatory camera of the dominant class, or 
every time a working-class child encounters a middle-class teacher. 19 

Such submerged traditions survive in many sections of our society-to 
some extent among black people, and in certain rural areas in Canada, 
notably among native peoples. But they have largely disappeared for 



58 A SOCIOLOGY FOR WOMEN 

women and most particularly for middle-class women-that is, women 
who have in common relatively highly developed skills in literacy and 
are oriented toward written media, the authority of women's maga­
zines, professionals (psychiatrists, psychologists), and so on. For 
women, education has in the end meant intense exposure to the inva­
sion of consciousness by interpretations systematically developed by 
such specialists as psychologists, historians, and sociologists, as well as 
exposure to short stories, novels, and other literature, which in other 
ways form our dreams, wishes, visions, and fantasies. 

The penetration of the society by the ideological process includes, 
particularly for the relatively highly educated, an "in-depth" organi­
zation of consciousness. Freud's work represents the major technical 
breakthrough of extending the imperialism of "rationality" over per­
sonal experience, beyond the immediately practical organization of 
participation in professional, occupational, and womanly roles. In this 
way psychiatry provides a set of techniques for examining one's life and 
experience in relation to an ideology that legitimates and enhances 
conformities of feeling and disposition as well as of action and offers 
an elabora~ed technique for separating out what is "healthy" and put­
ting away what is not. We have been left with very few places to hide. 

In the emergence of modes of speaking our experience, of making 
it social and hence in this context political, there is, as Rowbotham has 
described, "a long inchoate period." 2° For women particularly, there has 
not even been a "home talking" to contrast with an educated language. 
In beginning to find out how and what to speak, we had _to begin from 
nowhere, not knowing what it was we would have to say and what it 
was we would need to know how to speak. In almost every area of work, 
therefore, in opposing women's oppression we have had to resort to 
women's experience as yet unformulated and unformed; lacking means 
of expression; lacking symbolic forms, images, concepts, conceptual 
frameworks, methods of analysis; more straightforwardly, lacking self­
information and self-knowledge. The distinctive and deep significance 
of consciousness-raising at an earlier period of the women's movement 
was precisely this process of opening up what was personal, idiosyn­
cratic, and inchoate and discovering with others how this was shared, 
was objectively part of women's oppression, finding ways of speaking 
of it and ways of speaking it politically. It is this essential return to the 
experience we ourselves have directly in our everyday worlds that has 
been the distinctive mode of working in the women's movement-the 
repudiation of the professional, the expert, the already authoritative 
tones of the discipline; the science, the formal tradition, and the return 
to the seriously engaged and very difficult enterprise of discovering 
how to begin from ourselves. 
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The resort to beginning from our experience and from our own 
subjectivities has been a fundamental and essential resource in the 
work of radicalizing (remaking from the root) the various ideological 
structures of this social form. In art and in poetry the artist begins with 
the problem of having learned her craft in an alienated mode and must 
discover methods of working that allow her to begin from herself dis­
tinctly as a woman or, perhaps even more simply, to begin from herself 
who is a woman. Judy Chicago's autobiographical account of her 
"struggle as a woman artist" is an account of just this process by a po­
litically conscious, feminist artist. 21 The same struggle is expressed in 
the work of women poets, whether consciously, as in the work of a poet 
such as Adrienne Rich, whose sense of the lack of language to express 
women's experiences is a powerful theme in her poetry, or as a sub­
merged, but important organization of her relation to language, as 
Suzanne Juhasz has suggested for the work of Emily Dickinson.22 

In their work at the point of rupture between experience and the 
ideological modes of interpreting and reading it, women have had to 
resort to their experience unmade, because there has been no alter­
native. We can speculate that the "subjectivity'' of women, their "intui­
tiveness," their "insight," as qualities identified in them by men, represent 
incursions of an underground of unformed and unsystematically 
developed knowledge of experience excluded, repressed, and lacking 
the means to become shared. When Dorothy Richardson in the early 
twentieth century introduced her radical stylistic innovations, she was 
in search of a style that would and did express the consciousness of 
women, of a particular woman, as actual experiencing. Her aim to be­
come a women's Balzac meant an exploration of the experiencing of an 
everyday world from within a particular individual subjectivity.23 In 
Chicago's account of how the women of the Fresno Women's Program 
went about discovering how to express their experience as women, we 
find another method relying on the same basic resource: 

In one of our sessions, we discussed how we felt when we were walking down 
the street and we were harrassed by men. Everyone had very strong attitudes 
about these experiences, and we decided to try to make images of the feelings. I 
asked the women to deal with the sensation or experience of being psychically 
invaded by a man or men. There was no media restriction. They were free to 
paint, draw, write, make a film, or do a performance. On the day the work was 
presented, we were downstairs in the basement of one of the students' homes. 
Everyone was trembling because women were showing images of feelings and 
experiences that none of us had ever seen portrayed before: paintings and draw­
ings, poems, performances, and ideas for films, all revealing the way women 
saw men. These perceptions were considerably different from the way men saw 
and depicted themselves in their art. 24 
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This beginning "from the center" has been a powerful source for 
women poets and for women artists.25 Juhasz has suggested that it is 
the emergence of this beginning that constitutes a new tradition in po­
etry: 

The new tradition exists: wrought slowly through the century with pain and 
daring, it daily encounters and confronts a growing audience. No one style or 
form defines it, yet certain qualities do characterize the poetry of contemporary 
women poets; a voice that is open, intimate, particular, involved, engaged, com­
mitted. It is a poetry whose poet speaks as a woman, so that the form of her poem 
is an extension of herself A poetry that is linked to experience through the active 
participation of the poet herself A poetry that seeks to affect actively its audience. 
A poetry that is real, because the voice that speaks it is as real as the poet can be 
about herself A poetry that seeks to affect actively its audience. A poetry that is 
real, because the voice that speaks it is as real as the poet can be about herself 
A poetry that is revolutionary, because by expressing the vision of real women it 
challenges the patriarchal premises of society itself 26 

Those of us who have been working in relation to disciplines such 
as sociology, psychology, and anthropology confront different con­
straints and possibilities. The problem seems to be of a different kind. 
In history, for example, though women historians have advanced very 
rapidly indeed, perhaps more so than in any other field, the problem 
of what it means to do a history of women, what the methodology and 
founding of such a history is, still remains. 27 The professional discourse 
has momentum of its own. The canons of science as a constitutional 
practice require the suppression of the personal. The structures devel­
oped become the criteria and standards of proper professional per­
formance. Being a professional involves knowing how to do it this way, 
how to produce work that conforms to these standards, addressing 
these topics, and following these methodologies. Further, doing it this 
way is how we recognize ourselves as professionals. We begin from a 
position in the discourse as an ongoing social process of formally or­
ganized interchange. We begin from a position within a determinate 
conceptual framework that is identified with the discipline (though 
there are many), and by virtue of our training and of what it means to 
do the professional work in our disciplines we begin from outside our­
selves to locate problematics organized by the sociological, the psycho­
logical, the historical discourse. The perspective of men institutional­
ized as the "field" or the "discipline" cannot, it seems, be so directly 
confronted with a personal source of experience, because to do so is to 
step outside the discipline, to cease to do sociology or history, and, with 
whatever virtue or value, to be found to be doing something else. 
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II Sociology: Women are Outside the Frame 

The concepts, methods, relevances, and topics of sociology are accom­
plished in the social organization of the discourse. A discourse (the 
term is borrowed from Foucault)28 is like a conversation in which utter­
ances are abstracted from particular participants located in particular 
spatiotemporal settings. Certain journals and occasions such as classes, 
conventions, and the 'ike are warranted sites for the presentation of 
sociological work. Work is accomplished as sociological in part by its 
presentation at such sites. By virtue of publication or appropriately 
sited public reading, a text becomes part of the literature that is soci­
ology. This literature is exemplary in the sense that sociologists look to 
what has already been done and is already identifiable as a legitimate 
piece of sociological work to exhibit what is recognizable as sociology. 
The discourse is maintained by practices that determine who can par­
ticipate in it as fully competent members. It develops as a process of 
organization and reorganization of relations among participants 
through the medium of their work. To be recognized as a proper par­
ticipant, the member must produce work that conforms to appropriate 
styles and terminologies, makes the appropriate deferences, and is lo­
catable by these and other devices in the traditions, factions, and 
schools whose themes it elaborates, whose interpretive procedures it 
intends, and by whose criteria it is to be evaluated. This system contin­
ually regulates the topics, themes, problematics, and conceptual prac­
tices of sociology and ensures that the relevances of sociological work 
are the relevances of the discourse. 

The virtual exclusion of women from positions of influence in the 
discipline has meant that we have been unable until very recently to 
give themes and topics to the sociological discourse.29 In proposing 
remedies, we have in general, as in other fields of intellectual work, 
drawn on women's experience as the primary source to correct tne sit­
uation. Ann Oakley, for example, has made a critique of sociology as 
"concealing" women. She suggests that the definition of subject areas 
in sociology-social stratification, political institutions, religion, edu­
cation, deviance, sociology of work, and so on-has been determined 
by a male focus of interest and that it "reduces women to a side-issue 
from the start." Her critique is formulated in terms of bias and distor­
tion; the measures of these she proposes involve "the extent to which 
the experiences of women [are] actually represented in the study of 
these life-areas." She proposes that the major subject areas be evaluated 
with respect to "the extent to which women are studied in each subject­
area, and their actual role in the sphere of social life that the subject-
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category represents. For example, in .the case of housework the omis­
sion of this topic from both family sociology and the sociology of work 
clearly conveys a distorted impression of women's situation." 30 The 
remedy is to take women's experience into account so that the balance 
can be achieved and women's perspectives and experiences can be rep­
resented equally with men's. 

Oakley's proposal for correction is, at that stage of her work at least, 
largely additive. Thelma McCormack's approach suggests a critique 
that aims to modify the organization of the field. She proposes that we 
should work by identifying the male bias in established approaches. 
These must be examined from the perspective of women, and the im­
plications for the field of incorporating the perspectives and interests 
of women must be followed through. In her own field of specialization, 
political sociology, she points out that women's and men's relation to the 
political process is very different. Differences between women's and 
men's political behavior have generally been understood in terms of 
deviations from a male norm of political behavior. Explanations in so­
cialization, or of "backwardness," have been used. Her own proposal is 
that women represent, in fact, a separate political culture, one that 
adds "up to a female design for political living that is dissimilar from 
that of the male." She insists, furthermore, that the interpretation of 
women's experience as a basis for modifying political sociology must 
not be interpreted as women's special interest in or "title" to topics tra­
ditionally and stereotypically identified with women, such as the polif~ 
ical socialization of children. 31 

The problem is that this procedure is one th~t, whether additive 
(Oakley) or truly critical (McCormack), treats the "agenda" of the dis­
cipline as given. But this agenda, embodied in the organization of so­
ciological "domains," is grounded in the working worlds and relations 
of men, whose experience and interests arise in the course of and re­
lation to participation in the ruling apparatus of this society. The ac­
cepted fields of sociology-organizational theory, political sociology, 
the sociology of work, the sociology of mental illness, deviance, and the 
like-have been defined from the perspective of the professional, man­
agerial, and administrative structures in terms of their concerns. The 
specialized functions and organizations of control over society have de­
fined both the themes and relevances of sociology and to a considerable 
extent its subject matter. Indeed the universe of sociological phenom­
enon, the world it knows, is to a large extent constructed in the working 
relations of this ruling apparatus with the people whose lives it orga­
nizes and controls. 

The organization of our work as sociologists begins from and re-
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turns to the relevances and organization of the field as zones of in­
terpretive and internal phenomenal coherence. We proceed from 
within the received conceptual apparatus that defines the phenomenal 
prospect before us-mental illness, motivation, work satisfaction, in­
strumental versus expressive, roles, and so on. The world that appears 
before the sociologist in her sociological capacity is already structured 
conceptually in its phenomenal aspect. We do not perhaps recognize 
the degree to which our knowledge of the world is already located at a 
conceptual level prior to the development of a theoretical apparatus. 
In effect, it is the organization of the discourse that generates for soci­
ology as a whole, as well as for its different subfields and schools, the 
organization of the phenomenal world that it claims to study. We make 
use of the world as it is as a resource from which we "return," bringing 
our "findings" back to discourse as sociological findings, a contribution 
to the sociological work and process. The world as we know it sociolog­
ically is largely organized by the articulation of the discourse to the 
ruling apparatus of which it is part. 

To a large extent and until recently the nature of this relation has 
remained invisible precisely because sociology has operated with a con­
ceptual' apparatus that has served to detach the phenomena from the 
working contexts of the social process constituting the phenomena thus 
named. Mental illness, for example, as a phenomenon arises in the 
relation between psychiatric agencies of various kinds and the prob­
lems brought to them to deal with. This is an organized social relation 
that, like sociology, has two aspects. One is whatever is happening to 
people that gets socially organized by the institutional processes them­
selves as an organized practice. "Mental illness" as a phenomenon 
arises at the conjunction of the two. But sociology has taken the per­
spective of the institutional process that organizes the world as it ap­
pears for those whose professional business it is. In the context of their 
work, the phenomena constituting its jurisdiction are seen as present 
in or as properties of the world out there to be acted on. Sociology 
shares this perspective and these presuppositions. It takes up mental 
illness, for example, as a problematic phenomenon for which causes 
have to be found. Earlier stages of breaking out of this way of thinking 
in sociology saw psychiatric agencies as causing mental illness by as­
signing people to this role.32 It has taken much further work, including 
the important critique of ethnomethodology, for sociologists to begin 
to relocate the phenomenal universe in the actual working practices of 
the agencies and institutions that constitute it. 33 

Women are outside the frame. They are largely silent in the dis­
course that develops the conceptual apparatus, the relevances, and 
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themes. They are not a speaking part of the workings of the profes­
sional, administrative, and managerial apparatus into which sociology 
is locked. Indeed the positions typically occupied by women in the so­
ciety are positions of subordination to this apparatus. As we have seen, 
much of the critique made by the women's movement locates women's 
oppression in the relation of women to its various parts-welfare, med­
ical, and psychiatric agencies, as well as the ideological apparatus that 
is our chief focus here. In beginning, therefore, to speak from where 
we are as women, we can begin to make observable at least some of the 
assumptions built into the sociological discourse. Its own organized 
practices upon the world have treated these assumptions as features of 
the world itself. We have thus inserted into the world as its structure, 
organization, and the like the working relations and organizations, of 
the discourse. 

The agentic approach in research described by Bernard, on the 
basis of work by Rae Carlson,34 as distinctively male would appear to 
have its base in this organization of the discourse. It is an approach 
that "operates by way of mastery and control." 35 Bernard has here iso­
lated one of a family of "assumptions" that we find in various forms 
built into models of the social actor. Talcott Parsons', for example, rep­
resents the actor as a maker of choices among means in relation to 
ends; Rom Harre and Paul Secord's more recent model assumes that a 
"human being has the power to initiate change." 36 These assumptions 
are grounded in a mode of action in which the power to act and coor­
dinate in a planned and rational manner and to exercise control over 
conditions and means is taken for granted. 

Or take Alfred Schutz's description of the fear of death as a fun­
damental anxiety governing each individual's system of relevance in 
the working world. I have always stopped short at this assumption, 
since I do not personally experience that anxiety. Before I learned from 
the women's movement, I used to transform it into a metaphysical state­
ment unsupported by experience, but Schutz does not mean it that way. 
He writes thus: "From the fundamental anxiety spring the many inter­
related systems of hopes and fears, of wants and satisfactions, of 
chances and risks which incite man within the natural attitude to at­
tempt the mastery of the world, to overcome obstacles, to draft projects, 
and to realize them." 37 This too, like the other assumptions mentioned 
above, is grounded in a mode of action in which the power to act and 
coordinate in a planned and rational manner and to exercise control 
as an individual over conditions and means is taken for granted. 

Further, the lack of sociological interest in the social structuring of 
emotions to which Arlie Hochschild has drawn attention38 also appears 
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to be grounded in a sociological ontology that is isomorphic, with ra­
tional modes of action characteristic of this form of "ruling." The ra­
tional actor choosing and calculating is the abstracted model of orga­
nizational or bureaucratic man~ whose motives, methods, and ego 
structure are organized by the formal rationality structuring his work 
:r;ole. At work his feelings have no place. Rationality is a normative prac­
tice organizing and prescribing determinate modes of action within the 
bureaucratic or professional form. Responses that do not conform to 
these modes of action, by virtue of how they are excluded from these 
domains, are constituted residually as a distinct mode of response and 
being. They are defined by contrast with what excludes them, the ra­
tional mode of action. 3ll In The Structure of Social Action, Parsons specif­
ically depends on the isomorphy of sociological practice and rationality. 
In arriving at a determination of its subject matter, sociology has simply 
conformed to the contours of the instit~Jtionalized boundaries it pre­
supposes. It is no accident that women are identified with the world of 
feeling and emotion, not only as being more emotional than men, but 
also as creating and preserving for men who participate in this mode 
of action a place to feel. 

These assumptions and the social organization in which they are 
grounded are drawn into question when we begin from the experience 
and actualities of women's situation. For then we locate our enterprises 
with knowers whose perspective is organized by exactly how they are 
located outside these structures, by how they are excluded from partic­
ipation, and by their actual situation and its relation to the ruling ap­
paratus of which sociology is a part. If we began from women's expe­
rience of the world, we would not find these assumptions built into its 
sociology, since they do not conform to the organization of our expe­
rience. Characteristically for women (as also for others in the society 
similarly excluded), the organization of daily experience, the work rou­
tines, and the structuring of our lives through time have been and to a 
very large extent still are determined and ordered by processes exter­
nal to, and beyond, our everyday world. I think I would be by no means 
alone in seeing in my past not so much a career as a series of contin­
gencies, of accidents, so that I seem to have become who I am almost 
by chance. 

The experience of marriage, of immigration closely following mar­
riage, of the arrival of children, of the departure of a husband rather 
early one morning, of the jobs that became available-all these were 
moments in which I had in fact little choice and certainly little fore­
knowledge. I had little opportunity of calculating rationally what it 
means to have a child, what it means to leave your own country and 



68 A SOCIOLOGY FOR WOMEN 

shapes, among other matters, the union agenda. The standard socio­
logical conceptual framework may need some stretching, but on the 
whole it will work because essentially the same processes are the focus. 
But women's existence cannot be comprehended within such frames 
(nor perhaps, with the following example, should we take it for granted 
that men's can). 

Society has organized for women a different relation to the world. 
Attempts to apply a conceptual apparatus drawn uncritically from the 
standard sociological frames in these areas rest uneasily on the actual 
experience and situation of women as a means of analysis. Oakley, in 
her use of the conceptual apparatus from the sociology of work to focus 
on work satisfaction in the study of housework, adopts a framework 
that presupposes the wage relation-that is, a relation in which a 
worker sells his labor to an enterprise and in which his labor must 
therefore be managed for the benefit of the enterprise. This underly­
ing structure-which is presupposed in the endless work that has been 
done on motivation in industrial settings-is simply not present in the 
relation of the housewife either to her husband or to her work.43 Sim­
ilarly, applications of time-budget methods to comparisons between the 
amount of work women do in the home and the amount of work men 
do outside and inside the home have simply adapted the distinction 
between work and leisure in such a way that the kinds of responsibilities 
women take in relation to the home and to the children do not ap­
pear.44 The work-leisure organization applies to employment. The so­
ciological concepts are borrowed directly from it. If we started with 
housework as a basis, the categories of "work" and "leisure" would 
never emerge. And indeed, it is hard to image how, using housework 
as our basic framework, it would be possible to make "work" and "lei­
sure" observable. The social organization of the roles of housewife, 
mother, and wife does not conform to the divisions between being at 
work and not being at work. Even the concept of housework as work 
leaves what we do as mothers without a conceptual home. 

Traditionally in sociology, the problem of subordinating extra man­
agerial forms to the conceptual hegemony of rational administrative 
forms of organization has been worked out by applying functionalist 
theory. Functionalism makes possible the application of a model of ra­
tional action to social phenomena that could not be assimilated to that 
model empirically. Unfortunately, much contemporary Marxist think­
ing on women and the household follows an essentially functionalist 
procedure by "reducing" women's characteristic work and social rela­
tions in the household and family to concepts that analyze them in 
terms of their relation to capitalist economic processes.45 But the work 
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life of women escapes the scope of the bureaucratic, professional, and 
administrative princedoms of "the active society." 46 The phenomena of 
women's situation and experience fall between or outside the institu­
tional spheresY It is thus not adequate to do as Oakley suggests and 
divide women up as topics among the various existing subject areas in 
sociology, defined-as Oakley herself recognizes-by the various man­
agerial and professional jurisdictions of the ruling apparatus. Begin­
ning from women's experience calls into question more than the distri­
bution of topics as between women and men. Further, the ways in 
which women's experience has been introduced have been largely as a 
resource ·in entering new topics or eking out old ones. But the socio­
logical agenda and the forms of thought organized by the location of 
the discourse within the ruling apparatus remain unmoved. Though 
Bernard and others have proposed a radical critique of methods,48 we 
have not known, as poets, painters, and sculptors have known, how to 
begin from our own experience, how to make ourselves as women the 
subjects of the sociological act of knowing. 

Ill Sociology as a Constituent of a Consciousness Organized 
by the Abstracted, Extralocal Relations of Ruling 

To help us analyze further the problem of women's relation as subjects 
or knowers to the sociological discourse, I shall draw on Alfred Schutz's 
description of the finite provinces of meaning and of the changes in 
the organization of consciousness associated with shifts from one prov­
ince to another. The fundamental province of meaning is the para­
mount reality, the original and ultimate locus of consciousness, in 
which the subject's consciousness is organized by its own actual position 
in the world. In the paramount reality, the subject is located in that 
stratum of reality corresponding to the everyday world of working. 
Schutz describes this organization of consciousness thus: 

The wide-awake man within the natural attitude is primarily interested in that 
sector of the world of his everyday life which is within his scope and which is 
centered in space and time around himself The place which my body occupies 
within the world, my actual Here is the starting point from which I take my 
bearings in space. It is, so to speak, the center 0 of my system of coordinates. 
Relative to my body I group the elements of my surroundings under the cate­
gories of right and left, before and behind, above and below, near and far, and 
so on. And in a· similar way my actual Now is the origin of all the time perspec-
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tives under which I organize the events within the world, such as the categories 
of fore and after, past and future, simultaneity and succession, etc. 49 

This organization of the world in consciousness locates the null point, 
the center 0, in an actual and particular locality. The subject is located 
by her bodily situation in the world, and her coordinates shift in rela­
tion to her as the center, changing as her position changes, changing 
as her "position" in time changes. It is consciousness located materially 
and in activities that enter the world of working. 

Schutz analyzes other finite provinces of meaning. Among them 
(and of special relevance here) is the finite province of scientific atti­
tude. In entering the "world" of science, consciousness is reorganized 
to drop away the particular and local organization from subject as the 
center, as well as relevances arising out of work or activity in relation 
to the subject's own interests or projects in the everyday world. Con­
sciousness organized in the finite province of meaning of science sets 
aside the anxieties and hopes and fears arising in the paramount real­
ity. The epoche peculiar to the scientific attitude has these character­
istics: 

In this epoche there is "bracketed" (suspended): the subjectivity of the thinker as 
a man among fellow-men,. including his bodily existence as a psychophysical 
human being within the world; 2) the system of orientation by which the world 
of everyday life is grouped in zones within actual, restorable attainable reach, 
etc; 3) the fundamental anxiety and the system of pragmatic relevance originat­
ing therein. 50 

Entry into the world of scientific theory organizes consciousness into a 
mode detached from the everyday world of working. In it "we" takes 
on a universal character, and the categories of .before and after, and the 
like, are organized by the temporal and "spatial" organization of the 
discourse rather than by the subject's bodily location in the world. 

What Schutz is describing, in part, is the organization of conscious­
ness in the work of "doing" science, which necessarily involves attention 
to a domain constituted separately from the particular and immediate 
interests and concerns of the individual located in her body. It is that 
zone she enters in doing the kind of work we are doing now. But more 
than that, Schutz ascribes to this zone a definite cognitive domain or­
ganizing the subjectivity of its participant into a mode in which her 
particular position-the view from the center-is discarded and re­
placed by an impartial, detached mode. The grammatical subject iden­
tifies no particular person. Temporal and spatial coordinates that struc­
ture the referencing work of indexicals (before, after, etc.) do not 
intersect in a particular center.51 
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In taking up the scientific attitude as that mode in which their work 
is done, sociologists have sought to practice an objectivity constituted 
in relation to an ·~rchimedian" point-that is, a point external to any 
particular position in society. Objectivity for the social scientist has in­
volved continual attention to the methodological and epistemological 
problems arising from the fact that the cognitive domain of sociology 
has to be organized in and-in a sense-out of the lived reality of the 
world the sociologist participates in in her total being. The scientific 
attitude sometimes enforces an exclusion of concerns and interests­
an exclusion that seems artificial, strange, and wrong. The contrast be­
tween the profe~sional starting point and an interested position iden­
tified with women can be seen in the following account by Catherine 
Russell of her experience at a conference among psychologists, psychi­
atrists, social workers, and sociologists concerning battered wives. She 
describes the character of the scientific attitude in this context in such 
a way that we can see how it locates her as subject outside herself and 
constitutes a social relationship of a distinct kind, not only in organiz­
ing her relation to the subject matter, battered wives, but also in orga­
nizing her relations with others so that she takes up her position in the 
hierarchical structure of the professions and separates herself from 
those whose partial and ''emotional" involvement prevents "detached" 
and "logical" discussion of the problem. The accounts from which 
these quotes are drawn appear in a feminist newspap~r. Catherine Rus­
sell writes: 

My attitudes on arriving at the conference were fairly consistent with those of 
the majority. I was there to learn by absorbing theories and facts about the spe­
cific phenomenon of violence in the family, particularly as experienced by bat­
tered wives. My purpose was to collect information that would contribute to my 
being a more effective worker at Transition House [a refuge in Vancouver, B.C., 
for women who have been violently treated at home]. Not knowing much, 
I accepted a position of being low on the hierarchy of people at the sympo­
sium; power and worthiness derived from being able to clearly articulate an 
intellectual perception of a social phenomenon and a theoretical solution to 
the problem. 

My first emotional response at the symposium was to Gene Errington's 
speech. She made a strong, angry statement of her reaction to the conference and 
to the orientation of professionals. I was very uncomfortable and felt antagonis­
tic toward her for making a speech that stirred up the symposium and antago­
nized a large number of delegates. I didn't want to be identified with the femi­
nists who were giving her a standing ovation-even though ! was sitting with 
that group whose interests coincided with mine. I was accepting the norm that 
says: "Let's be calm and logical about this. There's no need to get angry." And, 
by so doing, I was denying the validity of Gene's anger. 
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The next day I started to realize how I had been affected by the norms of 
the majority. And in the process had been denying others the expression of their 
feelings and had been valuing people's contributions predominantly on the basis 
of intellectual consistency, articulation and coolness. 

In the first workshop, one woman-in an emotional and somewhat ram­
bling statement-expressed her feeling of being battered by the conference itself. 
The expression of her feelings was only briefly responded to by the workshop 
speaker. However, she had spoken for a lot of women at that workshop, in that 
there was a lot of frustration being experienced-and not spoken of -at the tone 
of the conference. Her speaking led other women to speak from their feelings. 

And that's when I really started feeling angry. I recognized that my ac­
ceptance of the professionals' norms had been a critical factor in my discounting 
and criticizing Gene the previous day and others during the course of the sym­
posium, and consequently in my feeling separated from people. Those norms 
value intellectual perception so highly and emotions so lowly; they are a basic 
cause of the violence in our culture. And that was not being dealt with. 52 

In Russell's account, distinctive properties of the scientific attitude 
in the social sciences come into view. By suspending the subjectivity of 
the thinker as a woman among sister-women,53 she is related in a par­
ticular mode to women who have experienced violence from the men 
with whom they live. That relation is packaged in a social organization 
that aligns her with other professionals sharing the same orientation 
and alienates her from groups representing directly the concerns and 
interests of women in that situation. The relation between the knower 
and the object of her knowledge (constituted as such in the relation) is 
a socially organized practice. The cognitive domain of science is itself 
a social relation. Knowledge itself is a social accomplishment.54 The 
conceptual practices, methodologies, instrumentalities, and so on that 
in the concrete instance organize the cognitive domain of the particular 
science in which the subject is practitioner are not merely tools to be 
picked up and laid down at will. They are together those practices that 
organize and bring into being the phenomena as such in the knower's 
relation to the known as object. In the example above it becomes clear 
that knowledge in the social sciences has this further character, namely, 
that both terms of the "knowledge relation" are human. The methods 
of inquiry and of thinking are integral not only to the relation among 
knowers in a discourse but constitute a determinate social relation 
among knowers and the human objects of their knowledge. Sociology 
is an organization of practices that structure our relation to others in 
the society of whom we speak and write, concerning whom we make 
assertions, into whose lives and experience we inquire, who are the 
objects of our study, and whose behavior we aim to explain. 

That the parties to this relation are rendered specifically anony-
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mous by procedures taken for granted in our methodologies must be 
viewed as a definite feature of this social relation rather than as sus­
pending its social character. Anonymity, impersonality, detachment, im­
partiality, and objectivity itself are accomplished by socially organized 
practices that bring into being a relation of a definite form between 
knowers and known. Integral to the relation thus formed is its organi­
zation to suspend the particular subjectivities of knower and known in 
such a way that its character as a social relation disappears-very much 
in the way in which, according to Marx, the activities of people disap­
pear in the social relation constituted in the commodity form, such that 
relations between actual people appear as relations of exchange be­
tween things, money, and commodities. 

In working as sociologists within established methods of thinking 
and inquiry, we "enter" a social relation organizing our relations with 
others into determinate forms. We get into this mode very much as the 
driver of a car gets into the driving seat. It is true that we do the driving 
and can choose the direction and destination, but the way in which the 
car is put together, how it works, and how and where it will travel struc­
ture our relation to the world we travel in. In entering the discourse as 
practitioners, we enter it as subjects of the kinds of sentences it can 
properly generate, the assertions it can make. We have learned in our 
training to proceed from within the conceptual frameworks, the epis­
temological presuppositions, as well as to find our way around in the 
organization of camps, schools, and factions of the discourse. We have 
learned to discard our experienced worlds as a source of concerns, in­
formation, and understandings of the actualities of the social world and 
to confine and focus our "insights" within the conceptual frameworks 
and relevances given in the discipline. Should we think otherwise or 
experience the world in different ways, with edges or horizons passing 
beyond what could be conceptualized in the established forms, we have 
learned to practice a discipline that disattends them or to find some 
way of making them over so that they will fit. We have learned a way 
of thinking about the world, a way of knowing it, that is recognizable 
to its practitioners as a sociological way of thinking, and we have come 
to identify ourselves as professionals in these terms. 

In this way the discourse organizes our social relations with those 
who become the objects of our study. Ordinarily, as sociologists we fimc­
tion in and operate this social relation. Its methods are as effective in 
eliminating our subject's presence as they are in suspending our rec­
ognition of our own. Occasionally, when we are doing fieldwork or in­
terviewing, we experience this strange relation as an actual social in­
teraction. But the conceptual procedures developed in sociology serve 
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to suspend the presence of an actor in her actions; what people are 
doing, what they experience, what is happening to them become 
"roles," "norms," "systems," "behaviors." We have learned a method of 
thinking that does away with presence of the subjects in the phenom­
ena, which only subjects can accomplish. 

In attempting to develop a sociology from the standpoint of 
women, we find a persistent difficulty that does not yield to the critique 
of standard themes and topics. In any of the many ways we might do a 
sociology of women, women remain the objects of study. Sociologies of 
sex roles, of gender relations, of women, constitute women as the object 
of inquiry. It never quite makes sense to do a sociology of men, nor is 
it clear how that would differ from the sociology we do. By insisting 
that women be entered into sociology as its subjects, we find that we 
cannot escape how it transforms us into objects. As women we become 
objects to ourselves as subjects. We ourselves therefore can "look 
back" 55 as subjects constituted as objects in that relation, and in doing 
so, we disclose its essential contradiction. So long as "men," "he," and 
"his" appeared as the general and impersonal terms locating the sub­
ject of sociological assertions, the problem remained invisible. We had 
learned to "enter" our subjectivities into sentences beginning "he" and 
to disattend our sex under the convention-applying only to women 
since it is irrelevant for men-that the pronoun was in this context 
neutral. Once we had understood, however, that the male pronoun did 
indeed locate a male subject for whom women were constituted in the 
sociological relation outside the frame that organized this position, the 
appearance of impersonality was gone. The knower turns out after all 
not to be "abstract knower" perching on an Archimedian point but a 
member of a definite social category occupying definite positions in the 
society. 

The problem of how women cannot escape the status of object in 
the sociological relation thus enlivens a general issue. The methods of 
thinking, empirical inquiry, and the practices accomplishing the objec­
tivity and the recognizably sociological features of sociological work or­
ganize an object world from the perspective of a determinate position 
in the society. They organize a determinate relation between those who 
occupy the positions from which it is known and those who become the 
objects of its method of knowing. In questioning the sociological rela­
tion from the standpoint of women, we find we have called into ques­
tion the organization of the discourse in general, its location in the 
world, and the social relations organizing the positions of its subjects 
that its objectifying practices conceal. The specific character of the so­
ciological mode of reflecting upon society, upon social relations, upon 
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people, in suspending the actual and particular position of the knower, 
must be understood as itself located. Sociology provides a mode in 
which• people can relate to themselves and to others in a mode that 
locates them as subjects outside themselves, in which the coordinates 
are shifted to ;:t general abstracted frame and the relation of actions, 
events, and the like to the local and particular is suspended or dis­
carded. Robert Bierstedt has celebrated the educational value of soci­
ology thus: "Sociology can liberate the mind from time and space 
themselves and remove it to a new and transcendental realm where it 
no longer depends upon these Aristotelian categories." 56 

What sociology teaches is precisely this mode of relating to the so­
ciety in which it is practiced, but this mode of relating to others is not 
for everyone. It does not represent an impartial and general knowledge 
whose knower is truly Archimedian, nor does it represent knowers who 
might be any member of the society. We have found already that 
women are outside the frame and· do not enter as its subjects. It is a 
partial view, a view that originates in a special kind of position in the 
society. 

The basis of this position develops with the emergence of forms of 
corporate capitalism. Increasingly in the twentieth century we find the 
emergence of an abstracted conceptual mode of organization in which 
organizing functions become (a) differentiated as a distinct system of 
functions-whether as administration, management, or aspects of 
professional organization; (b) primarily communicative and informa­
tional (the "chief" of a corporation or a government department does 
not gather together the armed men of his clan and ride across the hills 
to attack his neighbor); (c) dependent increasingly on a secondhand 
knowledge organized conceptually as "facts," "information;' and so on; 
(d) dependent increasingly on generalized systems of planning in the 
same mode. These practices are known as rational administrative prac­
tices and the likeY They constitute a generalized and generalizing 
practice of organization occupying an increasingly abstracted concep­
tual space, detached from the local and particular as the locus and cen­
ter of the organizational processes. . 

The form of capitalism and indeed the most general form of en­
terprise in nineteenth-century Canada and the United States was the 
small-scale enterprise, whose owner also managed and controlled the 
enterprise. Such was the characteristic social organization of farming, 
as farming became more fully articulated to the market process; such 
was the organization of crafts, of shopkeeping, and of the vario~s now 
relatively invisible roles in the market process (merchant, trader, job­
ber, etc.). Though the market appeared as an external force organizing 
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relations and functioning independent of the choices and wishes of 
individual capitalists or workers and as the cumulated product of those 
choices, the immediate governance of the enterprise managed in rela­
tion to market exigencies and opportunities was local. Enterprises or­
ganized on a local basis also organized the relations of that local sector 
of the economy among themselves, including their relation to those 
who owned no property and participated in the productive process as 
sellers of labor. Class relations were locally based, and class organiza­
tion had to build from that basis. 

Toward the end of the nineteenth century, as capital accumulated, 
the earlier forms of individually owned enterprises organized on a local 
basis began to be superseded by the corporate form. An integral aspect 
of this was a change in the forms of property relations. Berle and 
Means have described it as a separation of ownership and control, 58 but 
it is more accurately understood as the emergence of a corporate form 
of property relations whereby the direct ownership of capital was 
vested in a corporation and the managerial process was a process of 
the corporation as an organizational form. The corporation is a deter­
minate type of organizational process in which managerial practices 
become not only highly technical but also take ~m what Albert Sloan 
(who was one of the inventors and promulgators pf this organizational 
form) describes as "objective organization," as contrasted with "subjec­
tive organization." 59 "Subjective" forms of organization he identified as 
the practices that had earlier prevailed, whereby decisions on financial 
issues on how the assets of an enterprise should be committed had been 
made on the basis of hunches by individuals or of negotiations among 
heads of different departments or sectors functioning somewhat like 
fiefdoms. The forms of organization that began to emerge depended 
in the first place on marked technical developments in accounting 
practices and on the ability to analyze the economic environment and 
situation, as well as on processes of demand and supply, in ways that 
made possible decision making from which individual hunches, intui­
tions, bargaining, and personal edges or power were removed. The 
performance of different sections or departments became measurable 
in relation to one another with respect to how each contributed to the 
overall enterprise. Management, moreover, became self-conscious of 
the organizational process. Social relations, organizations, and so on 
became conceptualized as discrete and self-conscious processes quite 
separable as such from the partic~lar individuals who performed and 
brought them into being as concrete social activities. 

During this period of development a locus of organization became 
predominant, requiring a viewpoint of society and social relations that 
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was extralocal, something like a bird's-eye view, a viewpoint not situated 
in the local and particular places and not located in actual, particular­
istic social relations. A perspective was required that organized a world 
at a conceptual level abstracted from the local and particular and ca­
pable of locating the subjectivity of the knower in a view of society, and 
view of social relations, that she could not get from within her own null 
point, her own bodily location, where near and far, before and after, 
had to be organized in relation to herself as center. An institutionalized 
form of knowledge and practice of social control developed (in law, 
psychiatry, in education, in universities, in the social sciences, in soci­
ology in particular) that was externalized, objectified, and not locatable 
in a particular place, physical or social. 

The concept of ideology as it was used in the sociology I learned 
in graduate school was more than a purely "scientific" term. It played 
a critical and constitutive role among the practices that identified 
sources of "bias" in the idealized notion of a fully objective account of 
society. An objective social science depended upon the cleansing of the 
subject from the partial perspectives of particular groups, the rural vil­
lage, the country town, the city, the political party, the particular class. 
In his study of Ideology and Utopia, Karl Mannheim saw the work of the 
sociologist of knowledge not merely as that of the impersonal, disinter­
ested, and scientific study of the social basis of knowledge or perspec­
tives of the world. His methods of analysis were developed as means to 
~he synthesis rising above the contending views. A total perspective was 
to be constructed by combining and distilling the partial views, detach­
ing them thereby from their local and particular basis in a particular 
section of social structure, in particular groups, classes, or localities.60 

The sociological or social scientific perspective must be separated from 
the biases of particular and subjective accounts; it must rise above the 
contentious views of different classes. 

Work of this kind gathered sociology up into the world in which 
activity, practice, methods, and social relations are the practices of 
mind, of the "head," of speaking, of writing, rather than of the body, 
the hand, the material work, the working world. A sociology was cre­
ated with the capacity to transform actualities into the forms in which 
they could be thought of in the abstracted conceptual mode of ruling. 
These methods of working enabled sociologists to transform phenom­
ena from their original actualities in concrete material processes into 
observables at the conceptual level. Thus the actual practices of social 
relations are transformed into "social roles," individuals' activities into 
"norms," and people's actualwords in religious or political settings into 
"beliefs" and "values." 
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These methods of conceptualizing social processes articulate the 
local and particular worlds in which people are concretely located into 
the forms of thought that organize them in relation to the abstracted 
conceptual mode of "ruling." Of special importance so far as sociology 
is concerned is the capacity of people playing their parts in the ruling 
apparatus to think about people, to think about social relations, to 
think about social action, in terms of systems and in terms of social 
processes external to individuals. Sociological practices of thinking do 
indeed locate the consciousness of the thinker in just those ways that 
Bierstedt describes-outside the Aristotelian categories, detached from 
particularities, detached from the knower's location in the world. This 
detachment has been part of the distinctive historical work of sociology. 
It provides, specifically, a mode of "entering" subjectivities into the ab­
stracted conceptual modes of organizing this form of society. As a finite 
subprovince of meaning it structures a discard of the localized organi­
zation of consciousness from the "null point." 61 The knower starts al­
ready located outside herself. When we work as sociologists in this 
mode, we "enter" a sociology constituting our relation to the world in 
this way. We "enter" this relation. 

IV Tlie Standpoint of Women Is Outside tlie Extralocal 
Relations of Ruling 

When we take up the standpoint of women, we take up a standpoint 
outside this frame (as an organization of social consciousness). To begin 
from such a standpoint does not imply a common viewpoint among 
women. What we have in common is the organization of social relations 
that has accomplished our exclusion. Taking up this position for the 
subjects of a sociology, what is the critique? A critique is more than a 
negative statement. It is an attempt to define an alternative. 

We have asked here how it is that sociology as we practice it and 
recognize its practices does not allow us to begin our work from our 
experience as women. Women's experience has been a resource, but it 
has not become the basis for a position from which sociology, as the 
systematic study of society and social relations, proceeds. 

In The Phenomenology of Mind, H,egel analyzes the relation of master 
and servant.62 This analysis was a model for Marx's analysis of the re­
lation between a ruling class and the working class, including the dy­
namic process built into the relation that transforms it. Here we have 
use for a limited aspect of Hegel's "parable," the relation between the 
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master's consciousness and the labor of the servant. Hegel describes 
how for the master the object of his desire is available to him in a simple 
and obvious manner such that he can leap directly from the desire to 
its object, from appetite to consummation, without an intervening la­
bor. The object appears there for him in a simple and direct way. This 
appearance is, however, the result or product of the servant's labor. The 
servant produces the object for the master. In so doing the servant 
conforms to the will of the master, and his work is in that sense the 
master's consciousness realized. The servant in relation to the master 
does not constitute a distinct subject, a consciousness distinctly and au­
thentically present who looks back and reflects the master's will and has 
no autonomous existence. The servant's labor is present in the relation 
of the master to the object of his desire, the object of consciousness. 
The invisibility of that relation from the master's standpoint is a prod­
uct of the organization of the relation between master and servant. 
That organization itself is not visible from the standpoint of the master. 
Within the consciousness of the master there is himself and the object 
and a servant who is merely a means. For the servant there is the mas­
ter, the servant's labor producing the object, and there is the simplicity 
of the relation between the master and the object. The totality of the 
set of relations is visible. 

When Hegel's parable of the master-servant relation is used to in­
terpret Marx's view of the relationship between the consciousness of a 
ruling class as an ideological consciousness and a science of political 
economy proceeding from and grounded in the standpoint of the 
working class, Marx's analysis of the different bases of ideology and 
knowledge can be applied to the standpoint of women. Our social 
forms of consciousness have been created by men occupying positions 
in the extralocal organization of ruling. Discourses, methods of think­
ing, theories, sociologies take for granted the conditions of that ruling. 
The actual practices that make that ruling possible are not visible. 
Women are outside the extralocal relations of ruling, for the most part 
located in work processes that sustain it and are essential to its exis­
tence. There are parallels then between the claims Marx makes for a 
knowledge based in the class whose labor produces the conditions of 
existence, indeed the very existence, of a ruling class, and the claims 
that can be made for a knowledge of society from the standpoint of 
women. 

Established interpretations of Marx understand him to argue that 
ideological forms of consciousness are determined by their social base, 
particularly by their base in ·a class, and that all social forms of con­
sciousness are so determined. It follows, so this interpretation pro-
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ceeds, that this reasoning applies also to the claims of a science from 
the standpoint of labor, invalidating its claims to knowledge, hence to 
Marx's own work.63 If, however, we apply the Hegelian paradigm to 
Marx's reasoning, the argument proceeds differently. There is a differ­
ence between forms of consciousness arising in the experience of rul­
ing and those arising in the experience of doing the work that creates 
the conditions of ruling. Ideological forms of consciousness are definite 
practices of thinking about society that reflect the experience of ruling. 
From the standpoint of ruling, the actual practices, the labor, and the 
organization of labor, which makes the existence of a ruling class and 
their ruling possible, are invisible. It is only possible to see how the 
whole thing is put together from a standpoint outside the ruling class 
and in that class whose part in the overall division of labor is to produce 
the conditions of its own ruling and the existence of a ruling class. 

The basis for a political economy from the standpoint of labor, ac­
cording to Marx, is precisely that it is grounded in the work and activity 
of actual individuals producing their existence under definite material 
conditions. The standpoint of labor provides, therefore, a basis for 
knowledge corresponding to the position of the servant in Hegel's ex­
emplary tale. From the servant's position, the working of the whole 
process is available in principle since his actual practice brings into 
being the relation between self and object, appearing as it does from 
the perspective of the master. From the point of view of the ruling class, 
the actual practices and the material conditions that form, organize, 
and provide for the "appearance" of direct action are not visible. Their 
activities, their work, their consciousness appear simple and complete, 
their relations undetermined, because how they are determined is a 
product of the labor of the working class. The social organization of 
the forms of consciousness characteristic of a ruling class cannot be 
examined from the standpoint of the ruling class because that organi­
zation is not visible from that perspective or in that mode of action. 
Thus, when Marx draws attention to how Feuerbach's idealist philoso­
phy ignores its essential dependence on the production of the philos­
opher's subsistence, and hence his consciousness upon the material 
processes of labor that produce the world he inhabits and its features 
(including the cherry tree before his window, wnose presence is itself a 
historical product of trading relations), he is not engaging in cheap 
gibes. 64 He is drawing attention, rather, to an idealism that views the 
transformation of social forms as taking place in and through concep­
tual transformations (and therefore as simple) and to how these very 
idealizations are organized, provided for, and produced by the produc­
tive relations and the productive activities, the labor of a working class 
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standing in determinate relation to a ruling class, producing not only 
the subsistence of a ruling class, but also the basic organization that the 
social forms of consciousness of the ruling class take for granted. 55 The 
standpoint of labor thus establishes a site for the knower from which 
these relations and organization can be made visible as they actually 
arise in the actual activities of individuals. 66 

Analogous claims can be made for a sociology from the standpoint 
of women. In the social division of labor the work of articulating the 
local and particular existence of actors to the abstracted conceptual 
mode of ruling is done typically by women. The abstracted conceptual 
mode of ruling exists in and depends upon a world known immediately 
and directly in the bodily mode. The suppression of that mode of being 
as a focus, as thematic, depends upon a social organization that pro­
duces the conditions of its suppression. To exist as subject and to act in 
this abstracted mode depend upon an actual work and organization of 
work by others who make the concrete, the particular, the bodily, the­
matic of their work and who also produce the invisibility of that work. 
It is a condition of anyone's being able to enter, become, and remain 
absorbed in the conceptual mode of action that she does not need to 
focus her attention on her labors or on her bodily existence. The or­
ganization of that work and work expectations in managerial and 
professil)nal circles both constitute and depend upon the alienation of 
members of this class from their bodily and local existence. The struc­
ture of work in this mode and the structure of career assume the in­
dividuals can sustain a mode of consciousness in which interest in the 
routine aspects of bodily maintenance is never focal and can in general 
be suppressed. It is taken for granted in the organization of this work 
that such matters are provided for in a way that will not interfere with 
action and participation in the conceptual mode. 

The sociologist enters the conceptual mode of action when she 
goes to work. She enters it as a member, and she enters it also as the 
mode in which she investigates it. She observes, analyzes, explains, and 
examines as if there were no problem in how that world becomes ob­
servable to her. She moves among the doings of organizations, govern­
mental processes, bureaucracies, and so on as a person who is at home 
in that medium. The nature of that world itself, how it is known to her, 
and the conditions of its existence or her relation to it are not called 
into question. Her methods of observation and inquiry extend to it as 
procedures that are essentially of the same order as those that bring 
about phenomena with which she is concerned, or that she is con­
cerned to bring under the jurisdiction of that order. Her perspectives 
and interests may differ, but the substance is the same. She works with 
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facts and information that have been worked up from actualities and 
appear in the form of documents, which are themselves the product of 
organizational processes, whether her own or administered by her or 
of some other agency. She fits that information back into a framework 
of entities and organizational processes which she takes for granted as 
known, without asking how she knows them or what are the social pro­
cesses by which the phenomena corresponding to or providing the em­
pirical events, acts, decisions, and so forth of that world may be recog­
nized. She passes beyond the particular and immediate setting in which 
she is always located in the body (the office she writes in, the libraries 
she consults, the streets she travels, the home she returns to) without 
any sense of having made a transition. She works in the same medium 
as she studies. 

But like everyone else she also exists in the body, in the place in 
which it is. This, then, is also the place of her sensory organization of 
immediate experience; the place where her coordinates of here and 
now, before and after, are organized around herself as center; the place 
where she confronts people face to face in the physical mode in which 
she expresses herself to them and they to her as more and other than 
either can speak. Here there are textures and smells. The irrelevant 
birds fly away in front of the window. Here she has flu. Here she gives 
birth. It is a place she dies in. Into this space must come as actual ma­
terial events, whether as the sounds of speech, the scratchings on the 
surface of paper that is constituted as document, or directly anything 
she knows of the world. It has to happen here somehow if she is to 
experience it at all. 

Entering the governing mode of our kind of society lifts the actor 
out of the immediate local and particular. place in which she is in the 
body. She uses what becomes present to her in this place as a means to 
pass beyond it to the conceptual order. This mode of action creates a 
bifurcation of consciousness, a bifurcation, of course, that is present 
for all those participating in this mode of action. It establishes two 
modes of knowing, experiencing, and acting-one located in the body 
and in the space that it occupies and moves into, the other passing 
beyond it. And although I have made use of the feminine pronoun in 
general, it is primarily men who are active in this mode. 

It is a condition of a person's being able to enter and become ab­
sorbed in the conceptual mode that attention to the local and bodily 
remain, as Schutz says, "horizonal" rather than focal or thematic. 
Schutz himself, that great ethnographer of the "head" world, provides 
an account of just this suppression, which locates at least one form of 
women's work in organizing its own suppression. He writes: 
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The corollary to the fact that we live simultaneously in various provinces of 
reality or meaning is the fact that we put into play various levels of our person­
ality . ... Only very superficial levels of our personality are involved in such 
performances as our habitual and even quasi-automatic "household chores", or 
eating, dressing, and (for normal adults) also in reading and performing 
simple arithmetical operations. To be sure, when we turn to such routine work, 
the activities connected with it are constituted as thematic, requiring and receiv­
ing our full attention if only momentarily. 67 

83 

Without challenging Schutz's general picture of these various levels 
of personality and their organization in relation to projects in the world 
of working, we can also recognize what is presupposed in just that or­
ganization, namely, that the routine matters, the household chores, are 
not problematic, do not become a central focus of man's work, or at 
least "only momentarily." Once we are alerted to how women's work 
provides for this organization of consciousness, we can see how this 
structure depends in actual situations on the working relations of those 
providing for the logistics of the philosopher's bodily existence-those 
for whom household chores are not horizonal, but are thematic, and 
whose work makes possible for another the suppression of all but pass­
ing attention to the bodily location of consciousness. 

If men are to participate fully in the abstract mode of action, they 
must be liberated from having to attend to their needs in the concrete 
and particular. Organizing the society in an abstracted conceptual or­
der, mediated symbolically; must be articulated to the concrete and local 
actualities in which it is-necessarily and ineluctably located. That must 
be a work, must be a product of labor. To a very large extent the direct 
work of liberating men into abstraction from the Aristotelian categories 
of time and space of which Bierstedt speaks68 has been and is the work 
of women. 

The place of women, then, in relation to this mode of action is 
where the work is done to facilitate men's occupation of the conceptual 
mode of action. Women keep house, bear and care for children, look 
after men when they are sick, and in general provide for the logistics 
of their bodily existence. But this marriage aspect of women's work is 
only one side of a more general relation. Women work in and around 
the professional and managerial scene in analogous ways.69 They do 
those things that give concrete form to.the conceptual activities. They 
do the clerical work, giving material form to the words or thoughts of 
the boss. They do the routine computer work, the interviewing for the 
survey, the nursing, the secretarial work. At almost every point women 
mediate for men the relation between the conceptual mode of action 
and the actual concrete forms on which it depends. Women's work is 
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interposed between the abstracted modes and the local and particular 
actualities in which they are necessarily anchored. Also, women's work 
conceals from men acting in the abstract mode just this anchorage.70 

In the health profession, for example, the routine practices that 
mediate the actualities of the immediately experienced world and work 
them up into forms corresponding to the abstracted conceptual forms 
under which they may be professionally (or "scientifically") known are 
done largely by women. The psychiatric patient is indeed present to 
the psychiatrist as a "whole person," but the routines that limit the psy­
chiatrist's relation to the patient, and hence define those aspects that 
come strictly within his professional focus, are performed in large part 
by women-nurses, laboratory technicians, social workers, clerks, and 
so on. To a large extent women have at various points direct and im­
mediate contact with the actual life situation of the patient, before it 
has been cleaned and tidied up, in all its complexity-just as anyone's 
life situation is always complex, rooted in others' lives, and multifa­
ceted. Through the work of those who reconstruct the patient's life as 
a case history, it is obliterated as it was experienced and lived. By the 
time the patient gets to the psychiatrist, she is already an abstraction. 
She has been separated from the contexts in which what she was saying 
and doing were connected. Hence, the psychiatrist encounters the pa­
tient as one whose abstraction has already been socially organized. For 
him there is no war or tension between the direct experience he has in 
the settings of his work and the ideologies he uses to name, interpret, 
and order what he observes. He is not exposed to disjunctions between 
the nature of his psychiatric procedures and the actualities of his pa­
tients' lives. He is not exposed in his professional practice to the world 
before the practices of receptionists, nurses, secretaries, nurses' aides, 
social workers. Their work brings into being the forms in which what 
he does, thinks, and says make ordinary sense. His accomplishment of 
his work in the abstracted conceptual modes depends upon their work 
in ways that their work itself makes invisible. 

Beginning from the standpoint of women locates a subject who 
begins in a material and local world. It shows the different cognitive 
domains structuring out realities, not, as Schutz describes,7 1 as alter­
natives-a paramount reality on the one hand and the scientific do­
main on the other-but rather a~ a bifurcation of consciousness, with 
a world directly experienced from oneself as center (in the body) on 
the one hand and a world organized in the abstracted conceptual 
mode, external to the local and particular places of one's bodily exis­
tence. The abstracted mode of the scientific province is always located 
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in the local and material actualities. Participation in the "head" world 
is accomplished in actual concrete settings making use of definite ma­
terial means. Suppression of interest in that setting is organized in a 
division of labor that accords to others the production and mainte­
nance of the material aspects of a total process. To those who do this 
work, the local and concrete conditions of the abstracted mode are the­
matic. The organization that divides the two becomes visible from this 
base. It is not visible from within the other. 

We can see then how the silencing of women of which we spoke 
earlier suppresses not only women, but the work they represent and 
the dimension of existence that locates, among other things, that fear 
of death Schutz holds as the fundamental anxiety. The fear of death is 
the final announcement to the thinker that his occupancy of the con­
ceptual mode of the bifurcated consciousness is necessarily temporary. 
He is precipitated into time. Women's lack of authority to speak, their 
exclusion from the circle of those who make the tradition, who make 
the discourse, means that the work that suppresses the concrete and 
material and, with them, the local, particular, and material locus of 
consciousness, is also silenced. The modes of action in the conceptual 
mode depend upon this silence. · 

The theories, concepts, and methods of our discipline claim to be 
capable of accounting for and analyzing the same world as that which 
we experience directly. But these theories, concepts, and methods have 
been built up out of a way of knowing the world that takes for granted 
the boundaries of experience in the same medium in which it is con­
stituted. It takes for granted and subsumes without examining the con­
ditions of its existence. Its object appears to it, as to Hegel's master, in 
a direct and simple relation. It is not capable of analyzing its own re­
lation to its conditions nor of locating itself where the social relations 
organizing and providing for its existence can be seen. The sociologist 
as actual person in an actual concrete setting, the sociological knower, 
"has been "canceled" from the act of knowing by a procedure that ob­
jectifies and separates him from his knowledge. The essential linkage 
that is the first clue pointing back to the conditions of his knowledge is 
lacking. · 

Locating women's experience as a place to work from in sociology 
does not, if we follow this line of analysis, land us in a determinante 
type of position or identify a category of persons from whose various 
and typical positions in the world we must take our starting point. 
Women are variously located in society. Their situations are much more 
various than the topics we recognize somewhat stereotypically as worn-
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en's topics would suggest. Their position also differs very greatly by 
class. Even among housewives, who appear to share a universal fate, 
there are rather wider differences in the conditions, practices, and or­
ganization of housework and the social relations in which it is embed­
ded than our studies and the ways in which they have been framed 
would allow. The identification of the bifurcated consciousness is a po­
tential experience for women members of an intelligentsia or of women 
otherwise associated with the ruling apparatus that organizes the soci­
ety. It is clearly not every woman's experience of the world. That is not 
the issue. At this point the concern is to develop a method of working 
in sociology that will make it possible to begin from where women in 
general are, doing the type of work with which we are a sex identified. 
To develop a sociology from the standpoint of subjects located materi­
ally and in a particular place does not involve simply the transfer from 
one conceptual frame to another, from, say, a Parsonian to a Marxist 
framework. It does something rather different. A Marxist framework 
can and has been quite readily assimilated into the modes of the socio­
logical discourse that accord primacy to the conceptual categories and 
the forms of thought and that subordinate the actualities of the world 
to them. Nor does the answer lie, as has sometimes been suggested, in 
the renunciation of the rational, conceptual, scientifically rigorous 
method or procedure. This is to treat the two sides of the bifurcated 
consciousness as if they were equal and to locate what is distinctively 
"female" in the subjective, emotional side, so that the alienative intel­
lectual practices of sociology are eliminated rather than transformed. 
It has been suggested to me that a phenomenological sociology is a 
feminist sociology merely because it begins with the consciousness of 
the knower and is hence "subjective," but the phenomenological per­
spective remains within the conceptual abstracted world and begins 
from there, taking for granted the material and social organization of 
the bifurcated consciousness, and does not render its organization and 
conditions examinable. 

The two sides of the divided consciousness are not equal. As Schutz 
makes clear and as even minimal attention to the actualities of our own 
functioning in the world makes clear (you can stop this moment in your 
reading and attend to the material properties of your reading: chair, 
paper, ink marks, your own bodily presence, etc.), there is no entry to 
the abstracted conceptual mode of working without passing through 
and making use of the concretely and immediately experienced. The 
symbolic structures that constitute the modes in which we act are nec­
essarily material in transcending that materiality-the sounds we hear 
that we take up as speech, the scratches on the paper, the material 
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organization that provides for how our consciousness can be thema­
tized in this mode, as well as the social division of labor that sustains us 
in it. These are not merely essential as prerequisites; they are integral 
to the organization and existence of the abstracted conceptual mode. 
It is indeed part of how they are integral that they do not become the­
matic, that they remain horizonal. The other term of the bifurcated 
consciousness, which is located not merely in a subjectivity but in a 
subjectivity located in its body and located therefore in a definite and 
particular spatiotemporal existence, is irremediably in what Schutz de­
scribes rather ambiguously as the world of working. Beginning, then, 
from there locates the knower where knowledge must begin. 

If we address the problem of the conditions as well as the perceived 
forms and organization of immediate experience, we should include 
the events as they actually happen or the ordinary material world that 
we and others encounter as what is happening to us, to them. When 
we examine these events, when we examine the actual material orga­
nization of our everyday experience, we find that there are many as­
pects of how these things are and come about of which we have very 
little, as sociologists, to say. We do not even know how to begin. We 
have a sense that the events entering our experience originate some­
where in a human intention, but we are unable to track back to find it 
and to find out how it became and how it got from there to here. Take 
this room in which I work or that room in which you are reading and 
treat that as a problem. If we think about the conditions of our activity 
here, we could track back to how it is that there are chairs, table, walls, 
our clothing, our presence; how these places (yours and mine) are 
cleaned and maintained; and so forth. There are human activities, in­
tentions, and relations that are not apparent as such in the actual ma­
terial conditions of our work. The social organization of the setting is 
not wholly available to us in its appearance. What is here for us is the 
product of a social division of labor. If we heard in the things that we 
make use of-typewriter, paper, chair, table, walls-the voices of those 
who made them, we would hear the multitudinous voices of a whole 
society and beyond. Were it not for the time lapse involved, our own 
voices would be part of them. Locating our work as knowers in the first 
and fundamental term of the bifurcated consciousness also locates us 
ia the standpoint of the working class, in the location from which 
Marx's political economy begins. Beginning from the standpoint of 
women does not follow in any direct way from beginning from the 
standpoint of labor, but once we have taken this other and momentous 
step, we can begin to take up the relation established by Marx. It be­
comes available to us in the mode in which it was originally conceived, 
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namely, as having its premises not in the conceptual, abstracted mode 
but in actual individuals, their work, their actual productive activities, 
and the material conditions produced by those activities that become 
their conditions.72 

V Tlie Everyday World as Problematic 

The critique of established sociological frameworks from the perspec­
tive of women's location leaves us with the problem of the structure of 
the sociological relation as it was describedabove. It does not, as such, 
serve to design for us a method of proceeding that offers an alternative 
to the concepts, relevances, and methods of a discourse that, in its very 
use, organizes and shapes our work into its own forms and intentions 
regardless of what we mean to do. We must see this problem, I believe, 
in how our work returns to, is aimed at, and is repossessed by knowers 
who are participants in the discourse or in other domains of the ruling 
apparatus, rather than knowers who are members of the society any­
where in it. Suppose then we began to devise a sociological enterprise 
not directed primarily toward the discourse and its knower, but capable 
of providing a sociology for women. We might attempt to develop for 
women analyses, descriptions, and understandings of their situation, 
of their everyday world, and of its determinations in the larger socio­
economic organization to which it is articulated. Then indeed we would 
be thinking about how to do a sociology relocating the sociological sub­
ject. Such a sociological enterprise presents an alternative conception 
of a science to that which depends upon a knower theoretically located 
in an Archimedian, that is, a purely formal space. It is a sociology 
whose knowers are members of the society and have positions in it out­
side that abstracted ruling apparatus-as an understanding of the bi­
furcating consciousness shows us everyone does-and who know the 
society from within their experience of it as an everyday world. Their 
experience locates for us the beginning of an inquiry. This is to consti­
tute the everyday world as problematic, where the everyday world is 
taken to be various and differentiated matrices of experience-the 
place from within which the consciousness of the knower begins, the 
location of her null point. 

Such a sociology would aim to make available to anyone a knowl­
edge of the social organization and a determination of his or her di­
rectly experienced, everyday world. Its analyses would become part of 
our ordinary interpretations of experience and hence part of experi-
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ence, just as our experience of the sun's sinking below the horizon has 
been transformed by our knowledge that the world turns and that our 
location in the world turns away from the sun-even though from 
where we are it seems to sink. The sociological knower, then, is not the 
sociologist as such. The work of the sociologist is to develop a sociology 
capable of explicating for members of the society the social organiza­
tion of their experienced world, including in that experience the ways 
in which it passes beyond what is immediately and directly known, in­
cluding also, therefore, the structure of a bifurcated consciousness. 

Rather than explaining behavior, we begin from where people are 
in the world, explaining the social relations of the society of which we 
are part, explaining an organization that is not fully present in any one 
individual's everyday experience. Since the procedures, methods, and 
aims of present sociology give primacy to the concepts, relevances, and 
topics of the discourse, we cannot begin from within that frame. This 
would be to sustain the hegemony of the discourse over the actualities 
of the everyday experience of the world. It is precisely that relation that 
constitutes the break or fault disclosed by the women's movement. 

An alternative is to turn this method on its head and to make the 
everyday world the locus of a sociological problematic. The everyday' 
world is that world we experience directly. It is the world in which we 
are located physically and socially. Our experience arises in it as con­
ditions, occasions, objects, possibilities, relevances, presences, and so 
on, organized in and by the practices and methods thro1:1gh which we 
supply and discover organization. It is necessarily local-because that 
is how we must be-and necessarily historical. Locating the sociological , · 
problematic in the everyday world does not mean confining the inquiry 
to the everyday world. Indeed, as we shall see, it is essential that the 
everyday wofld be seen as organized by social relations not observable 
within it. Thus·, an inquiry confining itself to the everyday world of 
direct experience is not adequate to explicate its social organization. 

One way in which the sociological discourse has maintained its 
hegemony over experience has been by insisting that we must begin 
with a conceptual apparatus or a theory drawn from the discipline, if 
only because to embark on inquiry without such a conceptual frame­
work exposes us to the wild incoherennce of "history" or of the actu­
alities of people:S worlds. I am not suggesting, of course, that sociology 
can be done without knowing how to do it and that we can approach 
our work with a naive consciousness. Indeed, I believe sociology to be 
rather more difficult than it has been made to seem. But the implica­
tion that the actualities of the everyday world are unformed and un­
organized and that the sociologist cannot enter them without a concep-
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tual framework to select, assemble, and order them is one that we can 
now understand in this special relation of a sociology constituted as 
part of a ruling apparatus vis-a-vis which the local and particular, the 
actualities of the world that is lived, are necessarily untamed, disor­
dered, and incoherent. But we can begin from a different assumption 
when as premises we begin with the activities of actual individuals 
whose activity produces the social relations that they live. 73 Social phe­
nomena are products of action and interpretation by actual women and 
men. Rational order itself, order itself, as ethnomethodologists have 
pointed out, is an accomplishment of members of society. The order, 
coherence, rationality, and sense of social situations and relations are 
an active work done prior to the presence and observational work of 
the sociologist. Further, her work itself is inseparable from such a social 
relation and in its preliminary phases must be constrained by the en­
terprise of explicating an organization of relations that is there prior 
to her. inquiry and is to be discovered in its course. 

Defining the everyday world as the locus of a sociological problem­
atic is not the same as making it an object of study. A distinction must 
be made between the everyday world as problematic and as phenome­
non. To aim at the everyday world as an object of st~dy is to constitute 
it as a self-contained universe of inquiry. The effect of locating the 
knower in this way is to divorce the everyday world of experience from 
the larger social and economic relations that organize its distinctive 
character. Then when attempts are made to reunite the two, they be­
gin, as do Lefebvre and Kosik for example,74 with the abstracted con­
ceptual mode and seek to grasp the everyday world as an object. From 
this perspective its essential organization escapes. History, for example, 
is viewed as erupting into the everyday world as if the two somehow 
existed alongside one another, largely independent except for occa­
sional collisions. In constituting the everyday world as an object of so­
ciological examination, we cut it off methodologically from the ways in 
which it is actually embedded in a socially organized context larger 
than may be directly known in that mode. Strategies such as Erving 
Goffman's or Don Zimmerman and Melvin Pollner's constitute the 
everyday world as a phenomenon for investigation.75 In so doing they 
serve to seal it off as a discrete phenomenon within the sociological 
universe. Coffman's dramaturgical metaphor does two kinds of work in 
this respect: one in providing a way of making features and processes 
of the everyday world visible as appearances; and another (closely con­
nected) in creating a set of categories (front stage and back, regions, 
settings, etc.) that organize a domain of inquiry to be treated as inter­
nally coherent and descriptively comprehensive. Though very different 
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in approach, Zimmerman and Pollner's definition of the "occasioned 
corpus" also constitutes the everyday world as phenomenon. It is, in 
their approach, bounded by the constraint of observation and of 
knowledge arising in and as part of an "occasioned corpus." Thus, 
properties or organization and so on, conceived to be "in back of" the 
occasioned corpus, are treated as warrantably present for the observer 
only as they are accomplished in the present of her observation and 
become thereby features of the occasioned corpus. These and other 
strategies, focusing on the everyday world as phenomenon, constitute 
it as an object of the sociological inquiry and isolate it. 

The concept of problematic is used to relate the sociologist and the 
sociological inquiry to the experience of members of a society as know­
ers located in actual lived situations in a new way. It is used here to 
constitute the everyday world as that in which questions originate. The 
term "problematic" is ordinarily used to talk about matters at the level 
of concept or theory rather than at the level of experience and action 
(it should not, incidentally be confused with the concept of problem.). 
As it is used here, we follow a procedure of going from a social actuality 
to develop a conceptual apparatus disclosing and explicating its prop­
erties. The problematic is property of the social organization of the 
everyday world. The concept of problematic explicates a property of 
the everyday world as a focus for sociological work. Constituting the 
social organization and determinations of the everyday world as a prob­
lematic is a method of guiding and focusing inquiry. The purpose and 
direction of inquiry is in part (and particularly at the outset of this 
approach to sociology) an explication or codification (to use Freire's 
term)16 of a problematic that is implicit in the everyday world. 

The concept of problematic is used here to direct attention to a 
possible set of questions that may not have been posed or a set of puz­
zles that do not yet exist in the form of puzzles but are "latent" in the 
actualities of the experienced world. The questions themselves, the in­
quiry, the puzzles, and perhaps the issues are the means of developing 
the problematic as an inquiry. What I have done in using this term, 
therefore, is to shift it out of its ordinary place within a scientific or 
philosophical discourse and treat it as a property of an actuality lived 
and practiced. This problematic is, I suggest, present in the everyday 
world as it is given to any of us to live. For the everyday world is neither 
transparent nor obvious. Fundamental to its organization for us in this 
form of society is that its inner determinations are not discoverable 
within it. The everyday world, the world where people are located as 
they live, located bodily and in that organization of their known world 
as one that begins from their own location in it, is generated in its 
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vaneues by an organization of social relations that ongmate "else­
where." It is like a dance in which the subject participates or in which 
she is placed. The "shapes" taken by the dance and the part she plays 
in it bring into being the dance as an actual organization of social re­
lations through time. Whether she chooses to play a part or not, or the 
particular movements she elects in relation to the dance, its emerging 
and developing forms are those that give shape to what she does. The 
dance, however, extends beyond the boundaries of her sight. She can­
not from where she is recover its form or assess its character or move­
ment. She picks it up as it moves its patterns into her scope of action, 
and she must be moved by or move with them. The conditions of our 
action and experience are organized by relations and processes outside 
them and beyond our power of control. 

The everyday world is not fully understandable within its own 
scope. It is organized by social relations not fully apparent in it nor 
contained in it. This is the social organization of the sociological prob­
lematic in the actual work and practices of real individuals. Earlier 
forms of society do not have this double character. In simpler social 
forms, the character and organization of the everyday world are fully 
visible. The ethnographic techniques of the. anthropologist have de­
pended upon this visibility. 

You may perhaps have seen an ethnographic movie called The 
Hunters, which tells the story of the stalking and killing of a giraffe by 
a small group of Kalahari Bushmen. Though the movie provides a 
strongly male-oriented picture of the people-women are represented 
as waiting in the werf (camp) for the men to come home with the meat, 
and no indication is given of the substantial contribution women make 
to the food of the group-it illustrates a distinctive aspect of the social 
relations of production in this group. When the hunters have killed, 
the group brings the meat back to the camp and distributes it. All mem­
bers of the group are present and part of the distribution. An old man 
passes it to small family groupings. Each little group takes its share, 
divides it further, and passes on a portion to other waiting groups of 
kinfolk. The origin of the meat is fully known. The territory that the 
hunters traveled is known to other members of the group. The path of 
meat from animal to pot to belly is made up of known persons standing 
in definite and known relations to one another as persons and per­
forming tasks familiar and observable to anyone there. The determi­
nations of social existen'ce are fully present to the experience of its 
members and are ·coterminous with it. 

The structures and transformation of the everyday world in our 
own form of society are not observable in the same way. The difference 
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is more than a difference in size. It is only vaguely indicated in the 
notion of "complexity.'' There are important differences in the funda­
mental form of social organization. The problematic character of the 
everyday world is an essential property of this social form. 

To exhibit one aspect of what I mean by the everyday world as 
problematic, I shall use the movie adaptation of Kurt Vonnegut's 
Slaughterhouse Five. 77 Vonnegut uses this problematic to display the 
senselessness of modern war. In the movie there is a sequence leading 
up to the firebombing of Dresden. It is a straightforward sequence in 
contrast to the temporal discontinuities characteristic of much of the 
rest of the movie. There is a shot of the spires of Dresden in the morn­
ing mist and of people marketing. We see children playing, some of 
them wearing the grotesque masks that are used in the movie to pres­
age death. If you have read the book or know the history, you grasp 
these scenes in the shadow of what is to come. By the next morning 
most of the people will be dead. The temporal progression toward their 
doomsday is marked by a countdown printed as subtitles across the 
bottom of each scene as the day moves toward closure. 

What Vonnegut does is to allow that sequence to stand juxtaposed 
to the next day, doomsmorning. As a whole the sequence makes no 
sense in terms of the everyday world. We cannot find how it was put 
together in what is available to us in the ordinary business that those 
people carried on the day before. Nothing they did then motivated, 
caused, or otherwise brought about the next morning's scene of black­
ened and smoking ruins. Confining the sequence to the everyday world 
constitutes its senselessness. If Vonnegut had wanted to recover its "ra­
tionality," he would have done what so many British war movies do (you 
can see them on the late or late-late shows on TV)-given us the scene 
of the bombers taking off at dusk from somewhere in England. He 
would have shown the underground strategic bomber command head­
quarters. We would have been shown the organizational process con­
necting the two moments, of life and of death, in the everyday world. 

This way in which events occur, their odd property of senselessness 
if our knowledge of them is confined to the everyday world, is not so 
very extraordinary. It is not out of this world. On the contrary, such 
events are part of a continual process transforming the environment 
of our lives, transforming our lives; notice next time, in this context, 
that hole in the ground so soon to become a high-rise apartment, a 
gymnasium. Events occurring in this way are happening around us all 
the time. If we care to, we take them for granted. They are normal 
features of our world. If we cease to take them for granted, if we strip 
away everything that we imagine we know of how they come about (and 
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ordinarily that is very little), if we examine them as they happen within 
the everyday world, they become fundamentally mysterious. If we al­
low them to stand there as Vonnegut does, they do not make sense 
within the domain of the everyday world. This is what I mean by a 
problematic implicit in the social organization of the everyday world. 

These are events creating changes in or intruding on people's lives. 
The changes do not arise out of a logic of organization that is part of 
the local setting in which they occur. People who have lived for years 
in communities in the interior of British Columbia, in telling their lives 
and experiences, show us a typical layering sequence of change-the 
opening of the mine, the coming of the railroad, the market gardening 
enterprises established by local Indians to feed the miners, the closing 
of the mine, the decline of market gardening, the decline of the rail­
road, the dependence of the native people on the Indian Affairs De­
partment, the building of a hydro plant, a brief period of employment 
for the native people while it is being built, the refurbishing of the 
railroad, the development of a small tourist trade, the transformation 
of the settlement into a retirement village for hydro engineers. These 
changes do not arise from a logic within the local setting. They are like 
the flows of lava from a volcano, each transforming the landscape in" 
radical ways, each laying over its predecessors, but unconnected with 
them other than by succession. The logic of transformation is else­
where. 

The sample problem is implicit in the social organization of present 
relations in any such actual community, as well as in the events that 
become its history. The present structure of local social relations is or­
ganized by social relations external to it. Noticeable in the community 
I am thinking of is a lack of internal coherence in relations, a lack of 
working relations among members of the community, within the com­
munity as such. It is stratified ethnically by the Indian reservation and 
the employment opportunities for native people on the one hand and 
by the retirement homes of professionals from the nearby hydro plant 
on the other. The stratification is of a special and contemporary, kind, 
the disconnected relations of people who live alongside one another in 
the same locality, but whose social relations are organized by social re­
lations external to the local area and not appearing directly in it. This 
is the problematic of the everyday world. 

The problematic can be characterized in a preliminary way as an 
abstraction of organization from the everyday world and the location 
of organizing processes in externally structured and differentiated re~ 
lations. We return, indeed, to the same processes we identified in the 
organizational processes differentiating the local from the abstracted 
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conceptual modes of consciousness, though we are no longer focusing 
solely on the apparatus of ruling. We are addressing a more general 
property of the social relations of capitalism and, specifically, of cor­
porate or monopoly capitalism, for it is in capitalism that the socially 
organized forms, in and through which individuals depend upon one 
another, become externalized as a differentiated system of relations. In 
drawing a contrast between feudal and capitalist forms of social rela­
tion, Marx analyzes the capitalist form as follows: 

So far from constituting the removal of a "state of dependence", these external 
relationships represent its disintegration into a general form, or better, they are 
the elaboration of the general basis of personal states of dependence. Here too 
individuals come into relation with one another only in a determined role. These 
material states of dependence, as opposed to the personal states, are also char­
acterized by the fact that individuals are now controlled only by abstractions, 
whereas earlier they depended on one another. The material state of dependence 
is no more than autonomous social relationships opposed to apparently indepen­
dent individuals. 78 

Marx locates the organization of individual relations in a system of 
"autonomous social relations." These are material states of depen­
dence-those that Marx analyzes more fully in his development of the 
concept of commodity in Capital. 79 They are social relations that appear 
in relations of market exchange as relations between things-the prod­
ucts of labor socially organized as commodities. Marx's analysis, both 
in this passage from the Grundrisse and in Capital, locates the determi­
nation of people's lives beyond and outside the places where they con­
front one another directly in the same local settings. Their relations in 
the local setting are organized elsewhere. The conditions of their action 
and experience are organized by relations external to the everyday 
world and beyond the power of individuals to control. 

In the discussion so far, I have talked as if what is being described 
is merely a leaching out, a "depletion" by an extractive process, which 
produces an essential disorganization of the relations of the everyday 
world. I would emphasize, however, that this must, rather, be under­
stood as a particular form of social organization and that the local and 
directly known world is extensively and increasingly penetrated by 
these processes of material and social organization. That organization 
may be experienced as disorganization, incoherence, lack of sense, but 
it is organization in that the processes of social relations at the ab- · 
stracted level can be viewed as generating the organization of the every­
day world. The relations among men hanging around on Tally's cor­
ner,80 and the relations of women to those men, can be seen as 
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organized by the development of capitalism to the level at which work 
for laborers is strictly casual and at which a segregated labor force or­
ganizes an urban pool of undifferentiated workers who are on call, and 
by the way in which the· state, through its welfare agencies, regulates 
the relations between women and men, and women, men, and chil­
dren. 

The episodic character of women's lives-the uprooting, for ex­
ample, of upper- and middle-class women from localities in which their 
relations have been formed to follow their husbands' careers (of which 
Robert Seidenburg has written81)-corresponds to an organization of 
corporate systems of careers and advancement at the level of manage­
rial personnel. The wives of construction workers or of mineworkers 
who confront the exigencies of the primary resource market must also 
be prepared to pack up and move on, resettling the children and the 
household in the next place where there is employment. 

The structures of daily life and activity organized by this form of 
society are peculiarly desultory and bounded temporarily to the occa­
sion. Sex is detached from conception and birth-as in Didion's novel 
of disintegration and socially organized incoherence (Play It as It Lays), 
where the protagonist may not even come to rest in the continuity and 
purpose of her own body in pregnancy, but is forced to abort. In the 
same book we see how activity arises out of the instrument, the tool, 
the equipment, so that the thing ceases to be a means to get things 
done, but becomes a motive for what it has the capacity to do. So the 
gun becomes a motive for shooting; the automobile and freeway a mo­
tive for driving; the camera a motive for taking a picture. Ideological 
forms and images derived from the media generate forms of action 
aimed at their realization and unarticulated to a practical orgnization 
of working relations among people. The life world disintegrates into a 
collection of episodes. An organizing "logic" is located elsewhere than 
in an individual's own activity and experience. 

The organization of social life as occasions or episodes built into 
some styles of contemporary sociological theory82 and even of the self 
as a discontinuous presentation of appearances is not universal nor to 
be taken for granted. What has been left unexamined (and is indeed 
unexaminable within the method that focuses upon the everyday world 
as phenomenon) is the social organization that generates these actual 
properties of experience observed and named (for example) by Goff­
man.83 The intermittances of relations, the structuring of regions into 
front and back, the lack of biographical anchorage of the self in present 
witnesses to the individual past-these and other features so aptly ana-
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lyzed by the dramaturgical metaphor are socially organized prior to 
and beyond the processes that it makes observable. 

Locating the subject in one's everyday world means locating oneself 
in one's bodily and material existence. The everyday world is not an 
abstracted formal "setting" transposed by the sociologist's conceptual 
work to an abstracted formal existence. It is an actual material setting, 
an actual local and particular place in the world. Its formal and gen­
eralized properties are generated as such by the social organization and 
the material forms produced to accomplish its formal and generalizable 
properties. The equivalence of actual settings that provides for their 
being seen readily as conceptually substitutable (the public toilets, the 
restaurants, the motels, etc.) is itself a product of social and material 
organization accomplishing the substitutability of different actual local 
and particular places. The social organization of the abstracted concep­
tual practices of ruling is provided for by a determinante material or­
ganization, a standardization of technologies of various kinds to the 
material ahd social world as a means to transform it toward forms cor­
responding to the categories and concepts of the organizing processes 
of the ruling apparatus. 

VI Conclusion 

In the course of this inquiry I have considered under different aspects 
the social relation now explicated as the problematic of the everyday 
world. At the outset, in posing the starting point of this inquiry, I iden­
tified a "line of fault" in the social consciousness separating women's 
experience from the social forms of thought available in which to ex­
press it and make it actionable. The disjuncture arises because women 
have been excluded from the making of ideological forms produced as 
part of the apparatus by which this form of society is ruled. Patriarchy 
is a metaphor of this charcteristic relation of power among women and 
men, in which· direct and personal relations are organized and deter­
mined by an impersonal apparatus. At this stage in examining these 
social relations,, we can define the standpoint of women only in nega­
tion to the ideological forms from which their experience as subjects 
has been excluded. 

In exploring the distinctive ways in which sociology excludes the 
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concerns and perspectives of women, we can observe women's stand­
point as a determinate position from which society may be known. The 
concepts and methods of sociology as a discourse constitute women as 
object rather than subject. Subject is then seen not as situated on an 
Archimedian point outside the world, but as a position within the rul­
ing apparatus. The social relations explicated as the problematic here 
came into view in a new form. Sociology was seen as part of a differ­
entiated practice of organizing a society constituted in an abstracted 
conceptual mode detached from the actual local and particular places 
in which individuals necessarily exist (and in which social relations 
themselves are necessarily grounded). Sociology as an ideological mode 
provides means of thinking social relations and social action into this 
abstracted conceptual mode. Locating ourselves as subjects in this re­
lation places our knowledge of society and social relations outside ex­
perience and cuts us off from the actual grounding of our world. 

The ideological relation formed by sociology also locates ourselves 
as subjects outside our experience and outside the local and particular 
places in which our knowing necessarily originates. The practices me­
diating and accomplishing the differentiation of the abstracted concep­
tual mode as a mode of action from the local and particular places of 
our bodily existence are not visible from within it. But since women's 
work has been characteristically that which directly mediates at the per­
sonal and individual level, the relation between women's two stand­
points brings this relation into view. 

My final step, then, has been to propose a method of relocating the 
sociological subject as actual individuals located in an everyday world. 
The conception of an everyday world as a sociological problematic pre­
sents a basis for a sociology that, like Marx and Engel's conception of 
the materialist method, begins not within the discourse but in the ac­
tual daily social relations between individuals. The problematic expli­
cates, as the basis of inquiry, an actual socially organized' relation be­
tween the everyday world of experience and the social relations of 
capitalism. The conceptualization of the problematic is intended to 
"hold" a relation between the sociological subject and a (possible) so­
ciology (a systematic knowledge of the social relations of her society) in 
which the latter may become a means to disclose to the former the 
social relations determining her everyday world. The standpoint of 
women becomes now defined fully in such a way that we see it has been 
a "transformer" rather than a final position. It has served to direct the 
inquiry and at each point has made us restless with solutions that fail 
to meet the criteria it imposes. In arriving at the formulation of the 
everyday world as problematic, we find a sociological subject who may 
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be anyone, but who is always located just as she or he is actually located 
in a particular material setting. 

The constitution of the problematic of the everyday world estab­
lishes something like a Copernican shift in sociology. The significance 
of Copernican innovations was less that the sun rather than the earth 
was declared to be the center of the solar system than that the position 
of the observer was no longer fixed and could no longer be disattended 
in interpreting observations. She had no longer a fixed, central posi­
tion but had to be seen as located in a position itself in motion in rela­
tion to what she observed. Hence, the observed movements of the plan­
ets could no longer be seen simply as their movements, but had to be 
understood as movements seen from a moving position. The effect of 
locating the knower in the everyday world of experience pulls what we 
know as the "microsociological" level of the everyday world and the 
'-'macrosociological" level, which we make observable as "power elites," 
"formal organization," "stratification," and the "state," into a determi­
nate relation. From a standpoint within the ruling apparatus, the actual 
organization of these relations remains unexaminable and disorga­
nized to thought by the conceptual apparatus that constitutes its ob­
servability. The pieces of a world-"power elites," "formal organiza­
tion~" "stratification," "social class," the "state" -are thus littered all 
over a sociological landscape. Locating the knower in the everyday 
world and constituting our inquiry in terms of the problematic arising 
from how it is actually organized in a social process enable us to see the 
"micro" and the "macro" sociological levels in a determinate relation­
though it is one that scarcely makes sense any more in these terms. The 
determination of our worlds by relations and processes that do not ap­
pear fully in them are matters for investigation and inquiry, not for 
speculation. 

Making the everyday world our problematic instructs us to look for 
the "inner" organization generating its ordinary features, its orders 
and disorders, its contingencies and conditions, and to look for that 
inner organization in the externalized and abstracted relations of eco­
nomic processes and of the ruling apparatus in general. Our inquiry 
then can begin from the position of women, of women in whatever 
relation determines their experience as it is. It can begin from the po­
sition of any member of the society, explicating the problematic of her 
or his experience as a sociological problematic. The implications of a 
sociology for women in contemporary corporate capitalistic society 
pose again, though with a different grounding, the problematic origi­
nally formulated by Marx and Engels: "Individuals always started, and 
always start, from themselves. Their relations are the relations of their 
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real life. How does it happen that their relations assume an indepen­
dent existence over against them? And that the forces of their own life 
overpower them?"84 
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The Everyday World as 
Problematic: 
A Feminist Methodology 

-

l The Standpoint of Women in the Everyday World 

3 

In previous ch~pters I began to define the distinctive standpoint of 
women and to explore the problematic yielded by that standpoint. 
Here I am concerned with the methods of thinking that will realize the 
project of a sociology for women. The chapter is built on a series of 
encounters between sociologist or subject, or between Two and One. 
One is always the subject whose subjectivity as organizer of her knowl­
edge is imperiled by the texts Two might or does write in political or 
intellectual contexts. Alte'rnative methods of thinking and methods of 
writing sociological texts are explored in the context of dilemmas and 
problems posed in these encounters. 

The fulcrum of a sociology for women is the standpoint of the sub­
ject. A sociology for women preserves the presence of subjects as know­
ers and as actors. It does not transform subjects into the objects of study 
or make use of conceptual devices for eliminating the active presence 
of subjects. Its methods of thinking and its analytic procedures must 
·preserve the presence of the active and experiencing subject. A soci­
ology is a systematically developed knowledge of society and social re­
lations. The knower who is construed in the sociological texts of a so-
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ciology for women is she whose grasp of the world from where she stands 
is enlarged thereby. For actual subjects situated in the actualities of 
their everyday worlds, a ~ociology for women offers an understanding 
of how those worlds are organized and determined by social relations 
immanent in and extending beyond them. 

Methods of thinking could, I suppose, be described as "theories," 
but to do so is to suggest that I am concerned with formulations that 
will explain phenomena, when what I am primarily concerned with is 
how. to conceptualize or how to constitute the textuality of social phe­
nomena. I am concerned with how to write the social, to make it visible 
in sociological texts, in ways that will explicate a problematic, the ac­
tuality of which is immanent in the everyday world. In part what is 
meant by methods of thinking will emerge in the course of the chapter. 
This is an exploration rather than an account of a destination. We are 
in search of conceptual practices with which to explicate the actual so­
cial relations disclosed in investigation and analysis. We are looking, in 
other words, for methods and principles for generating sociological 
texts, for selecting syntax and indexical forms preserving the presence 
of subjects in our accounts, in short for methods of writing sociology. 
Such methods must recognize that the subject of our sociological texts 
exists outside them, that, as Marx says, "The real subject [matter] re­
tains its autonomous existence outside the head just as before." 1 Or 
perhaps we go further than Marx in insisting that both subject matter 
and the "head" that theorizes it as well as its theorizing are enfolded in 
the existence of our subject matter. A sociology for women must be 
conscious of its necessary indexicality and hence that its meaning re­
mains to be completed by a reader who is situated just as she is-a 
particular woman reading somewhere at a particular time amid the 
particularities of her everyday world-and that it is the capacity of our 
sociological texts, as she enlivens them, to reflect upon, to expand, and 
.to enlarge her grasp of the world she reads in, and that is the world 
that completes the meaning of the text as she reads. 

So this chapter is concerned with how to write a sociology that will· 
do this. It does not go so far as the practicalities of how to do it. That 
will be a later topic. Here the focus is on those aspects of standard 
methods of thinking sociologically that deny us the presence of subjects 
and on formulating alternatives and suggesting how we might proceed 
in exploring the everyday world from the standpoint of women. 

To avoid potential misunderstanding, I should state first what I do 
not mean by the standpoint of women. A sociology for women should 
not be mistaken for an ideological position that represents women's 
oppression as having a determinate character and takes up the analysis 
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of social forms with a view to discovering in them the lineaments of 
what the ideologist already supposes that she knows. The standpoint 
of women therefore as I am deploying it here cannot be equated with 
perspective or worldview. It does not universalize a particular experi­
ence. It is rather a method that, at the outset of inquiry, creates the 
space for an absent subject, and an absent experience that is to be filled 
with the presence and spoken experience of actual women speaking of 
and in the actualities of their everyday worlds. 

In chapter I, I explored issues for women arising from a culture 
and politics developed almost exclusively by men and written from the 
standpoint of men and not of women. This statement was as true of 
intellectual and scientific discourses as of TV commercials. To begin 
with, therefore, we had to discover how to. take the standpoint of 
women. We did not know-there were no p,recedents-how to view the . 
world from where we were. We discovered that what we had known as 
our history was not in fact ours at all but theirs. We discovered the same 
of our sociology. We had not realized what and who was not there in 
the texts in which we had learned to understand ourselves. Becoming 
a feminist in these contexts means taking this disjuncture up deliber­
ately as an enterprise. The very forms of our oppression require a de­
liberate remaking of our relations with others and of these the relations 
of our knowledge must be key, for the dimensions of our oppression 
are only fully revealed in discoveries that go beyond what direct expe­
rience will teach us. But such a remaking cannot be prejudged, for in 
the very nature of the case we cannot know in advance what we will 
discover, what we will have to learn, and how it will be conceptualized. 
Remaking, in the context of intellectual enterprise, is itself a course of 
inquiry. 

The exclusion of women is not the only one. The ruling apparatus 
is an organization of class and as such implicates dominant classes. The 
working class is excluded from the ruling apparatus. It also excludes 
the many voices of women and men of color, of native peoples, and of 
homosexual women and men. From different standpoints different as­
pects of the ruling apparatus and of class come into view. But, as I have 
argued in chapter 2, the standpoint of women is distinctive and has 
distinctive implications for the practice of sociology as a systematically 
developed consciousness of society. 

I proposed women's standpoint as one situated outside textually 
mediated discourses in the actualities of our everyday lives. This is a 
standpoint designed in part by our exclusion from the making of cul­
tural and intellectual discourse and the strategies of resorting to our 
experience as the ground of a new knowledge, a ne~ culture. But it is 
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also designed by an organization of work that has typically been ours, 
for women's work, as wives, secretaries, and in other ancillary roles, has 
been that which anchors the impersonal and objectified forms of action 
arid relations to particular individuals, particular local places, particu­
lar relationships. Whatever other part women play in the social division 
of labor, they have been assigned and confined predominantly to work 
roles mediating the relation of the impersonal and objectified forms of 
action to the concrete local and particular worlds in which all of us 
necessarily exist. 

The standpoint of women therefore directs us to an "embodied" 
subject located in a particular actual local historical setting. Her world 
presents itself to her in its full particularity~the books on her shelves, 
the Cowichan sweaters she has bought for her sons' birthdays, the 
Rainforest chair she bought three years ago in a sale, the portable com­
puter she is using to write on, the eighteenth-century chair, made of 
long-since-exhausted Caribbean mahogany, one of a set of four given 
her by her mother years ago~each is particularized by insertion into 
her biography and projects as well as by its immediacy in the now in 
which she writes. The abstracted constructions of discourse or bureauc­
racy are accomplishments in and of her everyday world. Her reading 
and writing are done in actual locations at actual times and under def­
inite materi;:tl conditions. Though discourse, bureaucracy, and the ex­
change of money for commodities create forms of social relations that 
transcend the local and particular, they are constituted, created, and 
practiced always within the local and particular. It is the special magic 
of the ubiquity of text and its capacity to manifest itself as the same in 
diverse multiple settings that provide for the local practices of tran­
scendence. 

A standpoint in the everyday world is the fundamental grounding 
of modes of knowing developed in a ruling apparatus. The ruling ap­
paratus is that familiar complex of management, government admin­
istration, professions, and intelligentsia, as well as the textually me­
diated discourses that coordinate and interpenetrate it. Its special 
capacity is the organization of particular actual places, persons, and 
events into generalized and abstracted modes vested in categorial sys­
tems, rules, laws, and conceptual practices. The former thereby be­
come subject to an abstracted and universalized system of ruling me­
diated by texts. A mode of ruling has been created that transcends local 
particularities but at the same time exists only in them. The ruling ap­
paratus of this loosely coordinated collection of varied sites of power 
has been largely if not exclusively the sphere of men. From within its 
textual modes the embodied subject and the everyday world as its site 
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are .present only as object and never as subject's standpoint. But from 
the standpoint of women whose work has served to complete the invis­
ibility of the actual as the locus of the su~ject, from the standpoint of 
she who stands at the beginning of her work, the grounding of an ab­
.stracted conceptual organization of ruling comes into view as a product 
in and of the everyday world. 

Sociology is part of the ruling apparatus. Its relevances and sub­
tending organization are given by the relation of the ruling apparatus 
to the social world it governs. The institutional forms of ruling consti­
tute its major topics-the sociology of organizations, of education, of 
health, of work, of mental illness, of deviance, of law, of knowledge, 
and the like. The organization of sociological thinking and knowledge 
is articulated to this institutional structure. It pioneers methods of 
thinking and the systematics of articulating particular actualities to a 
generalized conceptual order that serves it. To a significant extent, so­
ciology has been busy clarifying, organizing, mapping, and extending 
the relations of the institutional forms of ruling to the actualities of 
their domains. 

Women's lives have been outside or subordinate to the ruling ap­
paratus. Its conceptual practices do not work for us in the development 
of a sociological consciousness of our own. The grid of political soci­
ology, the sociology of the family, of organizations, of mental illness, of 
education, and so forth, does not map the unknown that extends be­
fore us as what is to be discovered and explored; it does not fit when 
we ask how we should organize a sociology beginning from the stand­
point of women. We start, as we must, with women's experience (for 
what other resource do we have?); the available concepts and frame­
works do not work because they have already posited a subject situated 
outside a local and actual experience, a particularized knowledge of the 
world. Women are readily made the objects of sociological study pre­
cisely because they have not been its subjects. Beneath the apparent 
gender neutrality of the impersonal or absent subject of an objective 
sociology is the reality of the masculine author of the texts of its tradi­
tion and his membership in the circle of men participating in the di­
vision of the labor of ruling. The problem confronted here is how to 
do a sociology that is for women and that takes women as its subjects 
and its knowers when the methods of thinking, which we have learned 
as sociologists as the methods of producing recognizably sociological 
texts, reconstruct us as objects. 

If we begin where people are actually located in that independently 
existing world outside texts, we begin in the particularities of an actual 
everyday world. As a first step in entering that standpoint into a tex-
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tually mediated discourse, we constitute the everyday world as our 
problematic. We do so by interesting ourselves in its opacity for we 
cannot understand how it is organized or comt.s about by remaining 
within it. The concept of problematic transfers this opacity to the level 
of discourse. It directs attention to a possible set of questions that have 
yet to be posed or of puzzles that are not yet formulated as such but 
are "latent" in the actualities of our experienced worlds.2 The problem­
atic of the everyday world is an explicit discursive formulation of an 
actual property of the organization of the everyday world. I am talking 
about a reality as it arises for those who live it-the reality, for example, 
that effects arise that do not originate in it. Yet I am talking (or rather 
writing) about it. I am entering it into discourse. The term "problem­
atic" enters an actual aspect of the organization of the everyday world 
(as it is ongoingly produced by actual individuals) into a systematic in­
quiry. It responds to our practical ignorance of the determinations of 
our local worlds so long as we look for them within their limits. In this 
sense the puzzle or puzzles are really there. Hence an inquiry defined 
by such a problematic addresses a problem of how we are related to 
the worlds we live in. We may not experience our ignorance as such, 
but we are nonetheless ignorant. 

The problematic, located by our ignorance of how our everyday 
worlds are shaped and determined by relation and forces external to 
them, must not be taken to imply that we are dopes or dupes. Within 
our everyday worlds, we are expert practitioners of their quiddity, of 
the way they are ju~t the way they are. Our everyday worlds are in part 
our own accomplishments, and our special and expert knowledge is 
continually demonstrated in their ordinary familiarity and unsurpris­
ing ongoing presence. But how they are knitted into the extended so­
cial relations of a contemporary capitalist economy and society is not 
discoverable with them. The relations among multiple everyday worlds 
and the accomplishment of those relations within them create a dy­
namic organization that, in the context of contemporary capitalism, 
continually feeds change through to our local experience. In the re­
search context this means that so far as their everyday worlds are con­
cerned, we rely entirely on what women tell us, what people tell us, 
about what they do and what happens. But we cannot rely upon them 
for an understanding of the relations that shape and determine the 
everyday. Here then is our business as social scientists for the investi­
gation of these relations and the exploration of the ways they are pre­
sent in the everyday are and must be a specialized enterprise, a work, 
the work of a social scientist. 

The contemporary feminist critique has emphasized problems in 
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the relationship between researcher and "subject" 3 and has proposed 
and practiced methods of interview that do not objectify the research 
"other." Important as such methods are, they are not in themselves 
sufficient to ground a feminist sociology. Changes in the relationship 
of researcher and "subjects" do not resolve the kinds of problems we 
have been discussing. They are not solutions so long as the sociological 
methods of thinking and analysis objectify what our "subjects" have 
told us about their lives. We are restricted to the descriptive, to allowing 
the voices of women's experience to be heard, unless we can go beyond 
what our respondents themselves have to tell us. Important as it has 
been and is to hear the authentic speaking of women, it is not sufficient 
to ground and guide a sociological inquiry. The development of a fem­
inist method in sociology has to go beyond our interviewing practices 
and our research relationships to explore methods of thinking that will 
organize our inquiry and write our sociological texts so as to preserve 
the presence of actual subjects while exploring and explicating the re­
lations in which our everyday worlds are embedded. 

II Pro6lems in the Relationship of Ohserver and 06served 

Beginning from the standpoint of women implies beginning at a point 
prior to the moment that organizes the detached scientific conscious­
ness. It means therefore beginning in the world that both sociologist 
and those she observes and questions inhabit on the same basis. Taking 
the standpoint of women means recognizing that as inquirers we are 
thereby brought into determinate relations with those whose experi­
ence we intend to express. The concepts and frameworks, our methods 
of inquiry, of writing texts, and so forth are integral aspects of that 
relation. Furthermore what has been argued of the everyday world of 
women in general applies equally to that everyday moment in which 
we encounter those we will write about in some form or other. The 
relations with others organized by our inquiry are also shaped by social 
relations subtending it and entering into the inquiry in unseen ways. 

The purpose of raising this issue is not to shift from inquiry into 
the problematic of other women's worlds to inquiry into the problem­
atic of the relationship between sociological inquirer and her respon­
dents. It is rather to display the relational organization within which 
the sociological work goes on. The objectifying practices of established 
sociology make such subtending organization inaccessible to explora­
tion. But here we are in search of a method of inquiry giving ourselves 



112 THE EVERYDAY WORLD AS PROBLEMATIC 

as inquirers and our subjects a presence in our methods of writing so­
ciological texts. 

To give substance to the issue, here is an example I used in an 
earlier paper. 4 I did not analyze it at that time as I shall now. It is, at 
least in certain highly relevant respects, paradigmatic of the set of re­
lations routinely involved in sociological inquiry. 

Riding a train not long ago in Ontario I saw a family of Indians: woman, 
man, and three children standing together on a spur above a river watching 
the train go by. There was (for me) that moment-the train, those five people 
seen on the other side of the glass. I saw first that I could tell this incident as it 
was, but that telling as a description built in my position and my interpretations. 
I have called them a family; I have said they were watching the train. My under­
standing has already subsumed theirs. Everything may have been quite other 
for them. My description is privileged to stand as what actually happened, be­
cause theirs is not heard in the contexts in which I may speak. 5 

The sociologist here enters into a relation with those observed in which 
they become her puppets who speak, see, and think the words, sights, 
and thoughts she attributes to them. The passing of the train provides 
a metaphor for a kind of distance between observer and observed in 
which the observed are silenced. Here, of course, the break is deeper 
than ordinary because the observer could not have been even an indi­
viduated presence for those she watched. The train passes, and all that 
could have been available to the watcher are those white faces at the 
windows. The communicative break is extreme but the silence of those 
observed in the little story is routine. Those she sees are a resource for 
a telling entered already into the social relations of the discourse at the 
very moment of observation (she keeps a notebook and has written this 
observation and some of thes~ reflections down). Her ordinary descrip­
tive procedures incorporate interpretations unchecked by the experi­
ence of those she describes. She has called them a "family," but were 
they a "family"? Were they actually watching the train? But the issue is 
not only that of accuracy. It is also that she has laid down the agenda 
of description and its terms. It is she who has seen them as a family 
and has seen the family watching and has inserted that organization 
into the world as its feature. So even questions of accuracy and fact 
revolve within the frame she has already established. In the discussion 
that follows we will move back and forth between this immediate level 
of contact and experience, the level of direct encounters with others, 
and exploration of the relations subtending the immediate level. The 
immediate level of relationships is embedded in determinate relations 
that provide its underlying structure. 

In the paradigmatic instance above, the moving train structures the 
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encounter (if indeed it can be described as such) between sociologist 
and those standing by the railroad and structures also the specific dif­
ferences in how each can have appeared to the other. The moving train 
is the matrix of anything that was observed to be told. It sets up a di~­
tinctive intersection of differing temporal structures arising from the 
passage of the train carrying the sociologist toward and away from 
those standing and perhaps waiting for the train to pass by. Sitting in 
the train, the sociologist is merely looking out. She is not otherwise 
actively engaged. The movement of the train and her mere looking 
create for her the structure of a "moment," an "incident." Her seeing 
of those people has a beginning and an end structured by the train's 
passage. They come into view, they are abreast, they are disappearing 
from view (she peers backward at the corner of the window to catch a 
last sight of them before the bush intervenes). Of course, we do not 
know how it was structured for those she observed, though we know it 
could not have been structured in anything like the same way if only 
because it is for them the train that passes and the event is its passage. 

Beyond the local organization provided by the train and its passing 
is a further political and social organization of the historical relation of 
native peoples to the railroad, their displacemertt from former modes 
of living, their confinement to reservations in areas where there is little 
or no possibility of developing a livelihood other than dependence in 
some degree on the state. In its contemporary forms, this state is inte~ 
grated with the relations I have described earlier as a ruling apparatus. 
The sociological discourse is also located there. It is indeed the admin­
istrative practice of the state that, from the multiplicity of tribal groups 
once peopling North America, has generated this category "Indian" (as 
I used it in the earlier paper) and its updated contemporary, "native 
peoples," of which I avail myself so naturally and unthinkingly in ·my 
description. 

I am white, English-speaking, a paid member of the Canadian in­
telligentsia. I have my place in this same organization of relations that 
generates the experience of the world of those I observed. Such con­
siderations as these suggest yet other possibilities in the relationship. 
Could there have been hostility among those on the spur above the 
railroad, looking toward the train against the white faces looking out? 
I remember then another incident from many years ago. The first time 
I traveled across Canada by train, when the train was passing through 
part of northern Ontario (country not too different from this) a native 
women killed herself by throwing herself on the tracks in front of the 
train. At first all we knew as passengers was that there was delay. Then 
the news was passed by word of mouth down the train. Then a young 
native woman came down the tracks and, sitting beside us on the 
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ground, cried and screamed at us in a language we did not understand. 
We had no idea what she was saying to us or why she was screaming at 
us-after all we were not driving the train; we were not in control; we 
did not have anything to do with what had happened. We can only see 
what this might have been about if we shift from the immediate level 
of the relationship to the underlying historically determined structure 
of relations. 

The one-sided relationship of observing and telling that is embed­
ded in these extended relations organizes the sociologist's account. For 
the sociologist in the train, what can be told as an event is already struc­
tured by its passage. It is constituted as an "event" in her account. For 
those who stood on the knoll, what was an "event" for her could not 
appear in the same way to them. There was a different temporal struc­
ture, different intentions and purposes (they had their destination; 
they were, we can imagine, going somewhere). 

Even when the observer has no presence in the text so that what 
she has observed appears as an unmediated object, the "structure" of 
the original relation of observation is still implicit in the account. Here 
is a nonsociological instance demonstrating such an effect. Round about 
a Pound a Week by Mrs. Pember Reeves reports a pre-First World War 
investigation of the effects of increased nourishment before and after 
childbirth on working-class mothers and their children. Participants 
were selected on the basis of an income neither significantly above nor 
below a sum just enabling them to subsist. Supplementary nourish­
ment was provided for three weeks before birth and until the child was 
a year old. The family was visited every week. Mrs. Reeves's book de­
scribes the living situation of these families, their housing, their weekly 
budget, their diet, and in general their management of their daily lives. 
I want to show the presence of social relations in the text. Here is the 
opening passage to the book. 

Take the tram from Victoria to Vauxhall Station. Get out under the railway arch 
which faces Vauxhall Bridge, and there you will find Kennington Lane. The 
railway arch roofs in a din which reduces the roar of trains continually passing 
overhead to a vibrating, muffled rumble. From either end of the arch comes a 
close procession of trams, motor-buses, brewers' drays, coal-lorries, carts filled 
with unspeakable material for glue factory and tannery, motor-cars, caster­
barrows, and people. It is a topping place for tramcars and motor-buses; there­
fore little knots of agitated persons continually collect on both pathways and dive 
between the vehicles and descending passengers in order to board the particular 
bus or tram they desire. At rhythmic intervals all traffic through the arch is 
suspended to allow a flood of trams, buses, drays and vans to surge and rattle 
and bang across the opening of the archway which faces the river. 6 
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Let me draw your attention first to the description of the scene as 
one of noise, bustle, and confusion. The focus is on movement and the 
flow of a miscellaneous collection of vehicles. It is an effect of the writ­
er's art to bring that scene to the view of our imaginations with its ac­
tivity, its noise (even its smells), and its multifarious sources of move­
ment coordinated into a "flow" of traffic. This scenic structure arises in 
the relation of an outsider to the scene. It is presented to outsiders as 
an outsider's view. The author/observer gives us directions for how to 
find it. They are rhetorical. We are not expected to follow them. Like 
the observer, we come to this place from a distance. Our journey starts 
from one of the major railway terminals in London. We might have 
come from anywhere. Directed to this place by the observer/author, her 
seeing of it organizes the scene for us. She does not belong to it as one 
who is herself engaged in it. She is not one of those habitually among 
"the knots of agitated persons" collecting on the pathways to catch the 
motor bus or tram. She does not drive a bus or tram; she does not drive 
the brewer's dray or the coal lorry; she does not push (or pull) the 
coster-barrow. She is an outsider; she is an observer. Her relationship to 
the scene is given by her business there, which is to observe; that is part 
of the research enterprise. Observation has a distinctive temporal 
structure. The confusion and chaos of the scene are framed by an ob­
servational stasis. The account would be very differently organized if it 
were presented from the standpoint of someone involved as an actor 
in the setting. His or her purpose and direction would organize the 
constituents Mrs. Reeves describes quite differently-what the traffic 
was like to the driver of the dray, for example, would not be chaos but 
a familiar setting and condition of his work. For him that moment con­
jured by the observer would not exist as such. He passes through the 
same setting as that of the observer with a temporal perspective orga­
nized by his work. But the moment of observation congeals the bustle 
and action into "events" in themselves. The actual substrate of what 
has been produced textually as a "scene" containing "events" has been 
"sectioned off" by the author/observer. The continuities of action, pur­
pose, and direction that provide the materials of the author/observer's 
scene are not preserved. The "sectioning off" is an effect of framing 
the moment of observation, the moment of "looking at." It is the out­
sider's point of entry into a living process; she not only looks at the 
scene, but constitutes it as a scene in that looking. Her looking is or­
ganized by her intention to speak of it to those who are not there. Im­
plicit in this passage, then, is an organization of the social relations of 
which the passage does not speak. The relations that underlie it orga­
nize the account over and above the observer's privileged interpreta-
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. tions of what was there and what happened. That very privileging is 
itself an "expression" of those relations. 

From the perspective of the passenger in the train, an event is con­
stituted as those five people come into view and disappear from sight. 
Her account is informed by a structure latent in the relationship. Sim­
ilarly Mrs. Reeves's introduction to. Kennington Lane is organized by 
her external relationship to the processes she describes. The sociolo­
gist's normal working relationship to the world is of the same order. 
She is thinking in discourse terms; she makes her observation not as 
something merely noticed, or as a remark to a fellow passenger, but as 
one that gets written, which intends the discourse of sociology. The 
relevances of the discourse isolate this as an instance, as something to 
be told. The account she writes-this account you have had before 
you-is specifically structured by these as well as by the silences of 
those who are also present. The "structure" of the observational mo­
ment is implicit in the account. 

Thus, beyond the encounter on the common ground of an every­
day world there is another level of organization. In the everyday work 
of sociological inquiry, the sociologist or her hireling interviews a "sub­
ject." "Subject" or respondent answers the sociologist's questions. She 
does just that. She does not tell the sociologist what questions to ask. 
She is not a participant in the textually mediated discourse to which 
the sociologist will return from the field with her trophies. As we shall 
see below, Mrs. Reeves works in the same way, taking for granted the 
privileges of speaking for those who are not members of the discourses 
embedded in the relations of ruling in which she has a voice. The so­
ciologist exercises the same privilege. The relations of ruling are im­
manent in the sociologist's observations, the way in which her interview 
is conceived, what she will do with the "material" she collects when she 
takes it back home and works it up, but these remain unexplicated. The 
fact that I am in the train and the Indians are standing on the spur 
above the river, and that my observations are entered into a discourse 
articulated to the relations of ruling which oppress them, is continually 
at work in the (immediate if transitory) relationship and in the account 
of it that I write. 

We will take up this drama at the paradigmatic level by naming our 
two characters, subject and sociologist, One and Two. In the everyday 
work of observation, Two observes One driving a dray, waiting for a 
motorbus, cutting wood, or standing on a knoll by the railroad. Or 
perhaps Two interviews One, who answers Two's questions. If so, One 
does just that. She does not tell Two what questions to ask her, and she 
is not a participant in the discourse to which Two will return from the 
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field with her trophies. Like it or not, Two speaks from and assumes 
the privileges of her participation in a discourse embedded in relations 
of ruling. The latter are immanent in Two's observations, in the way in 
which her interview is conceived, in her use of the "material" she col­
lects when she takes it back home and works it up, and as we have seen, 
in the texts that are her product and the methods of writing them. 

III Sociological Methods of Writing Texts 

Established sociology is preoccupied with suppressing the presence of 
the sociological subject. 7 This points to an underlying contradiction. 
While objectivity, in the sense of the detached scientific knower, has 
come to be seen as an essential property of its scientific texts, actuality 
has continued to resist this discursive production. However flexible her 
joints and acrobatic her postures, the sociological knower is always and 
cannot escape being part of the world that goes on outside her head, 
as well as inside it, and is her object of inquiry. Her head and her in­
quiry are as much part of it as the object of her investigation. Scientific 
detachment itself is a product of distinctive and specialized social or­
ganization, consisting, on the one hand, of methods of writing and 
reading the texts of scientific discourse and, on the other, as Schutz has 
shown us,8 of the subject's own practices of suppressing and discarding 
her biographical and local setting and the pragmatic concerns of her 
world of working to enter the cognitive domain of science as reader of 
scientific texts. To forget her bodily being is also to forget her own 
historicity. 

The sociologist's methods of writing texts produce a world for her 
readers such that they too stand outside it. Those of us who have had 
the experience of being members of a category that is the object of 
sociological inquiry can recognize the strangeness of finding ourselves 
as subjects transformed in a course of reading into objects and of the 
unspoken sociological stipulation instructing us to disregard what we 
know of ourselves as embodied subjects. The unspoken relationship 
between sociologist and those she observes is hidden in the conceptual 
practices that externalize their activities and practices as properties of 
structures or systems, and reinterprets the daily actualides of their lives 
into the alienated constructs of sociological discourse, subordinating 
their experienced worlds to the categories of ruling. 

Methods of writing sociological texts construct out of the one-sided · 
privilege of the sociologist a text that claims to stand outside the "sub-
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jectivity" of both sociologist and "subject." Sociological claims for the 
objectivity of its accounts have been based on methods that will gen­
erate a sociological account overriding and independent of divergent 
and localized perspectives. Sociology claims to provide a "third" version 
among the contending or potentially contending accounts of other par­
ties.9 The sociological "third" version is more than an additional per­
spective added to the previous collection. Rather it is a version that is 
(a) specifically independent of the partial and subjective perspectives 
of particular individuals or groups involved in the action to be de­
scribed and analyzed; and (b) a metaversion constructed so that it will 
subsume and account for the other versions and hence can be substi­
tuted for them as the authoritative account. In the making of such ac­
counts, sociology has developed vocabulary, concepts, and syntactic 
modes that enable Two's one-sided version to be represented as objec­
tive, as standing outside the world it surveys. 

It would seem that sociologies that isolate meaning as the defining 
property of the social, 10 and propose as their necessary ground the in­
terpretation of the meaning of social actors, would preserve the pres­
ence and force of subjects in the sociological texts. The sociologist's 
knowledge or apprehension of what is going on or what someone is 
doing is an interpretive act if only in the very fundamental sense that 
to describe what someone does in action language incorporates inten­
tion. People who act have something "in mind." She is scratching her 
nose, for example; she is unpacking her groceries; she is making ht:r 
bed; she is cutting wood for the winter; she is letting Rosa the cat in. 
But interpretive sociologies go beyond this point to an ontology of the 
social that projects the sociologist's necessary grasp, the interpretive act, 
onto the world as its mode of being, its ontology. Such an ontology 
grounds methods of writing "third versions," which supersede those of 
the actual individuals in which they originate. Typically body and mind 
are taken apart and "mind"-or its refractions-"meaning;' "motive;' 
"interpretation;' -are given the principal parts as agents or operators. 
The shared meanings or expectations, consensus, the "known-in­
common," the "intersubjective," "culture;' are modes in which the ac­
tualities of the social are given subjectless presence in the sociological 
text. The sociology of Alfred Schutz, for example, builds sociological 
constructs on the constructs of actors and locates the essentially social 
in the sharing of knowledge, in the idealizations and achievement of 
intersubjectivity.'' 

Such practices and devices build in the one-sided relationship be­
tween Two and One in which Two speaks for One's capacities as subject. 
They presuppose a discourse in which only Two is privileged to speak. 
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This building in is made visible in passages from the foundations of 
interpretive sociology in the work of Max Weber. In setting out the 
grounds for sociology as "a science concerning itself with the interpre­
tive understanding of social action and thereby with a causal explana­
tion of its course and consequences," 12 Weber distinguishes between 
different types of understanding. The first is the direct observational 
understanding of the subjective meaning of a given act as such, includ­
ing verbal utterances. 13 Among the examples he gives is that of "the 
action of a wood-cutter" in cutting wood. This is an instance of an im­
mediate understanding of someone's actions. A second and more com­
plex type of understanding is "explanatory understanding." Here We­
ber introduces the concept of motive. Motive is "the meaning an actor 
attaches to" actions that themselves are grasped by direct observational 
understanding. 

Motive is "what makes him do this at precisely this moment and in 
these circumstances." 14 The concept of motivation provides explanatory 
understanding of actions that are understood by direct observation: 

Rational understanding of motivation . . . consists in placing the act in an 
intelligible and more inclusive context of meaning. Thus we understand the 
chopping of wood or aiming of a gun in terms of motive in addition to direct 
observation if we know that the woodchopper is working for a wage or is chop­
ping a supply of fire-wood for his own use or possibly he is doing it for recreation. 
But he might also be working off a fit of rage, in the irrational case. 15 

The posture of the sociologist has been built into the presuppositions 
of inquiry and then into the concepts developed to generate sociologi­
cal texts. The sociologist can see that the woodchopper is chopping 
wood. It seems as though her problem is to figure out why he is doing 
it. The concept of motive traps this moment and transposes it into our 
conceptual equipment. The behavior to be explained is unproblematic; 
it is immediately available to observation. Motive is a second-order con­
cept that will explain it. The woodchopper may be chopping wood to 
sell; he may be working for a wage or for his own uses; or he may be 
in a rage. These are motivational explanations. This methodological 
practice is structured analogous to Reeves's method of writing her de­
scription of Kennington Lane. The moment of chopping wood, of "di­
rect observational understanding," is "sectioned out." In this way the 
temporal structure of the observational moment is imposed upon a 
lived and moving actuality. The observer looks, notices, and leaves. She 
returns to her study (or perhaps more likely to the kitchen table), and 
there she writes down what she has observed directly. She isolates that 
moment, the seeing of the woodchopper at work. The sectioning off is 
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part of her sociological work. She has posed as a problem what she does 
not know-those aspects of the lived actuality that have escaped her 
observation. 

It is here that the problem of explanatory understanding arises. It 
does not arise at all for the woodchopper who continued to cut wood, 
has stacked it in this cart, and is already making his round of nearby 
homes to whose owners he has promised a bundle of wood. It is not 
unproblematic for the woodchopper simply because the woodchopper 
knows why he is doing it. It is unproblematic because chopping wood 
is part of an ongoing course of action in which he is engaged. His work 
is coordinated with that of others in a temporally ordered sequence of 
actions; the depth of the relations in which this particular sequence is 
embedded is present in his ax, cart, clothes, horse, and so forth which 
are themselves the product of other and preceding similar complexly 
concerted sequences of work. Yet the sociological method of producing 
an account deprives us precisely of that grasp of the other's active par­
ticipation in the extended relations of the market that would enable.us 
to pass beyond opacity rather than transferring it to the level of socio­
logical discourse. 

The continuity of his actions and the ordered sequences of actions 
linking his work to that of others do not isolate anything corresponding 
to the sociologist's moment of observation. That "moment" exists only 
as a product of the sociologist's work and of her relationship, as soci­
ologist, to the woodchopper. The concept of direct observational 
understanding, the second level of explanatory understanding, as well 
as the methodological value of the concept of motive, build a one-sided 
relationship between One (the woodchopper) and Two (the sociologist) 
into a sociological method for writing texts. The conceptual practices 
that organize her sociological text produce an account of the social pro­
cess as if she stood outside it. 

The observer's problem of "explaining" what the drive of the brew­
er's dray or the woodchopper is doing results from the sectioning out 
of a moment of observation as a practice situated in a determinate so­
cial relation. Such a moment arises only as Two is positioned so that he 
or she can speak of One's life in texts in which One does not appear as 
subject (indeed in which the presence of subjects is altogether sup­
pressed). Indeed it can appear only in a relation in which One is al­
ready other to Two. The observer's moment of separation is incorpo­
rated into sociological methods of thinking as conceptual practices are 
elaborated in the construction of the phenomenal world of sociological 
discourse. Concepts such as 'motive' provide structuring devices repro­
ducing the original relation in the sociological text. 



SOCIOLOGICAL INHIBITIONS AS PROBLEMATIC 121 

Yet seeking an alternative incorporating the standpoint of subjects 
as they are actually located, we seem to have stuck ourselves in the 
traditional sociological dilemma of "multiple perspectives." If we re­
nounce a sociological rereading of what the people we talk to tell us 
and at the same time want to say something more or other than they 
can see and say, we seem to resign ourselves to a dual vision in which 
either account is equally valid and neither has the power to supersede 
the other. Perhaps more problematic is the issue of how we are to de­
cide among differing products of inquiry, among differing sociological 
versions? If we forgo the move of objectivity, are there procedures en­
abling us to determine which among differing versions of the world we 
can rely on as an account of how it is? What is the status of our version 
if we forgo our claim to write the "third" and overriding version? 

Can we, as Sandra Harding suggests, 16 come to rest in an accept­
ance of intrinsic many-sidedness of our worlds and therefore of the 
many stories that may be told of it, of which ours is only one? Post­
m<;>dernists have celebrated and theorized the overthrow of the tran­
scendental subject, replacing it with a recognition of multiple alterna­
tive narratives, none of which can claim a privileged status over others. 
Harding has described this move as follows: 

Once the Archimedean, transhistorical agent of knowledge is deconstructed into 
constantly shifting, wavering, recombining, historical groups, then a world that 
can be understood and navigated with the assistance of Archimedes' map of 
perfect perspective also disappears. As Flax put the issue, "Perhaps 'reality' can 
have 'a' structure only from the falsely universalizing perspective of the master. 
That is, only to the extent that one person or group can dominate the whole, can 
'reality' appear to be governed by one set of rules or be constituted by one privi­
leged set of social relation-ships?" 17 

Harding concludes that "by giving up the ghost of telling "one true 
story," we embrace instead the permanent partiality of feminist in­
quiry." 18 The "one true story" is nothing more than a partial perspec­
tive claiming generality on the basis of social privilege and power. 

But suppose we posed the problem at a more mundane level where 
we are not grappling with notions of truth, but more simply and rudely 
with how to write a sociology that will somehow lay out for women, for 
people, how our everyday worlds are organized and how they are 
shaped and determined by relations that extend beyond them. Inquiry 
itself does not make sense unless we suppose that there is something 
to be found and that that something can be spoken of to another, as 
we might say "Well, this is the way it is. This is how it works." It would 
not be enough to be able to say "This is how it looks to me" when that 
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is not just a way station toward something more final, but is all we are 
going to be able to say. If we want to be able to offer something like a 
map or diagram of the swarming relations in which our lives are en­
meshed so that we can find our ways better among them, then we want 
to be able to claim that we are describing is actual in the same way as 
our everyday worlds are actual. We want to be able to say with confi­
dence that we can speak of it truthfully and faithfully. 

The problems of multiple perspectives for sociology and the deci­
sion rules provided by sociological methods of constituting objectivity 
arise in the context of a sociology that has built into its methods the 
assumption that we cannot encounter the world without a concept, that 
knowing it relies on the ordering procedures already established in the 
theoretical armamentarium of the discourse. If we move then to a so­
ciology whose business is making out a world that is put together in 
determinate ways prior to our thinking it and that makes as its enter­
prise the discovery of just how it is done, then the issues are no longer 
at the level of "truth" but rather, in assessing the products of inquiry, 
"Has she got it right? Is this how it really works? Is it accurate? Faithful 
to the character of the organization and relations investigated?" Such 
questions can be asked only if there exists the practical possibility of 
another account that can invalidate hers. If it is a power play, as Hard­
ing suggests, 19 to claim the veracity of one version, is it not also essential 

. to the most modest possibilities of knowing how things work that a 
social scientific account can be called into question? And therefore that 
another version can be on some grounds preferred? 

So the epistemology must also be an ontology, a method of thinking 
(a theory if you like) about how the social can be said to exist so that 
we can describe it in ways that can be checked back to how it actually 
is. Therefore, I shall argue that by the very character of the social itself 
that lies in the ongoing active recreation of a world in common, this 
possibility exists. 

IV A Method of Thinking for a Sociology for Women 

Though the standpoint of women commits us to a subject discovering 
the social process from inside, hence subjectively, we have also insisted 
upon subject's embodiment and her existence therefore in a world of 
time and activity and of materiality. In search of a method of thinking 
that denies neither the subjective mode in which the social exists nor 
its "objectivity" (in the minimal sense that we can "test" different ac-
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counts against the actuality of which both speak and therefore that 
somehow or other "it" has an existence independent of the interpre­
tation of the accounts), we turn to the materialist method as Marx and 
Engels formulated it in The German Ideology. For theirs is an ontology 
that first shifts us out of the discourse among texts as a place to start. 
The premises they declare are not in imagination. They insist we start 
in the same world as the one we live in, among real individuals, their 
·activities, and the material conditions of their activities. What is there 
to be investigated are the ongoing actual activities of real people. Noth­
ing more or less. We are talking about a world that actually happens and 
can be observed, spoken of, and returned to to check up on the accu­
racy of an account or whether a given version of it is faithful to how it 
actually works (in principle at least; the practice may at times prove 
more complicated). 

But what has happened to the subject? Has she been swallowed up, 
as some readings of Marx have argued, in a reduction of consciousness 
to an epiphenomenon of material being? The German Ideology provides 
a decisively simple response. Far from viewing consciousness as a mere 
function of material process, Marx and Engels in The German Ideology 
insist that we cannot detach individual and consciousness.20 The dis­
tinctive stance of Marx's materialism (we cannot be quite so confident 
of Engels's if we follow his later work) is the assertion that consciousness 
is inseparable from the individual. In contrasting their method to the 
idealism of the German .ideologists; who treat consciousness as if it were 
an active agent in history, they assert the inseparability of consciousness and 
individual: "In the first method [idealism] the starting point is· con­
sciousness taken as the living individual; in the second method, which 
conforms to real life, it is the real living individuals themselves, and 
consciousness is considered solely as their consciousness." 21 This conception is 
of the social as existing in and only in actual people's actual activities 
and practices, where the terms "individual," "activity," and "practice" 
are taken to include the "subjective side" or consciousness. 

Of course it is not just activities and practices as such that give us 
the social as an object of inquiry but the concerting or coordination of 
activities or, as Marx and Engels put it, the forms of cooperation.22 If 
we take the ongoing concerting of activities in all the complex ways in 
which that concerting is accomplished and in all the complex forms of 
what Harold Garfinkel refers to as the quiddity of local historical pro­
cess,23 we are no longer stuck with shared meanings or intersubjectivity 
as the guarantor and ground of the social. Rather the coordering or 
concerting of actual activities by actual individuals is continually being 
worked out in the course of working together, competing with one an-
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other, conversing, and all the other ways in which people coact. People 
work together in concrete actual situations; the coordination or con­
certing of their activities is both in movement in time and in and 
through talk and other "expressive" modes such as music. The exis­
tence of a common environment of objects comes into being at what­
ever level of complexity, in and of an ongoing local historical organi­
zation of practices. See George Herbert Mead, for example, who 
writes: "The social environment ... is an organization of objective re­
lations which arise in relation to a group engaged in such activities in 
processes of social experience and behavior. Certain characteristics of 
the external world ar~ possessed by, only with reference to, or in rela­
tion to an interacting social group of individual organisms." 24 

We can see the fully socially organized existence of a table in how 
a small child does not know, for example, how to constitute a table as 
the space that at its simplest separates what may be done with head and 
hands from the (dirty) floor of feet. The very ordinary presence of the 
objects of our daily lives, chairs, tables, are not what they are simply 
because of their physical properties, but are socially organized in our 
everyday practices and organize their concerting. The terms for socially 
constituted objects are anchored in and anchor a social organization of 
actual practices in and through which table becomes table. Indeed the 
meaning of their terms, rather than arising in a referential process, 
consists in that anchorage of a socially organized form. Our everyday 
world of practical activities continually confirms for us and others a 
shared world of objects and people. 25 In a study of the discovery of a 
pulsar, Garfinkel, Lynch, and Livingstone show the ongoing concerted 
practices in which the pulsar comes into social existence as an object. 
At the beginning of the taped record of the talk among astronomers at 
work, that pulsar did not exist; in the course of that talk, observations 
are made indicating "pulsar"; further observations affirm "pulsar"; it 
then exists. A feature of its social organization is that it was already 
there to be discovered prior to its discovery; this is the sense and social 
organization of a "discovery." Its existence is a socially organized prod­
uct of the specialized work of astronomers in an actual local historical 
context and as an actual local historical process. 

This coming into being of a particular object provides a paradigm 
of how objects exist for us, for their existence is continually renewed 
for us in daily practices, our own and those of others. The objectivity 
of simple objects is an ongoing social accomplishment. The women 
who gets up from her chair and walks over to the cigarette machine in 
a cafeteria, puts her money in the slot, and gets her packet of cigarettes 
affirms for me and anyone else there present in multiple ways a world 
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we hold in common. Further, as she acts, she discovers those objects as 
reliably and appropriately what they are-the chair, the money in her 
handbag which fits the slot in the machine and produces the cigarettes, 
the floor she walks on, and so on. If, leaving the cafeteria, our paths 
crossed, we would adjust our movements to one another. The concert­
ing, the coordination of the world, both produces and is present in the 
material environment she so naturally takes for granted-the chair, the 
money, the cigarette machine, the package of cigarettes, each produced 
to intend its complementary act and social in this double mode. 

Such methods of thinking enable us to see realities as social and as 
arising in an ongoing organization of practices that continually and 
routinely reaffirm a world in common at the most basic grounding of 
our life in the concrete daily realities as well as in more complex social 
forms. Our world is continually being brought into being as it is and as 
it is becoming, in the daily practices of actual individuals. 

Such an ontology analyzes social processes as the ongoing concert­
ing of actual practices of actual individuals. We see, then, people very 
much as they are, the competent practitioners of their everyday worlds, 
active in definite material and social contexts, desiring, thinking, feel­
ing, and actively engaged with others in producing the actualities of 
the world they have in common with one another. A social reality, in 
this line of thinking, is a local historical process created by those in­
volved for themselves and each other. It is essentially a process in time. 
Sociological analysis explicates what members accomplish, their actual 
practices and methods of producing the order they find and are active 
in bringing into being. 

These practices, these objects, our world, are continually created 
again and again and are already social. Because they arise in actual 
activities, they are always coming into being as a local historical process, 
Jailing away behind us as we move forward into the future. They are 
being brought into being.· But this does not mean that they exist in 
different ways for different people. It does not mean that our realities 
are not substantial nor that how they are differs from person to person 
depending on meaning or perspective. The social construction of re­
ality is precisely that of creating a world we have in common. It is the 
work of continually accomplishing a world that does exist as a reality 
that is the same for me as it is for you. Where you see chair, I see chair. 
Or if I do not recognize that strange humpy lumpy object as a chair, 
you tell me "that's a chair" and I know then how it works as object 
coming to hand or rather to seat. And, rather gingerly, I sit down to 
wait while you put the kettle on. Its capacity as chair arises as you an­
nounce its social organization, and we both then know how to enter it 
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into the concerting of our joint work of having a cup of coffee and a 
conversation together. In exploring the social then we are exploring 
what is being accomplished as what we have in common ongoingly and 
as what we know and rely on as the same for us as it is for others. This 
effect is not produced by the mysterious "idealizations of intersubjec­
tivity" which Schutz's cognitively based conception of social reality re­
quires. 27 It is brought into being for us ongoingly in the concerting of 
actual activities in which language plays the essential role of storing and 
re-membering social organization. 

Here, there is no implication that a social reality is fixed or final, 
nor that it is always a simple matter to verify "premises" in a purely 
empirical way.28 What we are trying to make visible in this way is an 
ongoing production. The social process is always in the making; it is 
also always coming into being as a condition of our own activity, 
confirmed in the very process of coordinating our own moves with 
those of others, corrected as it is found to fail as a condition of theirs. 
A socially organized reality is known as such not as "objective," 29 but as 
an ongoing practical matter of accomplishing presence by and among 
subjects. 

Marx and Engels say of their method that it "conforms to real life," 
which is the actual activities of actual individuals under definite mate­
rial conditions. Ethnomethodology specifies its ontology very similarly. 
"In doing sociology [says Garfinkel] ... every reference to the "real 
world," even where the reference is to physical or biological events, is a 
reference to the organized activities of everyday life." 30 

The organized activities of everyday life have been the focus of 
ethnomethodological inquiry. The method of analyzing naturally oc­
curring conversations, for example, explicates the orderliness that mem­
bers themselves produce for each other: 

If the materials (records of natural conversation) were orderly, they were so be­
cause they had been methodically produced &y members of the society for one 
another, and it was a feature of the conversations we treated as data that they 
were produced so as to allow the display &y the co-participants to each other of 
their orderliness, and to allow the participants to display to each other their 
analysis, appreciation and use of that orderliness. 31 

The practice of inquiry proposed will explicate rather than explain the 
actual ongoing concerting of human activity. -

In any given context of action, the social arises in how individuals 
enter actual courses of action coordinating with others, with objects, 
with an environment that is already socially organized and that is be­
coming organized as it is again (in its quiddity) as they act. Questions 



INHIBITIONS TO EXPLORING THE EVERYDAY WORLD 127 

of what become less significant than questions of how-how it gets 
done, how it works. So while we draw back from the somewhat smug 
oversimplification of Marx and Engels's conclusion to their announce­
ment of the premises of the new materialist method, "These premises 
can be verified in a purely empirical way," we can hold with them that 
the social itself (as we have been specifying it) creates the conditions of 
its own observability. We do not therefore rely on a technica~ method­
ology for producing-objectivity but on an inquiry (necessarily technical) 
oriented by prospective questions from others: "Is it really so?" "Does 
it really happen like that?" Such questions rely on the possibility that 
others could return to the object of our inquiry and on the basis of 
their own work respond, "No, she is wrong, it does not work like that 
but like this," and so forth. In contrast to the established methodologies 
constructing a third version out of contending versions and thus con­
stituting the objectivity of the world as a product of inquiry, we propose 
a method of inquiry that relies on the existence of a world in common 
ongoingly created and recreated in human sensuous activities. It is a 
method of inquiry that proposes to explicate the same world as that of 
people's action and experience. Indeed the work of inquiry itself goes 
forward in and is part of the same world as it explicates. 

V Sociological Inhibitions to Exploring the Everyday World 
as Problematic 

Opening an inquiry from the standpoint of women means accepting 
our ineluctable embeddedness in the same world as is the object of our 
inquiry. It means recognizing that our work enters us into relationships 
with others that are structured by relations not fully present in them 
and that our textual pretensions to objectivity are betrayed by the secret 
presence of those relations in the text itself and the conceptual and 
other devices that we make use of in producing it. To work then from 
the standpoint of women as a method of thinking and of writing the 
subject into texts, we must cede from the outset our discursive privilege 
to substitute our understandings for those whose stories instruct us in 
their experience of lived actualities. Yet clearly if we move to an inves­
tigation of the relations that are not plain either to our interlocutor or 
ourselves, she cannot be our resource for everything we want to know. 
We want to know more so that she can also. 

Beyond the encounter on the common ground of an everyday 
world, we have shown dimly the workings of another level of organi-
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zation. Individuals' accounts of their experience may disclose a level of 
organization beyond that experience. Here are instances of other en­
counters displaying a rift not fully analyzable within the local historical 
settings of meeting. Our first two are accounts by workers of their ex­
perience as participants in radical left-wing organizations in the United 
States and our third an instance of issues arising in the women's move­
ment between middle- and working-class feminists. 

I remember once they were having this discussion on feudalism. Of course, three­
fourths of the discussion I didn't understand. So finally, I asked a question. One 
of the women in the group told me my question was "too simple"-that the issue 
was "actually much more complicated" than that. There were two worlds meet­
ing there and they couldn't be reconciled. I couldn't imagine those people doing 
the same work as we did or relating like we did. I'd go to work the next day after 
one of those meetings and it was a totally different reality. 30 

Another worker told of a similar experience: 

· I remember how shocked one of these people was when they heard me griping 
about all the shitty jobs I'd had. One of them asked me, "haven't you ever had a 
job you felt good about?" I said, "No." It was beyond him, outside his reality. 
Factory workers are exotic creatures to these people. 31 

There are similar examples from the women's movement. Berson 
describes how she learned to confront the realities of her own class 
experience as she lived and worked politically with working-class 
women. 

I learned that class is not only how much you have relative to everybody else, 
but what kind of economic security you have. My family never had to worry 
about whether we would eat, or whether my father would have work. We worried 
about how often we could eat at restaurants, and the kind of work my father 
would have to do. For lower class women those worries are so far removed from 
their lives that they seem ludicrous. Eating and working are questions of sur­
vival, not taste. 34 

The two may meet and work together, but their meeting and work­
ing together are determined (in the sense of "shaped") by underlying 
social relations that enter a deep rift into their relationship. 

The level at which One or Two encounter one another is grasped 
as being embedded in relations of class, which shapes that encounter 
and how it is experienced. Figure 3.1 shows how the different levels are 
conceived. The one-sided relationship of observing and teUing which 
is embedded in the extended relations of class also organizes Two's so­
ciological account. 

The practical problem that arises as we attempt to explore the class 
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Figure 3.1 

The everyday level-

One--(meeting)--Two 
I I 
I I 
\ / 
\ I 
\ I 
\ I 
\ I 
\ I 
\ I 
\ I 

Underlying relations-

relations in which the encounter between One and Two is embedded is 
that the methods of thinking and conceptual practices that we ordinar­
ily use to talk "class" sociologically, and often politically too, make such 
underlying determinations invisible. We have already seen how these 
tranpose what arises necessarily in a determinate relationship with its 
determinate underlying properties into a single, unidimensional ac­
count. The standpoint of one position only, that of Two, the sociologist, 
becomes the source of an account that is represented as written from a 
position transcending that of particular subjects. 

Sociological methods of thinking of "levels" of "structure" beyond 
and determining the local historical matrices of our experience will 
capture such underlying relations only at the cost of dispensing with 
the presence of subjects. It seems that here we have no alternative other 
than to move to conceptual practices suppressing the presence of sub­
jects. Methods of macrosociological thinking are specialized to produce 
an account of a social process as if it were external to the individuals 
who necessarily bring it into being. They create a wholly external re­
lation between those whose lives are the source of whatever textual 
"structure" is erected to represent them. They also create a wholly ex­
ternal relationship between inquirer and object of her inquiry so that 
the latter appears to exist altogether independent of the practices and 
project through which she knows it. They constitute a standpoint 
within the texts of discourse, severing them from their ground in an 
original world of active subjects. 

Thus in practicing the methods of thinking of sociological dis-
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course, the sociological inquirer participates in the world of discursive 
objects they have brought into being and that are sustained as the 
known-in-common world of its members. The complex organization of 
activities of actual individuals and their actual relations is entered into 
the discourse through concepts such as class, modernization, formal 
organization. A realm of theoretically constituted objects is created, 
freeing the discursive realm from its ground in the lives and work of 
actual individuals and liberating sociological inquiry to graze on a field 
of conceptual entities that now can be combined in ways unconstrained 
by the original actual relations organizing and organized by actual in­
dividuals. Agency can be transferred from people to a discursive object 
originating in and reflecting the social relations of their actual lives and 
work-"the effects of modernization on the family" or "class as a de­
terminant of political consciousness." In research, classes of variables 
are constructed and generalized across populations to disclose partic­
ular refractions of discursive entities. The products may be entered 
into the purely formal space constituted by statistical manipulations of 
data. 

The samples through which the world has been given textual pres­
ence here have all been ones in which "class" has been or could be used 
to interpret relations between One and Two. Using sociological meth­
ods of thinking, how does "class" operate on an array of subjects? Here 
is a little population of eight people. They are represented by asterisks 
in figure 3.2. 

Figure 3.2 

* * 

* * 

* * 

* * 
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To emphasize that everything depends upon the method of think­
ing and not upon the term itself, I shall use the neo-Marxist concepts 
of bourgeoisie, new and old petty bourgeoisie, and proletariat. Imagine 
then that we have interviewed our eight subjects; some of them might 
have been those already represented in the text. We now have the prob­
lem of assigning them to the different categories of class-what sort of 
work do they do? If they are women, what are their husbands; jobs. 
And so forth. And although I am not going to confine our little model 
to the cases of One and Two's encounters that we have before us, we 
can begin by thinking through how we might analyze some of them in 
terms of class. Immediately of course we have the problem of how to 
locate the native people who are not proletariat. They do not work for 
a wage and are therefore not proletariat. But what then shall we call 
them? We could argue that they are situated in a different mode of 
production and hence need a different classification altogether. It is a 
bit peculiar to do this, since clearly their current economic relations are 
within a capitalist mode of production. So maybe we had better just 
leave them out. Then we do not know exactly who the people were the 
two politically involved workers were talking about; most likely, how­
ever, they were university students or, judging by their style of work, at 
least members of an intelligentsia. So they might be members or proto­
members of a new petty bourgeoisie. And Mrs. Pember Reeves and 
Weber? Well perhaps not exactly old petty bourgeoisie nor exactly new, 
but precursors in their own time of the new petty bourgeois intelli­
gentsia. Perhaps we should leave them out too. Or maybe if we could 
learn something about their sources of income, we might feel quite 
comfortable then in assigning Mrs. Pember Reeves to the bourgeoisie 
regardless of her Fabian socialist linkage. 

And so we would go, imposing the categories on the people by 
using the criteria that clean them up to make a better fit between the 
world and the discursive entity expressed in the categories. We shall 
suppose for the sake of figurative drama as well as simplicity that each 
individual represented by a star in figure 3.3 can be plotted unambig­
uously into the four categories of class. 

We could then grasp the relations among them now expressed as prop­
erties of a formal system. While the formalization does not tell us much 
about the characteristic of the encounters between One and Two which 
we have been keeping in mind, we can see that as the categories are 
tied into the theories, so we could perhaps raise suspicion about the 
possible contradictory character of the allegiance of the members of 
the new petty bourgeoisie, who were encountered by workers in the 
context of political organization, to the cause of working-class 
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Figure 3.3 

Bourgeoisie * * 

* * 
New Petit Bourgeoisie 

Old Petit Bourgeoisie 

* * 

* * Proletariat 

struggle.35 The categories of class thus used do not analyze the specific 
character of the relations in which their encounter is embedded, but 
they do tie that moment back into .a theoretical analysis that "pred~cts" 
to properties of a theoretically postulated process of class struggle in 
which such moments as those we have identified are embedded. So the 
encounters of our stories are given a new interpretation; we see them 
in a new light, as we cast the protagonists in the theoretical script by 
classifying them under the categories of a system. But it is not the story 
as they told it. Nor does it enable us to go beneath the surface of the · 
passing reflection to display underlying relations at work within it, for 
these relations are collapsed into a "flat" two-dimensional surface by 
our methods of producing the sociological account. The problem of 
the one-sidedness of our accounts is the same as those that prevent us 
from exploring the extended relations in which people's differing lives 
and experiences are embedded. 

VI Exploring the Social Relations Determining the Everyday 

It is essential to extend the methods of thinking proposed in sections 3 
and 4 to the explication of the social relations present in and shaping 
the local historical process and constituting the problematic of the 
everyday world. We do so by recognizing that the activities of actual 
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individuals are not only concerted in the immediacy of the everyday. 
They are implicated also in the organization of extended social rela­
tions or in sequences of socially coordinated action in ·which many in­
dividuals unknown to one another may be active. These appear dis­
tinctively as a level of organization superimposed on the concretely and 
immediately known: ·~cotton spinning Jenny is a machine for spin­
.ning cotton. It becomes capital only in certain relations. Torn from 
these relationships it is no more capital th~n gold itself is money or 
sugar is the price o(sugar." 36 Similarly table, chair, coffee, cigarette may 
be constituted as commodities in the social relations of the market in 
which goods are produced to be exchanged for money. In Marx's anal­
ysis, the character of the commodity as a social relation is distinct from 
the character of a particular object. As the latter it has a use-value, but 
as constituted in the social relations of the market the object "is 
changed into something transcendent." 37 

In The German Ideology Marx and Engels pose this question: if social 
relations exist only in the activities of actual individuals and invididuals 
always start from themselves, how could those relations take on the 
character of forces standing over against them and overpowering their 
lives? 38 Marx's analysis of the commodity in Capital establishes the 
bridge over which activities pass in entering into a realm in which re­
lations function as impersonal "forces." The social relations constitut­
ing commodities-a.re distinctive. They are relations in which individuals 
are necessarily present and active but in which they do not appear as 
such. They are the relations of an economy in which money is ex­
changed for commodities and commodities for money. The invisibility 
of subjects in the commodity as a social relation is not a conceptual 
effect, but a feature of the particular way in which exchange relations 
are organized in a capitalist mode of production. The "objectivity" of 
the relations is an effect of the activities of individuals concerted in 
determinate forms of social relations. Such a concept of social relations 
enables us to see how "explanations" in terms of intentions or motives 
are quite insufficient as accounts of social phenomena, for the activities 
of individuals are articulated to and organized by the social relations 
that express no intention but, arising out of the multiple intentions of 
many, coordinate and determine (in the sense of shaping or giving de­
terminate form to) people's intentions. 

Social relations in this sense do not exist in an abstract formal space 
organized purely conceptually, but as determinate actual processes. 
Just as table takes on its spd::ific character as people coordinate their 
activities in relation to it, so commodity only comes into being as such 
as an object is entered into the coordinated sequences of action consti-
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tuting relations of exchange. Thus a commodity begins in one place as 
an object actually produced for sale and in the process of being ex­
changed for money; it is fully realized as such only at its final destina­
tion where it passes out of the commodity mode and its uses as an 
object come into play.39 It takes only a little imagination to see that all 
such relations are present in and produced in the organization of ac­
tivities at the everyday level as well as entering the everyday into rela­
tions that pass beyond the control of individual subjects. The child who 
goes to the corner grocery store to spend her quarter on candy or pop 
enters into just such a complex of relations. Her simple act and the 
ordinary intelligibility of the sentence describing it depend upon and 
are structured by that complex. 

This method of thinking shows us a way of examining the actual 
and immediate organization of the experienced world to disclose its 
articulation to extended social relations. We begin with a knower, a sub­
ject, whose everyday world is determined, shaped, organized by social 
processes beyond her experience and arising out of the interrelations 
of many such experienced worlds. They are relations that coordinate 
and codetermine the worlds, activities, and experiences of people en­
tered into them at different points. Their experience and knowledge of 
their worlds arise in their active relation to them and are Qecessarily 
various; that variety of experience and knowledge is itself organized by 
the complex of extended relations. The latter necessarily generate dif­
ferent positions and different worlds of experience. Some of these are 
the ineradicable differences of opposition that enter into and arise out 
of class struggle. The problematic of the everyday world organizes in­
quiry into the social relations in back of the everyday worlds in which 
people's experience is embedded. It opens up the possibility of explor­
ing these relations as they really are, of discovering how they work and 
how they enter into the organization of the local historical settings of 
our work and experience and of our encounters with others. The re- · 
lationships between our Ones and Twos that we tried to fit to the frame 
of class conceived as a set of formal categories are no longer confined 
to the imaginary construction of positions in a wholly conceptually 
structured space. Rather, we can explore the extended social relations 
that, even in the moment of immediate encounter between One and 
Two, enter into and structure it, shaping their different bases of expe­
rience within it. Working with the everyday world as problematic avoids 
collapsing differences in perspectives into one another by the metho­
dologies for constructing a metaversion; rather, the object of our in­
quiry is the social relations establishing the matrices of such differences. 
And these social relations are real. 
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Working with the concept of social relation does not deprive sub­
jects of activity. Class is not understood as a secret power behind our 
backs, determining how we think, how we understand the world, and 
how we act. Rather class is seen as a complex of social relations coor­
dinating the activities of our everyday worlds with those of others with 
whom we are not directly connected. Such relations exist only as active 
practices. While we work and struggle, our everyday acts and intentions 
are locked into the underlying dynamic of the relations and forces of 
production and governed by the powers they give rise to. 

Figure 3.4 shows the points linked into an intelligible structure as 
a cube. All at once we can grasp how they are related. The links be­
tween points represent the underlying relations determining the posi­
tions and how they stand in relation to one another. Figure 3.4 drama­
tizes how the mutuaf determination of relationships between positions 
can be grasped once the underlying relations are brought into view. 
Each point represents a matrix of the everyday world into which the 
individual's activities are entered and in which her experience is 
shaped. Those matrices of the everyday world are substructed by rela­
tions we read as relations of class. From any one of these matrices, 
inquiry leads back into the same set of relations. We can start anywhere 
and, though seen from a different perspective and experienced differ­
ently, the same complex of relations comes into view. We can see One 
and Two (the sociologist) within the figure, each located at different 
relational coordinates. 

Figure 3.4 
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Let us explore, in a very preliminary way, such a set of extended 
relations as they have been crystallized in Mrs. Pember Reeves's book 
on the household economies of working-class mothers in London in 
the early twentieth century.40 We reach back through an account that 
has transformed an original multivocality into one voice to a complex 
of relations in which different matrices of consciousness and experience 
are generated. 

In Mrs. Reeves's study, she tells, among others, of the working day 
of a working-class woman she calls Mrs. T. Here then is Two, telling of 
One's life in a text intended for others certainly more like herself than 
like One. In the textual context, One is the stranger, the other whose 
life must be told because to the implicit "we" of the readerly conspiracy 
it is not familiar (their own daily routines are not a topic). Mrs. Reeves 
is at work organizing our relationship to Mrs. T., drawing us impercep­
tibly into the presuppositions of the relations that are both strangely 
visible but also silenced in the text. Here then we will not take the 
text as it appears in "document time,"41 detached from the social rela­
tions in which it was made and of which it formed an operative part. It is 
treated rather as it gives textual presence to the actualities of the lives 
of working-class women in a definite and historically specific context 
of reading. 

Much of Mrs. Pember Reeves's account of Mrs. T.'s working day is 
based on Mrs. T's own account, though we are not given the latter ver­
batim. Though Mrs. T. does not speak to us directly, she is present in 
the text as that subject whose experience is its necessary condition. 

We now come to the day of a mother of six children with two rooms to keep. Mrs. 
T. ... is the wife of a builder's handyman on 2Js a week: The two rooms are 
upstairs in a small house, and, as there is no water above ground floor, Mrs. T. 
has a good deal of carrying of heavy pails of water both upstairs and down. She 
is gentle and big and slow, never lifts her voice or gets angry, but seems always 
tired and dragged. She is very clean and orderly. Her husband is away all day; 
but he dislikes the noise of a family meal and insists on having both breakfast 
and tea cooked specially for himself, and eats alone. 

6:00 Nurses baby. 
6:30 Gets up, calls five children, puts kettle on, washes "necks" and "backs" 

of all the children, dresses the little ones, does hair of three girls. 
7:30 Gets husband's breakfast, cooks bloater, and makes tea. 
8:00 Gives him breakfast alone, nurses baby while he has it, and cuts slices 

of bread and dripping for children. 
8:30 He goes; gives children breakfast, sends them off to school at 8:50, and 

has her own. 
9:00 Clears away and washes up breakfast things. 
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9:30 Carries down slops, and carries up water from the yard; makes beds. 
10:00 Washes and dresses baby, nurses him, and puts him to bed. 
11:00 Sweeps out bedroom, scrubs stairs and passage. 
12:00 Goes out and buys food for the day. Children at home. 
12:25 Cooks dinner; lays it. 

1:00 Gives children dinner and nurses baby. 
1:4 5 Washes hands and faces, and sees children off to school. 
2:00 Washes up dinner things, scrubs out kitchen, cleans grate, empties dirty 

water, and fetches more clean from yard. 
3:00 Nurses baby. 
3:30 Cleans herself and begins to mend clothes. 
4: 15 Children all back. 
4:30 Gives them tea. 
5:00 Clears away and washes up, nurses the baby, and mends clothes till 

6:30. 
6:30 Cooks husband's tea. 
7:00 Gives husband tea alone. 
7:30 Puts younger children to bed. 
8:00 Tidies up, washes husband's tea things, sweeps kitchen, mends clothes, 

nurses baby, puts elder children to bed. 
8:45 Gets husband's supper; mends clothes. 

10:00 Nurses baby, and makes him comfortable for the night. 
10:30 Goestobed. 42 

137 

The text is the product of a project undertaken by Reeves as a 
member of the Fabian Women's Group. It reports on a study of 
whether improving the nutrition of working-class women in late preg­
nancy and while nursing their babies improved their and the child's 
overall health. Its very existence is grounded in class relations, and class 
relations are at work in how the text is constructed as an account of the 
lives of working-class women for an "educated" middle class. The proj­
ect itself, the need for a study rather than hearing from the women 
themselves; the taken-for-granted entitlement of the visitor to inquire 
into the family lives and domestic work and routines of working-class 
women; the unmentioned quid pro quo that adds to Mrs. T.'s daily work 
the additional task of keeping a record of her daily routines and weekly_ 
budget; the work of editing her account into readable English (for the 
women Mrs. Reeves wrote about practiced, according to her, at best a 
phonetic spelling), and its entry into the textual discourse of early 
twentieth-century English socialists: all these are practices articulated 
to the class relations of the England of that period. This was a time in 
which women of the dominant classes were active in the management 
of the working-class family. They were involved in what we have in the 
past described rather contemptuously as "charities"; they supported 
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women's organization in trade unions; they were concerned with work­
ing-class housing, with working-class health and nutrition, with the 
training of working-class women for motherhood, and so forth. This 
text is situated in this context of an active organization of class in which 
women of the dominant classes played a leading role. The interests of 
the Fabian Women's Group in the nutrition and health of working-class 
mothers and their newborn children are located in a class-based con­
cern about the health, nutrition, living conditions, and education of the 
working clal\S, which first arose, in Britain, in the context of recruiting 
for imperialist wars that exhibited the physical inadequacies of work­
ing-class men as military "material." 43 This then is the. site of the text 
and of the relevances that organize it. 

Returning to the text, we can see aspects of the structuring of Mrs. 
T.'s work and experience and how these are organized in relations be­
yond her narrow domestic world. Her daily routine is powerfully struc­
tured by the employment and school schedules of her husband and 
children. Let us focus on the children and their relationship to school. 
First, school attendance is required, and the timing of the children's 
coming and going and its meshing with her husband's employment 
schedule are primary organizers of meal times and bedtimes and hence 
of how her domestic work has to be allocated to spaces in between the 
disjunctures created by the timing of their meals and the like. Her work 
cannot be organized in accordance with its own logic. But more is in­
volved than cooking and scheduling meals to fit these external sched­
ules. Mrs. T. includes in her daily routine washing the children's necks 
and backs, those parts of their bodies that the children themselves 
either cannot easily reach or see and might miss or skip. She washes 
them before school in the morning, and she also washes their hands 
and faces before they return to school after lunch. We notice that Mrs. 
T. must fetch water from the yard and carry it upstairs, and then she 
must carry the slops downstairs to dispose of. At school these children 
will be inspected by the teacher for their cleanliness, They are going to 
have the backs of their necks and their hands scrutinized. The chil­
dren's cleanliness and Mrs. T.'s care to ensure they go to school clean 
are enforced by the school, whatever personal pride Mrs. T. may take 
in her children's appearance. The school's concern, enforc;:ed by the 
teacher, with the cleanliness of working-class children has arisen as part 
of the same concern as that which motivates Mrs. Reeves's study. The 
dominant classes have taken steps to manage the health of the working 
class and the working-class family, and the school is one agent through 
which these new managerial concerns are implemented. When we 
make the link between the work organization of Mrs. T.'s day and the 



SOCIAL RELATIONS DETERMINING THE EVERYDAY 139 

school, the way in which the state through the school enters into that 
organization can be discerned in the background. 

We can see thus how Mrs. T. in a curious way comes to act as an 
agent of this external authority vis-a-vis her children, at least in this 
matter. She is constrained to enforce in the home the order imposed 
by the school. But the relation does not appear in this way. We begin 
to see that the working relationships among women and men and par­
ents and children. sharing a household cannot be understood as if 
families formed autonomous systems. While Reeves's orientation and 
description isolate Mrs. T.'s work process, giving it a self-contained 
character, ours anchors it in the same complex of social relations in 
which the study arises and which the text "expresses." 

The use of a historical example bars us forever from moving be­
yond the text or outside it, to talk to Mrs. T. directly. But the explication 
of experience as such is not the objective of this sociology for women. 
The use of a historical example places it in any case out of reach. Yet 
we see that there is a way of addressing the other side of the dissevered 
relationship between the women sociologist or Fabian socialist who tells 
the tale and those others mute but for her text who are somehow given 
presence in it. To take up the exploration and analysis of the social 
relations in which One's life is embedded is to take up the organization 
of her experience not as an external system but as a world, the social 
character of which arises in the constant ongoing intercoordination of 
actual activities. The reality of the relations that organize the encounter 
between One and Two and the ways in which Two may represent One 
in the texts of her discourse are an ongoing accomplishment. All the · 
features of the world that Reeves puts before us exist (are constituted?) 
in social relations in which these named objects are accomplished in 
their quiddity. 

The work of women such as Mrs. T. enters social relations such ·as 
these and is part of their formation. These relations also organize and 
determine their work. We understand then the reciprocal or dialectical 
character of social relations, for they arise in the coordering of people's 
work while their specific properties also organize the work process at 
the local historical level. Mrs. T.'s household and family are organized 
in determinate ways in the context of school and wage labor. They do 
not stand suspended as an instance of an abstract family located in an 
abstracted conceptual space. Rather they are clearly a work organiza­
tion sustained on a daily basis by its members and continually. orga­
nized and reorganized by how its members' work practices take up such 
material exigencies as a capitalist market in real estate and rental prop­
erties; as the enforcement of school and the authority of school au-
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thorities to examine children's cleanliness; by the specific character of 
the local organization of retail stores, transportation, and the like; by 
opportunity for additional nutritional support conditional upon allow­
ing Mrs. Reeves and others like her to come into the home, to look 
about, and to approve or disapprove the housewife's dispositions. Here 
is the matrix of experience and an everyday world, the problematic of 
which we have sought to open up (in a very preliminary way). The 
conjunction in this book of,Mrs. T.'s absent but determining experience 
and Mrs. Reeves's own speaking is not irrelevant. It is precisely here 
that we can explore the relations in which both are implicated and ac­
tive and in which the account itself, Round about a Pound a Week, is 
embedded. It is precisely in these relations that we discover class and 
its actual character as a routine, daily accomplishment. 

VII Tfre Sociologist inside tfre Wfrale 

Mrs. Reeves's study enables us to hold at a historical distance the re­
lations we are concerned with exploring. Reaching through her work, 
we discover the presence of others who do not speak directly to us; 
through her work we have discovered the relations at work in it 
through which those others have been silenced. We see her text as a 
moment in the organization of those relations. In returning from the 
past to reflect upon our present, we discover our own sociological texts 
as moments in the organization of relations within which our work is 
embedded. Redesigning the relationship between sociologist and those 
she learns from in her investigations is not enough. Any such recon­
struction still bears the determinations of the extended relations within 
which the encounters between sociologist and the subject are embed­
ded. The methodology of its writing structures how it enters into the 
organization of the social relations that it bears. 

Texts are organizers of social relations. Methods of writing them 
produce their capacity to organize. Sociological methods of writing 
texts produce accounts relating ourselyes as readers to those of whom 
they speak in a relation of ruling. Of course we do not magically trans­
form those relations by writing our texts in different ways. We have to 
recognize the real limitations of what .our work can do. But a discipline 
such as sociology has developed powerful methods for producing texts 
that will operate in the extended relations of ruling. What we have 
focused upon here is how to produce alternatives that will go beyond 
the reporting of experience to the development of a knowledge of the 
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social relations within which we work and struggle as subjects. We are 
seeking methods of inquiry and of writing sociology that organize the 
relation between the text and those of whom the text speaks as "cosub­
jects" in a world we make-and destroy-together. 

The alternative I have been developing here begins with people as 
subjects active in the same world as we are situated in as bodies. Subject 
is located at the beginning of her acts-work and other practical activ­
ities; through these she joins with others, known and unknown, in 
bringing into being a world that they have, but do not necessarily know, 
in common. The objects of our worlds, whether concrete (cigarettes, 
tables, horses, or microchips) or relational (commodities, gifts, capital), 
are accomplishments of ongoing courses of action in which many are 
implic~ted. These are actual activities; their concerting or coordering 
. . 
Is an ongomg process. 

The multiple perspectives of subjects, the multiple possible ver­
sions of the world arising in subjects' experience, create a problem for 
sociology only when our project is to establish a sociological version 
superseding theirs. It is a difficulty that arises largely from grounding 
sociology in "meaning," "interpretation, "common understandings" 
and the like rather than in an ongoing coordering of actual activities 
accomplished in definite local historical settings. But when the latter is 
our ontology (the mode in which the social can be conceived as exist­
ing), then our business is to explore the ongoing socially ordered matri­
ces differentiating experience and the extended social relations imma­
nent in the everyday. These are actual in the simple sense that they 
arise in the coordering of actual activities, and they go beyond or un-, 
derneath the stories people know how to tell about their lives through · 
which what we call their experience or perspectives become part of the 
same world as that we are investigating. We recognize actual social 
relations arising in the concerting of human sensuous activity, hence 
objectively. Though such relations may not be already known-in­
common, they may indeed be known. They may be explored, discov­
ered, analyzed, and described. 

The relation of subject to the extended relations organizing her 
local and immediate experience is that limned in the formulation of 
Marx's problematic quoted at the end of chapter 2: "Individuals always 
started, and always start, from themselves. Their relations are the re­
lations of their real life. How does it happen that their relations assume 
an independent existence over against them? And that the forces. of 
their own life overpower them?" 44 As Marx developed his investigation 
it came to focus exclusively upon the impersonal relations in which 
subjects disappear as such. While he was careful to mark the shift from 
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the concrete and "subjective" to the constitution of the objective rela­
tions of the economy, those who have followed him have not. As his 
theories have been developed, subjects have been seen as totally sub­
dued to the driving historical dynamic of capitalist forces and relations. 
In the thinking of some notable contemporaries they have been wholly 

· displaced, surviving on the ontological margins, inhabiting the fox­
holes of functional positions, subjected to the massive on-rolling of 
structures lurching toward obscure destinies. Whether these are 
proper extensions of Marx's thinking or not is not an issue here. They 
are certainly totally at odds with this, perhaps any, feminist method of 
inquiry, for we insist on preserving the subject as active and competent 
and as the knower of inquiry, the knower to whom our texts should 
speak. We insist on recognizing our active presence as doer as well as 
knower and our active part in the making of relations that pass beyond 
the scope of our direct knowledge and power to change. I am not con­
cerned to be faithful to Marx or to a Marxist tradition, but only to seize 
upon what it offers us as a means of exploring the dynamic of relations 
in which our lives are caught up and which are continually at work in 
transforming the bases and contexts of our existence and our struggles. 
It is only a Marxist ontology that is capable of projecting an ontology 
grounded in the activities of actual subjects beyond the immediately · · 
observable and known. We need such an ontological consistency if we 
are going to be able to move from the local matrices of experience, 
directly known, to extended relations beyond our direct knowledge. At 
the same time the standpoint of women anchors Marxist methods of 
thinking and inquiry. It insists that its grasp of the world be constrained 
not by a discourse organized for the theoretical subject tucking his own 
life out of sight, but for subjects situated outside discourse in the ac­
tualities of their everyday worlds. Among them, of course, is the socio­
logical inquirer herself, a member of the same world she explores, ac­
tive in the same relations as those for whom she writes. 

Like Jonah, she is inside the whale. Only of course she is one 
among the multiplicity of subjects whose coordered activity constitutes 
whale. Like the astronomer, she is of and inside the cosmos she seeks 
to understand. Her opportunities, her curiosities, as well as her limi­
tations derive from just this necessary standpoint. To discover and ex­
plicate its actual character and relations depend upon recognizing that 
she is indeed located, that her seeing is mediated (by text.S for example), 
that her work is located in definite social relations, that she is always 
and ineluctably an insider. Her own seeing arises in a context struc­
tured by the same system of social relations structuring the everyday 
worlds of those whose e:Xperience provides the problematic of her in-
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quiry. Her only route to a faithful telling that does not privilege the 
perspectives arising in the sites of her sociological project and her par­
ticipation in a sociological discourse is to commit herself to an inquiry 
that is ontologically faithful, faithful to the presence and activity of 
subjects and faithful to the actualities of the world that arises for her, 
for them, for all of us, in the ongoing coordering of our actual prac­
tices, both those within and those beyond our reach. 
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PART THREE 

Research Strategies 
for a Sociology 
for Women 

Having developed a theoretical formulation of the standpoint of 
women and of a feminist sociology; I wanted to work out research strate­
gies giving practical substance to such an inquiry: My sociological life­
time had seen many; many instances of bold and cogent criticisms of so­
ciology, bold and cogent proposals for alternative approaches. which 
failed to be carried forward into research practices. Doing a sociology for 
women made little sense if it used research strategies that were busy 
transforming us back into objects. Finding or developing alternatives was 
the essential next step in the project. 

he first chapter in this section, chapter 4, "Institutional Ethnography: A 
Feminist Research Strategy;" is the more general; 1 it works with the prob­
lem of going from the particular setting and experience to the general­
ized and generalizing relations of the apparatus of ruling and of the 
economy. The idea ofan institutional ethnography emphasizes that the 
inquiry is one of discovering "how things work," "how they are actually 
put together." The notion of an ethnography lays stress on the project of 
being faithful to the actualities of social organization and relations. In 
contrast to research practices beginning with the concepts or theories of 



sociological discourse, the m~thods of this feminist sociology begin in an 
actual situation and explore the actual relations that organize it. 

Chapter 4 sketches how such an ethnography might be designed. It be­
gins from my own experience as a "single parent:· The analysis of the re­
lations in which that experience was embedded was intended as a pre­
liminary coordination of a collection of researches being undertaken by 
other women as well as myself, approaching the institutional organiza­
tion of mothers' work, teaching and schooling from different actual sites 
in the overall complex. My notion was that this "institutional" complex 
might be explored from a number of different sites in women's experi­
ence, each one bringing into view an aspect unavailable to the other and 
together making it possible to piece together a picture of its organiz~ion 
and the relations it organizes. 

In I 984 Alison Griffith and I developed a research project to investigate 
the work that mothers do in relation to their children's school and the 
aspects of school organization that shape and organize the work.2 We 
meant it to take up the everyday world as problematic, and we had to 
work out what that would mean as a research practice. The second chap­
ter in this section, chapter 5, "Researching the Everyday World as Prob­
lematic," is based on a working paper I wrote to figure out how to pro­
ceed from interviews in which women described their work. to treating 
that as a problematic and hence as a source of questions that we would 
address to schoolteachers and school administrators. It translates the 
problematic of the everyday into a research practice. 

~ese proposed research strategies are not intended to establish an or­
thodoxy. What is written means more (and sometimes other) than its au­
thor could intend; its interpretation is not exclusively here. The strategies 
described in the following chapters have, however. been developed out of 
the direction given by previous work and they carry forward the enter­
prise in ways fully consistent with what has gone before. It is in any case 
vital to a rethought sociology to develop research strategies that will 
transform rethinking into a research practice. I have learned in the course 
of thinking about and writing the papers forming the chapters of this 
book that to take the standpoint of women is more than critique, concep­
tual organization, or a construction of subjectivity in the text; it must 
also be realized in practices of investigation and inquiry. 
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4 -
Institutional Ethnography: 
A Feminist Research Strategy 

I The Reconstruction of Sociological Inquiry 

In previous chapters I have laid out the problematic and methods of 
thinking for this sociology for women. These, however, are formulated 
at the most general level. They need specifying as a research practice. 
This chapter proposes a research strategy for doing a sociology for 
women. 

As we have seen, developing a sociology from the standpoint of 
women implies different approaches to familiar sociological objects. 
Rather than taking up issues and problems as they have been defined 
and established in the discipline, the aim is to explicate the actual social 
processes and practices organizing people's everyday experience from 
a standpoint in the everyday world. As I have emphasized, this means 
a sociology that does not transform people into objects, but preserves 
their presence as subjects. It means taking seriously the notion of a 
sociology concerned with how the phenomena known to sociology ex­
press the actual activities of actual individuals. It means exploring how 
these phenomena are organized as social relations, indeed as a complex 
of social relations beyond the scope of any one individual's experience. 
It means finding a method that does not begin with the categories of 
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the discourse, approaching the actualities of the social world with a 
view to discovering in it the lineaments of the theoretical object. Rather 
it proposes an inquiry intended to disclose how activities are organized 
and how they are articulated to the social relations of the larger social 
and economic process. A sociology for women must be able to disclose 
for women how our own situations are organized and determined by 
social processes that extend outside the scope of the everyday world 
and are not discoverable within it. 

It has been argued extensively that, 1 until recently, established so­
ciology had a concealed gender subtext, that it was thought, investi­
gated, and written largely from the perspective of men. The critique 
has addressed many aspects of sociology, with the dominant focus being 
upon what has been excluded by the absence of women from the mak­
ing of the topics and relevances of the discourse. However, a second 
major theme in the critique has questioned established sociological 
methods. It has been concerned with the implications for research 
method of making women's situation and experience the basis for social 
inquiry.2 My own critical work in this area has addressed the episte­
mological and methodol9gical issues arising from the standpoint of an 
experience situated, a~ women's has generally been, outside the insti­
tutional order that governs contemporary advanced capitalist soci­
eties.3 

Sociology has emerged and taken on its characteristic relevances 
and conceptual organization in the context of an apparatus, consisting 
of the varieties of administration, management, and professional or­
ganization, interwoven by the multiple forms of textually mediated dis­
course. The traditional methods of sociology objectify the social pro­
cess, eliminating from its representation the presence of subjects as 
active in bringing a concerted social world into being. The relations of 
people's real lives have been conceived as formal conceptual relations 
between factors or variables, expressing properties of social objects. 
These objects themselves have been elaborated as the constructs of so­
ciological discourse embedded in Its texts. Much of the phenomenal 
universe of sociology has its ground in these institutional processes, 
which together organize, coordinate, regulate, guide, and control con­
temporary societies. They perform a work of ruling. Phenomena pro­
viding much of the familiar stuff of sociology, such as mental illness, 
violence, juvenile delinquency, intelligence, unemployment, poverty, 
motivation, and the like, come into being as integral constituents and 
products of the bureaucratic, legal, and professional operations of this 
apparatus. They exist as properties of the relations in and through 
which the society is ruled. Their objectified forms are not expressions 
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of the actualities of a naturally existing world·but are the artful con­
structions of text-based methodologies and the practices of formal or­
ganization. They constitute a world known in common through the 
medium of texts and vested in organizational systems of record keep­
ing. These organizational and discursive forms of knowledge are spe­
cifically independent of particular individuals. Sociology has built 
upon, elaborated, and extended a world coming into being and known 
in this way. 

-In chapters 1 and 2, women's exclusion from this ruling apparatus 
and its processes of textual discourse and organization were described 
and analyzed. At best we have played a subordinate role, being ac­
corded the manual and nonspecific tasks that are essential to its func­
tioning. As secretaries, we have done the secretarial work translating 
thought and design into the material forms in which the latter are ef­
ficacious as communication; as wives we have provided the bodily and 
emotional supports for men who have been actors and movers in the 
ruling apparatus; our work as mothers has complemented the educa­
tional work of the school and educational system. In these and other 
ways we have supplied the local supports to the work of men in the 
institutional process .. 

A sociology beginning from the standpoint of women thus takes 
up the relation to. this ruling apparatus of those whose work has been 
both necessary to and unrecognized by it. The problem of reconstruct­
ing sociology is more than that of introducing new topics or of address­
ing experience of sociological subjects with renewed respect. We are 
confronted with the problem of how to create a knowledge that is "for 
us;' that will explicate the social determinations of our own lives and 
experience as women. The forms of social knowledge that have made 
the work processes underpinning them invisible must be remade. To 
enlarge our understanding as women of how things come about for us 
as they do, we need a method beginning from where women are as 
subjects. As subjects, as knowers, women are located in their actual 
everyday worlds rather than in an imaginary space constituted by the 
objectified forms of sociological knowledge built upon the relations of 
the ruling apparatus and into its practice~. 

This is not to recommend a sociology concerned exclusively with 
the world of women's experience or with the subjectivity of the sociol­
ogist herself. Rather our search must be for a sociology that does not 
transpose knowing into the objective forms in which the situated sub­
ject and her actual experience and location are discarded. It must pro­
vide for subjects the means of grasping the social relations organizing 
the worlds of their experience. The problematic structuring inquiry 
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from the standpoint of women I have described in chapter 2 as the 
problematic of the everyday world. It is posed by actual properties of 
the social organization of the everyday world in contemporary society, 
namely, that its social organization is only partially discoverable within 
its scope and the scope of the individual's daily activities. Its local or­
ganization is determined by the social relations of an immensely com­
plex division of labor knitting local lives and local settings to national 
and international social, economic, and political processes. Here, then, 
is where the sociologist enters. 

Her specialized work, I propose, is that of inquiry organized by this 
problematic-how does it happen to us as it does? How is this world in 
which we act and suffer put together? The immediately experienced 
and the activities in which the immediately experienced arises as such 
are organized and given shape by social relations that can be disclosed 
fully only by specialized investigation. 

But though this inquiry calls for specialized skills, it must be con­
sidered as a work of cooperation between sociologists and those who 
want to understand the social matrices of their experience. For each of 
us is an expert practitioner of our everyday world, knowledgeable in 
the most intimate ways of how it is put together and of its routine daily 
accomplishment. It is the individual's working knowledge of her every­
day world that provides the beginning of the inquiry. The end product 
is not, of course, intended to be private. The sociologist is not an as­
trologer giving private consultations. Rather the approach attempted 
here offers something comparable to consciousness-raising. Perhaps in­
deed it is a form of it, aiming to find the objective .correlates of what 
had seemed a private experience of oppression. Like consciousness­
raising it is also to be shared. The strategy of institutional analysis ex­
plicates generalized bases of the experience of oppression. Hence, it 
offers a mode in which women can find the lineaments of the oppres­
sion they share with others and of different oppressions rooted in the 
same matrix of relations. 

II Institutional Relations as Generalizers of Actual Local 
Experience 

Let me give an everyday example of what I mean by the "problematic 
of the everyday world." When I take my dog for a walk in the morning, 
I observe a number of what we might call "conventions." I myself walk 
on the sidewalk; I do not walk on the neighbors' lawns. My dog, how-
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ever, freely runs over the lawns. My dog also, if I am not careful, may 
shit on a neighbor's lawn, and there are certainly some neighbors who 
do not like this. I am, of course, aware of this problem, and I try to 
arrange for my dog to do his business in places that are appropriate. I 
am particularly careful to see that he avoids the well-kept lawns because 
those are the ones I know I am most likely to be in trouble over should 
1/he slip up-which does happen occasionally. The neighborhood I live 
in is a mixture of single-family residences and rental units, and the 
differences between the well- and ill-kept lawns are related to this. On 
the whole, those living in rental units do not care so much about the 
appearance of their front lawn, whereas those who own their own res­
idences are more likely to give care and attention to the grass and 
sometimes to the flower beds in front of the house. 

So as I walk down the street keeping an eye on my dog I am ob­
serving some of the niceties of different forms of property ownership. 
I try to regulate my dog's behavior with particular scrupulousness in 
relation to the property rights of the owners of single-family dwellings 
and am a little more casual where I know the house consists of rented 
apartments or bachelor units, or, as in one case, a fraternity house.4 

Customarily in sociology we talk about this behavior in terms of 
norms. Then we see my selection of a path of behavior for my dog as 
guided by certain norms held in common by myself and my neighbors. 
But something important escapes this. The notion of "norm" provides 
for the surface properties of my behavior, what I can be seen to be 
doing-in general preventing my dog from shitting on others' lawns 
and being particularly careful where negative sanctions are more likely 
to be incurred. A description of the kind I have given is in this way 
transposed into a normative statement. 

As a norm it is represented as governing the observed behavior. 
What is missing, however, is an account of the constitutive work that is 
going on. This account arises from a process of practical reasoning. 
How I walk my dog attends to and constitutes in an active way different 
forms of property as a locally realized organization. The normative 
analysis misses how this local course of action is articulated to social 
relations. Social relations here mean concerted sequences or courses of 
social action implicating more than one individual whose participants 
are not necessarily present or known to one another. There are social 
relations that are not encompassed by the setting in which my dog is 
walked, but they nonetheless enter in and organize it. The existence of 
single-family dwellings, of rental units, and the like has reference to 
and depends upon the organization of the state at various levels, its 
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local by-laws, zoning laws, and so forth determining the "real estate" 
character of the neighborhood; it has reference to and depends upon 
the organization of a real estate market in houses and apartments, and 
the work of the legal profession and others; it has reference to and 
organizes the ways in which individual ownership is expressed in local 
practices that maintain the value of the property both in itself and ;iS 

part of a respectable neighborhood. Thus this ordinary daily scene, 
doubtless enacted by many in various forms and settings, has an im­
plicit organization tying each particular local setting to a larger gener­
alized complex of social relations. 

The organization of the immediate and local by social relations ex­
tending beyond it i~ also present in the language used in my descrip­
tion. Its categories express social as well as semantic organization. In 
chapter 3 I made use of Mrs. Pember Reeves's introduction to her in­
vestigation of the household economies of working-class women in 
London in the early years of the twentieth century. In that passage she 
refers to a brewer's dray. This seems straightforward, if obscure, to gen­
erations younger than mine. It refers to a type of wagon drawn by two, 
or perhaps more, draft horses and used to carry large loads of draught 
ale from the brewery to the public houses. Its characteristic form was 
dictated by the method of stacking barrels on the wagon. The defini­
tion of a brewer's dray appears to need little further elaboration beyond 
perhaps a visual image enabling us to use the term referentially. But 
more is involved. 

A brewer's dray comes into being as a material entity that enters 
into definite social relations. A brewer's dray arises as such in a complex 
organ,ization of the brewing industry, its transportation and distribu­
tion processes, and so forth. These presuppose a capitalist organization 
of economic and productive relations including, therefore, wage labor, 
including the wage and labor of the man who drives the dray and 
therefore, we may suppose, the fact that it is the vehicle and not the 
driver that is visible to Reeves (and that it is the dray of the brewer and 
not of its driver). The dray is not reducible to the object that we can in 
imagination bring before us when we name it. The terms tie the ma­
terial entity into social relations that constitute it as what it is in terms 
of uses, functions, entitlements, ownership. 

The language of the everyday world as it is incorporated into the 
description of that world is rooted in social relations beyond it and ex­
presses relations not peculiar to the particular setting it describes. In 
my account of walking the dog, there are categories anchored in and 
depending for their meaning on a larger complex of social relations. 
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The meaning of such terms as "single-family residence" and "rental 
units," for example, resides in social relations organizing local settings 
but not fully present in them. The particularizing description gives ac­
cess to that which is not particular since it is embedded in categories 
whose meaning reaches into the complex of social relations our inquiry 
would explicate. Ordinary descriptions, ordinary talk, trail along with 
them as a property of the meaning of their terms, the extended social 
relations they name as phenomena. 

Thus taking the everyday world as r.roblematic does not confine us 
to particular descriptions of local settings without possibility of gener­
alization. This has been seen to be the problem with sociological eth­
nographies, which, however fascinating as accounts of people's lived 
worlds, cannot stand as general or typical statements about society and 
social relations. They have been seen in themselves as only a way sta­
tion to the development of systematic research procedures that would 
establish the level of generality or typicality of what has been observed 
of such-and-such categories of persons. Or they may be read as in­
stances of a general sociological principle. This procedure has been 
turned on its head in an ingenious fashion in "grounded theory," which 
proposes a method of distilling generalizing concepts from the social 
organization of the local setting observed whereupon the latter be­
comes an instance of the general principles distilled from it.5 The pop­
ularity of this device testifies to the extent to which the problem of 
generalizability is felt by sociologists. The single case has no signifi­
cance unless it can in some way or another be extrapolated to some 
general statement either· about society or some subgroup represented 
methodologically as a population of individuals, or connecting the local 
and particular with a generalizing concept of sociological discourse. 

Beginning with the everyday world as problematic bypasses this 
issue. The relation of the local and particular to generalized social re­
lations is not a conceptual or methodological issue, it is a property of 
social organization. The particular "case" is not particular in the as­
pects that are of concern to the inquirer. Indeed, it is not a "case" for 
it presents itself to us rather as a point of entry, the locus of an expe­
riencing subject or subjects, into a larger social and economic process. 
The problematic of the everyday world arises precisely at the juncture 
of particular experience, with generalizing and abstracted forms of so­
cial relations organizing a division of labor in society at large. 

One process is that by which the actual work that people do in its 
particular forms-using a lathe, building wooden forms for pouring 
concrete, welding on an assembly line, washing dishes in a restaurant, 
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typing on a VDT -is entered into relations in which the particular 
character of the work drops out of sight. Producing things and services 
for exchange on a market in which an uncountable multiplicity of oth­
ers is involved enters people into relations that abstract from these local 
actualities. In these relations, the value of a product or service, or of 
labor power itself, is, as it were, purified of its particular uses to become 
merely its value in exchange against other products. Similarly, concrete 
forms of labor are resolved into abstract labor, or the average labor time 
socially necessary to produce a given good. The notion of a commodity 
locates the social orga!lization of tl1i.s dual relation, uniting in it the 
concrete uses of an object produced for sale on the one hand and on 
the other its entry into the extended relations of the market in which 
exchange value arises. Money is the form in which exchange value is 
expressed; money is therefore the generalizer par excellence of capi­
talist society, enabling, as Marx shows us,6 quite disparate objects and 
services to be evaluated against and exchanged for one another. Thus 
the social relations of capitalism have the special character of translat­
ing the particular and concrete into abstracted and generalized forms. 

The properties of these relations organize our everyday world per­
vasively. We have had no problems in seeing the accounts of work and 
social organization in a factory or other work settings as organized by 
them. But the effects are more general. They include the ways in which 
the customer plays a role in the work organization of the supermarket.7 

Or when my friend and I sit down over lunch to discuss epistemological 
issues in the social sciences, we take for granted the social organization 
of the restaurant producing our meal. We are local participants in it. 
Our exclusive access to a table and shelter during the period of the 
eating of the meal, the appropriate behavior vis-a-vis other diners, the 
elements of a meal, and so forth-these are the locally organized con­
stituents of the extended commodity relations of capitalism. The gen­
eralized character of such local social organization is determined by the 
generalized social relations (of the market) to which it is articulated. 

Complementing economic relations in transforming the local, the 
concrete, and the particular into general and abstract forms is the rul~ 
ing apparatus itself in its multifarious aspects. These have in common 
the articulation of the actual to abstract conceptual forms, resolving the 
idiosyncratic, the concrete, and the particular into the categories 
whereby they are rendered actionable within bureaucratic, profes­
sional, or managerial modes. The distinctive property of the ruling ap­
paratus is its capacity to organize the locally and inexhaustibly various 
character of the actual into standard forms of organizational action. In 
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an analysis of the social construction of mental illness I described this 
process in the psychiatric context as follows: 

Professional and bureaucratic procedures and terminologies are part of an ab­
stracted system. Abstracted systems are set up to be independent of the particular, 
the individual, the idiosyncratic and the local . ... In actual operation ... the 
abstracted forms must be fitted to the actual local situations in which they must 
function and which they control. In practice, the abstracted system has to be tied 
to the local and particular_. Psychiatric agencies develop ways of working which 
fit situations and people which are not standardized, don't present standardized 
problems and are not already shaped up into the forms under which they can be 
recognized in the terms which make them actionable. What actually happens, 
what people actually do and experience, the real situations they function in, how 
they get to agencies--:-none of these things is neatly shaped up. There is a process 
of practical interchange between an inexhaustibly messy and different and in­
definite real world and the bureaucratic arid professional system which controls 
and acts upon it. The professional is trained to produce out of this the order 
which he believes he discovers in it. 8 

In other institutional contexts, the local and particular forms are not 
"messy" but are worked up to intend the categories and concepts 
through which they are entered into organizational courses of action.9 

Investigating the everyday world as problematic involves an inquiry 
into relations that are themselves generalized through exploration of 
the character of those relations from the standpoint of everyday expe­
rience. It is important to stress that the enterprise never. becomes one 
of the production of an account of relations as a system in and of them­
selves. The standpoint of actual individuals located in the everyday 
world is always the point d'appui. To illustrate, let me adumbrate an 
example to be developed at length later in the chapter. The example 
originates in my own experience as a mother and as a single parent in 
relation to my children's schooling. The investigation and thinking of 
Alison Griffith, Ann Manicom, and Joey Noble 10 among others enable 
me to embed that experience in the extended social relations that or.: 
ganized it. The experience was my own, but using it not as object but 
as point d'appui, and exploring the relations in which it is situated, 
shows how it is organized by generalizing relations. The very concept 
of single parent, as Griffith shows, is an "operator" in just such rela­
tions; to locate my experience as that of a single parent enters it into 
the generalized and generalizing relations of an institutional process. 
The concept of single parent is a constituent of a complex of relations 
articulating families to the specialized functions of the ruling appa­
ratus. In examining these relations from the standpoint of that expe-
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tience, the aim is not, as it might be in standard sociological practice, 
to identify the typical features and variations among the class of single 
parents in relation to the schooling process, or to represent the insti­
tutional order as a system in itself, but to explicate-though in this 
context only in a preliminary way-institutional relations de~ermining 
everyday worlds and hence how the local organization of the latter may 
be explored to uncover their ordinary invisible determinations in re­
lations that generalize and are generalized. This is the method of in­
stitutional ethnography. 

I am using the terms "institutional" and "institution" to identify a 
complex of relations forming part of the ruling apparatus, organized 
around a distinctive function-education, health care, law, and the like. 
In contrast to such concepts as bureaucracy, "institution" does not iden­
tify a determinate form of social organization, but rather the intersec­
tion and coordination of more than one relational mode of the ruling 
apparatus. Characteristically, state agencies are tied in with profes­
sional forms of organization, and both are interpenetrated by relations 
of dis~ourse of more than one order. We might imagine institutions as 
nodes or knots in the relations of the ruling apparatus to class, coor­
dinating multiple strands of action into a functional complex. Integral 
to the coordinating process are ideologies systematically developed to 
provide categories and concepts expressing the relation of local courses 
of action to the institutional function (a point to be elaborated later), 
providing a currency or currencies enabling interchange· between dif­
ferent specialized parts of the complex and a common conceptual or­
ganization coordinating its diverse sites. The notion of ethnography is 
introduced to commit us to an exploration, description, and analysis of 
such a complex of relations, not conceived in the abstract but from the 
entry point of some particular person or persons whose everyday world 
of working is organized thereby. 

Ethnography does not here mean, as it sometimes does in sociol­
ogy, restriction to methods of observation and interviewing. It is rather 
a commitment to an investigation and explication of how "it" actually 
is, of how "it" actually works, of actual practices and relations. Ques· 
tions of validity involve reference back to those processes themselves as 
issues of "does it indeed work in that way?" "is it indeed so?" Institu­
tional ethnography explores th.e social relations individuals bring into 
being in and through their actual practices. Its methods, whether of 
observation, interviewing, recollection of work experience, use of ar­
chives, textual analysis, or other, are constrained by the practicalities of 
investigation of social relations as actual practices. Note however that 
the institutional ethnography as a way of investigating the problematic 
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of the everyday world does not involve substituting the analysis, the 
perspectives and views of subjects, for the investigation by the sociolo­
gist. Though women are indeed the expert practitioners of their every­
day worlds, the notion of the everyday world as problematic assumes 
that disclosure of the extralocal determinations of our experience does 
not lie within the scope of everyday practices. We can see only so much 
without specialized investigation, and the latter should be the sociolo­
gist's special business. 

Ill Ideology, Institutions, and the Concept of Work as 
Ethnographic Ground 

The coordination of institutional processes is mediated ideologically: 
The categories and concepts of ideology express the -relation of mem­
bers~ actual practices-their work-to the institutional function. Eth­
nomethodology has developed the notion of accountability to identify 
members' methods of accomplishing the orderliness and sense of local 
processes. Members themselves and for themselves constitute the ob­
servability and reportability of what has happened or is going on, in 
how they take it up as a matter for anyone to find and recognize." 
Members make use of categories and concepts to analyze settings for 
feati.tres thus made observable. The apparently referential operation 
of locally applied categories and concepts is constitutive of the refer­
ence itself. 12 When applied to the institutional context, the notion of · 
accountability locates practices tying local settings to the norrtocal or­
ganization of the ruling apparatus. Indeed, the institutional process 
itself can be seen as a dialectic between what members do intending 
the categories and concepts of institutional ideology and the analytic 
and descriptive practices of those categories and concepts deployed in 
accomplishing the observability of what is done, has happened, is going 
on, and so forth. Thus local practices in their historical parti-cularity 
and irreversibility are made accountable in terms of categories and con­
cepts expressing the function of the institution. Members' interpretive 
practices analyzing the work processes that bring the institutional pro­
cess into being in actuality constitute those work processes as institu­
tional courses of action. 13 

Institutional ideologies are acquired by members as methods of 
analyzing experiences located in the work process of the institution. 
Professional training in particular teaches people how to recycle the 
actualities of their experience into the forms in which it is recognizable 
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within institutional discourse. For example, when teachers are in train­
ing they learn a vocabulary and analytic procedures that accomplish 
the classroom in the institutional mode. They learn to analyze and 
name the behavior of students as "appropriate" or "inappropriat~" and 
to analyze and name their own (and other~') responses. In responding 
to "inappropriate" behavior, they have been taught to avoid "under­
mining the student's ego" and hence to avoid such practices as "sar­
casm." They should, rather, be "supportive." This ideological package 
provides a procedure for subsuming what goes on in the classroom 
under professional educational discourse, making classroom processes 
observable-reportable within an institutional order. 14 In this way the 
work and practical reasoning of individuals and the locally accom­
plished order that is their product become an expression of the non­
local relations of the professional and bureaucratic discourse of the rul-

, ing apparatus. 
The accountability procedures of institutions make- some things 

visible, while others as much a part of the overall work organization 
that performs the institution do not come into view at all or as other 
than themselves. Local practices glossed by the categories of the dis­
course are provided with boundaries of observability beneath which- a 
subterranean life continues. What is observable does not appear as the 
work of individua~s, and not all the work and practices of individuals 
become observable. When my son was in elementary school, his home­
work one day was to write up an experiment he had done in science 
class that day. He asked me how to do it and I replied (not very help­
fully), "Well, just write down everything you did." He told me not to be 
so stupid. "Of course," he said, "they don't mean you write about every­
thing, like about filling the jar with water from the tap and taking it to 
the bench." Clearly there were things done around the doing of an 
experiment that were essential to, but not entered into or made ac­
countable within, the "experimental procedure." Its boundaries were 
organized conceptually to select from a locally indivisible work process, 
some aspects to be taken as part of the experiment and others to be 
discounted. All were done. All were necessary. But only some were to 
be made observable-reportable within thf' textual mode of the teaching 
of science. In like ways, institutional ideologies analyze local settings, 
drawing boundaries and the like. They provide analytic procedures for 
those settings that attend selectively to work processes, thus making 
only selective aspects of them accountable within the institutional 
order. · 

An examination of some institutional ideologies suggests indeed 
that the work processes of actual individuals are specifically obscured. 
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The categories and concepts of ideologies substitute for actual rela­
tions, actual practices, work processes and organization, and the prac­
tical knowledge and reasoning of actual individuals, the expressions of 
a textually mediated discourse. 15 Typically work processes are recon­
structed as social or psychological processes, depriving them of their 
necessary anchorage in an economy of material conditions, time, and 
effort. Thus social workers, as an outcome of the conceptual work of 
sociology and psychology, have come to address families in terms of 
interpersonal relations and roles, a language that has rendered the in~ 
stitutional presence of the home as a work setting for women and as an 
economy invisible. 16 Or when Ray Rist describes how kindergarten 
teachers place children in reading groups that "reflect" the social-class 
composition of the class, he does so in a way that translates problems 
of work organization of the classroom into the functional terms of an 
institutional ideology: 

There occurs within the classroom a social process whereby, out of a large group 
of children and an adult unknown to one another prior to the beginning of the 
school year, there emerge patterns of behaviour, expectations of performance, 
and a mutually accepted stratification system delineating those doing well from 
those doing poorly. Of particular concern will be the relation of the teacher's 
expectations of potential academic performance to the social status of the stu­
dent. Emphasis will be placed on the initial presuppositions of the teacher re­
garding the intellectual ability of certain groups of children and their conse­
quences for the children's socialization into the school system. 17 

Here the concepts and categories of social science are deployed to 
tie the classroom process into the institutional function conceived in 
terms of liberal discourse on equality. The problems of how a classroom 
is to be organized to get teaching done that will articulate adequately 
and competently to other parts of the division of labor within the 
school are transposed into a language in which a relation to "values" is 
substituted for problems of work organization. The ideological lan­
guage conceals, for example, the work organization that produces in 
one class in one year the expected levels and proportions of reading 
skills with given resources of space and materials, given numbers of 
children, as well "as the setting of that classroom in the school and the 
school in a particular area with particular socio-economic characteris­
tics. 

Similarly, the conceptual practices of the sociological literature on 
family, social class, and school achievement analyze what mothers do in 
relation to school so that it does not appear as work. Indeed, in this 
literature mothers appear in a peculiar way as necessary links in a 
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causal process, but without agency. Their thinking, the effort and time 
they have put in, and the varying material conditions under which their 
work is done do not appear. Their presence as actual subjects is sus­
pended. The actualities of their work in local settings, and of the social 
relations in which it is embedded and through whichjt forms part of a 
division of labor, are emptied out. The findings of social class differ­
ences, for example, in language capacity are not related to different 
class conceptions of and training in the transmission of language skills 
by mothers to children.'~ 

Here is one example of conceptual strategies that obliterate women 
as active agents. A writer discussing demographic calculations showing 
how the effects of social-class variations on the achievement of children 
in secondary and higher education may. translate into differential "life 
chances" says, however, that these "tell us little of the subcultural pro­
cesses (social class attitudes), or of the more intricate psychosocial pro­
cesses of the individual family which together provide the motivation 
to excel and the implementary values which turn school achieve­
ment into career success." 19 Somewhere buried in "subcultural pro­
cess," "social-class attitudes," and the "intricate psychosocial processes 
of the individual family" is a work organization of families creating the 
material and moral conditions, the routine order, and the relations with 
school that concretely accomplish what here is made accountable as 
school achievement and career success. And in this work organization 
the role of women is central both in the work that is done and in the 
management of its routine daily order, whether we focus on the pro­
vision of conditions under which homework goes forward, the man­
agement of relations with school, the work of entertaining, and the like 
through which the middle-class families socialize children into styles of 
middle-class sociability, or some other process. Whatever the relation 
between school achievement, career success, and the "intricate psycho­
social processes" of the family, the conscious, planful, thoughtful work 
of women as mothers has been part of its actuality. But it is not made 
accountable. 

The language of social science is the language of the institutional 
process. Its conceptual practices are of the same order and indeed have 
contributed to it. We cannot therefore vest in it and· depend upon its 
analyses and naming to organize our inquiry. If we committed our­
selves to its conceptual practices we would be committed to the bound­
aries it draws, to its selective attention to work processes and organi­
zation, to its methods of analyzing social processes to produce their 
sociological accountability. We would be committed to seeing it institu­
tionally. And even in inventing a new vocabulary, a new set of concepts 
in which a different and politically acceptable set of boundaries and 
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analysis is precipitated, we would still find ourselves the prisoners of 
its method, unable to break out of the institutional presuppositions and 
making our analysis in terms of the functions of the institution. 

The alternative to beginning in discourse is to begin in the work 
and practical reasoning of actual individuals as the matrix of experi­
ence in the everyday world. An actual work organization accomplishes 
the relations between mothers, children, and schooling-a work orga­
nization that is situated in determinate material contexts and therefore 
in an economy of conditions, effort, and time. Inquiry therefore must 
begin with this work organization. But we have learned already that its 
observability must not be defined and analyzed for us by the categories 
and concepts of institutional ideology. Indeed, when we take up inquiry 
from the standpoint of women, we are specially conscious of work es­
sential to the accomplishment of accountable order, that is not itself 
made observable-reportable as work. We are familiar now with the way' 
in which the concept of work had not been extended in the past to 
women's work in the home, as housewife. Our notion of work had to 
be expanded to include housework, and in doing so we discovered 
some of its presuppositions-the implicit contrast, for example, be­
tween work and leisure, which is based upon work as paid employment 
and does not apply to housework. Expanding the concept of work for 
our purposes requires its remaking in more ample and generous form. 
Some wages-for-housework theorists have developed an expanded con­
cept of housework, which I shall use as a model.2° They have used it.to 
include all the work done by women (and sometimes by men too) to 
sustain and service their and men's functioning in the wage relation 
and hence indirectly to sustain and service the enterprises employing 
their labor. This generous concept of housework includes not only do­
mestic labor proper but such activities as driving to one's place of em­
ployment, eating lunch in the cafeteria or making and eating sand­
wiches, purchasing and maintaining clothes worn on the job, and so 
forth. All these aspects of everyday life are essential to the economy 
though they would not ordinarily be described as work, let alone as 
housework. For wages-for-housework theorists, housework becomes an 
economic category identifying those work processes that are in fact part 
of the economy but are not represented as work, being described as 
consumption or not at all. In an analogous procedure, the concept of 
work is extended here to what people do that requires some effort, that 
they mean to do, and that involves some acquired competence. The 
notion of work directs us to its anchorage in material conditions and 
means and that it is done in "real time" -all of which are consequential 
for how the individual can proceed. Addressing the institutional pro­
cess as a work organization in this sense means taking as our field of 
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investigation the totality of work processes that actually accomplish it: 
hence it means going beyond the functional boundaries as these are 
defined by its ideological practices to explore those aspects of the work 
organization that are essential to its operation. For these are an integral 
part of its operation, whether they are recognized or not and whether 
or not they might be considered positive (or functional) in relation to 
its objectives. By locating institutional ethnography in the work people 
do we are not concerned so much to mark a distinction between what 
is work and what is not work, but rather to deploy a concept that will 
return us to the actualities of what people do on a day-to-day basis 
under definite conditions and in definite situations. We return thus to 
those processes that both produce and are ordered by the social rela­
tions of the institutional process, and to actualities that are observable, 
that people can describe, and that in their concerting accomplish its. 
orderly processes as ordered. · 

Such a notion of work breaks through to the penumbra not com­
prehended by institutional accounting practices. We can see then that 
our account of the learning of a scientific experiment will include these 
other practices upon which the experiment depends but which are not 
made observble-reportable as the experiment, as well as the conceptual 
procedure that is part of how that work process is organized and made 
accountable. We cart recognize, for example, that there is an organi­
zation of work articulating the work of mothering in the home to the 
work of the teacher in the classroom. We can examine the classroom as 
an actual work organization in which problems of the allocation of time 
and other resources in the performance of tasks for which the teacher 
is held responsible must be solved. We can recognize that the work 
organization of the classroom depends upon the work organization of 
mothering. In so doing we anchor our analysis in a mode that fully 
recognizes individuals as the competent practitioners of their everyday 
worlds and takes in its organization and determinations as they arise in 
the active ways in which people participate in how their everyday 
worlds come about. 

In sum then institutional ethnography involves three main proce­
dures. First, there is the analysis of the ideological procedures used to 
render its work organization accountable. These ideological proce­
dures are constituents of the social relations articulating the work pro­
cess to the institutional function. Second, I have proposed a "generous" 
notion of work enabling us to engage with the ways in which people 
are actually involved in the production of their everyday world, exam­
ined with respect to how that world is organized by and sustains the 
institutional process. It is these that ideology analyzes, interprets, and 
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hence renders accountable within the institutional context. Finally the 
concept of social. relation analyzes the concerting of these work pro­
cesses as social courses of action. Work is articulated to such concerted 
sequences of action, performed by more than one and perhaps some­
times by a multiplicity of individuals not necessarily known to one an­
other. The knitting of work processes in social relations is by no means 
always a conscious effect. What becomes conscious and planful is struc­
tured by the ideological processes that are constituents of social rela­
tions. 

The notion of social relation cannot be collapsed into people's 
goals, objectives, or intentions. It is a notion transcending that of work 
or work organization. In chapter 3 I described a child going to the store 
to buy some candy. As she makes her decision and puts her quarter 
down, she enters into a complex of relations of exchange that are not 
part of her intention. Yet in however small a way, her act enters into 
the daily accomplishment of that complex of social relations. These 
reach back from her moment, through storekeeper or clerk, to mar­
keting and production processes, which both relate and organize the 
conditions of her intention, its means, and characteristic order, and 
which themselves only exist and are sustained in the multiplicity of acts 
of which hers is one. That is what is meant here by the notion of social 
relation. It provides a procedure for analyzing local work practices­
the locus of the experience of the subject-as articulated to and deter­
mined by the generalized and generalizing relations of economy and 
ruling apparatus. 

IV Ideology and Work in the Experience of a Single Parent: 
Sketching an Institutional Ethnography 

To illustrate the institutional ethnography as a method of inquiry that 
makes the everyday world its problematic, I shall draw on my own ~x­
perience as the point d'appui of an inquiry that will be sketched in to 
show what it might look like. As I said earlier, I was for several years a 
"single parent." That concept provides for me a method of analyzing 
my biographical experience. That experience itself was situated in ac­
tual settings in which its minidramas went on-the home we lived in 
with its untidiness, the fruit trees, blackberries in the hedge between 
garden and lane, the view of the mountains from the kitchen window, 
the kitc;hen floor that would never come clean, the roads to and from 
the various schools my children attended. The children themselves as 
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they were then are more difficult to re-envisage, overlaid as their im­
ages have been by their more recent being. I remember them playing 
soccer in the front yard and complicated games of fantasy in the back. 
In these fragmentary memories, there is no experience of being a single 
parent, though the work processes through which I engaged with those 
settings and relationships surely had that distinctive character because 
I was alone in charge of my children in a world of two-parent families. 
The notion "single parent" did not serve to analyze that work orga­
nization. and its disjunctures. It does, as Griffith shows,21 something 
rather different. It organizes and organized for me my relation to a 
school in the context of problems one of my children had in learning 
to read. Other women in similar situations know what this problem is. 
One woman I know who is a teacher and a "single parent" has con­
cealed this information from her child's school. A child's problem in 
school, when it is made accountable in terms of the concept of the 
single parenthood of her or his mother, marshals procedures entering 
child, parent, teacher, and school administration into courses of action 
specialized to this category of "problem." This concept then becomes a 
basis on which the work of mothering is organized and interpreted in 
relation to the schooling process. It does so not merely in providing for 
school staff a method of analyzing, assembling, and describing how a 
child is a problem and how that problem ties in to his or her home 
background. Provided the mother is competent in its conceptual meth­
ods, it gives her a procedure for analyzing her own work practices as a 
mother in terms of how their defects produce the child's problem in 
the school setting. 

The force of this effect is enhanced by how the interpretive prac­
tices rendering mothering accountable in this context do not identify 
it as work. Notions of good mothering practices take no account of the 
actual material and social conditions of mothering work. The Ontario 
Ministry of Education publishes for parents a little pamphlet contain­
ing suggestions about how parents (but in fact mothers) can improve 
their/her child's reading and writing. The specific exclusion of the sug­
gested practices from the category of work is marked in recommenda­
tions for what mothers can do to promote reading skills that can be 
done "as you go about your daily work." Work and encouraging reading 
skills are mutually exclusive. The suggestions include such items as 
these: 

Have a place where your children can paint and crayon or cut-and-paste with­
out having to worry about making a mess. It will take them a while to develop 
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the co-ordination required to make small letters. Give them large sheets of paper 
to work with at first so that they'll have space for large printing. 

Examine photographs and works of art with your children. Discuss what they 
see. Extend the parts of their vocabulary that deal with shape, colour, and form. 

Use home-made puppets. Have your children dramatize stories they have read. 
They can write scripts and put on their own shows, but they need an audience­
you! 
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These are typical of the inventory of suggestions. All presuppose 
expenditures of time and effort. Most also presuppose other material 
conditions:_the availability of paints, crayons, scissors, paper, photo­
graphs, and works of art. Some, such as the last example quoted above, 
presuppose preparatory work on the part of the parent-in making 
puppets or, which may be quite as time consuming, organizing the 
making of puppets as play with children. Nearly all involve time in 
securing materials, time sitting down with children to discuss, read, and 
act as audience, time in preparing play settings and materials, time in 
cleaning up afterward. They also presuppose in many instances the 
availability of space. For example, having a place where children can 
paint and crayon without having to worry about making a mess pre­
supposes a size of house; so does putting on puppet shows. Many of 
the recommendations also presuppose that the parents possess special 
skills, such as knowing how to discuss photographs and works of art or 
how to play word games such as Scrabble or Spill-and-Spell. 

Along with work involved in "developing the child," 22 there is work 
involved in scheduling the comings and goings of different family 
members in relation to their external commitments. The providing of 
household services facilitating the child's working schedule, supervis­
ing homework, providing cultural activities such as visits to museums, 
movies, and the like, taking care of emotional stresses arising in the 
schooling process, covering for a child so that minor delinquencies 
such as being late or missing school do not appear as defects on her or 
his record, helping with the school library, baking a cake for the bake 
sale, driving the car when the team plays another school, and so 
forth-all these along with the routine and basic housework (feeding, 
clothing, health care, etc.) contribute to the child's capacity to function 
normally at school. 

The work of mothering done by women in the home is consequen­
tial for the school as well as the child. It is consequential for the school 
through the child. The work of the teacher in the classroom, particularly 
of the teacher in the primary grades, depends, as Manicom shows upon 
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the preparation children have had in competences relevant to their 
functioning in the classroom. If, 'for example, children have learned to 
return the same colored brush to the paint pot rather than replacing it 
in any pot and so eventually reducing all the colors to the same general 
state of mud, then the teacher can more easily make use of painting in 
the classroom. The character of mothering is thus a condition of the 
teacher's work, and the overall character of the classroom presupposes 
the general character of mothering prevalent in the area served by the 
school. 23 

In the classroom setting, we can now also begin to see how, for 
example, the structuring of the classroom into three groups for the 
purpose of reading instruction and the relation between this and the 
teacher's "expectations" (described by Rist)24 can be understood as part 
of a work organization in which the teacher confronts as the conditions 
of her classroom work the effects of varying mothering practices and 
their material conditions, as well as whatever differentials of ability and 
level of development might exist among children. 

But we are not yet satisfied. To have begun to recover the character 
of the work and work organization is only the first step. The next is to 
explore how that work process is embedded in the social relations of 
the extended social and economic process. To do this, we work with a 
procedure we have come to call "making a design." The design provides 
a preliminary sketch of the relevant relations, that is, those implicated 
in the everyday experience that is our point d'appui. The design de­
scribes as an area for investigation the relations implicated in and or­
ganizing the everyday world. It is a means of extending the analysis 
from the level of the everyday analyzed as a work process to the ex­
panded social relations in which that work process is embedded. It 
shifts the scope of inquiry to refer back to an earlier instance, from the 
little girl who buys candy at the store to the social relations in and 
through which that is a possible act. A design provides a proximate 
map, that is, a map of the immediately relevant set of relations. It is 
constructed to be specifically open "at the other end," where it is tied 
into the extended relations of the political economy. We can then make 
use of it, as the work of inquiry fills it out, in spelling out the implica­
tions of change and movement in the political economy for the local 
experience of women in the work of mothering and teaching. 

The design embeds the work of mothering in a complex of rela­
tions that organizes its social and material character. These relatiom 
are sketched in figure 4.1. It is intended only to suggest how the rela­
tions might be analyzed and not intended to supply a theoretical 
model. Specifically also, it reproduces the "focused" character of the 
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approach which begins from a particular standpoint, a particular point 
d'appui, and structures the representation of other relations from this 
perspective. It strives also to capture the coordinative interpenetration 
of different levels of social organization by the professional qiscourse. 
In the design, "single parent" is a constituent of a discourse, naming a 
form of family that is defective in terms of the complementarity of the 
work organization of mothering and schooling. The effective form is 
one in which the man heads the household and earns a salary or wage, 
thus enabling his wife's labor to be exclusively available for the tasks of 
housewifery and mothering. 

Such actual work processes must be situated in their material con­
ditions. Taking that step directs us to differences in the way in which 
the complementary relation of mothering and schooling works in dif­
ferent class contexts and as part of the social organization of class. 
Among the middle classes, privileged access to occupations with the 
possibilities of career advancement has come to substitute for inheri­
tance in ensuring the transgenerational continuities of class. A family 
organization making it possible for mothers to invest considerable time 
and skills in the "development" of children in relation to education is 
an esser'!tial part of this process. Their skills too have been generally 
acquired through prior investment (both state and private) in advanced 
training, giving them access to the psychological and child develop­
mental knowledge facilitating the coordination of mothering and 
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school. The career process and the accumulation of personal wealth 
ensure the material conditions, the settings, equipment and other 
means, as well as the choice of school in which teachers can function 
on the assumption that in general mothering in the school's catchment 
area will enable the middle-class classroom to function as such. 

By contrast, the working-class mother is likely to have less available 
time. She will not be able to substitute paid domestic service for her 
own labor and, to a lesser extent, for labor embodied in commodities. 
She is more likely to have to take paid employment. Her mothering 
skills, particularly those specifically articulated to systematic knowledge 
of child development, will represent a lower level of educational in­
vestment (both state and private). These are effects not so much for the 
individual child as for the conditions under which classroom work is 
organized. The working-class neighborhood creates different condi­
tions for the work organization of the classroom as a whole and hence 
for the local schooling process.25 

The dependence of the classroom as a work setting on mothering 
is managed through a variety of organized contacts, interviews with 
parents, participation of mothers in school activities, Parent-Teacher 
Associations, and the like. These contacts also mediate the interests of 
parents in the outcomes of schooling for their children. We expect that 
these are organized differently as part of the different ways in which 
the mothering-schooling relation works in different class contexts. Of 
general significance is the ideological process originating in profes­
sional discourse as the conceptual medium in which this relation is ren­
dered accountable. Middle- and working-class mothers participate dif­
ferently in this process. Middle-class mothers in general have learned 
the ideological practices coordinating home-school relations. They 
know how to analyze their experience and what is happening with the 
child in the classroom, using the same concepts in general as those used 
by teachers. The institutional ideology provides, to a degree at least, a 
lingua franca in which the work in the two spheres is coordinated. Fur­
ther, the middle-class mother is oriented toward experts on child de­
velopment through her training and "keeps up" with advances in child­
development thinking through reading what experts have to say in 
women's magazines or paperback books. Hence our design includes the 
ideological processes of sociological and psychological discourse as a 
constituent of its organization. We do not know for sure, but our sus­
picion is that working-class women do not participate in these social 
relations in the same way. 

Viewing mothering as a work process articulated to the work pro­
cess of schooling enables us to locate the relations to be investigated in 
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exploring the local problem of the "single parent." The family she 
heads is a rump. The man is not there to remove from her the burden 
of earning a living, which deprives her of the time and energy needed 
to work in relation to the school. The "single parent;' as Griffith 
shows,26 identifies the family that is improperly formed and by infer­
ence therefore cannot come through properly in the complementary 
practices of mothering on which the work organization of the class­
room depends. This category "single parent" names, from the per­
spective of the institutional process and hence in terms of its relevance 
to the school, a particular type of defect in the conditions of effective 
classroom work organization. The category provides an interpretive 
procedure that presupposes the defect regardless of a mother's actual 
practices. A child's problems in the classroom setting are attributed to 
this "background" effect. Mothers participating in the ideological dis­
course know how to analyze their own experience, to examine it for its 
essential defects, and to reflect on them with fear and anxiety. 

Recognizing the classroom as a work organization provides a dif­
ferent basis of investigation than viewing the classroom, say, in terms 
of the teacher's expectations,27 or in terms of interpersonal interaction 
or role structures. Such frames render the resource bases of the class­
room work organization unobservable as well as concealing how those 
work processes are regulated and coordinated with others. The class­
room is embedded in a hierarchy of adminisitrative and political pro­
cesses. J'he teacher works within certain definite resource conditions 
under definite forms of scrutiny from the school administration. Her 
work or its products are exposed in various ways to her colleagues. Her 
year's work in the elementary classroom becomes a working condition 
of next year's teachers of the same students. The principal and vice­
principal plan and administer within administrativt: policies set by the 
school board, the Ministry of Education, and parental pressures, and 
supervise in various ways what teachers do in the classroom. The 
teacher works within budgetary constraints determining the numbers 
of children she has in her class, the materials and space available, the 
specialized skills she can draw on, the time she has for preparation. 
Time in particular is the key, and the allocation of time is central in the 
work of the teacher. Such decisions as dividing a reading class into 
three groups are rule-of-thumb solutions to practical experience of 
what will best combine the multiple pressures, limitations, standards, 
supervisory practices of the principal, and classroom resources. In 
these ways the general policies and budgetary constraints of the admin­
istrative hierarchy of the educating state are directly implicated in the 
classroom work organization. 
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The intervention of the state at different levels, that is, both the 
central and local forms of the state (including therefore municipal gov­
ernment, school boards, etc.), sustains and maintains the social rela­
tions that reproduce class through the educational process. The artic­
ulation of the work processes of mothering and schooling is not a 
"natural" or merely "contingent" effect. The state is implicated through 
zoning laws in the creation of residential enclaves tied to income levels. 
These function as catchment areas for schools, ensuring relatively ho­
mogeneous mothering practices and in partiCular securing to those of 
higher income levels the conditions for middle-class classroom prac­
tices. This residential organization of class is complemented by the tax­
ation practices of the local state, enabling the wealthier communities 
which generate more educational revenue to reserve it at least in part 
to enrich schools serving their own community (this is now changing). 
Middle-class influence in the educational system has been exercised 
through locally elected school boards as well as through its participa­
tion in local state bureaucracies. Furthermore, communities elect 
boards of trustees representing a largely middle-class section of the 
community-business and professional people, middle-class house­
wives, and the like. Although their power is increasingly limited by a 
centralized bureaucracy representing interests more closely identified 
with the interests of the corporate sector of the economy, they are still 
effective in representing the local interests of the middle class in the 
educational process. The increasingly centralized administrative ap­
paratus regulates resources, standards, curriculum, and so forth. In 
complex ways these various levels of the state enable the expression of 
different interests of dominant classes in the educational process. 

The effectiveness of the established schooling process in reproduc­
ing class relations is ensured by limitations on resources, preventing 
the teacher working under given conditions of class size and other re­
sources from expanding her participation in developing the child by 
complementing time and resources unavailable in the home (as has 
been done in the United States in such programs as Operation Head­
start). Effectiveness is ensured also by the development of programs or 
systems of streaming which compound the differentials initiated at the 
elementary levels by allowing the effects of resource-poor mothering to 
be intensified by resource-poor early schooling. It is in processes such 
as these that we would find the actualities of social relations behind 
Coleman's finding that "schools bring little influence to bear on a child's 
achievement that is independent of his background and general social 
context." 28 

This fashion of exploring the everyday work experience of mothers 
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and teachers enables us to identify in a preliminary way a social relation 
articulating the two work processes and to enter that relation into a 
more general set of social relations of class and slate. The investigation 
of these enables us to display the determinations of the actual everyday 
worlds implicated in this process. Thus we could find or generate dif­
fering bases of experience, of middle- and working-class mothers, of 
"single parents" and two-parent families, of teachers situated in differ­
ing class contexts of their work in the classroom, and explicate the pe­
culiarities of the situation of the child who is both object of this work 
process and participant in it. This latter standpoint has the potentiality 
of adding important dimensions to our understanding of the relations 
of children to those who are responsible for their development in the 
context of actual power relations, the actual organization of work pro­
cesses, and the peculiar ways in which mothers become responsible in 
the home for representing the claims and constraints of the educa­
tional institution. It is a method of analysis enabling us also to discern 
the effects of changing economic conditions, not only in terms of cut­
backs in educational funding but also in the ways in which the effects 
of economic crisis on families, and particularly on working-class fami­
lies, change the resource conditions of the work of mothering and 
hence the conditions of the teacher's work in the classroom. 29 We can 
also begin to understand the shifting bases of relations and to see 
where concealed bases of common interest and concern among women 
may lie. 

V Beginning from Where We Are and Discovering the 
Institutional Organization of Power 

In taking up the everyday world as problematic and developing insti­
tutional ethnography as a: method of inquiry, we are, of course, at­
tempting to map an actual terrain. The enterprise is one closer to ex­
plication than explanation, exploring actual social relations as these 
arise in the articulation of work processes and work organization in one 
setting to those of others. There is order, though order as such and the 
accomplishment of order are not the problematic of a sociology for 
women. Order arises in and is accomplished by the actual practices of 
actual individuals, including their practices of reasoning, interpreting, 
rendering what has happened accountable. The generalizable prop­
erties of social relations in the institutional mode are accomplished in 

·people's actual practices. The relation between ideology and the actu-
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alities it glosses and makes accountable is continually worked up and 
maintained, on the one hand, by practices aiming at and intending the 
institutional description, including those that enforce ~uch practices, 
and on the other by the development of innovative interpretive forms 
within the ruling apparatus (and generally by those participating in 
professional and academic discourses) that extend or rehabilitate in­
terpretive schemata as the changing character of events or the widen­
ing scope of control requires. I emphasize that it is not ideological sche­
mata themselves that constitute the institutional mode, it is rather the 
relation between the ideological and actual practices or events. The 
terrain to be explored and explicated by the institutional ethnography 
is one of work processes and other practical activities as these are ren­
dered accountable within the ideological schemata of the institution. 
The latter are not merely in thought but are also practical activities and 
in some contexts work processes, organized in relations of textual com­
munication. 

In taking up an exploration from the experience of one individual 
we have already found a general relation, that of a single parent to the 
school, as a phase of a larger organization of the work of mothering in 
relation to the educational process. The experience of an individual 
proposes, or can propose, a problematic directing our inquiry to a set 
of social relations. Exploring those social relations requires that we 
understand them as generating va~ious actual experiences, or rather 
as generating the everyday bases of actual experiences, in characteristic 
ways. A grasp of a set of interlinked institutional relations will explicate 
the generalizing relations determining its characteristic and diverse 
bases of experience. The notion of such bases of experience (in the 
everyday world) has empirical force in women's experience of con­
sciousness-raising as a method by which, in coming together and talk­
ing about our lives, we could elucidate the common grounds of our 
oppression. Such a common basis of experience emerges in the situa­
tion of the "single parent" in relation to the school (where "single 
parent" recognizes the ideological constituent as integral to the so­
cial organization of that experience). The explication of institutional 
relations brings to light not only common bases of experience but also 
bases of experience that are not in common but are grounded in the 
same set of social relations. An institutional ethnography thus expli­
cates social relations generatin-g characteristic bases of experience in an 
institutional process. 

It does so, of course, in terms of the subject's relevances as these 
arise from the lived actualities of her everyday world. It does not begin 
in an .abstract space with relevances determined oy notions such as the 
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cumulation. of a body of scientific knowledge. institutional processes 
do not form a system that can be represented in its totality. Work pro­
cesses that do not enter into its "accounting" practices, but are neces­
sary to those that do, are often those that articulate a given institutional 
process to other social relations. Institutional ethnography theri must 
avoid remaining within the conceptual boundaries defining the insti­
tutional domain. 

Inquiry of this kind builds in an open-ended character. It is like the 
making of the piece of a quilt that remains to be attached to ·other 
pieces in the creation of a whole pattern. We begin from where we are. 
The ethnographic process of inquiry is one of exploring further into 
those social, political, and economic processes that organize and deter­
mine the actual bases of experience of those whose side we have taken. 
Taking sides, beginning from some position with some concern, does 
not destroy the "scientific" character of the enterprise. Detachment is 
not a condition of science. Indeed, in sociology there is no possibility 
of detachment. We must begin from some position in the world. The 
method recommended here is one that frankly begins from some­
where. The specification of that somewhere and the explication of the 
relations to which it is articulated, including the ideological discourse, 
are the aim of inquiry. 

The discovery of an objectively existing social process is thus, 
through its capacity to generate bases of experience, seen from such bases 
of experience. The aim is to disclose the social process from within as it 
is lived. 

Ideally an institutional ethnography is not a solitary pursuit or a 
single fieldwork enterprise. Grappling with the actualities of extensive 
social relations is best taken up by inquiries opening up a number of 
different windows, disclosing a number of different viewpoints from 
which the workings of a whole (though "open-ended") complex of re­
lational processes come into view. Other work, beyond this volume, en­
ables us to build a picture of how these relational processes work. The 
researches of Griffith on the "single parent," of Manicom on the de­
pendence of the classroom on mothering, of Noble on the acquisition 
of skills in "developing" the child, and of Jackson in exploring the im­
plications of economic crisis for the conditions of teaching and hence 
for classroom teachers give us means of building an increasingly com­
prehensive grasp of the processes involved. 30 Viewing this collective 
project as institutional ethnography allows us to specify what was for­
merly sketchy, to identify areas where more work is neede<:f, and to 
develop a more exacting knowledge of the social relations determining ' 
women's everyday worlds. We increase thus our capacity as sociologists. 
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to disclose to women involved in the educational process how matters 
come about as they do in their experience and to provide methods of 
making their working experience accountable to themselves and other 
women rather than to the ruling apparatus of which institutions are 
part. 
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5 
..... 

Researching the Everyday World 
as Pro6lematic 

I Standpoint as a Research Practice 

This chapter focuses on the translation of the concept of the everyday 
world-as problematic into a research practice. How do we design are­
search procedure that will give practical force to the proposal to expli­
cate the social relations implicit in the work organization of women's 
everyday lives? 

In 1 ~84 Alison Griffith and I started on a research project focused 
on the work that mothers do in relation to their children's schooling. 
Although this research is not complete at the time of this writing, it 
forced us to think through how to realize an inquiry beginning with 
the standpoint of actual women and exploring through them the rela­
tions organizing the everyday world as the matrix of their experience. 
The problem_ and its particular solution are analogous to those by 
which fresco painter~ solved the problems of representing the different 
temporal moments of a story in the singular space of the wall. 1 The 
problem is to produce in the two-dimensional space framed as a wall a 
world of action and movement in time. The boundaries of the wall or 
its decorations frame a space of a totally different order, which has 
depth, extension, and temporality incoordinate with the ongoing world 
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of actual activities to which the wall on which it appears is material 
context. We have placed on our depiction this further constraint-that 
it incorporate the analogue of a "natural" standpoint in which the 
depth and structure of the depiction are organized from a standpoint 
in the world. 

The analogy with the fresco paintings, whose devices Gombrich 
analyzes, has its limitations, of course, because it confines us strictly to 
a world of illusion. We want rather to create a textual analysis that will 
instruct our everyday knowledge of ]:low the world works. But Gom­
brich stresses the "artfulness" of the effects of fresco painting in solving 
in various ways the problems resulting from the conjunction of narra­
tive intention with particular pictoral site. We seek an analogous art­
fulness, analogous conventions, in constructing a view into the work­
ings of social relations from the standpoint of particular women. We 
wanted to begin from particular experiences of a work process and to 
explore the relations in which they are embedded from just that posi­
tion. Somehow therefore strategies had to be developed that would 
preserve the movement from particular experiences to an expanded 
view of a landscape viewed from just that site with which we began. A 
major problem was that of building "perspective" into the procedure 
of inquiry so that the resulting analysis would have the proper relations 
of "depth." 

Our point of entry was women's experience of the work they did in 
relation to their children's schooling. We would begin by asking women 
to talk to us about this work. The resulting accounts would provide a 
wealth of descriptive material about particular women's local practices. 
There is nothing new sociologically about this procedure. While femi­
nism has brought new sensitivities and a new scrupulousness to open­
ended interviewing, it is our uses of material that have been distinctive. 
And here we are trying something different again. Standard sociologi­
cal analysis uses some method of coding and interpreting such ac­
counts to order the interview materials in relation to the relevances of 
the sociological and/or feminist discourses. These enable the interviews 
to be sorted into topics typical of the study population. In such a pro­
cess, the standpoint of the women themselves is suppressed. The stand­
point becomes that of the discourse reflecting upon properties of the 
study population. Characteristics of the study population become the 
object of the knower's gaze. 

We sought a method that would preserve throughout the stand­
point of the women we interviewed. To do so we worked with a se­
quence of stages in the research. We were concerned to locate women's 
work practices in the actual relations by, which they are organized and 
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which they organize. This meant talking to women first. Women's ac­
counts of the work they did in relation to their children's schooling 
would then be examined for the ways in which they were articulated to 
the social organization of the school.2 That scrutiny would establish the 
questions and issues for the second stage of research, interviewing 
teachers and administrators in the schools. Our strategy would move 
from particular experiences to their embedding in the generalizing so­
cial organization of the school. It would preserve a perspective in which 
we could look out from where we are, from where our respondents 
are, onto the larger landscape organizing and containing their daily 
practices. 

The method of thinking we are using makes use of the concept of 
social relation. 3 This sense of social relations understands people's ac­
tivities as coordinated in actual temporally concerted sequences or 
courses of action. In and through these the work of a multiplicity of 
people known and unknown to one another is coordinated. Rather 
than an account of the division of labor as a fixed allocation of func­
tions in people-sized hunks, the concept of social relation analyzes it as 
an ongoing concerting of courses of action in which what people do is 
already organized as it takes up from what precedes and projects its 
organization into what follows. 

In situating women's working experience as mothers, we see them 
at work at a point of juncture between the actualities of the economy 
on which their households depend and the social organization of the 
school. While we meant to make schooling our major focus, we also 
wanted to situate our respondents' accounts of their work in its real 
conditions. The work that mothers do organizes a sequence in which, 
traditionally, the wage or salary is transformed into the practical orga­
nization of subsistence, the caring for and the social development of 
children, which is articulated to the work of the school. 

We can envisage it something like figure 5.1. 
While we could not undertake to explore both "ends" of the rela­

tion in equal detail, it was clear that in exploring women's work as 
mothers in these contexts, we were exploring the social relations of 
class. As we have written elsewhere: 

It is in ... these social courses of action that we find class, not as a factor or 
aggregate of abstracted individuals, but as relations which in the main repro­
duce for children the same occupational levels as that of their parents . ... Class 
appears not as something external, but as a way of understanding the conditions 
and constraints of mothers' work and the character of their efforts and struggles 
as moments in the social relations of class conceived as extended social courses 
of action in which people are both implicated and active. 4 
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Figure 5.1 

ECONOMY-WAGE 

1 
WOMEN'S WORK IN FAMILY HOUSEHOLDS 

1 
WORK ORGANIZATION OF SCHOOL CLASSROOM 

While we could not make the "wage" end of the relation a major 
focus, we wanted to avoid an artificial boundary to our investigation. 
We wanted to be able to preserve _our sense of the lived actualities of 
women's lives as being embedded in a more extensive complex of re­
lations than that which we would actually investigate. Therefore we 
chose to talk to women whose children attended one of two schools 
located in districts with a markedly different socioeconomic base. One 
is predominantly a working-class school; the other predominantly 
middle class; the husbands of these women are employed in a mixture 
of professional and managerial occupations and skilled trades. We in­
terviewed only mothers with children in primary grades because we 
wanted to focus on grade levels at which mothers are likely to be most 
actively at worK and to simplify the range of school settings we would 
explore. We interviewed six mothers in each school district. 

Constructil)g perspective as a methodological procedure involved 
a step-by-step proces~. The first phase of our inquiry would engage 
women with children going to a given local school. The interviews were 
in-depth. We provided the overall topic, its conceptualization ·as "work," 
and the general framework of the interview (we started off after some 
general information by asking the women we talked to to take us 
through a "school day"). The second stage of inquiry would require an 
analysis of these interviews to explicate a problematic to be specified as 
intetview topics for the teachers and school administrators of the 
schools attended by our respondents' children. Our application for 
funding ,was in some state of embarrassment here. We could not kno_w 
the specific character of the problematic ofthe everyday until we had 
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explored the everyday. We could not say what the topics of the school 
interviews would be because they would be developed out of our anal­
ysis of the first interviews. The third stage, a move to the administrative 
level of the school board, was equally undefined, for that part of the 
investigation would also follow from the first-stage analysis and the or­
ganization that became visible at the level of the school. It was this 
stage-by-stage procedure of building inquiry on the basis of the wom­
en's accounts that would establish them as the standpoint from which 
aspects of school and school administrative organization would be 
brought into view. Using this procedure, we would go then from a spe­
cifically loc~ted and characterized experience to an exploration of the 
relations by which that experience is organized and in which it is 
embedded. The movement of research is from a woman's account of 
her everyday experience to exploring from that perspective the general­
izing and generalized relations in which each individual's everyday 
world is embedded. That is how a standpoint giving a "perspective" on 
the world was constructed in this study. 

II Tfre Conceptual Shift 

This "perspectival" structure was not always easy to hold iq place. It 
was all too easy to slip back into a more or less standard <~outsider's" 
standpoint-if not exactly an Archimedian position. In presenting one 

. of the papers based upon our work, I had noticed, as a result of ques­
tions, a peculiar conceptual shift that I could not quite nail down, 
though it was clearly inept. There seemed to be a conceptual confusion 
irt our project' that had gone undetected at earlier stages. I· seemed to 
have to shift modes when I went from presenting our an~ily~is of how 
mothers coordinate . the uncoordinated to our proposals for defining 
the problematic that would guide our inquiry into the school. 

The problem we now encountered was already implicit in the orig­
inal formulation of institutional ethnography (see chap. 4). Part of the 
difficulty arose because the institutional ethnography was originally 
conceived not as a single researc,h enterprise but as an enterprise that 
more than one might take up, exploring the institutional process (a:s 
there defined) .from more than one window upon it. Alison Griffith's 
interest and mine in exploring the· work of mothering in relation to 
schooling was complemented by the work of others; notably by Ann 
Manicom's investigation into the work of the teacher in die classroom 
and the ways in which that work depended upon the prior work of 
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mothers. The curriculum, viewed as a production plan,5 must be im­
plemented in the school under very various conditions created by the 
very various populations of .children. A big part of such differences 
could be viewed as arising from differences in the amount and type of 
work done by mothers in the home. The typical work practices of 
mothers in a given school district could be seen then as consequential 
for how the school functions in general. This contrasts with the dis­
course on family and school achievement which examines, among 
other topics, mothering practices in relation to the performances of 
individual children. 

Our thinking at first had followed a similar direction. We had 
thought of approaching the schools in terms of how our informants' 
mothering practices entered into the work of the teachers in our two 
schools as the conditions of their classroom practices. And those class­
room practices of course were "prescribed" by the curriculum, re­
sources, and so forth established by the school board. And so we would 
have located a key point of juncture between the particularized and, 
indeed,6 particularizing work of mothers and the fully generalized and 
generalizing organization of education through the board and the 
teaching profession. 7 

To our discomfort, we began to find that thinking in this way cre­
ated issues of sampling. They arose not as a mechanical issue of socio­
logical sampling methodologies and quantitative analyses; rather we 
were now talking about "populations" of children in the school setting. 
If teachers' work in the classroom is shaped by characteristics of the 
population of children and the latter is shaped by typical mothering 
practices, then there is a question of how the mothers we talked to 
could be treated as representing· that population. 

Changes in the character of a local population can in very sudden 
ways confront a school with entirely new situations for which its estab­
lished procedures are inadequate. The schooling process is deeply 
embedded in the family and (we would argue) in the parenting prac­
tices (and in the all too commonly invisible conditions of those prac­
tices) that characterize the population of a given area. From the stand­
point of the school, issues of population and sampling do not arise merely 
as questions of good sociological method; they are entailed by the na­
ture of the problem once it has become defined as the issue of how the 
work of parenting (and the varying conditions of that work) is conse­
quential for the work of the school. Questions of population and 
sample arise as issues of generalizing statements to a population. 

But here, of course, we run into the conceptual slippage built into 
our research .proposal. For in posing as the central problematic of the 
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relationship of mothers' work to their children's schooling, the kinds of 
conditions their work creates for the work of classroom teachers, we had 
shifted over imperceptibly from the standpoint of the mothers to that of the school. 
In effect we had inadvertently imported into an inquiry that had begun 
from the standpoint of mothers, the standpoint of school organization. 
When we look at the school from the standpoint of'women, we do not 
require a sample; we are not trying to generalize from a small number 
to the characteristics of a larger population. Rather, we are trying to 
explore how the institutional practices of the school penetrate and or­
ganize the experience of different individual women as mothers. We 
want to explore this phenomenon from a base in that experience, and 
we want to "hold" our perspective by moving from the experience of 
the women we interviewed to the complementary organization of the 
school. 

Ill How Then to Proceed? 

First we interviewed the individual women in their homes. We met with 
six women in each school district.8 In this process we jointly constructed 
an account of the work they do as mothers in relation to their children's 
schooling. These interviews were framed by our enterprise, our inter­
ests, and not by theirs. They were structured by the conception of 
mothering as "work." The methods of interviewing we used were oth­
erwise open-ended. Some of the interviews were very long. Though 
the general topic and the overall structure that was there to be returned 
to were managed by the interviewer, informants could explore their 
situation and experience in fully open-ended ways. This freedom is 
important because how informants tell the story of their work is essen­
tial to the analysis that defines the problematic of the second stage. 

We asked the women to describe the work they did in relation to 
their children's schooling. Our primary structuring device was to run 
through a day with them.9 They spoke very fully and freely and for the 
most part very concretely. They controlled the ways in which their ac­
counts were sequenced, the temporal juxtapositions and continuities, 
their narrative method. The terms they used were theirs and not ours. 
We had certain topics we wanted to cover, but we were not held to 
specific questions. The interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed 
in full, both questions and answers. The editorial function of the tape 
recorder has reduced the totality of the interview process to the verbal 
sequences defining the interview as such. 10 These are the verbal se-
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quences available to our analysis, and we are at this point mostly inter­
ested in what the informants have to say about their everyday experi­
ence as mothers of schoolchildren. 

The simple notion of the everyday world as problematic is that so­
cial relations external to it are present in its organization. How then 
are their traces to be found in the ways that people speak of their every­
day li¥es in the course of interviews of this kind. We do not expect them 
to speak of social organization and social relations. The methodological 
assumptions of the approach we are using are that the social organi­
zation and relations of the ongoing concerting of our daily activities 
are continually expressed in the ordinary ways in which we speak of 
them, at least when we speak of them concretely. How people speak of 
the forms of life in which they are implicated .is determined by those 
forms of life. Wittgenstein opposed the philosophical practice of lifting 
terms out of their original home and their actual uses in order to ex­
plore their essence.U I am taking the further step of arguing that the 
way terms are used in their original context, including their syntactic 
arrangements, is "controlled" or "governed" by its social organization 
(in the sense discussed in sec. 4 ·of chap. 3) and that the same social 
organization is present as an ordering procedure in how people tell 
others about that original setting. 

As interviewers we persuade people to talk about the everyday 
worlds in which they are active. The terms, vocabulary, and syntactic 
forms derive from those forms of life and express (and indeed it may 
be said, accomplish) their typicality. It is not so much a matter of a 
vocabulary specific to a social region. Rather the social organization of 
our daily practices governs our choice of syntactic forms and terms 
when we speak of them. An ordinary example from our interviewing 
procedure was the unthinking way in which we· relied on the concept 
of the school day to organize women's accounts of their work. The 
women we spoke to had no problem with this idea and we did not give 
it much thought as such in our first uses of it. We took for granted, as 
they did, how the notion of "the school day" structured our talk. We 
both (interviewers and respondents) knew very well how to construct 
questions and responses in terms of the relevances that notion pro­
vided. We "naturally" talked of "getting the kids off to school," of lunch­
times, after-school, and so forth. The ways we (Alison Griffith and I 
and those we interviewed) referenced the school day in our talk was 
governed by our tacit knowledge, as practitioners, of that social orga­
nization. It would be hard for someone to speak unmethodically in ref­
erencing social organization of which she is a competent practitioner. 



HOW THEN TO PROCEED? 189 

We speak from the known-in-practice ongoing concerting of acrual ac­
tivities. We speak knowing how rather than knowing that: We do not, 
of course, except in rare instances, speak of that social organization. We 
speak methodically. When we first encounter a new social organizational 
setting, we typically find that there is a problem of speech. It is like 
this: while we may be sure that we understand everything that is said, 
we are not at all sure that we will be able to speak correctly; we are not 
sure that the appropriate terms, names, titles, and so forth will fall into 
place or-what is perhaps even more important:-that we will know 
how to assemble these in the appropriate ways. But what are these 
appropriate forms? They are seldom as distinct as matters of protocol, 
of different official language uses. They are commonly the difference 
between how those speak who are ongoing practitioners of a world and 
who know how to use its language in situ as part of its ongoing con­
certing and how those speak who are as yet feeling their way into the 
properties of its everyday practices. The language of the setting ob­
serves the relations of its social organization. Its proper uses indeed 
preserve them. In the interview situation, the original setting is not 
operative, but registers as an underlying determinan't of how the in­
formant talks of the setting because it is the only way in which it makes 
sense to talk. 12 Given that we do not disrupt the process by the proce­
dures we use, open-ended interviewing should therefore yield stretches 
of talk that "express" the social organization and relations of the set-
ting. , 

In proceeding from our base in interviews with mothers to the sec­
ond stage of our inquiry in the schools, our focus on the interviews is 
on relations that are in various ways referenced in them but are not 
fully contained in the local historical settings of mothering work and 
therefore not explicitly available in them. Our interest is in the social 
relations in which the work that mothers do in relation to their chil­
dren's schooling is embedded. Their ongoing practical knowledge of 
the concerting of their activities with those of others is expressed in 
how they speak about those activities. How they speak of, as well as 
what they have to tell us about, how they work in relation to their chil­
dren's schooling is organized by the social relations and organization 
that enter into, complement, and determine the social organization of 
their work. This is where we find the problematic in terms of which 
our questions for the school are addressed. It is precisely in their prac­
tical knowledge of relations known only in part that the more extended 
relations in which their work is embedded will appear. Our problem­
atic, as those questions that will organize how our inquiry proceeds at 
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the next stage, depends upon an analysis of the social organization and 
relations implicit in how informants talk from their experience of their 
work as mothers. 

IV Exploring tlie Problematic of Motliers' Talk 

We are constrained by our commitment to ensure that the women we 
spoke to speak again in what we write without our reinterpretation of 
what they had to say. We have not coded; 'Ye have not sought to identify 
common themes. Of course a shared thematic structure was provided 
by our interview procedure. Of course there were recurrent topics and 
situations, but we were not interested in collecting these or talking 
about how they were distributed in a sample. Th~ group of women we 
talked to were not a sample. They were those who provided the outlook 
on the world from which we began, and if there were common themes 
and topics-including those supplied by our interview procedures­
they were there as expressions of individuals' participation in the gen­
eralized organization of the relations of schooling. For example, to ex­
plore with each respondent the organization of the "school day" is a 
"topic" that "reflects" in the interv.iew context an actual legally en­
forced organization of public education. So rather than inserting into 
our analysis of the interviews the relevances of the sociological dis­
course, we are interpreting them as expressions of their part in the 
local coordination of an institutional process. 

Since our interest is primarily in explicating aspects of social or­
ganization at a level that directs attention to the school for its comple­
ment, no attempt has been made to develop a highly technical analysis 
of the narratives. When we are exploring social relations or social or­
ganization, we are exploring the ways in which the ongoing activities 
of actual individuals are concerted or in which actual individuals con­
cert their ongoing activities, and hence the way their activities are so­
cial.13 In the analysis here, we are working with the assumption that 
our informants' narrative of events displays their active involvement in 
the practical concerting of social relations from their standpoint, and that 
social organization of mothers' practices is implicated in the socially 
organized practices of the school. 

I have selected three passages for examination here. Each describes 
the work of parents in relation to schoolwork done by their children in 
the home. Our concern is to explicate the social organization of the 
transaction between home and school from the standpoint of the 
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women who participate in it as mothers. In focusing on social organi­
zation we are focusing on the concerting, the coordination, of activities 
and courses of action as an actual ongoing process. 

Parents, and mothers in particular, are involved in managing their 
children in ways that will sustain or advance their performance in the 
school setting and on its terms. We find in our interviews· many descrip­
tions of mothers working actively with their children as "ancillary 
teachers" or managing their children's schoolwork in the home. Some 
of these courses of action were initiated by the school, others by the 
mothers themselves. Mothers, and in some instances both parents, rou­
tinely monitored their children's schoolwork and general performance 
in school by checking over the work they brought home as well as by 
spending time encouraging them to talk about what happened at 
school. We have described elsewhere a "monitoring-repair" sequence 
starting with a mother deciding that work her child has brought home 
from school is not up to standard in some way and proceeding to ini­
tiate some course of study with the child to remedy it. 14 The narratives 
we will focus on in this chapter are all sequences originating in the 
school rather than sequences initiated by the mothers themselves. The 
home end of these sequences, that aspect managed by mothers, is then 
part of a course of action that arises in the school setting and loops 
back into it. 

Jamie's homework 

In response to a question from the interviewer about whether Ms. 
Damien keeps track of how her children are doing at school, she re­
sponds: 

Well, see, (Jamie]$ only in grade three, so he really doesn't have much in the 
way of homework or anything. Um ... not really. I don't know. Friday he had 
homework. And he did, I thought he had done it all and then on Monday mof!!­
ing at quarter to nine he said, "Oh, I forgot to finish my homework." I said, 
"well!" He said, "Well, I'll just leave it here." Which I goofed on. I should have 
said, "No, take it back to school. You can tell the teacher you'll do it tonight if 
you have to," but I said, "Oh,fine, get out! Go!" And I thought later, I shouldn't 
have done that, because now anytime he doesn't finish his homework he's gonna 
feel, or maybe I'm just picking up on that, that he can just forget it and pretend 
that he didn't remember to bring his books, which is not a good idea, either. So 
today he never finished it last night. He did some at lunchtime yesterday, but he 
didn't do it last night, and this morning I said, "Take them back. If the teacher 
says anything, tell him that you'll do it tonight, but . . . "He didn't say anything 
at lunchtime, .so . .. 
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Homework as a concept can be seen as interpreting and organizing 
a social course of action originating in the school and looping back into 
it as its accountable destination. Ms. Damien's narrative preserves for · 
the interview the local sequencing of her part in the home "loop" that 
accomplished Jamie's homework of last weekend. Friday Jamie had 
homework. The interviewer, you, and I do not have to ask what that is. 
We know he has brought home from school a set task that he has to 
complete by a given day. The task has to be done in home time, but 
geared to school time. 

A central feature coordinating this sequence is the strongly sched­
uled and ineluctable character given to school time. There is no flexi­
bility. Getting off to school is not postponed to make time for Jamie to 
finish his work. It is the "next school day" that marks the deadline for 
terminating the task. It is the schedule of the school day that marks the 
"home time" slots into which Jamie's task has to be inserted-the week­
end, the lunch hour, and the like. 

Ms. Damien uses lunchtime as a home-time slot in which the school 
task can be fitted. But there was too much to do, and even though she 
gave him some help (reported later in the interview) by reading the 
questions and helping him with the spelling, he went back to school 
again without finishing it. He did not finish it later that day. Next 
morning she insisted that he take his work back to the school-"and 
this morning I said, 'Take them back. If the teacher says anything, tell 
him that you'll do it tonight."' 

Though it seems she has been monitoring Jamie's homework (she 
knew he had brought work home; she thought he had finished it over 
the weekend), she does not become actively involved in managing the 
sequence until Jamie tells her he has forgotten to finish the task. Else­
where in the interview, she reports that she had told her three school­
age sons at the beginning of the school year that they were'·to be re­
sponsible for their homework. She does not get involved until Jamie 
discloses that he has failed to dovetail completing the task with the next 
school day as the deadline. Her active management of the sequence 
gives priority to getting the homework back to school on time rather 
than to completing it. Her narrative preserves her coordinative prac­
tices as part of "homework" as a social course of action focusing partic­
ularly on the production of the accountability to the school of the task 
to be done at home. 

She is uneasy, feels she "goofed," about having allowed Jamie to 
make use of forgetting to finish as an excuse. Transferring responsibil­
ity to Jamie for his own homework is not a matter that has been con­
cluded by formally notifying him at the beginning of the school year 
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that such a transfer has been made. Somehow he is still answerable to 
her; she is the person he tells that he has not finished and who lets him 
go to school without taking his homework; she is the person (pre.sum­
ably) he might make excuses to; she is the person he might see as get­
ting him out of his accountability to the school for the work he brings 
home.- Notice, by the way, that she describes herself as "helping" Jamie 
with his homework, not as doing his homework with him. The char­
acter of the homework and its product as "his" is preserved. 

So Jamie and his work are sent back to school, reinserted into the 
ongoing work organization of the classroom. The timing and the char­
acter of the work in relation to the classroom work and Jamie's part in 
it are a product of his and his mother's management of the "home­
work" sequence. Her managerial practices sustain the constitution of 
the product as his work. Though she helped him by reading and spell­
ing out the words for him (as we are told in another passage), she does 
not do his homework. The work he takes back to school is accomplished 
as his work. His distinctive individual presence in the context of the 
school classroom is his; it bears but does not betray his mother's back­
stage management. 

Jamie's reading 

In another part of the interview with Ms. Damien, there is an inter­
change between the interviewer and Ms. Damien about the teacher's 
prescription that Jamie read twenty minutes a day. 

Jamie's supposed to read 20 minutes a ·day, which is sometimes very. hard to do. 

Q. So what do you mean? "Jamie's supposed to read twenty minutes a day?" 

Because of the fact that his reading is sort of below ... 

Q. This came from the teacher? 

Yeah. So he said that he should be reading twenty minutes a day. 

Q. When did the teacher tell you this? At the ... 

No, it was in a . .. when he brought his homework home one time. He writes 
the homework ... the teacher had written what he had for homework. And one 
of them was twenty minutes a day for reading. I didn't even realize he was 
supposed to do that until I saw the note there. So . .. so I've been trying. 

What Ms. Damien says is fragmented, yet interviewer and reader have 
no difficulty in filling in with a background knowledge of the terms and 
modes of communication between parent and teacher. Ms. Damien for 
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example does not actually complete the sentence that we take to be 
saying that Jamie's reading is below standard. But we "know" that is 
what she is saying. And though the actual nature of communication 
between teacher and parent is left quite ambiguous (Was the teacher's 
note instructing Jamie to read twenty minutes a day directed to Jamie 
or to Jamie's parents?), both Ms. Damien and the interviewer under­
stand that the instructions are for Ms. Damien and her husband (and 
in practice it is Ms. Damien who carries them out). Ms. Damien's prac- . 
tices of monitoring the work Jamie brings home from school are taken 
for granted by the teacher who has used it as a means of communicat­
ing with Jamie's parents. 

Here there is no specific task brought home from school for com­
pletion within a definite space of time. What is at issue is something 
more indeterminate-the child's performance at school evaluated in 
relation to a norm established for the class vis-a-vis which Jamie's per­
formance is below standard. The problem is brought into the home to 
be resolved through work done by the child at home. While it is the 
child who will do the work, it is clearly the parent's responsibility to see 
that the work is done. There is a peculiarity here. When does a child's 
learning become the business of "the home" rather than the school? 
Under what conditions and in respect to what kinds of tasks does the 
school properly transfer the management of repairing a child's defec­
tive performance to the home? 

Amys French dictee 

A third instance-different in some crucial ways-begins not with a 
note from the teacher, which Ms. Damien has clearly treated as a note 
to her, but with what appears to have been a comment on Amy's work, 
intended for Amy, which her mother, Ms. Elroyd, takes up as an issue 
between her and the teacher. Amy is in a French immersion program. 15 

Actually the teacher, when we were having this little problem in the fall, with 
the French dictee, and we had this one night of tears and trauma and the whole 
bit, and she brought her book home, they started out with four words and the 
teacher had written a note saying that Amy had not studied hard enough, and 
I really took that very personally because she's always been such a conscientious 
girl, she's a, she tries so hard. She's such a hard worker, type of thing. We didn't 
even know what this was. She came home with this little pink book with these 
four French words all wrong and the note was Amy didn't study hard enough. 
She hadn't told us anything about it, we had no idea. So I didn't know what to 

. do, so actually my husband was upset too, so we wrote a little note, saying we're 
very sorry, but we don't even know what this is, we're not aware of what this is, 
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we didn't know she hadn't studied, if she has to study we're more than happy to 
go over these words with her because she was very upset. The teacher phoned us 
the next night after school and explained it all and so on. From then on, granted 
it took her a while, she was still getting lots wrong until Christmas; it's funny, 
after Christmas she just clicked. She very rarely has a mistake now. We have to 
work though, but she wants to, that's the one thing we do every week, Sunday 
night, do 'dictee. That's interesting, because I have to give her the words, and . 
she says, Mommy that's not how you pronounce that word, that's awful. 

Here the sequence begins when Amy brings home "the little pink book 
with these four French words all wrong" and that note saying that ':Amy 
didn't study hard enough." Ms. Elroyd "took that very personally be­
cause she's always been such a conscientious girl, she's a, she tries so 
hard. She's such a hard worker, type of thing." 

Ms. Elroyd's response to the teacher, the note she and her husband 
write, suggests that Amy's studying is accomplished both by Amy and 
her parents, particularly Amy's mother. The teacher should have let 
the parents know if Amy was supposed to be studying, rather than 
finding fault with her for not doing what she had not been told to do: 
"So we wrote a little note, saying we're very sorry, but we don't even 
know what this is, we're not aware of what this is, we didn't know she 
hadn't studied, if she has to study we're more than happy to go over 
these words with her because she was very upset." 

The teacher calls next evening and explains it all. So Amy's parents 
set up a regular plan of work to help Amy with her dictee. Indeed they 
go beyond this: "My husband and I are struggling with our high sEhool 
French, dug out all our old textbooks, the very good English/French 
dictionary and so on. We struggle with it. She'll come home now and 
all the instructions are in French and she says 'Mommy, help me!' what 
are you going to do?" They confront tht! problem that they do not have 
enough knowledge of French to help their daughter properly. And 
they know what the "concerned parent" is expected to do: "We are 
getting little blurbs [from the school] 'the next course in French for 
parents.' If you are a concerned parent you should be trotting out there 
and doing that." 

Clearly this school is actively promoting a commitment beyond that 
of merely supervising the child's performance of school tasks at home; 
it is proposing to parents that they might take a course that would bet­
ter qualify them to do supplementary teaching at home. Ms. Elroyd's 
use of the term "concerned parent" shows that she knows what to do 
to appear within the discourse of the school as a member of that cate­
gory. She formulates a course of action as an attribute of the category. 
Taking that course of action, "trotting out there and doing that," would 
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warrant their classification as concerned parents. Or as instances of the 
type "concerned parent." Here the course of action warranting mem­
bership in the category involves parents doing work to improve their 
capacity to act as supplementary teachers. Does being a concerned par­
ent contribute to their child's standing in school, over and above the 
ways in which their work contributes to Amy's performance in dictee? 

V Tlie Complementary Organization of tlie School 

At this stage of our research, it is only possible to sketch some of those 
aspects of the social organization of the work of the school that com­
plement and indeed organize these episodes. Below I have made use 
of an interview with one third-grade teacher, Ms. Faye. Her account 
makes visible the ongoing social organization of work in the school in 
which the child is active. It is in the child's relation to this course of 
action that these school-initiated sequences in the home arise. In two 
of the instances, Jamie's reading and Amy's studying, reference is made 
explicitly or implicitly to some set of standards against which the child's 
work has been found deficient. Jamie's reading is "sort of below"; Amy 
has not been studying hard enough. And while Jamie's homework is 
not initiated with a specific message for the parents and is not a routine 
expectation, that too is occasioned in some way by the ongoing orga­
nization of classwork. It is in these contexts that their deficiencies are 
constituted as such. 

In the context of that work organization and integral to it are prac­
tices of impersonal evaluation documenting the child's relative status 
in the class, in the school, and in some instances relative to an anony­
mous population defining standards for a grade level and so forth. In 

·the primary grades, teachers may introduce evaluation in gentle and 
playful forms (for example, as stamps devised by the teacher, repre­
senting "kisses" for work completed and correct, and "happy faces" for 
work corrected), but they are nonetheless the child's apprenticeship to 
a documentation of the value of her work relative to that of others in 
the class and in the school. The school classroom as a work setting is 
organized around the production by the child of work enabling the 
teacher to evaluate her progress and status in the overall course of 
work established for the class for a given year. 

In exploring aspects of the work organization of the classroom in 
these respects, we depended upon the experience of women who had 
worked in elementary schools as teachers. We drew on Ann Manicom's 
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analysis of the role of the curriculum in organizing classroom work, 16 

which draws on her own knowledge as a teacher, as a teacher of teach­
ers, as well as on her ongoing research with classroom teachers in ele­
mentary schools. We also talked at length with Rosanna Tite, an ele­
mentary teacher in the Ph.D .. program in our department about her 
own experience and how it dovetailed with what we had learned from 
mothers. Ann Manicom's experience is in Nova Scotia and Rosanna 
Tite's in a different city in Ontario than the one in which we did our 
work. But while the particulars might differ, we are exploring a gen­
eralized system of procedures that within a given province is specifi­
cally designed to standardize educational practices and standards. And 
while there are differences from province to province, the same forms 
of standardizing are at work. Thus Manicom and Tite helped us locate 
generalized curriculum procedures as an important feature of the gen­
eralizing organization of classroom work. 

The curriculum sets definite objectives for each grade level. It 
therefore organizes the internal articulation of school classrooms from 
year to year. Curriculum objectives set at the provincial level and spec­
ified by the board have to be given practical determination in the con­
text of the actual group of children that the teacher will work with. 
Here is how one teacher, Ms. Faye, describes the process. At the begin-
ning of the year she sets her plans. · 

Well, for instance about the reading. I set our/my long-range plans where I 
would like to be generally [by the end of the school year] and then I take each 
particular group and with my top reading group I set goals for that top reading 
group that I hope I could achieve, and middle reading group and bottom read­
ing group. Usually the most modification [over the year] has to take place with 
the bottom reading group because often you get children who have lost a lot more 
than you have anticipated over the summer and so those are the places where 
you do make changes. 

The teacher's professionally developed skills translate the bare 
bones of the curriculum into actual classroom practices, the actual 
course of learning that she develops for the class and, in the course of 
the year with an actual group of children, works through. In setting 
goals and carrying them out the teacher works in the context of the 
particular set of children she finds, with given and limited resources of 
materials and time. These are the "ingredients" of the classroom as -an 
actual work organization in a particular year. It is in the context of this 
work organization that a ch~ld's performance becomes observable as 
needing home-time work and the involvement of a parent. 

The progress of the class, of different groups within the class, and 
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of individual children is regularly evaluated: "Each week I give a com­
prehension test for everybody, whatever the group. The bottom group 
sticks to quite a structured program and at the end of each unit in 
reading there is a group test that I give." She also tests regularly for 
particular reading skills: '1\.nd I try to write down on my mark book 
what particular skill it is that I've tested that time so I can see if some­
one is having trouble with sequencing or whatever." This is both an 
evaluation of the im~ividual child's progress and feedback to the 
teacher directing her to where some additional teaching is needed by 
a particular child. But time is a limited resource, 17 and in this process 
particular children will emerge as not keeping within the range of in­
dividual variations that the teacher·can handle. It is at these points that 
a message may go home to the parent. Documentary practices such as 
these provide the teacher with ·an ongoing map of where the children 
in the class are relative to one another in the context of the ongoing 
progress of the class relative to her design for the year. Decisions to 
transfer remedial work to the home, either as take-home work to be 
done under parental supervision (at elementary grades) or as specific 
instructions to the parent, are made in this context. 

It is also in the context of the planned progression built into the 
curriculum that problems of parent-initiated "repairs" can arise. 
Teachers also develop methods of coordinating and managing the in­
volvement of mothers in their children's school performance. Here is 
Ms. Faye's account of one such problem: 

[Sometimes a child will] come home with a few errors, sometimes [parents] will 
jump the gun and the kids have come back and said to me, "My Mom's making 
me do math every night because I had four wrong on that last sheet" and really 
they don't need to do math at all . ... It happened this year [with a little girl]. I 
explained to her that she was getting more mistakes now that her mom was 
helping her and she really didn't need the help and if, you know, if she wanted 
to do extra work I could give her a book. Her mom was making up the questions 
for her and I could give her a book and her mom would like that, you know, the 
questions wouldn't be as difficult as mom was making. 

Ms. Faye also evaluates the whole group in terms of her year's ob­
jectives for vocabulary. She does this 

to make sure that they do have that vocabulary. [A parent volunteer] is in the 
classroom right now, as a matter of fact. And so I broke the vocabulary down 
into fifteen sections and she tests everybody. Now some children have finished 
the fifteen sheets long before this and other kids are still plodding along, but, 
a.h, at the end of the year I can say that eve·ryone has covered a part of the 
program. 
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At the end of the school year, the children in the class are all tested 
using provincewide tests that evaluate their reading level against pro­
vincial norms for their grade. 

The continual evaluation and documentation of children's work go 
two ways: into the ongoing feedback enabling the teacher to see where 
she is in relationship to the curriculum objectives and how she has 
mapped them out over the year, and into the documentation of the 
individual child's "performance" in the school as an accumulation of 
test scores or graded work books. The child's activities in the classroom 
become accountable as performances as the teacher observes and re­
cords those observations; the teacher uses definite procedures to eval­
uate the child on her progress on a particular segment of the cur­
riculum; the ongoing work of the classroom also includes definite eval­
uative procedures, such as spelling tests, French dictation, tests of 
grade level in reading, "performances" produced in specific teaching 
contexts such as reading aloud in class, and so forth. Such practices, in 
addition to more explicit class-wide testing situations, provide for a 
continual monitoring of both class and individual child and produce 
for the individual child her documented standing in the school. 18 

In these practices, the child is being inserted into a generalized 
system of documenting her performance as an individual. The individ­
ual performance of the child is an organizational product of schooling. 
The child is inducted in the primary grades into the impersonal doc­
umented practices of evaluation that will organize the course she fol­
lows in school and finally into the credentialed world subtended by the 
documentary practices of the schooL In Ms. Elroyd's narrative we can 
see the juncture of the individual's experience of the impersonal eval­
uation of Amy's standing relative to some standard or norm of what is 
taken to be studying enough in the class. Amy was very upset. Ms. Faye, 
a third-grade teacher, prefers to make a telephone call rather than. 
write messages to parents for the child to take home: "sometimes the 
child is upset, especially if they, at the first of the year, when they're not 
sure as to what you're going to do or what you're like or .. '. and then 
they don't read wr-iting ... they think that maybe they've been bad or 
whatever." The child moves back and forth between the home setting 
in which she is embedded in particularizing relationships and the 
school setting in which she is being inducted into a standardized cur­
riculum and impersonal procedures that evaluate and constitute her 
"performance" (as a matter of record). 

The child's "performance" is constituted in the documentary prac­
tices of the school. This locates a key to the power of the school over 
child and parents. The child's documentary standing within the school 
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shapes the child's future within the school system and eventually in the 
labor market. Part of Ms. Elroyd's response to the note suggesting Amy 
should study harder is that it misrepresents Amy's character as some­
one who is not conscientious and works hard. It is not just a problem 
of Amy falling behind in learning the spelling of French words, but a 
reputational problem as well. The school's documentary accomplish­
ment of the child's performance, individuating the child in the context 
of generalizing standards, would seem to be a key to the power of the 
school over child and parents. 

But home and parents, and mothers in particular, are also invisibly 
at work in the production of the child's documented school perform­
ance. As we have seen, they monitor their children's work. All mothers 
we have talked to report scrutinizing the work their children bring 
home from school. Some fathers are also interested. Ms. Faye talks 
about the uses of the report card by parents to check out whether there 
are areas in which they could give extra help. Teachers and parents 
take for granted that parents will do the kind of work described by Ms. 
Damien and Ms. Elroyd in the earlier narratives. But it is work done at 
home under varying conditions. Elsewhere we have written about how 
the exigencies of shift work for one mother disorganize the completion 
of the sequence of monitoring the child's work, finding a problem, and 
working with the child to improve her performance in the relevant 
area. 19 In the instances we have focused on here, there are also great 
differences in the conditions under which Ms. Damien and Ms. Elroyd 
support their children's school performance, for while Amy is an only 
child, Jamie has four brothers, one of them an infant, and Ms. Damien 
talks about the problems of getting twenty minutes reading time with 
Jamie when the other children have to be dealt with. Such differences 
as these are communicated to the school setting only in their conse­
quences for the child's school performance. There is an invisible trans­
action between the invisible conditions of women's work as mothers in 
the home and the ongoing documentary accomplishment of the child's 
performance at school. 

Here then we can begin to see the context of the "concerned par­
ent" conception of which Amy's parents are so conscious. From the 
point of view of the school, the support that parents give is a resource 
relevant to the school's capacity to realize its objectives.20 This relation­
ship has a fully developed ideological ground that is part of the profes­
sional consciousness of teachers, the currency of their professional talk 
about the relationship of children's background and their "perform­
ance" in school. It also has its correlate in the discourse of mothering, 
which defines mothers' role in relation to their children's schooling.21 
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And here there seems to be a difference between Ms. Damien and Ms. 
Elroyd. For Ms. Elroyd works with a discursive procedure that appar­
ently equates '?\my studying" with herself and/or her husband man­
aging that process, and she and her husband are prepared to do a con­
siderable amount of work around Amy's school performance. Ms. 
Damien, on the other hand, has verbally at least transferred responsi­
bility for homework to Jamie and is concerned in part at least in this 
episode to make that transfer stick. 

VI The Third Stage 

These are preliminary explications of the social organization of school­
work complementing the mothers' narratives. They direct us toward 
further investigation beyond the particular school to the bureaucratic 
and administrative structure in which each school is embedded and the 
part the school plays in the overall ecology of education in a given con­
text. 

We could imagine an entirely different situation than this in which 
the school would assume complete responsibility for the "production" 
of the child's performance. Parents would hold that it is the school's 
business to teach their children and that they have no part in it. They 
would expect the school to do remedial work with the child if she or he 
is falling behind. If Amy is not studying hard eriough, it is because the 
school is not supervising her studies properly. If Jamie needs an addi­
tional twenty minutes reading a day, it is the business of the school to 
provide this. The reliance upon mothers to supplement the work of 
the school transfers the contingencies of her work to the child's docu­
mented performance in the school. We asked Ms. Faye what difference 
cutting her class numbers in half would make to her work. She said 
that the difference would be "mainly because of the amount of individ­
ual attention that you give the child. My goodness, that's the key, isn't 
it? ... If you can get right there when someone has a difficulty and you 
can iron it out right then, it certainly makes things far easier for the 
child." 

Given a different deployment of resources, much of the work of 
picking up on an individual child's slippage in terms of the overall ob­
jectives for the class could be done by the teacher. Thus a child's "per­
forming" below grade level does not of itself point to calling on parents 
to supplement the work of the school. The transfer to the home of 
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certain forms of educational tasks means that the teacher has decided 
not to do them. This is not a decision that the teacher makes anew on 
every occasion, nor is it a decision that is made out of context in terms 
of ideals of teaching practice and the like. It is rather a decision that 
must be made in the context of the actual conditions of the class, its 
size, the amount of additional time the teacher has to give to the child 
who is "behind," the professionally or locally established norms about 
when it is appropriate to pass "problems" located in the classroom into 
the home for. repair, including, of course, what types of problems par­
ents may be viewed as competent to undertake. It is a question of the 
practical organization of the classroom, incorporating the curriculum 
as a kind of production schedule. 

The concrete plan for realizing the curriculum for a given grade 
level and its realization as a practical matter over the school year are 
carried out with a given group of children, in a given budgetary con­
text, and under given school policies. A given school interprets the cur­
riculum in particular local contexts, with a particular group of teachers, 
with particular numbers of children, with ratios of children to teacher 
that are set by the board and that determine what personnel resources 
are available to the principal, and with a particular collection of chil­
dren coming from particular families. 22 Decisions about allocating 
teachers to children, allocating children to classes, creating different 
kinds of mixtures, setting curriculum objectives for the year for a given 
class, coordinating the products of the classes of one year, and so forth 
are made at school·level. The production process in terms of levels of 
documented performance of children ties the school as a whole into 
the secondary schools it routinely "feeds." 

VI I Conclusion 

Of course this is only a preliminary sketch. It is intended to demon­
strate an analytic design in which we move from the experience of 
women at work as mothers in relation to children's schooling to an ex­
plication of the school organization and the administrative relations of 
the state of which that school organization is a local agent. The aim of 
analysis has been to disclose a social organization implied but not spo­
ken of in the original narratives, a social organization that is presup­
posed but not explicit. This strategy has constructed a perspective on 
school organization, taking as its base what the women we spoke to 
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knew of and told us about, namely, their own work. The procedure we 
worked with took two women's narratives of their child's bringing work 
home from school. Our investigation sketched, in a preliminary way, 
the socially organized work of the classroom in which such initiatives 
on the part of the teacher arose. The homework process loops through 
the home, is somehow managed there, and returns to school to be in­
serted into the classroom work process as part of what becomes the 
child's documented performance. The explication of this piece of a so­
cial relation opens up for further exploration aspects of its determi­
nations in the administration of education by the school board. So we 
move from the particular experience and the particular relationships 

-iri"which women are active to the organization of schooling that, among 
other matters, at the elementary level is in the business of producing 
differences among children articulated to the secondary division of 
educational labor and hence eventually to their credentialed status on 
the labor market. 

I could be talking about, in a sense I am talking about, the way in 
which a traditional division of labor between women and men in the 
home has been foundational to the development of the North Ameri­
can educational system, the way in which the division has been .built 
into the system as its working "assumption." Insofar as fathers are now 
in some places playing an increasing role in this work, their role takes 
over or represents a new division of a role already established for the 
family and vested earlier in women. That the schools make these as­
sumptions has made it practically and emotionally difficult for women 
with small children to choose to lead their lives differently. Bringing up 
children and working with children to articulate their lives to the stan­
dard expectations of the schooling process, and particularly of middle­
class schooling, are demanding. These operations draw on kinds of 
time that are not easily defined; they draw on kinds of time not easily 
plotted into the schedules of paid employment. They have presup­
posed and still, I think, presuppose the availability of women's labor in 
the home. Whether women's labor in the home is done by women or 
not-and regardless of important shifts made by some men in partici­
pating in domestic labor, the evidence is that overall the changes are 
minimal-it always has the character of being expendable without 
monetary cost. The expendability of women's labor without cost to the 
school system has been a major support to the level of functioning of 
schools-again particularly of middle-class schools. If this work is not 
done by women it has to be done by someone. If it is not done or is not 
done at the same level, then labor is withdrawn from the school and 
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the school cannot function at the same level. Teachers cannot teach the 
way they have learned to value themselves and each other for. Changes 
in the neighborhood, the introduction in a middle-class area of housing 
for lower-income families, have consequences for how the school will 
function. Every teacher of experience is aware of these dependences. 

This method of inquiry explores relations of ruling from within 
the working experience of women as subjects. It opens up from within 
the experience of those who do this work in family-household contexts 
the relations that frame, organize, and determine their everyday prac­
tices and cares. At no point do we lose sight of women as active in these 
relations. At no point do we reduce them to effects of social processes. 
The particularities of their experiences, their styles of work, their ac­
tual conditions are preserved. They are not reduced to types or vari­
ables. Aspects of their accounts have here been addressed as they dis­
close the absence of their complement in the organization of the 
schools their children go to. Schools are organized professionally and 
bureaucratically. The particular school is organized as part of a system 
of schools within a school board and provincially. Its teachers are 
trained and certified members of a profession. Viewing these relations 
from the standpoint of women indicates lines of stress and disjuncture. 
For parents, it is the child who is at stake, and the child's education is 
what they work for. In the school, the child is individuated within an 
impersonal system, governed by professional and bureaucratic orga­
nization, informed by an ideology of child development regulating, hu­
manizing, and giving coherence to practices of schooling that individ­
uate the product, the graded child. At the elementary school level, it is 
in practice generally women teachers who articulate, many brilliantly 
and with extraordinary care, the particular child to the generalizing 
system of education. The intersection of these two sets of interests and 
concerns in the social organization of women's work in the home is 
integral to our educational system. This has been and remains a major 
moral constraint on women with small children. When we look at stud­
ies that show us that women still do the biggest part of the work in the 
home, even when they also work outside, we should not think just in 
terms of men's resistance to taking over "their share" of the housework 
and parenting. The educational system exercises a huge leverage over 
parents through their care of children, and over mothers in particular. 
In the last fifty or seventy years, mothers have been inculcated with an 
understanding of themselves and their responsibilities that is all en- · 
compassing vis-a-vis their children's fate in schools. We have learned a 
totalizing responsibility for what happens to our children in the school 
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context. It is an ideology, a discourse, that mobilizes our workand care, 
that takes no account of the realities of the conditions of that work and 
care (that we work full time, are single parents, etc.), that takes no ac­
count of the way in which resources are allocated within the bureau­
cratic processes of school governance and within the policy processes 
articulating educational policy to the interests of capital, that takes no 
account therefore of differences in the workings of the schools. This is 
a major site for anguish and anxiety, as Griffith and I can testify. Such 
strategies of opening up the relations within which women's work as 
mothers is embedded create possibilities of exploring further the dif­
ferences in racial and class experience of women in such contexts and 
of grasping the organization of these oppressions in ways that expand 
our general knowledge of how these relations are organized and how 
they work. 
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PART FOUR 

Textua-l Politics 

f think of the enterprise that is laid out here as a journey. 1 It begins with 
the most general formulation of the barriers to our speaking and being 
heard as women, the barriers to the creation of a knowledge, an art, a 
literature. a politics, for ourselves. It begins with addressing the condi­
tions of a public discourse among women. In part 2 we moved from this 
general critique to the special problems of the forms of consciousness of 
our society which sociology creates and then to a consideration of how 
to pose questions differently; and how to think and write a sociology from 
the standpoint of women. In part 3, on research strategies, we got down 
to more immediately practical questions of how to do research as an in­
quiry from the standpoint of women. In this final part, we turn again to 
more general issues of the textual discourses in which our consciousness 
of society and of our struggles as women is formed. But we do not come 
full circle. If you have been reading these papers in the order of the chap­
ters of the book, you have come to a place that was not yet made at the 
beginning. The last chapter returns us to the world outside the text. the 
world of a· women's movement, the scope of which has been transformed 
in the ten years or so between the first and last of these chapters. The 
texts of this journey had and have their context. They were worked out as 
part of a political as well as a discursive enterprise. They addressed polit-



ical as well as discursive problems. This last chapter, "Beyond Methodol­
ogy: Institutionalization and its Subversion," returns us to the political di­
mensions and implications of our textual practices. When we do so, other 
problems and questions come into view than those we addressed or 
could address at the outset of this journey. Questions are raised about 
our susceptibility to capture by the relations and apparatuses of ruling or 
to the replication of those forms in our own textual practices. Though the 
practice of a sociology for women offers a discourse organizing different 
relations among subjects than those created by the relations of ruling, 
we should not delude ourselves that a critique vested exclusively in texts 
has political force as such. This is a problem as much for the work pre­
sented here as for any other. 

Note 

1. For the part title I have taken the term "textual politics" from the title of 
Tori! Moi, Sexual/Textual Politics: Feminist Literary Theory (London and New 
York: Methuen, 1985), though I have used the term to shift away from 
the sense of textual as solely the written to textual as mediating social 
relations. 
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Beyond Methodology: 
Institutionalization and its Subversion 

I Discourse as Practices 

When we write letters, we have no problem seeing the text as a way of 
relating to another or others. I have suggested in chapter 2 that socio­
logical texts characteristically relate us to others and even to ourselves 
as objects. From there we have gone on to work out methods of think­
ing and writing texts that will relate us to each other in ways that pre­
serve the presence of subjects in the text as knowers. In part 3, research 
strategies were proposed that gave practical embodiment to these theo­
retical proposals. Here I want to take up consciously the problems and 
questions of how our political discourses and texts organize relations 
among us. 

Our major political discovery is expressed in the equation the per­
sonal is the political. This equation locates an oppression invading our 
most intimate relationships, the immediate particularities of our lives, 
the power relations between persons. We have seen that intimate and 
personal experiences of oppression are anchored in and sustained by 
a patriarchal organization of ruling. Our political vision has denied, for 
the first time, the distinction between the powers of the public and the 
private domains. The method of thinking and writing sociology th~t I 
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have put forward here has intended the systematic development of a 
consciousness that traces these relations from this standpoint, the 
standpoint of she who stands at the beginning of her acts of conscious­
ness. 

We have sought in these pages the methods of thinking and inquiry 
that will construct a knowledge of society and social relations from 
women's standpoint. Note that we have sought to do more than open­
ing the social scientific discourse to women's voices and concerns. We 
have gone after something more radical-a sociology, a social science, 
an inquiry into a totality of social relations beginning from a site out­
side and prior to textual discourses. Women's standpoint has been ex­
plored here as specifically subversive of the standpoint of a knowledge 
of ourselves and our society vested in the relations of ruling. 

Throughout we have emphasized the organization of power in 
texts and the relations of ruling mediated by texts. Texts are the me­
dium of a knowledge that is a property of organization rather than of 
individual. 1 The consciousness of who we are, of our social relations, 
which standard sociological methods of thinking produce, participates 
in a standpoint within the relations of ruling, creating a knowledge apt 
for ruling. By contrast, we have insisted on a knowledge that assumes 
we are part of the world that we explore and make visible; we have seen 
that the knowledge we create becomes part of that world as a constit­
uent of whatever relations it is articulated to; we have seen that our 
understanding can be turned to an examination of our own practices, 
our own relations, indeed that it "naturally" incorporates such reflec­
tions; we have sought to make a sociology that will extend and expand 
people's everyday knowledge of how things work. 

This feminist sociology aims to display the actual, ongoing coor­
dering of practical activities in and through which we daily and nightly 
bring our world into being. When I use the term "practical" I do not 
mean "practical" as contrasted with what is of the mind, impractical, 
merely ideal. I think of "mind" also as actual, temporally ordered prac­
tices, and the atemporal modes in which we think we think and in 
which we write our thought as specifically textual practices. The no­
tions of practices and actual bear no special theoretical weight. By prac­
tices I do not mean a new and special class of actions. I mean rather to 
direct our gaze toward the ongoing coordering of activities that brings 
our world into being, toward how, to use the ethnomethodological 
term, it is "accomplished.'' The emphasis is on the "how," and the no­
tion of practices is intended to capture the ongoing of our doing of 
what we, generally, know how to do. And when I use the terms "actual;' 
or "actuality," I mean to direct our gaze outside the text to that world 
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in which the text also exists as it is brought into being as a material 
form in the hands of the reader who is reading somewhere. Such a 
gaze is not easy to bring off. It is hard to learn to see what we so much 
take for granted as we do what we know so very well how to do. But 
seeing this way has the capacity to write a sociology that shifts outside 
the relations of ruling to a stance from which the relations and powers 
of the world we live become visible from the sites of people's actual 
experience. 

In considering the textual politics of a consciousness of society, the 
same. method applies. The abstractions that ordinarily limit our think­
ing are substructed to find the actual practices of actual people which 
they both express and conceal. We can see this method as a particular 
way of addressing the contexts in which we write and speak. For ex­
ample, de Beauvo~r has written of immanence as characteristic of 
women and transcendence as characteristic of men.2 Under what con­
ditions of the social organization of daily and nightly life does it make 
sense to write or speak of immanence and transcendence as gendered? 
What gender division of labor is the background that we take for 
granted in eking out the sense of such abstractions? The relations of 
ruling have a strongly gendered character. Power of various kinds has 
come to mean for men the entry into an economic world of rational 
calculation and management or into a technical and scientific world of 
the expansion of systematic knowledges. It has meant the deployment 
of skills informed by such systematic knowledges. It has meant the ap­
plication of systematically rational modes of theorizing and inquiry in 
a wide variety of settings, bringing politics, literature, art, and warfare 
under their dominion. These expansions of men's powers in the elab­
oration and expansion of the relations of ruling in this mode were built 
first on women's exclusion from the extralocal organization of market 
relations. But men's commitment to the daily practices of the relations 
of ruling also required that they be wrapped and cushioned against an 
encounter with their bodies. If their bodies had needs-to eat, to have 
sex-these must be met without the delays, hesitations, and obstruc­
tions that would require them to work at meeting needs, to do some 
thinking, to take some time out to overcome obstructions. Men's daily 
environment had to be brought into line with the practices of an exis­
tence out of this world. And I am not just talking about mathematicians 
or historians, I am talking about stockbrokers, managers, and advertis­
ing copywriters. There has been and still is an interdependence here 
between the capacity of men to exist and work in extralocal relations 
and women's practical production of the conditions of such an exis­
tence and such work. 3 Such are the actual practices underlying the ab-
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stractions of transcendence and immanence, of the "universality" of 
men versus the "particularity" of women. 

So when we speak of a sociology for women, we must recognize 
that we have not yet moved to address the organization of actual rela­
tions that such a conception might direct us to, let alone the relations 
within which it finds its contemporary and actual practice. To do so we 
must look at the social character of discourse rather differently than we 
usually qo. The notion of discourse used here derives from Foucault.4 

But because we are talking sociology, not philosophy, we want to ad­
dress discourse as a conversation mediated by texts that is not a matter 
of statements alone but of actual ongoing practices and sites of prac­
tices, the material forms of texts (journals, reviews, books, conferences, 
classrooms, laboratories, etc.), the methods of producing texts, the rep­
utational and status structures, the organization of powers intersecting 
with other relations of ruling in state agencies, universities, profes­
sional organizations, and the like. Attention to discourse as socially or­
ganized does not discard or invalidate the statements, conventions, and 
knowledges that its texts bear. Rather texts are understood as embed­
ded in and organizing relations among subjects active in the discourse. 
We are talking then about actual people entering into actual relations 
with one another. Sociology as a form of consciousness ceases to be an 
abstract fluid entity that somehow leaks into people's minds and can be 
seen as ongoing and actively produced and maintained in relations me­
diated by texts. Institutional forms of discourse create relations be­
tween subjects appearing as a body of knowledge existing in its owrt 
right. These externalized forms of consciousness are specific forms of 
social relations, accomplish~d in determinate socially organized prac­
tices. 

II Tfte Problem of Institutional Capture 

In the work I have done around a sociology for women, I began with 
the actual problems of doing research for women. I worked with a 
group of other women to establish a research center for women. Our 
conception was to invert the standard relationship whereby women 
(and men) became resources for and objects of knowledge available in 
the universities and the discourses of the academy and the profession. 
We wanted to make knowledge and skills available to women. We un­
dertook a variety of enterprises; we worked with women in single­
industry towns in researching their own needs and situation and 
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helped them organize first a conference to bring together their think­
ing and then a much larger and politically oriented conference to make 
a statement of their common needs and concerns. We arranged a series 
of workshops between women's groups in the city we worked in and 
women working in the various, largely state-funded organizations con­
cerned with immigrants. We wrote broadsheets disclosing how govern­
ment policies and changes in policies were directly affecting women. 
We helped native women organize a workshop for native women. All 
these enterprises were buttressed by research and depended upon re­
search being well done. ,We did not already know what women's con­
cerns would be. It was our business to help women investigate and dis­
cover them. We insisted on a method that examined women's local 
spaces and that women themselves could learn from one another di­
rectly. But we also insisted on an analysis that anchored those experi­
ences in the political, economic, and social processes that shaped them. 
Women's experiences and concerns in their everyday lives were not in­
dependent of determinations in relations beyond them. It was our busi­
ness also to give them a handle on these. That meant, of course, a more 
specialized work of research and reflection that complemented and 
conversed with the research women did in their local communities. Part 
of our problem was that we did not, in spite of our training, know how 
to work in this way. While we had skills, such as the ethnographic skills 
of an anthropologist, we found that the methods of social science did 
not produce material that would orient toward the women themselves 
as subjects. The methods- we knew would only do the kind of job we 
were trying to get away from; they would only turn women into objects 
and produce their lives in abstractions. These were methods that had 
their uses when we had to write briefs, when we had to write within the 
conventions of the relations of ruling, to struggle on that terrain. 
Which of course we had to do. But we did not have a method that 
worked the other way, that explicated how the society worked for those 
implicated in it, to whom its workings were otherwise invisible. As they 
were, of course, for all of us. 

The enterprise of making a "sociology for women" call?-e out of that 
experience. It attempted to rethink the epistemology of sociology so 
that we could have a sociology that would write its texts the other way 
round. That is what I have tried to work through. It is a strategy that 
takes as central that women should speak from themselves and their 
experience and that the communities of their oppression are to be dis­
covered in a discourse that can expand their .grasp of their experience 
and the power of their speech by disclosing the relations organizing 
their oppression. Such a sociology presupposes a constant process of 
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discovery from within, from differing bases and matrices of conscious­
ness. It aims at the making of a discourse that is always being rediscov­
ered and remade from a standpoint that is always beyond, outside, dis­
course, always pressing on discourse for a means to speak, explore, 
find, know, map, organize, struggle. And I emphasize the making of a 
sociology, not merely of particular applications to particular problems, 
because the sociology we have inherits the conceptual and research 
methods of its site in the circles of men's ruling and "looks" at the world 
from the standpoint of the relations of ruling. Not from below, from 
underneath, from outside. Not from the standpoint of a lived actuality, 
an actual subject. 

But a research center organized in such a way could not survive 
for a very simple reason. It could not get funding. We tried in various 
ways. When I left the city in which that center was founded, a group 
of us tried to form, within the Ontario Institute for Studies in Educa­
tion, a Wollstonecraft Research Group dedicated similarly to work for 
women in education. That too foundered on the same rock. Enter­
prises with the orientation toward what we called "preorganizational" 
work, work that enabled women to grasp the power contexts of their 
lives and situations, were not the kinds of enterprises that the state or 
other agencies of ruling would fund. The devious ways in which earlier 
our intentions could be disguised were thwarted increasingly by a state 
that became increasingly adept at designing its funding conditions so 
that the voluntary organizations of the women's movement worked in 
a subcontractual relationship to government. A detailed examination 
of this process in the case of an immigrant women's employment sup­
port and advocacy group shows how the funding procedures shaped 
the functions of the organization so that the advocacy dimension of its 
commitment fell away and it came to operate as an extension of gov­
ernment rationalizing of the market for immigrant women's labor. 5 

Though the particulars differ, they are the same relations of ruling 
that had captured the issue of the beating of women by their spouses 
or partners of which Patricia Morgan has written. She describes the 
expansion of the state's "social problems apparatus" since the 1960s, 
identifying the state practices that incorporate the issues of a political 
movement into what I have called the relations of ruling. Bureaucra­
tization fragments issues of class opposition, converting political into 
social demands. Issues and interests are incorporated into the institu­
tionalized forms of electoral constituencies, interest and pressure 
groups, and the like. Professionalization uses knowledge to restructure 
"collective noncapitalist forms of organization" into hierarchical strata, 
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detaching them from the movements they originate in and connecting 
them to the relations of ruling. Professionalization also individuates the 
collective construction of issues and problems.6 This was Catherine 
Russell's experience when she went to the conference on family vio­
lence and found herself making the transition from the professional 
stance, impersonal, external, to taking up a standpoint among the op­
pressed. 7 The organization of professional knowledge is more than a 
guarantee of standards, more than a monopoly of knowledge and skill, 
it is a monopolization of control within a dominant class. It ensures 
that bases of organization do not arise out of the discovery of personal 
troubles; it ensures that per~onal troubles become no more than public 
issues framed and contained within the public media, and that they do 
not become the bases of political organization uncontrolled by the in­
stitutional structures of state and relations of ruling. 

Looking back over the last fifty years, we can see that these prac­
tices of control within a dominant class were developed in relation to 
the working class. Institutionally differentiated spheres were developed 
as professional and or bureaucratic f~:t:ms that managed different as­
pects of the issues and problems arising 'for people as a total experience 
of living. Housing comes under one jurisdiction; public health an­
other; mental illness yet another; issues of wages and working condi­
tions are incorporated into elaborated structures in which class struggle 
is displaced onto struggles within legal and bureaucratic contexts; 
women's domestic situation is parceled otit into issues of housing, men­
tal illness, povertY, welfare", child abuse, and neglect. If class is less vis­
ible today as a basis of struggle, it is in part at least because the insti­
tutional organization of ruling has dispersed class over a range of 
institutional sites:8 The way we conceptualize class as the third party in 
a pluralistic political pantheon of gender, race, and class takes this dis­
persion of the sites of class for granted. It is the discursive expression 
of what can be reassembled as a distillation of relations that have be­
come invisible other than as differences in socioeconomic level. But the 
living is always actual and always total experience. 

I have continued to find it difficult to write about class from the 
standpoint of women and in ways that will display for us dimensions of 
the practical assumptions and conditions of our texts and discourses. 
The terminology of class has been used in political contexts to invali­
date the speaker. To call someone a "bourgeois feminist," for example, 
was to introduce a rule depriving the voice of the woman so named of 
all authority. This is a trivial usage that depletes the capacity of the 
concept to do more vital and important work for us. We need to trans-
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late the power it has for working-class women to name the oppressive 
relations which are immediately their lived experience into a corre­
sponding analytic capacity that would explicate the relations governing 
all our lives. As a member of the tripartite "gender, race, and class," the 
concept of class does useful critical and political work within the wom­
en's movement. As used in this way, the concept of class lacks the ana­
lytic power we need to grasp the substructure ofthose fractures in our 
capacity to say "we;' meaning "we women," that are too deep to be 
papered over. In our work as feminists within or on the margins of the 
institutional forms of society, we experience constraints, barriers, and 
betrayals that bound and transform our political projects and their ac­
complishments. In various ways, the institutional forms confine the 
boldness of our thinking, the adventures of our knowledge, the for­
mation of a feminist social consciousness, the redistribution of 
resources to organize the unorganized, and the full completion of 
the enterprise of liberation. Here too is class; class is a feature of the 
institutional process, structuring and constraining our struggles for lib­
eration; class is part of our political experience, but as yet we do not 
know how to specify and analyze its dimensions. "" 

Our active participation in the institutional orders sustaining the 
development of knowledge and thinking by women for women ties us 
into this order of relations. We find, whether we want it or not, that 
somehow the practices of our art come to take on the distinctive char­
acter that they do as we participate in relations that are not fully within 
the scope of our knowledge and certainly not fully within the scope of 
our control. We find, whether we like it or not, that our relationships 
with those who are the "subjects" of our research are always ambigu­
ous. In the contexts of our work, we are going to take what we have 
learned from them and make use of it in contexts in which they do not 
speak; this remains despite the care we take to return what we write to 
them, to check for accuracy and faithfulness with them. We are still not 
doing this work for them; we still have funding obligations to meet, 
reports to write that are part of them, academic papers to produce that 
are also part of our funding obligations (particularly if we are ever to 
be funded another time around). 

We are also responsible to the institution within which we work. 
The school phase of Alison Griffith's and my research on mothering 
and schooling requires the permission of school boards. Their permis­
sion is given partly on the reputation of our institute. If we should use 
our knowledge of the school system to do "preorganizational" work 
with the mothers and fathers of schoolchildren in the districts we stud-
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ied, taking up some of the issues our explications might raise for par­
ents, we would be in trouble not just with the leadership of the institute 
but with other researchers who also depend on the reputation of the 
institute and its researchers. In our home city, Toronto, when for a time 
a progressive left-wing caucus was in control of the school board, par­
ents were helped to organize to represent their collective interests. Our 
research could serve organizations of this kind. But such organization 
was immediately done away with when a caucus more to the right was 
mobilized and was successful in winning a majority on the board. Edu­
cational research in the schools has to have the permission of the board. 
It has to be framed and organized in terms of the methods and prac­
tices of institutionalized educational discourse and hence takes up an 
"administrative" or professional educators standpoint. It does not ex­
amine the schools from the standpoint of parents, let alone mothers. 

These are some of the constraints. Others arise as the reputation 
of the professional herself is vested in her standing as author within 
discourse. Her standing there depends upon how her work is read and 
taken up by others. Her standing in the academic setting she works in, 
her capacity to get grants to do research, and so forth depend to a large 
degree upon her standing in professional discourses external to her 
work setting. Her individual standing in her profession contributes to 
the overall standing of the institution of which she is a member .. These 
relations interlock and support each other. Awareness of and respon­
sibility to them are what makes a professional. Awareness of and re­
sponsibility to them contain one's work as a rj!searcher within the re­
lations of ruling. Research into how schooling depends and is imposed 
upon mbthers could be used to contribute directly to the collective 
strength of parents vis-a-vis the school system. But such bold con­
travention of professional constraints would be a one-time-only oper­
ation. It would risk the beachhead in the institutions of ruling estab­
lish~d by women for women in the area researched. An educational 
system is in the business of producing differentiation; it produces in­
equalities of race, class, and gender in the normal (though not the of­
ficiai) course of doing its business; an organization of parents knowl­
edgeable about how educational inequalities are produced would be 
threatening; education, like other institutions functioning nondemo­
cratically in democratic society, depends on ignorance. The profes­
sional and administrative structures as well as the practices of profes­
sional and academic discourse interlock to prevent knowledge leaking 
out to form the social consciousness of those who do not participate in 
the relations of ruling. 



220 BEYOND METHODOLOGY 

Ill Tfre Accommodation of tfre Discourse of Women to tfre 
Relations of Ruling 

Among women, we have created, perhaps for the first time in history, 
a public discourse. We established media independent of the institu­
tionalized media of the relations of ruling, and we have also invaded, 
however, marginally, the relations of ruling themselves. We hold sites 
for women's studies in universities and community colleges; we have 
made substantive inroads in some disciplines at least; we have become 
a recognizable political constituency and active as political agents. At 
the same time our discourses have become organized by the relations 
of ruling, observing their characteristic procedures and contouring 
themselves to their fractures and breaks. Teresa di Lauretis in her in­
troduction to a collection of papers exploring "the relation of feminist 
politics to critical studies," located them at "a time when the women's 
movement is being both integrated and quietly suffocated within the 
institutions, when the feminist critique is partially accommodated 
within some academic disciplines and emarginated otherwise, when 
feminism is nudged into the pockets of the economy with one hand, 
and of the intelligentisa with the other." 9 

Though we have created a public discourse among women that is 
in the present historical context a major new achievement, it has not 
been without the costs of an accommodation to the ruling apparatus. 
The emergence of the ruling apparatus organizes social consciousness 
in new ways. They are forms of consciousness that are properties of 
organization and relations rather than of individuals. In formal orga­
nizations, systems of information collection and storage constitute an 
organizational knowledge; decision processes, analyses, evaluation, 
and judgment can be vested in procedures and formulas in which "sub­
jectivity" intervenes in a purely technical manner; or reasoning, judg­
ment, and decision making are practices of highly trained minds that 
know how to reason, judge, and decide within the parameters of the 
organization and the realities its information processing systems create. 
The great textually mediated discourses of science, social science, and 

. the humanities in their different ways have also come to form systems 
of knowledge that are properties of discourse rather than of individu­
als. When Annette Kolodny describes how she learned as a Jew and a 
woman to read Milton, she is describing the ways in which she appro­
priated the competences of the discourse of literature to which as a 
graduate student she was a neophyte practitioner. 10 The construction 
of the canon creates a body of "literature" as contrasted with other 
kinds of writing, as well as methods of interpretation that constitute a 
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mode of discursive consciousness over and above the individual sub­
jects who learn, practice, reproduce, and extend its forms. 

In sociology, an important dimension of the constructi~m has been 
the conventions that have eliminated "bias;' seeking to create a con­
sciousness of society independent of the ways in which particular in­
dividuals are situated in the world, and to construct, as I have shown 
elsewhere, an objective knowledge that, appearing to view the world 
from no place, in fact operates from the standpoint of the patriarchal 
relations o'f ruling. The importance of "theory" to feminists has been, 
it seems, the importance of creating the terms that will "run" discourse 
from a standpoint independent of that of particular individuals speak­
ing to one another. The "structural" metaphor captures precisely this 
development of a discursive process, the statements of which are its 
properties rather than expressions of subjects.u The conventions, the 
statements, the phenomenal universe of objects, and the methods of 
discourse make up the textual dimension of a social organization that 
constitutes a social CO!J.Sciousness independent of particular actual in­
dividuals. To participate in such discourse, we take on its methods of 
speaking and writing texts. We stand outside the world in which we live 
and in which,, that discourse, its texts, and its statements are brought 
into being. 

Vje find in our political struggles, as well as in our intellectual and 
cultural struggles, that we move and have to move onto this terrain. As 
we evolve a discourse among women, it crystallizes the issues and con­
cerns of those of us who got there first and have defined the types of 
statements, the relevances, the phenomenal universe, and the conven­
tions that give it a social form independent of the particular individuals 
who are active in it. The entities we have fashioned-abortion, rape, 
pornography, violence against women, sexual harassment-define the 
consciousness of the women's movement. C. Wright Mills argued that 
the political purpose of sociology should be the transformation of pri­
vate troubles into public issues. In being converted into public issues, 
private troubles are given new and determinate forms in the context of 
public media. The relevances they incorporate are those of the women 
who were in on their making. Issues become exteunalized. Their char­
acter is negotiated in institutional contexts. Their formulations are al­
ready accommodated to legal, administrative, and professional niches. 
As women's issues occupy the terrain of ruling, even though only its 
margins, they conform to its boundaries, and the breaks and fissures 
that underlie it. If the discourse of women is a discourse of white 
women, it is in large part because it has become organized in institu­
tional contexts that have excluded black women and native women as 
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a routine accomplishment of how they work. In chapter 1, I described 
an educational system that excluded women from positions of power 
and influence as a routine feature of its functioning. The same or sim­
ilar effects exclude black women, native women, women of other than 
the dominant classes. 

As women's discourse becomes institutionalized, it is built upon ex­
clusions that it has not produced but takes for granted. As its objects 
and issues are given fixity and become the world in common known in 
the texts of women's public discourse, these exclusions structure that 
discourse actively but invisibly. 

the category human has no meaning 
when spoken in white. 12 

The relevances crystallized in the discourse of white women may over­
lap with but are not the same as the relevances of black women. Curi­
ous hybridizations mark these underlying fractures. For example, black 
women have wanted the abortion issue to be linked to the issue of the 
use of sterilization in white policies of genocide. The issues crystallizing 
in the women's movements of societies very different from ours are also 
very different. The array of issues establishes a standpoint external to 
us, organizing our texts, organizing the relevances of our thinking. In 
our theoretical and political texts, they become presences and agents 
subordinating the speaking of women's actualities. Women's experience 
thus interpreted is abstracted from the local contexts of its actual polit­
ical and social connectedness, becoming an instance of the· textual en­
tity. Interpreting the torture of women political prisoners in Latin 
America, for example, as an instance ,of violence against women de­
taches it from the contexts of. political struggle and organization against 
an oppression common to women and men, from women's part in re­
sistance to military dictatorship, from the tortures of men political pris­
oners that are also sexual. 13 

IV SufJverting Institutionalization 

The sociology I have wanted to create is meant to subvert this process 
of institutionalizing both feminism and Marxism. It proposes discourse 
organized differently, where knowledge does not become a body of 
knowledge, whe_re issues are not crystallized, where the conventions 
and relevances of discourse do not assume an independent authority 
over against its speakers and readers. It would have the capability of 
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continually opening up a different experience of the world, as women 
who have not yet spoken now speak. Each speaker from a new site 
discloses a new problematic for inquiry. It is in this continually opening 
up that the sociology I have wanted has its home and sense. But the 
possibility of its expanding as a consciousness of society from the stand­
point of women, the possibility of going beyond particular cases to ex­
ploring the relations of ruling and the relations of capital and their 
internal articulations from the standpoint of women, depends, as I 
have tried to show in chapter 4, on discovering from within the ex­
panded relations that contain, organize, and provide the dynamic in­
terconnections linking our one-sided knowledge of our own existence 
into a larger knowledge of a historical process in which we are active 
and to which we are captive. 

That larger knowledge of a historical process has Marx as its pri­
mary theorizer and original methodologist. Feminists have made a sus­
tained attack on Marx, for the most part, displaying an extraordinarily 
superficial knowledge of Marx's lifetime of thinking and research. But 
I do not want to engage with those criticisms here. In part, they are 
justified, but for the most they are beside the point. The power of 
Marx's theory and analysis is in its capacity to explicate the dynamic of 
capitalist relations and forces that are continually at work in the on­
going transformations of our everyday lives. Structuralism has at- . 
tempted to rewrite Marxism as a 'theoretical procrustean bed to which 
the actualities of our experience are to be brutally tailored. But this is 
at odds with Marx's own work, which never separates itself from the 
everyday realities in which the relations it explores are realized and 
which indeed bring them into being. The volumes of Capital, volume 1 
in particular, are continually enriched with accounts of the everyday 
lives organized by the relations it explores. As Marx and Engels write 
of class in The Communist Manifesto, they address the world in which 
their readers exist in class. The pamphlet enters directly the struggle it 
analyzes and incites. Class is addressed not as a theoretical object for 
the investigation and contemplation of intellectuals, but as a funda­
mental organization of the relations in which peoples' lives are caught 
up. Marx's later analysis of the social forces and relations of capitalism 
as objective relations begins from actual subjects. It specifies and ex­
plores the relational forms in which their presence and activity are ob­
scured. It has the capacity to display the inner relations driving the 
processes of change and the character and direction of change that we 
live and to display the shifting bases of power. It contributes an expli­
cation and analysis of actual relations in which we are active as subjects. 

The Marxism of the nineteenth century knew no separation be-
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tween discourse and class struggle. Marx was not part of an academic 
establishment. The relations of ruling now so extensively and compre­
hensively organized were only then appearing. A critique of political 
economy explored and developed theories that were situated directly 
in and contributed to one side or the other of an ongoing class struggle. 
But the discourses of our time are situated quite differently. As they are 
institutionalized, they are incorporated into relations of ruling contain­
ing them within the boundaries coordinating social processes with cap­
ital accumulation and articulating them to the division of the labor of 
ruling. This process has special implications for a sociology, for as we 
have seen it becomes an alienated mode of knowing society and of so­
cial relations expressing the standpoint of the ruling of one class, one 
gender, and one race, expressing them in the universalized modes of 
an objectified representation fitted precisely to the objectified and ob­
jectifying forms of ruling. Such sociological texts subordinate us to the 
relevances and themes and methods of knowing of the relations of rul­
ing. In developing a sociology from the standpoint of women, we are 
also seeking to reconstruct the relations of social consciousness among 
its participants. 

A method of inquiry, however, as a reorganization of the relations 
of discourse does not stand on its own. It is necessarily articulated to 
the relations organizing its actual ongoing existence as actual practices. 
I see the limitations of what we might be able to write when it is un­
connected to relations tying its relevance to consciousnesses subjugated 
by those very relations of ruling within which we work. Those connec­
tions have to be such that women can speak to us and through us to 
others as subjects; those connections have to be such that we who are 
doing the technical work of research and explication are responsible in 
what we write to those for whom we write; we have to do our work in 
such a way that it continually addresses, speaks of, and explicates the 
world that is known directly and practically outside the text and includ­
ing the text. Though we might be able to write a method of inquiry 
and a method of writing texts that will construct a knowledge of society 
from the standpoint of outsiders to the relations of ruling, we deceive 
ourselves if we think that the critical moment is complete in finding 
new methods of writing sociological texts. Methodological strategies, 
such as those proposed here, do not transform in and of themselves. 
They make, or should make, texts that will work differently in coorder­
ing discursive relations, hence the relations forming political conscious­
ness and organization. But they do not work magic. Such strategies 
themselves become merely academic i( they are contained within the 
relations of academic discourse, even a feminist discourse. Methods 
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such as those I have put forward must also be anchored in relations 
connecting them with women who do not participate in the relations 
of ruling and the discourses that interpenetrate them. The critical force 
of these methods is contained and "institutionalized" if they are not 
articulated to relations creating linkages outside and beyond the ruling 
apparatus, giving voice to women's experience, opening up to women's 
gaze the forms and relations determining women's lives, and enlarging 
women's powers and capacities to organize in struggle against the 
oppression of women. 

Notes 

I. Dorothy E. Smith, "The social construction of documentary reality," 
Sociological Inquiry 44, no. 4 (1974): 257-68. 

2. Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex (New York: Bantam Books, 1961). 
3. It is true, as Barbara Ehrenreich has shown us, that some men at least were 

already moving away from this dependence, finding that they could exist 
in this mode without the support of women, a possibility sustained by 
technological innovations in domesticity and also, I suspect, by the 
technical changes in birth control that made sex available to men on an 
as-you-please basis with women they did not have to pay or marry. But 
the division between genders and their relative sites in the relations of 
ruling still bear the commitments of their history. Barbara Ehrenreich, 
The Hearts of Men: American Dreams and the Flight from Commitment (Garden 
City, N.Y.: Doubleday/Anchor Press, 1983). 

4. See in particular Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge (London: 
Tavistock Publications, 1972). 

5. Roxana Ng, "Immigrant women and the state: A study in the social 
organization of knowledge," Ph.D. dissertation, Department of 
Education, University of Toronto, 1984 (to be published in 1987 by 
Garamond Press, Toronto, Canada). 

6. Patricia Morgan, "From battered wife to program client: The state's 
shaping of social problems," Kapitalistate 9 (1981): 17-39. 

7. See chap. 2 in this volume. 
8. Morgan, in "From battered wife to program client," shares this view. 
9. Quoted by Teresa de Lauretis (one of the organizers of the conference) in 

"Feminist studies/critical studies: Issues, terms, and contexts," in T. de 
Lauretis, ed., Feminist Studies: Critical Studies (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1986), pp. 1-19. 

10. Annette Kolodny, "Dancing through the minefield: Some observations on 
the theory, practice, and politics of a feminist literary criticism," in Dale 
Spender, ed., Man's Studies Modified: The Impact of Feminism on the Academic 
Disciplines (Oxford: Pergamon Press, 1981). 

11. Foucault, Archaeology of Knowledge. 
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12. Himani Bannerji, 'Apart-hate,' in Himani Bannerji, doing time: poems 
(Toronto: Sister Vision, 1987). 

13. The reference here is to a paper by Ximena Bunster, "The military state 
of torturer," discussed by Pauline Bart in a review of books on violence 
against women, "Unexceptional violence,'' Women:S Review of Books 4, no. 3 
(December 1986): 11-13. Bunster's paper appears in Kathleen Barry, 
Charlotte Bunch, and Shirley Castley, eds., International Feminism: 
Networking against Female Sexual Slavery (New York: International Women's 
Tribune Center, 1984). 
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Scientific method; as alienated from 
location, 117; finite province of, 
70; institutional ethnography and, 
177 

Second Sex, The (de Beauvoir), 50 
Seidenburg, Robert, 96 
Self; as presentation of appearances, 

96; as other, 52-53 
Sensuous activity, concept of, l44n 
Sexual Politics (Millett), 50 
Sexuality; as detached from concep­

tion and birth, 96; Freudian, male 
bias in, 21 

Silencing, 9, 15-43, 51-52; fear of 
death and, 85; history of, 22-25; 
ideologies as reinforcing, 57; of 
individuals by texts, 183, 220-22; 
of subject, 112, 116, 136, 139, 
140; women's complicity in, 16, 
18, 33-34 

Single parenting, concept of, 159-
60; as defective, 173; professional 

view of, 171, 173. See also Mother­
ing; Schooling 

Slaughterhouse Five (Vonnegut), 93 
Sloan, Albert, 76 
Social problems apparatus, 216-17 
Social relations; autonomous, 95; of 

capitalism, 95, 133-34; commodi­
ties and, 133-34; complexity of, 
167; concept of, 183; creation of, 
92, 123-27; as determining the 
everyday world, 89, 92, 94, 96-
97,110, 176-77; educational sys­
tem and, 167-75; effect on work 
organization, 170-71; as episodic, 
96-97; expression vs. experience, 
49-60; extended, 133; as extra­
locally organized, 94-95; feminist 
departure from, 53-54; as gener­
alized, 159-60; historical develop­
ment of, 5-6, 113-14; ideological 
apparatuses of, 17; impossibility 
of comprehending fully, 155; as 
ongoing, 126; objectivity of, 133; 
organization of by sociologist, 
111..:._17; as property of a formal 
system, 131-32; from the stand­
point of women, 182-85; textual­
ity as mediating, 152, 153, 163, 
210, 211, 214; underlying, 135~ 
40; women's consciousness in, 49-
60. See also Organization 

Society vs. sociology, 2 
Sociologist; acceptance of bias, 81-

82, 85; entry into world of ab­
straction, 77-78, 81-83; as 
knower, 85, 117; as privileged, 
115-18, 127; subject, relationship 
to, 72,105-7,110-17,127,130, 
135, 140, 142-43 

Sociology; abstraction of reality, 77-
78, 81-83; attempt at objectivity, 
77; bias of, 56, 62, 75, 77, 85, 
221; capitalism, relationship to, 
75; class relations in, 112-14, 116, 
128-29, 130-32; coding and in­
terpreting, 182; complexity of, 
89; confinement of conceptual 
framework, 73-74; consciousness 
and, 49-60, 214; definition, 2, 10, 
72, 105; as differentiated from so-
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ciety, 2; everyday reality as sur­
prise, 65-66; everyday world as 
problematic in, 47; of experience, 
88-97; as extralocal, 47, 69-78; 
feminist critique of, 152; gender 
subtext of, 7, 152; interpretative, 
118-20; isolation of meaning, 
118; from a local perspective, 8-
9; maJor subject areas, 61-62, 
109; mental illness, view of, 63; 
mothering in, 21-22, 163-64; 
one-sidedness, 113, 114, 117-18, 
128-29; organizing of social rela­
tionships in, 74-75, 90; phenome­
nological, 86; as practice of the 
mind vs. body, 77; as process of 
growth, 11; ruling relations as de­
fining, 9-10, 56, 62-63, 109, 152; 
scientific method in, 71, 77; strat­
egy of inquiry, 47, 106; structure 
of, 88; women's exclusion from, 
61-69,74,75,78-88,97, 109; 
from working-class men's perspec­
tive, 67. See also Feminist sociol­
ogy; Methodology; Subject; Tex­
tuality 

Speech, women's, 15-43 
Standpoint of women, 13n; defini­

tion, 106-7; as located in the 
everyday' world, 181-82, 184-85; 
mothering from, 190; on school­
ing, 204-5; a"s subversive, 212. See 
also Mothering; Women's work 

Strodtbeck, F. 1., 32 
Structuralism, 221, 223 
Structure of Social Action, The (Par­

sons), 65 
Subject; accountability to, 224; as 

belonging to same world as sociol­
ogist, J11-17; children as, 175; 
control of interview, 187-90; in­
capability of fully comprehending 
everyday world, 161; in institu­
tional ethnography, 176-77; as 
knower, 105, 134, 142, 153; loca­
tion of in everyday world, 153; 
mothers as, 167, 171, 175; mul­
tiple perspectives of, 141; as non­
participant, 116-17; objectifica­
tion of, 74-75, 117, 152-53; 
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potential for understanding 
power relations, 17 5; preservation 
of, 122-23, 151; as providing out­
look on the world, 190; relocation 
of, 88; resources for, 214-19; si­
lencing of, 112, 116, 117-18, 129, 
136, 139, 140; sociologist, rela­
tionship to, 72, 105-7, 110-17, 
127, 130, 135, 140, 142-43; soci­
ology for, 153; standpoint of, 105, 
111-17, 161, 171, 175. See also In­
dividual 

Subjectivity; as technically con­
trolled, 220; women's expression 
of, 59 

Superstructure, 56 

Tally's corner, 95-96 
Tape recording interviews, 187-88, 

206n 
Teachers; parents as supplementary, 

195-96, 198,200-202,203-4; 
management of curriculum, 197-
201. See also Educational system; 
Schooling 

Terminology; of class, silencing ef­
fect, 217-18; feminist, creation of, 
218, 221-22; social organization 
of, 188-89, 193-96 

Textuality; as existing irt everyday 
world, 212; as extralocal, 47; as 
grounded in class relations, 136-
40; as historical moment, '140; as 
mediator, 152, 153, 163, 210n, 
211, 214; objectification in, 211; 
as organizer of social relations, 3, 
6, 136-41, 216, 220; politics of, 
209-26; as primary medium of 
power, 17; racism of within the 
women's movement, 43n,: role in 
formation of tradition, 18; silenc­
ing of individuals in, 163, 220-
22; sociological methods of writ­
ing, 117-22, 140-41; sociologists' 
acceptance of, 82; subject, rela­
tionship to, 105-7; third versions, 
118, 121, 127; ubiquity of, 108; 
understanding and, 120 

Them (Oates), 67 
Theories, 106. See also Methodology 
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Theses on Feuerbach (Marx), 144n 
Thought forms, 19-20. See also 

Consciousness; Ideologies 
Time; allocation of by administra­

tion, 173; in school curriculum, 
198; structuring of by ruling ap­
paratus, 168-69 

Tite, Rosonna, 197 
Tradition; development through dis­

course, 18-19; submerged, 57; 
women's, development of, 19, 60; 
women's limited access to, 18-19 

Transcendence, 213-14 
Transition House, 71 
Truth, concept of, 121-22 
Truth, Sojourner, 24 

Underlying relations, 135-40, 202-
3, 213_;14; vs. everyday level, 
128-29, 131-32 

Understanding, types of, 119-20 
Universality as exclusive of women, 

5,9, 16,19-22 
Universities, intellectual leadership 

of, 27-28 

Vindication of the Rights of Women, A 
(Wollstonecraft), 26 

Vonnegut, Kurt, 93 

Weber, Max, 119, 131 
West, Candace, 33 
Will, transference from individual to 

organizations, 5-6 
Wittgenstein, Ludwig, 188 
Wollstonecraft, Mary, 26 
Wollstonecraft Research Group, 216 
Women; alienation of, 72; class dif-

ferences between, 86; confine­
ment to local sphere, 4, 5; differ­
ences between roles, 85-86; 
episodic nature of lives, 96; every­
day reality of as surprise, 65-66; 
exclusion of, 1-2, 15-43, 109, 
152; historical struggle, 24-25; 
invalidation of by other women, 
71-72; location of, 85-86; as me-

diators for men, 81, 83-84, 213-
14, 225; as members of intelli­
gentsia, 86; as objects of inquiry, 
74-75; as other, 7, 8, 12n, 50-51, 
52-53; as outside of textuality, 
107-9; regulation of by capital­
ism, 96; silencing of, 9, 15-43; 
structure imposed upon, 65-66; 
as subject vs. object, 72, 74-75, 
96, 109; various locations in soci­
ety, 85-86 

Women's House, 53 
Women's movement; class issues in, 

128, 218, 221-22; critique of vari­
ous parts of society, 64; develop­
ing awareness in, 15-16; racism 
in, 43n, 222. See Feminist critique · 

"Women's Perspective as a Radical 
Critique on Sociology" (Smith), 
45-46 

Women's Research Institute of Wis­
consin, 46 

Women:s- Studies International Qy.arterly, 
15 

Words as authority, 29-30 
Work organization, 68, 148, 164- · 

65, 166, 168; in the classroom, 
169-70, 172, 196-201; as embed·­
ded in social relations, 170-71; as 
ethnographic ground, 161-67; in 
institutional ethnography, 177; as 
located in the everyday world, 
182; as mediating between con­
crete and abstract, 108. See also 
Mothering 

Working class; everyday world, orga­
nization of, 138-40; men, 67-68; 
middle-class management of, 137-
38; mothering in, 172; silencing 
of, 57 

Workingfor Ford (Beynon), 67 
Workshops, 215 
World, everyday. See Everyday world 
Writing; academic discourses, use of 

as communication tool, 46; male, 
as exemplar, 50-51; as process of 
growth, 46; women's, 31-32, 38n 

Zimmerman, Don, 90-91 
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