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Radical Interpretation, Feminism, and Science

Sharyn Clough

1

Introduction

Donald Davidson’s philosophy of language provides a rich array of conceptual tools for feminist science studies. In this essay, I focus on Davidson’s
account of radical interpretation and the concept of triangulation as a necessary feature of communication and the formation of beliefs.
The basic features of triangulation relevant to this discussion arise out
of Davidson’s thought experiment, building from W. V. O. Quine, concerning the interpretational strategies of the radical interpreter—an adult who
finds herself in the midst of speakers of a language completely foreign to
her.1 In the absence of a translation manual or any collateral information
about the new language, how, Davidson asks, must this idealized interpreter proceed to cope with her unfamiliar world? Initially, all she has to
go on, and, indeed, all she needs, says Davidson, is the development of a
triangular relationship between (i) the beliefs of native speakers expressed
as sentences, (ii) the features of the world to which the sentences refer, and
(iii) her attention to (i) and (ii).
There are two important implications of this model of belief formation
for feminists studying the effects of social location on knowledge production generally, and the production of scientific knowledge in particular.
The first is Davidson’s argument that whatever there is to the meaning
of any of our beliefs must in principle be available from the radical interpreter’s external, third-person perspective. We can all imagine and/or have
experienced successful immersion experiences in completely unfamiliar
language communities. On what can this success depend? Surely not on
some internal private stock of beliefs about, or expressed in, the new language that are then tested; initially in these situations, we, as radical interpreters, have no such semantic content available to us in the new language.
Yet eventually we can, or at least we know people who have, learned the
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new language. The reason is that, in the simplest cases, at least, the content
of the beliefs of the native speakers can be publicly accessed through radical
interpretation. There is some debate about the role of radical interpretation
in the language acquisition of children, but, in principle if not always in
practice, the lesson remains.2 Although beliefs are held by individuals and
are, in some sense, idiosyncratic and/or a product of particular social forces
and locations that may not be shared by everyone, still, the content of any
belief must in principle be publicly accessible and communicable, for it is
the public process of communication that gives rise to those beliefs in the
first place. And if the content of a belief can be publicly accessed, then the
relationship between the content of the belief and the features of the world
to which it refers, more or less directly, can be adjudicated by anyone who
cares enough to take the time to do so.
This lesson responds to those critics of feminist science studies who argue that by identifying gender, for example, as playing an important role
in scientific theory formation and testing, feminists are committing themselves to an incoherent conceptual relativism. Of course, some feminist
articulations of the role of gender in science might commit themselves in
this way (see, e.g., my discussion of Sandra Harding’s work, below), but
there is nothing about the acknowledgment of the role of social location in
knowledge that forces such a commitment, and no one involved in feminist
science studies (certainly not Harding) would endorse the commitment. If
Davidson is right, the radical conceptual relativism that results from the
view that believers from different social locations, such as different genders, somehow live in different and incommensurable conceptual worlds
simply cannot arise, at least not in any philosophically interesting way,
and certainly not in a way that would damage the epistemic authority of
feminist claims.3
The second important implication of triangulation for feminist science
studies is that Davidson’s is a holistic model that shows there is no principled, substantive difference in the triangulation process by which we
form beliefs concerning basic descriptive features of the world and beliefs
concerning evaluative features of the world.4 That is, just as with descriptive judgments, feminist and other value judgments generally get their semantic content from their relationship to the world—a relationship that
can in principle be objectively adjudicated. In this way, we can show that
what makes feminist interpretations of particular scientific studies better
than sexist interpretations is that the feminist interpretations are more
empirically adequate; and the notion of empirical adequacy at work can
be objectively adjudicated even by those who do not share feminist value
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frameworks. The key to such objective adjudication is not that the knower
be neutral or value-free—that is impossible—but instead that the knower
be impartial in her assessment of the evidence for or against a particular
value judgment. The important distinctions between the impossible task
of being neutral and the crucial task of being impartial, tentative, or nondogmatic are discussed by a number of philosophers who write about feminism, values, and science.5
2

Feminism and Relativism

I begin with the first implication of triangulation: the antirelativist point
that the content of any one of our beliefs must in principle be publicly accessible and communicable; and that the truth of that belief must be available for adjudication by anyone, irrespective of his or her social location.
Of course, those interpreting and adjudicating need to care enough to take
the time to trace the often complex links between the content of the belief
and the features of the world to which it refers, more or less directly. This
is a nontrivial, practical problem to which I return below in the section
entitled “Feminist Strategy.”
As expressed by Helen Longino in her essay “Essential Tensions,” feminists engaged in science studies have to reconcile what seem to be two conflicting claims: “that scientific inquiry is value- or ideology-laden and that it
is productive of knowledge.”6 The values with which science is “laden” arise
partly as a result of the social location of scientists. One of the stumbling
blocks to reconciling the role of values in producing legitimate knowledge
claims, then, is the problem of articulating a model of knowledge that
shows how people from different social locations can share objective epistemic standards—that conceptual-scheme relativism is a nonstarter. Many
feminists involved in science studies have shown a commitment to the
claim that although the social location of knowers is relevant to the knowledge produced, this relevance does not radically foreclose the possibility of
sharing objective epistemological standards between those who are working from different social locations. Feminist interpretations of particular
studies are empirically better than sexist interpretations—and not better
according to feminist epistemological standards, understood as subjective
and relativistic, but better according to objective standards held by feminists and in principle available to any knower.
In her landmark essay “Situated Knowledges,” Donna Haraway argued
that “feminists have to insist on a better account of the world, it is not
enough to show radical historical contingency and modes of construction
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for everything.”7 In the more recent book Ecological Thinking, Lorraine Code
highlighted the ability of her ecological epistemic project to guard “against
the subjectivism and/or relativism that have deterred philosophers from
granting epistemic significance to place, particularity, imagination, and
interpretation.”8
However, it is not always clear how a relativism based on social location
is to be avoided, as many critics of feminist work in science are quick to
point out. While we feminists attend to the difficult and important task
of identifying the multiple influences of “place, particularity, imagination,
and interpretation,” in science, we need also to be explicit in our explanations of how it is that these influences can at least in principle be identified
and their strengths and weaknesses made clear to any knower who cares
enough to engage in the question.
I attempted to provide such an explanation in my earliest articulation
of the usefulness of Davidson’s work to feminists.9 There, I argued that an
unnecessary level of relativism could be found in some of the early and classic epistemological writings of three influential feminist theorists: Longino,
Harding, and Evelyn Fox Keller, and that reworking their arguments in
terms of Davidson’s model of radical interpretation would avoid the relativist problem.10 Beginning with an analysis of Longino’s “Can There Be a
Feminist Science?” and Science as Social Knowledge, and proceeding to three
essays from Keller’s collection Secrets of Life, Secrets of Death, I argued that
each of these writings employed, unnecessarily, a relativist claim that our
theory-choices must be based not just on the empirical evidence, narrowly
construed, but must also be relative to a political or cultural “worldview,”
“explanatory scheme,” or “interpretive framework.” I showed how this sort
of relativism involves the conceptual splitting of the empirical evidence,
on the one hand, from the filter of politics or culture, on the other—a
split similar to that between “content” and “scheme” critically discussed
by Davidson.11
I review here the problem of conceptual relativism that I had identified
in Harding’s articulation of feminist standpoint theory. Harding is appropriately critical of the claim that objective method consists in detecting a
one-to-one correspondence between true representations and the world.12
She argues that certain aspects of culture, namely the social standpoint of
the theorist, filter the correspondence between any one theory and the
evidence gathered in support of that theory. Harding makes the Marxist
claim that one’s social standpoint will “organize and set limits” on one’s
understanding of the world.13 In other words, the choice of which theories
of the world we take to be true will be relative, in some way, to our social
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standpoint. In “Rethinking Standpoint Epistemology: What Is ‘Strong
Objectivity’?” Harding explains her commitment to the general tenets of
standpoint theory:
The starting point of standpoint theory—and its claim that is most often misread—is
that in societies stratified by race, ethnicity, class, gender, sexuality, or some other
such politics shaping the very structure of a society, the activities of those at the
top both organize and set limits on what persons who perform such activities can
understand about themselves and the world around them. . . . In contrast, the activities of those at the bottom of such social hierarchies can provide starting points for
thought—for everyone’s research and scholarship—from which humans’ relations
with each other and the natural world can become visible. This is because the experience and lives of marginalized peoples, as they understand them, provide particularly significant problems to be explained or research agendas.14

In Whose Science? Whose Knowledge? Harding responds to worries about
conceptual-scheme relativism that might seem to arise from her work, arguing that although every social standpoint filter “organizes and sets limits”
on understanding, that is, every filter provides only a partial representation
of reality, not all social standpoints generate equally partial representations
or beliefs. The social standpoints of women, or feminists with “maximally
liberatory social interests,” for example, “have generated less partial and
distorted beliefs than others.”15 She explains:
The history of science shows that research directed by maximally liberatory social
interests and values tends to be better equipped to identify partial claims and distorting assumptions, even though the credibility of the scientists who do it may not be
enhanced during the short run. After all, anti-liberatory interests and values are invested in the natural inferiority of just the groups of humans who, if given real equal
access (not just the formally equal access that is liberalism’s goal) to public voice,
would most strongly contest claims about their purported natural inferiority. Antiliberatory interests and values silence and destroy the most likely sources of evidence
against their own claims. That is what makes them rational for elites.16

I’m not convinced that her response to relativism works here. Harding
rightly criticizes the traditional epistemological view of what she calls “objectivism.” The “value-free” approach of objectivism, she argues, results in
a “semi-science” that “turns away from the task of critically identifying all
those broad, historical social desires, interests, and values that have shaped
the agendas, contents, and results of the sciences much as they shape the
rest of human affairs.”17 Harding prescribes, instead, “strong objectivity”
that extends the idea of scientific research “to include systematic examination of . . . powerful background beliefs,” thereby “maximizing objectivity.”18 The concern is that strong objectivity is characterized by Harding as
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the critical examination of linguistic or social filters, “the powerful background beliefs” that continually block our knowledge-seeking of the natural
realm. Powerful background beliefs operate as filters or conceptual schemes
for organizing the data from the natural world. Here a scheme–content
relativism begins to reappear in Harding’s work. Beliefs that we form about
the natural world can never be objectively true or false on her account, only
true or false relative to our subjective filters.
Indeed, because Harding acknowledges that all beliefs have a social filter,
she disavows the claim that the standpoints of women or feminists will
produce objectively true beliefs.19 While she purchases some consistency
by claiming that all knowledge is somehow distorted by conceptual frameworks, her relativist claim robs her of the foundation she then needs to
argue her thesis—namely that the knowledge produced from maximally
liberatory social standpoints is less distorted, generally, than that produced
from others. On what can this normative comparison be based? For Harding, objective method (“strong objectivity”) is simply the least subjective
method for judging which conceptual schemes, filters, or interpretive
frameworks make for the least opaque filters between us and the world. If
this is the case, then, Harding (as well as critics of feminism) is right: We
must concede a certain amount of relativism. When feminist scientists and
science commentators choose between competing theories, our choice is
made on the basis of our feminist political interpretive frameworks, understood not as evidence available for objective adjudication, but as subjective
filters that organize the evidence.
3

A Davidsonian Prescription

Paralleling the work of many feminist critics of epistemology, Davidson
argues against the claim that the objective detection of sensory data, for
example, can be used to justify or stand as evidence for beliefs that represent those data. Davidson notes that for the justification process to work,
we have to be aware of the detection of sense data, and this awareness is
simply another belief. His argument undercuts the naive objectivist attempt
to construe awareness of sensory data as an evidential entity that stands
independent from our beliefs.
It might seem, however, that in revealing the incoherence of harnessing
sensations as independent evidence, Davidson has removed any objective
justificatory scheme for our empirical beliefs. This seems to leave us with
the relativism encountered by Harding, a relativism that Davidson’s model
is supposed to avoid. All is not lost, however, as Davidson’s model of the
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radical interpreter provides us with a good reason “for supposing most of
our beliefs are true that is not a form of evidence.”20
It is important to make clear that the term “most” in the above quotation is not meant as a quantificational claim guaranteeing, for example,
that a certain number of our beliefs must be true. Rather, Davidson uses the
concept of the radical interpreter to show that the detection of false beliefs
requires that we have a background of true beliefs against which the error
of the false beliefs can be measured. This latter claim undercuts the global
skeptic who wants to make error a general concern, that is, who wants to
deny or question the existence or objectivity of norms against which errors
can be measured and detected.
Davidson equips the radical interpreter with the abilities of a competent
adult speaker of a language. Parachuted into the midst of a foreign land,
she has general expectations about how to proceed. She has a sense of
basic logical structure, that is, she understands the implications of those
elements of a language (“and,” “if . . . then,” etc.) that give the sentences
that contain them their particular logical form. She also has the ability to
discern when the speakers of the foreign language are making assertions,
that is, expressing, in the form of sentences, beliefs held true (even though,
in the beginning, she has no idea what those sentences mean).
Davidson notes that, to make any progress in her new world, the radical interpreter must watch for correlations between types of sounds uttered by the native speakers and the kinds of events in their shared world
that caused the utterances. In the beginning this is all she has to go on.
She does not have any preconceived notion of the particular semantic
role that is played by any particular noises uttered by the native speakers. Rather, at this early stage, the radical interpreter’s successful (accurate)
identification of the environmental reference that prompted the native
speakers’ noises is what provides those noises with semantic content in the
first place.
The causal triangular relationship between the interpreter, the native
speakers’ utterances, and the objects and events in their world requires that
the interpreter assume the natives are speaking truthfully about their beliefs. Of course, while the adult language user has the ability to recognize
when a native speaker is making an assertion, this recognition does not
guarantee that the native speaker’s assertion is true. But, says Davidson, at
the beginning, the radical interpreter must assume that the native speaker’s
assertions are true. For interpretation to occur she must assume that the
same relation between belief and truth holds for those she interprets, as for
herself—what Davidson calls “the principle of charity.”
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Why is this agreement necessary at the beginning when the interpreter
is collecting sentences in the native language and correlating them with the
sorts of environmental conditions that prompted the sentences? It is necessary, says Davidson, because to identify her teachers as having any beliefs,
she must assume the beliefs they hold are true. Once she has established an
empirical base of correlations between their sentences and hers, then she
can start to make judgments of inconsistency and falsehood. Before that
point, identifying her teachers’ beliefs as false would deplete the empirical
base from which she needs to begin her interpretative project in the first
place. As Jeff Malpas explains, assigning “too much falsity among beliefs
undermines the possibility of identifying beliefs at all.”21 Identifying falsehoods and misconceptions is “parasitic” on an established coordinate of
shared meaning.22
It might still be unclear, however, why the existence of a “shared coordinate of meaning” between the native speaker and the radical interpreter
guarantees, in Davidson’s words, that “it cannot happen that most of our
plainest beliefs about what exists in the world are false.”23 Just because there
must be agreement between the radical interpreter and the native speakers’
about the truth of basic beliefs does not guarantee that those beliefs are,
in fact, true. Davidson responds by examining the concept of truth itself.
Where, he asks, do we come up with the concept of objective truth? The
answer is in shared language. “Unless a language is shared there is no way to
distinguish between using the language correctly and using it incorrectly;
only communication with another can supply an objective check.”24 And
communication with another can only start by assuming agreement on
what makes utterances true—the principle of charity.
If the principle of charity is a precursor for successful interpretation,
this means that truth must be held primitive for words and sentences to
be meaningful. This takes us back to the example of the radical interpreter
correlating environmental circumstances with basic native utterances. The
radical interpreter has no initial preconceptions about how to link a native
utterance with specific semantic content. Rather, her attention to the correct (true) reference of the native sentence is what provides her with clues
to the meaning of the utterance in the first place. The meaning of an utterance is given by its truth conditions, and not the reverse.
Davidson uses these points about the radical interpreter to support his
extensionalist claim that in the simplest cases of beliefs, the events and
objects that cause those beliefs (the extension of the beliefs) also determine
their contents, or meaning (the intension of the beliefs).25 This means that
in the simplest cases, there cannot be wholesale slippage between our
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understanding of the meaning of a sentence and our understanding of the
conditions that would make that sentence true. Davidson describes this approach to meaning further, in the following passage:
As long as we adhere to the basic intuition that in the simplest cases words and
thoughts refer to what causes them, it is clear that it cannot happen that most of our
plainest beliefs about what exists in the world are false. The reason is that we do not
first form concepts and then discover what they apply to; rather, in the basic cases,
the application determines the content of the concept.26

Davidson’s extensionalist approach to meaning excludes the possibility that
the speech of the radical interpreter could be in principle indistinguishable
from her teachers and idiosyncratic with respect to meaning. In the case of
simple perceptual beliefs, the meaning of her utterances is determined by
their being used correctly in the presence of another speaker and the event
in the world that caused the utterance. Taking a holistic approach to build
from the simpler cases of beliefs to beliefs expressed in more complex value
judgments, any idiosyncrasies in the radical interpreter’s meaning are in
principle available for her correction through a purely extensional examination of how she has applied her referents. Somewhere along the line, any
discrepancies can in principle be revealed. There is no subjective “inside” to
her beliefs that is relative to her conceptual scheme and inaccessible from
the viewpoint of native speakers on the “outside.”
Applying Davidson’s model of language use to cases like Harding’s standpoint theory, we are cautioned against the metaphysical bifurcation of inner, subjective, politically laden filters and external, objective, empirical
beliefs. This advice is particularly relevant for addressing the problems that
Harding encounters in her arguments about the filtering function of social standpoints. Harding argues that, because interpretive frameworks or
cultural worldviews filter any evidence brought forward in support of a scientific theory or hypothesis, we cannot choose between theories or hypotheses simply on the basis of empirical evidence (where empirical evidence is
narrowly construed by Harding). On her view, adjudication must ultimately
be relative to our political values and worldviews. However, this construal
presumes the relativist view that the “empirical evidence” and our feminist
“political values” emanate from two metaphysically separate spheres—the
first from the objective, external world; the second from the subjective,
internal mind (or minds). The “empirical evidence” is construed as providing independent (objective) support for a theory, while political values are
viewed as dependent and subjective filters for the evidence.
In response to this claim about the belief-independence of empirical
evidence, Davidson reminds us that when we marshal empirical evidence
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in support of a belief or theory, we need first to be aware of the empirical evidence, and that awareness is itself another belief. In the project of
marshaling epistemic justification for our individual beliefs, there is no independent, “nonbelief” entity to which we can appeal. The evidence for a
belief must itself be a belief. It is also important to see that both our political
values and our more straightforwardly empirical commitments are beliefs
of this evidential sort. On Davidson’s model, even our (feminist) political
beliefs must have some weblike relation to empirical evidence, if they are
to have any content. And it is this relation that can in principle be shared
and evaluated objectively by anyone, regardless of political affiliations and/
or worldviews.
There are a number of ways in which empirically informed feminist
political values can interact with and support the more straightforwardly
empirical commitments that, together, make up our growing web of beliefs
(e.g., our beliefs critical of sexism and oppression in science). Consider, for
example, Elizabeth Anderson’s discussion of feminist social scientific research on divorce.27 Anderson examines feminist political value judgments
such as the claim that, women, just like men, cannot be adequately defined
by exclusive attention to their relationships to their spouses and children.28
Both women and men have needs, desires, and concerns that focus on
aspects of their lives other than their families and homes. These sorts of
political value judgments have empirical content that can be objectively
evaluated, and they are relevant to the question of how to approach the scientific study of divorce. Anderson argues convincingly that the foregrounding of these feminist claims, however controversial to some, can objectively
increase the empirical adequacy of research on divorce.29 For example, by
including this sort of claim, feminist researchers were encouraged to frame
questions that allowed for a wider range of responses from the study participants, and hence a more empirically accurate description of the phenomenon. Feminist researchers were able to see what traditional researchers did
not, namely that divorce might not always be seen as a negative life event.30
This brings us to the second implication of Davidson’s model for feminists, namely, his fact–value holism. Recall Longino’s acknowledgment that
feminists engaged in science studies have to show both “that scientific inquiry is value- or ideology-laden and that it is productive of knowledge.” On
Davidson’s holistic model, these two seemingly contradictory projects are
shown to be of a single piece. The empirical beliefs that comprise “scientific
knowledge” have no better or worse metaphysical links to the outer, independent objective world than do our beliefs about values, just as our beliefs
about values are no more closely related than our more straightforwardly
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empirical beliefs to our inner subjective world. But this is because, on Davidson’s view, there is no inner or outer world; there is no metaphysical bifurcation. There is only one world, an objective view of which can be made
meaningful only by the language users who are part of it.
Although it is certainly possible that some of the feminist political beliefs and other value judgments that make up our belief webs might be
more geographically remote from the simpler perceptual beliefs at the edge
of our webs, the holism of Davidson’s model indicates that the value judgments are still connected, by some threads, to those simpler beliefs. When
we examine meaning on the model of the radical interpreter, we see that
changes in those simple beliefs can, and must, in principle, affect our more
complex value judgments, even if the effect is only slight. Furthermore,
the links to empirical content of any given value judgments are as available to objective adjudication as are our more straightforward descriptive
beliefs.
If we take Davidson’s meaning holism seriously, then even our more
complex political and other value judgments are importantly linked in
publicly accessible ways to our more simple perceptual beliefs and, more
generally, to our everyday shared experiences about, and in, the world. It
is these complicated but, in principle, publicly accessible set of inferential
links that give our more complex political beliefs their meaning. By tracing
the inferential relationship between our value judgments and our everyday shared experiences, we can begin to adjudicate objectively the truth or
falsity of the more complex evaluative judgments. As with even the most
basic exchanges, the fact that we can recognize each other as holding these
more complex beliefs becomes the route we take for identifying and objectively adjudicating their content.31 Such objective adjudication is possible,
though, of course, difficult.32
The sense of objectivity that Davidson’s account reveals in the most
general sense, then, is that our beliefs are objectively true or false insofar as
their truth-values hold independently of “our will and our attitudes”; their
truth-values are “not in general guaranteed by anything in us.”33 Wanting something to be true or false does not make it so. Of course, there are
many cases of “self-fulfilling” prophecy as well as placebo effects and other
social-psychological phenomena where labeling something or someone can
indeed bring about a change in the world, but even these sorts of changes
are dependent on the usual physical causal processes. That negative social
messages about weight and body image lead some young women to develop eating disorders need not imply that this sort of illness was “willed
into being” through some special metaphysical process in the arsenal of
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sexist advertising executives, however much one might begin to suspect
just that.34
The innocuous notion of independence between our desires and the
truth of our beliefs that underlies Davidson’s claim that our beliefs can be
objectively true or false applies also to the process or method by which we
identify true and false beliefs and/or adjudicate between competing beliefs.
That is, because the truth-values of beliefs are, in principle, objective, that
means that there are features outside of our own wants and desires that
we can point to in identifying those truth-values and/or in adjudicating
between competing truth claims. We do not have to be neutral toward the
truth of any belief in order to hold the belief up to critical scrutiny, that is,
in order to give that belief or its opposite a fair hearing. Objective, rational adjudication of beliefs requires not that we be neutral, but that we be
tentative and nondogmatic. The very same objective process by which we
identified the truth-value of a particular belief can in principle be sensitive
to new experiences that require us to change our minds.
Davidson himself does not focus on this methodological aspect of objectivity, perhaps because it tends to be addressed in venues featuring science studies rather than in the terrain of epistemology and philosophy of
language. Within science studies, the question usually concerns how best to
choose objectively between competing theories, where an objective process
of theory-choice usually indicates, at least, a nondogmatic, fallible assessment of the relevant evidence supporting each theory. Applying Davidson’s
account, the process would involve tracing the public, empirically accessible route by which the content of the beliefs in question was established,
and assessing the relevant evidential links between these beliefs and their
causes. But again, this adjudication process can in principle be objective,
insofar as the truth-values of the competing beliefs at issue are independent
of the desires of the holders of the beliefs. This naturalized analysis of the
objectivity of theory choice parallels the analysis offered by a number of
feminist philosophers of science, such as Alison Wylie’s discussion of the
“security” of archaeological evidence.35
Of course, this Davidsonian-inspired view of beliefs about values as capable of being objectively true or false contrasts with a more popular view
of values that focuses on their private or subjective nature—an inner nature
that keeps value judgments from being available for objective evaluation.
On some interpretations of Hume, for example, it seems that because we
cannot find value judgments out in the world, in the way that we can find,
say, rocks out in the world, no objective claims can be made about values.
However, with Davidson, I don’t think that questions of the “location” of
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values (out there, in here) get to the question of the objectivity of values. To
put it another way: unless we are operating with some lingering Cartesian
dualism, we shouldn’t make much metaphysical noise about the difference
between beliefs formed “out there” and “in here.” It’s not that there’s no
difference between those sorts of beliefs, just not a difference that affects
our ability to objectively examine their truth.
Compare the case of making objective claims regarding other sorts of
properties, such as weights or colors. There is a fact of the matter about
whether something weighs five kilograms rather than ten, or is green rather
than red. Insofar as we can make objective judgments about properties such
as color or weight, this doesn’t commit us to the view that greenness is out
there in the world in the same way that rocks are out there in the world.
Note also that just because there is an objective fact about whether these
predicates can be applied in any given case does not mean that we would all
agree on the application criteria, or that the identification process is going
to be straightforward. Compare:
1. Grass is green.
2. A person’s sex-chromosomes are causally irrelevant to successful parenting.
3. Individual organisms belong to the same species just in case they can
interbreed.
4. Water is the molecule H2O.
Cases 3 and 4 might stand out as straightforwardly and objectively true
descriptive judgments. However, identifying water as the molecule “H2O”
is controversial. A sample of pure H2O does not have the properties many
of us would want to associate with water; in large amounts, it is harmful
to drink. Indeed the process of identifying macroproperties of the world
around us by reference to their molecular properties is still debated within
chemistry. Defining species categories is similarly controversial within evolutionary biology, and systematics more generally. In fact, there is probably
as much if not more agreement about the application criteria and empirical
evidence for the judgments involved in cases 1 and 2 than there is for cases
3 and 4. But, again, even with doubts about application criteria, there is
little doubt that there is an objective fact of the matter in each of the above
four cases.
So lack of agreement about how to apply a particular predicate is separate from the question of whether that predicate expresses an objective fact
of the matter. And just as we would agree that there is a fact of the matter
about whether something is green or red, or a member of the same species
or not, there is also a fact about whether someone is a good parent and
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whether his or her sex chromosomes figure relevantly in this assignment.
We can objectively evaluate whether these predicates are being applied correctly even if the level of agreement about application criteria varies from
case to case.
Our judgments of properties such as color are similar to our judgments
about properties that express values, for example, judging someone’s parenting ability. Indeed, learning the correct application of the color predicate “green” or the value predicate “successful parent” requires the same
sort of empirical examination that is required when we identify something
as being a certain molecule, or the member of a certain species. There is
a difference between each of these concepts and our own particular ability to identify and apply them. We can be right or wrong in our applications—wishing will not make it that something that is green or successful
at parenting is instead blue or unsuccessful. There is an objective, though of
course contingent, fact of the matter about whether something or someone
can be identified as “green,” or as a “successful parent,” just as there is in
the case of defining “species” and “water.”
On Davidson’s holistic account, to have meaningful beliefs at all,
whether they be value judgments or descriptive judgments, is to be practically (e.g., linguistically) enmeshed in a sociophysical relationship with
the world around us, including other knowers. The meaning, or cognitive
content, of our judgments, both descriptive and evaluative, is produced
through a triangulation between ourselves, the fellow creatures with whom
we communicate and engage, and the shared bits of the world on which
that communication or engagement is focused.
Insofar as value judgments express anything, then—that is, insofar as
they are meaningful—they too are beliefs that have been acquired through
the usual process of practical engagement with the world through communication with others. Learning to identify someone as a “successful” parent—learning the meaning of this value term—involves learning through
experience of the world to successfully classify something as belonging to
a particular category, to assign it a property. The same process is used for
learning the meaning of the category terms “conducts electricity,” “reflects
light,” and “produces heat.” Insofar as values or any other kind of judgments are meaningful, they are beliefs that arise from our experience with
the world—that is, they have empirical content, broadly construed.
As Anderson argues, value judgments can be shown to be amenable to
reflective deliberation—they do not have to determine, inappropriately,
any given interpretation of some other set of judgments. Of course, they
might. Anderson argues that “we need to ensure that value judgements do
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not operate to drive inquiry to a predetermined conclusion.”36 I want to
emphasize the holistic point that this same need holds for any judgment.
So, while assigning some phenomenon to the category “good” might inappropriately bias our interpretations of any new evidence about that phenomenon, so too might our categorizations of it as “hot” or “reflective.”
Importantly, in neither case is the categorization or its effect on future interpretations immune from appropriate revision in the light of new experiences. As Anderson herself shows, any judgments can be held dogmatically,
though, thankfully, they need not be. Anderson concludes that “from an
epistemological point of view, value judgements function like empirical
hypotheses.”37 I go further, making Davidson’s holistic point that value
judgments, like any other, just are empirical hypotheses, broadly speaking—
hypotheses that can be subjected to rational processes of adjudication. They
would have no meaning otherwise.38
4

Feminist Strategy

I have argued that there are two important implications of Davidson’s work
for feminist science studies. The first is the antirelativist point that whatever there is to the meaning of any of our beliefs must in principle be
available from the radical interpreter’s external, third-person perspective,
no matter how different the social locations, worldviews, or standpoints
from which the interpreter or interpreted are operating. When feminists
acknowledge the importance of social location to scientific inquiry, this
acknowledgment does not have to involve an incoherent scheme–content
relativism. The second implication of his work is that there is no principled
difference in the triangulation process by which we form beliefs concerning basic descriptive features of the world and beliefs concerning evaluative
features of the world. Just as with descriptive judgments, feminist and other
value judgments get their semantic content from their relationship to the
world—a relationship that can, in principle, be objectively adjudicated. In
this way, we can show that feminist interpretations of particular scientific
studies are better than sexist interpretations—not just better from a feminist standpoint, but objectively so.
One concern that might arise for feminists at this point is that my claims
about “objective adjudication” are always modified by the phrase “in principle”—in the practical, political struggles that feminists face, these sorts of
idealized Davidsonian arguments might not always be relevant. The possibility of objectively detecting the truth of feminist claims about science,
and of persuading the holders of false, sexist beliefs to change their minds,
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however objective a process, is only that—a possibility. There are structural
power differences that often materially interfere with the conversations required for this process. Still, I argue that something like this approach, if
not sufficient, remains at least a necessary part of the story.39
An opposite concern that might arise for feminist strategy is whether
my claims about the possibility of the objective detection of true from false
beliefs, and the objective truth of beliefs generally, serves to overemphasize
the objective at the expense of the recognition of the subjective. Davidson
responds to this worry in “Three Varieties of Knowledge”:
It may seem that if sharing a general view of the world is a condition of thought,
the differences in intellectual and imaginative character among minds and cultures
will be lost to sight. If I have given this impression, it is because I have wanted to
concentrate on what seems to be primary, and so apt to go unnoticed: the necessary
degree of communality essential to understanding another individual, and the extent to which such understanding provides the foundation for the concept of truth
and reality upon which all thought depends.40

His work is completely compatible, then, with feminist interest in analyzing individual and group differences in the holding of complex beliefs,
especially concerning the existence of highly stratified and isolated sets
of beliefs arising out of particular social identities (in cultures such as the
contemporary United States, beliefs stratified by sex/gender, racial and class
divisions). Within science studies, for example, feminists have played an
important role in redefining accounts of objectivity that would acknowledge and incorporate the subjective affects of social stratification on scientific theory production and justification.
Another place where feminists sometimes downplay or resist aligning
themselves with certain accounts of “truth” concerns our recognition of the
power that can be wielded inappropriately by those scientists who, working as part of the larger Western military industrial complex, claim access
to objective Truth with a capital “T,” that is, “truth” understood as some
foundational and metaphysically suspect notion.
For example, in the final two chapters of her more recent book Science
and Social Inequality: Feminist and Postcolonial Issues, Harding asks “Are Truth
Claims in Science Dysfunctional?”41 She begins with the question, “Do we
need truth claims?” and continues, “The argument here is that in the case
of the sciences, their costs appear to outweigh their benefits.”42 On a closer
read, the question can be reasonably paraphrased as “Have the truth claims
made by various scientists turned out to be as universally and transculturally true as some scientists and folks in the popular science debates believed
the claims to be?” The answer to this, as most of us would now respond,
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is “no.” This answer, of course, is itself a truth claim—indeed, it is even an
objectively true truth claim, if anything is, and it is a truth claim with which
Harding would agree.
However, Harding demurs, preferring to split the language of “objectivity” from “truth” here. Once again, though, her main point is that while
she is against the notion of (capital “T”) Truth, she does not embrace epistemological relativism. In other words, she does believe in the coherence of
the notions of truth, accuracy, and objectivity applied in more local and
metaphysically innocuous terms.
I think that feminist philosophers are right to be suspicious of the usefulness and coherence of metaphysically suspect theories of knowledge,
justification, and truth that claim to rise above the empirical and fallible
processes and procedures by which all of us come to know our worlds. However, I think that we should not let this suspicion rob of us of the concept
of “objective truth” tout court. In the broadly empirical terms described by
Davidson, there need be no metaphysical danger in the concept of objective truth. Feminism, by definition, involves “speaking truth to power.” We
have a number of objective truth claims on our side. When you’ve got it,
use it.
To review, the two concerns about the account of objectivity provided by
Davidson that might be of strategic concern to feminists are: first, that the
idealized account is impractical and does not go far enough to show how
claims to objectivity can aid in the practical, political struggles feminists
face; and second, that the account relies too much on claims of objectivity
and truth that downplay important subjective and social features of knowledge, with the added worry that claims to certain notions of objective truth
can and have been used inappropriately as tools of oppression.
I argue that these two concerns merely reinforce the complex and contingent nature of the problems feminists working in science studies need to
address. In some cases, we feminist philosophers should signal the importance of Davidson’s work, highlighting the objectivity of belief, including,
where relevant, the objectivity of feminist beliefs. In other cases, we should
continue our project of illuminating the important, subjective, socially
stratified features of belief that remain. However, this illumination itself
requires that some baseline notions of objectivity be established, and that
the rhetorical ground be cleared of the relativist fodder that often provokes
critics of feminism.
Which aspect of the project we emphasize is going to depend on the
debate we find ourselves in. The philosophical tools we need to work on
these problems need to be specialized for the task at hand, and no one point
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of emphasis is going to cover all situations. I have argued that Davidson’s
work on radical interpretation, and especially his notion of triangulation,
though not initially designed for use in feminist science studies, is, in fact,
a particularly useful tool for us. I look forward to seeing more of his work
used in these novel contexts. I am confident that he would be pleased.
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