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Gender theories or theories and gender? If and hogender/feminist

studies have become mew scientific field.
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ABSTRACT

This article makes an effort to define the cursatus of the “themes” and “concept” of
gender today within the Brazilian academic and ewsity context. The three sets of
reflections refer to: 1) placing the current statert of gender and feminist within the
Brazilian academic context into perspective; 2ulsequent attempt at theoretical and
conceptual demarcation of these studies that geygsnldl a view of the latter in terms of
concepts, tools and analytical constructions amdiges on their emergence as a new
field in the humanities and social sciences- angineas a new epistemic field; 3) a
discussion of the implications and consequencdstliginitiative has on the sciences,
including contributions toward a feminist epistenw} and the development of a multi-
cultural and emancipatory science.
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For some time now within my own academic trajectdrirave devoted myself
to what several authors have designated as fsi@ngender “themes”. | have been
asked to define, present, summarize or even exflaitfconcept” of gender to my
students, colleagues, members of social moventeietsds, media representatives and
the general public. And | recognize that the tadkamd has not been particularly easy.
How are gender studies, sciences and feminisncioneected? Are all pieces of
research and theoretical reflections that take gleimtio account necessarily feminist?

Particularly now that | am acting asmhbnator of two institutions that are
deeply connected to discussions on gendee RedeFenRede Brasileira de Estudos e
Pesquisas Feministpand the NEPEMNUcleo de Estudos e Pesquisas sobre a
Mulher) of the Federal University of Minas Gerais (UFMG)l have been increasingly
sought after to respond to people’s questionscanderns. The purpose of this article
is to define, through three distinct sets of reftats, what the status of this “concept”
and these “themes” are within the current Brazikaademic context. . The three sets



of reflections refer to: 1) placing the currentstaf art of gender and feminist within
the Brazilian academic context into perspectivea 8ubsequent attempt at theoretical
and conceptual demarcation of these studies thest lgeyond a view of the latter in
terms of concepts, tools and analytical constrast@nd focuses on their emergence as
a new field in the humanities and social scienaes-even as a new epistemic field; 3)
a discussion of the implications and consequeri@shis initiative has on the sciences,
including contributions toward a feminist episteowt and the development of a multi-
cultural and emancipatory science.

Through these three types of reflections, admeminently theoretical nature, |
intend to contribute to the consolidation - anddamentally towards the empowerment
of - this newfield of knowledge which has lifted its curtains in theranities and social
sciences, while at the same time exercising anenfte over numerous other
disciplinary areas.

Thus, my purpose here is to discuss my concerrgdem the process through
which the concept has been disseminated (leadsegarehers to systematic use of a
wide range of theoretical approaches to gendertwdaie often mutually incompatible)
as well as to recover, from within the myriad ofséixg options, a critical, reflexive and
radical approach to women’s subordination, opjpoesand sub-altern status. This will
be made evident my defense of the feminist and eyestddies field, the site where
gender studies are articulated and from which llalslo defend

The article is thus organized into the followingtsens: first, | look at the road
that led to the adoption of the “concept” of gendéhin the environment where
women'’s and gender studies were developed. | tbeandgo discuss gender as a
scientific field —the fieldof gender and feminist studiesvhich operates through
another version/re-signification of thiversalwhich will in turn be re-situated in a
historical and contingent direction; in the thietgon the reader will encounter a brief
discussion of knowledge as it has been historicaltyed in Cartesian enlightenment
rationalism and become the focus of intense, dadsgstematic revision on the part of
feminist scientists; in my conclusion, | come b&zkhe discussion of subjecthood and
women'’s agency/empowerment as it has unfolded finisrepistemic widening. This
thus suggests a scientific paradigm that is simafasly complex, multi-cultural and
emancipatory and that takes on knowledge and dogrnit open, plural and multi-
dimensional ways.

For many years, centuries in fact, women were @eatdurom the possibility of
“doing science” and contributing to the productarscientific and/or philosophical
knowledge. Religion, and then scientific organiaasi themselves, participated in this
oppression. Robin Schott, in her discussion ofaseetic and religious origin of the
university, believes there is a possible (and thini&) continuity between religious and
scientific thought and assetts:

In Germany, for example, erudition and researctewarried out
entirely within the university system, which wastily rooted in
ecclesiastic life. Since universities literally engeed from the church,
women were also excluded from these institutions, 4s they had
previously been excluded from evangelical prayée Ty conception
of pure reason and disinterested knowledge whictrged within this
context reflects the ascetic Christian commitmarihe purification of



the soul from the pollution of the body and wonseexclusion from
the paths to pure reasdn.

This connection between religious ascetics andeusity knowledge, neither
banal nor coincidental, meant that both philosophg modern sciences were launched
in an effort that excluded women from the searctirich. Women were systematically
denied the right to study or receive professiorahing, testimony of the androcentric
bias that took centuries to deconstruct and whichtardly be seen as overcome today.
Near the dawn of a new century, organized womemwsaments, followed by feminist
movements of all shades and colors inauguratedrrobgnges which have included a
shift in the very way in which knowledge is perasaiv

After forcing open the doors of academic and ursigiknowledge during the
18th and 19th centuries, it was during the mid-yedithe 20th century — particularly
between the 1930s and 1970s — that academic gbvapght their critical perspective
to the production of knowledge, generating femistaties and women'’s studies. After
consolidating some consistent arenas of sciemélmate and bringing new inflections to
a variety of disciplinary fields - beginning withet critique of the androcentric biases
found within these fields, questioning them and stimes even going on to elaborate a
critique of the “fetishism of objectivity”% feminist women in the academic field
attempted to widen the scope of the human and|smiences in order to adopt a new
theoretical and conceptual proposal: gender studie

It is a known and established fact that gendea, @mncept, emerged in the mid-
70s® and was instantaneously disseminated throughewdiences as of the 1980s. It
was a reformulation that was meant to distingursth separate sex — an analytical
category marked by biology and by an essentialiaimgroach to nature anchored in the
biological — from gender, a dimension that emplesstraits of historical, social and
above all, political construction that require telaal analysis. Insofar as it can be
considered a proposal for a system of classifinatize “category” gender, in its most
diffuse and disseminated form, has almost alwag® lsed in a binary (or occasionally
in a three-fold) way to refer to the logic of difémce between women and men,
masculine and feminine and homo- and heterosettugd, making its entrance in the
second fundamental axis of thmew field that signifies the boundaries of sexuality.
Further ahead | will engage in a critical and sfiediscussion of dichotomies and
binary oppositions within thegender field'.

We know that these meanings have been questionediscussed within the
tradition of feminist thought in late modernity whi as Adriana Piscitelli has argued,
has intended with the concept [of gender?? Goapeaify!] to make it “possible to
destabilize traditions of thoughf*. Among these forms of destabilization is that which
seems the most relevant to me: the deconstructistenle binaries that sustain fixed
and naturalized places for the gendefrough the significations and re-significations
produced and shared through this new analyticaipeetive which works with class,
age, racial and sexual dimensions intersectiongépder has had a fundamental role in
the human sciences toward denouncing and unmaskaaigrn structures of colonial,
economic, generational, racist and sexist oppreghit have been operating for
centuries throughout different spaces and timeeeohiuman reality and condition.

1 SCHOTT, 1996, p. 109.

2 SCHOTT, 1996, e Célia AMOROS, 1997.

% Gayle RUBIN, 1975, e Joan SCOTT, 1986.

4 PISCITELLI, 2002, p. 7.

5 Teresa DE LAURETIS, 1986, e Guacira Lopes LOUR@}7L



The pretentious “concept” of gender wawrporated, little by little, by diverse
theoretical currents in the human and social seigifand outside them as well.) Some
of these theories see it as a useful and evenblalgancept, one that is able to shed
light on numerous issues, yet do not see it an@ateslement of their concerns. Such
current can be seen as operating under the rubfibenries and gender”. Others,
much more coherent in my opinion, have absorbadatmore substantive way, giving
it a pivotal and central position. These are wiratefer to here as “gender theories”
with a feminist orientation.

We know that feminist thought has not been cortstitas a unifiedorpusof
knowledge, just as we know that the concept of gemes appropriated in a very wide
variety of ways by a range of disciplinary fieldslatheir theories. Nonetheless, we
should keep in mind that, while such appropriatior@s/ be more superficial or more
substantive, all of them must share a common mideparture, women’s
subordination to men, in order to comprehend ankienn@lationally explicit the many
vicissitudes of how such relations of dominatiod appression are socially elaborated.
The concept has also opened up an analytical spadeich to question not only the
categories of “woman” and “the feminine”, but thax “man” and “the masculine” as
well, which together became the subject of intgareeesses of deconstruction

At the same pace as the advances that took plabe fieminist movement, in an
initial attempt to substitute “women’s studies™&@minist studies” as an analytical
category, gender sought to make women'’s subordima&tplicit and to accompany the
movement in the direction of a search for equatitihe exercise of rights and
opportunities, yet taking care to place importaocéehe relational aspects of such
interactional dynamics. Thus, male perspectivesyall as those that would not find a
place within the strict binarism of masculine aathinine or man and woman would be
included.

Questioning all sorts of bases of inequality (eeoitg political, social, cultural,
biological, historical, demographic, psychologiak.), if on the one hand gender made
discussion more inclusive, on the other, an impdnpart of feminism, even here in
Brazil ° went on to criticize its de-politicizing potentialerting us to the fragmentation
and women’s disempowerment that it might promotee fiisk that was foreseen
involved losing sight of the oppressive politicaligtion that women experienced, in
favor of a multiplying of gender differences thaght be capable of compromising a
feminist agenda.

First wave feminism had made a major effort to psterquestioning and
reflection, seeking to deconstruct the numerousi$athat patriarchal institutions and
relations took on, at the heart of which strategiemale dominance were maintained
and reproduced. This was done within the contest@fstruggle for universal suffrage.
In other words, a battle was waged for the affirorabf the fundamental democratic
condition of political equality between the sexagi¢ulated, of course, with more
universal considerations). Yet in spite of the am@ance of this debate (which we will
in fact revisit here), common sense has unfortiyatetained crasser, distorting
versions of discourse on this first, courageousenmnt. Thus, “hegemonic forces”
have attempted to de-legitimate it with a numidetesogatory categories referring to
its women as “unloved”, “unhappy”, “foul-smelling”ugly” and so on ...

The “concept” of gender is theoretically the tugpoint for a distinct phase of
the former that announces, to a certain extenin(éveugh from a temporal point of
view it has perhaps been tardily mobilized), seeaagte feminism, which places more
value on difference and on the political affirmatif differences (primarily though not

® Heleieth SAFFIOTI, 1993.



exclusively those of identity) that on equality aghlitarianism. During the second
wave, stakes were placed on diversity or on “défifees within difference”.

Through this affirmation of difference, currentsesged that included even anti-
feminist ones, thereby reflecting the “dangers’cdé®d above. It is important to
emphasize that during the 1980s and 1990s there avirge number of what we could
refer to as post-feminist or non-feminist (perhapaoving away from feminism)
manifestations, thus presenting a new instituti@amal political scenario that could be
characterized by 1) a strong disassociation betieamist thought and movement; 2)
the “professionalization” of the movement(s) thybuhe emergence and proliferation
of NGOs geared toward women and the formation twokks, whether feminist or not.
According to Celi Pinto, “while feminist thought e@ned, the feminist movement,
through NGOs, became increasingly specializ&d.”

What | would like to place particular emphasis enehis that such
“generalization”, which can be attributed to theatcement of considerations that
came about even in spite of feminist thought, naéist an undeniable debt to the
“category " of gendellt is up to us — and herein lies the purpose efflesent text — to
take a critical stance vis-a vis positions thataigned with the impulse to abandon the
direction taken by feminist critique. The “concepif gender, although susceptible to
non-feminist re-interpretations, should and willreeovered here from an emancipatory
(and therefore feminist) perspective, regardindnlvadmen and the sciences
themselves.

Thus, if on the one hand the total instituticiaempowerment of the movement,
announced by the threat of expansion of “gendelies$l, has not been completed
(since the “ngo-ization” of the movement has a@sourred in the case of numerous
other experiences and “new social movements” datis], the expansion and massive
dissemination of these new “studies” (which can m@accessed without necessarily
partaking of feminist values or even of a womepoint of view)*° crossed disciplinary
boundaries in a way that was truly surprising,doaadance with an experience
(however discomforting and inconvenient that sonag mave found it) of a type of
“diffuse feminism”** that was capable of having its demands incorpdyalés time, by
a wide range of current discourses and socialtipaliand even economic proposals
(even within the ambit of the State and civil stoie

Later criticisms and advancements only further aéa the wide polyphony and
enormous wealth embodied within this arena of debMuch more than a definitive
and consolidated terrain of epistemological comsion, reflections on the nature of
“gender studies” have tended to act asvaR that brings together intense theoretical
and empirical activity, having suscitated consid#eacritical and reflexive space
even within other disciplinary traditions (such@smography, statistics, chemistry,

” Antdnio Flavio PIERUCCI, 1999.

8 PINTO, 2003, p. 91.

° Evelina DAGNINO, 1994; llse SCHEREN-WARREN, 2004.

191t is even worth noting that in Brazil there wasedevant increase of male researchers in the area
corresponding to the dissemination of the notiogesider. .

1 According to Céli Pinto, “this diffuse feminism haither militants nor organizations and is oft
defended by men and women who do not identify tledwes as feminists. Furthermore, it does not
manifest itself as a role that is articulated wgtrticular demands and positions regarding priveie
public life. Insofar as it is fragmented and does$ presuppose any particular ‘doctrine’, it is adiof
discourse that moves between a wide range of ar@mépops up in both to chastise the person who
relates a sexist joke or story and when the palitmlatform of a presidential candidate demonssrate
interest in public policy for the protection of wemnis rights.” (PINTO, 2003, p. 93).



etc.) considered “harder” than the field of the sdcsciences (where the concept
originally emerged).

More recently we have been able to withess than¢hefield of gendelinsofar
as it is well-mobilized and articulated, casts daubthe univocal meanings of all types
of binarisms, not only those referring to masculne feminine. Thus it is able to
immensely expand its analytical potential, makitsgown incorporation possible in
areas that were for centuries impermeable to ypis of critique. Obviously | do not
intend to paint a rosy picture of completely sust@geminist advancement. There is
still much to be done. Nonetheless, it is stileniable that the results of adopting
gender as an analytical and empirical instrumewe lieeen consolidated, extending
themselves even to unforeseeable areas such asgliisology, economics, physical
education, Law, politics, etc.

We know that gender, as a concept, has made ittbgeseries of obstacles that
we discussed earlier. 1 would now like to engagedme specific reflections on its
importance for theoretical discussions in the fafithuman sciences, and where the
long road stretching out behind us has led usfdus

It seems reasonable enough to me to presupposashet instrument for
theoretical and analytical construction, gendeayoenjoys quite a privileged status. |
believe this also to be the case in Brazil, wheestheme is salient and well-recognized
in academic discussions — yet not only within tregsaces. Although different uses of
the concept and various theoretical/methodologipgroaches are evident, theories that
explicitly incorporate “gender” into their perspieetand theories that flirt with or at
least come close to these discussions (theoriel ‘Gander), as we have already
argued, have occupied considerable space withdiest that take a mature, critical-
reflexive approach.

Reflections on the ability to postulate gender &gaimate and legitimatefield
of knowledge within the human and social sciensdke goal of the following
discussion, albeit one that is not entirely newa Machado has already written on this
issue when she comments that

Whether or not they identify as feminists: [womeinosare]

historians, sociologists and anthropologists, dbagewriters,
psychoanalysts, psychologists and philosophers imrgiving
centrality to this theme, recognize to some extiegitr participation in
this “field”, share an understanding that sociaveraents of women’s
liberation introduced new perspectives and posadquestions to
existing disciplinary knowledge and to sciencestgnology and
philosophy per sé. They thus reclaim their inniveatharacter, vis-a-
vis the established traditions of disciplinary khesge!?

At this point | will make use of an important paftPierre Bourdieu’s work in
order to proceed with a definition of gender stadis degitimate field of scientific
knowledge.This scholar has understood how social actors asadlg positioned within
particularsocial fieldshow holding quantities of certain types of capftalltural,

2 MACHADO, 1994, p. 2.



social, economic, political, artistic, sportingc &tas well as each actohisbitus® are
what condition his/her position or specific pogiiiny within this spatiality and, in the
last instance, within social struggle. In Bourdsediew, in order for the social actor to
attempt to occupy space s/he must know the ruléseojame within the social field and
be willing to struggle (play).

The scientific fieldis understood as a space where a competitive $¢roggr
scientific authority is played out, and where outes are a result of the sum of
technical ability and social power. It can alsadeéined as the space where a monopoly
over scientific competence - understood as thétyaba speak and act legitimately-, is
sought, in an authorized way and with an authahi&t has been socially conferred
upon a particular agefit.

For my purposes, it is precisely the tension betwgender and feminism that
brings out the specificity of what | am consideraganew scientific fieldResearchers
- women but also men, ‘militants’ or ‘orthodox’ ave been the actors who are
responsible for constructing a ‘relative autonofioy’this new intellectual field, around
a minimal consensus that | will now go on to exelor

Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of the ‘field’ is an impant tool for the analysis of the
most diverse social systems which have the peayliair producing the interaction of
what have been called societal structures (objigcti@nd the personal/psychological
(subjective) dimension of social agents. It prowesful in many arenas, as long as the
latter are dynamically set up around their ownlg¢and therefore have their own
strategies) and have been endowed with a certgiredef autonomy. When | refer
here to gender as an already legitimated fielctigfrgific discussion, | am presupposing
the existence of general rules and patterns threessually inform this field.

Thus, just as it seems to be important for PiegerBied® not to work with
something we can refer to as “universal norms”, nwhattempt to place gender studies
in a specific place within the field of human awgial sciences, | do so thinking that
such norms always have a historical content. erotvords, | believe in the existence
of the field of gender studies, yet the latter aslkead by a set of not always unified
agents who have attempted to satisfy their pagia@search interests (whether
theoretical or empirical), and it would be pregysirough the processes of such a
search that we would be contributing (although wendt claim to be doing this in a
totally conscious way) toward producing what | wbdesignate as a relatively distinct
type ofhistorical or contingentuniversal. | resort here to Bourdieu’s own words:

[...] in particular fields, at a particular momemtd for a time (that is,
in a way that is not irreversible), there are agevitio have interests in
what is universal.. | believe it is necessary te@thistoricism to its
upper limits, through a sort of radical doubt, ider to see what can

13 Bourdieu’s concept ohabitusrefers to : “durable systems of production, stregtustructures that have a

predisposition to work as structuring structurést tis, as a principle for generating and struntupractices and
representatins that can be objectively ‘regulataut] ‘regular’ without this meaning that they are ffroduct of

obeying rules, objectively adapted to their goahimi supposing a conscious recognition of endstardexpress
mastery of the operations needed to reach themimadight of all the above, are collectively orctrased without

being the product of the combined action ahaestré (BOURDIEU, quoted by Sergio MICELI, 1987, p. XL);

“[...] a system of durable and transferable disfmss which, integrating all past experiences, gbvacts as a
matrix for perceptions, evaluations and actionsl, irwakes it possible to carry out an infinite variet tasks, thanks
to the analogical transferral of schemas that entiild resolution of problenpgoblemas da mesnia the same way and
tanks to the unceasing correction of the resul&t ttave been obtained, dialectically produced ey résults

themselves(BOURDIEU citado por Sergio MICELI, 1987, p. XLI).

“Ver Renato ORTIZ e Florestan FERNANDES, 1983.

* BOURDIEU, 1986.



really be salvaged. Of course one can easily agapersal reason
from the start. But | believe that it is bettemjgen this up, to
decisively accept that reason is an historical pcothose existence
and persistence are products of a particular deistdrical conditions
and then to determine what these conditions agaséh has a
history: this does not mean that reason can beceelio its history,
but that there are historical conditions surrougdhre emergence of
social forms of communication that make the proidumcdf truth
E)eossible. Truth is an interplay of struggles tlytoout the whole field.

This is exactly the historical and contingent sensghich | am postulating
gender studies as a new scientific field, withid &r the sciences. Nonetheless, | am
also attempting to assert a way of understandiiemnese, in and of itself, as a discourse
about truth and scientific authorization, seen feonadically critical and reflexive
perspective, in a multi-cultural direction and wéth emancipatory scope. | believe that
we have accumulated a wide-enough reserve of kmig@len this new multi-cultural
scientific field and, furthermore, that the hegeimanethodology that these new studies
have adopted (particularly through post-structataleconstructive techniques and the
reconstruction of the subject in such a way thahew's and other gender minorities’
actions and fundamental role in our history com#héforefront) justifies our efforts in
this regard.

If “truth is an interplay of struggle throughoutthield”, gender studies with a
feminist slant, in dismantling a substantive paN\estern epistemology and de-
centering the universal reason that has histoyiteken a product of male domination,
have won their space as a legitimate field of kealgke. A truly emancipatory multi-
cultural approach toward science is that which reer@w trying to reconstruct. In this
regard, | would like to affirm that it is criticéminist consciousness, a particular form
of the reflexive existence of being (not only, bigo women'’s) that has come to
produce one among many re-arrangements, re-intatjores, resignifications of the
gender fieldn such a way as to situate it within the paradgcaition of re-situating
equality and difference in simultaneity and compiex.et me go on to explain myself.

| believe that now, at the beginning of the 21sitery, there is little doubt left
about the need to recover a certain thematic tinttyundergirds the methodological,
ideological and disciplinary diversity of studiést are carried out under the rubric of
gender. Thigunity, however, must be constantly recovered in its sigivenessas
contestation (radical or partial) of conceptionfknowledge and reality/experience that
have dominated the Western intellectual traditadrieast since the 17th century. This
tradition has always been accompanied by ontoldfesare characteristically dualistic
and binary (with hierarchical value judgementsdidko polar oppositions), seeking a
clear separation between the universal and thepkat, culture and nature, body and
mind, reason and emotion, male and female, andiggaad difference, to cite just a
few of the major divisiong! Furthermore, such an epistemology is based onistip
positions that are expressed, in a nutshell, erutthappy choices between “this” or
“that”, making it impossible to postulate a memmplexexperience of
simultaneousness and concomittance. Certainig, atll that | have defined as tfield
of gender and feminist studig¢lat can facilitate our apreehension (collective o
individual) of reality in terms of a new logic aachew epistemology that makes a
fertile, complex and paradoxical offerifdnis other epistemo-logic can now be

8 BOURDIEU, 1986, p. 45-46.
17 Alisson JAGGAR e Susan BORDO, 1997.



understood in its relation to a critical and empatary multi-culturalism that seeks to
recover roots that enable us to dismantle knowl¢kgehas been produced in the
exclusivity of Western, Anglo-European, white, patthal, heteronormative and
masculine frameworks, toward an assertion of pltratience.

Joan Scott, in a recent articfehas indicated that there is a logical and
paradoxical relationship between “equality” andf&lience”, “individual identity” and
“collective identity”. In this regard, | am progog her set of paradoxes as a “hard
core”, so to speak, of thiew field of gender and feminisin the author’s words:

1..Equality is an absolute principle and a histdlyccontingent
practice.

2. Group identities define individuals and denyfilleexpression or
perception of individuality.

3. Demands of equality involve the acceptance ejattion of the
group identity that has been attributed througbrdisination. Or, in
other words: the terms of exclusion that providepsut for this
discrimination are simultaneously negated and yced by
demands for inclusiot.

In other words, to think these questions out siamdbusly, through the
paradoxes that they pose, means to constantlyuatsithe place of this new form of
aprehending the universal/universalism: only indrisal, multi-cultural emancipatory
and contingent ways are we able to affirm thatttieenatic axes of these paradoxes can
be definitively “resolved”. This is a way of thimg about the universal as something in
constant and unfinished movement, in which it excjsely the tension between the
different axes that fuels movement.

In this regard, whether through attempts to crdateries of gender,
specifically, or even through increased acceptafgender themes by other theoretical
currents, the basic effect is the same: the remsahigrowing recognition that the classic,
instrumental Cartesian schema is inadequate, dbsmtel even self-deluding. For these
reasons, it requires revision. Tgender fielchas been fruitfully devoted to this arduous
task. Even modern science, in some regard, hempiied to recover non- Western
knowledge traditions. Something along the ordersafentific borrowingto use Sandra
Harding’'s word<? or an intense process of change, has always bpar af modern
scientific discourse.

Consolidated within gender and feminist debatesnag find some of the most
substantive alternatives to traditional approat¢bdsiowledge, ones that have enabled
us to take a qualitative leap forward. WhetherdlgioMarxist historicism,
psychoanalytic theory, deconstructionist theomesy interpretations of pragmatism or
discussions of “performance”, or even through tee fiterary canon, through recent
developments in Sociology or Anthropology and tbei§logy of Knowledge, a new
conception of knowledge and the subject of knowdellas emerged with, referring to
an individual with particular historical traits bome that is also an embodied social,
collective and political agent, “interested, emotiband rational whose body, interests,

emotions and motives are fundamentally constitbied particular historical context
n 21

18 SCOTT, 2005.

9SCOTT, 2005, p. 4, author's emphasis.
20 HARDING, 1998, p. 348.

21 JAGGAR e BORDO, 1997, p. 13.



Ancient and modern forms of dualisms and binariemse well served the
purpose of providing a justification for, and ewveproducing, relations of domination,
oppression and exploitation (including gender amahyrother types of relations):
sensitive and easily identifiable marks in the sesfsvomen’s subordination, but not
only with regard to the latter. What is at stalaia in the recently-forged field of
gender and feminist studies is the question okmity and pluralism from a complex
and paradoxical perspective, in direct oppositmalt types of binarism. To be what
one is and at the same time not be — as a conetiumtas a project, -and similarly to
gender identities themselves - the gender fiel&enadheres definitively to socially-
constructed characterizations yet at the samedanaot completely escape them;
rather, it is deeply related to them. At individaald collective levels, identities are both
emancipatory and subject to ontologization andaain, in the most complex of
ways; they are constitutive of subjects at theesime that they are constitued in and
through them, that is, they are unconstant and ppgects.

Thegender/feminist studidgeld, whether affirming a movement for women's
liberation or situated at the level of epistematadjiand scientific discussion, has
contributed the “straw that broke the camel’s badkientities that come together under
some unifying mark, as points of departure , agahgrojects of colonizing the being,
the subject (that cannot be dead, insofar as inbaget even been born for its own
radical emancipation). These re-significations esdhscriptions are permanently open,
porous, paradoxical and complex.

If the scientific field “is a game in which one nhasm oneself with reason in
order to win® and if today we may assert the existence of tipslof truth’, this has
only been possible thanks to the efforts of thodsaf women (and a few, however
worthy men) and of other scholars who are neitfi&estern nor hegemonic groups
who have been contributing theoretically and/or ieicatly to truly instate “the doubt”
and the permanent “tension” within Western epistexyy The goal is to bring us
closer to a new, multi-cultural epistemology. Tesv field of gendes one of the few
examples that forefronts the critical-reflexivest&nce of new actors/agents who can
(and are) re-signifying the more general scienfiétd.

We know that the feminist/gender studies field ¢t@stributed dramatically in
this regard, and its action has consistenly beeattampt to defend, assert, legitimate
and improve many other social universals whereharaationality unfolds — a
historical type of universal in which truths araigbt, through the tenacious critique of
the progressive universalism that is or has be#meagervice of colonialism,
imperialism, domination, exclusion and opression.

Thegender studies fieldas shown that something which has generally been
taken, in the social sciences, as a universad gafroquial property of the dominant
culture, and that ‘universality’ cannot be disassimtl from colonialist expansiof®
Thought and science as a corollary of these aiets/éctions regarding the world may
make emancipatory postulationsather universalsvhich, as such, do not take off from
a colonialist stance. In other words, it is ourlEmge to make concrete proposals for
rethinking universality in terms of a constitutie®nstructive and always tense act of
multi-cultural translationthat takes us far beyond tradition, domination and
colonization. A significant part of the work cadieut under the heading of gender has
directly or indirectly taken on this task.

A scientific community, in the sense used by Kuinnolr own critique of this
author), in which it figures as a distinct socieganization, is not necessarily made up

22 BOURDIEU, 1986, p. 46.
2 Judith BUTLER, 2003, p. 21.



exclusively of those who are the hegemonic actbWWestern science, that is: White,
middle-class, heterosexual Anglo-European males-Western knowledge production
does not need to be seen as “non-scientific” on égamitive” and can be recognized
as rich sources of knowledge and information.

This then refers to a deep re-ordering that isonét theoretical and political but
also epistemological, philosophical and scienaiid gestures toward a science that is
based on a universal, porous, open, multi-cultamal contingent perspective. | intend to
discuss this turning point in the following section

From the first and second sets of debates discuds®mee comes the feminist
observation and critique of the rationalist, repreationalist and Cartesian Western
conceptions that have oriented knowledge (partidhia of the scientific variety) and
dominated Western tradition at least since the &@ttiury. Such conceptions can be
considered inadequate, tendentious and deeply aaddoethnocentric. The emergence
of something along the lines of a “feminist episblogy” concentrates its critical
attack on binary and hierarchy-creating rationatestitions, contrasting them with the
recognition of emerging relational processes outtiameity, complexity, multiplicity,
pluralism and diversity. In other words, femirgegtistemology seems to have been one
of the first forms of scientific knowledge produstito question the hegemonic position
of knowledge produced within the Western, bourgéaisework.

It was also with the help of feminist critique thia¢ (still very recent) attempt to
place the bases of rationality (and also — asimprtant to mention — the assertion of
the existence of another public sphere, differesrhfthe liberal one, re-invented and
alternative, precisely insofar as it is pluralistianulti-dimensional) at another level,
distinct from the classic Cartesian, liberal, Westend representational model —
emerged. We can summarize its major elementd ay:an emphasis on “metaphysical
realism” which claims that reality has an objectstricture, independent and
unaffected by human behavior and attempts to sighib) an objectivism, in which the
structure of reality is initially accessible to hamunderstanding and compreehension;
c) an “epistemological and methodological indivilism” through which human beings
take up the task of acquiring knowledge of the diad solitary individuals rather than
as socially-constituted members of historically+soiiag groups; d) an emphasis on a
“rationalist bias”, in which the major human fagulor acquisition of knowledge of
reality is reason (rationalism), which sometimesksadn concert with certain senses
(empiricism); e) priority placed on the “ axionwatieutrality” of the sciences, reason
and sense taken as working universally and indegehydof culture, class, race and
gender etcand according to which different situations andtc@encies, rather than
alternative views of reality, are impediments foegemonic viewpoint that
overestimates the value of a “neutral” and “objextiview of things; f) a
“fundamentalist” approach, referring to the systéoaay in which knowledge should
be constructed, from the simplest components, densd certain, fixed and free of
doubt, to the most complex.

In a diametrically-opposed strategy yet presertireggcapacity (and even the
necessity) of science, but from a multi-cultunadl @ mancipatory perspective, a part of
contemporary feminism has devoted itself to theiand (yet little recognized) task of
revising this epistemic perspective, in hopes okjating the bases for and
disseminating a new one. Grounded, as we have gseencentralizing perspective, and

24 JAGGAR e BORDO, 1997, p. 9.



of regularities and forseeability and of certaistismodern Western epistemology has
been under criticism (coming even from currents #ina quite distant from feminism,
such as theorists of complexity and the theoryhaios in quantum physics, etc.) that
defends a view of science that places priorityhengerspective of difference, of
alternatives, fluctuations, decentralizations andeutainties that, in turn, are configured
through constructive aspects and processes of mgpanid change.

Feminist epistemology has sought to give a cepteade within current
discussions to the notion that a science thatnstcacted in Western patterns is only
one of many possible discourses on truth/realityictv (like all others) is eminently a
socially-constructed and constructing process. Bhimw “ the degree to which a form
of understanding prevails or is sustained in timesdnot depend exclusively on the
empirical validity of the case in point, but also@set of social processes that
incorporatecommunication, negotiation, conflict, rhetdfi@nd the marks of gend®@t.

If it seems quite hard to admit to the various disiens of bias in hegemonic, liberal,
Western science, it at least easier to recognige tmot only are the costs and benefits
of the modern sciences distributed unequally ifhsuway as to benefit the elites of the
West and other parts of the world; scientific pices themselves are also effectively
distorted to make this unequal distribution invisito those who benefit from therff”

In this way, feminism makes a critical additiorktiowledge and to scientific
rationality, in direct confrontation to the Westassertion that there is a homogenous,
stable or one-dimensional level based on the uaivdtaracter of the senses (one word,
one meaning) and on the dual relations of ratibnake concentration and critical,
multicultural, emancipatory and reflexive recogmitiof intersecting and multi-
dimensional configurations of knowledge that ewéthout completely denying
dichotomous, dialectical or antinomic polarizatioressituates the latter within the
plane of complex, diverse and even contradictonsdies. In this way, many of the
different traditional distinctions (subject/objestience/philosophy,
masculine/feminine, reason/emotion, culture/natpudlic/private, man/woman, among
others) come to be seen as social constructiohsitbaarried out by a specific
scientific-cultural society that is historicallydated and in need of urgent questioning.

This is how it has become possible for differerstegns of knowledge
corresponding to different historical origins todwestained (even by those who are not
Western and not male) as complex scientific fielbfscritical opposition to the order,
to the process of organization/socialization ofuna! and of linearity, new scientific
revisiong® including those offered by feminist scientféthiave proposed to renew an
emphasis on the growing recognition of the constracole of disorder, self-
organization, uncertainty and non-linearity. y&Stematic set of theories are under
construction that attempt to explore, for examgle,notion that chaos can lead to
order; revisions of new states of matter that ematgyjuite a distance from points of
equilibrium are underway and order itself comebdseen not as a totalizing condition
but as a “duplication of symmetries that allowsdssymetry and the unforseeabf@.”
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Thus, the “new” epistemology that emerges withis scientific paradigm
(from here on in, necessarily plural) — that of pbewity -, to which feminists have
been making a substantive contribution, comesdogeize the inevitably
unforeseeable nature of today’s (and yesterdags)ptex systems, questioning the
centrality of the notion of a sole origin and ofipanence/stability, as well as the
mystique of the much maligned “neutrality” of saen In place of “metaphysical
realism” we now have the assertion of uncertaiotyhe flow and multiplication of
contingent and historically- situated points ofwién place of “objectivism” we now
have the affirmation of critical reflexivity, a fior of thought that is constituted in the
act, related and relational, constructed and cocislg, going beyond “methodological
individualism” to the affirmation of a perspectitieat is multidimensional and, often,
multicultural and emancipatory, focusing on proesshat are dependent on
interdisciplinary networks and multiple agents,comversation, on heterogeneity and
on dialogics. In place of the “rationalist biaséth is an affirmation of science as one
among many discourses on truth in the world; sa@enim plural, that must be
constantly revised to re-incorporate other ethécal aesthetic dimensions of multiple,
complex knowledge with the necessary inclusionrefiter participation and social
pluralism, multicultural if possible. In place oBkiomatic neutrality”, there is an
affirmation of contingency and objectivity that pllecomes possible through (con)
centration on critical perception of the pluralitfyysenses and meanings that compose all
individuals who enunciate truth pretensions inmplex way (including and especially
scientists). Finally, in contrast to “fundamentalis there is now an emphasis on
pluralism, on the emancipatory multiculturalismtioé sciences, approaching
knowledge with cuation, diversity, complexity am@ tmultiplicity of ethical-aesthetic
styles as alternatives, remaining open, in them ogvsignification and fundamentally
concerned with the consequences of their acts.

The contribution coming from thifeminist gender studies fietdfers to
declaration of the infinite human (and thereforaadly male and family, as it is always
worthwhile to point out) ability to interpellatey permanentely re-situate and re-signify
the contents and forms of that which presentsfitsel contingently universal form,
sciences in permanent unfolding, in the slippageiefarchical norms, in the constant
problematizing of hierarchies and subordinationghe sharp critique of oppressions of
all sorts, in shortjn and through multi-cultural transgression as neth By this |
refer to an emancipatory and permarepistemology of transgressiof canon and
tradition. Thefeminist gender studies fielslone field of late, radical modernity that
from my perspective would well fulfill this role @lways moving beyond, always de-
traditionalizing. This moving beyond, nonethelassist be responsible, careful and
consistent: it does not include the field of poste@rn or post-structuralist relativism —
the field where “anything goes” (although many imtpat women scholars who engage
in the kind of critique | have presented here hévedr origins and loyalties within the
latter) — but rather refers to a radicalized moitemvhich seeks responsible social
emancipation which must, as a matter of fact, le@ ses a fundamental goal of science.

Here it is worthwhile to recover the position oittisted criticism’ !

“radicalized” and “interactive® that belongs to thieminist and gender studies field
a de-traditionalizing re-situating and reinventadrthe universal/universalism, which
restores its contingent and historical naturegarsh of an emancipatory project that
must be individual/particular, collective/genekestern/Eastern, and male/female at
the same timeThis contingent universalism maintains ties t@arancipated multi-
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cultural perspective, with regard to all that canchitically emancipated at present,
today, at this time, and always leaving what sunhrcipation may come to be
tomorrow as an open-ended issue. Although thisiesphat there is no definitive point
of arrival, | emphasize the need for a point ofat&yre: normative and critical-reflexive
clarification regarding even its own historical ppiees, those that belong to the culture
to which it refers and which it interpellates. this manner, all rules are constantly
suspect and open to questioning, with sights s¢h@production of social justice and
emancipation. In this globally interconnected wpvigcerally inhabited by multiple
cultures that have definitively lost their innocemwith regard to the possibility of
remaining isolated, everything that concerns kndgéeand rights, such as women and
gender, will remain open to permanent internatialeddate (and this, against all
fundamentalist premisses and justifications, of teter sort). Now, in order to
conclude the present text, let us look at the ioapions that such epistemological
revision has for théeld of gendeitself.

v

The feminist and women’s movementtsnvarious forms and in many
countries, including Brazil, have left an undengalglgacy for civilization in the
societies in which they have flourished and mukig! The reformulations that have
been underway, concerning most pressing issuddréailian society such as
discussions on the feminization of poverty, ursadization of quality primary and
middle school education, access to critical pezpes within the universities, unjust
and persistent forms of discrimination regardohgmestic violence and the labor
market, access to the widest range of gender-senpitiblic policies (particularly
within the realms of health, security and sociatgction) — to mention only a few of
the most relevant — emerge today reflecting an miadkée feminist influence.

The adoption of a perspective that places valugroposals coming from the
gender fieldseeks, in a substantive and consistent way, terfayward on women's
agency/empowerment and subjecthood, and on thesdien regarding the sciences
and the development of their multi-cultural and anipatory version that reflects the
widening of epistemic scope, as discussed abbiveas also proposed moving beyond
the paralyzing confrontation between “objectivisisioderns) and “relativists” (post-
moderns) within scientific debate, in favor of dicalized modernity with
emancipatory ambitions. As we have seen, on thectibist side we encounter an
affirmation of knowledge guided exclusively by ueiisal, ahistorical standards of
neutrality and the basic conditions for equalitywihich objectivity is confounded with
neutrality; on the other hand, relativists/differertheorists defend the impossibility of
objective and universal knowledge about the wattepting no meta-narratives and
nor seams to hold fragments together. Rathery d@tiempting to demonstrate that the
only possible position is a radical relativisticeomhich exalts the incommensurable and
impermanent nature of knowledge that is produc#drdntially, in a particular time
and space. The present proposal to placgehder and feminist studies fiekhd its
version of the sciences in a multi-cultural and roi@atory engagement poses a
historical and contingent universal that raisespbgsibility of commensurability as
well as an alternative notion of cognition thatigical and goes beyond the limitations
of the positions discussed above.

We know that among the most fiercely-argued debatesncounter the
paradoxical issues that make up the already mesditimard nucleus” of thieew field.
Among them what stands out, inevitably, is themthefpolitical/identity affirmation of



equality and/or difference in terms of a logic abfic policy that can be re-situated, for
example, within the famous debate on universabipatis. targets for policies.

What we are trying to make progress on here istinéirmation that this
movement — for example, at one moment, focus opainécular, at another, on the
universal — is the constituted and constitutingtemal of the very route that political
and scientific exercise take in the direction ofwem’s demands and the gains that have
been made within thieminist/gender fieldn some moments, historically and
contingently, it has been necessary to put forthatels and claims for equality (logics
of universalizing action and intervention regardiamily, for example); in other
moments, demands and claims for the affirmatiodiférences (logics of intervention
focused more specifically on women within famili@esg strategic and feasible. It is
important to emphasize that this process is undablyopen to debate.

The proposal for action fromreew gender and feminist fietd action may be
situated within a proposal on knowledge and s@enavhich what is valued is a way
of thinking and its consequences rather than arigtien of the world, a perspective
that does not see knowledge as a neutral repréisentd an external ontological world.
In other words: knowing and recognizing that (stifec) knowledge is capable of
intervening and acting on the world, that it hassamuences in the world, and thas it
action in the world, | then propose the theoretiepistemological and political
sustenance of thgender and feminist fielals belonging to the order of a historical and
contingent universal that operates dynamically per@ddoxically in the constant and
responsible search for anfolding of gendethat in turn folds into the radicalized
affirmation of theunfolding of science.

This process ofiow gender unfoldss it institutes the gender/feminist field, is
the condition that makes it possible for womendodime actors, agents, those who
move on to a subject (rather than subjected) posias well as for other identity groups
that are equally oppressed. As feminist theorniggellectual endeavor that has
basically emerged from a political impulse — tha&hility and actual empowerment of
women -, it now moves ahead with the proposaesfder as a fielthat is concerned
with re-founding science itself, making it possifile women (and other genders)
enunciations that place us — both stably and ulystalithin the position of subject,
although also, at another moment, to be againatspl.

In this way, we attempt to propose that the gefidit, founded on a multi-
cultural, emancipatory epistemology of complexafparadox and simultaneity,
operates through subjects and agencies that awsttney and multiple, sometimes
transitive and never meta-subjects constructedigironeta-narratives — while always
referring to embodied selves, gendered and engeddecialized and ethnicized,
stratified, politicized, etc., in their search #osocially-responsible emancipatory
project.

For many centuries the sciences, and in particb&natural and physical
sciences, created for themselves an illusion tiahsfic knowledge was not produced
by persons/scientists (constructed) but rathehbyery things/objects (discovered,
empirically revealed). Now that we are aware ofrtegident and flagrant process of
construction and signification and mutual interaectedness, it is up to us to ask about
what we want to continue to construct and to sign it possible for science to be
reflexive and to participate in the arduous pdditiand social task of reconstructing
more equal, symmetrical, respoonsible and demacsatinarios of human interaction
and sociability, in terms of gender, race, generatetc. ?

There is still much to be done in this regard. \Wer minderstand that all
relations between people and between people atitltitns (such as the State) are



always relations that involve power, including gaver to reconstruct oneself. Thus,
eminently political, these relations locate womeatson center-stage, whether as
women or feminists, in promoting and maintainingeav emancipatory science and a
new sustainable developmente based on this knoeladd this science (and not in
spite of them).

Furthermore, to demistify the “neutrality” of sce@nwould be just as important
as denouncing the supposedly “neutral” action efBhazilian state/government (as
well as any State), and these are the gains thatlieen sought by the gender/feminist
field. Governments have systematically adoptectigd that have the power to
intervene directly and immediately in people’s (padicularly, women's) lives,yet
unfortunately, these “intentions” are not alwaysacly presented.

We know that the relations between institutionslisas the State) and persons
that provide services to women, to persons of ¢celar, are relations that involve
power. Eminently political, therefore, these nelaships established between women
users and Black users (not to mention the compigtaposition of the two) of social
policies and the Brazilian state reveal the cruabd of female, racialized actors,
whether as women, mothers, feminists, or black arehblack women in the promotion
and maintenance of the sustainable developmdatgfies themselves.

Throughout this entire process we should also galence to participation of
groups organized to raise consciousness among ahifize men, which have been
systematically and in a de-traditionalizing wayeatpting to discuss, problematize and
include these groups (even those belonging to doegst sectors of society) in
discussions on their effective, critical participatin such phenonomena as the sexual
and reproductive lives of their families, emphasizand disseminating the topics of
responsible paternity, shared family planning, matence in relationships with women
and children, etc. These interventions frommasculine feministave alerted us to
the degree of complexity and the paradoxes thathwu& value and defend: we need,
more and more and always, feminist men, men whalaleeto displace themselves and
whom are capable of de-constructing traditionaitpwss attributed to males and to the
sciences that have been constructed on “neutrdl'Véestern bases, in our struggle to
re-invent ties that are more symmetrical, emanoiyaand democratic within the field
of permanent interaction of gender and the field stience that has been renewed
through emancipatory inter-culturality.

The feminist and gender field, as | have attemptetemonstrate, has become
effective and consolidated through a number ofatites. Therefore, has everything
been completed? Of course not. There is stilf wench to be done. Good intentions,
as well as proposals that are noble and sympatieetite gender and feminist cause and
to the desire to re-situate scientific “truths” aexessary but not sufficient conditions
for the real progress in dealing with gender asyimeseand inequalitie and social
inequalities as a whole.

It is a known fact that feminist and gender scteblgr have offered us
substantive theoretical tools and methodologidéctons that have been responsible
for the training of several generations of acaddimitkers and intellectuals. | believe
that the strong progress in the institutionalizatd this newfield, in addition to
making it more visible and reinforcing its consalidn, can contribute concretely to
many revisisons and re-elaborations of questioaisate central to Political Science,
Sociology, Anthropology, Psychology, Social Comnuartion, etc. that we have not
yet had enough time to perceive. The space haswbeeand must be definitively
consolidated, maintained and even widened. Yekitgy back, it seems undeniable to



me that those who, like | myself, have been a @ftis process have more to celebrate
than to regret.
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