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FEM I N I ST TH EORY AND PLAN N I N G  TH EORY: 

Lessons from Feminist Epistemologies 

Mary G a i l  Snyder 

At the root of any theory of soc ia l  practice l i ke p lann i ng  is an 
epistemology, a concept of what knowledge is, how it i s  atta i ned, and 
who may cla im to have it. I n  p lann i ng, where the press of work and 
current issues i n  the profess ion leave l i ttle t ime for ph i losoph ical 
exami nations, basic epistemological theory gets understandably short 
shr i ft. Nonetheless, it is wise on occas ion to step back and exam ine  
the  theories and  ideas u nderlyi ng our  practice, for they a re  i mportant, 
whether exam i ned or not. This paper i s  one contribut ion to that 
project. It w i l l  exam ine fem i n ist theoret ic ians'  work on epistemology, 
and the lessons th i s  work has for p lann ing  theory and espec i a l ly 
p lann ing  practice. The a im is not to exam ine the impact on specif ic 
areas such as land use p lann i ng, but on the concept ion of p lan n i ng 
and the ways it is carried out. 

The chal lenges and contr ibut ions of th i s  work have many 
imp l icat ions for p lann i ng theory, going wel l beyond issues of gender 
and dea l i ng with power, process, profess iona l i sm,  and eth ics. These 
issues reach to the foundation of many issues of cu rrent i mportance i n  
p lann i ng: defi n i ng the pub l ic  in terest, c i t izen part ic ipat ion, equ ity, 
j ustice, and the legit imation of p lann ing  itself. 

The fi rst sect ion of th is paper is a rev iew of the epistem ic efforts of 
fem i n ist theorists, focus ing on those works which seem most usefu l 
from a soc ia l  science and p lan n i ng perspect ive. The emphasis i s  
excl usively on epistemological q uest ions; the re lated i ssues of moral ity 
and methodologies are set aside. After a brief overv iew of some of the 
central concepts common to fem i n ist theories, it looks in deta i l  at th ree 
epistemologies: fem i n ist empi r ic ism, fem i n ist standpoint theories, and 
fem i n ist postmodern ism.  The second ha lf  is devoted to an explorat ion 
of the specif ic contr ibut ions which th i s  f ie ld has brought and can br ing 
to p lann ing theory and p lann ing pract ice. 

Feminist Theory 

Vigorous debates around fem i n ist theories have been found i n  
many d isci p l i nes s i nce t h e  1 960s. A l l  are motivated b y  a shared 
purpose: to chal lenge male dom i nance, to contribute to knowledge 
about women, and to construct a sc ience in which gender and gender 

Berkeley Pl ann ing Journ al 10 ( 1 995):  9 1 · 1 06 



Berkeley Planning Journal 

re lations are seen as fu l ly socia l  and explanator i ly i mportant. Th is  
paper wi l l  not attempt to review the reasons such a project is 
considered necessary; the data and documentation estab l i sh ing the 
extent to which gender b ias has permeated the human it ies and 
sc iences and the impact th is  has had i s  now extensive and widely 
accepted . 

There is no s i ngle "fem in ist theory." There are many areas of 
d ivergence and d isagreement between Marxist fem in i sts, rad ical 
fem in i sts, women of color, mater ia l i sts, idea l i sts, postmodernists, and 
others. Despite the many d i fferences between and with i n  d iscip l i nes, 
there i s  a consensus on certa i n  central ideas which have d i rect 
imp l ications for research and practice: 

1 .  Soc ia l  experience is gendered . That is, the soc ia l  order creates, 
assigns, and i nfl uences our roles, val ues, opportun it ies, status, 
environments, and perspect ives i n  part based on gender. Gender 
i tself  is a socia l  construct d i st i nct from the b io logical category of 
sex. 

2. A l l  theory, l i ke a l l  practice, i s  i nherently po l it ical ;  i t  necessar i ly 
e i ther perpetuates or chal lenges the status quo.  The development 
of knowledge and its appl ication through action are soc ia l  
enterpri ses, and therefore have pol it ical and eth ical aspects which 
cannot be d isassociated from them . 

3. Theory and practice cannot and should not be separated . Fem in i st 
theory is exp l icit ly emancipatory and crit ica l .  Most theorists 
bel ieve that knowledge conta ins an imperative to act ion; theory 
and praxis are seen in a mutual ly reinforc ing, reflex ive relationsh ip .  

4 .  Subjects and objects are not  and cannot be separated . A 
relationsh ip exists between knower and the object, and each 
necessar i ly affects the other. Theory and pract ice are more 
accurate and clear when th is  reflexivity is consciously accepted, 
rather than attempting the scientistic ideal of objectivity through 
separat ion .  

A coro l lary of the above is that personal experience and grounded 
research are va l id  forms of knowledge. Fem in i st thought d i rects 
attention to and adm its a broader range of experience as legi t imate and 
va l id  knowledge. Other forms of knowing and other knowers exist 
beyond the l i m ited authorities and expert status granted by trad it ional 
scient if ic method and the dom inant patr iarchal cu l ture. 

Val ue-neutra l ity, another part of scientistic objectivity, i s  rejected . 
It is thought to be unatta inable due to the soc ia l  nature of science and 
knowledge, and a lso undes i rable, masking exist i ng tacit value 
orientat ions. Rather, commitments to anti-authoritar ian, anti-el i t ist, 
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and emancipatory val ues are seen as i ncreas ing the object iv i ty of 
science. 

Feminist Epistemologies 
The earl iest fem i n ist chal lenge to the perceived gender bias i n  

scientif ic work addressed the dearth o f  women among the ranks of 
scientists and academ ics, as wel l as the prej udices and obstac les they 
faced . The cr i t ique soon moved to the absence of women as objects 
of theory' and empi rical research in the l i fe and soc ia l  sciences, as wel l  
a s  t o  the sexua l ly  b iased resu lts o f  m uch scientif ic work. 

The resu l t  of th is cr it ique i s  the "women and . . . " body of work 
wh ich added women, women's perspect ives, and women's concerns 
to the many fields and d i sc ip l i nes where such research was found 
wa"nt ing. Some of th is  work a imed to confront a l ready exist ing 
androcentric theory d i rect ly, but m uch of i t  dealt wi th  areas and issues 
previous ly ignored . I mportant and necessary contr ibut ions have been 
made by "women and . .  ." stud ies, and the work cont inues. 
Nevertheless, such efforts are d i sc ip l i ne-spec if ic. They do not address 
the broader quest ion of why such remed ia l  research was needed in the 
fi rst p lace. Ne ither do they address why research which inc l udes 
gender considerat ions tends to be largely a separate pursu it, an 
addendum to a given f ie ld rather than an i ntegra l part of it . 

For these reasons, some fem in ist scholars, i n  d i sci p l i nes as d iverse 
as b io logy, ph i l osophy, anthropology, soc io logy, and law have sought 
to go beyond d i sc ip l i ne-specif ic critiques. Go ing back to basics, they 
began to exam ine the epistemologies underlyi ng the cond uct of 
science. The start ing point was the recogn it ion that the dom i nant 
pos it iv ist epistemology, i n  pr ivi leging certa i n  forms of knowledge and 
certa i n  knowers, i s  itse l f  structured by societa l gender b ias. Fol lowing 
Sandra Hard i ng's e legant classification, the resu l t ing fem in ist 
epistemological work fa l l s  i nto th ree general school s  (Hard ing  1 986, 
1 99 1 ) .  The fi rst, fem in ist empir ic ism, may be seen as a specific 
cr it ique of the dom i nant paradigm of scientist ic empi r ic ism, and a ims 
at  reform ing  the conduct of science-as-usua l .  The second, fem i n i st 
standpoint  theory and the th i rd, fem in ist postmodern ism, constitute 
general cr it iq ues of empi r ic ism . These are powerful cha l lenges not 
j ust to the accepted role of the knower, but to our concept ions of the 
standards for knowledge and the nature of knowledge itse lf. 

Feminist Empiricism 
Fem in ist empi r ic ism identifies the problem of androcentric bias i n  

science a s  s imp ly  "bad sc ience," correctable th rough more carefu l 
adherence to exist ing empir ic ist methodology. Soc ia l  b i ases are seen 
as entering and corrupt ing the sc ientif ic process in the choice of 
problems, the design of research, and the interpretat ion of evidence. 
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With a larger number of women scientists and a growing recogn it ion 
of the fem in ist crit ique, scientific empir ic ism w i l l  be sufficient to create 
work which is free of gender bias and representative of a broader, 
more accurate perspective on the world. What is needed i s  scientists 
on guard agai nst androcentric bias, who acknowledge the socia l  
context of research and the socia l  re lationsh ip  of subject and object. 
The answer to androcentric b ias is to increase the number of women 
and the weight of women's perspectives with i n  the scientif ic 
establ i shment, not to cha l lenge that estab l ishment and its prem ises 
d i rectly. 

Fem in i st empmc1sm, i n  largely accept ing the dom i nant 
epistemology, i s  more read i ly  accepted in  its turn .  I t  i s  cr it iqued by 
other fem in ist theorists, however, as contrad ict ing the very base of the 
empi r icism it seeks to uphold and reform. In c la im i ng that women and 
those aware of the fem in ist cr it ique w i l l  produce superior work, i t  
subverts the empir ic ist tenet that the sc ientist, through appl ication of 
the scientif ic method, is necessar i ly  separate from any soc ia l  identity. 
I t  cha l lenges the very idea of objectivity as defi ned by empir ic ism. 

Feminist Standpoint Theories 
The fem in ist standpoint theories reject empir ic ism enti rely. The 

sc ientif ic method is not se lf-correct i ng, need ing only more carefu l 
attention to excl ude bias, but rather flawed in and of i tse lf. How can 
scientif ic norms be adequate to produce unbiased work when they 
were unable to detect bias origi na l ly? The fem in ist empir ic ists' 
cha l lenge that women as a socia l  group are more l i kely to conduct 
i nqu i ry free of the b iases of socia l  dom ination is therefore taken by 
fem in ist standpoint theori sts one step further. 

Ontology has been d ivorced from epistemology, being from 
knowing, s i nce Kant. Part of the project of fem in ist epistemology is to 
br ing them together aga in ,  because the identity of the knower 
i nherently shapes the knowledge. Fem in i st standpoint theorists c laim 
that the posit ion and perspective of women - thei r  standpoint as 
observers and knowers of the wor ld - can resu l t  i n  c learer and more 
accurate views of rea l i ty. 

Fem in i st standpoint theories originate i n  the ph i losophy of Hege l .  
Hegel posited world views represented by  a master and  a s lave. The 
master's dom inant pos it ion leads to a un iversa l iz ing perspective i n  
which the master's val ues, ru les, and benefit are extended t o  b e  held 
true for al l  people, pl aces, and times. The s lave's posit ion a l lows a 
fu l ler view of rea l i ty because it m ust comprehend both the master's 
and the s lave's perspect ives. The master sees the world as an 
extension of h i s  own being and w i l l ,  but the s lave can see a broader 
rea l i ty and quest ion the unexam ined assumptions. 
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Th us, the standpoint  of the s lave, or of any soc ia l  group to which 
the s lave's subord inated posit ion is analogous, is held to be 
scientif ica l ly superior to that of domi nant, powerfu l soc ia l  groups. 
Fol lowing Hege l ,  the structures of socia l  rea l ity are better seen from 
the outside because th is  a l l ows the expanded perspectives necessary 
for clear v is ion and thus maxim izes object iv i ty, rather than decreas ing 
i t .  Fem in ist theorists such as  Al ison Wyl ie ( 1 987), jane F lax ( 1 983), 
Nancy Hartsock ( 1 987), and Dorothy Sm ith ( 1 9 74, 1 9 79) have argued 
that women's oppress ion th rough male dom inat ion resu lts in such a 
standpoi nt, a posit ion or grounding from which more complete 
understandings of the world can be deve loped . 

Th i s  standpoint is not a lways restr icted in a l itera l sense to women.  
For some the i mportant q uest ion is whether i nqu i ry i s  undertaken for 
women and those oppressed, whether the subject has p laced h i m  or 
herse l f  i n  the same •cr it ical  plane" as the object (e.g., i n  the same sex, 
race, c lass) (Hard ing  1 986).  In th is  sense, a standpoint need not be an 
ontological given, but rather can be a po int  of view which i s  ach ieved . 

The standpoint theories are most commonly cha l l enged by a 
q uest ion they raise interna l ly: what is th is  standpoint? Wh i le  women 
do share the experience of a subord inate pos it ion i n  patr iarchal 
soc ieties, there i s  d i sagreement on how to conceptua l i ze th is  posit ion . 
Theorists debate the locat ion of the standpoint  with i n  and between 
Marxist theory, psychological theory, and other frameworks. Some 
define i t  s imp ly as an opposit ional  consciousness - an identity based 
on sol idar ity and commonal i ty defi ned aga i nst the interests of 
dom inant c lasses and groups (Hartsock 1 987; Hard ing  1 986, 1 99 1  ) .  
However, a s  for Arch imedes, w h o  thought he cou ld  move the earth 
with a lever i f  on ly he cou ld  f ind some other po int  on wh ich to p lace 
h i s  fu lcrum, the locat ion of the opt imal  standpoint  may be an 
abstraction, an un reachable idea l .  

Feminist Postmodernism 
Among those who q uest ion the usefu l ness and the va l id ity of any 

s i ngle Arch imedean standpoint are the fem in ist postmodern ists. These 
writers cr it ique standpoint  theory pr imar i ly on the grounds of fractu red 
and d iverse identit ies, c l a im ing that there i s  no one "women's" 
viewpoint  (Fa inste i n  1 992;  Hard ing 1 986, 1 99 1 ;  L i tt le 1 994; M i l roy 
1 992) .  Whi le  a l l  women share the experience of oppress ion i n  
ub iqu itously patr iarchal societies, t h i s  experience d i ffers profoundly by 
race, c lass, age, and cu lture. I n stead of a s i ngle standpoint, there are 
m u lt ip le perspectives, a l l  with equal  val id ity and (somet imes) equal  
c la ims to truth . 

Thus, fem i n ist postmodern ism accepts the crit iques made by 
standpoint theorists of empi r ic ism, but goes beyond them in also 
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reject ing En l ightenment goa ls of fi nd ing absol ute truth . There i s  no 
one true story which i s  va l id  for a l l  p laces and people at a l l  t imes, 
rather there are many part ia l  stories. The poss ib i l i ty of un iversal or 
tota l iz ing theories is rejected, because al l  knowledge is seen as 
tempora l ,  dynam ic, and contextua l .  Postmodernism, fem in ist and 
otherwise, a lso d isputes the En l ightenment conception of the 
transcendental subject who can be outside of the h i storical and socia l  
forces shaping others (N ielsen 1 987) .  I f  there i s  no transcendental 
subject, a reflexive posture i s  requ i red . The same critical examination 
given to the objects of research m ust be appl ied also to one's own 
behaviors and bel iefs .  

F i na l ly, as  wi th so many fem in ist th inkers, postmodern ists chal l enge 
such En l ightenment dual it ies as reason/emotion, subject/object, 
publ idprivate, theory/pract ice, and knowledge/ experience. Fem in ists 
have long recognized the para l le l  between these dua l it ies and the 
male/female dua l i ty - and the fact that i n  all these oppos it ions i t  is the 
second of the two concepts which is deval ued (Code 1 988, 1 99 1 ) .  By 
placing these concepts in  opposit ion, we m i ss thei r  l i nkages; by 
conceiv ing of each pair  i n  a h ierarch ical relat ionsh ip, we 
i nappropriately priv i lege one half; and by creat ing a f irm d iv is ion, we 
excl ude the poss ib i l i ty of an integrated whole or even of overlap. 

While m uch of postmodern ism is apo l i t ical , the fem in ist 
postmodern ists are most decided ly not. They struggle with the need to 
adapt postmodern ism to the aims of a critical theory, and they, l i ke the 
others, reject va l ue-neutra l ity.  Aga in ,  progress ive and emancipatory 
val ues are considered precondit ions to object ivity, not an imped iment 
to i t .  

Postmodern ism is  i tsel f  crit iqued as contr ibut ing to a paralyz ing 
d i lemma: i f  a l l  perspect ives conta in  a part ia l  truth, if knowledge i s  
a lways fa l l ib le, tempora l ,  and contextual ,  on what basis  can we make 
moral d ist i nct ions, and on what bas is  can we j udge between 
compet ing views? The answer comes in two parts. 

F i rst, one may not be apol it ica l .  Recogn it ion of d i fference and 
diversity is necessary, but is not an invitation to eth ical abdication -
injustice and oppression are not s imply other val i d  perspect ives 

(Fai nste in  1 992) .  An emancipatory stance can resolve some of th is  
d i lemma, remembering a lways the necess i ty of self<onscious 
exam ination and reflexiv ity. Second ly, not a l l  knowledge is equa l ly 
defensible empir ica l ly (Hard ing 1 986). Even as we recognize the 
part ia l ity and fal l i b i l i ty of truth and knowledge, evidence does exist 
that a l lows us to say some knowledge and bel ief is less fa l se than 
others. 
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The Challenge from Feminist Epistemologies 

Th is  overview of fem i n ist epistemologies shows a progression from 
essent ia l ly  reform ist cr it iq ues to ones which are ent i re ly rad ical 
approaches to knowledge and act ion.  I n i t ia l  concerns that "women 
have been left out" as objects of research led to the d iscovery of 
androcentric bias in research design and i n  theory construction .  
Fem i n ist scholars tu rned from developing the  now substant ia l  body of  
d i sc ip l i ne-specif ic work to  a cr it ique of  the  scientif ic method, i t s  use, 
and appl icat ion.  These crit ic isms, found i n  fem in ist empi r ic ism, 
themselves ra i sed sign ificant q uest ions about object iv i ty and subject 
neutral ity that cha l lenged the bas is  of the empi r ic ist epistemology 
underlying trad it ional science. These contrad ict ions led fem in ist 
standpoint  theorists to reject empi r ic ism a ltogether. The q uest ions of 
ontological posit ion rai sed i n  turn by standpoint  theory were taken up 
by the postmodern ists, who are e laborat ing an even broader cha l lenge 
to the En l ightenment ideals of un iversa l ism and un i tary truth . 

N one of th is  work is h i story yet. Theorists cont i nue to deve lop, 
assess, and extend a l l  of the epistemologies described above. The 
debate is an active one, and it leads us to a fresh perspective on both 
exist ing soc ia l  theories and on the idea of praxis  and the act ions one 
takes i n  the world. For p lanners, concerned at root with the 
appl icat ion of knowledge, the practice of transform ing knowledge i nto 
act ion, these theories raise many quest ions. They cha l lenge us not 
merely to add gender i nto our  research, ana lysis, and practice but to 
transform our val ues, process, methodologies, and our very concept ion 
of p lann i ng. 

Impl ications For Planning 

An awareness of women's issues and the gendered nature of soc ia l  
re lat ionsh ips has  entered the f ie ld  of p lan n i ng. Research has been 
done on women and gender issues in land use, zon i ng, hous i ng, 
economic development, transportat ion,  and u rban des ign.  
Col l ectively, I wi l l  ca l l  these •women and env i ronment stud ies." I n  a l l  
these areas, the gendered nature o f  spat ia l  patterns a n d  relationsh i ps 
has been explored, and the d i sparate effects on women and men from 
pol ic ies that previous ly had been seen as nongendered have been 
analyzed . 

These "women and environment stud ies• are an important add it ion 
to p lann i ng. I n  genera l ,  .however, gender is not inc l uded as a var iable 
i n  ma instream work, and so •women and envi ronment" rema ins  a 
periphera l ,  remed ia l  enterprise. Th is, as the fem in ist epistemologies 
have pointed out, i s  insufficient. We need to change p lann ing theory 
to i ncorporate gender, and we need to change the process and practice 
of p lann i ng. As Hard ing has said, 
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Knowledge is  power, and the power of science can be used 
to improve the lot of the exploited, the powerless, the 
emiserated. Moreover, bel i ef that i s  less false comes from 
looking and seeing the way the world is with the help of 
theories that are not constructed to j ustify the condit ion of 
those in dom inating groups. (Harding 1 987, 80). 

A begi nn i ng has been made by a handful of p lann i ng theorists. Of 
course, many plann i ng academics whose writ i ngs admi t  gender, 
inc lud ing many of those who have contr ibuted to the •women and 
environment" l iterature, have imp l icit ly and exp l icit ly dea l t  with the 
broader i ssues for p lann ing  theory. This paper focuses on work wh ich 
specif ica l ly  addresses the lessons of fem in ist theory for p lann ing theory 
and practice. 

Helen l iggett ( 1 992) suggests th ree ways i n  which fem in ist theory 
chal lenges p lann ing theory: fi rst, by inc lud ing more women with i n  the 
f ield; second, by inc lud ing the analys i s  of gender i n  p lann ing 
educat ion; and th i rd,  by break ing down the l i m i ts i nherent in  
"p lann i ng reason.•  Th is  is an exce l lent start for p lann i ng theory, but  
there is of  course a m uch larger territory concerned : the appl icat ion of  
th is theoret ical work to the practice of  p lann i ng. 

Many of the areas which cou ld  be pos itively transformed through 
fem in ist theories can be thought of as manifestations of some of the 
dua l i t ies mentioned ear l ier. This sect ion wi l l  d i scuss three such areas: 
emancipatory plann ing  practice, the role of the expert, and cit izen 
part ic ipation, each of which can be seen as correspond ing to the 
h ierarchical dua l it ies of theory/practice, knowledge/experience, and 
publ idprivate. Having thus identified and conceptual ized some of the 
major areas where gender bias and the standing conventions of 
domi nation are reflected in plann ing  pract ice, we can look for ways to 
transform and improve both theory and practice through the ins ights of 
fem in ist epistemology. 

Emancipatory Planning Practice 
Al l  fem in ist epistemologies hold that emancipatory val ues increase 

objectivity and accuracy by en larging perspectives and a id ing crit ical 
reeva l uation of tacit assumptions and dominant ideologies. 
Emancipatory plann ing practice i s  the obvious and necessary 
appl ication of these ideas. 

As we consider the impl ications of an emancipatory perspective in 
p lann i ng, an unavoidable quest ion i s  ra i sed : how can pol it ic ized 
practice, l i ke pol i t ic ized scientific i nqu i ry, i ncrease objectiv ity? Th is  is 
an eth ical quest ion, surely, for planners have been wary of adm i tt ing 
b ias and subject iv ity i nto their pract ice for some t ime. It i s  a l so an 
i mportant quest ion for the legitimacy of p lann ing, because Western 
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cu l ture demands a d i s i nterested authority. B ut as fem in ist theori sts 
have pointed out, the lack of a consciously pol it ical framework for 
practice does not mean that pract ice is not po l i t ica l .  The soc ia l  world 
i s  pol i t ical ,  in the sense that cooperat ion, competit ion, consensus, and 
d i str ibut ion of resources is pol i t ica l .  B l ind fo l lowing of the status quo 
does not create a "pure," apol it ical practice, only an unexami ned one. 

Th is  d i lemma, i f  there i s  one, l ies i n  the d ichotom ies noted above, 
part icu larly that of theory and pract ice. For many pract ic ing p lanners, 
ideals of j ustice or eq u i ty are rea l ,  but are not often man i fested in the 
actual pract ice with i n  p lann ing departments for a number of reasons.  
A reflexivity i s  needed such that the experience of practice informs 
theory, and vice versa. I f  i nequal it ies and dom inat ion cont i nue to 
resu l t  from plann i ng practice, as they so often do, one m ust examine 
the theory and methodologies beh ind that practice, and what i s  
d i scovered there m ust be app l ied .  

Fem in ist theori sts have argued for an imperative to  act ion i nher.ent 
i n  knowledge. This imperative is based i n  the po l i t ical and soc ia l  
nature of knowledge, the imposs ib i l ity of va l ue-free i nqu i ry, and the 
recurs ive process by wh ich knowledge and act ion, theory and pract ice 
in form one another. A un ity of theory and practice, an i ntegrat ion, is 
cal led for; the point i s  not j ust to understand the cond it ion of the 
oppressed, but to change it .  This is not, of course, either s imp le or 
easy - as fem i n ist theorists and other crit ical theorists have noted, i t  
req u i res more than a welfare mental ity. What i s  requ i red i s  a 
transformation of the processes, structures, and inst itut ions which l im i t  
t he  power and  access o f  subdom inant groups. Th i s  transformation 
m ust inc l ude the organ ization and practice of p lann i ng itse lf. 

Very s im i lar ideas are found i n  the critical theory of J u rgen 
Habermas and in the work of john Forester ( 1 989), who appl ies 
Habermas' ideas to p lan n i ng. The i r  thought has contr ibuted 
s ign ificantly to the debate on emancipatory theory and practice. I t  is 
instructive, however, to look at fem i n ist cr it ic isms of the i r  work wh ich 
h igh l ight how important one's standpoint  is, and how d i fficu l t  i t  can 
be to truly see beh ind the structu res of dom i nation i n  our society. 

Nancy F raser ( 1 987) and Kai N ie lsen ( 1 987) have argued that a 
crit ical theory m ust also be a crit ical fem in ist theory. I n  recogn iz ing 
that women and men do not  a lways experience rea l i ty s im i lar ly or 
equal ly, and that a l l  women do not experience oppress ion s im i lar ly or 
eq ua l ly  because m u lt ip le oppress ions such as race and c lass also exist, 
fem in ist theory turns attention to the d ivers ity of dom i nat ing soc ia l  
re lat ionsh ips as part of a crit ical perspective to knowledge and 
pract ice. 
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The d i fference such a theory makes i s  exempl if ied in one major 
area of Habermas' work. Habermas' socia l  theory i s  concerned with 
economic and pol it ical re lations (the system) and how the system 
negatively colon izes the l i feworld (everyday fam i ly and personal l i fe) 
through coercive relations of power and money. Because h i s  crit ical 
perspective does not extend beyond th is concern, he m i sses gender. 
Nancy Fraser ( 1 987) argues that Habermas fa i l s  to see how some of the 
crucial categories of socia l  identity i n  his theory are gendered 
identit ies. He addresses the i nfl uence of the system on the l i feworld, 
but does not recognize how the l i feworld, with its gender h ierarchy, 
i nfl uences and shapes the system. Most tel l i ngly, he portrays the 
l i feworld as a s imple good, an emancipatory force aga i nst the system, 
ignor ing that the l i feworld itself  is home to destructive and unj ust 
re lations of dom ination around gender Beth Moore M i l roy ( 1 990) 
argues that John Forester, in Planning in the face of power, fa l l s  prey 
to the same errors as Habermas, despite h i s  stated awareness of 
fem in ist theory and concerns. 

The Role of the Expert 
Another roadblock in construct ing a truly emancipatory p lann i ng 

theory and applying it in emancipatory p lann ing pract ice is the dua l i ty 
of knowledge and experience. Th is  dua l i ty priv i leges scientif ic and 
techn ical knowledge over personal and grounded experience, grant ing 
greater authority, cred ib i l i ty, and legitimacy to the former. Experts, 
such as planners, have knowledge; the rest of us, the publ ic, have 
experience. P lanners ask res idents of a neighborhood for the i r  
opin ions, or for input "based on thei r  experience•; bu t  knowledge, i n  
t he  sense o f  cognit ive authority, is found on ly  i n  t he  fi na l  plans. 

Lorra ine Code ( 1 988) has ana lyzed th is double standard from a 
fem in ist perspective. She argues that women have trad it ional ly been 
accorded a lesser cogn it ive status due to two epistemologica l-po l i tical 
patterns. F i rst, of course, is the epistemological d i sti nct ion between 
knowledge and experience, based on comp l iance with the standards of 
objective i nqu i ry of empir ic ism. The "knowledge• based on 
experience is not true knowledge, but considered partia l ,  part icu lar, 
and ta inted by subjectivity or emot ion.  Second is the existence and 
pers istence of stereotypes by which some are accorded the abi l i ty to 
atta i n  th is narrowly defi ned knowledge and others are considered 
i ncapable of it. Women, for example, have in the past been and i n  
more subtle ways are sti l l  sometimes considered less rat ional ,  logica l ,  
or object ive than men . 

The p lann ing ideal of a neutra l ,  narrow technocrat ic efficiency i s  
congruent with th i s  priv i leging of  expert knowledge. R itzdorf ( 1 992) 
contends that p lann ing i s  based i n  a bel i ef in absol ute knowledge 
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i ndependent of t ime, space, or  soc ia l  identity, and in the va l id ity of 
authority for those who hold such knowledge. She charges that 
p lanners, to the degree that they are commi tted to a funct iona l  
rat iona l i sm, are by and large unquestion ing of the idea ls  of object iv ity 
and val ue-neutra l i ty. 

I n  other words, i f  knowledge depends on neutra l ity and trad i t iona l  
concept ions of objectivity, then on ly experts and profess iona ls  
operat ing with i n  a pos it iv ist parad igm may have knowledge, and the i r  
knowledge i s  considered to be true for a l l .  I n  th i s  framework, the 
pub l ic  in terest cannot be legi t imately determ i ned by the c i t izenry, but  
on ly by f:'Xperts for  them . 

To Code's analys i s  of the stereotyping  of women, we m ight add 
prej udices aga inst the cogn itive authority of the untra i ned, lower c l ass, 
less educated, powerless, or m inor ity c i t izens who are among those 
that p lann ing i s  supposed to serve. To the degree that p lanners 
consider the i r  i nput to be of lesser cognit ive status (more pers�na l ,  
more b iased, less wel l-thought-out, more l i m ited), authority i s  
d isproport ionately given to  p lanners and  those members o f  the  pub l ic  
who resemble them i n  possess ion of and use  of empir ic ist knowledge. 

Stereotyp ing deva l ues personal grounded knowledge, and so l i m i ts 
the i nput of margi na l i zed groups with i n  p lann ing  d i scourse and 
reduces the cred ib i l i ty of what i nput i s  a l l owed . On ly  those with 
expert status, the profess ionals with i n  the planning profess ion and 
others with cognit ive authority, can legit imately contr ibute to rationa l  
d i scourse. G iven the postmodern ist v iew of a d ivers i ty of fractured 
identit ies, the knowledge/experience dua l i ty effective ly exc l udes a 
major ity of perspect ives. 

The answer to these cha l lenges to p lann ing practice i s  the 
deve lopment of openness to other forms of knowledge and respect for 
the val id ity and truth they embody. Many fem i n ists, ins ide and outside 
of p lann i ng, have cal led for a recogn it ion of other voices and other 
ways of knowing, such as personal experience or sentiment 
(Sandercock and Forsyth 1 992a and 1 992b; Fa i nste i n  1 992) .  I t  i s  
important that such non-expert knowledge and modes of shar ing 
knowledge are not on ly heard, but l i stened to. 

Citizen Participation 
Cit izen part ic ipation is a p lann ing practice developed in response 

to crit iques of th is exc lus ion of d iverse, non-expert i nput. I t  is a 
mechanism th rough wh ich private cit izens are a l l owed, and 
theoretica l ly  encouraged, to contr ibute to the publ ic p lan n i ng process. 
Th is  is d i sputed territory, often reduced to a rout ine of c i t izen adv isory 
committees and pub l ic  hear ings without power or authority. I t  
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comp l icates p lann i ng practice, i nterferes with effic iency, and opens up 
d ifficu l t  questions of who may be invited to the table and what weight 
may be ass igned to the i r  words. Here the dual i ty of knowledge and 
experience and the cogn it ive authority of the expert are operat ing. 
However, another dual ity also comes i nto play, further imped i ng 
mean ingfu l c it izen part ic ipat ion:  that of publ ic  vs. private. 

There are few ideas c loser to the heart of what p lann ing means, 
a l though plann i ng has trad it ional ly concerned itse l f  solely with the 
pub l ic  sphere. Land use plann i ng separated pub l ic  from private 
worlds, work from home. Transportation p lann ing h i storica l ly  has 
dealt with comm ute patterns, b l i nd to the to-and-fro of tr ips for 
shoppi ng, ch i ldcare, and ch i ldren's activit ies. U rban des ign interested 
itse lf  with the aesthetic and symbol i c  uses of publ ic  spaces, often 
ignoring issues of women's safety or the representat ion and access of 
margina l  groups. These are a l l  the concerns of private l i fe, personal  
l i fe, of those without a publ ic face. The publ ic  face is that of those 
groups with power: the business commun ity, men, whites, the m iddle 
c lass. Yet "the publ ic," i n  the sense of the cit izenry, i s  m uch more 
d iverse, and has interests which span and b lu r  the d istinction between 
pub l ic  and private. 

The actual practice of cit izen part ic ipation depends heav i ly  on the 
concept of p l ura l ism, the idea of essenti a l ly s im i lar people resolv ing 
d i fferences of interest i n  an open and even pol it ical marketplace. Th is  
E n l ightenment concept i s  i n  part saying that it is our pub l ic  selves as  
cit izens that matter, that our private selves hold no rea l d i fferences. 
The p lu ra l i st model would counsel p lanners that such techn iques as 
cit izen part ic ipat ion, by fac i l itat ing the col l ect ion of inputs and the 
reso l ution of d i fferences, are sufficient to inc l ude the perspect ives and 
experiences of women and other subord i nate groups. 

P lu ra l ism has been chal lenged by fem in ist theori sts and others on 
two grounds: that the playing field is neither open nor even, and that 
people are not essent ia l ly  s im i lar. Not only do resources of power and 
access d i ffer, but people d i ffer i n  real and important ways. I n  contrast 
to p lu ra l ism is the postmodern concept of essentia l ism, which holds 
that there are fundamental d i fferences between people at the level of 
be ing. The resu l t  i s  that varied interests and va l ues cannot be assumed 
to be commensurable or resolvable. Our publ ic  role as cit izens may 
be s im i lar, but our private selves and private l i ves not only shape our 
views, but s ignificantly shape and sometimes l i m it our publ ic voice. 

I n  terms of p lann ing, M i l roy ( 1 992) argues that this means that 
"alternative images of the good l i fe must be actively encouraged and 
sought out, • and that •socia l  technologies need to be fostered for 
working with more than one image at a time wh i le res ist ing the urge to 
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reduce one to another." Cit izen part ic ipation processes, then, would 
be more in teractive and col laborative, less routi ne, and less focused on 
s i ngular consensus or major ity solut ions. Sandercock and Forsyth 
( 1 992b) s im i lar ly argue that p lanners m ust deve lop theory and practice 
of "p lann i ng for m u lt ip le publ ics," through the •acknowledgment and 
ce lebrat ion of d i fference . "  At the least, the considerat ion of d i fferent 
perspectives and the c loser in tegration of pub l ic  and private voices 
would move planners toward cit izen part ic ipation processes in wh ich 
outreach becomes more important and i nstitutional  or organ izat ional  
credent ia ls are not necessary to be heard . 

Conclusion 

The aim of th i s  paper has been to explore the wea lth of ideas 
offer ing new vis ions for an emancipatory p lann i ng which i ncorporates 
gender and cha l lenges re lat ionsh ips of dom ination .  To th i s  end, i t  has 
covered a variety of compet ing theories and a d ivers ity of perspect ives. 
Nonetheless, there are commonal i t ies th roughout the l i terature: the 
reject ion of the separat ion between theory and practice, subject and 
object; the idea that objectivity i s  never va lue-free; the va l idation of 
forms of knowledge wh ich are not scientif ic or tech n ica l ;  and the 
acknowledgment that a l l  theory and practice is imp l ic i t ly pol i t ica l .  

The  impact these epistemologies cou ld have on p lann i ng theory 
and p lann ing  practice is profound, and an attempt has been made to 
i l l ustrate some of the imp l icat ions.  P lann i ng practice i nformed by 
fem in ist epistemologies would be crit ical , emancipatory, and 
conscious of gender and other d i fferences. I t  wou ld cease to 
i nappropriately priv i l ege expert, professional knowledge, and it  would 
d i scourage un i tary, majoritar ian, and part ia l  processes of cit izen 
part ic ipation .  

Theorists i ns ide and outside of p lann i ng are work ing on many of  
the areas d i scussed . There are no so l ut ions presented here, no spec if ic 
methodology, no exact answer as to what p lann ing theory or p lann ing 
practice should be .  B ut th i s  i s  part of the po int  - we m ust accept the 
f lu id ,  dynam ic nature of knowledge and act ion and the complexity of 
the i r  re lat ionsh ip .  Reflexivity, self-consciousness, pol it ical awareness, 
va l ue com m itments, d iversity, the legi t imacy of experience, the 
s ign ificance of private l i fe :  a l l  of th i s  must be kept in m ind, balanced 
together. I t  i s  a lot, and it questions, cha l lenges, and overturns 
trad it ional theory and practice across the board . It is not, however, a 
set process or an exact program of so many steps or pr inc iples. 

What then can we do to br ing the ins ights of fem in ist theory to 
p lann i ng? As Sandercock and Forsyth ( 1 992a), jacquel i ne Leav itt 
( 1 986), and others have poi nted out, p lann ing theory, practice, and 
educat ion rema in  large ly male-dom inated . The major ity of dec is ion-
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makers ins ide the p lann ing department and the majority of those with 
i nfl uence on it  are m idd le-class men, and it  is they who select the 
problems, set goa ls, and make po l i cy. Th is  bias i s  reproduced in 
p lann i ng schools, with the resu l t  that " in the p lann ing profess ion, to be 
a fem in ist or interested i n  women's i ssues is to reject exp l icit ly m uch 
of the profess ional soc ia l ization of one's tra i n i ng• (Leavitt 1 986). 

Leavitt makes a case for estab l i sh ing and i ncreas ing courses wh ich 
deal with gender and women's i ssues. Her solution is a excel lent one, 
but as the epistemological crit iques we have reviewed have made 
clear, s imply "add ing women" is only a fi rst step. Separate courses on 
gender issues are a partial remedy; far better for theory courses to 
incorporate fem in ist theories and for substantive courses to i ncorporate 
gender as the integral i ssue which it  is .  P lanners with i n  the profess ion 
m ust a lso begin to address the reconception of the underlying val ues, 
be l i efs, and conceptions of knowledge in the f ield. The resu l t  of such 
reth ink ing would be an adj ustment and alterat ion of the practice of 
p lann i ng: the roles planners take on, the methods they choose, and the 
way they re late to the publ ic  they serve. 

By way of closi ng, we turn to some fi na l  thoughts on what a 
fem in ist p lann i ng practice would look l i ke. One such vis ion, go ing 
beyond a s imple awareness of gender b ias, beyond a •women and . . .  • 
perspective, has been offered by Susan Fa instei n  ( 1 992). A plann i ng 
practice from a fem in ist perspective would be one "that starts with 
concepts of communa l  re lations and incommensurable val ues, that 
substitutes the development of consensus for adversar ia l  approaches, 
that protects the weak and recogn izes the importance of sent iment.• 
There is much work to be done. 
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