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The insights of feminist theory and methodology are used to explore
ways in which somé of the limitations of sociological siudy of the
Holocaust might be gvercome. It is argued that if feminist insights abou!
lim itations of sociological inguiry in general and of women, i particular,
are made explicit irwill be possible 1o smdy the Holocaust as other tham
soledy a part of Jewish History and to move its study beyond a specialized
niche within academia.
The first section explores some of the explanaiions for the dearth of
sociological inguiry about the Holocaust. The second borrows from
imist epistemological criigues of science fo suggest how some of the
current obstacles to the sociological snidy of she Holocaust might be
overcome. The third section addresses the ways in which a gender analysis
of the Holocaust lecads to new ways of asking old questions.

Langer (1982). in his smdy of the Holocanst, quotes g gmuel Becketl's
line in the Endgame, "1 use the words you tanght me. If they don't mean
anything amy more, teach me others. Ot let me be silent.” I place the quote
here for two teas0ns. l}tumlhathistmitns. phihsupbm.psyehdosim.
and literary scholars, such as Langer have been far more getive i stodying

into the Holocamnst, +with a major focus on Bauman's (1992) Modemity and
the Holocaust. The second caction borrows from feminist :pistenmlngjmi
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SOME CURRENT EXPLANATIONS FOR THE LACK OF
SOCIOLOGICAL HOLOCAUST RESEARCH

Swiniugjmﬁtqumu}fhmmwdmabmtheshﬂyuﬁbe
Holocaust. Some, myself included foel ambivalent about embarking on such
research To use this cataclysmic event to potentially farther our own careers
seems unscropulous, if not disrespectful. Others feel the language and
discourse common to the social sciences (mlike philosophy. theology.
literature and the arts) cannot capture the immensity of such a horrific cvent.
Still others express concemn sbout approaching the Holocaust from a
scientific model, one stressmg dispassion, disimferest, objectivity and value
ncutrality | When such concerns are voiced, I find it helpful to note feminist
eritiques of science, especially those critiques which claim “a natural
foundation for knowledge, not in detachment and distance, but in closeness.
comnectedness, and empathy” (Bordo, 1986: 263). I share a refuctance to
approach the study of the Holocsust within what some femmists have
Isbelled, “malestream” sociology, 2 sociology which, for the most part, still
divides the world into oppositional categories within a dualistic, or what I
call an either/or approach to kaowledge. Bordo (1986: 263) notes, some
feminists “find the failure of compection (rather than the blumrmng of
boundaries) as the principle cause of a breakdown in understanding.”

In a similar vein, Fein (1979) begins her widely acclaimed sociclogical
mvestigation of the Holocaust by suggesting that despite the fact that the
“essence and the entirety” of the Holocaust might be better understood
dhrough art! “there is no intrinsic reason to assume that what we do not yet
understand cannot be understood by reason” (Fein 1979: 5). Put another
way, she believes that the Holocsust, like other monumental acts of viokence
and penocide, can and must be submitted to the rational process of social
scientific inquiry. Ironically, Fein's faith in reason is turned on its head in
Banman's (1992) provocative thesis that modernity (and alf that this implies
shout reason and scientific mquiry) was one of the most decisive factors in
makmg the Holocaust possible.

I this srticle, I do not debate Banman's (1992) thesis.” but do underscore
the sublext of his book which mandates that to understand his views on
modernity, we must cogage in & critique of the “culmre of science,” and, by
exiension, a critique of sociology which models itself on science ® Bauman
comectares that, in at least two seemingly contradictory ways, the Holocaust
provides a point of critical departure for rethinking the sociclogical
smderctanding of civilization, progress and reason. For mstance, if' the
Holocanst is investigated as an interruption in the “normal flow of history,
a cancervus growth on the body of civilized society, a momentary maduess
smong sty (Baumen 1992 viii), then it does not call for any “significant
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modemity, ofihﬁci\'ﬂiﬁngpmcss,{m}uf&smnsﬁmﬁw topics of
soctological inquiry ™ 1992: .2). Moreover, if the Holocaust is treated
ptmﬂrﬁmmmﬂhjewishﬁmurﬂw*mlbnﬁw{mﬂ sole) property
of the Jews” (1992: viii), it then becomes “unique, comfortably un-

writes, from the “corc-canon of the disciphne.™ The process, of moving
whjmmtoﬂwma:ginswﬂ]hedismmedigm“bmldimssﬁmﬁniﬂ
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of a discipline comfortably imtact
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studies or deals with many cases or subjects.
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and should be kft caly to the historians, the theologians and the
pth&IdhanquhmyW&dhﬁmﬁmm
what we can and cammot know sociologically about the Holocaust So does
hnmu{l?ﬂ}mhbapewhﬁms:homﬁmmmqmnfphmm
Hﬂmanﬁb:ymﬂmhhsicalmm:ﬁmurmmtmﬁng Sociology can
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Holocsnst writer Applefeld (1994a, 1995b) forcefully denics that the
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. ﬁmmimiﬂmﬁnhm[ﬂmrwﬂgnﬂabhmngmmnfhmm
. The femmist stance also demands that we think sbout
w m recognizable categories. However, feminism insists on
cloding g categories recogmizable to those whose experiences are not
ed in maimstresm thinking. One possible consequence of such
ﬂ;muwm@mmmmhﬁm
- and social history.

Sociologists’ reluctance to study the Holocanst stems from more than the
- mmqueness of the subject matter. There is also the tronbling issoe of bow to
- condinct such sociological mguiry m 2 valee-free or “objective” manner. In
I persoual communication to me, my highly regarded fellow sociclogist
reveals yet another deeply ingrained assumption about both method and
objectivity within the social sciences when he writes about Weber. He
clams:

Weber . . . emphasized that every scholar had a party line, his very
term, which could be related to politics, status and role, mehding
presumebly gender, and theoretical onentation. And Weber
concinded that scholars could mot trost their own findings or
conclusions if these coincided with therr party lme. He said if you
challenged your assumptions, the results were probably right, if they
agreed, you should redo them and if possible expose them
replication and challenge by others (persomal commnnication).

The scientific underpinnings inherent i this particular view of sociology
are clear and rather imcompromismg. Unique events do not belong withm
the sociological purview. Findings, as i all the sciences, must be subject to
replication and every attempt should be made to realize the ideal of
“objectivity.” Such an approach to research and thinking separates method
from theory. Considered value-free, the scientific method, mlike the
researcher or even his or ber theories, is untainted. Politics, stams, role,
theoretical onientation. or gender, cannat, in this so-called valoe-fres model,
taint what we choose to measure, whom we use as respondents or subjects,
what measures we use, ar what questions we ask. Feminist sociologists find
this an “wneqlightened” position.® Weber, | belicve, understood full well that
sociology was not, except i the most “ideal” sense, a value-free discipline.
As a product of his time, it would have been mmpossible for Weber to
: understand that perhaps sociology's failure as a “hard” science might
ciology can someday prove to be its virtue, not its weakness. That day has vel to be
md can give acknowledged. for despite the different schools of thought (see: Kanfman
Ivze it. Noted 1990}, the search for universal principles within a scientific epistemological
;S framework still dominates the field of sociology. Therefore, nntil we rethink
our epistemological foundations within a framework that can capture both
the nnique and the universal within our mvestigations, if not our mmag-
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inations, mainstream sociological categories that deal with genocide, ethmic,
cultural, and racial oppression are not. as Bawman fears, capable of
capturing what is unique about the Holocaust.

Bauman observes that there is mothing m the rules of mstrumental
ratiopatity that would have prevented the Holocanst from happening. Indeed,
he suggests that (Bauman 1992: 17), “At no point of its long and tortuous
excoution did the Holocaust come i conflict with the principles of
rationality” Moreover, he observes that althongh Holocaust-style
phmmnmﬂmmmhmm‘wmm
‘bureancracy or the cultare of instrumental rationality, the rules of mstrumen-
tal rationality are incapable of preventing such phenomena, Incapable,
becanse they have been artificially separated from the ethical consequences
of their “daily problem-solving activity” (Bawman 1992: 29). Therefore, for
example, it was possible for many Germen bureaucrats to distance
thernselves from the moral responsibility of their everyday problem-solving
activities by never leaving ther burcgucratic positions, by pever even
leaving their desks, that is, by kalling Jews throogh orders, telephone calls,
or the arranging of trapsports (Bauman, 1992).

Parsons, in his 1942 presidential address to the Eastern Sociological
Society (cited in Gerhardt, 1993; 212), foreshadows some of the ssues
raised by Bauman. He writes:

this ratiopalistic scheme of thought . . _ has been guilty of the fallacy
of misplaced concreteness in neglectmg or underestimating the role
of what Pareto has called the “non-logical” aspects of buman
behavior in society. of the sentiments and traditions of family and
informal social relationships, of the refinements of social
stratification, of the peculiarities of regionsl etimc or natiomal
calture—perhaps above all of religion.

Underestimating the role of “non-Jogical” aspects of human behavior, of
sentiment and tradition, of informal sets of relationships, stems, I believe, in
part, from rigid distinctions that exist theoretically in our analyses of social
structare and organization, but not necessarily empirically. For instance, by
locating our primary focas on formal relationships within bureancratic
seitings, earty work on the ocoupations and professions missed the informal
dynamics which were critical m understanding power relationships and
gender differences i achievement withim those work settings (see especially:
Epstein 1970 and Kaufman 1978). By underestimating the role of race,
gender, ethuicity,-and religion i our apalyses, as most feminists inceasingly
caution, we often create categories which peglect (and are therefore
inadequate) to reflect pot omly persomal expencuces but a more
cucmmpassing socio-historic expenience as well. Soch rethimking adjusts our
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mnderstandmg not just for the topic under anatysis (gender, for mstance) but
for the categories of understanding that are part of sociclogical discourse.

Therefore, the answer to Bauman's question: Why haven't sociologists
been more cognizant of the potestially destructive possibilities of
mstrumental rationality, is meant to be quite unsettling. Any rewriting of the
theones of modermty, rafionality and the civilizing process, writes Bauman,
would require & change in sociology itself and, | would add. in same of its
epistemological assumptions. As he (1992: 29) atates:

sociology promoted, as its own criteria of propriety, the same

principles of rational action it visnalized as constitutive of its object.

It also promoied, as bmding rules of its own discourse, the

madmissibility of ethical problematics m any other form but that of

2 commumally-sustsined ideology and thns heterogencons to

sociological (scientific, rational) discourse.

The task of rethinking sociclogical concepts is daunting, Bauman's
concemn is tht sociology, as an objective science, has a self-imposed moral
silence. He asks: “What kind of a medical school trained Mengele and his
associates? What departments of anthropology prepared the staff of
Strasbourg University's ‘Institute of Ancestral Heredity'”™ (1992:29). After
he notes that socivlogy has dismussed from its own disconrse the “admmis-
sibility of ethical problematics,” he notes (1992: 29), “Phrases like 'the
smnctity of lirman life’ or 'moral duty’ sound as alien m a sociology seminar
25 they do m the smoke-free, samtized rooms of a buresucratic office.”

FEMINIST EPISTEMOLOGY AND THE SOCIOLOGICAL
ENTERFPRISE

In a point he attributes to Nechama Tec, Bauman (1992) suggests that
the question facing sociologists is not so much what they have to say about
the Holocanst, but rather what the Holocanst has to say about sociology. 1
believe feminist epistemological debates, within and outside of sociology,
may help to frame an answer. A feminist “revisioning” of sociology
demands the rethinking of often artificial dichotomies at the base of
contemporary social theory, those which demand a rigid separation between
moral and rational pursuits, between the observer and the observed, between
the particular and the oniversal, and between the political and the academic.

Feminist scholarship has made us aware that a discipline’s definition of
its snbject matter is not without problems. Moving bevond claims that
women's lives, experiences, voices, work and attitudes were tacitly rendered
mvisible m sociological research, pedagogy aad scholarship, current feminist
critical theory addresses the gendered matwre of the comstruction of
knowledge and the methods employed 10 understand and describe it.
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B:mnm*smlbmtﬂnsepuaﬁmafeﬂﬁcﬂmnsﬁmuih:
rational pursuit of sociological mquiry is echoed by Martin (1988: 138),
fmﬁpmw,mmmummmmmhm
mmﬁ.ﬁnmﬂmkmmmmmm
w;wmmammmmmmmnf
mm&mm&mwﬁmmumma
Jess visible and/or ghettoized area of the discipline; marginal, as Bauman
{1992:T}nﬂh=d;hnmgmiulag}',"mﬂmmmmnfdledhc&pﬁne.*

Whﬂc&miniﬂcrﬁqmbaginsulmdulml}'ﬂisofﬁamoiﬂmd
political dimensions of the discipline, it does not end there, Similar to
Bmm’sm&yﬁ&.fmﬂiﬂmwmwﬂmm&m
pdvﬂewrm:ﬁwmobjmﬁfﬁmuﬂhﬁmumdim]f&um
“:th&calpmbhmaﬁc&"ﬂuﬁm.ﬁminhtﬂnmﬁasmﬁnﬂthmry,pm
mpmynﬂhodwmsi&ﬂcﬁﬁmsu&uphmohgiﬂs.ﬂmboﬁc
interactionists, ethnomethodologists, structuralists and deconstructionists
within mciehg}ﬁlﬁntitnlﬂﬂ}'staksﬁsemmﬁpnuj'nhhnsm
women. It makes clear that the sexual division of labor hes real
consequences for the structure of knowledge. Significantly, while it
uc:pmdﬂuﬂmﬂmﬁmmmndanmdeumtmmﬂs
distance themselves from what they are studying. They worry about
Mmmmmmpm.mwmwmma
knowledge which, es feminist philosopher, Code {1988:187) suggests,
mmﬂmh&&ﬂhamchfmmmﬂeﬂofmﬁmbh
clarity.” Fepminists want theoretical acconnts which retain a continuity with

cxXperience.

Tn ber work on moral development, Gilligan (1983) provides a good
mho{ﬂqushnﬁchhﬂmc&udﬂogyﬂhwshﬂtonmﬂﬂmmn'
and women's experiences. Code (1988: 196) points to the significance of
such am approsch when she writes:

There is an evident copcern, in her work, to maintain contact with,

and derive insights from, accomnts that not omly srise out of

m:paimceamimﬁlmlygﬂmdﬂdinﬂ,bm!hmmyﬂ:mhm
that experience in drawmg their conclusions. This contrasts with
methods of epistemological and moral theory construction that zim

10 transcend experience, . . . at the expense, I believe, of the msight

and understanding that o maintained continuity with experience can

afford (Code 1988:196).

Code lands Gilligan's methodology and its use of parrative as a way of
bﬁghgwm’svdmmmmmufhowhdgﬁ.%fugmﬂm
while the stories told to rescarchers need not be, i any sense, truer, less
mediated or more reliable than other somrces of data, such
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perns from the stories convey something about cogaitive and moral expenicaces, I
(1988: 138), a their manifold manifestations, that slips through the formalist net of
capable ethical moral principles and duties, or standards of evidence and justification
jolocaust might {Code 1983:199).
Hﬂmdudynf
s shunted into 8 GENDER AND THE HOLOCAUST
; asBm:lmu

ipime. " 1 conclede with some comments about the relationship of femnist

fecxics of knowledge and the Holocaust by focusing on Ringelhemn's (1993,
5) work. While feminist critical msights lead us well beyond issnes of
n. work that addresses sexism is ofien the initial way in which gender
: s a part of scholarty inquiry. Interestmgly, while Bawman raises our
_-u.-- mess about racism and the Holocanst, very little has been written
mmmummmd&wvﬂmﬁmmm
Raeer and Roth (1993) raise important issues in their prologue, They wite
1993 2).

Sexism, which divides social roles according to biological functions,

s superior to any or all others, discrimination directed at women is
-linlytnbefnhhmd

L . Rarmer and Roth (1993: 4}umkecharﬂmﬁefmusmum
= upmnewur at least, different questions for study, questions pot just
; mmlbmmbumm“whuhdmmdweﬁa}hhmsfs

I:smuimd

mmmmmmmpﬂtmﬁMwuhmm

ity with
ot matier or the models and the methods of owr scholarly inquiry.
ed. objections to the introduction of sexism into Holocaust research
mect theory at political fears that a foous on sexism might have the mintended
ificance of nfredwmgﬂ:r.Huhcmm “just® an example of sexism or may

¢t from the “real” issue of anti-Semitism. Rittner and Roth (1993: 4)
hfoﬁmungnmmmh:fm
Precisely becanse the Nazis targeted Jews and others m racial terms,

¥
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they had to sec those victims in their male apd female particularity.
Far from reducing the Shoah to an example of sexasm, emphasis on
what happened to women reveals what otherwise would remain
idden: 2 fuller proture of the unprecedented and unrelenting killmg
fiat the “Final Solution's” anti-Semitism and racism entailed.

Belocanst could result in feedmg the flames of Holocaust denial However,
# Prosono (1994) suggests, there is a difference between posing questions
b fhe details of the Holocaust, and [ would add about male and fernale
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Given mhmms,ﬂingelheﬁnﬂ?%}bep'nshamof
wnmmmiﬂuﬂulmmﬁbfnglﬁngﬂmhﬁpmpﬂismmwm's
siffering Agamst women's, but rather to explore what feminist theory opens
minquhf.lsﬂlcﬁﬂeafﬁoﬁﬁlbﬁg'ﬁ{lﬁgﬁ}eﬂflmsﬂ: “different
horrors, mwmnwamu@mminmnmw@mm
gmﬂer,MRitmandRuﬁlﬁQgE:?:}mmd:

M&Mﬂmfﬂmdmmmmﬁm
Holocanst tend to be by men—from survivors such es Primo Levi
and Elie Wiesel 1o scholars sach as Yehnda Baner and Ranl Hilberg
and philosophical and religious interpreters such as Emil Fackenheim
and Richard Rubenstein,

data sbomt women and the Holocanmst. She integrates these women's
parratives into the “metastory” abeut sexism she wishes to tell and, by so
mmwmhﬁmmﬂwm&mm.
She (Ringelheim 1995: 16) writes:
Iﬁeﬂlﬂsq’eﬁﬁc&ﬂrwuﬂmﬂdﬁu{mm&jﬁh‘m
Wﬂmmﬁﬂtﬂhﬂmmggh.“’ommmmy
!ws.thaymlwi:hwum....mammuchni}'rmmﬂ
ﬂmmmaﬁmﬂzhgeﬁpnpﬂ&ﬁmwﬂahhfmﬂwﬁﬂmg
operations against the Jews.
Rhgmhclﬁmswmﬁmmgipﬁﬁﬁﬁmﬁi@tmgm
ﬁsﬁmwmftf&dsmﬂﬂi&“ﬂnmfmmm?&:uﬁm
(1995:14-15) that significant ﬂpectsn-fﬂ::}lulmmstmjrhummdifwe
duﬂdembpa“hugmge”ua“pﬁmfm!hemrj”nfﬁﬁmﬂm
&'mFmiﬂm&,mempmdmm[hRingcﬁnhnﬁfmﬂmw
|nmbunfgmﬁ]¢mmwhﬂadmminhjdhg.5h¢tndswmﬂ:is
way: “it was not moportant . . . except to me” (1993 377). Why should
mmﬂahnsehwﬁmplwemmﬂmdﬁewmm's
experiences, a8 womet, 10¢ trivial? The testimonies and naratives found m
Riunﬁmdm*seuﬁmdwlmmmnmbﬁw:hmufmp:mﬂ
qmﬂmﬂ\hhmmwwmhmmmmw
“hospitals.” Painfully, women who were pregnant and/or who served as
”ms”mwm&’wdm;hﬂﬁmmmm
nwﬁ,nf:hcmtﬁ'nﬂdﬂingﬂmrmuﬂmhnwm‘sﬂmts_m
use of narratives such as these point o the need for a fuller and more
mhtdebdmuﬂwmﬁMﬁaﬂmm
them (to paraphrase, Smith, 1974).
i i mmm'smﬁmasawﬁnfmdumndhgwm's
w&ommﬂ“mdpcintufm."ﬂehwmfnﬁmhu
mmm&mwmummmﬁhmmm
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an “absolute status as the oppressed.” but rather to provoke debate about the
way m which harm and the perception of harm are socially created (see
MeCloskey, 1994: 56). “Male memory,” claims a Holocaust surviver, “can
confromt women as victims, bot cammot confront male oppression”
(Ringelheim. 1995:11),

If the study of the Holocaunst is more than a part of Jewish history and is
to-move beyond & specialized niche within academia. feminist msights about
the limitations of sociolosical investigations, in general, and of women in
particular, must be made explicil. Investipations such as Bauman's that
frecly admit that rationalism and objectivity arc nol sufficient analvtical
lools, because the Holocanst proceeded right through and, perhaps. even
because of them, encourage us to seek now or, at least, revised concepts and
methods o guide oor sociological inguiry. Femmism's approach to the study
of women makes obvious the dilemma or paradox of sociology’s mimetic
relationship to its subject. Feminism's approach 1o the smdy of women
makes obvions the socologieal tmitations for the study of the Holocanst and
suggests ways of overcoming such limitations.

NOTES

* Version of paper given af smmeal meetings of the Asssciotion for Jewish Stmdies, Boston,
Dreoember 1995,

! Indksed, with oaly & few potable exceptions sociologials have been consplenoualy abaent
Fein 1972, Port=r 1953 and Prosono 1594 also makes this point)

} The relationship of femimsm 1o other eritial theories & dveloped mors fully m Keufman
{1550,

* Sox expesially Lipstadt (1994) in » comps|ling wrgument sgains the posing of the Folocaust &
an vzt ehpble for debate In our “culiors of coibigees.™

¢ Alhioush ols thel Lanes (1975: x0) wondsrs whether the “priislic vision of the Bterary
intelligense could cver deviss o technigus and form adogquate to convey what the copcentration
catrn experiencs impliad for the contemporary mind.” He also potes (19752 wi):
the umquenes of the expericnse of the Holoanust may be argunbls, but bevood dispute
12 the fact thet mamy writers peresived it a3 nique, and begas with the premies that they
were working with raw materisls unprecedented in the lieratery of history and the
histors of Bembure. . . . Af p time when technology threatens more mnd more (o sillece
Mrﬂmdmﬁhm singularly approprins, and perhaps cven urgent,
Lo eplont Wyt i Wwhich the writtr has devied s idiom and 8 siyle for (he wmspeukobiz,
and particularly the unspenkable horrors st the beart of the Holocaust experiense,

* Indced. my focux on Bawman (1992) perbaps raises more problems than 7 answers. Tlowirver,
my foius = ool on Beomen's trestment of the Holocanst sad modermity, bot rather on bis very
important focus on the ways m which we maks “troth claiss™ s social kcicntisia

€ Ttshould be noted that the link hetween the paucity of sociological Holocaust resesrch and the
epistemsogicsl paderpirerings of the model of the natoral sciemes ssems on the face of it cvidenty
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trae simee he bulk of Holoosuat rescarch hes boca doge i the humanities However, pavebelogy
ﬂWnyMMWMMnmIWHIWMM
“rmamistic” subficlds in the socisl sciences ars the more Hikely locetinas for such rescenth.

T B (1992 0i) notes:
llmiiﬁmﬁﬂ:tﬁmdhyﬂnmmudﬁmmuhnid::ﬂm&aﬁm,-d
mmmmmhwdmmmmmmmmh
thereby :lhhmd&mmsmmnfmdﬁplhnwmwhﬂ
wﬁ:ﬂ:h:&udmugi:ﬁnd.&prhdhp—aﬂiu, if mot nesscasarity in theory, of mers
mwﬁummmawhww
with tham.

" hﬁhuﬁd&lmmmﬁ:mﬁnmhlpﬂﬁm&n analyziz of

fomimiat reacarch methodology see Roinharz (1997). For an malysis of the links betwoen feminist

theory ﬂmﬂ@hﬂ',uﬂ:ﬁm{lm}[mmmﬂﬂy&qﬁu&t

micthods, for instanoe, sco abio, Sedith, (1994}

¥ mumnﬁqmmimﬂuwyfﬁmww

‘Bamman whe ey note thet trands in modem scieacs umiversalizs on the basis of limiled perspec-

mm:mywmmumz}mﬂmmmmnm

mmmmmwwmmw@huMmm
mmﬂhmmﬂmm‘dﬂﬂﬂﬂ}:mmmhmmﬂ
iqﬁj’kﬂmwmhﬁﬁhﬂ&'wm“h%hmhﬁﬁm
fhe body snd from historical tene and place. The scholarty idesl of “trmecendent ressom’” s besn
mhmmmmhmmmmmﬁmﬁmﬁm1m,
1987}
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