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MATTERS OF FACT & 
MATTERS OF OPINION 



¡  Epistemic standpoint theory and 
gendered knowledge 
§  Feminist approaches to studying science 

as a social institution 
§  Schiebinger Ch 10  

“The Exclusion of Women” 
§  Kohlstedt & Longino 

“The Women, Gender, and Science 
Question: What Do Research on Women 
in Science and Research on Gender and 
Science Have to Do with Each Other?” 

§  Situated knowledge, revisited 
§  Case study: A transgender life in science 

LAST CLASS 



¡ Matters of fact, matters of opinion 
§  Generating facts:  

Our classroom & gender research 
§  Reviewing the course in terms of  

fact vs. opinion,  
data vs. interpretation 

¡  Group work on your final papers 

TODAY 



¡  Facts are data that can be proven to be true are false 
§  It comes in the form of stories, historical details, test results, 

statistics, graphs, and quotes 
¡  But facts may be “true” without providing the “truth” 

§  Facts don’t tell the whole story 
§  More data is needed 
§  Multiple interpretations are possible 

§ We call this “underdetermination” of the facts 
¡ We’ve seen lots of examples: 

§  Tests of empathizing vs. systematizing 
§ Measurements of skulls 
§  Rates of participation in classes 
§  SAT scores and math tests 
§  Rates of college attendance 
§ Women’s publishing the STEM 

MATTERS OF FACT, MATTERS OF OPINION 



¡  Opinions are subjective evaluations of a situation. 
§  They may or may not be based on facts, but opinions themselves 

cannot be proven true or false. 
§ When a fact is underdetermined because there is not enough data to 

explain what it really means, how we interpret it often reveals our 
unconscious biases and ideologies. 

¡  Being a skillful analyst of how meanings are made in a social 
institutions (a Comm scholar) requires that we be attentive to:  
1.  the extent to which facts are underdetermined 
2.  the ways that opinions are represented as the only valid 

interpretation of facts 
3.  and the ideologies revealed in these representations. 

¡  Daily Show example about school lunches 

MATTERS OF FACT, MATTERS OF OPINION 



¡  Last week, I asked you to record the gender of the students 
who speak/are called on to speak in each of your classes. 
§  Bonus: Include any other relevant demographic data, such as 

ethnicity, ESL, and age 

¡  For each class, record: 
§  The Department 
§  The Subject 
§  The Size of the Class 
§  The Gender Ratio of the Class 
§  The Gender of the Instructor 
§  Any noticeable patterns in who sits where 
 

¡ What did you find? 

OUR CLASSROOM RESEARCH!   



¡  Two layers to analyze:  
§  The content of his speech itself and whether it represented facts or opinions 
§  The media representation of the facts of what he said (which we can confirm)  

¡  The data on gender and science is up for interpretation. 
¡  Neither we nor the journalists were present to see his speech. 
¡  Whether he is viewed as a sexist jerk or a champion of reason has more to do 

with one’s opinions about gender and society than with the available facts. 
¡  We can show that the media did not consider the “facts”  

about women in science in his speech and but instead  
used framing to play upon existing biases and opinions about  
the issue. 

¡  We can also show that he’s just a person whose standpoint 
 makes particular kinds of knowledge and interpretation  
invisible to him. He doesn’t know what he doesn’t know.  

¡  And we can show what he doesn’t know about women in  
STEM that might change his opinion! 

PAPER 1: SUMMERS CONTROVERSY 



¡  The film presents “facts” about Maric’s life. 
¡  We have limited historical evidence about her  

contribution to special relativity because her 
life was not seen as worth recording.  
We simply cannot know what exactly happened  
between her and her husband. 

¡  Whether one sees the film’s data as proving her  
co-authorship or disproving it reflects one’s  
opinions about gender and society more than the  
available historical evidence. 

¡  We can reveal the underdeterminations to show that the facts are not 
settled, explain why alternative explanations are important, and why 
continuing to pay attention to cases like hers is important for 
understanding gender and for telling the history of science. 

PAPER 2: EINSTEIN’S WIFE 



Recognizing the limitations of facts and the ways our 
own cultural-historical position biases our 
interpretation matters. 
 
¡ Can we do better than to allow ideology to 

dominate our vision?  
¡ Can we show how facts can be interpreted in 

different ways?  
¡ Can we persuasively make a case for our own 

interpretations? 
 
I think we can J 
 

KNOWING THE DIFFERENCE MATTERS! 



¡  Imagine the following scenario: A female undergraduate student 
is taking a mathematics course. She has come to a topic she 
finds very dif ficult and has gone to her male Teaching 
Assistant’s office hours for help. After 20 minutes of working 
with her TA, the student is still struggling with the topic. Her TA 
tells her that she should not feel badly because studies have 
shown that women generally do not do as well as men in this 
area of math. The student feels that this comment is 
inappropriate and reports the TA to the dean. 

¡  Imagine that you have been selected for advisory committee to 
the dean regarding how cases like this one—in which references 
to research on gender-based differences in cognition are used to 
justify student performance—should be handled. Drawing on the 
studies and arguments presented in our course material, write a 
letter to the dean explaining your position on what, if any, the 
university’s response should be. 

FINAL PAPER 



¡  In the real world, people’s lives and livelihoods are at stake. 
¡  It’s all well and good to want to change knowledge, but how 

are we actually going to go about getting different people into 
those institutions where they can contribute? How do we get 
them legitimized as knowers and what they know legitimated?  

¡  Therefore, theory is not enough; you have to change the world, 
we need to have an inclusive social and institutional ecology 
in order to implement are more inclusive, diverse and 
egalitarian epistemology 

¡  And if things shouldn’t change, why not? What are the values 
that you are fighting for with the data at hand? Who will 
benefit and why is it best for them to benefit?  

 

THIS PAPER MATTERS BECAUSE 
EPISTEMOLOGY MATTERS 



¡  Take out the material you collected and thoughts you wrote 
down about how to address the final prompt 

¡ What are the available facts about the science of gender 
difference and the issue of women (and other underrepresented 
groups) in STEM? 

¡ What are the limitations of these facts? What else would you 
like to know? And how well can it be known? 

¡ What opinions about this issue have you developed based on 
your experiences? 

¡  Based on these, what seems like the most valuable way to 
approach the issue at hand? 

¡ DO NOT START WRITING THE TEXT OF THE PAPER 
UNTIL YOU HAVE ANSWERED EACH OF THESE!!! 

IN YOUR GROUPS 


