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Women’s Ways of Knowing

Learning and information processing is a complex topic in the intellectual development of human beings that has been studied by many philosophers and psychologists. Educational psychologists and philosophers have identified different ways in which humans learn. Differences among humans make their ways of knowing unique as well as identical in some ways especially when it comes to gender differences. In the 1980s Carol Gilligan introduced a way of knowing that is unique for women. Gilligan's research in psychology has shown how the inclusion of women and girls' voices changes the paradigm of psychology, opening up new ways of thinking about education and mental health. Her book, In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and Women's Development, started a revolution in the field of psychology that was supported by several other feminists’ psychologists. This paper aims at presenting women’s ways of knowing historical roots, the fundamental assumptions underlying this way of knowing, its implications for research, and culminating in what makes it a new way of knowing for me. 

Historical Roots of Women’s Ways of Knowing

As mentioned in the introduction, Women’s Ways of Knowing (WWK) is deeply rooted in Carol Gilligan’s research which aimed at proving that women are not inferior to men but are rather different. By interviewing women, Gilligan (1982) noticed that they make decisions in their lives by including the “care” factor which they give and like to be given in return rather than having to follow rules. Gilligan argued that “the needs of individuals cannot always be deduced from general rules and principles and that moral choice must also be determined inductively from the particular experiences each participant brings to the situation” (Belenkey et al., 1997, p. 8). Gilligan’s revolution was based on Lawrence Kohlberg’s stages of moral development which aimed at explaining the development of the human moral development. Gilligan criticized Kohlberg’s work by suggesting that he summed up the whole human reasoning through the males’ perspectives because his theory was based on white males only. Belenkey et al (1997) explain that this blind impartiality has marked women as “morally deficient” which left men in a pioneering authoritative position.

Following Carol Gilligan’s work was the research which started by Belenky et al. in the late 1970s and then published in 1986. In addition to being influenced by Gilligan’s work, Belenkey et al.’s work complimented William Perry’s research on intellectual and ethical development which was mainly focused on males’ perspectives. Later, Perry used the same tool to study women’s intellectual development which proved to align with the males’. However, in their work, Belenkey et al. took this theory a step further and looked at the alternative routes that women take in their decision making that were missing in Perry’s analysis (Belenkey et al., 1997). Although Perry’s work focused on young male learners, however, it was a foundation to Belenkey et al.’s work in his discussion on different epistemological beliefs which develop from basic dualism, to multiplicity, to relativism subordinate, and terminates in relativism. Each of the following terms have been taken a step further by Belenkey et al. as related to women’s ways of knowing. 
Fundamental Assumptions of WWK

Belenkey et al. conducted interviews with 135 women to understand their experiences as women learners and knowers. Some of the interview questions also investigated Gilligan’s, Perry’s, and Kohlberg’s maps of intellectual development. The outcome of those interviews yielded into basic five female epistemological perspectives: silence, received knowing, subjective knowing, procedural knowing, and constructed knowing. Each of the following ways of knowing is described in detail.

Silence

Belenkey et al. (1997) describe the silent woman as a knower through actions and behaviors rather than words. Such a woman is taught to abide by the powerful authorities’ actions without acquiring the skills to use language to articulate her thoughts. This woman lives a basic dualism as referred by Perry’s first stage of knowing where everything to her is bad/good, black/white, yes/no. Such a woman sees herself as “deaf and dumb” and has a little ability to think because she has been taught that people in authority are always right. Belenkey et al. suggest that people in authority could be represented by the father of such women, husbands, teachers or any superior image. They also explain that women who were in the “Silent” category and had an abusive father usually got married to a similar image because they were never taught to think and make decisions to change their ways of living.
Belenkey et al. (1997) explain that silent women do not have an interior voice; “they are passive, subdued, and subordinate” (p. 30). Silent women who were interviewed expressed fear of using words because they may be punished as a result, so speaking about themselves was almost impossible. Because those women are isolated from the “self”, then language to them has no use. Belenkey et al. explain that reflection and intellectual development cannot occur if written and oral language was not exchanged between those who speak and those who listen. They also suggest that communication which facilitates inner speech and reflection is missing in the lives of those women. Therefore, silent women represent the category of women who accept everything they see as true without any kind of reflection or questioning of the authenticity of their perceptions. This makes this category of women blind followers and their knowledge is based on the others’ behaviors and is limited to the present.
Received Knowing: Listening to the Voices of Others

Some silent women experience this way of knowing after experiencing silence whereas others are received knowers from the beginning. Through this way of knowing, the woman is more of an active listener and words make sense to her in order to develop her knowledge. Belenkey et al. (1997) explain that many silent women experience this epistemological revolution when they experience parenthood. In other words, the factor of “responsibility” which was emphasized by Gilligan (1982) in discussing differences between men’s and women’s ways of knowing is revisited by Belenkey et al. This responsibility also prevails in received knowers by passing on knowledge to other people, helping them, and listening to them. So these women have a voice that is more heard than that of silent women when they reproduce their knowledge to other people. “For these women, it is the act of giving rather than receiving that leads them to a greater sense of their capacity for knowing and loving” (Belenkey, et al., 1997, p. 47).

Received knowers build their knowledge and soak up information from that of authorities by listening carefully to them and trying to imitate their actions. Their learning is only based on authorities; friends do not present a source of learning for them. Belenkey et al. (1997) also explain that because they lack self-confidence, they feel more confident in what they know if other people approve of their actions and words. However, those women cannot construct knowledge of their own, so their knowledge depends on their replication of others’ knowledge. Such women also have intolerance for ambiguity otherwise termed as basic dualism by William Perry and is common with silent women. They do not accept gray areas; they always want accurate answers. In sum, I think that those women are more quantitative than qualitative. They make meaning out of concreteness such as numbers rather than from the abstractness of the narratives. 


Subjective Knowledge: The Inner Voice and the Quest for the Self

According to Belenkey et al. (1997), this way of knowing springs from the inner self of women as they begin to listen to their inner voice rather than that of authorities. Those women experience multiplicity in William Perry’s description of women’s intellectual development. Some women reach this stage after the dualistic perspective, and they value their subjective way of looking at things when they start building their own knowledge from within. So they give their opinions by depending on their guts and they value other people’s opinions. Belenkey et al. suggest that women who experienced this way of knowing could not explain how they came to think that way. However, education did not have an impact on the women’s development of that voice, and most of those women had a presence of an abusive male figure in their lives whom they parted from and became “antimale” at some point.

Belenkey et al. emphasize that subjective knowledge is experienced and not thought of. Women who posses this way of knowing describe truth as an intuitive reaction. Moreover, subjectivism for women who experience it is a way to delete the presence of external authority and substituting it by their internal authority and understanding of the world. Subjective women seek novelty in their sought of knowledge possessing a sense of power. 

 However, subjective knowers may be shaky sometimes about their knowledge so they seek to evaluate their knowledge against an external criterion, and they feel proud once others affirm their opinions. Therefore, listening is not absent from the lives of subjective women. It is an integral skill that they use as a tool to compare their own knowledge with others in order to seek confirmation. I think that subjectivists are more of the qualitative seekers of knowledge who rely on stories, and narratives to create meaning. 

Procedural Knowledge: The Voice of Reason


Belenkey et al. (1997) explain that received and subjective knowers reach a point when they want to take their knowledge a step further toward reasoned reflection. Through this epistemological perspective women are more interested in the hidden explanations of the truth. Therefore, they regard authorities’ knowledge as important and scaffolding for their own reasoning, and more importantly they are interested in how others process their ideas, feelings, and opinions. Therefore, procedural knowers are more objective than subjectivists who look at one side of the coin. Belenkey et al. differentiate between two types of procedural knowledge: separate and connected knowing. 

Belenkey et al. describe separate knowers as purely objectivists who are skeptic about everything surrounding them including themselves. Authority to separate knowers is represented by reason rather than status or power, and they accept criticism from the formers only if it is purely objective. To be as objective as possible, separate knowers do not include their “self” in meaning making. They rather exclude their emotions and feelings to avoid subjectivity in their knowledge. 

 
On the other hand, Belenkey et al. describe connected knowers as more of subjectivists in meaning making. They differ from subjective knowers described above in that they care about others’ opinions to understand meaning making processes. The factor of “care” plays an important role in this way of knowing where women begin with empathy, build trust, and then proceed to understanding deeper processes of thinking.
Empathy is an important factor in connected knowledge. Such way of knowing compels the knower to begin with an interest in the lives of other people and then shifts to an interest in the other people’s ways of thinking. This is a typical process in connected procedural knowledge. 

In both types of procedural knowledge, the knowers build meaning through interaction with others and valuing others’ opinions although both have a different approach to this way of knowing. 

Constructed Knowledge: Integrating the Voices


Constructed knowledge is synonymous to Perry’s relativism in the human’s intellectual development. It implies that such individuals integrate their personal, intuitive knowledge into that of others. Therefore, they combine the subjectivist character with the objectivist. Constructivists look at both sides of the coin as opposed to other knowers who look at the coin from only one side. Therefore, in trying to seek meaning they look for elaborate information about a certain topic; they question “how”, “why”, and “who” in seeking knowledge. Their answers are never simple as the receptive knowers, so they don’t accept an either/or side. Self-awareness plays an important role in the interaction of the constructivist with his environment. So this way of knowing allows the learner to project herself on the outer world to understand it. 

Caring also prevails in the constructivist’s process of meaning making. “Constructivists establish a communion with what they are trying to understand. They use the language of intimacy to describe the relationship between the knower and the known” (Belenkey et al., 1997, p. 143). Hence, the constructivist woman is both a separate and connected knower. 


Later, in their book, Goldberger, Tarule, Clinchy, and Belenkey (1996) present an article by Goldberger who links WWK to cultural aspects. After conducting culture interviews with bicultural women, Goldberger suggests that constructivists tend to be flexible in their approach to meaning making by assessing the appropriateness and utility of knowledge in a particular moment or situation. So culture plays an important role in the way constructivists construct meaning. Goldberger’s idea resonates with Jerome Bruner’s discussion of knowledge making in terms of relating to one’s culture.


The different women’s ways of knowing presented by Belenkey et al. created a revolution in the field of education in particular where students were not looked at as a whole body anymore but rather in terms of gender differences as well as other differences. 
Implications of WWK for Research

Women’s ways of knowing has started a revolution in the field of education to improve curriculum design, instruction, and techniques in educating women at the college level. Many educators have been adapting curriculums to fit the needs of the other gender in the classroom (Gallos, 1993). Basically in the field of technology education, more research is being conducted to identify whether there could be any differences in the influence of choice of study between males and females and whether technology educators can understand those differences to address female lack of participation (Zuga, 1999).


Belenkey et al.,’s discovery of how women learn and create meaning has led many educators to reconsider their teaching methodology in order to include women in the overall learning experience. Since women are more of connected learners, who as discussed previously in this paper, include empathy and responsibility in meaning-making, then curriculums should not focus on rules of justice all the time. 

After teaching an introduction to organizational behavior course for 14 years to a group of bright, underemployed women, Gallos (1993) has felt the power of gender in exchanging knowledge with these students. Through the terror, self-doubt, and experience of novelty that she identified in her female students, she redesigned her curriculum to fit their needs and help them create their identity. Education to those women meant self-fulfillment and was the only source of knowledge to them. In addition, Gallos noted that women like to bring their life experiences in conjunction with the knowledge they learn in class just as the Connected Knowers in Belenkey et al.’s work are described. Experiential Learning which is a qualitative way of knowing is described by Gallos (1993) as follows:
The teacher facilitates a process in which students work to translate their 

experience into theory and their theories into relevant information for real-life 

exchanges. The instructor is not the only carrier of knowledge. Students are not 

to be the empty slates (p. 18).

Hence, Gallos’s teaching methodology attends to subjective, connected procedural, and constructive women’s ways of knowing. However, this teaching method may not be appropriate to women who are considered as silent, receptive or separate procedural knowers as described by Belenkey et al.. Gallos (1993) goes on to depict the importance of having a woman role model in the classroom which gives confidence for the women learners who deduce that knowledge does not have to come only from male authority figures. But Gallos emphasizes the importance of separating learning from power and authority by walking students through the process of getting knowledge rather than showing them that they are the sole holders of knowledge. Finally, Gallos (1993) recalls the importance of giving female students support, encouragement, and acceptance because they are integral factors in women’s ways of knowing.
Goldberger et al. (1996) present an article by Ann Stanton who describes the impact of WWK on teaching and knowing in the college classroom. Similar to Gallos (1993), Stanton describes the challenge that teachers are faced with in trying to attend to the WWK by listening to the students’ voices. She compares teaching to inquiry which looks for evidence in order to answer the research question. She explains how important it is to understand the learners in order to develop teaching methods that attend to their ways of knowing. Stanton describes the curriculum design changes that Ursuline College went through in order to attend to the ever-growing number of female enrollments in this college. Based on WWK epistemological perspectives, this college designed its courses to help women obtain a voice and move them from the silent stage to a more constructive level of learning. Stanton continues to illustrate in her article how other schools modified their curriculums to leave no woman behind. One of the schools she mentions used WWK to redesign the Math curriculum to address the barriers still preventing women from participating in mathematical careers and studies.  

Zuga (1999) describes the role of WWK in motivating more women to enroll in the technology education field which has been regarded as purely masculine for several decades. Based on Belenkey et al.’s description of WWK, Zuga suggests that Technology teachers should provide a revision of the technology language and be clear about concepts and give clear explanations to female students since women create meaning from understanding concepts and words. She also insists that technology teachers should not keep the information for themselves which relates to power and control. Women need a more inclusive method in technology education. Furthermore, Zuga presents the findings of existing research that suggests that women’s interest in technology is for purposes that are different from men’s. Women tend to be interested in technology for communication and medical purposes and they should be encouraged to use these tools for their own priorities. 

Therefore, all fields in which women’s reasoning has been underestimated have been going through a reconfiguration of basic teaching and learning principles in order to include both genders. Nowadays, women have been taking on more men-related majors or jobs which could be attributed in a way to the recognition that women have been given by the research that started by Carol Gilligan and continued with Belenkey et al. to prove that women are not inferior in their intellectual development but rather are different in the way they construct meaning.

An Articulated Way of Knowing for Me


After I dug into the basic assumptions of WWK, I was able to interpret the way I come to know more. Some of the epistemological perspectives of women resonate with the way I acquire knowledge whereas others do not. My multicultural experience of growing in a Middle Eastern culture and then moving to a Western culture, the United States had a great impact on how my ways of knowing were altered. 

WWK’s different epistemological beliefs articulated in a way the shift in my ways of knowing that were impacted by an objectivist, collectivist, mono-cultural society and a more subjectivist, individualistic, multicultural society. Although the shift I went through could be by itself a self study, I will try to limit it to the basic assumptions of my interpretations. 


Growing up in a society which is mostly patriarchal, little attention was paid to the intellectual development of women. The woman was regarded as a silent and receptive knower and attends to the needs of the male’s presence. Women were not taught to use their reflection and listen to their inner self because their opinions were seldom regarded as inferior to men’s opinions and lacking any reasonable grounds. Moreover, I experienced like those women a dualistic epistemological perspective which is rather objectivist and quantitative. When encountered with a male figure I used to feel less confident in what I am doing, and I doubted my abilities. Many women in my culture still depend on authorities to make meaning as their only source of knowledge. 


In my case as a woman, Education and getting exposed to a culture that is different from mine were revolutionary in shifting my way of knowing from those stages into a more connected procedural knower. The shift did not happen all at once, but it was procedural and took me some time to figure my real identity. 

First, unlike some women who were interviewed by Belenkey et al. (1997), I attribute my shift in my ways of knowing to education which opened my eyes to many obscure realities. Initially, by getting my undergraduate and graduate degrees, I recognized that I have the same intellectual power of males in my society who think that they are right most of the time. Moreover, Education developed in me a sense of analysis of the ways males and other authoritative women in my culture think about anything; it made me realize that they are not always true and that there could be a better truth that can be sought in other places such as books and research. At this stage, I was more of the objectivist, separate procedural knower although my inner voice had started to be realized and identify its presence. 

The other factor that shifted my ways of knowing was my involvement in a new culture. This happened only three years ago when I moved from a mono-cultural society to a more multicultural society, the United States. First, stepping away from the place I grew up in made me reflect on what I already know and whether what I know is looked at from one perspective, and the answer was positive to me. Since I grew up in one way of knowing, I was exposed to knowledge from only one perspective. That’s why I could consider myself as very objectivist and dualistic in the way I looked at things. Probably social pressure played an important role in the way I looked at the things the way people wanted me to look at it to be accepted. Then, by moving to the US, I experienced cultural shock which made me realize that people differ in they way they make sense of the world and that right or wrong, good or bad, black or white could only be relative to the decision maker. Therefore, culture plays an important role in the way people analyze knowledge around them and make sense of it (Goldberger et al., 1996). The role of culture was not investigated in Belenkey et al’s WWK, although it is a very important source of meaning making as suggested by Goldberger et al (1996) in their later work and Jerome Bruner. Of course, my way of knowing shifted into connected procedural way of knowing gradually when I learned to use empathy and careful listening in conjunction with the voice of others to create meaning. I think that the educational system in the US played a fundamental role in shifting my separate procedural way of knowing toward a more inclusive one. When I got my second graduate degree from the US, I learned that reflecting on other people’s work was acceptable and my voice was more heard than back in my country. It gave me the opportunity to reflect on the theories of people in authority which in turn developed a stronger self-confidence in me.

However, I cannot relate my ways of knowing to the Subjectivist’s that was described by Belenkey et al. (1997). Maybe because I come from a very objectivist culture, I still need a base to structure my opinion around, and to me this base still comes from authorities which to me are represented by books, research studies, and professors. Therefore, qualitative ways of knowing for me need to be combined by a quantitative proof in order to make meaning. Hence, I am more of a mixed method researcher.

Finally, I am hoping that through this doctoral program, I will be able to become the constructive learner. I may be constructive in many ways, but I still feel that I am not a constructive type of learner. Maybe my confidence in my reflective processes is still getting shaped in my way of thinking and needs some time for me to constitute firm grounds and become more independent and more inquisitive.
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