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� When a woman philosopher gets bogged 
down in gender-related service work, is there 
a philosophically robust way for her to treat 
what she learns in the process as data?

� That is, can we turn service into research and 
still be doing Philosophy?

� When life hands us service lemons, can we 
make research lemonade?



� A few preliminaries

� What lemons?

� Scholarly antecedents

� Reasons to make lemonade

� Reasons not to make lemonade

� Next steps





� The usual definition: 

“A method of sociological analysis that 
examines how individuals use everyday 
conversation to construct a common-sense 
view of the world” (OED). 



� According to Kessler and McKenna (1978), 
the central ethnomethodological question is     
“What are the methodological ways by which 
members of a group produce, in each 
particular situation, [the] sense of external, 
constant, objective facts which have their own 
independent existences, not contingent on 
any concrete interaction?” (5)
To properly engage this question, Kessler and 
McKenna maintain that we have to “bracket 
the natural attitude.”
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“Women and racial minorities generally 
perform more service work (including, but 
not limited to, diversity work) than other 
faculty members: this often constitutes a dual 
burden.” (Hart, Grogan, Litt and Worthington 
2009, 62)



...“institutional housekeeping”... represents the 
invisible and supportive labor of women to 
improve women's situation within the 
institution... Much like... unpaid domestic 
housekeeping..., institutional housekeeping is 
usually performed without resources and 
recognition. In the context of university life, 
women's work of monitoring gender equity adds 
to their official responsibilities of teaching, 
publishing, and grant seeking. (Bird, Litt and 
Wang 2004, 195)



“The institutionalized practices for assessing 
faculty progress toward tenure and 
promotion at Research Intensive universities 
are built upon a model that relegates 
"service" to the margins. Unless university 
administrators embrace equity issues as their 
own high priority missions, women and 
members of minority groups will continue to 
be penalized for doing institutional 
housework.” (Ibid., 200)



� Course alignment and authentic assessment 
� career alignment and authentic 
performance review



� The “philosophy 
exception”

� Philosophers in general 
concerned with “the 
good life” and often 
willing to speak about 
it in academic and 
governance circles











“Diversity service work that is evidence-based 
and embedded in research findings can be 
recast as an intellectual enterprise... Clearly, 
instead of being seen as an add-on to the 
central faculty roles and responsibilities, this 
kind of service work should be regarded as 
integral to the core.” (Hart, Grogan, Litt and 
Worthington 2009, 62)



“Search and tenure committees need to be 
educated about criteria for new research 
areas (e.g., feminist studies, race/ethnicity 
studies, sexuality studies, community-based 
and applied inquiry...) Institutional leaders... 
must challenge committees to reward 
scholarship that is emergent and to support 
diverse ways of working.” (Cress and Hart 
2009, 483)





Dorothy Smith’s institutional ethnography



“Developing a sociology for women/people 
started with the idea of beginning in the 
standpoint of a housewife and mother in the 
actualities of her everyday world and 
anchoring an investigation of the social in 
the concrete actualities of the everyday and 
of everyday doings. …we came to see more 
and more clearly how the intellectual and 
cultural world we’d participated in had been 
put together from men’s standpoint…”



� There’s LOTS of data.

� Economy: if we’re gathering this data anyway, 
then treating it as data is an efficient way to 
build a research profile.

� Philosophers have distinct methodologies; 
therefore, a philosophical engagement of the 
data will yield distinctive results.



� Applicability: this stuff is important. Treating 
it as genuine research could get more 
scholars working on it, could bring about 
salutary practical results. 



� The work is inherently interesting to (many) 
women in academe.

� Solidarity: doing this kind of work helps 
women researchers to forge connections.



� Dissemination!



� Dissemination!



� Problems with changing one’s individual 
research focus:
◦ No formal training in such research – in methods or 
background literature.

◦ Undertaking the necessary training may be too little 
too late. A crash course can’t replace sustained 
undergraduate and graduate level work in an area.

◦ Undertaking the necessary training would be 
extremely time-consuming – reversing the 
“economic” benefits of such a shift.

◦ A further distraction from existing research areas?



� Problems with women in particular making 
this shift:
◦ “Ghettoizing” women researchers in this way can 
reduce the number of women doing strong work in 
other areas.
◦ If women are more likely than men to make mid-
career shifts in research focus, then they might be 
comparatively disadvantaged in terms of the 
development of their research profiles.
◦ If women researchers cluster around similar areas, 
this might lend support to essentialist claims about 
female “ways of knowing.”



� Does working on diversity/equity issues as 
service and research mean that one is angry 
even more of the time? (And, when is the best 
career stage at which to be really angry at 
academe?)



� Are these issues the ones that should really 
be occupying our time? The second wave 
redux – yet more work on issues facing 
privileged (mostly) white women. Does all of 
this university diversity work distract us from 
the really important global feminist work?

� Eternal recurrence: haven’t we been through 
all of this before? 



� If the methodology for such research is really 
ethnographic, then is this Philosophy at all, or 
just Sociology-lite?



� If we find ourselves doing this work anyway, 
then being philosophers, we need to do it as
philosophers:
◦ Careful phenomenology.

◦ Counter-factual reasoning.

◦ Good, tough questions.



“We have to set out upon our intellectual 
travels from the home where we already find 
ourselves.”

Charles Sanders Peirce

“Starting with experience was what we knew 
how to do in the women’s movement.”

Dorothy Smith
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