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TOWARD A FEMINIST
RESEARCH METHOD

Rhoda Linton

This paper follows the rather rocky progression of my experience in a main-
sream setting, as a feminist, from novice to professional social science re-
cearch methodologist. First, | describe the experience out of which my need
10 know how to idenafv feminist research emerged: 1 then abstract, from a
broad review of activities of the contemporary western WOMEN's movement,
2 ser of criteria that | consider to reflect current western teminist principles.
Second, 1 describe a research method, an innovanve group conceptualization
wchnique. Third, | discuss and examine an illustration of the use of the tech-
nique to see if it embodies the set of criteria reflecting feminist principles.
Although 1 do not claim this as the only way 1o approach issues feminist
researchers face when confronting conflicts with current dominant research
paradigms, | do believe it offers one way. In conclusion, 1 discuss my own
guestions arising from this work to date, inciuding how 1o translate the
group conceptualizanon technique into an action research method.

Beginnings

As a feminist concentrating on learning research methods in the context of a
doctoral program in Program Evaluanon Studies, | discovered earty on thar
was uncomfortable with the houndaries imposed by current research pracnce.
| learned that such boundaries enclosed belief systems sometimes called para-
digms and that these paradigms had been created, utlized, and promul-
gated as the norm predominantly by white western males in academic and
other “scientific” settings.

in the social sciences, frequently one is introduced to research methods via
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courses in specific statistical procedures. Such courses often present the mare.
nal according to graduated levels of complexity of analvsis but withour ap
overzall tramework for their use. Little attention is given, for example, to the
dvnamic interplay between them and other research components such as the.
oretical conceptualization, problem formulation, design, measurement, data
definition, data collection strategies and rechniques, and other compaonents of
the research process. [ did not object to the mathematical procedures em-
ployed n statistical analyses: in fact, eventuallv 1 found them to be quite
taptalizing puzzles. Inmitally, however, smdving such subjects seemed some-
how ouzside the realm of seeking methods by which to understand the world,
Although agonizing and ttime consuming in the intricate calculations required,
they seemed to me not to reveal themselves as useful intermediary steps in the
overall enterprise of rescarch. 1 now believe thar this was a function of the
way in which these subjects were atomistically conceived and taught, that is,
as enunies unio themselves, with very litde connecting them tw real life appli-
cation either through substantdve examples or contextual preparanon. This
type of skill development seems to play a role in the curriculum of many so-
aal saence advanced degree programs: something peripheral to “real”
substantive subjects and, therefore, of secondary nterest ar best. As a com-
pulsory demonstration ot mathematical capability, a rather closed, if not
terrified, approach to its study s pracucally guaranteed, especially for many
women. Furthermore, parually because a generally heightened level of fear
exists among students, the importance of this quantitative research skill
comes to {oom larger than its actual value: at che same time its potental for
mulaple uses in an overall approach to research is unrecognized. For exam-
ple, by concentrating on the calculation of various wavs to fest for “signifi-
cance” of research results, the usefulness of many statistical procedures for
exploring data is often overlooked, even lost. As they become ends rather
than means in the general research endeavor, these tests, although interestng
conceptually and useful in some contexts, can actually block understanding.

Transitions

Once I began to understand the potential uses of such quannrative techniques
le.gg., exploring data), I had no interest in throwing the baby out with‘fhﬁ
bath water. However, [ also did not choose to swallow the current meanings
without critical amention to their assumptions and practice, especally 3
viewed from a feminist perspective. Given a specific experience that occure
just as | was beginning to focus on the question, Is there such a thing as femt-
mist research methodology?® (Linton 1983), 1 had become convinced that 2
femninist perspective could make a difference; it could introduce new ways @
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seeing and doing research. | wen: t0 a Women's Pen
non in Washington, D.C. As a veteran
m the 19605 and carly 19705, [ knew in detay] how they worked. Ac this
event, I was thrilled to discover that even the process, the method, of such
things as common as “normal” demonstrations could be radically changed
through attempts 1o embody feminist beliefs ‘Linton and Whitham 1982).
This experience confirmed my need to review and expand from a feminjst
perspective what | wasg learning abour “normal” research methodology.

I'chose conceprualization ag My particular area of research method interest

tagon Action demonstra-
attender and organizer of such events

# conceptualization because of it po-
tential, as a step in the development of group action, for building women’s
solidarity to achieve social change. Together with 2 research methodologist
whose specialization s in quantitative procedures, [ worked on the develop-
ment of a specified conceptualizaton process that combined text and numer-
ical data and thar could be used by both individuals and groups. Focusing on
the group approach, | decided to explore the process usj

onceptualzation process would produce as an
butcome a meaning of feminism for the group parnapanng, but how could |
tell if the method jtself was feminist® | needed a context, some kind of indica-
tors of conceptualizing feminisin, with which W compare my practice,

New Beginnings

Because the lagt tWenty years have given us many and varied meanings of
feminism, the question then arose, from which meaning should [ choose ind;-
cators? Stymied by chis question for some time, | finally decided that, al-
though we could casily theorize abour feminism, what we ag self-identified
eminists oo inescapably reveals who we are ata given time. Whether we are
conscious of ir or not, all practice embodies theory,
‘evealed by whar we do, even when inconsistent Wit
erefore, | attempted to survey current self-idenrify

that is, what we mean is
h what we say we mear,

lize that my own view is one of many, necessarily limited
3 4 contemporary western femninist and Open o question
¥ others, Thus, I do not daim an absolute sense for my meaning of femi-
M or whay | consider to be activities constituting feminist practice,

" as part of a dvnamic movement—g

In fﬂCt, Lsee my work as “in process,’
lge joing effort 1o Create, understand, and exchange not Only what we know
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but also how we know. [ tried to include a variety of ways of knowing abauyt
the concept feminism in the survey of feminist practice, for example, books,
articles, studies, film, video, music, theater, pamphlets, personal I‘t‘COHCLTions;
meeting minutes, speeches, service program reports, and so on. | then formed
broad categories of feminist activities: consciousness raising, for example,

small groups, large groups such as speak-outs and teach-ins: service programs,

for example, reproductive rights clinics, rape crisis lines, battered women’s
shetters, displaced homemaker centers; both direct and indirect sodiai and po-
litrcal action, for example, electoral and legislative campaigns, court cases, public
education on specific issues, demonstrations, rallies, marches, camp-ins; cul-
tural expression, for example, music, art, spirituality, literature, revitalizaton
of tradinonal women’s crafts; theory building and education, tor example,
women'’s studies programs, internships; and theoretical and applied rescarch,
tor example, anthropological, historical, psychological, literary, program eval-
uation, This categorizatuon was meant neither to be absolute nor o imply
prionty among activitdes. Furthermore, it was clear to me that the connec-
nons among the caregornies revealed that their separation was somewhart arg-
ficial, reflecting more a variation in my designated viewpoint than the activity
iself. The caregorization was meant to reflect my understanding of the many
and varied ways meanings of feminism have been conceptualized — separated
by permeable boundaries but not mutually exclusive.

Characteristics of Fermnist Principles/ Activities

In order to establish a set of criteria for comparison, 1 identified several char-
acteristics, including both process and content, which 1 thought these termunist
actvities most generally had in commeon:

L. women are the uctive central tocusisubject:

2. cooperative group activity is the predominant modus operandi;

3. there is a recognized need for liberation from the oppression of the sta-
tus quo;

4. 1ssues affecting women are identified, and strategies for action ar€
developed;

3. there is an open, inclusive, accessible, creative, dvnamic process b
people, among activities, or in relaton to ideas; and .

6. there is a commitment to respect and include women’s 1deas, theon®
experiences, and action strategies from diverse experiences that appear t©
and sometimes are, in contlict {Linron 19857,

erweel
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Conccptuahzation method may be measured by or evaluated agamnst

ese charactenstics. 1 did not daim a defintnve view of feminism; indeed,

anv possiblc conceptions Of ferninism are emerging out of different con-

. d to establish indicators, not hard-and-fast requirements. If the
idenufied across pencral current western feminist pracoce

hodied in the conceprualizanon methodology, | would know why 1
y work was ferminist.

texts- | wante

A GROUP CONCEPTU ALIZATION _METHOD

i\ The three-siep specified group conceptualizafion process described here (Tro-
" him and Lanton 1986) simultaneously incorporates conflicting as well as
similar 1deas, all in relation tO each other. The product of this method 1s 2
map of ideas {i.e., a concept map), contributed, organized, and interpreted by
a specific group of participants. The method can be used by either individuals
or groups: however, my interest in the method s n its usefulness 1o groups
of great diversity that have one or more cOmmon goals. Concept maps devel-
oped by such groups can provide a conceptual framework in which partici-
pants can sce their apgregated smilaities and differences in relation to each
other. The map is, In essence, 4 picture of the thinking of the group. This
picture can reveal not only what participants know they think but also think-
© ing of which they may not be aware, pardcularly the thinking that shifts
b when trying o INCorporate diversity. The map can reveal how the group
thinks as well as indicate oD what underlying dimensions members OTgantze
their thinkmg.

In additon. the method provides a relatively nonthreatening initial process
ior 2 diverse group that 1s working together or plans work on a joint
effort, especally a controversial or potentiaily volagle one. It can reveal a
broad view of participants individual ideas, can flatten out power relations
and their influence n the group while cach merber decides how to organize
not only her own but every other member’s ideas. and can produce a concep-
wual framework, an Organization of the group's ideas, 11 which the group can
see its organized sameness and difference, be stimulated by its analysis and in-
terpretation, and be free to build its action upon & commonly constructed

and understood foundaton.

The method’s three steps are: expansion, contraction, and interpretanon. A
complier software program. The Concept Svsten, has been developed 1O
process both text and numencal data generated by these three steps. Time tor
the processing required berween the steps depends upon the size of the group
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and the number of ideas generated for use; the system can accommodate up
to 100 ideas. The three steps can usually be accomplished in a one-day ses-
sion, or they can be broken into two halt-day sessions.

Step 1: Expansion

in this step, participants create the conceptual domain; that is, they contmibute
the ideas that constitute the meaning of the concept to be developed. The
group agrees Upon a question or statement of what is to be conceprualized.
Beainstorming is used in this step in order to encourage participants to let go
of strictly organized approaches to the concept. The object here s 1o get the
broadest possible view of what is involved in the concept. Ideas in the form
of phrases or short sentences can be brainstormed first individually on paper
and then by the group by voice and recorded on a chalkboard or a thp chart.
Asking participants to think abour the question before the session and setting
time limits for the actual brainstorming mav be useful. Paracipants can give
their individuaily written ideas dunng the group vocal brainstornung session
or turn them in on paper after the session. The latter is especially recom-
mended in groups where power differences exist or where sensitive topics
might otherwise restrict some individuals’ contributions.

Our experience shows that the toral number of ideas with which a group is
comfortable working seems to be 75 to 100. lf more ideas are generated, the
group can choose a method to select 75 to 100 tfrom rthe total. For example,
a simple random sample could be done from the total; a committee from the
group could be given some guidelines for choosing the ideas: or the commur-
ree could choose a core of critical ideas and a random sample could be taken
from the rest. Given the spontaneity of the bramnstorming process, one other
procedure mav be needed at this pomnt; that is. some minimal editing of the
ideas may be required so thev retlect the meaming mntended by the contribu-
tor. The group can decide if this is needed, and it can be done quickly at the
end of the session.

Step 2: Contraction

embet

In this step the group participants organize the ideas. Each group md
eter-

considers all ideas in relation to the others and has equal influence i

mining the final location of ideas on the outcome map- The ideas gencrate

3 by ), and each
mber then

by the brainstorming in Step 1 are printed on cards (usually
group member is given a stack containing alf the ideas. Each me
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sorts e cards into piles in any way thar makes sense to her. With the excep-
fion of one or the total number, anv number of piles she decides 1o use 15
fine, When she finishes sorting, she 1s given blank ’cards on which 1o write a
pame for cach pile, characterizing the meaning of the cards in the pile. She
then adds this card to the top of the pile. Each person is given or chooses an
dentificanon nusher to write on the top card of cach of her piles to avod
riXINg CASES. These piles constiture the data used bv a statistical procedure.
multidimensioﬂ:ﬂ scaling, that locates the ideas on the map by searching for
the joint occurrence of all possible pairs of ideas among all the members’
piles. The final placement of 1deas on the map reflects the level of agreement
among sorters as to which ideas make sense to put together and which to
separate. The closer the ideas appear together on the map, the higher the Jevel
of agreement reflected. A duster analysis procedure further summarizes the
Jata for usc in the interpreation step by clustering the individual ideas on the
hasis of mathematical cutoft pomnts.

The group may also choose to add a third dimenston to the meaning of the
map by using a simple rating procedure. For example, a list of the 1deas can
be prepared on which participants rate each one as Lo level of iImportance (ot
on some other critena chosen by the groupi on a scale of one t© five. Simple
means can then be calculated and added to the map as a haght dimension.
where “mountains” represent more important ideas.

Step 3: Interpretation
Participants explore the meaning of the map in this final step.”

CESSJON AGENDA. A basic outline of an agenda for the interpretation
session usually includes: a review of the process to date; an explanation
of the information to be used in the session: a process Lo name the clus-
ters; a process to identify the regions of the map: a discussion of rela-
tionships of individual ideas, clusters of ideas, and regions; a view of
the total map: a discussion of the fit of the map to the group’s under-
standing of its view of the concept: and a discussion of how the group
may want to usc the conceptual framework.

MATERLALS FOR Group UsE. Each person receives a copy of the
group’s map, produced by an overlav of cluster analysis on a multidi-
mensional scaling plot: a list of the ideas by cluster; and a list of all the
ideas with their level of importance value, if the group decides to In-
clude the rating procedure. Other information that may be given
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includes each idea’s correlation with irs own cluster value and various
numerical indicators relevant to the clusters’ placement, their degree of
spread, and their overall level of importance value.

NAMING THE CLUSTERS. Clusters are named by the group n a two-
step process. First, small groups ichosen randomly by numbering off)
review the ideas in each cluster, discuss cluster meanings, and deade on
names for each cluster. Second, in the context of the total group, small
groups contribute their suggestions, and the whole group comes to
agreement on names for each cluster. Based on the cluster meanings,
distance, and direction, the group can then explore the map for regional
meaning, underlying dimensions thar can represent lines along which
the group organizes its thinking, of which it may or may not be aware,
and dvnamics of movement revealed by placement of ideas and clusters
in relation to each other. Further meaning can be found by comparing
ideas within one cluster to ideas within another cluster. For example, in
a group conceptualization of feminism done in 1984 clusters of 1deas
about theory and clusters ot ideas about practice appeared on opposite
sides of the map. Because feminist thought is both derived from practice
and feeds practice cvelically, a question raised by this relationship of
clusters is, how does this cycle operate? There are other guestions that
could be asked: Do the theoties match the activities? Are there any indi-
cations among the ideas themselves that give direction to understanding
the interaction of theory and practice? Are there action statements in
the theory clusters and vice versa® In addition, ratngs of these clusters
give priority to the pracuce clusters that contain action-oriented ideas
relacing to specific practical needs and demands, rather than the theory
clusters that contain more passive ideas. This indicates that participants
in this 1984 group appear to valuc action on specific issues more than
thinking about them, including, perhaps, thinking about the wmeaning ot
those actions. This raises another question: does an emphasis on chang-
ing what has been labeled passivity and resulting vicrimizacon ]ead.to
action on a short-term, short-sighted basis in wavs that conflict with
long-term, more theoretically stated beliefs?

Clusters can also be explored for amount of spread, an indic
the degree of agreement about the cluster's meaning. Comparisons 0
degree of agreement and level of importance of ideas and/or clusters can
also be made. Checking the location of outliers, those ideas in a given
cluster located far awav from the cluster can also sumulate ideas about
what and how the group thinks. [f it seems useful, the map may also be
flipped or rotated for turther exploration of its meaning.

ator of
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AL COMMENTS. This conceptualization process can be used as a
hod for purposes of clarifving concepts at the stages of
of collecting data. of developing basic measurement,
her wavs. Its flexibility and capacity for adaptanon to
e of its positive characteristics. The fact thart, un-
thods, the process can casily be understood and

GENER
+ research met
forming theory,
< gnd In many Othe!
speciﬁc situations 1s on
like meany research me ,
« ysed by participants adds ro 1ts value.

AN ILLUSTRATION

Twentv-five members of the Feminist Ways of Knowing Seminar at Douglass
College, Rutgers University in fall 1985 participated in the three conceptual-
ization steps. The idea of conceptualizing femninism was agreed upon at an
early date. the brainstorming {expansion) was done on October 4, organizing
the ideas {contraction) took place one week later, and the meaming of the
map (interpretation) was discussed on November 22, covering a seven-week

nme period.

-

Step 1. Expansion

Brainstorming, which took approximately forty-five minutes, was done indi-
vidually in writing first and then verbally as a group. All ninetv-five ideas
contributed were used in the study; fortv-six came from the group session,
and fortv-nine were taken from ideas written by individuals but not offered
during the group session. This seeming reluctance of seminar members to
speak our could indicate the existence of feelings of unequal power relations
in the group. In fact, although this issue was not discussed formally by the
group, a few members did subsequently mention 10 me that they did nor con-
tribute their ideas verbally in the group serung for fear of being considered
silly, naive, or “politically mcorrect.”

Step 2: Contraction

During the contraction step, which also took approximately fom-‘-ﬁv_e min-
tes. each seminar member was given a set of ninety-five cards with the
ideas printed on them. The members were asked to sort them into piles thar
“made sense” to them and to characterize each pile with a short name or
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description. Any number of piles was acceptable except a single pile or 93
piles: the range was from 3 ro 20 piles, with the average number being 7.88
per person. Participants also rated each idea on a scale ot one least] © tive
{most) according to its level of importance o feminism. These values were
simply entered on a separate list of all ninety-five ideas. Some mermbers com-
mented that the sorting exercise alone was provocative and mind-sererching
because it forced them to grapple with various relationships ameng the ideas
contributed by the group that they themselves would not have chosen o be
part of the conceptual domain (e.g.. ideas they had not thought of 1n relanon
to feminism}. Others reported teeling challenged to understand enough about
how they decided which ideas went together in which piles so they could
characterize each pile with a rame or deseniption.

Step 3: Interpretation

At the interprerartion session, which lasted about ninety minuzes, [ expected to
follow this agenda, as tar as time would allow:

—

Brief review
2. Name the clusters
—small groups negotiate a name for cach custer
—whole group negotiates a name tor each cluster
3. Discuss relationships
—locate clusters on the map
—check outliers for location, meaning, ambigutty, confusion
—~top to bottom? side 1o side?
—underlving dimensions?
— movement, dynamics?
—overall?
4. What is missing {meaning)?
5. Reveladon of suggestions tor directions, strategies, and so on for devel
opment of the conceprualization? ‘
6. What makes it teminist?> Or perhaps better, how 1s it consistent with
teminist activity/principles?
7. How can it be used?

- . . { e
MATERIALS FOR GROLUDP Usk. [he weelk before, in preparation for t1_1
interpretation session, I had distributed a summary of the data analys!
. : . oo 7 15
These materials contained the ninetv-five ideas listed by the cluste

I
e o}
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d as a result of the sorting by group members. Each idea had sev-

eral numbers followng it on the 1‘15;, ea;hl(>f which had a separate,

speciﬁC meanmng. 1 mduded a sheer 14ent1fyn_1g these numbers and ex-

plaining these meanings. 1 also compiled a list of all the characteriza-

tons of each member’s piles to provide data for exploring underlying
fimensions 17 the map. In retrospect, given that the procedures and

graphics of this parucular conceptualizanon methad as well as 1ts po-

cential for investigating, explamning, or contributing 10 knowledge cre-
ation are 1m the early stages of development, 1 think my enthusiasm
cdouded my judgment of what was possible to accomplish n the ses-
sion, especially given the short amount of time available. | cautioned 1n
my “brief review” that, due to our ume constraints, the session should
be viewed only as 2 sample of what the interpreting experience could
be, in regular situations, groups actually rake hours doing this step.
However, it soon became Jear that we would not have time €0 expert-
ence even an adequate sample interpretation process, as questions and
feclings that I had not anticipated began to spill out. Group members
were primarily concerned about what all the numbers listed on the
handout materials meant and how the actual compurer process had
worked to produce the map. Several people commented that they
immediately felt distrusitul and intimidated when they saw all those

forme

numbers.
In my attempt 10 provide the participants with all the informavon

sailable for interpretanion {L.e., 1o My view this meant equalizing the
power between researcher and participantss, and in my rush to accom-
plish as much of the agenda as possibie, more confusion than clarity
resulted. 1 think the idea was 100 unfamiliar, the context was not devel-
oped, and the data was overwhelming. Unfortunately, all this operatcd
to prevent an adequate grasp of the meaning of the map’s fundamental
components that, in turn, for manv, undermined the ultimate under-
standing of the conceptualization process. Becausc | believe that onc
contribution of a feminist approach is o be explicit about researcher
impact on the research process, b think 1tis important o record my own
feclings. in addition to the questions and feclings of the group members,
which 1 received borth in the session and for several wecks after.

RESEARCHER RESPONSE. From my position as an experienced user of
this conceptualization process, | wanted to present 1t in 2 participatory
fashion so that others would ynderstand it from an experiential pet-
spective and be stimulated to see how 1t might be used in their own situ-
ong all those involved. I also wanted 10

ations, creating reciprocity am
| procedures and computer technology

mcorporate the usc of statistica
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in what | view as their appropriate role in research, that is, as sets of
rools 1o accomplish specific tasks 10 a broad search for understanding,

When the questions and feelings Jbout the numbers, the stanstical pro-
cedures and the computer came up. [ had four responses, of which I am
aware. One, 1 felt attacked for using them at all and resentful of that
Lttack: and two. | feit | was failing 1o keep therm, that 1s, the numbers,
in their role and was instead allowing them to occupy 4 central focus.
Furthermore, 1 felt amazed that group members had such resistance to
using numbers as one means (o undersranding ideas, and last, T was dis-
appointed in myself tor not having anticipated that this might be the
case. Although my feelings of resentment, failure, and inadequacy were
mitigated 1 retrospect by subsequent discussions with group members
who saw very ditferent group dvnamics occurring, some of which had
nothing to do with the conceptualization process, they certainly ntlu-
enced the outcome of the session. [ should also note that this study pro-
vided me with an intense and valuable learning experience. borth about
this methodology and about the concept of feminism as developed by
this group.

GENERAL COMMENTS. For the remainder of the interpreration session,
although the group’s comments and observations about both content
and process responded specifically to some questions on the agenda (see
appendix for reterence to specific ideas contributed, cluster names, and
group commentary about both meaning of the map and the conceprual-
ization process in general, as well as Figures 1 and 2 depicting the ac-
tual concept map for the group), time did not allow a thorough
interpretation of the meaning of the group’s map. Most comments Wete
of a descriptive rather than an analytic nature. Qur similarities, differ-
ences, conflicts, and so on as a group were not addressed. Time may not
have been the only reason: perhaps the composition Of the central
purpose of the seminar was not conducive 10 seriously producing ?he
group's conceptualization of feminism; perhaps the several and varying
activities ot the methodology were oo inconsistent with other presentd”
tions or too different from the more accepred methods of socd
scientific inquiry to be considered a serious intellectual endeavors per
haps my presentation was unclear or did not make sense ¢ particl®
pants; perhaps by the time of the interpretation session, the grovp ha

established lines of agreement and disagreement among the memoers
that a serious discussion of the meaning of feminism would test: pro-
voke overt dissonance, or otherwise create discomfort or be [hregteﬂ}ﬂg
to or among ndividuals or subgroups: of perhaps it was a combinatio®
of these and/oe other reasons.
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In any case, | was left feeling incomplete 1n relation to both substance
and process. 1 do not think there was a good synthesized meaning for
the concept chosen by the group to conceptualize, nor was | satisfied
that parricipants had a thorough enough experience to adapt the
method to their own use. | was, however, stimulated to think about sev-
eral wavs to improve my presentation and choice of appropriate ser-
tings for use of the methodology. First, | must carefully consider the
purpose of the group and make sure the concept chosen to work on will
actually vield useful information for that purpose. Second, when time 15
short, | might opt for presenting the methodology in a lecture format,
using an example of a previous study. Third, I might eliminate some nu-
merical indicators with groups to whom they are confusing rather than
illuminating.” And fourth, | must be aware of the difference in my ap-
proach and responses when 1 am a part of the group as opposed to be-
ing an outsider.

COMTARISON OF GROUP CONCETTUALIZATION METHOD TO CHARAC-
TERISTICS OF FEMINISTPRINCIFLES/ACTIVITIES. Althoughtheexper-
ence was incompiete, it still provides a valuable way to compare the
method to the characteristics of feminist principlesiactivities presented
above (see Characteristics of Feminist Principles section). 1 should note
that some characteristics relate to process and some to content/sub-
stance. Therefore, I will cite references to both from the current illustra-
tion in this comparison. | found the process and reflections of this group
to be especially rich in relation to some characterisuics and regret that
space does not allow for a more in-depth exploration. However. in an
atempt 1o have the participant voices speak for themselves in order to
access the richness, [ have chosen to include many phrases contributed
by group members when brainstorming responses to feminism.

A potential problem with this comparison is directionality. That s,
upon accepting the characteristics as indicators of feminist principles/
activities, one could claim that the method 15 not feminist, or one could
claim that the gromp is not feminist. However. group contextual factors
should provide a framework within which an assessment of direction-
ality can be determined.

Using the method to conceprualize feminism itself, as in this instance,
guarantees that women are the “active central focus/subiect”™; women
participated in naming their own reality. Examples of ideas showing
this are “wav of looking at the wortd with women as central vision,”
“the studv of what women do and think,” and “attempting to identify
with all women; being a woman-identified-woman.” Although the
group sctting was predetermined, its generally cooperative spirit was
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consistent with “cooperative group activity” as “the predominant mo-
dus operandi” of feminist practice. Some participants resisted the staus-
tical and computer aspects of the process, those methods that many
feminist rescarchers view as “masculine,” “objective,” “linear,” and
s0 on, and thus unable to explain women's reality. Overcoming this re-
sistance to work with the group could be viewed as a strong indicaror
of commitment to group cooperation. Examples of specific ideas refated
to this characteristic are “validating other forms ot knowing and com-
munication,” “unifying, creative, emotional approach to knowledge
rather than an {masculinist) analvrically dissecring, categorizing, strictly
“objective” approach,” and “smash the computer.”

Moving from process to content, ideas contributed, such as “rejection
of the negative images of women and feminine things that pervade our
culrure,” “commitment to hiberauon end ot oppression; ot women,”
and “liberation from male domination and patriarchal forms from most
intimate and personal to most abstract and structural” reflect agree-
ment with the “recognition of the need for liberation from the oppres-
sion of the status quo.” Such ideas as “reproductive choice,” “end of
sexnal division of labor,” and “end of compulsory heterosexuality™
clearly are identificd as “issues affecting women,” while “ideology
and analysis for a political movement which advocates {and directs)
political/economicisocial control by women and in the interests of
women [as a group),” “stop judging by gender,” and “rake back the
night” show directions for the development ot “strategies for action.”

Although the experience was “an open, inclusive, accessible, creative,
dvnamic process between people, among activities, and 1n relation to
ideas™ for some participants, 1t scemed to fail to embody part of this
characteristic for others. This was especially apparent in the inaccessi-
bility of the materials that extensively used numerical indicators result-
ing from statistical procedures. The map itself, however, seemed easily
accessible to interpretation, even in the brief rime the group had to ex-
plore it. The main source of diverse and contlicting ideas seemed to be
differing academic disciplines. Some participants noted that they were
challenged 1o grapple with integrating the diverse ideas contributed by
group members. Other comments indicated that some participants saw
no place in feminism for some ideas contribured. These two perspee
tives seem to indicate the existence of respect for “women's ideas, theo-
ries, experiences, and action strategies from diverse experiences which
appear to be in conflict {and sometimes are]” on the part of some, but
not all, of the parncipants.
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WHERE DO | GO FROM HERE?

The illustrated use of the group conceprualization method described above
was situated in a somewhat theoretical setting. However, the group reallv
had no specified use for the conceptual framework developed. It was more an
exercise to demonstrate the use of the method than to produce a meaning of
ferninism for the group. 1 think the method could be useful in a purposetul
thearv-building setting, especially 1f it were done with a group combining
both theoretists and activists. Not only could a general map be constructed
but also different clusters could be expanded and contracted to refine turther
the various regions of the map. One benefit of that approach would be re-
vealing the form and structure of a group’s current thinking; another would
be pushing thar thinking beyond current boundaries, using the map as a basc.
An additional theorv-building use for the method could be to chronicle the
meaning of feminism (or other theoretical concepts) either across tme by
constructing a map annually with the same group or across space by con-
structing feminism maps with varying groups.

I would like to translate the technique into an action research method. It
has already been used by human service agencies as a way of involving entire
agency staffs in conceprualizing program mission, goals, problems, and 1m-
plementation strategies. Resultng maps have been used as a basis for hoth
program planning and evaluation efforts (Trochim and Linton 1984). My
particular interest is in making the method available as one of various tools
to be used in action rescarch settings, especially those addressing questions
important to women, Given the current artack on such hard-won, although
limited, benefits for western women as affirmative action, reproductive rights,
public funding of service programs from barered women’s shelters to child
care, building women’s solidarity is ever more critical. We must find ways in
which differences such as raceiethnicity, class, age, sexual orientation, and
ableness can be viewed as diverse resources to be tapped enrich our joint
efforts, not as a source of divisiveness that prevents building our power o
an unified force. 1 hope that this method can be improved and added to other
research and action methods to construct common understandings that will
contibute 1o our continuing fermninist struggle for social change 1o benefir all
people.

APPENDIX

(See agenda listed under Step 3: Interpreration section)

&l
oo
-1




; it gt NN e Lt

o

RHODA LINTON

Naming the Clusters

The interpretation session contained some discussion about the location of
ideas on the map. Figure 1| shows the location of each idea both by i
identification number and a symbol revealing to which cluster it beiongs.- For
example, idea number 34, in the upper right side of the map, is represented
by a square. Locating the symbol in the legend on the lower right side of the
map, the square is found to represent the ideas in Cluster 2. The clusrer list
can then be consulted for the meanng of idea number 34, Other tdeas in
Cluster 2 can be identified similarty. Naming the ten clusters of ideas depicred
on the conceptual map followed. Small groups were formed by random num-
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berning, and each group negotiated a name for each cluster based on the ideas
in that cluster. Upon reassembling, the entire group then chose a final set of
names for each cluster. For example. the ideas constituting Cluster 2 were:

—new relationship between seer and seen;

—valhdating other forms of knowing and communication;

—1o subject-object split; emotiona! integrated with ranonal;

——continuites versus dichotemies: bevond dichotomies or tolerance of
contradiction;

—a unifving, creative, emotional approach to knowledge rather than an
{masculine) analyticallv dissecting, categorizing, stnctly “objective™ approach;

—knocking down old caregories and filling up the void;

—not exploiting natuee;

—real/utopian vision;

—women'’s rights,

The five small groups negotiated the following names for Cluster 2:

. nondualistic wavs of knowing;
. transcending dualism;

. antidualistic ways of knowing:
. nonexclusive knowing;

. knowing,

Lo e b

The name chosen by the entire group for Cluster 2 was: Transcending Dual-
ism. As a result of this process, the final set of cluster names, as shown i Fig-
ure 2, was:

Cluster 1: Pohties, Power, and Freedom
Cluster 2: Transcending Dualism
Cluster 3: Beyond Gender

Clisster 4: Womanlove

Cluster 5. 1 Am Wormanist

Cluster 6: Going over the Edge

Cluster 7: Woman's Standpoint

Cluster 8: Taking Control of Our Lives
Cluster 9: Revolutionary Vision

Cluster 10: A Womb of One’s Own
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Figure 2. Feminism Conceprualization Mup with Clusrer Names.

General Observations on the Meaning of the Map

In the discussion about the relationships of ideas and clusters, some cxampkfs
of minal general observations about the meaning of feminism in the groups
thinking as expressed by group members were:

— Politics is generally to the left!

— The visionary/transcendental portion is at the top. e

—Body issues are ar the botrom while politicalitheoretical 1ssues are at
top.
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-—The fact that “Bevond Gender™ and “I am Womanist™ are next to each
other on the map suggests a possible contradiction 1n the thinking of the
group.

— A literal interpretation of the map could mean that Woman-idenufica-
tion 1s most central to our politcs.

Examples of observations about the conceprualization process as expressed
by group members included the following:

—One parmicipant commented that although she really liked the parts of
the process where the group members interacted face to face, when she
viewed the map as a whole, she felt that her ideas had been lost and that the
computer had eaten her idenaty.

— It was suggested that since ne serious agenda depended on our classifi-
cation [interpretation], it was easier for us to agree across our differences:
conflicts.

— It was remarked that this process was very similar 1o the process in
many political groups, and we could learn a lot from studving it

——The pracess allows for the group to step back from 1self and see what
is going on in its own process. Although we were all dealing with our own
ideas, it could free us from our personal “investment™ In our own specific
ideas.

—Statistics may hide meanings.

—The nterpersonal exchange felt better than the results of the staustical
procedures—which felt like an averaging of the meaning and produced a
sense of loss of self.

— Mention was made that we had a reallv good time doing this process, !
and sometimes this is taken as a sign of not being senous. But one participant
thought in this case Creanvity was a result of our ludic approach!

The scaled values indicating the level of importance to femimsm ot each
idea were color coded on the map. Some examples of observations about
these values by group members were:

—The ideas with higher values were concentrated in the left-hand top
space (i.c., Politics, Power, and Freedom; Revolutionary Vision; and Beyond
Gender clusters).

— Items with the lowest values were concentrated m the lower right-hand
space {i.e., Going OQver the Edge and A Womb of One's Own clusters).

— The item with the highest value, “iiberation from male domination and
patriarchal forms from most intimate and personal to most abstract and
structural,” seems isolated from its own cluster. Although therc 1s agreement
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thar 1t is the most important idea in the studv, there 1 s agreement about
whether it belongs in Cluster 1. “Polines, Power, and Freedom™.

NOTES

{ wish to thank Alison Jaggar for her connrums helptul cringue and bebier in my

work: hoth Alison and Susan Bordo sor their sudance in edinngs Doroees Do
and Ferris Olin for their generosity in logistical asastance: and to give my .o
thanks to Beremice Fisher, Uma Naravan, and joan [ronto for their mendsnr oo
support throughour the seminar.

1. Developed by William M. K. Trovhim for 18 compatble and Apple Madnoan
computers; information available by wnong him at N137 MAVR Hall, Correli Univer-
sitv, Ithaca, New York, 14853,

2. Due to new developmenzs in the compurter software, it 1s now possitue @0 m-
crease the power of the group pariapants vis-avs the researcher in the interpretanon
step through on-thespot mampulanon of the cluster analysis procedure. This allows
the group decision-making power over the choive of the rumber of dusters they think
best represents their ideas. Because the illustranen Jeseribed below was done betore
this new development. the description of the interpretanon step here wil tollow the
onginal method where the researcher decided vn the number 0t vlusters based on sta-
nstcal enncal values,

3. {0 the new developments in the software mendoned earlier. the numbers used in
describing cluster relationships are automadcally eliminated by the changes that enable
participants 1o choose the number of clusters.
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