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Abstract In this introduction, we provide a context for the following collection of papers,
noting the impetus behind our call for submissions for a paper session on ‘Feminist
Methodologies,’ to be presented at the 2002 Annual Meeting of the Institute of British
Geographers, as well as the ensuing debate in Belfast. We provide a brief summary of
each of the following papers, highlighting the ways in which each invokes power as a key
component of feminist research.
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We are pleased to introduce this collection of papers on feminist methodologies
initially presented at the Institute of British Geographers’ (IBG) Annual Conference in
Belfast 2002.2  Feminist geography has been and, we hope, continues to be an arena of
critical thought and practice that drives productive research in all senses of that term:
thinking and doing the ‘F’ word implies a sensitivity to power relations within the field, an
awareness of the ethical role of the researcher and a commitment to the progressive
deployment of research as well as an understanding of how the researcher and the
researched have been gendered, sexualised, raced and classed. And yet, given this
intellectual, political and ethical agenda, is there, we wonder, a distinct critical edge to
feminist research? This question arose for us from discussions over our own research
projects, which we outline briefly below. As we sought to define where our work was
situated within a feminist research agenda, we found ourselves struggling to pick apart
how a feminist project differed from what might be termed a ‘critical human geography’
project and, indeed, the broader, interdisciplinary arena of social theory.

This struggle can also be discerned in Jones, Nast and Roberts comprehensive
introduction to Thresholds in Feminist Geography, wherein they note that all who claim
the label “feminist” have as a goal, “the social and political transformation of the world
that feminist theories aim to understand” (1997, xxii).  Such a goal in and of itself does not
differentiate “feminist” research from the broader arena of social theory. For these authors,
such “unfixity” arises from the fact that methodology, understood as the conceptualization
and design of a research project, is situated between theory and method; in as much as
feminist theory is a dynamic and contested field, so to is methodology (1997, xxix-xxx).

Certainly, our own research deploys quite different theoretical and topical fields
within the geographical discipline. Sarah’s (2003) research explores the spatial variation in
the participation of women in the labour market. Her work suggests that the national scale
of analysis currently deployed within labour market theory and policy conceals important
regional and local differences in participation rates, and that future policy and practice
must take account of the complex, locally-based social networks that give rise to such
disparities.  Using extensive in-depth interviewing, particular attention is paid to the work-
life balance envisioned by a wide range of women, indicating the need for locally-
sensitive policy initiatives rather than a one policy fits all model.  Deborah’s research
re vo lve s a ro und  de ve lop men t pra cti ce s a ris in g f rom c ont emp or ary  pr oc ess es of  un eve n
de ve lop men t and  th e re- the or iza tio n of the  s oci al pr odu cti on  an d c on sumpti on  of 
re pr ese nta ti ons , s uc h a s f il m, vid eo  ga mes  a nd the  i nte rne t (fo r e xa mpl e, Di xon  an d
Cr es swe ll, 2 002 ).  A cr iti ca l a tte nt ion  to  t he soc ia l c ons tr uct ion  o f g end er  ha s b ee n k ey in 
bo th  of  th es e a rea s, in iti at ing  no t onl y a  d eco nst ru cti on of  ge nde r- lad en no rms  an d mor es in 

                                                       
2 Rather than provide an” overview” of feminist methodologies, our aim is merely to

introduce the following papers, noting the disciplinary context within which they were produced.
As such, we detail our own, personal rationale for the initial call for papers for a session on feminist
methodologies and outline the character of the session itself, as well as the contribution the
following papers have made to our “partial” understanding of feminist methodologies . Excellent
overviews of feminist methodologies can be found in McDowell (1992, 1997), Eyles (1993), Pratt
(1993), Nast (1994), Hanson (1997), Jones, Nast and Roberts (1997), and Moss (2002).
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po li cy doc ument s a s wel l a s pop ula r cul tur e, bu t a ls o a n e xp osi tio n of the  p owe r r el ati ons  t hat 
pr od uce  an d ens ue fr om suc h art efa ct s. Verity’s (2003) work concerns itself with how
people come to identify with, and learn about their environment. In considering the
theoretical models of knowledge communication, she has been critical of past
environmental education research that has tended to focus on policy, rhetoric, and theory
rather than lived experiences.  Using a variety of qualitative methodologies she
demonstrates how various everyday practices, performed through temporal and
geographical scales, influence environmental action.

The first two projects explicitly address gender and have been able to take
advantage of more conceptually developed methods within feminist geography. The third
project, however, does not fit quite so easily into the feminist pantheon, and so makes us
think more critically about what it is we mean by feminist and what we expect a feminist
project to be able to address and achieve.  Does feminist necessarily imply an investigation
of gender inequities or gender constructions, as Hanson (1997, 121) suggests? Or, as
Jones, Nast and Roberts (1997, xxii) imply, does feminist equate with a broader
appreciation of the power relations at work in the field, and an ethical regard for the
inclusion of the thought and concerns of the researched into the project? To reiterate our
key concern: is there a distinct critical edge to feminist geography?

Wanting to generate a broader debate around this concern, we formulated the
following questions for the IBG conference in Belfast:

1) Has feminist geography been subsumed under the broader project of
social theory? Or does feminist thinking impart a distinct critical edge to
geographic analysis? What kinds of conceptual decisions are being made
around the choice of methods for data collection and analysis?

2) In light of developing and emerging economic, political and cultural
contexts across the globe, what is the analytic project facing feminist
geographers? That is, which objects of analysis do we and should we
address as significant? And, how do these changing contexts in turn impact
feminist methodologies?

The first set of questions address our own concern over the relationship between
feminist geography and social theory, and are somewhat provocatively stated.  The second
set are more explicitly grounded, in that they focus on how we identify and locate, as well
as research, significant objects of analysis. As such, they speak to that aspect of feminist
methodology that emphasises the need to interrogate the dialectic between our
understanding of the world, and the ways in which those understanding are themselves
materially embedded.

In convening a paper session at the 2002 IBG Annual Conference, our aim was to
bring together diverse perspectives on the ways in which feminist methodologies are
framed and put into practice. We invited contributions from well-known writers on
feminist methodology and sent out a general call for participation. The resulting line-up of
papers (by Ruth Bankey, Liz Bondi, Kath Browne, Rachel Colls, Isabel Dyck, Sarah
Kindon, Jan Monk [and Patricia Manning and Catalina Denman] and Andrea Nightingale)
exhibited not only a range of topics, from natural resource management to sexual politics,
but also a range of professional positions in the discipline, from postgraduate to professor.
With the enthusiastic participation of audience members, the session offered both
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insightful and thought provoking work, sparking a wide-ranging discussion of
contemporary theories and practices of feminist methodology. All of the presenters were
subsequently invited to contribute to this collection. The papers that follow are, however, a
selection of those presented in Belfast, as time and work constraints took their inevitable
toll on the initial line-up.  Following the IBG conference, Mona Domosh was invited to
provide a commentary on the paper session as a whole; her essay was subsequently
extended for this collection.  We should also note that here that a paper by Rachel
Saltmarsh initially prepared for Belfast but not presented was to be included in this
collection and hence has been commented upon by Mona: however, again due to
unforeseen circumstances, Rachel’s paper was not converted into a published piece for this
collection.

In listening to all the papers in Belfast, and in reviewing the published versions of
those that follow, it became apparent to us that interest primarily lay with the second set of
questions we had set, that is, those more explicitly focused on grounded research.  Given
the fact that our own interest in thinking/doing the ‘F’ word was driven and shaped by our
particular research contexts, this focus is perhaps none too surprising: we might well
expect other feminist geographers to ground and reground conceptual issues through their
fieldwork. And yet, these papers do speak implicitly to the first set of questions by virtue
of the fact that there simply is no anxiety apparent as to what constitutes a “distinct”
feminist, critical edge to research.  Instead, there is a sense of empowerment here in the
way that these researchers draw upon a body of work labelled “feminist” that is diverse, at
times contradictory and certainly overlaps on occasion with other bodies of work. The
result is a collection of papers that attempt to use that work in a productive manner by
pushing further feminist debates on a variety of materially-grounded concepts.

What has become interesting to us through the review process is the way in which
each paper has taken up the concept of power as central to feminist research. For some,
power has been linked to an ethical obligation, while for others power has been linked to
analytic rigour and to methodological flexibility. In each case, it is the careful
interrogation of power relations within the research project that is regarded as the means
by which such research can be made more feminist.

In the opening paper, Liz Bondi returns to a familiar issue in feminist research, that
of interpersonal relationships in the research process and the powers and positionalities
associated with these. In focusing on a psychotherapeutic conceptualisation of empathy
and identification, she highlights how a practice we use in everyday interaction could be
usefully mobilised to reflect upon what happens within fieldwork relationships of all
kinds. Liz develops her argument with reference to qualitative interviewing and offers
feminist geographers a way of thinking about power and positionality afresh. Sensitive to
the questions and dilemmas researchers are confronted with in the field, she provides us
with a way of thinking about participation and observation drawing on ideas from
psychotherapy and psychoanalysis.  She encourages researchers to be observers of the
process of interviewing and the emotions and stories that ensue, whilst also participating
in the interview itself. That is, she suggests, researchers should be more flexible in their
practice and attempt to oscillate between participating in processes of identification and
observing some distinction between one’s own and the other person’s inner realities. Her
concluding remarks point out that such processes would provide for more rigorous
research. She notes that viewing interaction, and the similarities and differences that
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empathy insights in the field, are as important as attending to the particularities of
similarities and differences of gender, class, race, age, sexuality and so forth.

Andrea Nightingale’s paper provides two key points that provide feminist
geographers with pause for thought.  Firstly, Andrea wishes to challenge what she views
as the insistence that qualitative research methods are more suited for in-depth, feminist
work. With the note that quantitative techniques are not necessarily positivist, she suggests
that we be more flexible in regard to our choice of methodologies by giving further
consideration to how particular kinds of questions can be researched via the use of
quantitative techniques. Secondly, Andrea goes on to argue that a combination of
qualitative and quantitative research techniques affords the researcher a sense of
empowerment in that they can interrogate more carefully the partiality of knowledge
provided by such techniques.

Jan Monk, Patricia Manning and Catalina Denman focus on the power
relationships at work in collaborative projects, in terms of trust and “turf,” but also extend
this discussion to a consideration of the positionality afforded such participants within
diverse university and disciplinary reward systems, as well as diverse cultural and political
contexts. In particular they draw attention to the ways in which diverse people – from
librarians, to clerical staff to reviewers – play a significant, and yet largely unremarked,
“collaborative” role in the research process.  Using their own membership of a particular
network to discuss these sets of power relations, Jan, Patricia and Catalina stress the varied
emotional as well as academic output of such projects: “human relationships in
collaborative projects can be fulfilling and harmonious or fraught with tensions which may
or may not be successfully negotiated” (Monk, Manning and Denman, this issue).

In her consideration of the power relations between the researcher and the
researched, Mona Domosh believes that while recent methodological commentary has
addressed the subjective position of the researcher, there has been slight attention given to
the position of the researched. That is, while feminist geographers have endeavoured to
assess how their personal, emotional, political and cultural agendas shape the way in
which they view or interpret our research, an equal consideration of what might be termed
the ‘social construction’ of the researched has not been forthcoming. If we are to gain, and
provide, a more rigorous form of research, Mona believes we need to scrutinize these
“other” personal knowledges; if we do not, then we  “deny our interviewees the
subjectivity we have accorded ourselves, and we deny ourselves a potentially more critical
understanding of others” (Domosh, this issue).

As a collection, we think these papers provide an interesting entry point into
current debates on feminist methodologies.  We are grateful to the individual authors for
their continued interest in the overall project initiated at the Belfast IBG, as well as the
editors and reviewers at ACME. We also thank all presenters and audience members at the
Feminist Methodology session and look forward to future debate.
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