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Abstract

The feminist voice (Reinharz, 1992) invites the researcher’s personal experiential data in the mate-
rial as embodied knowing, and self-reflexivity uses “feedback” from the materials or writing to ad-
mit new possibilities (Schon, 1983; Steier, 1995). Through a combined feminist and self-reflexive
framework, a chronological account of the development of my epistemological awareness is ex-
plored. This paper demonstrates the self-reflexively functioning researcher through the illustration
of a self-reflexive ethnographic approach (Ellis & Bochner, 2000) to the relationship between epis-
temology and (my) self.

Introduction

Autoethnography (Ellis & Bochner, 2000) incorporates the researcher’s lived experience in the data
collection. Following new developments in social science methodology, the incorporation of subjec-
tivity into research provides a fuller understanding of the human condition by describing how peo-
ple react to life events. This is an important counterpoint to realist ethnography that posits a split be-
tween the “researcher role” and other aspects of self. Reflexivity is the key for the autoethnographic
researcher to avoid a narcisstic demonstration of navel gazing by reflecting on her experiences from
various perspectives as a researcher, subject, individual, agent of society, etc. Support for the inclu-
sion of the researcher as subject, and the individual as part of the social structure can be found in
new developments in quantum physics.

“Quantum theory has demolished the classical concepts of solid objects

and of strictly deterministic laws of nature. At the subatomic level the solid,
material objects of classical physics dissolve into wavelike patterns of
probabilities. Ultimately these patterns do not represent probabilities of things
but rather probabilities of interconnections. A careful analysis of the process of
observation in atomic physics has shown that the subatomic particles have no
meaning as isolated entities but can only be understood as interconnections
between the preparations of an experiment and the subsequent measurement.
Quantum theory thus reveals a basic oneness of the universe. It shows that

we cannot decompose the world into independently existing, smallest units. As
we penetrate into matter, nature does not show us any isolated basic building
blocks but rather appears as a complicated web of relations between the various
parts of the whole. These relations always include the observer in an essential
way. The human observer constitutes the final link in the chain of observational
processes and the properties of any atomic object can only be understood in terms
of the objects interaction with the observer. This means that the classical ideal
of an objective description of nature is no longer valid. The Cartesian partition
between the “I” and the world, between the observer and the observed cannot be
made when dealing with atomic matter. In atomic physics we can never speak
about nature without, at the same time, speaking about ourselves.” Fritjof Capra,
The Tao of Physics
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Capra’s quote illustrates that science itself has proven that the world does not exist in reductionist
dichotomies. Therefore, the long-reigning rationalist epistemology is being challenged by knowl-
edge creation validation from philosophical approaches such as gnoseology (mindful inquiry) and
ontology (experiential knowing in feminist inquiry) which allows the researcher to connect to her
embodied feelings and to, participatorily, be a part of the research process. Epistemology, the search
for the workings of the mind which recognize and confirm knowledge as valid and real (Bentz and
Shapiro, 1998) is in a renaissance.

Reflection on Research Experiences

My “dream wall” is covered with clippings of dancers, poems, nature scenes, cards from friends and
students. Among them is a card which depicts a barefoot woman in stringy-haired dishevelment
wearing a tattered, shapeless smock. Grasping a shovel in both hands she is putting dirt into a hole
in the ground. Her eyes are huge and wild-looking. My eyes fall to the caption at the bottom, “Mad
Woman Desperately Trying to Bury Delicate Feelings™.

Such behavior is the result of mainstream attitudes to marginalized behavior. Inner experiences
shock the mainstream because of the transformative power which might rock the status quo. The
psychological has taken precedence over social change for hundreds of years in western philosophy
and psychology (Mindell, 1995). However, the traditional rationalist approach is no longer adequate
as it leaves the world emotionally hollow, aesthetically meaningless, and spiritually empty (Pirsig,
1974).

I bought the “mad woman” card for myself in a bookstore several years ago. It speaks to my feel-
ings about my past study experience which I now recognize as a state of marginalization and op-
pression. In reflection on my past study, I have had very little to do with what I considered to be re-
search”. Math and physics were highly recommended for the college bound students in high school
with the boys excelling. The one girl who had great aptitude became a nurse. I sneaked into a liberal
arts state college with high verbal scores perked by my love of literature, avoiding the physics and
math classes entirely. Interpreting stories and poems was a joy in my high school English classes.
However, economics forced me to be practical and I studied to become a teacher in secondary Eng-
lish education in undergraduate school. The study was theory-oriented educational psychology and
methodology with practical application limited to one lesson plan taught to peers in class. In 1973, 1
opted to do my 6 months of student teaching in what was called an “inner city” school in Warren,
Ohio, indicating my as yet unexplored value needs of engaging in practical social action. “Inner
city” referred to the section of a city which was racially diverse.

During the intervening seventeen years after undergraduate school of living and teaching in Korea,
Japan, and Singapore, I came to honor the value I place in practical application and interactive and
collaborative learning with the people bringing in their own perspectives. My master’s program at
Temple University Japan (TUJ), Tokyo proved to be practically-oriented and humanistic. Therefore
I excelled in connecting my seventeen years of language teaching and life experience with theories
of second language education. As the time period was 1985-1987, I now reflectively realize that the
credit I gave to TUJ for providing a program which allowed me to use my teaching context and per-
sonal experiences as an educator through such concepts as humanistic, student-generated methods
through Gertrude Moskowitz’s Caring and Sharing in the Language Classroom suggests more that
influence from the post-modern research concepts was filtering into English as a Second Language
Education (ESL). Analysis of practical application to specific contexts in terms of theoretical frame-
works was the pattern of study at TUJ. This approach suggests a deconstruction of narratives seek-
ing a “truth” relative to the researcher/educator and her students in a local, cultural context, there-
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fore not universal truths. My undergraduate educational experiences, on the other hand, were at-
tempted socialization in the positivist tradition that the laboratory (peer teaching class) was a con-
trolled setting where a prescribed set of tools could predict results. Therefore the method is at the
center of research implemented by a non-interactive, objective researcher to produce concrete, cer-
tain results. TUJ’s graduation requirement was a 5-hour comprehensive exam with no graduation
thesis so I again avoided “research”. Most doctoral study concerning ESL focused on applied lin-
guistics. Longitudinal studies of analyzing discrete point discourse of second language speakers
without consideration of the impact of the researcher on the subjects’ language acquisition were the
norm. A further thirteen years passed before I started a doctoral program.

Toward Inclusive Perspectives

Long commutes of 3 hours round-trip for my new job in the province of Kyushu after graduation
from TUJ, Tokyo provided ample reading time. A vivid picture of a certain day, now almost twenty
years ago, remains in my heart. What is it about the writer’s concepts, I thought, as I finished the
first page of a second language acquisition article, that grasp my interest and speak to me? I had
read his books and articles before but something was different this time. Going back to the top of
the page I read down through it again sensitized to all the words, phrases, ideas. I wondered what he
said that resonated so strongly with me on the first page. Realization washed over me in tingling
waves as I recognized my presence on the page in the use of “she” as the generic pronoun. The
writer was speaking not only directly to me but also about me as a participant in the scholarly com-
munity. I do not have words to describe the bodily, feeling reaction I had to this realization. Shortly
afterward, I pulled Women’s Ways of Knowing (Belenky, 1986) from my bookshelf and read it. Two
of my early experiences in Kyushu had been less than supportive when two white American men
told me that I would never find a full time job because I was a woman in the less-than-progressive
thinking of Kyushu, or that I could not be considered for a position because it was too long of a
commute for a woman. That job, in fact, turned out to be the one I accepted, through an alternative
route introduction. I know very few non-Japanese women working at university in Kyushu, so
Women’s Ways of Knowing explicated and validated other than only received ways of knowing
which I recognized that I used: constructed knowing consisting of truths from subjective (intuitive),
separate (critical/doubting), and connected (empathetic) ways of knowing as well as from received
(recipient of) knowing (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger & Tarule, 1986). I gained confidence that I
was not alone in my approach to the world and could move forward to engage in the cross-cultural
adjustments I wanted to make in this new setting.

As I adapted to my work-life in Kyushu, I also became active in the community as a facilitator of a
gender issues discussion class for women organized by the women’s center in 1994 in preparation
for the 1995 Beijing Women’s Conference. My learning to “flow” in and out of situations, when to
act out or not, when to speak or not, depending on the situation and not on realizing my inner wish
is brought to this group (and others I facilitate such as the Older Adult Women’s Movement Class,
and the Cross-Cultural Discussion Class) through my role of participant-facilitator. The non-expert,
listening position creates a safe container for the women’s own narratives to become the content
(Nakamura, Taniyama, Otsu, Drake, 2001). Therefore, the group has developed into a consciousness
-raising, social-action oriented community of which I am a member, although this was not my origi-
nal intention. Through my embodiment of adapting to varying communication patterns, I have em-
powered our participants to carry on the work of the UN through ongoing activities they have identi-
fied.

Six years later, a collaborative research project including me as facilitator, one other facilitator and
two participants has resulted in two publications in 2001 about the group’s study and work. None of
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us knew how to do research, but the relational and reflective connection (Park, 1999, 2000) was rich
with collaborative learning and sustained our project, from data collection to writing up the results
over a period of two years. Our articles were published because of the participatory community re-
search context we had explored, and in spite of a poorly executed survey questionnaire. The physi-
cal move to Kyushu and a full time job in the Japanese context seems to have propelled a search for
expression of my voice through collaboratively seeking for voice with other women. Reading about
goals of feminist research for this paper has developed my awareness that I similarly value a contri-
bution to the welfare of women and marginalized groups through social change (Reinharz, 1992) as
evidenced in my experiences both as a woman and as a facilitator of women’s issues discussion.
Further, a committed goal to encourage the women to become connected in their community re-
sulted in my becoming a participant in the process and changing my own consciousness. The goal
of contribution to knowledge creation I am now exploring in my Fielding work.

Epistemological Perspectives

In spite of the many intercultural experiences through which I have learned to co-construct meaning
with people who hold different perspectives, in the written study plan for the Research and Inquiry
Course for Fielding Graduate Institute, I identified the psychological aspect of “self” as the compo-
nent of research by proposing to determine my personality through instruments such as the Myers-
Briggs Temperment Indicator (MBTI), Kolb’s Learning Style Chart, the Enneogram. In this way, I
speculated, I could determine my biases and what kind of research would suit me best. On reflection,
all the instruments are quantitatively constructed. In addition, I now perceive my interest in the psy-
chological angle of the researcher arising from the idea of the individual as a separate element of so-
ciety in western philosophy. My thinking has been socially constructed (Gergen, 1999; Pearce,
1995) through the education system in the USA. There are two major scientific ideologies: logical
positivists and post-positivists. The positivists believe that true facts (knowledge) come from direct
observation of the patterns of phenomena from their discrete parts measured by the tools of mathe-
matics. The researcher is in a detached relationship to the subjects to avoid bias. An advantage to the
positivist position is that processes of cause and effect of organization structure may be identified,
while the disadvantage in this is that individual differences or social issues are not considered.

Post-positivists are more subjective and relative valuing the emerging reality of shared, co-
constructed knowledge. Therefore in research with a mindful researcher (Bentz and Shapiro, 1998)
and the research question (Polkinghorne, 1983) at the center of the context in interaction with the
participants a dynamic, systemic process 18 created in order to best construct methodology to pro-
duce knowledge to empower the participants. The advantage of post-positivism is in the agency
given to humans in their shared constructions of their reality, while disadvantages are that in the es-
tablishment of rapport between researcher and participants, the researcher may end up working to-
ward defending the interests of the group, and the group’s critical dialogue may be silenced in their
wish to please the researcher. In reflection I now realize that it is the shifting epistemological per-
ceptions on how knowledge is created that has opened a door for the marginalized, oppressed voices
such as my own to bring fresh energy to scholarly work. My research interest of movement as an
expression of relationship building from an aesthetic perspective for humans to effect their worlds
now informs scholarly research.

I would like to note here my recognition that because positivism used quantitative research methods,
and positivism is now out of vogue that quantitative methods are not to also be scorned. In mapping
myself as a researcher in this paper I have used quantitatively constructed personality preference re-
sults to support and inform experiential vignettes. The extended MBTI results placed me on a con-
tinuum of ENFP personality preferences which is an extroverted intuitive, introverted analyzer with
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a less developed preference for capturing details (Keirsey, 1998; Briggs, 1980). Kolb’s Learning Cy-
cle puts me extremely high on the experiential, experimental and reflective, but almost flat against
the axis on abstract conceptualization. A number 7 on the enneogram, this type of personality likes
to engage in new pursuits. Such a research personality seeks the intimate connection with partici-
pants and prefers interaction. However, additionally using a quantitative research method to note
quality of movement such as Rudolf Laban’s Movement Analysis (Laban, 1980) with the Butoh par-
ticipants, for example, would give me emotional distance from the participants bringing a different
definition to the movement research into my perspective, as well as encouraging development of my
lesser preferences of detail orientation and abstraction. Using quantitative methods in combination
with qualitative increases the opportunity for self-reflexivity.

Feminist Values and Participatory, Collaborative, Cooperative Perspectives

I resonate strongly with the idea of personal experiences as a valuable asset for feminist research.
Starting from one’s own experience “defines our research question, leads us to resources of useful
data, gains the trust of others in doing research, and enables us to partially test our findings” (Rein-
harz, 1992). A feminist researcher then honors personal experiences of the participants and her own
research process as lived experience with reflection on what she learned in the process in a product
that is partly informal, engagingly personal, and even confessional. The following excerpt from my
Butoh notes indicates strongly that I am a participatory/collaborative researcher valuing a feminist
approach.

Harada-sensei of Seiryukai Butoh with whom [ practice came to see my ballet performance and
later told me it was more like Butoh than ballet. He loved it and had predicted that I would get a
special award, which I did. He and the group sent me flowers. I now know I am accepted as a mem-
ber of Seiryukai Butoh. The other night after one of our meetings we rode home on the train to-
gether as he lives further down the line from where I get off. I was amazed to find out that he thinks
in reflexive social theory terms. We did not speak in those technical terms (this is all in Japanese re-
member), but the meaning was the same. I asked him how he figured out that our internal images
are those imposed by the society. He said because of all of his ‘kendo’ and martial arts training in
“the proper way” to do things. I asked him why he did the performance with the audience as par-
ticipants. He said because the responses go out into the community in waves. Then when I told him
how amazed I was that he and I think the same he simply said, “That is why we have met.” It is a
kind of karma. This is an excellent context to work participatorily. He is translating some of his
video titles to put in the Lincoln Center library. When I found that out, I offered to help him do it
and then take them directly to Lincoln Center this summer. Another of his goals is to have Seiryukai
perform in New York City, and then in Paris. In addition, I like the way he is guiding the young peo-
ple in the group, some of whom are youth at ‘near’ risk. They really like him, respect him, and he
“teaches” them, for example, how to do things in society which they seem to have missed out on
learning. As I stood up to get off the train, he reached out and shook my hand.

The type of interactive, rapport-development illustrated in this vignette illustrates the MBTI results
of an extraverted intuitor who trusts interrelationships and creates harmony by applying person-
centered values (MBTI, July 2000). Participatory action research is especially appealing to this per-
sonality preference as she can develop caring intimate friendships with the participants. In this man-
ner she is privy to information and data beyond that of the detached objective observer. She and her
participants, through interaction and sharing of new perspectives, can experience changed awareness
and consciousness raising about their context. One concern in my case is that I may become too
close to the participants and must keep reflexivity in the foreground in order to see the data from the
participants’ view. Therefore, I should maintain a role of facilitator-researcher to a degree to help the
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participants maintain distance so that they will not be inclined to withhold information that they per-
ceive might not please me. Reinharz (1992) points out the dilemmas of subjectivity and rapport. The
inclusion of the personal experience of the researcher may be seen as a “confession of bias” in ob-
jectivist terms; the development of rapport may have structural barriers, and some researchers say
that the expectation that feminist researchers must establish rapport is in itself oppressive as it casts
the researcher in a role of traditional expectations of caregiver. Problematizing her biases through
dialectic, self-reflection will help a rapport-oriented researcher hold the necessary tension to carry
through participatory research.

Conclusion

I now see “research” as an ongoing process of forming a rational “argument” in creative ways so
that the definition of rationalism is expanded. The argument may be produced from data from multi-
disciplinary methods in quantitative and qualitative research. “The process of validation is not em-
pirical verification but a qualitative probability presented through the process of argumentation by
which open-ended agreement is reached about proposed interpretation of the meaning of the action”
(Polkinghorne, 1983). Park (2000) suggests that an epistemological framework with a combination
of both classical and other forms of knowledge is methodologically rigorous and therefore can be
considered scientific.

References

Belenky, M., Clincy, B., Goldberger, N., Tarule, J. (1986). Women s ways of knowing. New York: Basic Books.

Capra, F. (1990). The Tao of physics. Audiocassette: Audio Renaissance Tapes.

Clinchy, B. (1996). Connected and separate knowing: Toward a marriage of two minds. In Goldberger, N. et al. (Eds.),
Knowledge, difference, and power (pp.205-247). New York: Basic Books.

Code, L.(1991). What can she know? Feminist theory and the construction of knowledge. Ithaca: Cornell University
Press.

Ellis, C. & Bochner, A.(2000). Autoethnography, personal narrative, and reflexivity. In N. Denzin & Y. Lincoln (Eds.)
Handbook of qualitative research, pp.733-768. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications.

Friere, P. (1997). Pedagogy of the heart. New York: Continuum.

Goldberger, N. (1996). Cultural imperatives and diversity in ways of knowing. In N. Goldberger, J. Tarule, B, Clinchy,
M. Belenky (Eds.) Knowledge, difference, and power (pp-335-371). New York: Basic Books.

Goldberger, N., Tarule, J., Clinchy, B., Belenky, M. (eds.) 1996. Knowledge, difference, and power: Essays inspired by
women’s ways of knowing. New York: Basic Books.

Gergen, K. (1999). An invitation to social constructionism. London: SAGE Publications.

Keirsey, David.(1998). Please understand me 11: Temperment, character, intelligence. Del Mar, California: Prometheus
Nemesis Book Company.

Laban, R. (1980/1950). The mastery of movement. Estover, Plymouth: MacDonald and Evans.

Mindell, A. (1995). Sitting in the fire: Large group transformation using conflict and diversity. Portland, OR: Lao Tse
Press.

Maturana, H. and Varela, F. (1987). The tree of knowledge. Boston: Shambhala.

Myers, Isabel Briggs. (1980). Gifts differing: Understanding personality types. Palo Alto, California: Davies-Black Pub-
lishing.

Nakamura, T., Taniyama, Y., Otsu, Y., Drake, D. (2001). Engendering self-development through women’s discussion of
gender issues. Journal of Intercultural Communication, 4, 147-160.

Lengermann, P. and Niebrugge-Brantley, J. (2000). Contemporary feminist theory. In G. Ritzer (Ed.) Modern sociologi-
cal theory, (pp.307-355). Boston, MA.: McGraw Hill.

Park, P. (2000). Knowledge and participatory research. In P. Reason & H. Bradbury (Eds.), Handbook of action research
(81-90). California: SAGE Publications.

Park, P. (1999). People, knowledge, change in participatory research. Management Learning. 30 (2), 141-157.

Pearce, B. (1995). A sailing guide for social constructionists. In W. Leeds-Hurwitz (Ed.) Social approaches to communi-
cation (88-111). New York: The Guilford Press.

Pirsig, R. (1996/1974). Zen and the art of motorcycle maintenance. Audio Renaissance: Audiocassette.

82



The Component of ‘Self’ in Research: A Self-Reflexive Approach

Polkinghorne, D.(1983). Methodology for the human sciences. Albany: State University of New York Press.

Reason, P. (1988). Human inquiry in action: Developments in new paradigm research. Thousand Oaks, California:
SAGE Publications.

Reinharz, S. (1992). Feminist methods in social research. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Ritzer, G. (2000). Modern sociological theory, fifth edition. New York: McGraw Hill.

Schon, D. (1983). The reflective practitioner. New York: Basic Books.

Shapiro, J., & Bentz, V. (1998). Mindful inquiry in social research. Thousand Oaks, California: SAGE Publications.

Steier, F. (1995). From universing to conversing: An ecological constructionist approach to learning and multiple de-
scription. In L. Steffe & J. Gale (Eds.) Constructivism in education (pp.67-84). New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Asso-
ciates.

Tarule, J. (1996). Voices in dialogue: Collaborative ways of knowing. In N, Goldberger, J. Tarule, B. Clinchy, M.
Belenky (Eds.), Knowledge, difference, and power (pp.274-304). New York: Basic Books.

Walker, D. (1985). Writing and reflection. In D. Boud, R. Koegh & D. Walker (Eds.), Reflection: turning experience
into learning (pp.52-68). New York: Nichols Publishing Co.

83




