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Abstract: Feminists have criticized traditional social science methodology for creating and perpetuating myths that inhibit our understanding of women's experiences and position in society.  This article offers a research approach, the Progressive Verification Method, that is grounded in feminist theory and attempts to address the myths of a single, androcentric society; objectivity; historical and cultural abstraction; non-interference; and researcher authority.  The method was developed in order to conduct a cross-cultural focus group study of women in Canada. 

I. Introduction: The Mythology of Traditional Social Science


The feminist critique of traditional social science methodology identifies several myths that stand in the way of accurate, sensitive portrayals of women's realities.  I refer to them here as the myth of a single society, the myth of objectivity, the myth of historical and cultural abstraction, the myth of non‑interference, and the myth of authority.  Although much of the literature on feminist research methodology offers principles for conducting research on women, few specific methods have been developed to counter these myths.


My objective is to introduce and formalize a research approach, the "Progressive Verification Method" (PVM), which is designed to enhance our ability to relate as social scientists to women as subjects rather than objects of research in a collaborative mode of inquiry, bringing us closer to doing research with rather than on women (Klein, 1983).  The method, which I developed in the process of conducting a study of women living in distinct cultural groups in Canada, represents an  integrated approach to accessing data from the worlds of women in various cultural groups that lessens the chances that we will distort, make invisible, or misinterpret diverse life experiences, as so much research has done in the past (Westkott, 1979; Du Bois, 1983).1

The Progressive Verification Method attempts to address the myths inherent in traditional methodologies.  It incorporates the participant observation traditions of sociology and anthropology with historical and demographic analysis, but goes beyond them by defining research "subjects" as equal participants in the process (cf. Maguire, 1987).  Intensive, structured interviewing (as opposed to the life histories and non-structured interviews of anthropology) affords systematic involvement of community participants in analysis of their lives.  In its quest for a broad-based analytical consensus, the PVM helps diminish the authority structure between researcher and researched typical of traditional methods.  (1969).

II. The Feminist Critique of Social Science 


Before elaborating on the PVM, it will be useful to explore in detail the five myths revealed by the feminist critique. 

a. The myth of a single society

As Millman and Kanter have pointed out, traditional social science assumes that a monolithic, single society exists: if we have described men, we can generalize to women (1975, p. xiii).  Insofar as women are isolated, marginal, and dependent, it is inevitable that others will speak for them; in the case of social science, historically it has been men who have attempted to do that speaking (Eichler, 1977, p. 418).  This type of social science "concentrates on the distortion and misinterpretation of women's experience" (Westkott, 1979, p. 423) either through ignoring it, measuring it only in masculine terms as the abstract deviation of essential humanity, or by defining it in terms of women's relationship to men, which becomes the source of female stereotypes (Eichler, 1984; Joy, 1984).


The androcentric, patriarchal bias of most social science methods "has rendered women not only unknown, but virtually unknowable" (Du Bois, 1983, p. 107).  The bias is reflected in multifarious ways: how samples are selected, how questions are phrased, the absence of categories and concepts that tap women's experience, or inattention to variations in women's experience by time and place (Griffin, 1986; cf. Reinharz, 1979, 1983).

 


Westkott argues that "moving beyond these stereotypes requires renaming the characteristics of women, not in terms of deviations from or negations of a masculine norm, but as patterns of human responses to particular situations...masculinity and femininity are simply different human possibilities that have emerged historically" (1979, pp. 423‑24).   Feminism, in this sense, "implies assuming a perspective in which women's experiences, ideas and needs are valid in their own right" (Klein, 1983, p.  89).  They are, in every sense of the term, the starting point of social scientific analysis about the status and role of women. 

If the feminist assumption is true that most women have been socialized into patriarchal social contexts, structurally controlled by men and culturally devalued, then social science must break out of the traditional non‑gendered perspective in order to study those contexts. 


In order to avoid the myth of a single society, it is essential to include gender as a major variable in all studies and to design studies that focus specifically on women's concerns or status.  Beyond that, if we are to access the experiences of the "other half" of civilization, we must develop hypotheses concerning the impact of gender on behavior and the human condition, construct questions that directly address our hypotheses, ask women our questions directly, and afford them ample opportunity to discuss, debate, and fashion their responses into a self‑reflective analysis that attends to the "discontinuities rather than the continuities" in the relationship between persons and social contexts (Westkott, 1979, p. 424).     

b.  The myth of objectivity

Several authors have challenged the prevailing myth of objectivity in the social sciences (cf. Becker, 1974; Sherif, 1979; Carlson, 1972; Keller, 1978; Reinharz, 1983; Rosser, 1988).  Dorothy Smith (1974) attacks social science head‑on in her critique of the norm of objectivity, which implies that subject and object can effectively be separated via the screen of "clean" methodology.  Smith argues that the norm of objectivity actually mystifies rather than explains human relationships and alienates the "object" of research through anonymous and impersonal methods.  Detachment, she believes, is not a condition of science: 


Taking sides, beginning from some position with some concern does not destroy the 'scientific' character of the enterprise....Indeed, in sociology there is no possibility of detachment (1986, p. 12).  

Ultimately, as Rosser (1988) claims, social science cannot be value-neutral because society is not yet neutral on such issues as gender, race, or sexual preference.



As long as social scientists believe in the myth of objectivity, our methods will tend to discover surface, perhaps trivial, data about the human experience.  While objectification, like quantification, has its place -- for example in comparing female wages or employment rates to male data -- efforts to understand why such differentials exist, or how women are affected by them, are more apt to be successful through interactive research techniques.  


A useful model here is David Bakan's (1966) dichotomy between "agentic" (masculine) and "communal" (feminine) modalities of human existence, which can be related to parallel modalities of research. Agentic research involves "separating, ordering, quantifying, manipulating, controlling."  Communal research involves "naturalistic observation, sensitivity to intrinsic structure and qualitative patterning of phenomena, and greater personal participation of the investigator" (Carlson, 1972, p. 20; cf. Reinharz, 1983, pp. 168-69).  


In contrast to objectivity, Westkott advocates "intersubjectivity" as an appropriate feminist research approach to acquiring knowledge and understanding of social reality: "It is only where women are also brought in as the subjects of knowledge that the separation between subject and object breaks down" (1979, p. 425).  Similarly, Klein (1983) believes that feminist (communal) research should bridge this gap through "conscious subjectivity," and Mies (1983, p. 122) maintains that the myth of "value free research, of neutrality and indifference" toward research subjects, should be replaced by conscious partiality.  This may involve some degree of identification with those whom we study, rather than neutrality.  

c. The myth of historical and cultural abstraction

Positivist ideas of objectivity, generalizability, and causal relations that float in a vacuum, tethered neither to time nor to place, render social science unrealistically abstract and uselessly ahistorical (Smith, 1974).  Studies of particular subgroups of women (like college students, middle-class suburban homemakers, or executives) that purport to offer knowledge about women in general, without attention to the enormous and sometimes subtle cross‑cultural differences in women's experiences, run the risk of an intellectually fatal abstraction.

 
Failure to study women in our cultural contexts, embedded in our socio‑historical circumstances, is to strip us of our identities as human beings.  Not only does this approach deny our humanity, it also renders our research findings suspect.  A feminist methodology implies "seeing things in context" (Du Bois, 1983, p. 111) -- and contexts differ drastically for women in various places and times.  As Eichler (1977) points out, women who are doubly marginal (domestics, assault victims, minorities, native women, etc.) are "practically mute" about their lives and are often forgotten.  One reason is that the context of their lives is not readily accessible to the (mainly) white, suburban or urban, middle class, well‑educated social scientist.   

  
Assumptions of universal patriarchy; devaluation of women; male control of the material base of daily life; woman as outsider, other, deviant, and alienated ‑‑ all are inextricably bound to the narrow context of white social science (Rosser, 1988).  This interpretation of women's place is hardly generalizable to women in all cultures, yet we have treated it as such.  Cannon et al. argue that qualitative research is biased insofar as it ignores women of color and working-class women: 
Correcting this imbalance in feminist scholarship requires theoretical conceptualizations that include all dimensions of inequality, more complex research designs, and strategies that confront the obstacles to the incorporation of diverse groups of women (1988, p. 450).

Analysis of the social structure in which women exist is an integral part of grounding inquiry (Eichler, 1977, p. 419).  As Weskott points out:


The idea of grounding inquiry in concrete experience rather than in abstract categories is reflected in women's historical identification with the concrete, everyday life of people and their survival needs... (1979, p. 426).  

The study of women's individual and social history not only mitigates the errors of abstraction, but also contributes what Mies (1983) calls the "conscientization" of participants in the research process.

d.  The myth of non-interference

Positivism traditionally assumes that the research process is (and should be) non-interfering.  Measuring rates or types of domestic violence is the research mandate; changing those rates or women's perceptions of them is not.  Care should be taken to record social reality factually without changing it, according to positivist reasoning, as Westkott notes: 


It is assumed that neither the process of recording data, nor the object about whom the data are recorded, has any imaginative capacity to transcend the present" (1979, p. 428). 

The feminist perspective, by contrast, asks "knowledge for what?"  In some cases, measuring is not the end of the researcher's job.  Stimulating awareness or applying knowledge for positive social change may also be involved in the research process. 


This is more than an activist critique.  It is also a logical one.  The Heisenberg principle of physics, which states that the very act of measuring a phenomenon alters it at least infinitesimally, translates into a social scientific equivalent, the Hawthorne Effect.  We cannot measure a social phenomenon without affecting it, even if only to raise people's awareness of it.  Logically, if it is impossible by definition to avoid interference, then to engage subjects in a reasoned analytical discussion of the sources and consequences of gender stratification in their community, for example, is a matter of degree of interference, rather than interference vs. the alleged non‑interference of "objective" methods like surveys.


For example, Mies describes her experience of conducting life history interviews with German women; when women listened to each other's stories, they "were struck by the similarity of their experiences, i.e., the commonness and monotony of the everyday violence" (1983, pp. 134-35). Feminist methodology embraces research that raises consciousness, which in turn may lead to political strategies and/or personal change.  In fact, if a researcher wanted to understand a particular social reality, one means would be to confront those who live in it with alternative realities (similar to the ethnomethodological technique of discovering norms by breaking them).  Then, in a spirit of self‑reflection and mutual concern, subjects could offer interpretations of their reality.  


Interference, however, involves risks and perplexities.  Even if non-interference and value neutrality are mythical creatures, care must be taken to be aware of our biases, values, and the ways in which our research approach might affect subjects (cf. Stacey, 1988).  And, as anthropologist Nicole-Claude Mathieu argues, accusations of interference or intervention are common in cross-cultural studies.  Mathieu points out that the boundaries of cultures are complex and the position of women in cultures may render them Other.  Yet, women are subsumed under the categories of the dominant culture, so their realities are often blurred into "general" pictures or statements about the society being studied (Stacey and Thorne, 1985).  Mathieu believes that the exploration of oppression in its many forms world-wide, however problematic, is a legitimate focus of our research on and with women.  We are, as female researchers, also Other in our own cultures; we must be self-reflective about our own positions.  But, in important ways, the oppression of women cuts across all societies.  To observe, record, and document oppression is to refuse to abdicate our position as women and as researchers:


Speaking of interference in the 'internal affairs' of other societies consists, as concerns the sexes, of the following: on the one hand, refusing to think about our internal affairs; and on the other hand, continuing to cover up a basic reality of the societies studied (Mathieu, 1988, p. 7).

e.  The myth of authority

Finally, traditional social science has established the researcher as authority, an expert who will be able to describe, predict, and control social reality even if the subjects of that research are ignorant of the study's existence, of its findings, or disagree with those findings.  While there can be no argument that systematic observation of the human condition is made easier by the so‑called scientific method, it is also true that the findings of our research stand a better chance of being valid if we include the subjects as expert witnesses about their own lives.  Margaret Mead's impact on field studies is legendary in this regard.  She advocated techniques for reducing distance between researcher and researched (1969).  Feminists now call for inclusion of subjects as collaborators whose perceptions of their reality must be carefully weighed.  For Du Bois (1983), "passionate scholarship" requires us to ground theory in the actual language and experience of women, "to see what is there" in a contextual, complex, and rigorous manner.  


The problem of researcher authority has been debated intensively in recent years by social scientists concerned about the ethical stance of field work (see in anthropology, for example, Rynkiewich and Spradley, 1976; Appell, 1978; Cassell and Jacobs, 1987).  Carolyn Fluehr-Lobban (1990) argues that "ethically conscious" anthropological research involves relating on a par with "subjects" rather than conducting research from above.  She calls for "more participatory, more egalitarian models."  


In order to help avoid the pitfall of historical and cultural abstraction, as well as the myth of authority, the view into cultures not our own should be painted only with the guidance of those who live in them.  To interpret from the outside is social scientific arrogance and intellectual chutzpah and can lead only to continuing distortion, invisibility, and misinterpretation of women.  


This does not imply, however, that we abdicate our role as outsider, stranger, "other."  As social scientists, we initiate studies, begin to define questions, and impose an often-foreign interpretive framework on findings.  What if subjects do not define as oppressive that which appears to us as social scientists to be clearly oppressive?  What if women cannot afford, economically, politically, socially, or psychically to label themselves as victims or servants, even if researchers think they are?  Then as social scientists our job is first to examine our own values and definitions of the situation.  Because we are trained observers, we record the evidence in great detail that might support (or fail to support) our interpretation of oppression; we make our assumptions, hypotheses, and tentative conclusions open not just to our colleagues and reviewers, but to our subjects; we remain open to revision; we offer explanations of research subjects, as well as our own; and we offer possible solutions to problems they have defined as important.  


Of course researchers are not always correct in defining a situation as oppressive.  The central question I am exploring using the PVM is the nature of women's roles and the extent/type of oppression of women in various cultures.  It is exactly this question that makes the project so exciting: How is oppression defined and by whom?  Are there universal standards that women can apply to define oppression?  For example, Mennonite women, whose lives are the antithesis of most feminist social science researchers', do not define themselves as oppressed.  The point of this method is that the interpretations of Mennonite women are laid out without judgment.  This is not to say that the interpretation of the researcher is not also without value; it, too, is offered to the reader.


As Mies contends, the research process must be reconstructed to include the concerns of the majority of women who are not, like us, among those who have the luxury to be conducting research on women: "The vertical relationship between researcher and 'research objects,' the view from above, must be replaced by the view from below" (1983, p. 123).  Feminist methodology implies a "non-hierarchical, non-authoritarian, non-manipulative, humble relation to the 'subject'" (Reinharz, 1983, p. 181).  The attitude of student is more appropriate than that of expert.  Only women can serve as authorities on their own lives.


The methodological corollary to this principle is that, as Smith argues, "the sociological inquirer herself [is] a member of the same world she explores, active in the same relations as those for whom she writes.  Like Jonah, she is inside the whale" (1987, p. 142).  We must recognize that we are also "insiders," deeply embedded in the same everyday contexts as the women we study with -- although our specific contexts will be skewed by race, class, and other demographic differences.  This truth has been expressed over and over again during the course of my research as women have said to each other and to me as we try to make sense out of gender relations and women's issues, "we are really sisters."  

III. The Progressive Verification Method

a. Background of the research: Testing the subordination hypothesis


Over a decade ago, Joan Huber challenged social scientists to develop a theory of sex stratification that would "explain women's apparently subordinate position in every era and in all societies" (1976, p. 696).  She lamented that such a theory would probably be slow in emerging because the data to substantiate or refute the subordination hypothesis "are scattered in several disciplines and across many cultures" and are enshrouded in misleading assumptions regarding women's psychosocial and physiological characteristics.
 


The main purpose of my research is to uncover some of that scattered data with particular attention to the question of how gender roles and power relations between men and women have changed within nine distinct cultural communities in Canada: Chinese (Vancouver); Blood Indian (Standoff, Alberta); Jamaican (Toronto); Mennonite (Elmira, Ontario); Iroquois (Six Nations Reserve, Ontario); Scottish (Rice Point, Prince Edward Island); Inuit (Pangnirtung, NWT); French‑Canadian (Quebec City); and Ukrainian (Saskatoon, Saskatchewan).  The project began in 1986 and will continue through 1990.


First, I am testing the subordination hypothesis on a cross-cultural basis: Have women in these nine cultural communities been subordinate to men traditionally, and are they now?  Second, I am seeking to uncover cultural factors that might help explain the nature and extent of subordination of women, or their dominance and power, wherever that might occur.  Furthermore, I am exploring the changes in male and female roles as changes in the mode of production have occurred in each community (cf. Kelly-Gadol, 1976).  For example, how have gender roles been affected by the shift from hunting and gathering to agriculture in the case of the Blood Indians, or from hunting and gathering to wage-earning jobs in the case of the Inuit, or from agriculture to service industry in the case of the Jamaicans?  


In order to achieve these objectives, I have worked closely with women (and men) in each community, stimulating discussion of what gender relations were like in the times of their great-grandparents, grandparents, parents, and now, for themselves.  We operate  collaboratively, as though seeking to unravel a mystery, or solve a puzzle.

b. Brief overview of the methodology

The stages of the Progressive Verification Method include Preparation; Contact; Data-Gathering; Writing; Community Reflection; Revision.  While the first four steps are standard practice in virtually all methodology, the PVM is unique in the way respondents are defined and chosen, how conclusions and generalizations are reached, and how the final manuscript or report is handled.  Although the stages are presented in a linear fashion, the process is often recursive in nature. 

Preparation:   


.Review of the literature 


.Formulation of hypotheses from "basic assumptions" about women


.Creation of open-ended interview schedule to test assumptions


.Revie of statistical data and history for each community/group 


The PVM begins with clarification of the researcher's initial assumptions, including those based on a review of the appropriate literature.  Before entering the field in 1986, I developed a set of hypotheses or "basic assumptions" derived from feminist theory, all of which related to the overriding subordination hypothesis.2  Naturally, many of the assumptions were inextricably bound up with race, culture, and social class ‑‑ and with the observer's place in the social structure (problems addressed under "the myth of historical and cultural abstraction").  The next stage was to create a set of questions based on the premises, forming an open-ended interview schedule that includes  questions asked of respondents in all communities, as well as questions tailormade for each culture.  The schedule is collaborative in that it expands to include questions that are raised by each group about their particular concerns.


After reviewing relevant social science literature, history, and demographic data for each specific cultural group (using the Library of Congress and university and civic libraries in Canada), I am ready to contact community leaders.  Although Reinharz (1983, p. 175) advocates not undertaking an extensive literature search before an investigation, in order to avoid self-fulfilling prophecies, I find it essential to have a basic awareness of the geography, history, and social context of each community prior to making contact.  Native peoples especially perceive this as an expression of courtesy and respect.  As I work with women in each setting, however, they suggest books, articles, pictures, and letters of which they are aware, sometimes giving them to me for later reading.  In addition, communities usually have museums, book stores, and libraries that contain materials unavailable elsewhere (for example, in my research, the Ukrainian Museum of Canada in Saskatoon, or the Chinese Cultural Centre in Vancouver).  In this sense, "data gathering in the experiential mode is not exclusively data creating, but can really be 'gathering up' what is already there" (Reinharz, 1983, p. 179).  After completing fieldwork, I find it useful to do a secondary literature review targeting certain questions that remain unresolved.

Contact:
· Initial contact with communities

· Obtaining permission to conduct research in the community

· Provision of guarantees of anonymity and review

· Establishing first round of interviews


Initial contacts are made through community leaders, but the PVM does not rely on the use of "key informants" as is often the case with long-term anthropological fieldwork.  First, I contact each community initially through a chief, a leader of a well‑known organization, a community center, or a contact discovered through the women's professional network.  Through them I obtain a list of individuals and organizations whom it would be important to approach for research support, and for interviews.  Once support is achieved, usually through a letter followed up by a phone call and an introductory personal meeting, the interviews can begin.  At the end of each interview, I ask for names of women who might have a different experience or perspective.  This process is critical for conducting interviews among women living on reserves (Six Nations and Blood).  


In the case of Inuit women, it was necessary to obtain a license to conduct research in Pangnirtung, with approval emanating from both the Hamlet Council and the Government of the North West Territories.  Even in such relatively open communities such as the Jamaicans in metropolitan Toronto, however, prior knowledge and understanding of the purpose of the research proves extremely important in gaining access to a wide range of interviewees and community data.


In this type of research, the investigator is in some ways a stranger whose role implicitly includes permission to approach subjects without causing suspicion and rejection.  Key in reducing suspicion and establishing trust is the researcher's commitment to including community members in analysis of data.  During the initial contacts, I assure leaders that the community will have ample opportunity to reflect on a first draft of whatever manuscript I prepare.  This approach is particularly welcomed by native people who have often opened their doors to researchers who misunderstand or misrepresent them, and/or never send copies of their findings.  If a community's leaders sanction the study, participants will be more forthcoming.  A basic trust is established early in our relationship.


On the individual level, I give participants the option of anonymity or credit, but guarantee that specific information or opinions will not be linked to them personally in published or unpublished research reports.  Respondents are defined as project consultants who can be listed at the beginning of each chapter if they so desire.  Their participation is defined as being extremely important to achieving an accurate and sensitive portrayal of changing gender roles in their community (cf. Williamson, 1982, p. 174).  An Informed Consent Agreement provides an overview of the research and states that a draft of findings on their community will be sent to them for suggestions, factual corrections, and updating.  If serious interpretive disagreements arise, I review the transcripts and other data, call those who have raised the questions, and try to reach consensus.  This process is recorded in the final report/publication.  Ultimately the researcher is responsible for her own interpretative risks.  
Data-Gathering:
· Interviewing and participant observation 

· Keeping field notes

· Continuing review of materials, literature 


Interviews take place individually or, preferably, in groups of two to six women.  Group sessions stimulate debate and the generation of multiple descriptions of reality and explanations of causality (cf. Schutz, 1962).  They also help women to overcome structural isolation and to realize that their "individual sufferings have social causes" (Mies, 1983:  p. 128) and are in some ways shared by other women.   


A few interviews are conducted with males in each community in order to expand the female perspective of the male role.  The study and the methodology focus on the experiences of women, however, echoing Eichler's concern that feminist research must "start from a female perspective which may or may not need to be modified when men are taken into consideration" (1977, p. 410).  All interviews are taped and later transcribed; they range in length from one to four hours.  Interpreters are essential in some cultures, especially for older women.


Although I have not interviewed a particularly large sample of women in any community, every attempt is made to talk with women across age and status groups.  Variety is ensured by a somewhat unorthodox technique for enlisting participants.  Rather than employing the snowball or reputational technique whereby people are asked to refer someone who might know about a particular question, I ask participants to give me the names of others who might have a different experience from their own.  


Beyond interviewing, I also engage in direct observation and participant observation throughout my stay of two to six weeks in each community (with return visits in some cases).  In addition to living with families in each community, I have helped raise a tipi with a Blood medicine woman, and slept in it overnight during Sundance ceremonies; learned how to stuff cabbage rolls with three different Ukrainian women's groups, and made raspberry jam with a church leader; accompanied Inuit families seal hunting and midnight fishing for Arctic char; danced at Toronto's Caribana Ball; shopped with Scottish and Mennonite women at Saturday market; attended a forest pageant produced by the Six Nations; and eaten noodle soup for breakfast in Vancouver's Chinatown.


This time frame of a few weeks would not yield enough data, or an accurate basis for analysis, using solely traditional field work methods of participant and passive observation.  However, by combining them with intensive interviewing that progressively moves participants toward analysis of their situation, two to six weeks has proved adequate.  Historical and demographic data provide checks on social structural impressions; community review picks up glaring misinterpretations, or errors in fact.


Often, the line between interviews and participant observation is not drawn clearly.  For example, several interviews with Ukrainian women were conducted as groups of 10 or 15 women made verenky and pies, singing traditional songs about women as we went along; my first interview with Scottish women followed the monthly Women's Institute meeting in the middle of a blizzard; Inuit women were interviewed in my tent on a weekend hunting trip "out on the land," and in craft shops.  Reinharz, in describing "experiential research," says that "involvement in natural settings forces or allows one to be aware of environmental, architectural, climatic, botanical, etc., factors which are significant parts of people's experience, but not frequently asked about in other [positivistic] methods" (1983, p. 178).  Participating in daily life, in the natural setting, helps to create the context that we need to understand women's experiences.  In every community I have found women (and children!) to be eager teachers as we move through their routine activities. 


I call the technique the Progressive Verification Method because as the project moves toward completion in each community, our collaborative analysis becomes progressively verified.  Participants are asked to reflect on the position and roles of women in their culture, relative to men, and across generations.  In addition to discussing their own experiences, they are asked to generalize about other women they know, and to contribute to an analysis of the specific strengths, problems, and needs of women in their community.  Conceptualization does not take place in the privacy of my study months later, but begins in the interview, when researcher and community members engage in a complex analytical process, and extends to dialogues in the natural setting as well.  (Kieffer, 1981, refers to this process as "dialogic retrospection.")


Conceptualization rests on insights or "key linkages."  An overriding "pattern or story line that provides new insight into the situation investigated...may be expressed as a typology or as a principle of behavior that has relevance in a variety of settings" (Williamson, 1982, p. 206).  These linkages are drawn out of our conversations, refined, and recorded in my field notes for each day.  (Field notes also include any direct observations I am making, off-tape comments, and my responses to the research process.)


The point at which I know that I am getting a fairly accurate picture is the point at which I start hearing the same analyses over and over and there is no new material coming out in the interviews other than personal anecdotes.  During each interview I reflect back to previous interviews (preserving anonymity) and double check what I have heard, either after completing the regular interview schedule or in the process of doing so.  When conflicting or contradictory material emerges, I restate the perceptions of previously interviewed participants: "Someone told me such‑and‑such ‑‑ do you think that's accurate, do you agree with it, or do you have a different perception of it?"  I ask participants to try to explain why women might not agree on a common analysis; this elicits subtleties that have to do with age, income, education, marital status, and unique situations shared by one or a few women in the community.  When the analysis is broadened until consistently verified by subsequent participants, I know that together we have achieved at least a basic understanding of male/female relationships and the roles of men and women in that culture, without obscuring their complexity and variability.  The qualitative data generated by intensive interviewing can achieve "stability" through such a reflexive process: "...when the cumulative results of an intensive interview study continue to fall within a given range with interview after interview, despite attempts by the researcher to identify deviations from this range, the researcher senses the sort of stability that can inspire a high degree of confidence" (Williamson, 1982, p. 172).  For this type of research, stability is parallel to traditional tenets regarding statistical reliability in quantitative research.


In order to achieve stability, hypotheses are developed, tested in the initial field experience, revised, tested against new data, revised, etc., until all field data have been accounted for in the emergent hypotheses.  This interactive process is conceptually parallel to the "constant comparative method" described by Glaser and Strauss (1967: p. 111) for coding and building theory from qualitative data: "...the analyst starts to achieve two major requirements of theory: (1) parsimony of variables and formulation, and (2) scope in the applicability of the theory to a wide range of situations...."  In both cases, all data must be compatible with emergent categories, hypotheses, and theories.  The difference between the PVM and "constant comparative method" lies in the fact that PVM also addresses the data-gathering process, whereas the latter addresses the analysis of data.  (See also Bromley and Shupe, 1980.)


In doing cross-cultural research, I have found it essential to follow some practical guidelines for interviewing: Be clear about the purpose of your presence; be passive, non‑intrusive; learn the rules of the culture; don't take sides or offer advice; give something of yourself; don't play the expert ‑‑ respondents are the experts; don't get too close to any faction or individual; take field notes every day, including on questions newly raised and as yet unanswered; tape everything; be patient; and treat respondents with the respect due collaborating colleagues. (First seven adapted from Williamson, 1982, p. 200‑201). 


As always, in conducting research with women, it is essential that interviews be held in a place that is protected from the distractions and constraints of children or male partners.

Writing:
· Transcribing tapes of interviews and field notes

· Writing first draft  

Transcribing tapes is an arduous and time-consuming task.  It is very useful if the researcher transcribes herself; familiarity with the interview format, names, and tonality of the language make transcribing easier and more accurate.  Next best is for her to train a transcriber who is sympathetic to the project.  If many cultures are studied for comparison, it is probably logistically impossible to find transcribers who know each culture and its language patterns.  The best method is to ask the transcriber to leave blank spaces and note the log (footage) number wherever necessary; these can be filled in later by the researcher listening to tapes.  Field notes should similarly be transcribed for use in the writing stage. 


Writing from qualitative data is as much art as science.  The only guidelines I follow in the context of this type of research are: 1) all variations in the data must be accounted for by any models, conclusions, or theories generated; 2) as much as possible, let women speak for themselves (cf. Reinharz, 1983, p. 183; Stacey, 1988, p. 25).  This means that transcripts provide the heart of my writing, either in direct or paraphrased form.  My contribution is to provide overarching, synthesizing statements, to provide organization to the whole, and to relate the data to theory and other research.  Undoubtedly this is a major role that imposes a scientific model on women's lives.  I am not suggesting that it is possible (or even necessary) to renounce the role of stranger or social scientist; but the more closely our analysis follows the words of the women we study, the more valid and lively our writing will be.

  
Stacey raises dilemmas of intervention and exploitation in conducting feminist ethnographic research with women (1988, p. 23): "The lives, loves, and tragedies that fieldwork informants share...are ultimately data...."  This is obviously a serious concern that influences the writing process, but it can be mitigated by two principles.  First, I ask many questions in "public" rather than "personal" terms -- this makes it easier to write in non-invasive, general language.  Examples of general questions are: "What do Jamaican women here see as the major problems facing them today?" "Some people say that a woman's situation in life is different from a man's.  Do you think that statement applies to French-Canadian women?  In what ways is it different?"  "Are there ways in which Chinese women are superior to Chinese men?"  "Are female and male babies valued equally?  How does that make you feel?"  "Are there other ways in which men express power over women in your community?"  Rather than asking each subject to give her life history, these more general questions allow women to have control over whether or not they wish to give personal examples.  (They usually do, but after speaking generally first.)  More reticent women can give examples of relatives or friends, without naming them.  My purpose is to uncover collaboratively the status and role of women in each community, and how that has changed over time, not to explicate individual life histories.  


Maintaining emphasis on "public issues" rather than "personal troubles," it seems to me, is in keeping with a feminist sociological approach (cf. Mills, 1959).  The elegance of the Progressive Verification Method is that it provides subjects with a way of "grasping the social relations organizing the worlds of their experience" (Smith, 1986, p. 6) through active participation in an analytical and self-reflective dialogue.  As Smith clarifies, a specific "case" is only a point of entry into a larger social and economic process.


Second, I guarantee anonymity in any written products.  This means that the demographic identifiers of a woman's life must be altered dramatically if her story is to be presented as an example or case study.  This is especially crucial for women living in small communities.   

Community Reflection:

· Submission to selected community members for review, comment 

· Clarification, follow-through on loose ends 


Staying true to the data simplifies the next stage, community reflection.  I send a first, rough draft of the manuscript to selected community leaders and collaborators for review and comment.  Realistically, most will not respond within the allotted time frame of three months.  For some a collect telephone call to the researcher is more comfortable than writing down a concern.  Errors in fact or historical dates, misspellings of names, and gross misinterpretation of data will emerge from even a few responses.  It is up to the researcher to double-check all challenges with other community sources, and, if she is to maintain the original version, she should be willing to document that choice with community critics.  There is no final interpretation of data that is valid for all time or that will satisfy everyone.  Our goal, though, should be to write "an adequate interpretation which is endorsed by participants, confirmed by readers and cognitively satisfying [to] the researcher" (Reinharz, 1983, p. 183).

Revision:
· Incorporation of community reflections into final draft

· Copies to community (whether or not published)


Once the process of reflection and revision is completed, the final draft is ready for presentation to the community, as well as to potential professional audiences.  I submit copies of the research report to appropriate public agencies, women's organizations, and libraries in each community. 

III. Contribution of the PVM to Shattering the Five Myths:

a. The myth of a single society

The subordination hypothesis itself is difficult if not impossible to test if the dominant group defines the terms of studying the group it dominates.  The PVM allows for continuous testing of the hypothesis, adding in new information and perspectives, reshaping the picture until no new data emerge.  It affords women the opportunity to describe and explore the ways in which their experience of everyday life is in fact different from the male experience.

b. The myth of objectivity


Naturally, there is a risk inherent in breaking down the separation between researcher and subject.  The PVM makes it easier to take this risk by not making women "other" but by proceeding as collaborators, as "we."  Women are "subjects" of and writers of their own knowledge, rather than alienated objects of non‑reflexive research strategies.  The benefits of this approach lie in Westkott's principle: "Knowledge of the other and knowledge of the self are mutually informing, because self and other share a commmon condition of being women" (1979, p. 426). 


The dialectical interplay between subject and object (knower and known) allows for the emergence of shared meanings, redefinition of old knowledge, the explosion of myths, and the reinterpretation of realities (cf. Rogers, 1983).  Dialogue is both the research tool and the research outcome.  Through guided self‑reflection and mutual analysis, the why's as well as the what's of women's experience begin to take shape.  This interplay is why I feel compelled to make extended visits to each community and to conduct my own interviews, in order to engage in the give‑and‑take of a research dialogue that could not take place over the telephone, or via a written survey: It requires face‑to‑face, sustained, concentrated interaction and the motivation of both researcher and subjects to succeed in understanding the woman's experience in each community.  This methodological perspective fits very much into the "interpretive" tradition in sociology, which stresses the historical embeddedness of social knowledge and the fact that truth is historical, not abstract; contingent, not categorical; intersubjective, not objective.   

c. The myth of historical and cultural abstraction

At every step of the research process I take pains to create an authentic dialogue with women in different life spheres.  The cross‑cultural nature of this research is no accident.  How can I answer questions about oppression, devaluation, and control or alienation if I ask only my students, my sisters, my neighbors?  The answers are to large extent culture‑specific.  It is my goal to assist each community in making sense out of its own unique context and lifeworld.  We can learn more from the complexity of woman's experience as bounded by time and place, than by the lowest common denominator or fixedness of that experience. 


The PVM brings us closer to apprehension of a culture‑specific understanding of the woman's role.  Use of intensive interviews, the Informed Consent Agreement, and the right to give feedback on a draft analysis of data all contribute to separation of my cultural bias from the final portrait of each community.  Because I feel strongly that as a white woman of British‑Canadian background I cannot fully understand Chinese, Mennonite, Jamaican, or Inuit women, I make a statement at the beginning of each interview to that effect and stress that I am simply holding a mirror up to the community.  I will reflect back what I hear.  Interviews are taped so that reflection will be as accurate as possible; participants are consultants from the community because they are the experts on their own culture.  Similarly, British sociologist Liz Kelly (1989), after conducting intensive interviews with victims of sexual violence, sends women transcripts for review in order to afford them control over what information they wanted to share.  She remains after the interviewing process for informal discussion, as do I.

d. The myth of non-interference

The PVM goes beyond describing reality; it engages research participants in an intensive analytical debate about the sources of problems they observe in their community and invites them to posit alternatives and solutions.  This undoubtedly flies in the face of positivistic tenets of non‑interference and value neutrality.  In fact, 

the underlying assumption of this method is that the research process itself will serve several positive functions for the community:  a) sensitize subjects to the questions of gender roles and stratification;  b) give subjects an opportunity to ventilate feelings that cannot otherwise legitimately be vented; c) give subjects "permission" to discuss normally taboo or hidden topics; d) give subjects the opportunity to debate issues with a neutral party present for "safety;" e) stimulate further discussion even after the research project is completed; and f) bring the level of debate beyond description to analysis and solution. 


These functions serve to lift the research process out of the realm of resigned description of what is to a dynamic, critical analysis of what might be: "The intention is not an historical inevitability but a vision, an imaginative alternative that stands in opposition to the present conditions of the cultural domination of women..." (Westkott, 1979, p. 428). 

e. The myth of authority


The research subjects in this method are defined as active recorders, interpreters, and predictors of social behavior in their community.  They are engaging in an alternative "social science for women" rather than about women.  Because I invite women to speak about their lives, they can assert, in their own words, the meanings of those lives ‑‑ I do not have to superimpose mine on them.  It is true that I have the objectivity of the stranger, the expertise of a trained sociologist, but my role as researcher is more akin to that of midwife than physician.  The Progressive Verification Method stands at the intersection of symbolic interactionist, conflict, critical, feminist, and phenomenological strains of sociological analysis. 

IV. Toward a Feminist Context for Research 


The Progressive Verification Method is designed to be a collaborative, phenomenologically‑oriented, interactive research method for and with women and their communities.  It falls within guidelines issued by the Committee on the Status of Women in Sociology (CSWS) for "The Treatment of Gender in Research" (1988, pp. 10‑11): 

   1. Theoretical Context: The Progressive Verification Method makes it more likely that the "complexity of behavior and the diversity of within‑gender experiences" will not be ignored. 

   2. Research Assumptions: The method makes assumptions explicit and builds on "empirically verified features of men's and women's social worlds...." 

   3. Research Design: The method includes both "male and female subjects to allow meaningful analysis of subgroups," although the focus is clearly on women. 

   4. Operationalizing Major Concepts: The research instruments are "equally appropriate for...members of various racial groups...." 

   5. Data Analysis: Analysis of data proceeds within communities, leaving applicability of findings to the other sex and races "...as an unresolved empirical issue." 

   6. Discussion and Theory Building: Generation of theories or concepts is based on "a variety of different perspectives (e.g., sociocultural, historical, structural, biological)." 


The Committee stressed that "...gender should be conceptualized as a principle of sociocultural organization and a basic theoretical category, as well as a matter of individual differences," that may interact with other characteristics.  The Progressive Verification Method is a vehicle for gathering data that can be used to build a theory of shifting gender roles that embraces the complexity of within‑gender experiences, as mediated by other central sociocultural characteristics, such as race, class, age, and residence, explicitly delineating the distinctions between men's worlds and women's worlds, with enough depth and breadth of data to make a meaningful analysis of differences between ethnic/racial groups, and inclusive of historical, structural, and sociocultural levels of analysis.  Gender is conceptualized as a critical dimension of sociocultural organization as well as a fundamental theoretical category.

V. A Last Myth: The Inevitability of Female Oppression

Another task for feminist methodology is to break out of the "all women are oppressed everywhere and in all times" mold.  Although recent publications in women's studies and feminist theory are taking a more sophisticated view of the subordination hypothesis, in our alacrity to target the oppression of women, we have gallopped over the communities of women who are strong, powerful, autonomous, in balance with men, in touch with nature, creative, willful, dominant, and superbly competent ‑‑ and not in spite of men or in opposition to them, but because their culture has been laid out that way.  For example, historically the Six Nations were comparatively matriarchal; the power of Iroquois women persists today legitimately and with social supports for that power.  Mennonite women insist that their sphere of influence (the home) is considered vitally important to the community's well‑being and that their role is highly‑valued, and respected.   

   There may be ways in which the women we study are unreflectively participating in their own victimization, in spite of their longing to be free.  Our questions must tap both sides of this paradox, instead of reinforcing the too facile assumption of male domination and female inferiority or passivity.  If we are to overcome these visions, we must free ourselves as intellectuals, and that means engaging in authentic collaboration with the other "experts" about their lives, the women we study.  The difference between a social science about women and a social science for women is our ability to develop theory that can be used to overcome the subordination and devaluation of women wherever it in fact exists.  Yet, a feminist methodology also includes overcoming our own assumptions about that subordination and devaluation.  Part of our task is to help set the record straight by listening to women who live within a cultural context of valued female roles and legitimate power.  It has been functional for women and perhaps even for the study of women during the 1970's and 1980's to present a "united front" regarding the universal exploitation and oppression of women.  But this rhetoric, which rallied women around a much needed flag, also feeds into the very stereotypes that keep women oppressed.  


The Progressive Verification Method, with its built-in system of checks and balances, is one step toward apprehending reality rather than myth or rhetoric.  It is as important to a feminist, liberated social science to include those who do not fit into the mold of oppression as well as those who do, so we can understand the cultural sources of balanced gender roles and female power, even female domination, in contrast to the roots of oppression. 

NOTES:
1. Although the focus here is on utilizing the PVM in conducting research with women, and although the method has evolved in response to concerns expressed in feminist literature, it could usefully be applied in conducting research on, for example, men who rape or batter.

2. The basic assumptions were derived from Lengermann and Wallace (1985); they are available from the author, as are consent forms and the interview schedule, which parallels the basic assumptions.
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