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Abstract

This article critiques the current debates regarding feminism, postmodernism, and feminist/postmodernism within nursing research.The critique classified the debates into three identifiable constructs: dissatisfaction, fragmentation, and integration. The authors propose a solution from the integration debate as an emancipatory "workable" turning point for nursing research. The solution is situated within feminism and draws on the epistemological constructs of both modernism and postmodernism. Nursing research is framed within the proposed ontological links that characterize the integrated solution.


  It is difficult for humans to live without secure grounds below and ontological or transcendental guarantees from above." [1] (p452) As Flax implied in this quote, thinking about change makes most people nervous. When directing discussions specifically toward postmodernism and its associated ramifications it would seem that such a "turn" is bound to create uneasiness, [2] disrupt order, [1] and have some subscribe to false antitheses. [3] Furthermore, when links between feminism and postmodernism are suggested, it is clear that postmodernism has a destabilizing effect "especially among white Western intellectuals, whose consciousness and positions are among its primary subjects of critical analysis." [1]

  It is our deliberate intention to put forward our thoughts on the epistemological constructs of feminism and postmodernism and the ontological links within nursing research to disrupt the status quo. We agreed with Walker when he said "we [h]ope to 'trouble' the relationship nursing sustains with research in a way that moves beyond the rhetoric and the polemical." [4] (p163)

  As most nurse scholars are aware, nursing and social science literature has been addressing various issues concerning postmodernism and feminism and nursing for at least a decade. [3-11] However, in previous discussions in nursing literature the focus has been on feminist and poststructuralistic theoretical approaches. [12,13] While there are similarities in poststructuralism and postmodernism, and in fact some authors, incorrectly use the terms synomynously, [14,15] the authors took note of warnings against merging the terms [16] and have chosen to differentiate the terms.

  As authors we accept the main tenet of feminism that women are oppressed within patriarchal societies. However, it is not the purpose of this article to debate the various causes of this oppression that underpins the feminisms such as liberal, socialist, Marxist and critical stances. Further, we believe that postmodernism is a philosophy that supports and values the social contextual experience and difference of unique individuals and rejects generalization of those experiences. As well, postmodernism actively interrogates the notions of subjectivity, identity, and agency, and of language and voice. The epistemic power of science as the dominant form of knowledge or "truth" is challenged with a blurring of the boundaries of the various disciplines. Postmodernism further challenges the Enlightenment narratives or grand theories of modernity for failing to succeed in its emancipatory intent. The identification of these major tenets of postmodernism, however, is not to ignore the importance of the proliferation of diverse theoretical positions within postmodernism. Moreover, it is not the intention of the writers to comprehensively explore these differences.

  The "merging" of feminism and postmodernism, however, is contentious, offering a diversity of opinions that culminate for some scholars as binary opposing beliefs. The potential integration of postmodernism and feminism in academic circles is hotly debated within the literature and in places is bitter and divisive. On just this point Benhabib noted.

  [T]his exchange brought four of us [Seyla Benhabib, Judith Butler, Drucilla Cornell, and Nancy Frazer] who share profound ties of personal friendship into open public disagreement about our theoretical and political commitments. This process has not always been easy: public disagreements have strained personal loyalties and friendships. [17] (p31)

  Furthermore, it is evident that both feminism and postmodernism are discourses that are changing. As Flax claimed, "[T]he modern Western sense of self-certainty has been undetermined by political and intellectual events." [1] (p450) It could be argued that rather than the meeting of binary opposites, there is a degree of shared epistemological and ontological ground where the boundaries overlap and can have implications for nursing research. It is a place where a new intellectual and political terrain has come into being. Therefore, we believe it is timely to explore the contemporary debates by considering an integrated on-the-move feminist postmodern approach to nursing research.
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  DISCOURSE DISCUSSIONS

  Feminist nursing research

  Concurrently, over the last decade, there has been an emergence of scholars writing about feminist, emancipatory frameworks for nursing research. [11,18-23] Given the empirical dominance of nursing research historically, it is not surprising that this discourse highlighted both the reasons for situating research in these frameworks, and their relevant application of nurses and the subcultures of nursing. Moreover, the discourse expounded integral links between these nursing research frameworks and the possibilities for liberatory experiences from oppression for nurses and women and thereby validated these important choices of feminist nurse researchers. [18-22]

  Davis, [18] Glass, [23] and King [21] all suggested that feminist research processes are emancipatory as they give voice to women, thereby freeing women from past oppressive experiences. In the research by Davis, she set the "oppressive" scene with her description of women attempting to speak the "unspeakable." The complexity of this oppressive situation for women nurses is explained thus,

  [T]he unspeakable is complex. It is shrouded in the silence that women and nurses keep. Generally nurses and women do not rock the boat by breaking the silence over personal situations and/or the way in which they are constrained by oppressive structures. [18] (p113)

  Following on with the "speaking out visual-vis transforming oppression" theme, Glass claimed the emancipatory process of becoming "de-silenced" must begin with a realization of oppression for women and nurses. In her research with registered nurses she related some of their experiences regarding this notion. She stated,

  as they progressed from de-silencing to reclaiming their voices they became aware of changes within themselves and evidence of empowerment was surfacing ... this was the start of an awareness of the oppression in their personal and professional lives ... it was clear that they were moving towards a belief that speaking out regarding their experiences and encounters at work and home was an important point to reach. [23] (p190).

  Likewise, King related to her feminist research process with women as "giv[ing] voice to the participants by allowing them to break free from the dominant discourses." [21] (p228) While she acknowledged that society influences all individuals in the ways in which we speak, she claimed that "women's voices are particularly vulnerable to suppression and silencing." [21] (p228)

  Therefore, there is no doubt that feminist research processes support women to share their experiences in more of a public forum than has been otherwise possible with most types of research methods. This type of research should be applauded, given the oppressive experiences to which so many women and nurses are continually exposed. Furthermore, the sharing and reciprocity among research participants and researchers has been clearly perceived as a solution to verbalizing oppressive experiences. McCall suggested that feminist methodology assumes that women and nurses have "experience and knowledge to share," [20] (p31) and simultaneously the process allows women and nurses to uncover oppression through nonhierarchal relationships. Further, Fahy avowed that feminist research practices foster reciprocity and promote mutuality, equality, and sharing. [11] (p31)
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  Disrupting modernist feminism

  However, regardless of the above potential positive benefits of feminist research, which has the oppressive narrative as central to its epistemological beliefs, it was also evident that some researchers working within critical and emancipatory paradigms have experienced a deepening awareness of the limits of generalized monolithic theories to comprehensively explain nurses and women's positions within society. [7,8,10,11] Even so, this belief does not mean an outright rejection of modernism and the epistemological and ontological beliefs inherent in the oppression narrative. Rather, the researchers' struggle is centered on attempts to equalize power by validating individual difference among women and nurses, while simultaneously recognizing the importance of unity concerning transforming oppressive states. As Gunew and Yeatman claimed, "[The debate] concerns being able to deal with differences among women without losing the impetus that derives from being a coherent movement for social change." [24] (pxiii)

  Part of this new research process has involved researchers becoming cognizant of the need to deconstruct each woman's and each nurse's experience. Baber and Allen supported this notion in respect to women and claimed, "there is no woman's voice, no woman's story, but rather a multitude of voices that sometimes speak together but often must speak separately." [25] (p19) While those who adhere to critical social feminist philosophies believe that deconstruction and valuing difference lies at the heart of their perspective, there are those such as Seidman [26] and Glass [27] who are unconvinced by this view. According to Glass [27] questions such as, how much is it possible for all women to be transformed and all women to become empowered, led her to a strong realization of the limits of critical social science and feminist theory on its own, and a compelling belief that there is always a need to deconstruct and value difference for all women and all nurses.

  Therefore, the authors took heed of Fraser's stance when she aserted that "the feminist struggle is in need of both deconstruction and reconstruction destabilization of meaning and projection of utopian hope." [3] (p175) Moreover, we caution nurse researchers that they may be in danger of falling victim to the limits of modernity and generalizing monolithic theories if they were to rely solely upon feminist modernist theories to explain their research about women and nurses.

  Since postmodernism filtered throughout the nursing and social science literature several predominant debates have emerged. We have named the three major debates: dissatisfaction, fragmentation, and integration. The two former debates will be discussed separately, and the latter debate is addressed within our integrated solution.
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  DISSATISFACTION DEBATE

  From a postmodern perspective, dissatisfaction with monolithic theories and grand narratives possibly reflects the largest contribution in the literature to date. Those aligned with this stance are hopeful that postmodern social theories will more adequately reflect the positions of individuals rather than groups. Davis claimed, when discussing emerging modernist and postmodernist epistemologies, that there has been a tendency to view them all as monolithic and as having no internal differences. [28]

  With regard to this, the oppression narrative is a clear example. Glass claimed that her awareness of this narrative resulted largely from her continual exposure to the ontological tension and the flaws of a unified monolithic view of oppression of women and nurses. [27] For example, the tension is evident by generalized views that all women and nurses are oppressed equally. It is clear that grand theories that speak for all women have been directly challenged by those who are oppressed. [26,29] Lather believed that resistance to the universalizing of feminist theory grew out of the need for such individuals within groups to survive. [14]

  It is possible to speak of a postmodern disruption of feminist thinking by those who had been left out of the general theorizing. Derrida named the move to theoretically include the marginalized, as decentralizing the dominant focus group. [30] This has been exemplified by several groups, for example, in the fight for inclusion by gays and lesbians, which has prompted the development of queer theory; with the poor who sought to decentralize class theory; and social theorists who questioned the power of science to define "true" knowledge. [26] In other words, it was the lived experience of those marginalized, who were committed to an active or emancipatory stance as a solution to the inherent problems of universality, totalization, and generalization who therefore sought to disrupt feminist, Marxist, and scientific theory.

  Some feminist scholars, however, do not believe that postmodernism will help their particular cause. In this regard, both Farganis and Benhabib believe that feminism has been critiquing the grand narrative of enlightenment for many years and that the emancipatory impulse characteristic of feminism is denied by postmodernism. [17,31] From a nursing perspective reactions are prevalent in the work of Kermode and Brown. [9] For example, Kermode and Brown are adamant that postmodernism fails to recognize the importance of grand narratives such as capitalism and patriarchy and suggest that postmodernists leave these issues uncontested. [9] The implications therefore being that future nurses will be denied a political heritage. However, we would argue that the preoccupation of some feminists with the nihilistic and relativist postmodern thinking to explain all postmodernisms accounts for the denial of the important emancipatory intent of the more philosophically pragmatic postmodern philosophers such as Seidman and Lemert.
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  FRAGMENTATION DEBATE

  This second debate, which we term "the fragmentation debate," is inextricably linked to the former. Discussion concerning this notion expands upon the dissatisfaction discussed above to also include a concern about postmodernism's wariness, criticisms, or rejections of grand theory and its acceptability as an alternative to the Enlightenment narrative. [7] The emphasis on local, contextual, and therefore multiple explanations of reality is viewed as fragmentary rather than cohesive. [32]

  In support of a disruption of the Enlightenment narrative, Walker invited nurses "to refuse what we are ... be deeply suspicious of the 'grand narratives' of modernity ... those particular stories which attempt to tell us how to live our lives." [4] (p164) As well, some scholars would claim that such wariness of grand theory does not imply that modern theory or theories fragment, rather that this stance would be perceived as a further celebration of individualism and another way of viewing the world. As a way of illustrating this point, Davis [28] referred to the notion of the postmodern celebration. Here she claimed that postmodernism is celebratory because it concerns the subject in process, and it can be visionary, resisting, struggling, and nonideological to name a few.

  It is the failure to realize the different views, types, stances, turns, and constructs of the postmodernisms that has led many critics to maintain a negative view of post-modernism as fragmentary, chaotic, nonpolitical, and therefore without emancipatory intent. [8,9,33] The tendency to concentrate on those researchers and scholars such as Baudrillard and Sherpe, who adhere to the ideas of nihilism, negativity, and hyper-reality has ignored those postmodernisms where fragmentation is considered potentially liberating or those possessing the fundamental concepts capable of producing a general social theory. [30,33,34]
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  A SOLUTION: AN INTEGRATED TURNING POINT IN NURSING RESEARCH

  Feminist postmodernism

  Part of our own journey with nursing research necessitated us reflecting upon the same question as Lather: What is feminism's relationship to postmodernism? She asked, "[H]ow do our very efforts to liberate perpetuate the relations of dominance?" [14] (p16) In partial answer to this, she stated, "postmodernism both imposes a severe re-examination on the thought of the Enlightenment and is being inscribed by those who want to critically preserve the emancipatory impulse within a framework sympathetic to postmodernism's resituating of that impulse." [14] (p48)

  It would seem, however, that a balanced view could arise out of the above reactions that neither polarizes these diverging views or creates dualistic theoretical relationships. To do so the authors have taken an interdisciplinary approach and drawn on ideas from within the nursing literature, feminist post-modernism, and postmodern sociology for the development of the integration debate. [4,8,11,16,35,36]

  The interaction of postmodernism and nursing research has provided a link between critical feminism and cultural theory that has sought to integrate modernist and postmodern critiques that provide a "renewed attention to objectivity, reliability and validity in research." [8] (p24) Moreover, notions of power and subjectivity within post-modernity are helpful in identifying the strategies of medical dominance, nursing submission and resistance, and assist with the emancipatory intention to destabilize organizations and structures.

  Further to this Walker is also committed to the integration debate. He claimed to be strongly committed to critical feminist and postmodernist frames of references. Each of the discourses "are 'discourses on the move' ... [T]hey ... open up possibilities through critique at multiple levels and allow us to write the epistemological codes which have hitherto constrained the meanings available to us." [4] (p163)

  Bauman's exploration of a postmodern sociology put forward the notion of the "widening of horizons" through the consideration of multiplicity. The essential quality of this plurality being supplementarity rather than exclusivity or duality. [36] It is precisely the widening of horizons, through an integrated feminist modern and postmodern approach to nursing research, that we believe creates a positive step forward in the discipline. Our thoughts on an integration have also been influenced by Nicholson, who claims that postmodern thought tends to be philosophic and feminist thought focuses more on political action and emancipatory intent. [37] Postmodernism, however, does help feminists uncover the ontological problems of modern political and social theory. [37] In developing these thoughts further we believe that an integrated turn puts forward a timely and accurate perception of feminist postmodernism as also being philosophic. As Flax suggested, "contemporary feminists join other postmodern philosophers in raising important metatheoretical questions about the possible nature and status of theorizing itself." [38] (p41)

  From the above discussion it should be evident that there is not one explanation for women's or nurse's oppression. Therefore, while general strategies aimed at transforming oppressive states may be appropriate in some contexts, consideration should always be given to individualized and context-specific experiences and subsequent strategies.
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  Celebrating difference

  Reflecting upon these beliefs a critical question is now put forward: Can one's individualism be comprehensively explained, theorized, and ultimately "celebrated" by an integrated turn[ing point] in nursing research?

  In respect to women, Lather [14] drew links between modernist feminist theory and postmodernism and explained a possible integration. She elucidated that in the same way modernist feminism has at times had conflicting theories cited within it and yet has been able to provide a platform for political action, so in the same way, feminism can provide this for postmodernism. Further, she believes feminist theory has already been moving toward an emphasis on praxis and self-reflexivity; has recognized the importance of subject and agency in the effort toward transforming society; and has begun the move from essentialism toward social construction of the subject and the questioning of difference. This important notion of difference is also suggested in the earlier work of Lloyd. [39] Lloyd retains a commitment and a belief in difference, as it allows one to focus on all women, and their minds, which are formed by socially imposed limitations of power, pain, and pleasure of being women.
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  Celebrating voice

  Furthermore, another component of the integration involves the preservation of the feminist notions of celebrating women's voices. This validates the socially constructive nature of existence, blurs boundaries, and acknowledges the need for dialogue or conversation rather than an authoritative voice. [23] Women's voices are therefore given new scripts, texts and discourses. [31]

  We concur with Stedman, who suggested,

  [t]he very act of offering a feminist critique of the content of fragmented cultures has the two-fold effect of exposing gender oppression within those cultures and of opening space for the reassertion of female voices within the culture, especially in areas where members of the culture profess to be immune from such critique. [34] (p88)

  The shared aspects of feminists see in post-modernism is a context that validates and celebrates difference and variety, and is inclusive of "marginalized voices." [31] (p109) Therefore, critical tenets of concern to nurse researchers are that postmodernism views identity as a constantly changing phenomena and therefore rejects the notion of a fixed unique identity, [40] a postmodern feminist standpoint accepts that there are no ideal observers who can be abstracted from their social situation; and there is a reliance on the notion of the symbolic component of identity, as, in reality, identity is in a constant state of movement.
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  RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS

  The implications for health and nursing researchers using this framework would be a refocusing to encompass an emphasis on the contexts that create meaning combined with a revisioning to the point where everything is open to interrogation. For example, a resituating of perceptions of identity, subjectivity, agency, language, and power would be integral to this type of research. Further, these research directions will potentially destabilize previously held assumptions concerning interpretive validity and concurrent emancipatory research and would involve inscribing and subverting of those who speak rather than what is said. These implications may perpetuate unease, and make nurses nervous and possibly resistant to these research directions.

  Therefore, to consider the emancipatory impulse of modernism integrated with a resituating of the emancipatory impulses of postmodernism, is to be optimistic that we can accurately represent all individual women and nurse research participants. Diversity among nurses needs to be acknowledged. [7] Of course, such as approach may be considered earth shattering or reactionary by some who are resistant to any change in nursing. However, for those scholars who represent balanced viewpoints, it is our belief that an integrated approach is earth shimmering and celebratory, for, according to Fahy, "one must feel a sense of active excitement about being alive in order to create and protect a life worth living. Helping research participants to achieve this state is far more challenging and far less arrogant than providing prescriptions about what research participants ... 'should do.'" [1] (p32)

  Further, ethical models of research play an integral part in these "integrated" considerations. One's individual integrity is an integral part of how we represent ourselves and others, [41] and brings forward the critical component of being true to oneself. [42] One's responsibility to act should be guided by the responsibility to otherness and that such responsibility intricately involves validation of difference, which in turn results in a celebration of common humanity. [43]

  Moreover, by incorporating the inherent philosophic beliefs of postmodernism into an integrated nursing research model, focus is redirected toward difference, partiality, and multiplicity. [44] It eliminates the search for a universal truth or the right answer. Research method often incorporates a conversational style and this type of research is representative of a critical wariness regarding any generalizations. [16] Integrated epistemological and ontological links between postmodernism and modernism is a way to "develop theories about processes of enlightenment and empowerment for both nurses and clients." [11] (p27)

  Part of our journey with feminist frameworks involved an awareness and also a refuting of Hekman's [40] warning that feminists cannot simply turn to postmodernism and take away from it what they want. We believe this may be a limiting view of the possibilities of feminist postmodernism particularly for research practices. According to Davis [28] there are so many types of postmodernism that it would not be possible to incorporate all of the philosophic constructs of all types of postmodernism into feminist research framework. As she stated, "the debate about postmodern epistemology has led, I suspect to an incredible proliferation of diverse discussions and critiques situated in several diverse contexts" [28] (p1) In fact Wicke [45] (p13) claimed there are "31 flavors of postmodernism." We concur with Nicholson who astutely suggested "it was necessary for feminists to read such writings critically to accept what was useful from a feminist perspective, and respect that which was incompatible with feminist purposes." [37] (pp60-61)

  We acknowledge that the debates put forward will not enable the reader to go away with any solution, and essentially we applaud this future occurrence of continued discussions and debates. However, our concluding thoughts encompass a reiteration of our deepest concerns regarding the importance of the two main tenets of postmodernism: the need to deconstruct, and the need to acknowledge and validate difference in each woman's and nurse's ontologic experiences, situations, and epistemologic beliefs and the like. It is these tenets that we believe need to be consistently embraced actively and integrated with the main relevant emancipatory tenet of the oppression narrative, so well articulated in modernism, in our reconsideration of future feminist nursing research. We share Emden's vision of possibility for the discipline when she said, "I like to think of nursing as being capacious and ready to leap over borders, and sufficiently self aware as to be able to make wise judgements about the extent to which the latest philosophic ideas are to be celebrated." [7] (p35)

  It is strongly evident that we are in dire need of a multicentered discourse with emancipatory intent that is freed from the oppressive features of false consciousness and that is critically self-reflective and reflexive; one that can account for our own collusion in the domination of others; and one that underpins how we interpret and represent "otherness" in research and in life in general. Finally, we would strongly assert that epistemologic and ontologic constructs of postmodernism can be successfully integrated with modernism for feminist nursing research. There is no doubt that feminist critiques of postmodernism are representative of feminist power, and that integrated turning points allow for potentially "fragmentary postmodernism to stay within the reach of social critique, while still acknowledging its celebratory plurality." [34] (p88)
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