
CONTEMPORARY DISCOURSES IN
NURSING

The face of nursing scholarship, and re-
search in particular, has shifted consider-
ably over the past few decades. Since the
1970s, the nursing profession has embraced
qualitative inquiry as a valid and important
mode of scientific inquiry, generating dis-
tinct nursing knowledge complementing
that produced by quantitative methods that
were most often rooted in empiricism. After
a period of intense debate regarding the
comparative value and rigor of qualitative
and quantitative approaches, a relative state
of equilibrium has been achieved with ac-
knowledgment of the contributions of vari-
ous research methodologies.1 Noteworthy
about this shift to qualitative inquiry has
been the incorporation of theoretical per-
spectives from various disciplinary tradi-
tions into nursing science. Following the
trajectory of nursing’s quest for recognition
as a profession during this same period, dis-
tance was sought from the positivist med-
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ical sciences through new alliances with the
humanities and the social sciences. Hence,
new direction for research endeavors was
pursued from the academic disciplines such
as anthropology, sociology, and philosophy
with ethnography, grounded theory, and
phenomenology becoming staples in the
cupboard of qualitative nursing research
methods. More recently, this reliance on the
social sciences has taken a fresh turn. Influ-
enced by a new breed of critical and eman-
cipatory scholarship, discourses within
nursing now reflect an embrace of theoreti-
cal perspectives and methodological ap-
proaches derived from critical traditions
such as feminism, Marxism, critical social
theory, postmodernism/poststructuralism,
cultural studies, gay/lesbian studies, and
postcolonialism. More than a fad or a blind
following, these contemporary nursing dis-
courses draw our attention to the conver-
gence of several factors within the specific
domain of nursing science and the larger
arenas of health care and social inquiry.

The current move toward critical in-
quiry has been influenced by a call for an
infusion of subjugated knowledges into
our nursing scholarship.2 The present-day
growth of scholarship by people of color,
whose experiences have been “written
out” of the canon of Western nursing
scholarship, has prompted a redefining of
what nursing science should encompass.
The social and moral mandate of nursing
is now seen to include illumination of the
experiences of those marginalized within
society and within health care. As argued
by Anderson: “If nurses are to address the
issues in women’s lives, the construction
of knowledge from the standpoints of
those who, in Homi Bhabha’s words,
‘have suffered the sentence of history,’ is

urgent.”2(p145)We have come to realize that
our nursing scholarship needs to look be-
yond individual experiences of health and
illness to encompass the social founda-
tions that determine health status to a large
extent.3–7 Along with this shift has come a
questioning of the sufficiency of interpre-
tivism in developing nursing knowledge.3

It is now argued that nursing scholarship
drawing on critical theories has consider-
able potential in addressing the social
mandate of nursing by lifting analysis be-
yond the micro level to an examination of
the “complex socioeconomic, historical,
and political nexus in which human expe-
rience is embedded.”8(p2) Influenced by the
realization of a society structured by dis-
crimination and inequities, as well as leg-
islated and public health policies that man-
date equitable and accessible health care,
nursing scholarship has begun to examine
the role of the profession in fostering so-
cial justice.9

Postcolonialism is one of the critical the-
ories that provides a theoretical lens that al-
lows access to the everyday experiences of
marginalization, as structured by the micro-
politics of power and the macrodynamics
of structural and historical nature. In partic-
ular, postcolonial scholarship incorporates
critical perspectives regarding the damaging
effects of race in everyday life while uncov-
ering the shifting and inconsistent opera-
tions of intersecting oppressions. Although
postcolonial discourses are still infrequent
within nursing, there is a growing call for
the integration of postcolonial perspectives
into our science as an alternative to the
culturalist approaches that predominate
nursing theory.2,10–12Anderson,11 for exam-
ple, has explored elsewhere the convergence
of postcolonial and feminist scholarship. In
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this article the focus is different. We exam-
ine interpretations of race, racialization, and
culture, as well as directions for research
methodology based on the postcolonial tra-
dition. In this endeavor we draw on both
theoretical literature and our own recent em-
pirical work in various health care settings.
The discussion begins with an overview of
the theoretical and epistemological founda-
tions of postcolonialism; then, it translates
this framework into a methodology for nurs-
ing research.

POSTCOLONIALISM:
EPISTEMOLOGICAL AND
THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS

Definitionally, postcolonialism refers to
theoretical and empirical work that central-
izes the issues stemming from colonial rela-
tions and their aftermath.13 Its concern ex-
tends to the experiences of people descended
from the inhabitants of those territories
and their experiences within “first-world”
colonial powers. The much-cited work of
Edward Said, Orientalism,14 has been re-
ferred to as “single-handedly inaugurating
a new area of academic inquiry,”15(p5) that
of colonial discourse analysis. In this work,
Said focuses on the “variety of textual
forms in which the West produced and cod-
ified knowledge about non-metropolitan
areas and cultures, especially those under
colonial control.”15(p5) Following from Said,
although also incorporating other theoreti-
cal perspectives, are influential postcolo-
nial writers such as Homi Bhabha, Stuart
Hall, Gayatri Chakrovorty Spivak, and
Chandra Mohanty to name a few. Whereas
Said’s text marks the beginning of colonial
discourse as an area of study, anti-colonial
writing, such as that by Frantz Fanon and

Aimé Césaire, predates Said’s work and
continues to be drawn on in the burgeoning
area of postcolonial theory.

Postcolonialism has a distinct interdisci-
plinary character, with contributions from
sociologists and anthropologists, literary
and cultural critics, political activists and
analysts, and psychoanalysts, among oth-
ers.16 Heavily influenced by postmodern and
poststructuralist traditions, and more re-
cently feminism and neo-Marxism, any at-
tempt to tie the disparate strands of post-
colonialism into a single unified entity,
paradigm, or “thing” has been described as
entailing “a form of epistemic violence” and
“nigh impossible.”17(p122) Clearly far from
being a unified field, several central themes
are nonetheless associated with postcolo-
nialism, including race, ethnicity, nation,
subjectivity, identity, power, subalterns, and
hybridity.18 Overall, the project of postcolo-
nialism today centers on theorizing the na-
ture of colonized subjectivity and the vari-
ous forms of cultural and political resistance.
In order to offer further background, several
of the central themes of postcolonialism are
expanded in the following sections.

Understanding race,racialization, and
culture

Considerable theoretical challenges exist
inherently in the concepts currently used to
categorize and signify “difference.” Race,
culture, and ethnicity are frequently used,
sometimes interchangeably, to denote “dif-
ference” (and often inferiority), with little
consistency in when any one of these terms
is applied. A postcolonial nursing scholar-
ship departs from what has become the com-
mon mode of exploring “difference” (ie, a
culturalist focus on culture as a relatively
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static set of beliefs, values, norms, and prac-
tices attached to a discrete group sharing a
common ethnic background) by pointing to
the politics of race,particularly in sustain-
ing colonizing relationships.

Constructions of race have shifted
through time and across social spaces. Orig-
inally carrying a meaning that referred to
biological origin and physical appearance,
race is now understood to be a social con-
struction manipulated to define, structure,
and organize relations between dominant
and subordinate groups.19 Although any
biological component of racehas been dis-
proved, people continue to be grouped ac-
cording to what are considered physical
racial attributes; as a result, racepersists as
a central aspect of everyday life. As a con-
stitutive element of our common sense, race
is a key component of our taken-for-granted
reference schema through which we get on
in the world. Individual psyches and rela-
tionships among individuals are shaped by
race; collective identities and social struc-
tures are racially constituted. Racesdo not
exist outside of representation but are
formed in and by it in a process of social
and political struggle.18,20

The term racialization was first coined
by Frantz Fanon and adopted by Robert
Miles to capture the idea of the representa-
tional process whereby social significance
is attached to certain biological features for
the purpose of categorization into social
collectivities.21 Miles defines racialization
as “a process of delineation of group bound-
aries and of allocation of persons within
those boundaries by primary reference to
(supposedly) inherent and/or biological
(usually phenotypic) characteristics. It is
therefore an ideological process.”21(p74)

Racialization, in effect, suggests that a par-
ticular population can only be understood as
a supposedly biological entity13 and there-
fore takes place within the realm of concep-
tions of cultures as static, homogeneous,
and having a biological basis.

As with race,the construct of culture car-
ries a range of meanings. Earlier meanings
pertaining to the process of tending some-
thing, usually crops or animals, or to the
idea of civility are still held within the no-
tion of culture. Today culture is commonly
understood as a template or blueprint for
human behavior, grounded in the values,
beliefs, norms, and practices of a particular
group that are learned and shared. In prac-
tice, this interpretation most often translates
into culture being interpreted as identifica-
tion with a particular ethnic or religious
background. This widespread understand-
ing of culture derives from the social theory
of cultural pluralism (also known as multi-
culturalism) informing much policy devel-
opment today. At its core, cultural plural-
ism holds to the ideal of the harmonious
coexistence of differing cultural or ethnic
groups in a pluralistic society.13 Built on the
notions of unity-within-diversity and cul-
tural relativism, and often drawing on folk-
loric traditions, multiculturalism has been
put forward as official state policy in sev-
eral countries (eg, Canada, Australia).
However, there has been a range of critique
directed toward multiculturalism, most of
which centers on the ways in which multi-
culturalism addresses ethnic and racial dif-
ference as a question of “identity” rather
than of history and politics and translates
difference as an intrinsic property of “cul-
tures” and as a value to be “represented” as
such. Donald and Rattansi offer a summa-
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rizing critique of multiculturalism and the
culturalist perspective:

By focusing on the superficial manifestations of
culture, multiculturalism failed to address the
continuing hierarchies of power and legitimacy
that still existed among these different centers of
cultural authority. By exoticizing them, it even
colluded in their further disenfranchisement.
Despite its apparent relativism, in practice it de-
fined alternative centers of cultural authority pri-
marily in terms of their difference from the
norm of English culture, not in their uniqueness
and their discontinuities.22(p2)

Despite such critiques, the culturalist per-
spective with its underlying liberal ideolo-
gies of individualism and egalitarianism still
carries considerable influence within health
care and nursing circles. Culture has become
a widely used metonym for “difference”
within nursing scholarship, without an ap-
preciation of the ways in which the concepts
of culture and raceoperate in tandem, most
often with raceas silent subtext to discourses
of culture. Solomos and Back have termed
such forms of recoding as “metonymic elab-
orations,” explaining that “racisms may be
expressed through a variety of coded signi-
fiers,” one of them being the coding of race
as culture.23(p26) Common applications of the
construct of culture may draw on historical
and colonial notions of raceand, in so doing,
reinforce longstanding patterns of domina-
tion and inequities. For example, the easy
classification of people into cultural and
ethnic groups itself is evidence of a racial-
ized application of culture, based on the as-
sumption that discrete groups exist and can
be used for explanatory purposes. Solomos
and Back23 suggest that the central feature
of such encoding is that social groups are
fixed, made natural, and confined within a

pseudo-biologically defined culturalism.
Often these groupings follow nationalistic
boundaries, such as “Chinese” or “Indian,”
which in themselves reflect and draw on
colonialist images. David Allen explains
that descriptions of groups within nursing
literature tend to be nationalistic:

Ethnic/cultural locations very often “happen” to
be written within vocabularies of nationalist
boundaries. . . . Almost all current “nations”
are, of course, colonialist creations. Even those
that have had successful anticolonialist revolu-
tions often stay mired in the binaries of national-
istic identities that are the mirror image of the
colonialist project they attempted to purge.24(p98)

Along with these racialized systems of
classification, certain ethnic groups also may
be given increased attention. For example, as
found in a recent study,12 cultural difference
was ascribed to non-English speaking Chi-
nese but not to Aboriginals and Iranians who
could speak English. Moreover, more atten-
tion was directed toward those practices that
were considered exotic, “interesting,” or
“different.” Stubbs concluded that such se-
lectivity “may relate to colonialist and racist
constructions of the ‘strangeness’ of the cul-
tural patterns of ‘Asian’ groups.”25(p39)

The setting apart as exotic, interesting, or
different is indicative of the creation of
Other. Othering is an act of representation

Culture has become a widely used
metonym for “difference” within
nursing scholarship, without an
appreciation of the ways in which the
concepts of culture and raceoperate
in tandem.
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by which identity is assigned, human exis-
tence is categorized, people are character-
ized according to certain criteria (such as
worldview or similar anthropological con-
struct), and experiences are homogenized.26

The roots of Othering lie in imperial ex-
ploitation and the colonial project. During
this era, identities such as “the West,” “Eu-
ropean,” and “White,” conflated with con-
ceptions of rationality, civilization, and
Christianity, produced images of paganism
and savagery through binaries such as
naked/clothed, oral/literate, and technolog-
ically backward/advanced.27 These images
continue today with constructions of Other
as childlike, passive, or exotic. We see,
then, residuals of the evolutionary mean-
ings of culture that rearticulate colonial im-
ages of Other and reinforce existing rela-
tions of power. Equally important as these
representations of Other are representations
of “us.” In most health care theorizing,
White-dominant culture remains transpar-
ent and unspoken for the most part, posi-
tioned as “normal.” Solomos and Back
summarize this as follows: “In these repre-
sentations, whiteness is equated with nor-
mality and as such it is not in need of defini-
tion. Thus ‘being normal’ is colonised by
the idea of ‘being white.’ ”23(p22)Such moves
construct clear binaries, in essence creating
a bicultural situation of Self and Other, Us
and Them that leaves little room for negoti-
ation, hybridity, or fusion of cultures.

Hybridity, intersectionality, and
identity: Countering critiques of
essentialism

Strong traces of the origins of the post-
colonial persist in the preoccupation with
questions of race and ethnicity, to the extent
that other colonial features such as class,

gender, and nation have been largely over-
looked. Dirlik comments that “by the time
postcolonialism in its contemporary guise
appeared in the nineties, ethnicity and race
had moved to the centre of the dis-
course.”28(p153)He goes on to explain:

Conceived to combat ethnocentrism and racism,
postcolonial discourse ironically contributes
presently to the racialisation and ethnicisation of
the languages of both critical intellectual work
and politics—with liberal intentions, no doubt,
but at the risk on the one hand of covering up
proliferating problems of social inequality and
oppression whose origins lie elsewhere, and, on
the other hand, of contributing to the consolida-
tion of the very ethnic, national, and racial
boundaries that it is intended to render porous
and traversible.”28(p153)

Perhaps even more basic than this focus
on ethnicity and race is the critique leveled
against the postcolonial presumption of a
single shared experience of colonialism.
Arguing against an essentialist inscribing
history as a single issue, McClintock,29

among others, observes that third-world
countries do not share a single common past
or a single common condition called the
postcolonial or postcoloniality. Likewise,
postcolonialism’s ahistorical penchant to
collapse chronologies by encompassing the
historical beginnings of colonialism with its
aftermath also has been noted.

In partial response to these critiques of
essentialism, the language of identity poli-
tics has found a home within postcolonial
discourse, resulting in a valorization of the
formation of subjectivity, rooted in loca-
tion.30 In keeping with this attention to par-
ticularities, the notion of hybridity, with the
observation that neither the colonial nor the
colonized cultures and languages can be
presented in any “pure” form, has been
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widely drawn on within postcolonial schol-
arship. Homi Bhabha, bringing together
postcolonialism, postmodern, and psycho-
analytic genres, integrates themes such as
contingency, partiality, and indeterminancy
into the discussion of culture. For example,
he extends the thinking around culture as
he points to the partiality of culture with
the conception of hybridity that brings
about a “third space” by drawing on what
he refers to as “incommensurable” forms of
culture to bring about something “new and
unrecognisable.”31(p211) Further, he states
that “hybrid agencies . . . deploy the partial
culture from which they emerge to con-
struct visions of community, and versions
of historic memory, that give narrative form
to the minority positions they occupy: the
outside of the inside: the part of the
whole.”32(p34)

Bhabha here is representing culture not
only as negotiable, but also as positionality
mobilized by resistive agents. His reference
to “partial culture” suggests that cultures are
less epistemological sureties than they are
places of enunciation and negotiation.
Throughout his work, Bhabha also empha-
sizes the importance of seeing culture as
linked to colonial histories. Along similar
lines, Barker observes that “patterns of pop-
ulation migration and settlement established
during colonialism and its aftermath, com-
bined with the more recent acceleration of
globalization, particularly of electronic com-
munications, have enabled increased cultural
juxtaposing, meeting and mixing.”18(p200)

When the contingencies elicited through
the intersections of classifying categories
such as class, caste, religion, nation, gender,
sexual orientation, and so forth are added to
effects of migration and acculturation, end-
less possibilities for the production of new

identities and cultural forms result. How-
ever, it is this spirit of overcoming bina-
risms and essentialisms that has led some
critics to speculate on the merit of postcolo-
nialism in this form. Dirlik writes:

The postcolonial appears in our day as the
repository of a grab-bag of issues that anyone
can choose from in accordance with his/her po-
litical and intellectual inclinations; which cover
such a broad range that it becomes meaningless
even to speak of cultural and political position-
ings. . . . The “postcolonial” has become a
free-floating signifier, so to speak, that has no
obvious relationship to either the “post” or the
“colonial” that initially constituted its meaning—
unless we take the colonial to serve as a para-
digm for all inequality and oppression.28(p155)

Despite this line of critique, intersec-
tional analyses of colonizing relationships
seem the only way to account for the fluid
mechanisms of power. As McClintock ob-
serves: “[R]ace, gender, and class are not
distinct realms of experience, existing in
splendid isolation from each other. . . .
[T]hey come into existence in and through
relations to each other.”33(p5)

Domination, subordination, and
emancipation

Racialization and representation are
powerful mechanisms through which domi-
nation and subordination are enacted in the
context of colonialism, and colonial hierar-
chies are reinforced. Along these lines,
Goldberg comments that “at the most ab-
stract of theoretical levels, all forms of
racism may be linked in terms of their exclu-
sionary or inclusionary undertakings.”34(pxiv)

Such undertakings constitute a special case
of power. This power has been theorized in
different ways: as belonging to individu-
als, to groups, or to dominant society. Some
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theorists have drawn on the concepts of ide-
ology and hegemony in explaining the
power to enact exclusionary and inclusion-
ary practices. Others have taken a Fou-
cauldian approach to the micropolitics of
power in which power is seen as diffuse,
shifting, and not possessed by individuals or
located only in central apparatuses such as
social institutions but rather animated in
networks of relations. Undoubtedly, an un-
derstanding of the micropolitics of power,
along with more traditional models, allows
for more nuanced interpretations of how
race operates, and it accounts for shifting
patterns of domination and subordination.

In keeping with the analyses of domina-
tion and subordination, postcolonial theory
is generally seen to carry emancipatory
ideals. Robert J.C. Young, for example, ar-
gues for the ethical aim of postcolonialism:

If there has been one major argument that has
dominated postcolonial studies since Edward
Said’s Orientalism, it is that academic work,
whether it claims scholarly detachment or not,
always forms part of a larger social and political
nexus: the only question is towards which ends
its own interventions are directed. Our responsi-
bility, as academics, writers and intellectuals,
for which we are accountable, is to link our
work to the many issues of injustice and in-
equality operating in the world today and to di-
rect our work towards the righting of such
wrongs and the transformation of the systems
that produce them.35(p30)

A certain tension has developed, how-
ever, particularly within the arm of dis-
course analysis, as to the role of activism
within postcolonialism. Dirlik28 notes that
the more radical beginnings of postcolonial-
ism are largely forgotten in contemporary
conceptions of postcoloniality, especially as
the field has typically been subsumed into

academic settings such as English depart-
ments. Along similar lines, others have cri-
tiqued the reduction of relations of colonial
power to the rules of language, concluding
that postcoloniality has “deferred the ques-
tion of the political in its emphasis on dis-
cursive analysis.”36(p114) In so doing, other
critics such as Dorothy Figueira37 argue that
textuality is favored over social action when
academic professionals, as “victims in
proxy,” claim solidarity with the disenfran-
chised. As she goes on to explain: “[A]t
work here is the age-old problem of the en-
gaged intellectual and the pretense that aca-
demic criticism can function as a political
act and ‘textual culture’ can displace ‘ac-
tivist culture.’ ”37(p249) The possibility of
achieving emancipatory aims, thus, is a
contested issue for postcolonial scholars.
Speaking from the field of literary studies,
Mukherjee asks: “What is the point of pos-
ing abstract questions when the real
strengths of postcolonialism are to interro-
gate closely and constantly the ethical ways
in which literary and cultural studies either
help sustain or help to question unequal
global relations?”38(p556) Her question can
well be translated into the domains of health
care and nursing science, challenging us to
consider how the application of postcolo-
nial theories might assist us in the analysis
of how we either help sustain or question in-
equities and injustices.

We are in a position to move forward in
our nursing scholarship, building on the
foundation laid for us by those who first
pointed to the importance of incorporating
cultural aspects into nursing care. In short,
we concur with Ahmad who, after review-
ing inadequate approaches that ignore race,
take a culturalist perspective, or reify race
as a measurable variable, concludes that:
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“[W]e need a radicalized and politicized
field of race and health.”39(p31) Postcolonial
theory with its interpretations of race,
racialization, and culture offers nursing
scholarship a set of powerful analytic tools
unlike those offered by other social theo-
ries, prompting us to ask questions such as:
How might we theorize about culture in
ways that account for the realities of shared
meanings within groups while leaving an
“openness” that allows for shifting identi-
ties and realities based on the intersectional-
ity of other organizing features such as sex-
ual orientation, class, gender, age, and so
on? How do we make sense of difference in
ways that do not succumb to racialization,
Othering, and reinforcement of existing
power inequities? In our own empirical
work, we have relied on a postcolonial lens
to envision how to meet nursing’s social
mandate of addressing the social aspects of
health and illness, situate individual experi-
ence within the larger social context, give
voice to subjugated knowledges, and foster
social justice through an uncovering of so-
cial inequities.

FROM THEORY TO METHOD

Perhaps the greatest challenge in our call
for a postcolonial nursing scholarship lies
in the translation of its theoretical tenets
into a method of research. With an under-
standing of methodology as a theoretically
informed approach to the construction of
data, we have striven to conduct our re-
search from an explicitly postcolonial
standpoint. Our task thus has been to use
postcolonial theory to bring focus to our
studies, or as an angle of inquiry, while
striving for an openness to our approach
throughout the entire research process. In

the remainder of this article, we describe a
postcolonial research method that has
evolved from our exploration of this dialec-
tic between theory and research.

When importing theoretical perspectives
into the practice domain of research, one is
often left with little specific direction re-
garding how to conduct research. In this
case, the most common application of post-
colonial theory is that of discourse analysis,
typically as a subset of literary critique, of
the politics of marginalized texts and cul-
tures. While discourse analysis is gaining
some popularity within nursing scholarship,
we have broadened the application of post-
colonial theory beyond discourse analysis
to include critical inquiry in the ethno-
graphic tradition. This expansion is in
keeping with the interdisciplinary nature of
postcolonial theory. As observed by Dutton
et al, postcolonialism is “a toolkit, a mere
set of provisional strategies, protocols and
concepts, which arise out of a certain recog-
nition of, and approach to, difference.
Needless to say, these tools get amended
and reshaped according to the disciplinary
contexts and the purposes for which they
are used.”17(p124)

The methods drawn on in our research
have included participant observation, in-
depth interviews, and textual analysis, all
conducted through a postcolonial lens that
foregrounds several methodological
themes. Although these themes may well be
incorporated into other genres of research, it
is our assertion that a postcolonial framing
brings a unique bearing to these matters.

Framing the research

The first distinction of a postcolonial
nursing research method lies in the way in
which the entire research project is viewed
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A postcolonial framing rests on an
overarching mindfulness of how
domination and resistance mark
intercultural health care encounters
at individual, institutional, and
societal levels.

through a political lens—a lens that attends
to the micropolitics and macrodynamics of
power. While attending to power relations
is certainly a methodological theme of other
brands of research (eg, feminist research
may be the most overt example), a postcolo-
nial framing rests on an overarching mind-
fulness of how domination and resistance
mark intercultural health care encounters at
individual, institutional, and societal levels.
Thus, postcolonial research inevitably ex-
plores at some level the two meta themes of
race (with its adjuncts of colonization, eth-
nicity, hybridity, intersecting oppressions,
and so forth) and power (in its various ex-
pressions). These co-joined themes are read
throughout the research project, both in the
substantive focus of the inquiry and
throughout the research process itself. A
postcolonial nursing scholarship pursues,
then, these matters of how contemporary
constructions of race,ethnicity, and culture
continue to rely on colonialist images and
patterns of inclusion and exclusion within
health care settings. Careful attention to the
social and historical positioning of the re-
searcher vis-à-vis research participants also
is paramount to the postcolonial project.

There is an obvious caveat here that must
be dealt with. Certain epistemological im-
plications arise from a stance that takes on
raceand power as preexisting meta themes;

the danger of theoretical imposition is un-
doubtedly at the forefront. For example,
when a researcher’s interpretive lens in-
cludes postcolonial theory regarding the
processes of racialization and racism, he or
she may “read” racism where participants
do not. How does one mediate between
people’s understandings and the need for
ideological critique and transformative so-
cial action without becoming imposi-
tional?40 There is an inherent contradiction
in acknowledging the intensely subjective
and local nature of everyday reality while
at the same time holding an explicitly polit-
ical vision of the structural conditions that
lead to particular social behaviors, espe-
cially when such political insights are not
shared by research participants. It seems
that a solution, albeit open-ended, to this
problematic of theoretical imposition lies
in a praxis-orientation toward research in
which room is created within researcher-
researched relationships for questioning
taken-for-granted assumptions and prac-
tices. A further solution, articulated by
Dorothy Smith,41 lies in the researcher tak-
ing on the role of social analyst and inter-
preter. Consider the following comments
by Smith as she explains the role of the re-
searcher in bridging individual subjectivi-
ties in the realm of the everyday and the or-
ganizing social forces:

Though women are indeed expert practitioners
of their everyday worlds, the notion of the every-
day world as problematic assumes that disclo-
sure of the extralocal determinations of our expe-
rience does not lie within the scope of everyday
practices. We can see only so much without spe-
cialized investigation, and the latter should be
the sociologist’s special business.41(p161)

While the researcher, according to Smith,
holds final interpretive authority, as post-
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colonial scholars we have tried to keep a
tentativeness in our interpretations, allow-
ing for tensions to remain between the inter-
pretations of participants and researchers,
particularly as we question who has held the
dominant voice in our nursing scholarship.
In the final end, the researcher must take a
reflexive stance in examining the particular
dialectic between theory and research. As
Patti Lather explains: “[D]ata must be al-
lowed to generate propositions in a dialecti-
cal manner that permits use of a priori theo-
retical frameworks, but which keeps a
particular framework from becoming the
container into which the data must be
poured.”40(p62)

Linking self and society

Inherent in contemporary postcolonial
efforts is the tension between self and soci-
ety, the local and the global, the particulari-
ties of the hybrid moment and the universal-
ity of the colonial experience. Manlove
observes:

Much as other politically motivated cultural
movements that have struggled to define a just
relation between the individual subject and so-
ciety, postcolonial studies has debated and
fought over the relative value of particularities
(the “local”) and universals (the “global”)
since the field opened in the late 1970s and
early 80s.16(p198)

Yet it is our ability to understand and ex-
plain the nature of the relationship between
self and society, the contextualization of
subjectivity, that is critical to the progress
of nursing science.3–6,8 We suggest, there-
fore, that a feature of postcolonial scholar-
ship is situating human experience (eg,
everyday reality) in the larger contexts of
mediating social, economic, political, and
historical forces.

In our own work, we have relied exten-
sively on standpoint theory and the method
of institutional ethnography, as drafted by
Dorothy Smith,41 to assist us in bridging
micro, meso, and macro levels of analyses.
Smith explains the contribution of stand-
point theory in this way: 

Beginning from the standpoint of women locates
a subject who begins in a material and local
world. It shows the different cognitive domains
structuring our realities . . . as a bifurcation of
consciousness, with a world directly experi-
enced from oneself as center (in the body) on the
one hand and a world organized in the abstracted
conceptual mode, external to the local and par-
ticular places of one’s bodily existence.41(p84)

The point of entry in this type of inquiry
becomes the everyday world and links the
particular setting and experiences “to the
generalized and generalizing relations of
the apparatus of ruling and of the econ-
omy.”41(p147) To begin with the everyday
world acknowledges the socially con-
structed nature of knowledge and experi-
ence. An explication of the rich details of
the everyday world maintains the agency of
people and avoids objectifying their experi-
ence. Most notably, starting where partici-
pants start, telling the story from their
standpoint, seems essential to developing
scholarship that does not continue to silence
or render invisible the perspectives of the
very people we are trying to “give voice to.”
At the same time, Smith’s notion of stand-
point does not privilege the knower but in-
stead emphasizes the socially organized na-
ture of knowledge. Marie Campbell
explains that

the intent is not to understand “experience” in a
way that celebrates “subjectivity” (or claims to
get at meaning and intentions of individuals), but
rather to understand everyday experience . . .
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reflexively . . . we need to see how experience
is (or is shaped up to be) inextricably bound to
regimes of ruling.42(p9)

In sum, institutional ethnography aims to
explicate the actual, though often invisible,
social processes and practices that organize
people’s everyday experience from a stand-
point in the everyday world. As we have
used postcolonial theory to inform institu-
tional ethnography, we have been able to
bring together individual standpoints with
group-based social histories and experi-
ences within health care settings to under-
stand how individuals are active in produc-
ing and shaping social relations and are, in
turn, shaped by these same relations.

Giving voice

The third feature of a postcolonial re-
search method suggested here is the deliber-
ate decentering of dominant culture so that
the worldviews of the marginalized become
the starting point in our knowledge con-
struction. Here we are calling for more than
the study of an anthropological Other di-
vorced from social, political, and historical
context. Instead, a postcolonial commit-
ment results in the weaving of the perspec-
tives and experiences of those marginalized
in our society into the very fabric of our
nursing science. Core to the postcolonial
movement is the question raised by Gayatri
Chakrovorty Spivak: “Can the subaltern
speak?”43(p25) At its most basic level post-
colonialism demands the right to speak
rather than being spoken for, and to repre-
sent oneself rather than being represented,
or, in the extreme cases, rather than being
erased entirely. The onus on us as nurse
scholars is to make possible the articulation
of subaltern perspectives in order to make

our nursing knowledge representative not
only of the dominant majority, but also of
those who have until now found themselves
on the margins. We can do this by hearing
as writers/scholars in their own right nurse
colleagues from non-Western, non-Northern
origins. Long a case of convenience, we can
no longer justify including only English-
speaking participants in our research if we
are serious about the epistemological im-
plications to our nursing knowledge. A
further opportunity for giving voice to pre-
viously subjugated voices is the liberal use
of polyvocality in our research through stra-
tegies such as purposive sampling for di-
verse groups of participants with a range of
experiences, listening carefully to the ac-
counts of these participants, and liberally
using their verbatim stories in written re-
ports. We are challenged to a critical ex-
amination of the lived experience of those
marginalized, and that which structures their
experience.

One of the outworkings of this impera-
tive has to do with the debate over represen-
tation and “the right” to “speak” brought to
our attention by feminist, postcolonial, sub-
altern, and postmodern researchers.43,44 A
basic question has been posed by these
scholars as to whether or not White re-
searchers can truly understand the experi-
ences of racialization and racism, and, if so,
what strategies should be followed to mini-
mize the inevitable biases flowing from
being reared in a different, dominant popu-
lation. Some have argued that studies in the
field of raceare best undertaken by minor-
ity scholars; others have argued that such
matching of researchers with the researched
results in marginalizing certain types of re-
search, making, for example, racism only a
concern for racialized groups,45,46 and even
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mimicking colonial thinking.37 We take the
position here that rather than pursuing the
legitimacy of our roles as researchers based
on one aspect of one’s social identity (ie,
Whiteness), one’s legitimacy as researcher
is based on one’s ability to explicate the
ways in which marginalization and racial-
ization operate. In this project, we must be
particularly mindful of the implications of
continued production of knowledge from
dominant positions.

Accounting for intersectionality

Although we argued earlier that a post-
colonial research method carries race as a
meta theme, we are not suggesting that race
holds the trump card over all other oppres-
sions or marginalizations. Rather, we see
intersectional analyses as a key distinctive
of a postcolonial nursing scholarship. Patri-
cia Hill Collins47 emphasizes that intersec-
tionality is not about additive analyses of
oppressions but rather about seeing the op-
pressions of racism, classism, and sexism as
interlocking categories of analyses. She ex-
pands the conceptualization of oppression
to include a complex matrix of domination
in economic, political, and ideological
spheres that cannot be reduced to either/or
dichotomies. Collins insightfully observes
that depending on the context, an individual
may be an oppressor and an oppressed si-
multaneously (eg, a White woman may be
penalized by gender but privileged by race).
Similarly, Rose Brewer48 argues that race,
class, and gender cannot be understood
apart from each other; each is embedded in
the contexts of the others.

Acknowledging the interrelatedness of
race, class, and gender provides important
insights for postcolonial inquiry and guards
against incomplete and simplistic analyses.

To illustrate, Reimer Kirkham12 explains
how a recent study showed how gender,
class, nation, and race operate together,
often masking the effects of each other. For
example, some men acted as oppressors in
some situations, drawing on gender dis-
courses to demean nurses irrespective of
ethnicity; but the same men also were in op-
pressed positions within a health care sys-
tem that favors those of the dominant ma-
jority. The phenomenon of being oppressor
and oppressed at the same time points to the
intersectionality of these organizing con-
structs and to the co-existence of multiple
identities.

Orienting toward praxis

The final feature of a postcolonial re-
search method is its open commitment to
critiquing the status quo and building a
more just society. We made the case earlier
for an activist or emancipatory intent; here
we briefly map out the methodological di-
rection resulting from such a claim. Praxis-
oriented research is research committed to
social change. As researchers within a prac-
tice discipline, nurse scholars understand
the aim of research as changing practice,
improving health, and so forth. The differ-
ence from this general commitment to
change or improvement is that the social
change associated with praxis has to do with
critiquing status quo and the maldistribution
of power and resources in ways that con-
tribute to a more just society.40 Thus, nurs-
ing inquiry within the larger genre of an
emancipatory research paradigm is commit-
ted to moving beyond the description of
what “is” to providing prescription for what
“ought” to be, and raises our level of inves-
tigation from matters of the individual to
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Nursing inquiry within the larger
genre of an emancipatory research
paradigm is committed to moving
beyond the description of what “is”
to providing prescription for what
“ought” to be.

consideration of larger sociopolitical forces
impacting on the common good.9

Praxis begins with the researcher as he or
she engages in reflexive critique of the re-
search process itself (eg, the relationships
formed with participants, the influence of
the researcher’s positionality, and the dy-
namics of power at work) and the nature of
the knowledge being constructed. As pre-
sented by Thorne: “Scholars applying these
traditions must continuously examine and
reflect upon the manner in which the orien-
tation shapes the knowledge they develop in
an understanding that such knowledge is a
highly social construction, and not knowl-
edge in the traditional factual sense.”49(pxiii)

This type of self-critique may well result in
new insights and personal change for the re-
searcher. Lather, for instance, suggests that
“an emancipatory social research calls for
empowering approaches to research where
both researcher and researched become . . .
‘the changer and the changed.’ ”40(p56) She
goes on to propose that the goal of emanci-
patory research is to foster “self-reflection
and deeper understanding on the part of the
researched at least as much as it is to gener-
ate empirically grounded theoretical knowl-
edge.”40(p60) Such consciousness-raising is
best accomplished in research environ-
ments marked by respectful dialogic and re-
ciprocal relationships that allow for the

questioning of commonly held assump-
tions. As researchers committed to a post-
colonial perspective, we also have found
further opportunity for praxis in the disper-
sal of research findings as we actively seek
to change organizational structures, influ-
ence public policy, and shift social atti-
tudes. There is danger in assuming praxis
has or is occurring when, in fact, it has or is
not. For this reason, we take seriously the
warning that ambitions ought to be focused
on the possibility of emancipatory change
rather than on expectations for actual
changes.3,40

DETAILING THE METHOD

In this final section, we move from the
themes characterizing postcolonial scholar-
ship to a more specific detailing of a post-
colonial method. What has been described
is a particular angle of inquiry that may well
result in the use of multiple methods and
techniques. Although the research examples
that we draw on are within the qualitative
tradition, we are not limiting postcolonial
scholarship to this domain. Rather, we
maintain that a commitment to uncovering
the social forces mediating health and ill-
ness will result in selecting those methods
that best allow us to accomplish this objec-
tive. For example, while qualitative data
bring to light the complex interplay be-
tween poverty and racialization, numerical
data reveal the extent of the relationship be-
tween these variables. What is important
about a postcolonial perspective, then, is
that there are no prescribed techniques for
data collection or data analysis. Different
techniques can be drawn on depending on
the focus of the inquiry, as long as they
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meet the criteria for scientific adequacy
and rigor.

The hallmark of postcolonial scholar-
ship is a strong research-theory dialectic
that brings a particular interpretive lens to
the research that recognizes that each life
is shaped by history. This lens frames how
questions are formulated, who is included
in the study, how data are interpreted, the
meanings derived from the data, and how
research findings are communicated and
applied. While we are not limited in the
kinds of questions we ask, our questions
are framed from a particular epistemologi-
cal perspective. That is, the postcolonial
lens always takes into account the context
in which each life is situated, and analyzes
how gender, race, class, and historical po-
sitioning intersect at any given moment to
organize experience in the here and now.
The application of this analytic lens would
therefore be as appropriate to a White man
included in a research study, as it would be
to a Black woman, even though one would
anticipate that very different issues would
surface in this analysis given their histori-
cal positioning. In the study by Reimer
Kirkham,12 for example, the inclusion of
participants from a range of ethnic back-
grounds including those of the dominant
majority (ie, White) was central to an ex-
plication of the complexities and nuances
of intergroup relations in health care set-
tings. Because social justice for all is the
imperative that drives research in this
genre, inclusivity is a key methodological
principle.

As we mulled over the implications of a
postcolonial perspective we kept returning
to the matter of the types of questions a
postcolonial scholar might pursue. Would
we study, for example, a question pertain-

ing to physiologic nursing, such as wound
healing? We agreed, yes, indeed we would.
But the question would be framed to exam-
ine not only actual physiologic responses,
but also issues such as the type of treat-
ments that have gained hegemony in health
care settings, and whose interests are served
by such dominance. A further line of ques-
tioning might explore the social context of
patients’ lives and their situatedness in the
broader social structure. If our sample in-
cluded, for example, people with chronic
leg ulcers, we might well want to examine
why this particular group of people is sus-
ceptible to this particular condition. What is
it about their social and economic situations
that predispose them to this condition, and
what is the historical positioning of this
group that determines, to a large extent,
their social and economic positionings? The
application of this angle of inquiry has ram-
ifications for the very way in which we un-
derstand and “do” science. It challenges and
realigns the boundaries between the social
and the physical sciences, between quanti-
tative and qualitative methods, freeing us
from the Cartesian dualism that has domi-
nated our thinking.

Like many other researchers conducting
research from a critical and interpretive per-
spective, we have grappled with the issue
that our research findings may cause discom-
fort for those who see themselves as being
critiqued and challenged. For example, deci-
sion makers in a health care setting may re-
sist or react to the ways in which a postcolo-
nial analysis portrays issues in health care
reform. We are mindful of this as we seek to
find ways of presenting our findings so as to
challenge current trends and seek out new di-
rections that will ensure all people are equi-
tably served. Toward this end, and as we
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have argued elsewhere, a postcolonial per-
spective should be “designed to be inclusive
of community and policy makers even be-
fore the research begins.”11

In conclusion, the postcolonial methodol-
ogy sketched out here promises us new and
important tools for forms of transformative
knowledge that have been largely over-
looked within our scholarship and practice.
Not a neutral academic exercise, the pursuit

of such knowledge requires commitment to
a theoretical stance, rigorous scrutiny of
dominant discourses and practice, and a
long-term will to engage in the political ac-
tivity of social transformation. With such a
commitment, postcolonial nursing scholar-
ship will permit more thoughtful attention
to the issues of equity and social justice
within health and health care that fall within
the mandate of nursing.
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