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COMMUNICATION STUDIES?
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The guestion that is the subject of this
program really could be considered two
separate questions: “What ought to
distinguish feminist schotarship in com-
munication studies?” and “What present-
ly distinguishes feminist scholarship in
communication studies?” We argue that
two different responses must be given to
these questions. What feminist scholar-
ship ought to be and what it is now are
ot one and the same. We first wilt
discuss the ideal-what ought 1o
be-and then will examine the current
status of femninist research.

What Ought to Distinguish
Feminist Scholarship?

We do not see feminist scholarship
distinguished by a unigus set of
methodological practices. Feminist
research shares many assumptions and
methods with “‘new-paradigm” scholars.
Taking the label from Thomas Kuhn's
work on how paradigm shifts occur in the
scientific community, scholars who iden-
tify with the new paradigm exhibit a ol
lective sense of dissatisfaction with the
dominant research paradigm; many of
them Incorporate Inlo their approaches to
inguiry assumptions and methods consis-
tent with the gualities of women’s ex-
periences that are fundamental o the
feminist perspective.! For example, both
feminist and new-paradigm scholars em-
phasize wholes rather than parts, process
rather than structure, knowledge as a
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process of interconnection rather than
hierarchy, approximate descriptions
rather than absolute truth. and coopera-
tion rather than competition.2 What doas
distinguish feminist research, then, is not
methodology but the objective of
research.

The distinguishing feature of feminist
scholarship is the question it asks. lts
focus is on how gender s constructed
through communication and how gender
informs communication. Thus, gender is
not one of many variables studied by the
ferninist scholar; it is the major element
studied.

The central concern with the construc-
tion of gender means that feminist
scholars chalienge the established
research system in three basic Ways.
First, feminist research considersg
women's perceptions, meanings, and ex-
periences as appropriate and important
data for analysis. Rather than generaliz-
ing from men to create an explanation for
the experience of both men and women,
feminist inquiry incorporates the valuyes
and quaiities that characterize women's
experiences—qualities such as in-
terdependence, emotionality, a sense of
setf-questioning or vuinerability,
wholeness, a focus on process rather
than product, muitiplicity, and paradox.3
In the development of constructs and
theories within the feminigt perspeciive,
the qualities of women’s axperiences are
taken into account, taken seriously, and
valuad,

A second way in which the feminist
perspective constitutes a chailengs to the
existing research framework is in its for-
mulation of new rules for how knowledge
is constructed. Adoption of the fermninist
perspective does not mean simply graft.
ing women’s concerns onto the construe.
tion and theories of men's knowledge that
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are already In place. Rather, feminist
scholars sesk 1o change the rules for the
construction of knowledge so they reflect
women's experience and incorporats
women's values. When qualities of
women's experiences such as seifl-
questioning and multipliclly are used (o
create ruies for the construction of
knowiedge, very different kinds of
knowiedge result. Roberts provides ex
amples of such different knowledge:
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Third, the feminist perspective has a
practical, activisi dimensien that con-
stitutes a challenge to the established
research tradition as well. Adoptlion of a
ferminist perspective inresearch asks that
the basic constructs of masculinity and
femininity be changed. Thus, the ultimate
conseguance of research informed by a
feminist perspective is social change. In
contrast to the current dominant research
paradigm, which seeks to predict human
behavior, the feminist perspective seeks
to understand human behavior and
through that understanding, io change
social life. Feminist scholars ses how
gender has been constructed to denigrale
women and seek to change that construc-
fign.

What Distinguishes Feminist
Scholarship Now?

Yhat we have been describing are the
features of feminist scholarship as it
ideatly should look, We do not balisve,
however, that most of what is labsled
feminist research looks like our descrip-
tion, Rather, the distinguishing feature of
current work is accommodation.

A major obstacie to feminist research-
arg in any feld, including communica
tion, is publishing the results of the re-
search. But publication of faminist

research is difficuit because such
research constituies a challenge to the
dominant research mode, represented by
the accepted publishing outlets of the
tield. Thus, a major dilemma facing
feminist researchers is how to challenge
and simultaneously gain visibility and
legitimation for the feminist perspective
in the publications of our discipiine,
which may be unsupportive or unaware of
it

As a result of this dilemma facing
femninist scholars, they have had to try fo
adjust their work to ihe established
rescarch tradition. Thus, feminist work in
communication currently is characterized
by ascommodation. To be published in a
mainstream journal, the reputation of
which Is based on publication of research
derived from a non-feminist framework, a
scholar likely will have had to alter the
prasentation of feminist notions. Accom-
modation strategies include the use of
traditional, non-feminist approaches to a
study about gender® or highlighting
features of women's experience in a tradi-
tional study 8 Another strategy of accom-
maodation is the use of women's ex-
periences as data—data connected to
women's lives but regarded as unimpor-
tant in the traditional research
framework.? Qr, feminist researchers
might cite non-gender research that
already is accepied in the discipline of
communication as a backdrop for their
studies.® Still another strategy of accom-
madation includes using the conciusion
of an essay o highlight and raise issues
germane to the feminist perspactive.”

We argue, then, that at present. the
distinguishing feature of the feminist
perspective 1s accommodation. in order
to gain initial visibility and begin to be
acknowledged as an alternative rasearch
frame, the feminist perspective must find
its way into publication, a process that re-
quires adjusiments 1o the expectations of
the staius quo, While we understand the
need for adaptation in order to succesd in
making the feminist perspective an ac-
cepted and valusd research framework,
feminist scholars in communication now
nesd to move beyond accommaodation o
a phase where the challenge of the
feminist perspective takes precedence
gver gaccommuodation. A plateau seemsio
nave been reached with the feminist
perspective; it is visitle only when it ac



commodates in major ways. In fact, we
might argue that the accommodations
have become institutionalized pafterns
for publishing feminist research. We
would liKe 16 ses the feminist perspective
move to the next stage of development go
that it can become a fuily realized—rather
than lust a partially expressed—voice in
the discipline of communication.

Notes

The new paradigm is not an iden-
tifiable and cohesive group of schaolars
who share a singular purpose and
methodelogy. In fact, the movement is
muitidisciplinary and manifest in a variety
of formats and vocabularles. Ciifford
Geertz in anthropology, Rom Harrd and
Kenneth Gergen in psychelogy, Richard
Rorty in philosophy, and Peter Berger and
Thomas Luckmann in sociology are iden-
tified with various aspects of new-
paradigm thinking in the social sciences.

ZThese characleristics are adapted
from Fritiof Capra, “The Concept of
Paradigm and Paradigm Shift,” ReVision,
g {(Summer/Fall 1986}, 11-12,

3These gqualities are suggested in,
among other works, Gayle Kimbail, ed,,
Women’'s Culture: The Women’s
Renaissance of the Seventies (Metuchen,
N.j.: Scargcrow, 19811 and Anne Wilson
Schaef, Women's Reality: An Emerging
Female System in the Whife Male Society
{(Minneapolis: Winston, 1981

11

“Joan L. Roberts, “Pictures of Power
and Powerlessness: A Personal Syn-
thesis,” in Beyond Inteflectual Sexism: A
New Woman, a New Reality, ed. Joan L.
Roberts (New York: David McKay, 1978,
p. 48

SFor an example of this strategy of ac-
commodation, see Pairicia Haves
Bradiey, “The Foik-Linguistics af
Waomen's Speech: An Empirical Examina-
tion,” Communication Monographs, 48
{March 1881y, 73.90,

6Sandra L. Ragan and Victoria Aarcns
discuss silence, for example, in
“Women’s Response 1o Men's Silence: A
Fictional Analysis,” Women's Studies in
Communication, 9 {Fail 1986), 67-75.

"Womer's use of the telephone is an
example of such data that is briefly dis-
cussed in Lana F. Rakow, “"Rethinking
Gender Research In Communication,”
Journal of Communication, 36 {Autumn
1986), 11-26,

8For an exampie of the use of this
sirategy, see Martha Solomon, “The
'Positive Woman's’ Journey: A Mythie
Anglysis of the Rhetoric of §TOP ERA”
Quarterly Journal of Speech, 85 (October
1979), 263-74. Solomon uses Northrop
Frye's notions of the mythoi of romance
to study the ERA,

9For an example of this strategy, see
Myra W.isenhart, “An Investigation of the
Relationship of Sex and Sex Role to the
Ability to Decode Nonverbal Cues,”
Human Communication Research, §
(Summer 1980), 316.



