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Abstract

This paper chronicles how the researcher, in her dis-
sertation entitled “Livelihood Practices of Women in the In-
formal Economy: Forging Pathways Towards a Feminist
Solidarity Economy,” utilized the feminist research meth-
odology to contribute to a continuing analysis of women’s
condition and position, to highlight organized women’s ef-
forts and achievements in ameliorating their situation through
individual and group enterprise projects, and to identify
further avenues of transformation. It demonstrates how femi-
nist research values and principles were adhered to in choos-
ing the research topic, the formulation of the research prob-
lem and objectives, the selection of the theoretical and con-
ceptual frameworks, the choice of the data-gathering meth-
ods, the crafting of the research instruments, and the pro-
cesses of data-gathering, data analysis and validation.

INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION

The feminist research methodology locates women at the cen-
ter of the study as a subject rather than the object of the research,
and they are respected as the experts of their own lives. In my
research, I strove to privilege and capture women’s lived experi-
ences, shifts in consciousness, attitudes, and behavior, as they them-
selves perceive and express them. Feminist research also recog-
nizes and values women’s agency, their capacity to analyze their
situation and effect the transformations they deem imperative in
their lives.
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This paper is an account of how I applied the feminist re-
search methodology in my doctoral dissertation entitled “Live-
lihood Practices of Women in the Informal Economy: Forging
Pathways Towards a Feminist Solidarity Economy.” To estab-
lish the context, it begins with an overview of the research and
the presentation of its main findings. This is followed by a dis-
cussion of the salient principles of the feminist research meth-
odology that guided the study, the data-gathering methods,
and the research instruments. The paper then segues to how I
operationalized the principles of feminist research during the
processes of data-gathering, data analysis and validation.

OVERVIEW OF THE RESEARCHOVERVIEW OF THE RESEARCHOVERVIEW OF THE RESEARCHOVERVIEW OF THE RESEARCHOVERVIEW OF THE RESEARCH

My dissertation focuses on women in the informal economy,
specifically self-employed/own-account micro-entrepreneurs and
sub-contracted workers. My keen interest in and concern about
the plight of women informal workers began when I did my MA
field work requirement with the women of the Pambansang
Kalipunan ng mga Manggagawa sa Impormal na Ekonomiya
(PATAMABA) Balingasa, Quezon City chapter almost thirteen years
ago. This entailed long hours of immersion in the community,
which resulted in not only intimate knowledge about the women’s
personal and working lives, but also friendships that last to this
day.

I chose the solidarity economy as a dissertation topic because
I have been seduced by its possibilities as an alternative to the
neoliberal globalization. The solidarity economy is defined as:

a socio-economic order and new way of life that deliber-
ately chooses serving the needs of people and ecological
sustainability as the goal of economic activity rather than
maximization of profits under the unfettered rule of the
market. It places economic and technological development
at the service of social and human development rather
than the pursuit of narrow, individual self-interest. (Quino-
nes, 2008, p. 3)

Realistically, I see the solidarity economy as not supplanting
neoliberal globalization, but existing alongside it, and markedly,
with a critical mass of participants.
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My dissertation investigated how and to what extent partici-

pation in solidarity livelihood projects addresses the systematic
subordination experienced by women in the informal economy
in reproduction and production, within the institutional settings
of the household, community, and the market, and with respect
to the state. It identified how these projects could potentially ad-
vance the attainment by low-income women of their strategic
gender interests of gender equity, gender equality, and women’s
empowerment through the feminist solidarity economy.

Feminist solidarity economics is an acceptance of solidarity
economics as a viable alternative to the orthodox economics that
has served as the theoretical basis of and justification for neoliberal
globalization—but only if it duly and fully incorporates feminist
perspectives on gender and the economy and redresses women’s
adverse gender-specific experiences of mainstream economic pro-
cesses. The transformation of unequal gender and class relations
must clearly be on the agenda for action. This requires the pro-
motion of shared power and decision-making between women
and men, greater access to and control over economic and social
resources by women, and support for women’s participation and
empowerment across the institutions of the state, the market, the
community, and the household.

Through a gender analysis using Naila Kabeer’s (1994) Social
Relations Approach combined with Bina Agarwal’s (1992) Femi-
nist Environmentalism, the research strove for a deeper under-
standing of the persistent nature and simultaneity of women’s
subordination and marginalization in reproduction and produc-
tion (Institutional Analysis 1). Another gender analysis was con-
ducted, this time of the solidarity initiatives, with the intent of
examining how they are able to address and rectify the subordi-
nation of women informal workers through their own practices
(Institutional Analysis 2). This was supplemented by an analysis
of the supply chains within which the production activities of the
solidarity enterprises are embedded in order to determine the
extent to which the segments are animated by solidarity prin-
ciples. Lastly, the effects of participation in the solidarity liveli-
hood projects on the situation of the women within the house-
hold, community, market, and on their relations with the state/
local government were investigated (Institutional Analysis 3).
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For this project, I accomplished three case studies in three
field sites, and these covered, in each of the field sites, the liveli-
hood enterprise, its women participants, and the supply chain
within which production is embedded. The field sites—located in
Luzon, Visayas, and Mindanao—are KILUS Foundation Environ-
mental Multi-Purpose Cooperative (KILUS) in Pasig City, Metro
Manila, the Pambansang Kalipunan ng mga Manggagawang
Impormal sa Pilipinas (PATAMABA) in Sta. Barbara, Iloilo, and
the Cooperative of Women in Health and Development
(COWHED), in Lake Sebu, South Cotabato. The study utilized
the research methods of participant observation, semi-structured
interviews, and focused group discussions.

The solidarity initiatives covered by the case studies were
benchmarked against a vision of a feminist solidarity economy in
order to identify areas of improvement and provide recommen-
dations towards the practice of a more explicitly feminist solidar-
ity economy.

This research showed that low-income women remain prin-
cipally responsible for reproductive work, and are found perform-
ing productive and community work deemed suitable for them
as women. The resources made available to them by the state and
local governments relate to these roles. The domains they enter
into in market work, most commonly in the informal economy,
are indicative of the options available to them in a neoliberal re-
gime and given their socially-conditioned capabilities and the limi-
tations posed by bearing the principal responsibility of reproduc-
tive work. Participation in decision-making at the city, municipal,
and barangay levels continues to remain limited.

Within their organizations, women are considered capable as
productive workers and able to contribute markedly to total house-
hold income. While the spheres of activity and the tasks supported
by their organizations are feminine, as members of women’s or-
ganizations, there is no exclusion. The sense of inclusivity is ap-
parent in the resources made available to all the women: a pro-
duction center with equipment, training, marketing assistance,
materials, loans, and cash advances. Further, as women who have
bonded together in an organization to meet their individual and
collective needs, there are intangible resources that have accrued
to them: respect and recognition of their organizations by oth-
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ers; strength as an organization; group cooperation; organiza-
tions they can turn to for assistance in times of need; and dedi-
cated and committed leaders.

The solidarity livelihood projects of the three case studies im-
pact positively on women’s situation in the household, commu-
nity, market and the state. Across the three case studies, at the
household level, the paramount response was framed in terms of
increased income and expenditures. The other shared responses
were increased respect and appreciation from husbands as a re-
sult of the women’s contributions to the household income and
greater assistance from them with the household chores. At the
level of the community, the women have experienced higher re-
gard from co-residents as members of their respective organiza-
tions. They are also, as an organization, able to secure support
from their barangay officials for organizational needs. Even in the
larger social sphere of the municipality and city, these organiza-
tions command the respect of their local government officials,
again allowing them to lobby for assistance for their programs
and services. Membership in the organizations also assists the
women immeasurably in terms of their participation in the mar-
ket.

In all three case studies, in terms of personal changes, the re-
curring themes were related to having own employment and in-
come, enhanced confidence, self-improvement, the broadening
of social spheres and improved relations with others. Also men-
tioned were knowledge and skills learned, improved, and shared;
new experiences; pride in the organization and their work; social
empowerment; psychic benefits from helping others; and greater
self-awareness and freedom. It was interesting to surface that in-
dividual assessments of personal changes also foregrounded out-
comes that were relational within their organizations and in har-
mony with the ethos of solidarity economics.

The case study organizations are solidarity organizations be-
cause they prioritize meeting the needs of low-income women
over the maximization of profits, with cooperative effort and re-
ciprocal assistance as guiding principles. Further, as evinced by
the articulations of the women, the organizations are animated by
solidarity principles, specifically in their organizational culture and
in the personal characteristics of their leaders. The three organiza-
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tions also promote ecologically-responsive production, which is
in line with the environmentally-sustainable ethos of solidarity
economics. The financial policies set in place by the organizations
address low-income women’s exigent need for low-interest rate
loans, cash advances, and emergency monetary assistance. Capa-
bility-building exercises provide opportunities for low-income
women to broaden their knowledge and enhance their skills, which
benefit them not only as productive and reproductive workers,
but also as individuals. Marketing assistance from the organiza-
tions addresses low-income women’s common weakness of the
inability to find markets for their products. As solidarity enter-
prises, the collective interest of all the members prevails over indi-
vidual interests, and the continued sustainability of the organiza-
tion is prioritized in order for it to continue to provide succor to
low-income women.

The production of the three case study organizations is cur-
rently embedded in what may also be considered solidarity sup-
ply chains. The participants in the supply chain are not all mem-
bers of the social sector such as non-government organizations;
they include government agencies and economic actors from the
private sector. This attests that it is possible to “recruit” partici-
pants from the market and the state into the solidarity economy
and that their presence in the solidarity supply chains can be aus-
picious for the low-income workers this economy seeks to assist.

The use of the feminist methodologyThe use of the feminist methodologyThe use of the feminist methodologyThe use of the feminist methodologyThe use of the feminist methodology

As an MA graduate of the Department of Women and Devel-
opment Studies and a feminist, the choice of undertaking a femi-
nist research for my dissertation was an obvious one. My research
is qualitative and was guided by “feminist beliefs and concerns”
(Brayton, 1997) with the aim of “transforming and empowering
women” (Guerrero, 1997, p. 2). Like all feminist research, it en-
deavored to “generate knowledge about women that will con-
tribute to their liberation and empowerment…” (Guerrero, 1997,
p. 2), “improve women’s daily lives and influence public policies
and opinion” (Maguire, 1987, p. 121 as cited in Guerrero, 1997, p.
3).
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The study adhered to the following tenets of feminist research:

1. The starting point is women’s perspectives, situations, con-
cerns and experiences with the acknowledgement that
they are the authority on these (Brayton, 1997). Feminist
research “embodies women’s experiences in the social
world from their own interpretation and using their lan-
guage” (Brayton, 1997). The research participants are re-
garded as actors and critical thinkers “of the social world”
who “are conscious and aware of the patterns of social
relationships that can impact upon their own lived reali-
ties” (Brayton, 1997) and are engaged in challenging and
changing the circumstances of their oppression (Ralph,
1998, as cited in Brayton, 1997).

2. There is a “connected relationship between researcher and
researched, between knower and known” (Thomson,
1992, p. 10 as cited in Guerrero, 2002, p. 20). There are
active attempts to equalize the relationship between the
research subject and the researcher, and knowledge gen-
erated is collectively owned (Brayton, 1997). The non-hi-
erarchical nature of this relationship also requires “main-
taining the originality and authencity of how the partici-
pants give meaning to their experiences” (Brayton, 1997)
and “relating to women in subjective ways on their own
terms” (Edwards, 1990, p. 489, as cited in Brayton, 1997).

3. There is a respect for “women’s ways of knowing,” which
consists of the “mingling of reason and emotion, intu-
ition and analytic thought” (Thomson, 1992, p. 10, as cited
in Guerrero, 2002, p. 20).

4. Realities are understood through “reflexivity and con-
sciousness-rasising” (Guerrero, 2002, p. 20). “Knowers”
are called upon to “reflect on their own thoughts, moods
and desires, and judgements,” to “pose questions to them-
selves and push at the boundaries of their self-awareness,”
and to seek the “revelation of aspects of their lives that
might otherwise remain hidden” (Guerrero, 2002, p. 20).
Research participants are provided “the space to question
and critically assess their experiences” (Brayton, 1997),
and “their recognition of the connections and links be-
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tween events in their lives as well as connections to the
social world” is acknowledged (Kasper, 1994, p. 273, as
cited in Brayton, 1997). This facilitates the process of em-
powerment (Brayton, 1997).

5. The end is not “knowledge generation” but to “engage in
action for change” (Guerrero, 2002, p. 20). The research is
impelled by the political intent of addressing social in-
equality, of “serving the interests of women...and work-
ing towards societal change…in the form of recommen-
dations for policy” (Brayton, 1997). Mies (1983, as cited
in Brayton, 1997) emphasized that “the change of the sta-
tus quo becomes the starting point for a scientific quest”
(p. 135). Both “research and action cannot be separated”
(Brayton, 1997).

6. There is a recognition that the researcher’s own persua-
sions influence the research (Harding, 1987 in Brayton,
1997). The social categories the researcher belongs to, her
“own experiences and history,” “shapes the research pro-
cess” (Brayton, 1997).

7. There is a concern for accuracy in representing women’s
realities, thus finalized data is verified with the partici-
pants (Brayton, 1997).

Data-gathering MethodsData-gathering MethodsData-gathering MethodsData-gathering MethodsData-gathering Methods

The research utilized the case study method. It was deemed
most appropriate in achieving the research objectives because of
“its ability to examine, in-depth, a ‘case’ within its ‘real-life’ con-
text” (Yin, 2004, p. 1). It is most suited to “understanding com-
plex social phenomena” (Yin, 2003, p. 2) within “contextual
conditions...highly pertinent to the phenomena under study” (Yin,
2003, p. 13). In the research, the social phenomena studied were—
the subordination of women in the informal economy, the soli-
darity livelihood projects they have initiated as a response to this,
the supply chains which the projects are part of, and the effects of
participation in these projects on the women’s situation. The study
used the multiple-case design (Yin, 2003, p. 46) with case studies
conducted in three field sites selected by criterion sampling. Em-
bedded sub-cases were also used in each of the field sites, with the
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solidarity initiative and its women participants as the units of analy-
sis (Yin, 2004, p. 5).

In the dissertation proposal, the suggested criteria for the se-
lection of the case studies were:

TTTTTable 1.  Data collection and participantsable 1.  Data collection and participantsable 1.  Data collection and participantsable 1.  Data collection and participantsable 1.  Data collection and participants

DATA

Organizational
Profile

Supply Chain Analysis

Institutional Analyses

PARTICIPANTS

COWHED: general manager, one mem-
ber of the board, marketing staff

PATAMABA: regional coordinator

KILUS: chairperson/president, general
manager

COWHED: two marketing staff

PATAMABA: regional coordinator

KILUS: general manager

semi-structured interviews

COWHED: two marketing staff inter-
viewed for the supply chain analysis, eight
other members

PATAMABA: regional coordinator, nine
other members

KILUS: ten members

focused group discussions

COWHED: three interviewed previously,
four other members

PATAMABA: ten members, all interviewed
previously

KILUS: six members, not interviewed pre-
viously
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1. Each of the three field sites has a successful livelihood
project operated and managed by grassroots women.

2. The project adheres to solidarity values and principles.

3. Ideally, at least one of the projects is by indigenous women.

4. All the participants of the project are women in the infor-
mal economy, specifically own-account/self-employed and
subcontracted workers.

At the outset, it seemed that the selection criteria for the case
studies were simple enough and that finding organizations that
would meet them would be straightforward and uncomplicated.
Experience, however, proved otherwise. The criteria prioritized
were that the projects had to be owned by grassroots women,
successful, and adhere to solidarity values and principles. Fulfill-
ing even these was a challenge, more so when the additional crite-
rion of an indigenous women’s project was included.

The search for the case study organizations entailed contact-
ing women’s organizations known to support grassroots women’s
livelihood, meeting with their leaders, making mobile phone calls
to leaders based in the rural areas, and requesting for referrals
from feminist development worker colleagues. For the indigenous
women’s organization, colleagues and friends who have worked
with indigenous peoples were sounded out and also asked for
referrals. It took almost two and a half months to identify the last
two case study organizations (COWHED and KILUS), although I
had already completed the data-gathering on the first
(PATAMABA) by this time.

Eventually, three field sites—located in Luzon, Visayas, and
Mindanao – were selected.  One is urban, the KILUS Foundation
Environmental Multi-Purpose Cooperative (KILUS) in Pasig City,
Metro Manila and two are rural, the Cooperative of Women in
Health and Development (COWHED), in Lake Sebu, South
Cotabato and the Pambansang Kalipunan ng mga Manggagawang
Impormal sa Pilipinas (PATAMABA) in Sta. Barbara, Iloilo.
COWHED, comprised almost entirely of tribal women, is the in-
digenous case study. I relied to a large extent on the assessment of
feminists who have worked with the case study organizations with
respect to how they fit the selection criteria. At the same time, I
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gathered all available online data on the organizations that could
buttress, or possibly, refute the recommendations.

Except for the case of PATAMABA, criteria one and four were
not completely adhered to. The general manager of COWHED is
a member of the cooperative, but non-tribal and not an informal
worker, though a management team comprised of T’boli own-
account workers who make handicrafts outside of office hours
assists her. Further, all the members of the board of directors of
COWHED are T’boli and produce handicrafts, albeit for some of
them, only irregularly. During the data validation and sharing of
findings in COWHED, however, I learned that the general man-
ager had resigned and will be replaced by the program officer of
the microfinance program, who is part of the current manage-
ment team, is both T’boli and an own-account worker, and was
one of the research participants. The board of directors, manage-
ment, supervisors, and waged workers of KILUS, though they
are all also members of the cooperative, are not own-account work-
ers, except for one board member who is a home-based sewer.
COWHED and KILUS, however, serve members who are home-
based workers.

The primary methods that were used in this research were
semi-structured in-depth interviews, focused group discussions
(FGDs), and participant observation. The general manager and a
board member of COWHED, the Region 6 Coordinator of
PATAMABA, and the chairperson/president and the general man-
ager of KILUS were interviewed for the organizational profile.
The marketing staff of COWHED also contributed data for their
organizational profile. Of the leaders, it is only the regional coordi-
nator of PATAMABA who is currently an own-account worker.
The data on the organizations’ respective supply chains were gath-
ered from the marketing staff of COWHED, the regional coordi-
nator of PATAMABA, and the general manager of KILUS. In the
presentation of data, these were augmented by the responses of
the PATAMABA and KILUS members to questions from Institu-
tional Analysis 2.

To collect the data needed for the three institutional analyses,
ten semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted in each
of the field sites. For COWHED, these interviews included the
two marketing staff previously interviewed for data on their sup-
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ply chain, and for PATAMABA, the regional coordinator previ-
ously interviewed for the organizational profile and supply chain.
For KILUS, all the interviewees for the institutional analyses had
not been interviewed beforehand. There were six to ten partici-
pants for each of the single focused group discussions conducted
in the three field sites, which in the case of COWHED, included
three participants of the semi-structured interviews. In
PATAMABA, all the participants of the semi-structured interviews
were also part of the FGD. All the FGD participants of KILUS
were not part of the semi-structured interviews. Table 1 presents
in matrix form the data collected and their sources.

The research subjects were selected based on the criterion of
active participation in the solidarity livelihood project and include
new and old members of various ages. The leaders’ assistance was
sought in the selection of the research participants. All the
interviewees and FGD participants from COWHED and
PATAMABA for the institutional analyses are own-account work-
ers. While all six focus group discussion participants of KILUS
and one interviewee of KILUS are own-account workers, nine of
the research participants of KILUS are waged workers based in
their center. As workers who are paid below the minimum daily
wage, however, this specific condition of work is characteristic of
informal work. For the assignment of the research participants,
the researcher was entirely dependent on the managers of KILUS.
The center-based workers were more accessible and could be in-
terviewed in turn without too much disruption in their work, as
opposed to the home-based workers, who would each have to be
scheduled for appearance in the center for the interviews. The
request to interview home-based workers in their own homes
was not accommodated by the organization.

 The workers of COWHED and PATAMABA, and KILUS are
considered informal economy workers, even if the COWHED and
KILUS workers are members of a cooperative. Cooperatives can
be located in the continuum between the informal economy and
the solidarity economy, and while these are organizational responses
to redress the conditions of insecure work, low income, poor work-
ing conditions, limited or no social security of informal workers,
it is also recognized that advancements in these continue to be a
work in progress.
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Semi-structured, in-depth interviews were conducted to pro-

vide for flexibility and space for both the researcher and the re-
search subject to go in directions related to the research ques-
tions/objectives and to stay open to possibilities that are not di-
rectly covered by the interview questions. In investigating a com-
plex phenomenon such as the intersectionality of women’s subor-
dination, women’s individual and organizational endeavors to
address this, and the effects of the latter on women’s situation in
different institutional sites, the interview process must leave room
for what cannot be anticipated in advance via structured inter-
view questions.

To ensure minimum disruption in the reproductive and pro-
ductive activities of the research participants, the researcher relied
on the leaders to set the time and venues for the interviews. In the
COWHED case, the interview with the board member was con-
ducted at the municipal building, with the general manager and
the two members of the marketing staff at the COWHED center,
and with the rest of the women in their homes. In the PATAMABA
case, the interviews were accomplished in the homes of two mem-
bers in Barangay Barasan Oeste, where some of the interviewees
converged, and at the production center. All the interviews of
KILUS were done at their office/showroom.

The interviews were conducted in Filipino and the partici-
pants were comfortable with the dialect, even the participants
from PATAMABA whose primary language is Kinaray-a, and the
participants from COWHED whose primary language is T’boli.
Only one research participant from PATAMABA and two research
participants from COWHED required the full assistance of an in-
terpreter. The interpreters for COWHED were the members of
the marketing staff, who were present one at a time during the
interviews in case they were needed, and who accompanied the
researcher to all the homes of the research participants. For
PATAMABA, the interpreter was Primar Jardeleza, who is Vice-
President of PATAMABA National and who accompanied the re-
searcher to Sta. Barbara, Iloilo.

The focused group discussions were conducted after the in-
terviews to “deepen or analyze in more depth” data previously
collected and “to bring to the surface community attitudes and
perceptions” (Kintanar, 1997, p. 72). This included “knowledge,
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beliefs, attitudes, values, and perceptions prevalent in the com-
munity” (Kintanar, 1997, p. 72). The FGD participants were al-
lowed to “talk freely and spontaneously” (Kintanar, 1997, p. 73)
on the topics prepared beforehand. In the process of conducting
the FGDs, the facilitator/researcher was mindful of “women’s com-
munication patterns, including  non-verbal communication;” “self-
aware...of her biases and prejudices that could affect” the facilita-
tion role; truly “listened” to them, with “sensitivity to their choice
of words...silences and hesitations;” “encouraged maximum in-
teraction;” “allowed the participants to help set the pace and
rhythm of the discussion;” and “was willing to self-disclose”
(Kintanar, 1997, pp. 77–79).

The FGDs contributed not only to the research and feminist
theorizing but also to the research participants themselves by “vali-
dating their experience” and its shared nature, “allowing them to
speak for themselves and enhancing communication,” “promot-
ing a sense of solidarity and connectedness among” them, and
“helping to raise consciousness and...work towards empower-
ment” (Kintanar, 2007, pp. 82–84).

All the FGDs were conducted in Filipino and took place at the
respective centers/offices/showrooms of the case study organiza-
tions. The researcher and FGD participants were seated on mats
laid on the floor of the COWHED center, on chairs in a circular
formation at the PATAMABA center, and around a rectangular
table at the KILUS office/showroom.

The data from participant observation was meant to enrich
the data collected from the interviews and focused group dis-
cussions. It involved “paying attention, watching, and listen-
ing carefully” to “details” that may be significant in the re-
search (Neuman, 2007, pp. 287–288). These details were found
in the “physical surroundings...people and their
actions...aspects of physical appearance...behavior...nonverbal
communication” (Neuman, 2007, pp. 287–288). The data from
the participant observation were recorded in field notes by the
researcher.
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Research InstrumentsResearch InstrumentsResearch InstrumentsResearch InstrumentsResearch Instruments

A major portion of data collected in the field sites was based
on the tools of the Kabeer’s (1994) Social Relations Approach com-
bined with Agarwal’s (1992) Feminist environmentalism (Institu-
tional Analyses 1 and 2). The rest were comprised of data on the
organizational profiles, the projects’ respective supply chains, and
the effects of participation in the solidarity livelihood project on
the research participants’ relations in the different institutional
realms (Institutional Analysis 3). All of the aforementioned required
primary data collection, which was accomplished entirely by the
researcher and the research participants. For the community pro-
files and to establish the socio-economic and political contexts of
the case studies, secondary data were collected from the munici-
pal offices of Sta. Barbara, Iloilo and Lake Sebu, South Cotabato
and from online sources and books by the researcher.

The research instruments for the institutional analyses—the
guide questions for the semi-structured interviews and FGDs—
were pilot-tested and refined prior to the actual data collection
with three members of Sangkamay, an organization of women
from the informal economy based in Bagong Silang, Caloocan
organized by women from PATAMABA National Capital Region.
All the interviews and FGDs were recorded on a voice recorder.
Permission to participate in the research was acquired through
the use of informed consent forms, the contents of which were
discussed thoroughly with the participants. These included a back-
ground on the research and the its objectives, the research meth-
ods, the benefits of participation in the research and the absence
of any perceived risks, my name, institutional affiliation, and con-
tact details with the advice that they could contact me anytime
about any questions or apprehensions about their participation in
the research. The informed consent form also included portions
on assent to the interviews and discussions being recorded with
myself only as listener for the purposes of the research, on their
freedom to withdraw from the research at any time, and the as-
surance of confidentiality in the written output.

Institutional Analysis 1 determined the nature and simultane-
ity of women’s subordination and marginalization in reproduc-
tion and production across the institutions of the state/local gov-
ernment, market, community, and household. Institutional Analy-
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sis 2 examined how solidarity livelihood projects address and rec-
tify this subordination and marginalization through their prac-
tices. Institutional Analysis 3 determined how participation in the
projects affects the women’s relations with others in the milieus of
the state/local government, market, community, and household.

For Institutional Analysis 2 and 3, and the focused group dis-
cussions, which reprised some of the questions from Institutional
Analyses 1, 2, and 3, interview questions guided by the spirit of
the appreciative inquiry method were included. Cooperider and
Whitney (2007) define appreciative inquiry as:

the cooperative, coevolutionary search for the best in people,
their organizations and communities, and the world around
them. It involves systematic discovery of what gives “life” to
an organization or community when it is most effective,
and most capable in economic, ecological, and human
terms. AI assumes that every organization or community
has many ‘untapped and rich accounts of the positive’—
what people talk about as past, present, and future capaci-
ties—the positive core. (p. 75)

The questions used were, for Institutional Analysis 2, “What
positive aspects of yourself have you discovered as a result of par-
ticipation in this project?” (Ano po ang mga positibong aspeto ng
inyong sarili ang nadiskubri ninyo dahil sa partisipasyon sa proyektong
ito?), “What practices of the project have proven beneficial for
you?” (Ano po ang mga magagandang pamamaraan ng proyekto
na nakatulong sa inyo?), for Institutional Analysis 3 and the FGDs,
“How has participation in the project helped improve your situa-
tion at the household, community, market, and state levels?”
(Paano po nakakatulong ang partisipasyon ninyo sa proyekto sa inyong
katayuan sa bahay, komunidad, merkado, at lokal na pamahalaan?),
and additionally for the FGDs, “What have you learned from join-
ing the organization?” (Ano po ang inyong natutunan sa pagsapi sa
organisasyon?).

The motive behind including these questions was to stir
the research subjects to ruminate and appreciate not only what
is best in themselves and their organizations, but also how their
organizations have been instrumental in effecting positive
changes in themselves and in their relations with others in vari-
ous institutional settings. These questions were framed so as to
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accentuate the constructive and affirmative in the participants
and the case study organizations, with the hope that these will
be used as springboards towards more successes. The women’s
responses to the queries provided the research its heart and a
soul, and unveiled the most genuine and auspicious possibili-
ties of the feminist solidarity economy.

Data-gathering processData-gathering processData-gathering processData-gathering processData-gathering process

The use of the feminist methodology is tricky because it en-
tails establishing not only a non-hierarchical relationship but also
a connection with the research subject. I introduced myself to the
research participants only as a doctoral candidate and assistant
professor at the University of the Philippines, and until they had
warmed up to me, provided only the other personal information
they asked. The mere mention of the connection to the Univer-
sity of the Philippines alone, however, was intimidating to some
of the research participants. I made up for this by entering and
inhabiting the research situation with humility, respect, and grati-
tude for being accommodated—which I genuinely felt – both in
actions and in words.

Immersing myself among the women also entailed doing
things as they did, sharing in their activities, and showing appre-
ciation for the effort and time they were expending through par-
ticipation in the research. In Sta. Barbara I traveled by tricycle,
and in Lake Sebu by habal-habal (motorcycle), to the far-flung
barangays, even if my dissertation adviser gently warned me about
the dangers of the latter. I ate everything I was offered, even if I
was satiated from being offered food constantly. I contributed to
the purchase of meals and snacks, when they allowed me. Fully
aware that transportation to the PATAMABA production center
entailed costs, I shouldered these for the women. In the KILUS
center, I huddled with the women as they took their merienda
(snacks) during breaks, counted the “beads” for the accessories
maker, and chatted with the workers. In the PATAMABA and
COWHED centers, in between data-gathering tasks, I sat around
and relaxed with the women, exchanging stories with them. While
the women worked, I engaged them in conversation. I asked one
of the PATAMABA sewers, above the din of the electric sewing
machine, “Anong iniisip mo kapag nagtatahi ka?” (What do you
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think about when you sew?). She smiled and answered, “Iniisip
ko na gusto ko lang makatapos.” (I think about wanting to finish
what I have to.).

 In Barangay Barasan Oeste, Sta. Barbara, out of curiosity, I
worked the water pump, lifted the water container, and tried to
walk with it, much to the amusement of the women. I managed
only a few meters, and told them that while I lift weights in the
gym regularly, this was beyond the capacity of my muscles. One
of the PATAMABA women proceeded to show me her well-de-
veloped biceps. After I expressed surprise about the need for pig
pens to be cleaned regularly for the pigs to grow properly, I asked,
“Di ba baboy nga sila?” (But aren’t they pigs?), and the women
chuckled because of my ignorance. In COWHED, we held a pic-
torial wherein all of us were decked in full T’boli regalia. They
chose the most beautiful pieces for me and excitedly assisted me
as I put on the long skirt, the fully beaded blouse, the brass belt,
and the headdress. We took formal and wacky photographs, and
they taught me the traditional T’boli dance. One of the women,
commenting on my arm movements, shouted “Ballet!” and made
all of us laugh. I had shown them a video of myself doing a con-
temporary ballet piece and they already knew I loved to dance. I
made the research participants laugh constantly with my com-
ments and antics. When I asked one of the COWHED women
how much she received as her bride price and she replied in terms
of the number of horses and carabaos, I exclaimed, “Ang mahal
mo!” (You’re so expensive!), and the group burst into laughter.

I also showed interest in and admiration for the products they
made. I inspected all of them, tried on the KILUS and PATAMABA
bags and the COWHED accessories one after another, and gushed
sincerely about how beautiful and well made they are. To show
support for their livelihood, I purchased several items that I told
them were for myself and to be given to others as gifts. When I
asked one of the COWHED members about the price of a bangle
she created through brass casting, she replied, “One hundred thirty
pesos” (P130). I said to her, “Hindi ba puedeng P150 na lang?”
(Can we not make it one hundred fifty pesos (P150) instead?),
which again, made everyone laugh. I purchased the entire lot at
one hundred fifty pesos (P150) a piece.
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 I was received very warmly in the research sites. In Sta. Bar-

bara, Iloilo, I was accompanied by Primar Jardeleza, the Vice-Presi-
dent of PATAMABA, who introduced me as a friend of the orga-
nization. I ventured to Lake Sebu, South Cotabato alone and I
believe the confidence that this manifested in the COWHED
women made them look after me so well throughout my stay.
They ensured that the data-gathering went smoothly and that I
had all the data I needed, accompanied me to the women’s homes
for the interviews, and selected the best habal-habal driver for
me. In KILUS, requests for information to fill my data gaps are
quickly accommodated, with the general manager herself per-
sonally assisting me in contacting the research participants. I am
certain that I established excellent rapport with at least the re-
search participants of COWHED and PATAMABA, having spent
more and continuous time with them vis-à-vis those of KILUS.
There were tears when I left and the women continue to send me
text messages, asking me how I am doing and when I will return,
saying that I am missed.

Before we began the interviews, some of the research partici-
pants asked, with reference to the questions, “Mahirap ba?” (Are
they difficult?). Repeatedly, I assured the interviewees that they
are the experts of their experiences and lives, not I, otherwise I
would not be there interviewing them. I always added that there
are no wrong answers, and even their non-responses are valuable
data for me. I also commenced the interview situation by making
the participants comfortable through small talk and levity, by be-
having warmly towards them, which is my nature. I segued to
the informed consent form, explaining what the research is about,
what my advocacy is, why I feel so strongly about women’s eco-
nomic empowerment, and conveying that they were contribut-
ing to this through their participation. I believe that doing these
convinced them that I am an ally, that I sincerely want to help
low-income Filipino women through my research.

I had full respect for the processes through which the research
participants acquired the knowledge and felt experiences they so
generously shared with me, processes that are theirs alone and
will never be mine. What they know, and how they came to know
what they know, is beyond the realms of my own knowledge and
experiences, no matter how much literature I had read or research
I had done. I truly believed they were the experts, and I had a



22 Review of Women’s Studies, Vol. 24, Nos. 1 & 2

keen interest in their responses to the interview and FGD ques-
tions. I am so full of admiration for the tenacity of these women,
how they work so hard to improve their lives and that of their
families. I believe this was apparent in the manner by which I
interacted with them.

During the interviews and the FGDs, I was constantly on the
look out for opportunities to interpose questions and comments
that would allow the women to make a reassessment of their situ-
ation. When it seemed that the research participants were resigned
to the state not providing adequate social services for them, I asked
them if they did not think that it was the state’s responsibility to
do so and that it was within their rights to require these from the
state. Many of them were not aware of the gender and develop-
ment (GAD) budget policy and it was enlightening for them to
learn that they could make claims on this from their barangay
and municipal officials. I raised the issue of greater participation
by them in decision-making at the community level, of them
making their voices heard collectively. When there appeared to
be submission to the unequal gender division of labor in repro-
ductive chores, I pointed out that they too, like their husbands,
were productive workers contributing to the family income. They
responded by saying that it was not feasible for the men to take
on a larger portion of domestic tasks during week days due to the
nature of some of their jobs which took them away from home
for the most part (e.g. tricycle/habal-habal driver, security guard,
salesman, fishpond caretaker). I joked with them by saying that
they should leave the laundry and cleaning undone for the men
to accomplish when they get home, but not their children unfed.
Their response made me think too, as feminists have a tendency
to assume that a more equitable gender division of labor at the
household level can be simply accomplished through negotiations
between husband and wife, without taking into consideration the
circumstances that can or cannot allow it. Alleviating women’s
reproductive burdens clearly demands more than mere domestic
reforms towards their redistribution.

After the data-gathering was completed, I did things for the
women that go beyond our researcher-research participant rela-
tionship. I invited some of the COWHED staff and members of
their family for a boat ride around Lake Sebu and lunch after-
wards. For the younger children, this is the first time they had



Review of Women’s Studies, Vol. 24, Nos. 1 & 2 23
ever done that. I have been helping the daughter of one member
of COWHED who is a student in UP Diliman. I assisted the niece
of another member who was about to enter high school and did
not have the capacity to purchase her school needs. She lives with
one of the members, and together with her young male cousin
and the general manager’s dog, accompanied me during my daily
morning walks. As an act of solidarity, I made financial contribu-
tions to COWHED and PATAMABA for their production.

I was mindful throughout the research process that I carried
with me frames of reference that were shaped by my distinct his-
tory and experiences. As a glaring example, I cried quiet tears
after I had completed my data-gathering in PATAMABA Sta. Bar-
bara, which was the first I had done for this research. It was from
repeatedly hearing stories of hardship and valiant struggles to sur-
mount these hardships. I realized that I was assessing their lives
from the perspective of the comforts of my own life. The research
participants did not go about their lives with sorrow, and they
were grateful for what they had, as little as these seemed to me.
When I arrived in Manila, I showed photographs to and shared
my feelings with our kasambahay (household help). One of them,
who is from a rural area in the Visayas region, revealingly pointed
out to me, “Ayan lang ang buhay na alam nila” (That is the only
life they know).

Data AnalysisData AnalysisData AnalysisData AnalysisData Analysis

The units of analysis of the research were, one, the solidarity
livelihood project and two, the individual women members of
the project.

 For Institutional Analyses 1 (determining the systematic na-
ture of the subordination of women in the informal economy)
and 2 (determining how the solidarity economy livelihood projects
counters the subordination of women in the informal economy
through its own practices), the data was arrayed in matrices and
the process of data analysis was guided by the research’s theoreti-
cal framework. This was accomplished not without flexibility, as
the process was open to the identification of emergent themes in
the narratives and the classification of data under these themes.
The supply chain analysis was included in Institutional Analysis 2
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to deepen the examination of the solidarity livelihood projects and
identify the extent to which the activities in each segment of the
chain conform to the values and principles of solidarity econom-
ics. Utilizing the research’s conceptual frameworks and data from
Institutional Analyses 2 and 3, the research’s contribution to con-
ceptions of a feminist solidarity enterprise and the feminist soli-
darity economy was crystallized and the gaps to be bridged by
the case study organizations identified.

The data from Institutional Analysis 3 (determining how the
solidarity economy livelihood project affects relations within the
household, community, market, and with the state) were also ar-
rayed in a matrix and analyzed. Responses to an affirmative in-
quiry question used in Institutional Analysis 2 yielded data on
personal changes and empowerment that were presented and
analyzed in this section. Institutional Analyses 2 and 3 were used
in the creation of a schematic/mental model that illustrates the
possibilities of feminist solidarity enterprises.

The data from the interviews, FGDs, and participant observa-
tion were used in this research to accomplish methodological tri-
angulation. The responses from the interviews were cross-checked
with the information revealed during the FGDs for inconsisten-
cies. The researcher also used participant observation, where pos-
sible, to verify the claims of the research participants.

The data from the semi-structured interviews, found in the
appendices of the dissertation, are in the first person to best depict
the images of the women, surface their voices, and capture their
individual characters. I would like them to be as real to the read-
ers as I encountered them.

Data VData VData VData VData Validationalidationalidationalidationalidation

 In the Department of Women and Development Studies, UP
CSWCD, where I belong, we are very careful in ensuring that our
researches are not extractive. We do not simply enter a research
site, collect our data, and then leave. Data validation and the shar-
ing of our research findings are crucial components of our re-
search process. I was so happy to do this, because I had earlier
promised the research participants of COWHED and PATAMABA
that I would return. Because they were located far from Metro
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Manila, my return trips were special for all of us. When I returned
to Lake Sebu, South Cotabato and Sta. Barbara, Iloilo, I was wel-
comed like a long lost sister. Getting to KILUS in Pasig City was
uncomplicated, it was making the appointment to do the data
validation and sharing of findings, like with the interviews and
focused group discussions, that seemed like an imposition be-
cause of the disruption this would again pose to their work. The
sharing of findings was well-received by all the research partici-
pants, and their keen interest was palpable in their rapt and fo-
cused attention.

The data was validated with the research participants to en-
sure that their realities were captured and presented faithfully and
veraciously. The research findings were also shared to enrich their
consciousness of their situation, to elicit critiques from their spe-
cific vantage points, and to seek contributions to the recommen-
dations. This entailed making return trips to Lake Sebu, South
Cotabato and Sta. Barbara, Iloilo after the first dissertation draft
had been submitted to and reviewed by the dissertation adviser,
and after the revisions to be accomplished were discussed. The
third case study site was in Pasig City, which could be reached
with ease. To facilitate the data validation and sharing of findings,
the researcher used meta cards to structure the presentation.

For the data validation and sharing of findings with COWHED,
the general manager, six of the ten interviewees, and six of the
seven FGD participants were in attendance. The daughter of one
of the research participants, a student who is on leave from the
University of the Philippines Diliman, assisted by translating en-
tire portions of the findings. In PATAMABA, nine of the ten re-
search participants were in attendance, including the regional co-
ordinator. In KILUS, nine of the ten research participants for the
interviews were present.

CONCLUSIONCONCLUSIONCONCLUSIONCONCLUSIONCONCLUSION

As a feminist researcher, I made every effort to ensure that my
research was informed by the values and principles feminist meth-
odology at every stage. The choice of topic is overtly feminist, it
foregrounds livelihood undertakings proactively initiated by
women in order to surface and cull their best practices. The inten-
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tion is to provide examples of what can be reproduced by other
women’s formations towards the empowerment of their mem-
bers and the improvement of their relations within the house-
hold, community, market, and with the state. The starting point
was the situation of the research participants as women and work-
ers in different institutional realms. The feminist solidarity
economy, which was also the subject of the research, was put for-
ward as a socio-economic development strategy that can contrib-
ute to the emancipation of low-income women from the discrimi-
nation, exploitation, marginalization, and subordination that they
experience within the institutional realms. After examining the
positive, the women’s organizations were also considered more
critically, with the objective of identifying how they could better
contribute to the feminist project of gender and class equality and
equity, and women’s empowerment through a feminist solidarity
economy.

The impetus that led me to work in the field of gender and
development is to make meaningful and material contributions
towards ameliorating the lives of low-income women in the Phil-
ippines. This was as pre-eminent in my entire dissertation process
as it is in my other undertakings as a gender specialist, and I ac-
complished all the tasks required driven by this imperative.
Through my dissertation research, I hope to contribute to the ad-
vocacy of solidarity economics and the feminist solidarity economy,
an advocacy to which I will remain committed. It is with much
eagerness that I look forward to the possibilities that it can unfold
for low-income women in the Philippines.

As an affirmation of solidiarity, I ended my dissertation with
this message for my research participants:

We are mothers, grandmothers, daughters, wives, aunts,
workers ...differentiated by class, ethnicity, language, reli-
gion, education, geographical location...

But here, in this most precious of moments, and always, in
the gentle and sweeping landscape of our hearts, we are
sisters.

To the research participants from COWHED, PATAMABA,
and KILUS, for the kindness, support, care, and love you
have so generously and warmly extended to this very grateful
researcher, “Tey Tey Bong S’lamat,” “Duro gid nga salamat!”
and “Maraming, maraming salamat po!”
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