CHAPTER 2
METHODS AND APPROACH
i.

Introduction:
This chapter provides a brief description of the approaches

and methods employed in this investigation, the reasons for the
choice of these particular methodologies and the problems encountered in adopting them.
The previous chapter indicated that a sense of place is a
complex, multi-faceted phenomenon, which therefore requires the use
of a variety of data sources and research techniques.

It emphasized

that sense of place is essentially an individual and subjective phenomenon, which can only be adequately investigated by studying individuals and how they relate to particular, personally-significant places.
It emphasized the importance of adopting, as much as possible, an
"experiential perspective"--Le., of attempting to understand the
phenomenon of sense of place from the perspective of the experiencing
individuals (in this case, of the Toronto Islanders)--using their own
words and actions as clues to how they relate to their place ("their
Island").

The first chapter also emphasized that there are different

modes of experience which contribute to the development and experience
of a sense of place.

Sense of place, like experience of place general-

ly, is built up not only from visual, but also from auditory, olfactory,
tactile, kinaesthetic and even taste sensations.

Beyond this, it is
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fashioned not only by direct perception, but also by memory, imagination, vicarious experience, and so on.

Study of sense of place,

therefore, must try to take into account and tap these different
modes of experience.

The first chapter also emphasized that it takes

time to know a place and develop a sense of place, because both the
place changes (e .g., seasonally or historically aver longer periods
of time) and because the person in the place changes over time.

Any

study of sense of place must also be aware of and take into consideration these changes over time.

Finally, it is evident from the first

chapter that this study of sense of place is exploratory.

Even if it

had been advisable, it would not have been possible to develop an
adequate, reasonably comprehensive list of hypotheses to test on Toronto Island.

1

There was simply not enough known about the phenomenon

of sense of place to make this possible.

This study, therefore, had

to be flexible and open enough to generate new ideas and let them
emerge from the data.
In summary, the approach to studying sense of place incorporated
the following:
1)

a multiplicity of data sources and techniques of analysis;

2)

a focus on the individual as a unit of observation;

3)

a perspective emphasizing the individual's experience of
place;

lSome researchers argue that quantitative study of phenomena
like sense of place is inappropriate and misses the significance and
deeper meaning of such phenomena. For example, Yi-Fu Tuan, in Space
and Place: The Perspective of Experience (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota, 1977), pp. 200-201; E. Relph, Place and Placelessness
(London: Pion Limited, 1976), Preface and p. 89; and, more generally,
Kenneth E. Boulding, The Image (Ann Arbor, Michigan: The University
of Michigan Press, Ann Arbor Paperback, 1961), p. 71.
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4)

a recognition of the ,varieties of the modalities of both
direct (active) and indirect (passive) experience;

5)

an awareness of temporal changes affecting both the place
experienced and the experiencing individual;

6)

a research design which permitted the data itself to
suggest new themes and original ideas.

Investigating defense of place requires a somewhat different
approach, which relies to a greater extent on such traditional sources
as official minutes and newspaper accounts.

Furthermore, the approach

adopted for studying sense of place conditions and limits to some extent the approach adopted for studying defense of place.

As an obvious

example, one could not be a participant observer in two different
places--on the Island and at City Hall--at the same time.

Furthermore,

entering the world of the politician--the backrooms and private conversations and informal non-public life of the politician--to the same
extent as entering the world of the Islanders was simply not possible.
Nevertheless, several of the comments made earlier about sense of place
also apply to studying defense of place.

First, the experiential per-

spective adopted in the study of sense of place is adopted in the investigation of defense of place, which analyzes the political conflict
as much as possible from the perspective of Islanders on the one hand
and politicians on the other, again using their words and actions as
clues to their respective, often conflicting, views or images of the
Island.

And secondly, the political history is a long one and it is

essential, even when analyzing contemporary events, to take into account
the time dimension.

Present attitudes and actions do not take place

in a time vacuum; they are to a great extent influenced by past
experiences and events.

Many politicians have been involved with the
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Island issue for many years (in some cases over 20 years) and their
current responses to new proposals are conditioned by their past positions and past experiences,

The same is true for Islanders, many of

whom have been intensely involved in political activity for 10 or 20
or more years.

There is, for example, a legacy of mistrust, bitterness

and emotionalism on both sides--a legacy which undoubtedly influences
current events.
As indicated previously, Relph writes that "the essence of

place lies .. , in the experience of an 'inside' that is distinct from an
'outside' .... To be inside a place is to belong to it and identify with
it, and the more profoundly inside you are the stronger is this identity
with the place".

1

He identifies four levels of insideness, which can be

used not only to describe the general relationship between people and
places (Relph's emphasis), but which can also be used to describe and
guide different research postures or behaviour (the

emphasis here) ,2

The posture adopted by the researcher conditions to a large extent what
he or she discovers: what questions are asked, who is observed or spoken
to, what is seen (or regarded as significant), how it is interpreted and
so on.
Vicarious insideness is experiencing the place as a significant
place, but doing so second-hand.

An analysis of place which was based

solely on analyzing documents (novels, diaries, newspaper descriptions
1

2

Relph, Place and Placelessness, op. cit., p. 49.

Ibid" pp. 51-52. He also identifies three levels of outsideness: existential outsideness (self-conscious alienation from people
and places); objective outsideness (deliberately dispassionate attitude
toward places in order to describe their attributes, as in much academic
geography) and incidental outsideness (experience of places as unnoticed backgrounds for activities).
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and so on), photographs, paintings and other second-hand material,
would fall into this category.
Behavioural insideness is s imply "being in a place and seeing
it as a set of objects, views, and activities arranged in certain ways
and having observable qualities .... [BJehavioural insideness involves
deliberately attending to the appearance of that place."
es a so-called objective assessment of the place.

1

This involv-

Much of the research

on environmental perception and spatial behaviour--on "images", relations between people and their built and natural environments, and so
on--may be described by this behavioural category.
Empathetic insideness involves consciously trying to understand
the meaning of the place--"empathetic insideness demands a willingness
to be open to the significance of a place, to feel it, to know and respect its

symbols-~uch

as a person might experience a holy place as

sacred without necessarily believing in that particular relig ion" .

2

It presupposes, but goes beyond, behavioural insideness and involves
understanding not only residents', but also one's own experiences in
the place: "To be inside a place empathetically is to understand that
place as rich in meaning, and hence to identify with it, for these
meanings are not only linked to the experiences and symbols of those
whose place it is, but also stem from one's own experiences.

Thus the

identity of places experienced through empathetic insideness is much

lIbid., p. 53. In his Ph.D. dissertation, Relph described
behavioural insiders as being "simply there, aware of little more than
the physical features and activities". E. C. Relph, The Phenomenon of
Place: An Investigation of the Exp~rience and Identity of Place
(Toronto: University of Toronto, Department of Geography, 1973), p. 101.
2

Relph, Place and Placelessness, op. cit., p. 54.
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deeper and richer than that known only through behavioural insideness." I
Finally, existential insideness is "the mos t fundamental form of
insideness" and "is that in which a place is experienced without deliberate and self-conscious reflection yet is full with significances. ,,2
'~xistential

insideness is part of knowing implicitly that this place is

where you be1ong ... someone who does experience a place from the attitude
of existential insideness is part of that place and it is part of him. ,,3
Islanders, therefore, are the only ones who would experience existential
" d eness. 4
lnSl

(Under recent stress and the need to project their image

to the public, as well as to understand their own reactions to the political threat, many Islanders' experience of "insideness" and what it
means to be an "Islander" has probably become more self-conscious.)
Frequent visitors to the Island, and researchers who have lived and/or
spent a good deal of time on the Island, may, with deliberate effort,
attain "empathetic insideness".

Less-involved, clipboard social scien-

tists are more I ikely to achieve only "behavioural insideness".
Following the intrOductory remarks regarding the need to adopt
an experiential perspective and to take into consideration the different modes of experience and the dimension of time, the aim of a major
part of this research has been to achieve a posture of "empathetic
insideness"--that is, as much as possible, to experience and to

lIbido , pp. 54-55.
2 Ibid . , p. 55.
3 Ibid . , p. 55.
4or , possibly, former researchers who "have gone native" and become so much a part of the people and place that they were once studying
that they have lost the ability to consciously analyze the situation.

Research, of necessity, requires a measure of detachment and selfconscious effort to understand what is before the researcher.
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understand the Island as Islanders experience and understand it.

This

has involved living on the Island for approximately four months, formally interviewing at length a selection of Island residents and making
numerous visits at all times of year, under all kinds of conditions,
and for a variety of different purposes.
Visits".)

(See Appendix C , "Island

In addition, a group of politicians was interviewed at

length, and numerous Council and Committee meetings at both the City
and Metro levels were attended and observed in order to reconstruct the
political history.

These two major approaches to studying both sense

of place and defense of place have been augmented where appropriate by
a third approach--extensive analysis of documents.
The remainder of this chapter presents, first, a personal account
of the writer's initial involvement with the Island issue and, secondly,
a description and discussion of each of the major methods employed (participant observation, interviews, and document analysis),

A discussion

of some of the ethical questions and problems raised by this type of
research is presented in a final section.
ii.

Initial Contact With the Toronto Island:
My involvement with the Toronto Island and the Toronto Island

issue (i.e., whether or not the remaining 250+ houses should be taken
over by Metro Toronto and demolished in order to extend the Island
Park) began in July 1973, when I was hired by the City to take primary
responsibility for preparing the City's report, Toronto's Island Park
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Neighbourhoods.

1

This report was issued in September 1973, adopted by

City Council in November 1973, and has since continued to form the
2
basis of both the City's and the Island residents' positions --i.e.,
that the remaining community should be preserved, that the houses
should not be demolished and that the residential area should be
transferred from Metro back to the City.
This period represents a phase of "detachment" from the issue.
I had taken no public or private position on the issue.

3

I had had

no prior personal contact with the Island, apart from the occasional
visit to the park, and I had known no Islanders personally.

During

the summer While I was preparing the report and even during the fall
of 1973 when, like many Islanders, I was following its progress through
various commit tees at both City Council (where its recommendations were
overwhelmingly endorsed) and Metro Council (where its recommendations
were soundly rejected), I was careful to maintain distance from Is1anders.

During the summer, we had asked for and received various types

1A committee was established of representatives from various
departments (parks, works, legal, etc.), who provided extensive
background information in their areas of expertise, and Toronto Island
residents were also asked to provide some information. But responsibility for writing the report rested with a small group of the City
Planning staff. I was responsible for drafting all of the report except
the sections on 'Waterfront Context', 'Municipal and Retail Services'
and 'Costs'. (Various relatively minor revisions were made to the
original draft after I completed my assignment.)
C1V1C

2

There have been some differences which need not be detailed
here. City politicians, for example, have tried on occasion (for political reasons) to persuade Metro to accept modified conditions (e.g.,
short lease extensions). But, ideally, both City politicians and Island
residents would like to see a permanent community on the Island.
3 1 was probably inclined to feel that the existing community
should be preserved unless there was extremely strong evidence that a
greater public interest would be served by demolishing it. As the
report makes clear, I never found the arguments for extending the park
or the other arguments sufficiently convincing.
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of information from Islanders; Island representatives had attended
several meetings with City officials; and I had certainly become
familiar with Islanders' arguments and positions on various matters
(largely by reading previous public briefs and reports that they had
prepared, rather than by "consulting with II them).

In fact, during

this period, I treated all information provided by Islanders with a
fair degree of scepticism (recognizing, after all, that they had an
obvious vested interest in influencing the report), checked it as
best I could for bias, and treated it as only some of the relevant
information.

City interests and Islanders' interests could not be

regarded as the same on all issues.

Throughout this period, my re-

lationship with Islanders remained essentially distant and formal, so
that neither I nor the report could legitimatelY be accused of IIbias"
or of being "simply a mouthpiece for Is landers". 1
During the summer of 1973, therefore, I worked my way through
a large amount of material and through the relevant issues concerning
the park, housing, neighbourhood preservation, and social equity, all
of which are present ed in the City report, along wi th the relevant
data that was available at the time.

This report still contains the

most complete compilation of "obj ecti ve II data available on the Island
(population characteristics and SES data, building statistics, types
of tenancies, land use data, maps, legal background and options, and
so on) and forms much of the factual, descriptive background for the

l ,arlOUS
r'
Metro pol'ltlClans
..
wh 0 attack e d th e report ma d e suc h

charges anyway (about the report, not about me personally). I then
began to learn how extraordinarily emotional the issue is and how
entrenched many politicians' positions are.
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later research.

1

During this period, which predated my decision to

embark upon the present study of Islanders' sense of place and defense
of place, I was what might be called an "unselfconscious participant".
I was a participant in one phase of the Island political history, but
I was not analyzing my role from the perspective of a researcher.
In the course of the fall of 1973 I wrote various short, supplementary reports for the City.
various political meetings.

I also attended, and tape recorded, the
By this time, I was publicly committed to

the idea of preserving the Island community (under certain specified
conditions), although my position was not a "high profile" one.

2

Fin-

ally, during this period, I was meeting more Islanders and beginning
to form personal relationships that were developed further later.
This initial period of involvement had some very important results for my research.

First, it provided me with the opportunity to

do a great deal of background research, which would be necessary for
any further study.

Secondly, it gave me access to specific information

which would not otherwise have been available to me (e.g., Islanders'
individual--but

anonymous--responses to several open-ended questions

on the 1973 City Planning Social Survey and detailed ferry statistics).
Thirdly, it enabled me to make preliminary contact with a number of
Islanders, which later led to meeting more Islanders and easing my

lWhen the Swadron Commission makes its report and background
information available, it should provide the most extensive, up-to-date
information of this type.
2Various City officials and politicians knew of my role and some
Islanders knew of it, but by this time I had essentially reverted to
·an observer's role. Few Metro politicians, for example, would have'
been able to recognize me or would have known that I had drafted much
of the City report.
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entry into the community,

And fourthly, it led, I believe, to estab-

lishing a vital rapport with Islanders: I had taken a public stand
which if not identical to theirs, was certainly complementary and
sympathetic to theirs.

This sense of trust led to the development

of a rapport between me and many Islanders which was essential for
this (or any similar type) of research and certainly gave me access to
people and information that simply would not have been available otherwise.

l

For example, many people were willing to spend hours discussing

Island life generally, showing a degree of candour--especially about
such potentially sensitive topics as their views of various politicians,
their views of other Islanders, their willingness to stay on the Island,
their recommendations for future political strategy, the effects of
political uncertainty and stress on their personal lives, and so on-that they might well not have shown to someone else.

I was allowed to

attend meetings, for example of the Toronto Island Residents Association,
which I certainly would not have known abou t or have been allowed to
attend if I had not been regarded as a trustworthy sympathizer.

I was

given access to personal files dealing wi th various aspec ts of the political history.

And, in many ways, I was generally given "privileged

information ll about the Island.

These are the main, and very substantial

advantages which resulted from my participation in the preparation of
the City report.

~uch of the participant observation literature discusses how to
develop the necessary rapport. A note of caution is sounded, however,
by S. M. Miller, "The Participant Observer and 'Over-Rapport r , " American
Sociological Review 17 (1952), pp. 97-99. I do not believe, however,
that any major lines of research relevant to my Island study were
blocked as a resul t of Hover-rapport" (and certainly many fruitful
lines were opened up as a result of good rapport).

Were there any disadvantages?

The main potential hazard, I

believe, is that by being identified with a pro-Islander, pro-City
stand (i.e., the retention of the Island community), I risked being
unable to gain interviews with Metro politicians who were vehemently
against this position or, if I did get an interview, of being faced
with a respondent who was more interested in arguing with me and attacking my position than in calmly, and probably more revealingly and
candidly, stating his or her own position.

As

Metro politicians were unaware of my position.

I noted earlier, most
Although I did have

more trouble gaining interviews with non-City, anti-Islander Metro
politicians, I have no reason to believe that this was a rejection of
me personally.

By and large, I do not think my involvement with the

City report had any major, negative effects on the research and it
certainly had many positive effects.
iii.

Participant Observation:
Anthropologists, sociologists and

pyschologists have, for many

years, employed participant observation as a method of researching and
understanding a wide-range of subjects.

Used properly, it is a

legitimate, well-respected and well-documented method of research.

1

lA great deal has been written about the advantages and disadvantages, uses and misuses of participant observation. It is not the
intention to review all of these here, but to highlight only those
issues of particular interest to this study. Two collections of papers
on participant observation and other "qualitative" research techniques
(as well as any number of standard texts in social science research
techniques) are useful background reading: George J. McCall and J.L.
Simmons, eds., Issues In Participant Observation: A Text and Reader
(Reading, Massachusetts: Addison-Wesley PubliShing Company, 1969) and
William J. Fi1stead, ed., Qualitative Methodology: Firsthand Involvement With the Social World (Chicago: Rand McNally College PubliShing
Company, 1970). Many of the articles referred to in this chapter are
reprinted in one of these collections.
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Geographers, however, have not used this approach to any great extent,
although it seems a highly appropriate way to study many topics of
interest to geographers.
What is participant observation?
variety of ways.

It has been defined in a

Morris and Charlotte Schwartz, for example, define

it as follows:
For our purposes we define participant observation as a process in
which the observer's presence in a social situation is maintained
for the purpose of scientific investigation. The observer is in
a face-to-face relationship with the observed, and, participating
with them in their natural life setting, he gathers data. l
A period of participant observation was deemed essential for
studying both sense of place and, to a lesser extent, defense of place
for a mnnber of reasons, most of which can be grouped under two major
headings.

First, in order to approach the understanding of flempathetic

insideness ll , to study sense of place fran an experiential point of
view, and generally to understand the full range of meaning that the
Island holds for Islanders, it was felt essential to experience Island
lMorris S. Schwartz and Charlotte Green Schwartz, "Problems In
Participant Observation," American Journal of Sociology 60 (1955),
pp. 343-354. Noting that It[t]hus, the observer is part of the context
being observed, and he both modifies and is influenced by this context",
they provide a useful discussion of potential biases and problems which
might enter into participant observation studies. McCall and Simmons,
Issues In Participant Observa'tion, of. cit., provide a somewhat broader
definition, regarding participant observation as a characteristic blend
of techniques which may involve any of the following: direct observation (of relevant people and events in their natural setting). informant
interviewing (informal interviewing of key people, who mayor may not
know that they are being interviewed for research purposes), respondent
interviewing (formal, though often unstructured. interviewing of people
who are obviously aware of the fact that they are being interviewed for
research purposes). direct participation (in the social situation), and
document analysis. For ease of discussion, and because they were used
in non-participant observation contexts as well as in a participant observation context, I have discussed formal interviewing and document
analysis separately from participant observation.
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life first-hand and to come to know a variety of Islanders at a deeper,
more personal level than would be allowed by other methods.

1

Perhaps

the most frequently mentioned advantage of a participant observation
approach is that it enables the researcher to

II

get close to the data",

to get closer to the subjects' view of the world and to gain greater
understanding of the meaning and significance of the various phenomena
under study.

2

Secondly, in an exploratory study such as this, it was

essential to adopt a flexible, open approach--one which was not restricted by a prematurely-formed, rigid theoretical
necessarily restricted methodology.

s.cheme or an un-

What was needed was an approach

which would encourage the discovery of new ideas and generate new
hypotheses.

This is, of course, a frequently mentioned characteristic

1

John P. Dean, Robert L. Eichhorn, and Lois R. Dean, "Limitations and Advantages of Unstructured Methods," in An Introduction to
Social Research, ed. John T. Doby (New York: Appleton-Century and
Crofts, 1967), pp. 274-279 compare "unstructured observation and interviewing" in the field (e.g., participant observation) with more standardized, formal survey research. See also Howard S. Becker and
Blanche Geer, "Participant Observation and Interviewing: A Comparison,"
Human Organization 16 (1957), pp. 28-32.
2Dean , Eichhorn, and Dean, "Limitations and Advantages of Unstructured Methods," op. cit. See also Herbert J. Gans, The Urban
Villagers (New York: The Free Press, 1962), p. 350, who concluded in
his discussion of methodology that:
Participant observation is the only method I know that enables
the researcher to get close to the realities of social life. Its
deficiencies in producing quantitative data are more than made up
for by its ability to minimize the distance between the researcher
and his subj ect of study.

- 78 -

of participant observation.
a.

Desc ript ion:
The period of participant observation on the Island can be

divided into two phases: living on the Island and post-residency
visiting.

My husband and I lived on the Island for approximately

four months, from May to August 1974 (and briefly, for two weeks in
August 1975), living for two months in one house on Ward's Island
and for two months in three different houses on Algonquin Island.

I

therefore got to know both is lands, becoming more intensely aware of
some of the differences that Islanders themselves identify, and got
to know a wider range of people than would have been possible by
simply living in one location for the entire period.
1

For example, see McCall and Simmons, Issues in Participant Observation, op. cit., passim. They comment on p. 142 that "one of the
outstanding strengths of participant observation studies, a strength
acknowledged even by many severe critics, is the htstoric importance
of these studies in generating many of the seminal ideas in the social
sciences." This idea is echoed by Allen H. Barton and Paul F. Lazarfeld, "Some Functions of Qualitative Analysis In Social Research," in
Frankfurter Beitrage zur Soziologie 1 (1955), pp. 321-361, who suggest
that qualitative, as opposed to quantitative research, can suggest important relationships which can later be statistically tested. Barney
G. Glaser and Anselm L. Strauss in "Discovery of Substantive Theory:
a Basic Strategy Underlying Qualitative Research," The American Behavioral Scientist 8
(February 1965), pp. 5-12, go further than
this. They argue that "quali tative research--quite apart from its usefulness as a pre lude to quantitative research--shou ld be scrutinized
for its usefulness in bhe discovery of substantive theory." They "regard qualitative research--whether utilizing observation, intensive
interviews, or any type of document--as a strategy concerned with the
discovery of substantive theory, oot with feeding quantitative researchers." From a practical standpoint, Blanche Geer in "First Days In the
Field: A Chronicle of Research in Progress," Sociologists at Work, ed.
Phillip E. Hammon (New York: Basic Books, 1964), provides a good example
of how her views changed and major hypotheses were identified in the
field (rather than solely in the study). Dean, Eichhorn, and Dean,
"Limitations and Advantages of Unstructured Methods," op. cit., ci te
flexibility as one 0 f the maj or advantages, but also cau tion that "the
great flexibility of unstructured observation and interviewing, besides
being a major advantage, is also a clear invitation to bias that must
be guarded against."
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Finding houses was one of the many practical problems encountered.

I initially visited almost everyone of the 250 residences and

distributed a notice to every house.

Although this initial house-hunt-

ing period was time-consuming and somewhat nerve-wracking, it had
unexpected advantages.

I met a lot of people whom I probably would

not have met otherwise, and I entered a lot of different houses that
I certainly would not have seen otherwise.

After the first two months

elapsed, we were faced with the problem of finding another place to
stay.

Fortunately, at the last minute we found several places on

Algonquin, which enabled us to spend the rest of the summer there.
My husband's participation in the study was also a somewhat
unexpected advantage.

He was able to participate in various activities

that I could not or did not join in (e.g., soccer games or daily commuting by ferry to the city), thereby meeting a variety of people who
extended our range of Island acquaintances.

He contributed also a

number of observations on Island life and frequently added a second
opinion in cases where we had both observed the same situation (e.g.,
a public meeting Where Islanders discussed their political situation).
During this period of living on the Island, we participated in
day-to-day life (travelled by ferry, carried groceries home across the
Ba;; operated "Island homes"--including one with a faulty toilet and
leaking pipes, and so on), experienced the Island under most weather
conditions and at all times of day, explored previously unknown corners,
attended vari ous Island fes tivi ties and public meetings, engag ed in
casual conversation with a variety of people, became well acquainted
with some, and generally tried to observe and experience life from the
perspective of an Island resident.

All of this provided rich data for

-
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the sense of place aspect of the study.

Among the main benefits were

the leads provided for constructing questions to be asked in subsequent
formal interviews.

Often an interesting point would come up in casual

conversation, which I could pursue at greater length and record more
. l
.
.
1
prec1se
y '1n an 1nterv1ew.

Of particular importance for the investig-

ation of defense of place is the fact that I received all the notices
and newsletters that other Islanders received, heard the same rumours,
actively participated in some "mass demonstrations" (e .g., in front of
the provincial legislature at Queen's Park, and at City Hall), and
attended numerous meetings of the Toronto Island Residents Association
Executive.

I kept a diary, which contained reports and reflections on

conversations, meetings, events and experiences, which ultimately
filled over four hundred pages.

This was useful not only as a recording

device, but also as a method of sharpening my observation and selfdiscipline in the field.
After we left the Island, I entered a second phase of the participant observation study.
ate in Island life.

I continued to visit, observe and particip-

(See Appendix C, "Island Visits"). I travelled

periodically, and at all times of year, to the Island to visit Islanders
for social reasons, to interview a number of Islanders formally. to
attend and often tape-record major public meetings, and to attend numerous meetings of the Toronto Island Residents Association, where I acted
as secretary from the summer of 1974 to January 1976 (see below pp.
87-88 ).

Many of those meetings that were attended as a means of

lFor example, one comment made in passing led to the chapter on
sense of identity.
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staying in touch with the political situation also provided a wealth
of information about other, non-political aspects of Island life.
b. Entry:
Every participant observer is faced with the problem of how to
gain "entry" in to the social situation to be studied.
can be extremely difficult.

Sometimes this

For example, both William F. Whyte and

Herbert Gans, Who were studying working-class, Italian areas, describe
the maj or problems they faced and how they overcame them by being
"sponsored" by local residents.

l

This initial phase of gaining entry

and acceptance is, obviously, crucial to the success of the rest of the
study.

2

One mistake (for example, antagonizing a community leader) may

lWilliam F. Whyte, "Appendix," Street Corner Society (Chicago:
The University of Chicago Press, 1943), pp. 270-358. Gans, "Appendix On the Methods Used In This Study, II The Urban Vi llagers, op. cit.,
pp. 336-350. Gans' experience in Levittown, however, was quite different. There he apparently encountered little problem, because there
were no obvious class or ethnic barriers between him and his subjects
and because everyone in the town was new and searching for friends. See
Herbert J. Gans, "Introduction - The Setting, Theory and Method of the
Study, II The Levittowners (New York: Random House, Inc., Vintage Books
Edition, 1969), pp. xv-xxix. Other factors can impede entry. For
example, Robert Coles, "Observation and Participation," Children of
Crisis (New York: Dell Publishing Co., Inc., 1967), pp. 25-34, in his
study of school desegregation in the American south, describes the problems he encountered in trying to overcome not only class, but also
racial barriers. And H.M. Trice, liThe 'Outsider's Role' in Field
Study," Sociology and Social Research 41 (1957), pp. 27-32, describes
the problems he encountered in a study of alcoholics when he was too
closely identified with those in authority (e.g., the doctors and
other medical staff). It was only When he redefined his role as an
"outsider", as an independent researcher, that he was able to gain the
confidence and cooperation of the people he wished to study. Robert
Kahn and Floyd Mann, "Developing Research Partnerships, II Journal of
Social Issues 8 (1952), pp. 4-10, discuss some useful strategies for
gaining entry into social situations.
2

See for example Claire Selltiz, Marie Jahoda, Morton Deutsch,
Stuart W. Cook, Research Methods in Social Relations (New York: Holt,
Rinehart and Winston, Revised One-Volume Edition, 1959), pp. 217-220.
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alienate a whole segment of the population--or prevent entry
altogether.
No major problems were encountered in "entering" the Island
community and gaining acceptance there.

No obvious ethnic, class,

cultural, racial, linguistic, political, or other barriers separated
me from Islanders.
ity.

In addition, the Island is a fairly open commun-

There is, for example, a transient population (of artists,

graduate students and others, who rent places for the winter from
summer residents) and a fair mix of people, so as a "bird of passage"
I would not be regarded as particularly unusual in any way.

Further-

more, as noted earlier, I had already taken a public position in
favour of preserving Island hames, a position Which was in sympathy
with most Islanders.

I was, in effect, a "known quantity" and there-

fore was perhaps less of a threat than some other newcomer might have
been.

I also knew a number of Islanders (many of them politically

acti ve, well-known community leaders) who could "vouch for me" and,
although I never sought or received formal sponsorship, I am sure
that I did enjoy a kind of informal sponsorship.
c.

Overt Versus Covert Research:
Another problem faced by participant observers is whether or

not to tell the people they are studying that they are doing research.
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This has both practical and ethical imp1ications.

1

For both practical

and ethical reasons I was quite open about my research intentions.
I simply would not have felt comfortable or morally justified in
1The issue of covert versus overt research has been discussed
at length. See for example, Henry W. Riecken, "The Unidentified
Interviewer," American Journal of Sociology 62 (1956), pp. 210-212
(a study of an apocalyptic group); Mortimer A. Sullivan, Jr., Stuart A.
Queen and Ralph C. Patrick, Jr., "Participant Observation .As Employed
in the Study of a Military Training Program," American Sociological
Review 23 (1958), pp. 660-667 (a study of the U.S. airforce training
progra~ in which the participant observer not only was unannounced,
but had also taken on a completely different identity and personal
history); and John F. Lofland and Robert A. Lej eune, "Initial Interaction of Newcomers in Alcoholics Anonymous: A Field Experiment in
Class Symbols and Socialization," Soc ia1 Problems 8 (1961), pp. 102111, which are three cases where covert participant observation was
used and justified by the authors, but criticized elsewhere in the
participant observation literature. Kai T. Erikson, in "A Comment on
Disguised Observation in Sociology," Social ProblEmS 14 (1967), pp.
366-373 and Fred Davis, "Comment on 'Initial Interaction of Newcomers
in Alcoholics Anonymous'," Social Problems 8 (1961), pp. 364-365
argue strongly against covert participant observation. Julius A. Roth,
"Comments on 'Secret Observation'," Social Problems 9 (1962), pp. 283284, argues ~hat proponents and opponents of covert participant observation oversimplify their arguments. He acknowledges that there are
important moral issues involved in failing to be honest and reveal the
research purpose; but he also suggests that under some circumstances
hidden participant observation is justified and, moreover, that I'the
gathering of information will inevitably have some hidden aspects even
if one is an openly declared observer." He suggests that the researcher may not know everything he is searching for when he starts out (and
cannot therefore gain permission in advance); that in many cases the
observer does not want to influence the subjects' behaviour by letting
him know what he is looking for; and finally that even if he did give
precise and detailed information to the subjects, they might well still
not understand or interpret the information in the same way the researcher does (they therefore might not be able to give informed consent). He
concludes that '~he point of all these illustrations is that social
science research cannot be divided into the 'secret' and the 'nonsecret'. The question is rather how much secrecy shall there be with
which people in which circumstances?"

- 84 -

hiding the fact that I was doing research.

I acknowledged my re-

search interest, although I naturally did not precede every conversa tion or question by saying "I'm doing my dissertation about the
Island and I wanted to know .... "

However, I was never terribly

precise about what my research intentions were, other than saying
that I wanted to study "sense of place" and "defense of place"; and
I must admit that while I would acknowledge my interest in researching Island life if asked, I did not actively encourage discussion of
my research.

I was content to let that knowledge slip into the back-

ground so that people would not be overly influenced (and act or speak
differently in my presence).

For their part, Islanders seemed satis-

fied by my general statement that I was doing my thesis about the
Island.

Perhaps, again, they were content with this general explan-

ation because I had already taken a public stand and they knew I was
a supporter of their cause.

Perhaps also, as Dean, Eichhorn, and

Dean say, "Acceptance of the field worker depends more upon the kind
of person he is than the perceived value of his research.

Informants

want to be reassured that the researcher is a 'good guy' and can be
trusted with what he uncovers.

They are not usually interested in the

complete rationale for the study."

1

From a practical standpoint, there seemed to be more to be
gained than lost by revealing my research interests.

Obviously, if I

had not said I was doing research, I could not have conducted the formal
lDean, Eichhorn, and Dean,
ed. Doby, 0p. cit., pp. 281-283.

liEs tablishing Field Relat ions, "in
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interviews, which were a vital part of the over-all research.

In

addition, as a number of participant observers have pointed out,
revealing that you are a researcher gives you the license to ask a
lot of questions that otherwise you could not ask (or that would
seem naive and even suspicious to the people who are being studied).
I certainly took full advantage of this license and peppered people
with questions.

Acknowledging my research interest also gave me

access to the personal files of several politically active Islanders.

Finally, I was able to gain admission to meetings which other-

wise would have remained closed to me, either because I did not know
about them or because my presence would have been both awkward and
suspicious.
d.

Role:
Another issue which every participant observer must resolve

is what general role he or she wishes to adopt--how actively and in
what way he or she should participate in the social situation being
studied.

There is a full range of roles possible, from a complete

-

!:So -

··
1
ob server to a comp 1 ete part1c1pant.

(The decision about overt versus

covert research is also related to this role decision.)

In the course

of my Island study, I found that my role or level of participation varied according to the situation.
I was an active participant in day-to-day Island life; an
active participant in some ''mass demonstrations" (although, because
of the size of the groups involved, I was still a relatively inconspicuous or "low profile" member); and an active participant in
several special activities, like helping to prepare a brief or te1ephoning people to alert them to up-coming events.

These activities

were natural ones and f ell in line wi th the "good-Samari tan-withself-interest" which charac terizes the participant observa tion
1Many commentators have discussed the importance of the role
adopted. McCall and Simmons, Issues In Participant Observation,
op. cit., p. 29, write:
The role which he [the observer] claims or to which he is assigned
by the subjects--is perhaps the single most important determinant
of what he will be able to learn. Every role is an avenue to certain types of information but is also an automatic barrier to certain other types. The role assumed by the observer largely determines where he can go, what he can do, whom he can interact with,
what he can inquire about, What he can see, and what he can be told.
Raymond L. Gold, "Roles in Sociological Field Observations,"
Social Forces 36 (1958), pp. 217-223, describes four possible roles:
complete participant, participant-as-observer, observer-as-participant,
and complete observer, a scheme which is usefully amplified by Marion
Pearsall, "Participant Observation As Role and Method in Behavioral
Research," Nursing Research 14 (Winter 1965); Schwartz and Schwartz
"Problems in Participant Observation," op. cit., describe roles as
ranging along a continuum of activity or involvement with the people
being studied, from the "passive" participant observer to the" ac ti ve"
participant observer and as ranging along an emotional or "affec ti ve"
continuum which describes the emotional involvement of the researcher
wi th his subj ects from "sympathetic identification" (or empathy) to
"projective distortion" (or going native); Robert Janes, "A Note on
Phases of the Community Role of the Participant-Observer," American
Sociological Review 26 (1961), pp. 446-450 makes the useful point that
the researcher's ro 1e is no t a s ta tic phenomenon, but may well change
over t:ime.

situation.

In none of these cases, however, did my level of part-

icipation (as far as I can tell) significantly affect the behaviour
of Is landers.

I

I was an "inactive participant" at TIRA Executive meetings,
where I acted as secretary, but did not engage in any of the discussions.

I agreed to take on the secretarial role

reasons.

2

for a number of

First, before becoming secretary, I felt out of place and

conspicuous frantically scribbling copious notes as the meetings
progressed.

No one else in the small group of roughly eight to

fifteen people was taking such extensive notes (not even the appointed
secretaries) and I felt that such note-taking was a constant reminder
that I was a "researcher" and this might indeed influence the discussion--or at least make others uncomfortable.

I felt much more

comfortable when I was performing a recognized role within the group
and had a legitimate reason for taking notes.

Second, being secretary

meant that I was automati cally told when and where the meetings were to
be held.

Before that, I usually only found out by chance or by del-

iberately asking someone, which I found somewhat embarrassing after a
while.

Third, acting as secretary confirmed my image as an Island

supporter (I had already taken a public stand in the City report; but
it did not do any harm to reaffirm this.)

And finally, acting as

I

Such "observer effects" are, or should be, one of the prime
concerns of participant observers--i.e., the possibility that the
observer's very presence or participation might change the behaviour
that he or she is trying to study. The researcher, therefore, must
always ask herself or himself liTo what extent migh t my presence be
affecting this situation?"
2

Whyte, Street Corner Society, op. cit., p. 305, also found
being secretary a convenient role, because it enabled him to take
extensive notes during meetings of the "Italian Communi ty Club".
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secretary enabled me to be useful (the Executive had had constant
problems finding someone to perform this tedious task), and, in some
measure, to return a service for the privilege of having access to
the meetings.

They never asked for any kind of recompense,

but I was glad to be able to provide some.

In summary, acting as

secretary was a mutually satisfactory arrangement.
Finally, in some situations, such as at public meetings on the
Island or at public meetings at City Hall, I was strictly an observer.
I never spoke or offered public opinions on these occasions, not only
because I was afraid of influencing what I was supposed to be studying and of possibly alienating groups who held opposing views, but
also because I honestly believed that, as a non-Islander, I really had
no right to offer an opinion on what the political strategy should be,
or on a whole host of other issues.
e.

Informants:
Many participant observers use and benefit greatly from the

use of "informants "--knowledgeable members of the group being studied
who (knowingly or unknowingly) provide the researcher with information
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about the problem(s) being studied.

l

The term "informant" has a

somewhat underhanded or Machiavellian ring to it.

In fact, however,

using informants may mean simply talking with knowledgeable, articulate members of the group being studied about matters of interest
to the research.

Here, "informants" were employed primarily as

2 .
" ob
Ib
server
s 0 servers " --1.e.,
as peop 1e wh 0 cou ld t e 11 me ab ou t
events that I could not or did not observe myself (Such as private
meetings with politicians, or events that occurred before I became
involved in the Island situation).

There were also many conversations

with people 'Who could be termed lIinformants" which were both very
stimulating and useful:
1

these related to all manner of things

For example, Whyte, Street Corner Societ~, op. cit.,
relied extensively on information and insights provided by such informants as "Doc". Informants may provide important information. For
example, they may provide information about events that the researcher
has not or could not observe (e.g., because they happened before he
was doing his research or because he was doing something else at the
time or because he was unaware of their existence, or because for some
reason he would be denied access to the situation); or making sense of
things which the researcher has observed but is puzzled about; or
providing totally new ideas for further research. But, as many commentators point out, informants'! (like other respondents'}
information must be used with care. The informants' data may be biased
in a number of ways: her memory may be faulty; his opinions may not
reflect the opinions of others; she may have a variety of reasons for
knowingly or unknowingly distorting information (e.g., to present a
more favourable picture of himself or his group; to tell the researcher
what she wants to hear and so on); and so on. See Donald T. Cwmpbell,
"The Informant In Quantitative Research," American Journal of Sociol~
60 (1955), pp. 339-342; John P. Dean, Robert L. Eichhorn and Lois R.
Dean, "Fruitful Informants For Intensive Interviewing," in ed. Doby,
Ope cit., pp. 284-286; and John P. Dean and William Foote Whyte, "How
Do You Know If the Informant Is Telling The Truth?," Human Organization
17 (1958), pp. 34-38. This latter article does not distinguish between
"informant" and "respondent"; but provides a useful discussion of
possible sources of bias in both cases, as does Morris Zelditch, Jr.,
"Some Methodological Problems of Field Studies," American Journal of
Sociology 67 (1962), pp. 566-576.
2
Zelditch, op. cit.
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concerning Island life and attitudes.
f.

Sources of Stress:
Participant observation is frequently both stressful and time-

consuming.

It is stressful partly because, like any interview situation,

it is an intense social situation.

However, while a formal interview

has a clearly defined beginning and end, and is of relatively short
duration, participant observation is a full-time occupation.

The re-

searcher enters as an "outsider" into an on-going social situation.
He or she is also potentially "at work" and on display at all times.
This means that the researcher must always be vigilant--on the lookout for relevant informat ion and on guard against making "mistakes"
that may damage rapport, and so on.

Although in many respects it can
.

1

be a very enjoyable form of research, one can never really relax.
Furthermore, as noted earlier, my hope was to become an "empathetic insider".

I think that I had expected to feel more like an

"Is lander" than I ultimately did.
was also somewhat stressful.
the Island,

I worried about this fact, which

I began .to realize that while I was on
2

I could never really be an "Islander",

What I

realized later is that becoming an "empathetic insider" does not
require becoming an "Islander". but does require sympathetically
understanding, or seeking to understand, the Island as Islanders
understand it.

The lingering sense of detachment, in fact, remains

a necessary part of being a researcher.

William F. Whyte, discussing

lWhyte, Street Corner Society, op. cit., p. 297, discusses this
point. Schwartz and Schwartz, "Problems in Participant Observation,"
op. cit., also discuss "anxiety as a source of distortion".
2

For example, although I was living there and sympathetic to
the cause, my future was not as directly tied up with the results of
the political battle; I did not stand to lose my "home"; I could always-and eventually did--return to my home elsewhere.

-

~.l

-

the pros and cons of becoming intimately familiar with the people and
situations he was researching, observes that "I had to balance familiarity with detachment, or else no insights would have come. "

1

It

is helpful to keep this observation in mind.
Another source of stress arises from the very flexibility and
unstructured nature of participant observation.

The lines of research

are often not clearly defined in advance, which, of course, means that
the researcher is freer to pursue unanticipated avenues of inquiry and
to change course in mid-stream.
a state of uncertainty.

But it also means that he is always in

This is particularly true at the beginning,

when he is asking himself such questions as:
at?

Have I missed something critical already?

When will "something" happen? and so on.

What should I be looking
Whom should I talk to?

The participant observer,

therefore, has to be willing and able to tolerate a greater measure
of uncertainty than he would in many other research situations.
Finally, participant observation, especially in a situation
like that reported in this study which involves an open-ended political process (as opposed to a closed-end political process like an election which occurs on a specific, previously-known date), is timeconsuming.

The participant observer is to a great extent at the mercy

of events.

It takes time to get to know the people and the place; it

takes time for "important things" to happen; it takes time to make
1

Whyte, Street Corner Society, op. cit., p. 357. Similarly,
discussing the relative advantages and disadvantages of being an
"outsider", or an "insider", oral historian Paul Thompson writes,
"Clearly, the ideal is to be close enough to understand, but not
so close as to be unable to step back if need be." Paul Thompson,
The Voice of the Past-Oral History (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1978). p. 118.
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sense of the phenomena being studied.
Participant observation, in sum, offers great rewards, but also
involves certain frustrations that the researcher must be able to to1erate.
iv.

Interviews:
A second major source of information was in-depth, relatively

unstructured formal interviewing of both Islanders and politicians,
which provided a great deal of additional information about both sense
of place and defense of place.

These interviews were vital complements

to the participant observation activity, which enabled countless leads
to be followed-up at more leisure, in more depth, and, in terms of recording data, with more precision since the interviews were tape-record-

ed.

They allowed a corroboration of various items and observations and

comments made by other members of the community.

They also enabled the

research to proceed in areas that it would have been impossible to research by participant observation alone (e.g., Island history or
private behaviour or privately-held beliefs about sensitive topics like
whether or not a person would break the law in order to stay on the
Island.)

1

The relatively unstructured, unstandardized nature of the interviews also permitted a deeper probe into various aspects of Islanders'
and politicians' experiences, attitudes and feelings than would have

1 Let me add a caut10nary
.
.,
note a b out over-re l'1ance on 1nterv1ew
data. The things people say are not necessarily the things that they
feel are most important, but may be the things that they can most easily
articulate. In the Island study, for example, Islanders spoke more
extensively about matters relating to "sense of environment" than "sense
of identi ty". This may be not because "sense of identity" is less important, but because it is less easily discussed than "sense of environment". This underlines the value of employing a variety of complementary research techniques.
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been possible by a more rigidly standardized approach: it facilitated
following up unexpected but interesting and revealing comments made in
the course of the interview; and it provided an opportunity to plumb
any specialized knowledge that the individual respondents possessed.
Standardizing the questions and/or quantifying the responses would have
been undesirable--or, at best, would have drained the responses of much
.

.

o f t h elr meaUlng.

1

Two sets of interviews Were conducted--one with Islanders and
one with politicians.
a.

These are described separately below.

Interviews With Islanders:
Formal interviews were obtained with 39 Islanders (38 present

or former Island residents and the school principal), of which 6 were
double-interviews--i,e., arrangements had been made with one member
of the household to conduct an interview, but when I arrived at the
house (all but 6 interviews were held in Islanders' homes), another
member of the household stayed for all or part of the interview.

In

most cases, the extra person contributed interesting comments, so his
or her presence was an unexpected benefit.

2

Illustration 2, "Is land Interviews: Summary and Comparison",
1

A great deal has been written about the advantages and disadvantages, uses and misuses of unstructured as opposed to structured
interviewing, and of interviewing as opposed to observing or other
forms of data collection. It is not my purpose here to comprehensively review these matters or such matters as how to word questions or
how to conduct interviews or What pitfalls to avoid in analysis. All
of these are covered by standard text books on social science research
techniques. See, for example, Claire Selltiz, Marie Jahoda, Morton
Deutsch, Stuart W. Cook, Research Methods In Social Relations (New
York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, Revised One-Volume Edition, 1959).
21 do not think their presence inhibited the main respondent-which is the usual reason for trying to avoid multiple interviews-but it is not possible to be absolutely certain.
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summarizes the people interviewed and indicates that the sample consisted of a wide range of Islanders: people from both Islands, people
of all ages (except, unfortunately, children or teenagers), relative
new-comers and "old" long-time residents, summer Islanders and yearround Islanders, movers and stayers, and politically active Islanders
and politically inactive Islanders.
The interviews were conducted over a twenty-month period between
May 1974 and January 1976.

1

Each interview was tape-recorded and lasted

at least an hour; many lasted two to three hours; and one (with someone
who had been very politically active over a long period) lasted nine
hours over three days.

A total of over 80 hours of recorded interviews

was obtained,2 which translated into over 2,000 pages of transcribed
material.

In general, I found Islanders remarkably articulate, co-oper-

ative, open, and generous with their time. 3

As for myself, I tried to

1ThiS time dimension obviously has to be taken into consideration
when the responses are analyzed. For example, no blanket statement can
be made about "Island morale", because this would vary according to the
political situation--whether Islanders had just won a legal case or had
just been defeated at Metro Council. But more limited statements could
be made about morale at time X compared with morale at time Y.
2

I was aware of the fact that the tape-recorder might intimidate
or influence the responses of some people. But, in fact, most people
seemed to forget that the tape-recorder was rolling and seemed to me to
be as spontaneous as they would be in any other interview situation. A
few seemed guarded,perhaps for other reasons as well as the presence of
the tape-recorder, but most seemed relaxed and open.

3

There were no language barriers between Islanders and me. Beyond that, Islanders from all backgrounds were very articulate. Quite a
number of them have, over the years, been interviewed and were used to
interview situations and expressing their ideas. Others have appeared
in public (e.g., at City Hall or at ratepayers meetings) to present
their case, and, again, are used to expressing their ideas. Not one
Islander whom I approached refused to give me an interview. Some, however, were obviously more guarded than others.

ILLUSTRATION 2
ISLAND INTERVIEWS -
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:.social Survey Conducted by City Planning Staff based on responses
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adopt a friendly, non-argumentative, non-evaluative, sometimes naive
posture.

For example, I tried to avoid being drawn into any substant-

ive discussion and I did not volunteer any opinions.

I was there to

find out what they thought (not to display what I thought).

Occasion-

ally, however, it was impossible not to reveal an opinion without
seeming to be rude or unreasonably evasive.
Although the interviews were relatively unstructured and consisted mostly of open-ended questions designed to elicit wide-ranging
responses, each interview was guided by a list of questions.

Each

interview was divided into a section dealing basically with "sense of
p1ace,,1 and another section dealing basically with "defense of place". 2
Each section of each interview included both questions that I asked
a11--or almost a11--Is1anders 3 and specially-designed questions that I
asked in order to tap the individual's particular knowledge or

1For example, what do you like/dislike about living on the
Island? What sort of people do you think would be happy/unhappy living
on the Island? If you had to move, what would you miss? Outsiders
tend to lump all Islanders together, but that may not be accurate; do
you think there are any differences between Ward's and Algonquin Islanders? Do you think there is anything special about living on an island?
If you had to move, ideally, \vhere would you move? This last type of
question was asked not 50 much to find out where in fact the respondent
would move--it is very difficult, as many commentators suggest, to try
to link words and actions or to predict behaviour from stated preferences--but to elicit information about the respondents' residential and
general environmental values. For the problem of linking words and
actions see: Irwin Deutscher. f~ords and Deeds: Social Science and
Social Policy, II Social Problems 13 (1966), pp. 233-254.
2

For example, when did you first become active in Island political life? What role did you expect Mayor Crombie to play? Have your
views about municipal politics changed as a result of your experience?
What were the goals of the
Committee?
3

For example, when did you move to the Island? Why did you
move to the Island? What do you like/dislike about living on the
Island?
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experience.

l

(See Appendix D, "Islanders' Interviews:

Sample

Questions". )
b. Interviews With Politicians:
The interviews with politicians had a more limited focus than
the interviews

~th

Islanders.

They were used only to elicit inforrn-

ation about the political history.

The emphasis was on the post-summer

1973 period; however, information about earlier periods was gathered
from same of them.

Interviews with 21 politicians, and 2 assistants

to politicians,were held between March and July 1975.
generally lasted between an hour and an hour and a

The interviews

half~

amounting to

some thirty hours of taped material, which totals about 800 pages of
transcribed material.

Respondents were people holding a wide range of

political views--from strong supporters of Islanders and retaining the
Island homes, to strong opponents of Islanders and retaining Island
homes.

Twelve of the politicians could be classified (on the basis of

their voting records and public statements) as "anti-Islander" (or, as
some of them would prefer to phrase it, as "pro-park") and nine could
be classified as '·pro-Is lander".

Twelve of the politicians interviewed

were City politicians and nine politicians were from the Boroughs.

Six

politicians who were approached for an interview either refused outright or made it so difficult to obtain an appointment that interviews
could not be held.
The interviews were designed to tap the individual's special
knowledge of the political history, to give the respondent a chance to

lFor example, what was the tent community on Ward's Island like?
How successful do you think the____Committee was? Most respondents
were chosen because they had specific knowledge about some aspect of
Island life or history.
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express his or her position, and, more generally, to reveal his or her
attitudes toward Islanders and the Island.
ians' Interviews:

Sample Questions".)

(See Appendix E, "Politic-

As in the case with interview-

ing Islanders, I tried to adopt an open, friendly, non-argumentative,
occasionally naive posture.

For example, even when they expressed

political views diametrically opposed to my own (unspoken) views, I
obviously did not argue.

I was interested in getting them to reveal

their position, not in trying to change their minds.
c.

Representativeness:
One of the most frequently raised questions about this type of

research (and about participant observation generally) is how "representative" is it?

How much can be said about all Islanders on the

basis of interviews with this particular group of Islanders?

After all,

it is a relatively small group (only 38 of some 500+ adults); it is not
randomly selected; and the responses cannot be precisely compared and
quantitatively analyzed.

The simple answer is that we cannot be abso-

lutely sure that the answers are representative.

But that does not

mean that we cannot say anything significant or of a general nature.
The people interviewed were not selected to form a random sample,
but because they were special in some way and had special knowledge
deemed valuable to the over-all study.

Nevertheless, to what extent do

these Islanders reflect the over-all composition of the Island population?

Are there any groups that are great ly over-emphasized?

any major groups that are left out?

Are there

Comparing the characteristics of

the people interviewed with the available statistics about all Island
residents (Illustration 2), indicates that the sample interviewed does
in fact reflect the over-all make-up of the Island fairly well.

The
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main differences are the following: (1) the sample over-represents
the 60+ age group and someWhat under-represents the younger groups;

1

(2) the sample over-represents long-time residents and under-represents the shorter-term residents;2 (3) the sample somewhat overrepresents year-round, as opposed to summer-only residents, but this
difference virtually disappears when households rather than individuals are considered, since all six of the double-interviews were
with year-round res idents; (4) the sample certainly over-represents
the "politically active" segment, which is a logical consequence of
investigating the political history.

Unfortunately, respondents were

not asked whether they were tenants or owners, so the data cannot
tell if the sample reflects the over-all composition of the Island
along this dllnension ( some 62 of the 250 houses in 1980 had tenants
all or part of the year).
landlords.

One omission from the sample is absentee

All other major groups are represented in the sample--

and in a proportion not too different from that in the total Island
population.
Obviously, because the answers are not strictly quantified,
precise statistical statements about the group sampled or about the
larger population of Islanders are inappropriate.

Nevertheless, use

lThis is a logi cal consequence of the interes t in "oral history"
and speaking to older residents who could report on earlier life on
the Island.
2Again, this is a logical consequence of the interest in Island
history .
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is made of what are called "quasi statistics lll or I1rough statistics ll .
Throughout the text, tenns such as "manyll, "most II, "some",
are employed.

11

a few"

These terms are not used arbitrarily, but are based

on careful consideration of all the available evidence--not just the
responses of these individuals to my interviews, but the plethora of
other evidence collected about these and other Islanders.
Another aspect of the question of representativeness is how
much may be said on the basis of this relatively small group?

Many

studies have been based on small samples and are open to criticism on
.
2
" p01.nt.
t h 1.S

The main point to be made is that the conclusions are

not drawn solely on the basis of the responses of this group to the

1

See, for example, Allen H. Barton and Paul F. Lazarfeld,
"Some Functions of Quali tati ve Analys is In Social Research," op. cit.,
who discuss the uses, and possible misuses, of such "quasi statistics".
They conclude:
On the other hand it is argued that a Cdr~ful observer who is
aware of the need to sample all groups in the population with
which he is concerned, who is aware of the "vis ib ili ty bias" of
the spectacular as opposed to the unspectacular case, who becomes
intimately familiar with his material over a long period of time
through direct observation, will be able to approximate the
results of statistical investigation, while avoiding the considerable expense and practical difficulty of quantitative investigation.
Gans, The Urban Villagers, op. cit., p. 348 also describes his
small sample (how he had "intensive contact" with only some 20 of the
people in the West End) and his "impressionistic", but free, use of
"quas is tatistical tenns".
2

For example, Gans, The Urban Villagers, op. cit., was based on
intensive contact with only about 20 of the 3,000 people ..no lived in
Boston's West End; Michael Young and Peter Willmott's Family and
Kinship in East London (Hannondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin Books, Ltd.,
1962) was based primarily on 45 couples in Bethnal Green (1955 population of 54,000) and 47 in Greenleigh; and Kevin Lynch's The Image of
'the City (Cambridge, Massachusetts: M. LT. Press, 1961) was based on
60 interviews: 30 in Boston and 15 each in Jersey City and Los Angeles.
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interviews.

But, even there, it is not unreasonable to suggest that

a great deal can be said on the basis of eighty hours of interviews,
so long as it is kept constantly in mind that this is a select group.
Finally, although it is often useful to make general statements
and "representative" statements, it is not always wise or possible to
do so.

Some subjects do not lend themselves to such treatment.

Indi-

vidual statements--which admittedly are that and only represent that
one person--are also important.

If we wish to develop an "experient-

ial geography" and to look at the Island (and other phenomena) from
the perspective of individual Islanders, to try to understand the deeper, more personal meanings of "sense of place", we should also pay
close attention to individual expressions.

Throughout the text, this

has been attempted: general statements, inferences and conclusions are
followed by generous supporting illustrations drawn from individual
Islanders.
Many of the above points may also apply to the question of the
representativeness of the sample of politicians.

Most importantly,

they were not selected to form a random sample of politicians, but to
tap special knowledge of the political history.

In terms of numbers,

the City and pro-Is lander politicians are "over-represented".

The

sample, however, was chosen deliberately to include people who reflected
the full range of opinion on the subject (from hard-line oppon.ents
through mild opponents and mild supporters, to hard-line supporters).
This range of opinion is

reflected in the analysis.

In addition, in

many caseS where politicians are quoted, they are not quoted as representatives of a group, but only as representatives of themselves.
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d.

"Truthfulness" and "Accuracy":
Another frequently raised question about interviewing (both

structured and unstructured) is how do we know if respondents are
telling the truth?

How can we trust the information that is given?l

Obviously, as many methodologists emphasize, the quality of the data
obtained in any interview depends on the ability and the willingness
of the respondent to report it.

2

Any statement, therefore, must, as

a matter of course, be evaluated in the light of a number of questions
and the researcher must start from a basis of scepticism when eva1uating the material (in what ways might this particular statement be
untrue or biased?)

As far as Islanders are concerned, they obviously have an interest in presenting themselves in as favourable a light as possible
because of their tenuous political situation.

But the potential in-

f1uence of this interest is tempered in a number of ways.

First of

all, it is not at all clear in many of the questions and subjects discussed just what might be judged "favourable" or "unfavourable" from a
1

See, for example, Dean and Whyte, "How Do You Know If the
Informant Is Telling the Truth?," op. cit.; and George J. McCa11,"Data
Quality Control In Participant Observation, "in McCall and Simmons,
Issues In Participant Observation, op. cit., pp. 128-141, who discuss
possible "sources of contamination" of interview data (pp. 133-135).
Dean and Whyte make a useful distinction between "Informants t Report
of 'Subjective Data '" (their own feelings, attitudes, beliefs, etc.)
and "Informants' Report of 'Obj ective Data f l l (reports of "facts",
such as when certain events occurred), providing questions to be
asked about each.
2 For example:

Is his memory accurate enough to report what he
is being asked to report? Was he present at the event being discussed
or is his information second-hand? Does he have any reason, conscious
or unconscious, for falsifying his information--e.g., to justify his
own actions; to present himself or his group in a good light; to ingratiate himself or to please the interviewer? Is he perceptive
enough or articulate enough to express his ideas and answer the questions being asked? and so on.
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political standpoint.

For example, obviously political self-interest

might influence the response to a question, such as whether or not the
respondent owned a house elsewhere and the answer may tend to underestimate the number;

1

but it is hard to imagine What political implic-

ations a response like "liking isolation on the Island'! cOuld have.
Most questions, therefore. were probably not affected.

Second, there

was enough time and opportunity to build up relatively good rapport
with respondents and to gain a sense of whether (or when) they may have
been guarded.

2

This good rapport also meant that, generally, people

were quite open, revealing, for example, things that cOuld be regarded
as "politically sensitive".

Third, and most important (for evaluating

this or any other potential bias or bar to spontaneity or honesty),
the interviews formed only one part of the research--albeit an important part.

Many of these individuals were observed under many different

circumstances and in many different situations.

Respondents' answers

could often be corroborated against what they had said or done on many
other occasions (social encounters, Island public meetings, demonstrations, and so on).
As far as the politicians were concerned, they, too, have some

obvious interests which might bias or limit the spontaneity of their
responses--notably to justify their position on the Island issue and
to present themselves, perhaps, as intelligent, honest, "objective"
guardians of the public interest.

In addition, not too surprisingly,

a variety of apparently "taboo" subj ects were discovered.

Many

lThis is why this type of question was not asked directly,
although some relevant information was spontaneously offered.
2 In a few cases, people were especially guarded or suspicious;

this fact must be taken into consideration when their responses are
evaluated.
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politicians seemed reluctant to discuss "lobbying!! or to reveal any
behind-the-scenes manoeuvering.

The interviews, therefore, can give

only an incomplete picture of political behaviour.

Politicians also

seemed reluctant to discuss their personal feelings about Islanders.
Since some politicians did discuss this (and did reveal private,
perhaps unguarded comments by their colleagues), it is obvious that
such subjective--even emotional--factors can influence political stances.

But, again, the interviews were of only limited value in invest-

igating this aspect of political decision-making.

l

In conclusion, the final decision about the accuracy and truthfulness of any interview data (and participant observation data generally) ultimately relies on the good judgement of the researcher.
v.

Document Analysis:
A great deal has been written about the Toronto Island, which

naturally provides a wealth of information for studying both sense of
place and defense of place.

This material includes, among other

things: (1) Toronto newspapers and magazines, which over the years
have devoted an

extraordinary amount of attention to the subjectj

(2) Island newspapers (e.g., The Ward's Island Weekly, 1917-; the
TIRA News, 1974-; and the Goose and Duck, 1971-1974); (3) numerous
briefs and pamphlets written by Islanders and presented to politicians and the public at large; (4) minu tes of the Toronto Island
Residents Association, which was founded in 1969 in order to promote
11 was inclined to regard the information provided by politicians with even greater scepticism than that provided by Islanders,
because I had less time or opportunity to build up rapport with them
as respondents, had less opportunity to "enter their world", and had
fewer alternative sources against which to check their responses than
I did with the Islanders. Nevertheless, even looked at sceptically,
the interviews provided a good deal of useful information about the
political history of the Island.
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the political interests of the Islanders and which has been active
continuously since then; (5) minutes of City and Metro Council and
various Committees of both Councils; (6) reports by various City and
Metro officials; (7) Provincial Hansard; (8) diaries of prominent
Torontonians or visitors to Toronto who have commented on the Island
since Mrs. Simcoe's time; (9) local histories, which have sometimes
included lively contemporary accounts of Island life, as well as the
more traditional historical accounts of earlier eras.
These sources are analyzed and discussed where appropriate in
the text.

Obviously, some sections rely more heavily on this material

than others.

For example, the following chapter on Sense of History

relies on diaries, histories, newspapers and so on--a1though these
accounts are augmented by "eye witness accounts" from people who experienced the Island in earlier days.

The political history, especial-

ly for the period before 1973, also relies heavily on newspaper accounts, official records (e.g., Minutes of City and Metro Councils
and Committees) and written briefs (by Islanders and other interested
groups).

When possible, these are augment ed by interview mat erial.

As may be anticipated, reliance on documentary material increases as

we go back further in time.
For this earlier political history, two major sources, the
public record (City and Metro Council and Committee Minutes, etc.) and
newspaper accounts worked quite well together.

The public record

provides a fairly straight-forward, factually accurate, but dry and
limited, account of public actions (what motions were made, who appeared before the Committee, what the vote was, and so on).

And the news-

paper accounts generally provide a livelier description of many of the
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same meetings, often including direct quotes from major actors, and
reactions from people not at the event (e.g., of Islanders' reactions
to City or Metro actions), all of which can be used to flesh out the
bare bones picture presented in the public record.

Furthermore, the

newspapers have dealt with many significant political events that
never appeared in the public record, but had important repercussions
in the p olit ical history.
Several general, cautionary points should be made, however,
about the use of newspaper material.

First, newspapers have a tendency

to cover "colourful tl events and therefore can distort the relative importance of events.

Second, there may well be errors in reporting

(e.g., misquoting major actors).

It

except to try to proceed cautiously.

is hard to guard against this,
And third, in recent years, of

course, the electronic media (radio and TV) have also reported on the
Island and other public issues, but their reports are more ephemeral.
Newspapers are still the major medium of record, although i t may be
debatable whether they are still the major medium of opinion formation.
Relying solely on them may give a distorted picture of the media opinion of the era.

For example, in the case of the Island, most radio

and TV editorials have supported Islanders, whereas

the Globe and Mail

and Star have attacked them repeatedly in their editorials.

Relying

only on the print media would obviously distort any discussion of the
"media image tt of the Is land.
vi.

Ethical Considerations:
The final section of this chapter consists of a brief personal

account of several ethical problems Which have been highlighted by this
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research.

1

(See also the dis cussion of "Overt Versus Covert Research",

pp.

82-85.)

a.

Anonymi ty :
I did not offer anonymity to either Island residents or politic-

ians.

Only one Islander asked not to have his name used, a request

which waS immediately granted, and one politician asked to be allowed
to clear any direct quotations before they were included, which, again,
was a request that was readily granted.

All other people interviewed

did so without asking for or being promised anonymity.

In most caseS

where direct quotations are used, the information may be personal
(e.g., memories of growing up on the Island in the early part of this
century), but not

liS ens

it ive".

There seems to be no reason not to

identify and give credit to the person in these cases.

But in other

cases, the information may be "too personal" (e.g., health problems
resulting from the political stress) or "sensitive" (e.g., criticism
of neighbours) and revealing such information might be personally embarrassing or cause unnecessary problems with other Islanders.

In these

cases, the speaker has not been identified.

lSee also: Hm.;ard S. Becker, "Problems in the Publication of
Field Studies," in Reflections On Community Studies, eds. Arthur. J.
Vidich, Joseph Bensman and Maurice R. Stein (New York: Wiley, 1964),
pp. 267-284; Lee Rainwater and David J. Pittman, "Ethical Problems in
Studying a Politically Sensitive and Deviant Community," Social Problems
14 (1967), pp. 357-366; J .A. Barnes, "Some Ethical Problems In Modern
Fieldwork," British Journal of Sociology 14 (1963), pp. 118-134;
Joseph H. Fichter and William L. Kolb, "Ethical Limitations on Sociological Reporting," American Sociological Review 18 (1953), pp. 544550; Gans, The Urban Villagers, op. cit., pp. 344-346; and Whyte,
Street Corner Society, op. cit.) pp. 313-317.
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b. Morale:
Unless done with extreme care and sensitivity, the very act of
interviewing people could have had some damaging results.

The inter-

views were conducted during a particularly sensitive and emotional
period on the Island, when Islanders were faced with a serious and
uncertain political situation and with the prospect of losing their
homes.

Unless asked with care, questions about emotional attachment

to the Island, about the political situation, about how the Island
defense campaign has been run, and about people's plans for the future
(e.g., whether they planned to move or not), could have had the effect
of demoralizing people, making them panic or even fragmenting them
into quarrelling factions.

I was acutely aware of these possibilities,

tried to phrase questions in such a way as to avoid them, and tried to
leave the respondent feeling in a positive rather than a negative mood.
Researchers should always try to assess the possible effects of their
questions on the respondents.
c.

"Conduit Problem" =
Another special problem I faced was what I refer to as I'the

conduit problem"; i.e., since I interviewed both Islanders and politicians, I was in the potentially uncomfortable position of having
information that might be (or be seen to be) useful to each side of
a major political issue.

I could have been used as an intermediary

(or a conduit) for passing information back and forth.

I resolved

this potential problem quite simply by deciding never to reveal to one
group anything that I learned from the other in an interview.

The

respondents had agreed to give information "for research purposes";
and I would only use the information for these purposes.

Without

- 108 -

conscious and deliberate attention to the problem, it could have
been fairly easy to be drawn into a discussion which revealed interview information gained from other respondents.
d.

Political Consequences:
Any report about an on-going, highly emotional, potentially

explosive situation

like the Island controversy

have political consequences.

is very likely to

This prospect is somewhat unnerving

and unsettling, because, although I have attempted consciously not
to let my political views distort the research and the report, I do
care about what happens.

I would have felt much happier if the whole

issue had been resolved before my report was completed, so that even
if it angered some people (as it undoubtedly would), it could not
affect the controversy, and I could feel less anxiety over using
the information I possess.

I have been given access to a great deal

of potentially politically sensitive material (e.g., I have sat in
on numerous strategy meetings).

Although no Islander has ever placed

qualifications on the use of the material, I nevertheless feel a
responsibility to use the material judiciously.
ed his own general guideline for

wha~

Howard Becker offer-

to report:

I ought properly, therefore, to express my own judgment. Briefly.
it is that one should refrain from publishing items of fact or
conclusions that are not necessary to one's argument or that
would cause suffering out of proportion to the scientific gain
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of making them public.

1

I have tried to follow this suggestion and hope that I have not betrayed the trust placed in me by either the Islanders or the academic
community.

lBecker, "Problems In the Publication of Field Studies," op. cit.,
p. 284. This applies not just to politically sensitive material, but
to all types 0 f potentially embarrass ing or damaging material. See
also Rainwater and Pittman, "Ethical Problems In Studying a Politically Sensitive and Deviant Community," op. cit. They address another
important issue--the possible misuse of information--and argue:
At the level of strategy, however, this concern for the effect of
findings on public issues sensitizes one to the question of how
research results will be interpreted by others, and to his responsibility to anticipate probable misuses, and from this anticipation
attempt to counteract the possibility of misuse. That is, though
we do not feel a researcher must avoid telling the truth because
it may hurt a group (problems of confidentiality aside) we do believe that he must take this possibility into account in presenting
his findings and make every reasonable effort to deny weapons to
potential misusers.
Since it is a reality of political life that material may be taken out
of context and/or distorted or misused, this is wise counsel.

