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.• ~ ~ un_derstanding critical research ' ,~ 
Ms Ten"nyson, a Life Orientation tfa'c:A1r ~!-ihigR~°'thdo~Jn· a .Soyth)fri,<}h township has i!i~'.S?flle 
increasinglyworried by the behaviour of some ofherlearners. ltseejTisthafa good number are engaging 
in delinquent activities, notably drllgabuse and petty crtm~. This'is affecting their performa'nce at 
school. She is determined to change this trend but realises that, ff rst, she has to understand why learners 
are _llehaving in:the way they are, and second, that th_is is a complex societal pri:5blemwhose causes go 
far beyond h€!rclass ~ndthe school. For these reasons she needs a plan that would bring together the 
m~jq'r~~ebo\d~~~~i{ys:thatw~utd·enable them to take control of thelr lives, Ms Tennyson dis'cpssi? 
her cop~~f,bs \vjth t~e: school_ prin ci pal who supports her desi r¢ to get to th~ ro.ot of the p,robi~~. 'in 
s_hort,,5he needs to do r~earch - notjustfqrthe sake of gathering information butte bring aboutchc1nge 

1 ,l 'lt j,J. , .h 'l • • , . I 

arnongthe leamers,,aswell as in the community at large. Such research has to be critical and transf~rmative. 
• ~ 1 ~ . ' • • \ "\ • 

1 
• ' .J , /11. f , I I •' ~ 

~he.sooh finds.that she needs, to engage in critical action research, But first, she· has to understand 
critiCc!I r~search an<;! its methodol.ogies 

Introduction 

This chapter looks at one of the major research paradigms in educational research, the 
critical research paradigm. It is important that all research students read this chapter very 
carefully as it introduces a research paradigm that one needs to be aware ofbefore undertaking 
any research. The critical research paradigm is markedly different from the other research 
paradigms that you have been introduced to in the preceding two chapters, namely the 
positivist and interpretivist paradigms. Critical research, as discussed in this chapter, draws 
from two schools of thought: critical theory and Afrocentrism. The two schools are concerned 
with promoting a different view of reality and ways of knowing that can help change society 
for the better. As the case study illustrates, many teachers who seek to change their communities 
are attracted to the critical research paradigm for reasons that will become clearer as you 
read this chapter. The chapter explains the basic theories of critical research and Afrocentrism. 
In addition, action research is discussed as a research method. We invite you to read this 
chapter whether your intended research will follow this paradigm or not, as doing so is 
certain to broaden your understanding of all the other research paradigms, thus making 
you an effective researcher. 

4.1 What is critical research? 
The opening case study is typical of the range of problems that many teachers face in 
classrooms across southern Africa. It also demonstrates the commitment of many teachers 
who continually seek to improve the ways in which they teach in order to transform existing 
situations and thereby enhance the performance of the learners they teach. We believe that 
you, too, are such a committed teacher who is always seeking ways of improving what to 
teach and how to teach, as well as the circumstances in which we all work and live. This 
concern is at the heart of what has come to be known as critical research. Three major 
points clearly distinguish critical research from both the positivist and interpretivist 
paradigms, as follows: 
~ Critical research is broadly concerned with not only understanding the world, but also 

changing it. 
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~ Critical research assumes that knowledge does not merely exist for its own sake, but is 
aligned to particular groups or interests in society. 

~ Knowledge is never neutral but always serves particular groups, while denying other 
groups their right to knowledge. 

Before reading any further, let us pause here and reflect on the case study by answering 
questions in the following activity. We suggest that you re-read the case before attempting 
the questions. 

Stop and reflect 
Read the case study again and answer,these questions:; : 
1 What problem does thft~a~Rer,f.ai:e?. .. ,1 , -. • I 
2 Why do you think this is :a problem that f5,W.Orthy tqi~earch7 , 
3 What issues stand outas being characteristic of criticahesear,h? _ -~ ' I 
4 Do you find any similarities betweetithe stbry narr~te~

1

~~~~ a~~~~~.r ~~~~~~ 

The case study gives an example of a teacher who is drawn to the critical research paradigm 
because of its potential to bring change and transformation in society. We can deduce four 
major points from the case study to help us understand what critical research involves: 

(it' Critical research arises from a lack of satisfaction witl:i._t.h~ ~xi_~ti.ng~itu~~i9ri: 

(it' The concern is.with the real-life experiences of real people that:we. can easily ldentLfy wi.th . . 

(it' Acti~n _i~ involved a: thete~:her realises that she has to ~ct in ordertb change the d rcun'ista'rfces 
· · she lives and works 1n. , , , . , 

Gf The uride~lying·lmplicatio'n Is· that people faive to beconie'involvea because' of whattheY:do 
· ' know and do, and this cannot be sep?:ated from t.heir Ii yes. . 1 , 

A concern with transformation makes it particularly suitable for use in African contexts, as 
well as educational settings, where we face many problems inherited from the past. 

4.2 Overview of paradigms in research 
All research is guided by assumptions or beliefs about the world, and what is perceived as 
real or the truth. These assumptions are important because they influence the conduct of 
research, and what may be considered as evidence, as well as the relative importance of 
evidence. Simply put, a paradigm is a way oflooking at the world, or a worldview, that shapes 
what we hold to be true. 

A paradigm establishes particular ways of engaging in research as it provides what we may 
call lenses through which an investigation is carried out and its findings presented. The 
concept is defined in detail in Thomas Kuhn's (1962) work, The Structure of Scientific 
Revolutions. 

In order to understand what paradigms are concerned with, we need to be aware of two 
terms that are often used in research. The terms are epistemology and ontology. 
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4.2.1 Epistemology 

Epistemology is concerned with the question: What is knowledge? Through this notion we 
find that different paradigms tend to hold different views of what is considered knowledge. 

4.2.2 Ontology 
Ontology is concerned with questions such as, What is truth? and What is real? Similar to 
epistemology, the concept ontology makes us aware that different paradigms hold different 
views of what truth is. This is best illustrated in the case of each paradigm, as discussed in 
the following sections. 

There are at least four major paradigms in research that this chapter deals with, namely: 

4.2.3 Positivist paradigm 
This is the oldest of the major paradigms. It has its origins in the scientific world of what 
has come to be knm.vn as the 'hard' sciences, e.g. physics, chemistry, biology. It is usually 
associated with quantitative research methods. Positivism views the truth as empirical, that 
is, it is subject to testing through the laws of natural science, and hence it also called the 
empiricist paradigm. It is an evidence-pased approach to research that focuses on a single 
reality in which results are neutral and value-free, owing to the supposed objectivity of the 
researcher and the methods used. It rejects as invalid anything that cannot be tested through 
the laws of science. More recently, this paradigm has been undergoing revisions, resulting 
in what is called post-positivism. Positivism is also described as foundationalist because it 
presupposes that there are certain universal laws that define what truth is. For a detailed 
understanding of these issues, revisit Chapter 2. 

4.2.4 Interpretive paradigm 
This paradigm arose partly as a reaction to the positivist views that argued that there was 
an objective reality that existed independently of people's ideas and perceptions. It draws 
on what are called qualitative research methods, as opposed to quantitative methods. In 
contrast to positivism, interpretivism tries to interpret and understand social reality in its 
own terms. As a naturalistic and interpretivist paradigm it uses different ways to find out 
about and understand reality or the social world. This is reality as a social construction 
which individuals experience and construct. To interpret, understand and represent perceptions 
of this reality, the researcher has to be positioned in it as in a natural setting, and to use a 
variety of methods to uncover it in the least disruptive way. The objective is to develop a 
shared understanding of this reality that is together created by the researcher and participants. 
The researcher makes sense of the meanings that participants attribute to their world. It is 
called the interpretive paradigm because it argues that facts do not make sense on their own, 
hut need to be interpreted in the context of people's lives. In other words, the interpretive 
paradigm states that there is no objective reality that exists on its own 'out there'. Rather it 
sees all knowledge as socially constructed by people and hence subject to change. It is 
sometimes called the hermeneutic, phenomenological or symbolic paradigm. For a detailed 
understanding of these issues, revisit Chapter 3. 

4.2.S Critical paradigm 
The critical paradigm began as a paradigm that was opposed to the establishment of 'grand 
narratives', especially the narrative of positivism. In other words, it was opposed to the view 
that the world could be interpreted though a single truth. For this reason, it is also described 
as anti-foundationalist in that it argues that there can be no one basis on which the truth 
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or the world is founded. Instead, it sees the world as founded on many truths that are all 
influenced by human interests. The rest of this chapter explains this concern and the 
implications for research in detail. 

4,2.6 Afrocentric paradigm 
This is a relatively new branch of research which we view as an extension of the critical 
research paradigm. The Afrocentric paradigm is closely associated with indigenous 
.knowledge systems and has developed explicitly as a way of challenging Western ways of 
knowing. One of its key assumptions is that traditional African ways of viewing the world 
are useful in helping us interpret the world we live in today. Like the critical paradigm, the 
Afrocentric paradigm is committed to changing society by empowering people to take 
control of their lives. 

4.3 Aims of critical research 
As its name suggests, critical research aims to be critical in that it seeks to find out what 
cannot be accepted as socially or politically responsible in our world and what we can do to 
change it. The word 'critical' has its origins in the Greek word, krinein which means to 
discern, reflect and judge. Used in research, it means taking a set of ideas and questioning 
them, making them problematic by subjecting them to analysis, in order to identify ways 
of changing them without distorting their essence or meaning. We can therefore see that 
research carried out under this paradigm does not just seek to describe or understand social 
phenomena but also to change them. 

The aim of critical research is to critique and transform the dominant structures within 
society. Critical research is also concerned with the broad social and historical context in 
which phenomena are interrelated. As the case study shows, problems experienced at school 
can be seen to extend beyond the boundaries of the school. In this way, critical research 
focuses on the important societal issues with a view to finding solutions that result in 
improvement The critical thinking challenge will help you focus on the important characteristics 
of critical research. 

Critical thinking challenge 
,/~ 

The major characteristi.cs of.critic.aJ resealc.h;i.PcliJd~e the'foljoW(rig: , , 
11> The desire to achiev!!, transformation of society 

11> The desire for emancipation as an envisaged'.ou.tceme 

11> Advocacy and act'.vism are identified_ as ~har~t1:erl~Tcsfbf•}~'e .tfs~~tt~1· w~i J 
11> Advocacy and activfsm imply political ~om~it~t",lt/1f~"pa:\'~~,t/~~ff.~ 
11> The researcher has a clear ldea of the transformal1ops:t~p.t are:iie~1de.d,~ , 

1 
•• ~,- • 

Pay s~ecia I attentio~ to the Jer.(US i Q bold ~b~_y~/f freflect~!l '"'hat :~r~hf e~. ~OW try ta #~~~i1 
questions that follow, and agai~ _l~ter,.wqen,Y.61.t have read_ thr?ughltie j~e-~r),' t.~·· ... , 
1 Explain the meanings of the terms that are in bold !J:l the.a.bd{,,~ :s'1fo~~l.{5e1o~;sp\l't"': · · , 

aliteralmeaningoftheword. . · 1 
· t 1 

, ' 

2 Explain wha.t ~h~ ~f ~msJ~~Iy (nr. th,1 •. c~n\,t of
1

crlti~,~!..rese~\ch. i·' r ~· ,. i} ' . {, . tit I • 

3 Corr~pare th~ .implic_a!ion~ ~f \l}~s~.~eJms y,rithi the goals Rt~e~af~Il't~ gjV,ij l~•m , 
and interpretive paradigm. (Refer to Tab!e 4.1 for JT\Qre \nforrncttiPn •. a~ We)ras t!iJ:! epl'l1eh:ha 
this book.) ' • 11 1-1 ·,7 
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Most of the highlighted terms that you have just discussed in the critical thinking challenge 
are drawn from critical theory. Now that we have a sense of what critical research is about, 
let us find more about the role of critical theory in guiding this type of research. 

4 .4 Critical theory and research 
The aims of critical research are best understood by looking at critical theory whose key 
assumptions help us in defining critical research. It is important to bear in mind that critical 
research, like the other paradigms, is defined by what it views as the nature of knowledge 
and what knowledge is valid. For example, positivism draws its notions of knowledge from 
logical empiricism while interpretivism draws from hermeneutics. To remind yourself of 
these important concepts we suggest that you re-read Chapters 2 and 3 when you finish 
reading this chapter. 

Critical research draws its key concepts from a school of thought known as critical theory. 
This school of thought developed at the Frankfurt Institute of Social Science Research in 
Germany in the 1930s and became known as the Frankfurt School. Its leading members 
included Max Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno and Herbert Marcuse. As founder member 
and one of the early directors of the School in 1931, Horkheimer believed strongly that the 
purpose of the Frankfurt School was to pursue social philosophy "as the source of important 
questions to be investigated", and to critique 'positivism' or 'empiricism', which he associated 
with the logical positivism of the Vienna Circle (see Bonomore, 2002). In his 1937 milestone 
paper, 'Traditional and Critical Theory', Horkheimer (193 7:222) writes that "critical theory 
is in contradiction to the formalistic concept of mind which underlies such an idea of the 
intelligentsia". He argues that "the concept of necessity in the critical theory is itself a critical 
concept; it presupposes freedom, even ifa not yet existent freedom" (Horkheimer, 193 7:230). 
He argues too that "the transmission of the critical theory in its strictest possible form is, 
of course, a condition of its historical success", and that "critical theory is incompatible with 
the idealist belief that any theory is independent of men and even has a growth of its own" 
(see also Rush, 2004, on contemporary critical theorists). Amongst these theorists, more 
recently Jurgen Habermas has emerged as the leading thinker in critical theory, with what 
he calls "knowledge-constitutive interests". . 

Habermas uses the term knowledge-constitutive interests to illustrate that knowledge is 
not neutral but is determined by the historical and social conditions in which it is produced. 
As a result, knowledge tends to serve particular interests because it is particular people who 
determine what knowledge is, in order to defend their interests Knowledge-constitutive 
interests thus explains the mode or science of discovering knowledge and whether the 
knowledge claims that they make are warranted or not. There are three major knowledge
constitutive interests that correspond to ways of knowing paradigrnatically. These fall within: 
~ the empirical-analytical sciences, which are concerned with the cognitive aspects of an 

individual 
~ the historical-hermeneutic sciences, which are guided by a practical cognitive interest 
~ critically oriented sciences, which are informed by an emancipatory cognitive interest. 

The information box summarises these key points of critical theory, as developed by both 
the Frankfurt School theorists and Habermas. We recommend that you read it carefully as 
it helps us to establish what are considered valid forms of research in the critical paradigm. 
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Key points of critical theory 

"' Critical theory does not 
only describe, but seeks to 
promote social change by 
providing insights about 
power relations in society. 

"' Critical theorists aspire to 
a more just and 
democratic society. 

"' Critical theorists view 
reality as a product of 
differing social and 
economic forces, political, 
ethnic and gender values. 

"' Critical theorists argue that 
reality cannot be separated 
from those who know. 

"' Critical theorists argue that 
there is no one truth but 
many truths. For this reason, 
the critical paradigm is 
sometimes described as 
ant i-foundation a Ii st 
because it rejects grand 
narratives on which all 
knowing can be based. 

"' Critical researchers 
therefore believe that 
social reality is historically 
constituted and that it is 
produced and reproduced 
by people. 

"' From the critical theory 
perspective, knowledge 
always reflects interests of 
one kind or another. 

Now let us pause to think for a moment about the key points 
of critical theory. As we carry out research within the critical 
paradigm, it is important for us always to bear in mind that 
there is no one truth, but multiple ones. This means that in 
the process of doing research, there is a need to use data
gathering instruments that can capture different forms of 
data. This concept is further developed in later chapters. 

It is also important to note that knowledge is not neutral, 
but is linked to interests and power. Therefore, research 
within the critical paradigm is aimed at shattering the taken
for-granted assumptions that often define what we believe, 
see and do. In educational research, shattering the taken
for-granted assumptions means asking questions about the 
content we teach and the methods we use to teach. In short, 
it requires that we pose questions such as: 
"' What counts as knowledge? 
"' Whose knowledge matters in education? 
"' How is knowledge determined? 
"' Whose interests are best served by the knowledges 

we teach? 
"' How do we engage in more democratic ways of teaching? 

These questions are the major concerns of critical research 
in that they aim at transforming existing practices. The 
questions also point out the major differences between the 
positivist and interpretivist paradigms. When applied to 
research, these terms denote a form of political action, which 
aims at self-reflective understanding that enlightens people 
by explaining why the conditions under which they operate 
are the way they are, oppressive or emancipatory; and suggesting 
the sort of action that is required if transformation is to 
occur. In this case, the overriding concern of critical theory 
is to emancipate people from the domination of their own 
understandings and actions. The major epistemological and 
ontological assumptions of critical theory are summarised 
in the information box. We suggest that you read this 
information carefully as it prepares you for understanding 
the use of critical theory in educational research that follows. 
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What are the major 
assumptions of critical 
theory? 

The major epistemological 
and ontological assumptions 
of cri tical theory are: 
~ Existing ideas are 

influenced by power as 
whoever has power 
determines the knowledge 
that is considered useful. 

~ Ideas do not exist 'out 
there' on their own but are 
closely linked with human 
interests and the powers 
that they serve. 

~ There is no fixed reality out 
there that exists 
independently of the. 
people who know it. 

~ Reality is continuously 
shaped and made by 
people as they interact in 
their day-to-day lives 

~ Language is the medium 
through which meaning is 
made and remade. 

4.5 Critical research and education 
research 

Now that we have discussed the theories that guide critical 
research, we can move on to see how it can be applied to 
educational contexts. In this context, critical research focuses 
on diverse areas that may include some of the following: 
~ Examining and interrogating the relationships between 

school and society; 
~ Interrogating how schools perpetuate or reduce 

inequality; 
~ Examining the social construction of knowledge 

and curricula; 
~ Examining who defines worthwhile knowledge, and 

what ideological interests this serves; 
~ Examining how power is produced and reproduced 

in society; 
~ Examining whose interests are served by education 

and how legitimate these are. 

Let us pause for a moment here, . and reflect on these issues 
as critical research focuses on them. We are likely to make 
the following pertinent observations: 
~ The issues that critical research focuses on are political 

in the sense that they have to do with contested issues 
in society; for example, the relationship between school 
and society is never a simple and straightforward matter. 

~ The issues have to do with power and control; 
for example, questions about who defines knowledge 
and whose interests are served by such control or 
influence. 

~ These issues do not lead to definite and conclusive 
answers as is usually the case particularly in the 
positivist paradigm, and to a lesser extent in the 
interpretivist paradigm. 

~ These issues, as subsumed in the questions, present 
notions of knowledge and truth that are quite different 
from those of other paradigms; for example, the 
reference to the social construction of knowledge is a 
marked departure from the assumptions of an objective 
truth that exists out there in the world, as we saw in 
Chapter 2. 

~ Concerns with ideology, vested interests, and 
unmasking whose interests are served, is what makes 
critical research potentially dangerous since it 
challenges the status quo and seeks to empower people 
to emancipate themselves from coercive structures. 
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The following section introduces the second purpose of this chapter which is to explain the 
Afrocentric paradigm as a methodological approach in critical research. Methodology in 
this.case refers to a strategy or plan of action which informs the nature of the investigation 
that one intends to do. For example, it answers questions such as why, what, from where, 
when and how data are collected and analysed. Guba and Lincoln (1994:108) explain that 
methodology asks the question: how can the inquirer go about finding out whatever they 
believe can be found? 

4.6 Critical research paradigm and Afrocentric paradigm as 
an approach in critical research 

The Afrocentric paradigm is an important example of critical research in that it challenges 
the dominance of the traditional Eurocentric research paradigms. We are particularly 
interested in this paradigm because both its major theories, post-colonialism and indigenous 
knowledge systems, are relevant to understanding and improving African conditions. Both 
these theories emphasise that Western ways of knowing are not the only valid ways of 
knowing. Instead, they remind us that African experiences ought to operate alongside 
Western scholarship. When applied to educational research the aim of the Afrocentric 
paradigm is to change, enlighten within the classroom and facilitate overall improvement 
through democratic practice 

The major difference between critical research in general and research from an Afrocentric 
perspective is that the Afrocentric perspective requires that we interrogate events from the 
standpoint of Africans as actors in their own destiny and not passive victims of outside 
forces, especially European colonialism. 

Afrocentricity, as a paradigm has gained recognition mainly through the works of Molefi 
Kete Asante (1992), Arna Mazama (2001), Marquita Pellerin (2012), and Micheal van Wyk 
(2014), among others. Its main thrust is that Africans have the right to define what are 
worthwhile ways of knowing in their context. In short, the paradigm seeks to promote 
African ways of knowing, thinking and of viewing the world. In this way, indigenous 
knowledge systems become an important basis for challenging and interrogating Western 
ways of thinking and seeing the world. 

Some of the key tenets of the Afrocentric research paradigm are that: 
~ it focuses on local phenomena with an interest in understanding how this impacts on 

the local and not the global; 
~ it makes use of locally relevant constructs, methods and theories, derived from local 

experiences and indigenous knowledge; 
~ it is not opposed to Western ways of knowing as it is integrative, that is, combining 

Western and indigenous theories; 
~ knowledge is seen as relational, that is, truth is informed by the set of multiple 

relations that one has within a context. 

At this point let us stop for a moment to reflect on the factors that make the Afrocentric 
paradigm a critical research paradigm. The following issues stand out: 
~ The African paradigm is concerned with social and cultural (actors that influence the ways 

in which knowledge is produced, for example, what we teach in schools and universities 
~ The Afrocentric paradigm is concerned with critical inquiry to emancipate and 

liberate people from all forms of oppression. 
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