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ABSTRACT

This paper elaborates on the ways and
means of educational research that has been
c()nﬂa((;# ifllo the positivist methods, Critiquing upon
the r‘>051t1_‘"§t approach, an attempt is made to expose
its ritualistic nature when it is applied in education
rescarch. The mechanical natyre of positivist
research is juxtaposed with critica] research. The
paper argues that the proclivity of critical theory
towards those people who are on the fringes of
society should be appropriated in educational
research to make research to be a source of solving
the problems of educational settings. The paper
restricts its scope to the need and scope of
employing critical theory in educational research.
Attempts to elaborate upon the methods of critical
research is not made as it may also result in
standardization of research methodology following
the lines of positivist methods. It proposes the
essence of individually crafted research methods that

fitto the context of the researcher and the educational
problem selected.

INTRODUCTION

Does research method obstruct the genuine
interests of an educational researcher? If it happens
so, would the researcher be able to passionately
pursue a research problem trimmed by the

established research methods? These questions are
abit disturbing for everyone who engages in the
institutionalized research in education. The paradigm
of educational research seems to be very rigid with
strict rules and regulations to be followed
meticulously. Often the strict rules and regulations,
imposed, take the form of a ritual to be followed by
those who engage in the production of knowledge
in education. The ritualisation of educational
research has been the result of high regard and
respect gained by positivist methods in educational
research. In spite of the nature of the problem to be
investigated, there have been attempts to compress
the field experiences of researcher in positivistic
exploratory procedures. This often questions the
very nature of ‘research’. This paper explores the
scope of critical theory as an alternative to the iron
fist of positivist framework in educational research.
Since critical theory does not represent a single or
unified approach, it cannot be described with a
single definition (Held 1980; Tar 1977). There are
excellent models of applying critical theory in
education (See Freire 1986). These models help
one to see how they work in real life settings.
Reflections upon critical theory in education would
serve as a stepping stone for educational researchers
to wield its power for finding solutions for
educational problem.
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of critical education is

The major purpose ‘
to increase the awareness of forces ofconumhctm.'y
conditions of action which function in tllc{ pl.lt.’hc
understanding in a tacit form. The edifice of critical
education is founded on the principle tl.u?t all
stakeholders of education have potential ability to
Jedge they need. This implies tlmt‘
every individual, engaged in the process of
education, are subjects not objects in the process‘
of education. Those who engage in the process of
her abstract individual nor the
ation

construct know

education are neit

world without people, but people in their rel :

with people (Freire 1 986). Critical educatl.on
proposes that the subjects of education are bearing
the imposed ideology of the dominant which make
them believe that people share some common
beliefs that explain the world to them rationally
(Parson 1937). It means that students remain to be
silent and obedient just because they believe that
compliance to the existing system is the best means
for achieving their goal. Values like obedience and
compliance contradict people’s (student’s) objective
interest of liberation (Agger 1991).

CRITICALTHEORY

Critical Theory is generally referred to a

broad theoretical position which approach critically
to the prevailing norms, practices and standards.
Poststructuralist literary theory and queer theory
would be examples of Critical Theory. The writings
and activism of Paulo Freire is an example of critical
theory in education. Emanated from the Frankfurt
school Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer, Hebert
Marcuse, Frederic Pollock, Walter Benjamin, Leo
Lowenthal Jiirgen Habermas, and Axel Honneth are
the key figures who evolved a basic structure for
critical theory (See Agger 1991, Clarke and Hulatt
2014).

Through Critical Theory the main attempt
of critical theorists was to reflect upon the reasons
of failure of socialist revolution as prophesied by
Marx. Following the line of Marxian criticism offered

by George Lukas the Frankfurt theorists believed
Froutiens tnw Education and Besearch

that Marx did not give due imp"“ance
possibilities of the exploitation of the
consciousness of the labourers by capitalig ‘ofal _:
the economic and social system run sm°°lhly(
1991). The ways and means of deepl\%.
exploitation being the key focus, Criticy e"in‘,
argued for changes in favour of the ung b, e
in the society. In his classical essay ‘T'aditio GN »
Critical Theory’ Max Horkiemer argues B g
fundamental aim of Critical Theory is t attl\
human beings from exploitation and opema'\‘ﬁp%
providing them with the conceptug] resoy °“by
transform the social order which OPpregge, M0
into a ‘society without injustice’ (Horkhe; “lh%
As a very latest concept Critical Theory B 19-7Sl
as a continuation of Post Kantiap & M‘d
According to Clarke and Hulatt (20 4) “Q‘-tlon'
Theory can be seen as continugyg ; licy
postKantian tradition in at least twg y, ith 'the
many of the themes, preoccupations, ang 3 &

are characteristic of Critical Theory canbe thyg
back to the Critical Philosophy of the POStKam,tm%‘l <
Second, almost all of the Critical Theoﬁstsd an,
and elaborate their positions through ey
readings of, and critical engagement with,
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As critical education view the | %
element in education as a creative ang '
organism, the research method of POsitive sogy
science nfa\.fe.r serve its purpose. Drawing heavily
from empiricist principle, positive social Science ey
human element in education as neutra] datum fy !
systematic observation (Comstock 1982)
Attracted by the convenience and acceptabilityo;‘ |
positive social science, educational researchisclog]
to diverse perspectives and innovative approaches

CONFORMISM IN EDUCATY
RESEARCH

=
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has closed chances for discussion on
methodologies in the field of eds



practices (which is rooted in Positive social science)
happened very rarely and if someone dares to do
it, which would attract the wrath of adjudicators.
As the educational researchers are realizing that use
of new methodologies as ‘aberration’ their incentive
for constructivist methodological approach is self-
quelled. Conformity to prominent research methods
make feeling among researchers that methodology
is the result of immutable principles. The prevalence
of hegemony and power structure in the educational
research, that impose conformity over researcher,
is a major concern addressed by critical theory in
education. The main reason for the prevalence of
conformity and educational research is due to the
prominence of Positivism in educational research.

Positivism originated as an offshoot of

enlightenment offered great expectation on its role
in d.emystifying the religion and mythology. If
positivism would have performed as expected,
conformity imposed by the religion and several such
powerful agencies would have declined. Instead of
demystifying religion and mythology positivist theory
of science has become a new mythology and
ideology (Horkheimer& Adorno 1972). Thus
instead of promoting changes positivist science
resulted as the prop up for the maintenance of status
quo. Horkheimer&Adorno (1972) continue to
argue that positivism has become a dominant form
of ideology in the late capitalism and it taught people
the world as it is and there by deep rooted the belief
of immutability and control beyond ability in social
phenomenon.

Positivism and its influence as shown above
have serious effect on educational research as well.
It has narrowed down the methodological
perspectives and imposed conformity to established
research methods from educational researchers.
Instead of viewing methodology of research as
something to be constructed by the researcher
positivist methodological framework deep rooted
immutability of methodology. The notion that existing

(positivist) methodology can facilitate generation of

knowledge has led to the uncritical acceptance of
methodology. Uncritical acceptance of research

methodology in educational research has resulted

in ‘reification’ of methodology. Such reification has
resulted in custodians of ‘methodological
knowledge’ in educational research. Custodial
possession of methodology by * methodological
experts’ has been a gateway to converting research
methodology in to a commodity which is scarcely
available with those who are in need(researchers)
ofiit.

Narrowing of methodological perspectives
in educational research will have serious
repercussions on the knowledge generated. This
will impugn the ability of the new generation of
educational researchers to revive the methods and
thereby personalizing the methods that fit to the
context in which they work. The system in which
they work also stop the researchers to bring out
with new creative and innovative methodological
attempts in research that push the limits of the
research practices often get unpublished. It proves
that the dominant research methodology by defining
itself strictly and narrowly is a well sponsored and
pepped up by the dominant (soio-economic-
political) system that prevails. Any such initiative to
determine what counts ‘knowledge’ is oppressive.
The role of critical theory as a methodological tool
for research against domination of practices followed
without questioning is having greater significance in
this context. It is within these epistemological and
ontological frameworks a contemporary educational
researcher take methodological decisions.

CRITICAL EPISTEMOLOGY

In an epistemological perspective critical
theory is a serious challenge on positive social
science. But the post second world war period
witnessed a change in the epic center of critical
theory from Germany to America (Adorno 1969,
Arato&Gebhardt 1978). This period marked
anchoring of critical theory to the paradigm of
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bem::;al Science (Agger 1991). This could
the o use of considerable ambivalence by
R IS of the Frankfurt school toward
Pirical research and their negligence to the
hmethods appropriate for the development
Of:SOCial science in line with the perspectives of
critical theory.

The central argument of this paper is that
Production of knowledge for an egalitarian society
requires a critical research method in the
contemporary society. Potential of investigative logic
developed by the positive social sciences is not
hopeful in this direction. This paper limits its scope
to the application of critical theory in educational
research. The methodology of positive social science
cannot be applied to the contemporary educational
issues. The epistemology of positive social science
remains to be an elephant in the room of educational
research. Grounded in empiricism, positive social
science proposes that school and its functions are
neutral datum for systematic observation and study.

Rich past and opulent literature related to
critical theory has not resulted in an active
epistemology of educational research. This could
be mainly because; the critical theory and its
discussions are constricted to the academic ivory
towers and are almost miles and miles away from
the actual issues of the people or class whom they
address. The critical theorists and theirideas are in
no way used by the people who are facing
oppression in the process of education, be it teacher,
student or any stakeholder of education. The
concrete struggle of the educational stakeholders,
mainly students in the classroom and teacher in the

school settings, for a progressive change is scuttled
by the call for larger social issues. It is very evident
from the literature that, for critical theorists’ education
and its issues are rarely a subject of reflection. Great
advancement spearheaded by Paulo Freire through
his writing and activism is of course an exception.
But most of the contributions of Freire were limited
to a critical method that help student to develop
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critical consciousness. Freireian educﬂlio
movement for building critical consc:io;mlms Na
empowering the individual to choose the oy 4
vocation was not properly bolstered by ane,:)mw
outline, at least a broad, framework of re Plsyg
methods. Alarge number of researchers wp h
to work in the area of critical educatiop ad h“‘e
only theoretical questions and the enq prod:m*d
their research was theory building. For e ,
of theory building these researchers heayj}. "Poge

&. y
the epistemology of positive social science%

CRITICAL THEORY IN EDUCATI()N
RESEARCH

A quick survey of the foyr vol
survey on educational research publ;
National Council of Educationa] Res

Umeg of
shed by

Training, New Delhi will prove the inﬂue:

positive social science in educationa] research ;.
compendium being the documema Thi
institutionalized research in India jp
independence period is a better indicat

Rl or f i
methodological influences on educationg] Orthe 3

Large majority of the studies published i g |
compendium were on the methodology of posig; i
social science. The edifice of positive social sgj %
as applied in educational research, s built o
assumption that educational institutiong andt:: |
people involved in the process of education ey, :
objective and neutral. Invoking objectivity and
neutrality very evidently denies its historic;

and its expectations for a future. Critical theoryin
educational research on the other hangd Views
education as a construction of human being which
can be mutated on the base of people’s construa]
about their experience of the past and expectations
about the future. If immutability is imposed on
education, it is against the very basic interestof
peoples’ proclivity for bringing changes into

ti()n 0
the post. 'l




social science, become marketable due to its
custodial nature in the hands of experts.

Educational researchers are alienated when
they come across methodological hurdles. Positive
social science perspective in educational research
never acknowledges education as human
construction. Being historical in its fundamental
nature the research rooted in positivist
methodological changes could never herald a
progressive educational change. On the contrary a
critical method in educational research is consciously
engaged in restructuring the very nature of education
to help those who are on the fringes of the
educational process.

Critical educational research begins from
the living experiences of those individuals, institutions
or agencies that are on the fringes and alienated
from the educational process. Often such groups
will be put to maintain the system but never allowed
to control or to make change according to their valid
and socially justifiable interests. Starting from the
lived experience, this method and its output aim at
empowering the subjects to be more creative and
constructive participants in the process of education.
Kindling the critical consciousness ofthe oppressive
class in education through enlightenment leading to

liberation is the main purpose of critical methods in
educational research,

Critical method in educational research can
attain its aim through dialogue, which is the most
powerful and democratic method suggested by
critical theorist. Comstock (1982 ) argue that “its
(dialogue) effect is to heighten its subjects’ self-
awareness of their collective potential as the active
agents of history”. This needs a thorough
understanding about the social, cultural, economic
and political background of the participants. A
proper understanding of the background will help
the critical researcher to design a programme of
education inclined to the subjects. For this purpose
an account of the dynamics of the educational
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process of the subjects is very essential, A]so the
critical educational research must be able to proyide
critique on the politics of education that pull the
marginalized further to the oppressive conditions,
Even when oppression is apparent and palpable in
the Indian education system the educational research
methods maintain a dangerous silence overit. The
positivist epistemology is an important tool for this.
As positivist research methods in education calls
for respect for the system, critical methods raise
the clarion for an upheaval in favour of the oppressed
in the process of education.

Educational change being the key purpose,
critical theory in educational research can be treated
as a practical science. Argument of Popper (1959)
is very insightful in this regard. According to Popper
(1959) “we must not look upon science as a body
of knowledge, but rather a system of hypotheses;
that is to say, as a system of guesses or anticipations
which in principle cannot be justified”. Every attempt
to view the knowledge in education as a body of
knowledge that would scuttle the proclivity for
challenging the knowledge in the light of one’s
experiences. Unless and until one’s experience
cannot be problematized the stimulation for praxis
can never be original.

All social theories are ideological (Murray
and Ozanne 1991). Critical theory also is ideological.
But it stand distinct through its proclivity for those
who are in fringes of the society. When applied in
educational research it outlines a research method
which is absolutely self-made, contextually relevant,
change oriented procedures that challenge all sorts
of physical or ideological or both, domination in
education. It needs liberation from ritualization of
positivist methods of scientific procedures to
revolutionary methodological adaptations to make
educational research to be humane.

CONCLUSION

Every attempt that highlight the relevance
of something ‘new’ need to be presented in
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A bl ch is being used to
1ghlight the relevance of critical

This is done due to the overarching

Indi Ol positivism in educational research in
1a S <
and elsewhere. Unless the educational

I.'cscmch has to be liberated from the overarching
influence of positivism, generation of genuine
k“O\\'ltdgc will remain to be a chimera. Positivist
depends heavily on mechanical and stereotyped
research methods. It starts with *feasible” problems,
developing hypotheses, data gathering and testing
of hypotheses. Critical research starts from the real
life problems of the oppressed in the educational
system focusing mainly on praxis. Its procedure is
interpretive and dialectical phases of analysis with
the purpose of promoting critical consciousness of
the subjects and progressive changes in the system.
Critical method in educational research cannot
constrict its scope by understanding and predicting
the system of education and its nuances but by
changing it. This method never comply with
standardization, instead it needs educational

researchers who could personalize the methods that
suit to the aims of research.

method.
inﬂme
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