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in order that the curriculum should be "more effectively
learned". Such an example would exploit the lacuna

in the argument, since the hypothetical case describes
the liberation from "constraint" of a group of teachers
(as a Habermasian "speech community") in order to

enable them to increase the constraints upon the learners
within their classrooms. Thus: the innovative
discourse would deconstruct the hierarchical relation
between the Head of Department and the Scale I teacher,
freeing them to interact on the basis only of "the
better arqument" and of their "common interests"
(Habermas, 1976, p. 108), but as a result, the hierarchi-
cal relationship of the classroom would be intensified

by an increased didacticism: a more prescriptive

curriculum backed up by a more intensive application

of external sanctions, which would reduce the opportunity

for pupils to present "arguments" concerning the
curriculum and would necessitate that pupils' "interests"
be defined by teachers (cf. Brown et al.'s quotation
from Habermas above) . So the question is: upon
what grounds is staff discourse to be considered in
relation to the Habermasian ideal, but not classroom
discourse?

Certainly, this exclusion is not explicitly
intended by action-research writers. For example
Holly (1984) indicates the "emancipatory" thrust

of action-research by means of the following diagram:
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The Institution Action-research
Hierarchical; vertical Horizontal relationships
relationships
Divided; compartmental- Unified; collaborative
ized (subject-based) across subject boundaries
Bureaucratic; "Top-down" Democratic; "Bottom-up"
management style management style
Closed Open
Formal (teacher-pupil Informal
relationships)

Holly's argument is that action-research generates
relationships among staff which are incompatible
with the requirements of the school as a societally
determined institution. His vocabulary suggests
a clear debt to Bernstein (Bernstein, 197la, 1971b) and
hence, indirectly, to Durkheimian arguments concerning
social order in general, the wider implications of
which will be explored in more detail later (see p.iOﬂnﬂ.
below) . This echo makes it clear that for Holly
action-research will challenge institutional structures
inside the classroom as well as outside, so that, for
example, "informal" teacher-pupil relationships may
be thought of as "horizontal"”, and as a "democratic"
style of classroom management.

But these are of course metaphors for a supposedly
dichotomous mutual exclusion which itself evokes
one of the central difficulties of an "emancipatory"
problematic for action-research: if the opposition
between action-research and its institutional setting

is of the categorical nature suggested by such pairings
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as vertical/horizontal, open/closed etc., then it
becomes difficult to see in what sense Holly recommends
"caution" (op. cit., p. 100): is he suggesting that
by means of "caution" action-research might conceivably
succeed in "overthrowing" institutions into a diametrically
opposite form? If so, how could this be understood?
In fact Holly's pairs of terms are schematic, evoking
rather than analyzing the sense of the contrast they
present: "open" and "closed", for example, are the
most crudely ideological formulation for the issue of
"democratic" relationships, begging every question of
their meaning, and every student of "organizational
theory" knows that a "formal" structure generates an
"informal" structure as part of the inevitable texture
of institutional life (see Selznick, 1964).

Heinz Moser (1978) argues even more explicitly
than Holly for the intimatevrelation between the
processes of investigation and the aims and criteria
for professional practices, by making clear that for him
the notion of a critical social science of education
must also in principle inform pedagogical practices,
ie. he explicitly does not make the separation which
is so problematic in the work of Brown et al. Indeed,
he says: "... Pedagogy, in the sense of a critical
theory of education, is taken to be a theory of society".

(p. 12)* This "critical theory of education” is

* "pgdagogik wird ... im Sinne einer kritischen
Erziehungswissenschaft als Gesellschaftwissensghaft
verstanden". (Translations from Moser by R. Winter).
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conceived as requiring the autonomy of youth and as

tending to render the educational relation itself

superfluous (p. 14), and it is therefore also in this

sense that Moser claims, "A science of education which

is not devoted to the maintenance of the status quo

but which includes in its programme this process of

substantial liberation must therefore identify with the

emancipatory interest which characterizes science

as the enablement of a liberating praxis". (p. 13)*

In other words, for Moser, a theory of research which

liberates the teacher is inseparable from a theory

of teaching which liberates the learner. Hence Moser

contrasts education for the progressive liberation

of youth from education into autonomy, with education

as the instrumental practice of the educating Subject

upon the child Object (p. 14), and generalizes from

this: "Education therefore becomes the sine qua non

of any (social) scientific programme, which must

first of all 'create' self-reflective Subjects" (p. 19)**
However, this argument - although more sophisticated

than Holly's diagram - by its abstract and programmatic

form seems to neglect action-research's specific

concern: the creation of a principled relation between

* "Erziehungswissenschaft, die sich nicht dem bestehenden
status quo verpflichtet, sondern jenem Prozess
substantieller Befreiung in ihr Programm aufnimmt,
hat sich deshalb jenes emanzipatorische Interesse
zu eigen zu machen, dass Wissenschaft als
Erm8glichung befreiender Praxis charakterisiert”.

*% "Erziehung wird damit sine qua non filr eine
Wissenschaftsprogrammatik, welche die sie (sic.
"sich"? - RW) anerkennenden Subjekte erst 'schaffen'

muss" .
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theory and practice, between research and professional
work within an institutional context.

In contrast, Elliott (1975) is much more specific
about what he envisages as action-research's programme
for improving professional practices. His Ford
Teaching Project is an action-research investigation
devoted to the implementation of "Inquiry/Discovery
Learning" in the classroom, ie. to a specific pedagogy
which is explicitly described as the removal by
teachers of the "constraints" upon their teaching method
fostered by their own institutionalized authority,
such as their general tendencies to impose "preconceived
problems", to reformulate problems in their own words,
(op. cit., p. 7) to impose changes in the direction
of discussion, to probe "too deeply" into pupils®
personal lives (ibid., p. 12), etc. In each case "the
principles of Inquiry / Discovery Learning" involve
recommending to teachers "constraint removing strategies”
(ibid., p. 6). The generality of the principle of
"constraint removal" in the classroom is shown in one
of Elliott's recent papers (Elliott, 1982a) where he

suggests that Stenhouse's Humanities Curriculum Project,

in which the teacher's role is reformulated as that of
the "neutral chairman", was an attempt to set up in
the classroom a Habermasian "ideal speech situation”
(op. cit., p. 22), and Elliott describes his own work

as located within a similar problematic (ibid., p. 23).
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For Elliott also, then, "emancipation" provides
a criterion which guides both the relationships of
the action-research investigative process and the
professional / client relationships of the "practice"
which forms both a topic and a resource for action-
research. What Elliott fails to consider, however,
is the irony implicit in proposals to realize "ideals"
in practical situations. This is a version of
Garfinkel's issue (see Chapter Two, pg. 645 : a
presentation of practical "failures" to realize ideals
merely directs attention from actual processes.

Thus, given that teachers cannot simply "remove
constraints" without abandoning the fundamental
parameters of their institutionalized roles, we are

left wondering what sort of judgements action-researching
teachers actually make: action-research must formulate
(as the essence of its proposal to unify theory and
practice) what "emancipation" could mean as a form of
action within an institutional context.

Elliott structures his argument around two suggest-
ive pairs of terms: a contrast between Habermas's
"ideal speech situation" and "Bureaucracy" (Elliott,
1982a, pp. 22-4), and between "ethical" and "technical"
theories of teaching (Elliott, 1982b, p. 20) where
he argues that criteria for the "validity" of an
educational process reside in the values guiding the activi-
ty rather than in measurable qualities of the outcome.
But the work of this latter project makes clear the

nature of the problem when action-research attempts
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to enact its "emancipatory" aspiration. The first
aim of the project is defined as:

"To help teachers monitor the extent to which !
the higher level understanding tasks they plan
for pupils ... qualitatively differ from those
which pupils actually come to work on in class-
room settings" (op. cit., p. 12)

Later Elliott writes:

"I would claim that the idea of 'teaching for
understanding' is entailed by educational action-
research. The latter has as its general focus
educational action, but what makes action
educational is not the production of extrinsic
end states but the intrinsic qualities expressed
in the manner of its performance ... The general
idea of teaching for understanding simply
specifies a quality of educational action, and as
such guides, rather than directs, teacher
deliberations about how to improve the educational
quality of their teaching" (op. cit., pp. 21-1).

Elliott's argument is that "understanding" is entailed
as a pragmatic consequence of the educational enter-

prise; hence to be engaged in educational action-research

is ipse facto to be engaged in teaching for understanding
and thus in "improving the quality" of educational
practice. But this is merely to take for granted the
conventional normative form of the term "education",

in the same way as "the philosophy of education" used

to justify current practices by unexplicated appeals to
normative linguistic usage, a form of philosophic
practice whose theoretic weaknesses are cogently

analyzed by Ernest Gellner in Words and Things (Gellner,

1968) . Elliott wishes to attenuate the prescriptive-
ness of his appeal to usage ("guides rather than directs")
in accordance with action-research's desire to preserve

practitioners' autonomy, but the residual prescriptive-
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ness remains unaddressed. "Education" is taken as a
unitary meaning which can be insisted upon, rather

than as a moment in a dialectic, whose contradictions
(say: authority and autonomy) can be explored but

not resolved: the educational practitioner as reflexive
theorist would need tovggggfjuanature of "education"

as a question, rather than utilize it as an authoritative
usage.

The notion of "levels of understanding"” seems
to be an even more concrete instance of taking for
granted precisely what should be an issue (the question-
able relationship between the rationalities of teachers'
plans on the one hand and of pupils' "work" on the
other) in order to invoke a cognitive hierarchy quite
at variance with action-research's proclaimed desire
to ground criteria for action in an ideal of
emancipation.

Elliott's paper is programmatic for the "TIQL"
(Teacher-Pupil Interaction and the Quality of Learning)
project. When one turns to some of the reports
produced by the teachers involved, one finds even
clearer examples of the failure to address the grounds
of the professional practices which have been
"researched" or the grounds of the research process
itself. Thus Ingham (1984) reports:

"I very soon became aware through my observation

that children often return to lower order concepts

when acquiring those of a higher order, if they
consider it relevant to the situation. I was
able to show that if there is a deficiency in

the lower order network, then it will be

difficult for pupils to attain a higher level
until this has been made good". (pp. 5-6)
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The claims to observe "higher" and "lower" orders of
conceptualization represents an unreflexive prescriptive-
ness towards pupils' meanings which demonstrates quite
dramatically the dangers of action-researcher's failure
to articulate an alternativé to positivism: Ingham
here comes close to exemplifying the hypothetical
siutation described on p.'éSzﬂxnmu her own research
stance is accomplished by assuming the "instrumental"
stance of "the educating Subject upon the child Object"”
which, as Moser suggests (p.‘étiabove), is the antithesis
of the desire on the part of action-research and of a
critical social science to found their practices upon
the constitutive possibility of "self-reflective Subjects”.

Not surprizingly, Ingham does not point to the
system of unexplicated norms in the following recommenda-
tions which she quotes from another professional
practitioner / action-researcher in the project:

"The desire of children to re-negotiate and

simplify tasks is widespread. Children will

frequently go against given instructions if

they can see a short-cut to the answer.

Work should be scrutinized when set to avoid

leaving these short-cuts open"

(Ingham, op. cit., p. 7).

Only by questioning the notions of higher and lower
"levels of understanding" would Ingham have been able
to consider what children as well as teachers see as

reelvant as rational features of a situation which

children will inevitably be formulating for themselves.

Classroom practices are constituted in a mutual
difference between teacher and taught which action-

research aspires to address as a problematic inter-
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subjectivity between "reflective Subjects": if educational
practice is conceived as the setting of a task and as

a requirement of the answer, this Difference will be

glossed by an authoritarian imposition, presented
nevertheless as that concensus which (as Elliott implies
above, p.‘ji) education's norm of autonomous rationality
always necessarily invokes. In other words, criteria
for the "improvement" of practice must be theorized
independently of the institutional authority by which
practices are routinely evaluated, namely ideologies
of higher and lower levels of understanding, and of
obedience to instructions which gloss their constitutive
contradictions. Otherwise action-research lapses
into a managerial rhetoric which takes for granted
precisely the judgements it should be questioning.
However, Ingham's paper, though significant, is
exceptional: on the whole action-research work has
indeed been concerned to formulate the improvement of
practice by questioning its prescriptive version.
Thus, Michael Armstrong says, at the beginning of the
article which Nixon uses to open his collection of
action-research writing (Nixon, 1981la):
"pPart of the art of teaching consists ... in'
asking children questions, discussing their }deas,
exchanging experiences with them... There is a
self-consciousness implicit in this aspect of
a teacher's activity that makes those teachers who
manage it successfully - however fitful and
fragmentary their success - students of those
they teach as well as their teachers”.

(Armstrong M., 1981, p. 15).

Even more explicitly, Stephen Rowland says:
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"It is only by committing ourselves to ... a
process of self-education that we can fully
appreciate the endeavours of the children we
teach as they strive to make sense of their worild"
(Rowland S., 1983, Introduction)

This may be construed as a specific denial of the

authoritative separation of teacher and taught, of

professional and client: the educator's resource for
a reflexively conceived educational enterprise is not
a realization of his or her knowledge and of the children's
ignorance, but rather of his or her own ignorance and of
the children's understanding. In general terms: a
reflexive analysis of professionalism would render
problematic a series of normative definitions and their
attendant systems of authoritative decision-making:
a reflexive social-work profession would problematize its
basis for distinguishing between and responding to
"deviant" and "normal" ways of life, a reflexive medical
profession would question its conceptions of health
and treatment, and reflexive journalism its conceptions
of newsworthiness and reportage.

A concrete example of how an action-research
project might begin to work towards such an awareness
of the problematic nature of professional practice 1is
given in John Crookes's paper (Crookes J., 1983) in
Stephen Rowland's collection. Crookes tape-recorded
a conversation during a science lesson with two 15
year old pupils concerning why crystals grow, and what
relationship there might be between the growth of

crystals and the growth of human beings. He observes:
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"My early reactions on transcribing the tape

were confused, as I had expected the conversation
to turn largely on the differing mechanisms

each boy employed to explain growth" (p. 9)

In fact the two boys kept "digressing" onto the topic of
destiny and hence to their own identities and futures.
He analyzes his sense of confusion as follows:

"The importance of the learner's own knowledge

in the growth of understanding ... can be viewed

as largely one-way ... The teacher encourages

the learner to tell of what he knows already

(so that) the learner's own knowledge is a resource

to be used by the teacher. (But) the learner's

knowledge cannot be circumscribed in this fashion ...

For as well as using his own knowledge to interpret

and understand new events, the learner also uses

these phenomena as vehicles for the interpretation

and understanding of his own preoccupations and

concerns ... (Hence) one of the reasons for

my initial confusion was an inability to see

Anthony's using the crystal as a starting point to

re—-explore an issue that continued to perplex him"
(p. 10)

The first step in Crookes's analysis, then, is
his recognition that what an educational practice is
about (ie. "the curriculum") is constituted as problematic
within that practice: the teacher's definition of the
nature of his professional practice ("a lesson about
crystals") is challenged by pupils to be simultaneously
intelligible as a discussion about their own destinies.
The second step is to recognize that the problematic
nature of this intersubjectivity, its "digressiveness"

is not an inadequate realization of a normative "pure"

intersubjectivity (as Habermas might argue - see Chapter
Three, p.1%4), in which an "improvement" might be
to avoid such "digressions", but on the contrary a

condition of the creative process of understanding.
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To this end, Crookes cites the "digressions" in the work
of Kepler, with its "analogies from every phase of life ...
exhortations ... textual quibbles ... personal anecdotes
... delighted exclamations" (p. 10) and observes that
Rob and Anthony "stand in an analogous position to an
early scientist" and that "their interest and concerns
spread more widely and deeply than the usual mundane
events of the classroom". (p. 11) In this way Crookes
questions his own teacherly authority by providing as
it were a counter-authority for Rob and Anthony to
play an autonomous role in the constitution of their
education: education itself becomes no longer a
professional practice "carried out" by teachers but the
achievement (between teachers and pupils) of an imaginative
intersubjectivity which enables the exploration of the
metaphors ("growth" in this instance) - whereby such
intersubjectivity accomplishes its communicative
process.

However, a pointer to an interesting limitation
in Crookes's paper is contained in his reference to
Kepler as an "early" scientist. Elsewhere he develops
a contrasting account of the procedures of "modern"
science in highly normative terms. This suggests the
difficulty of adopting a reflexive stance towards one's
professional authority. Crookes seems to have succeeded
in retreating from his conventional authority as a
teacher by taking up a defensive position behind his

authority as a scientist! ©Nevertheless Crookes's

analysis of this "science lesson" does suggest how a



- 179 -

reflexively conceived professionalism might begin to

point beyond what Crookes himself refers to as the "mundane"
realizations of its practices to its own inherent
possibilities, without having recourse to a normative

ideal for those practices which would render such
possibilities "only theoretical".

What Crookes fails to do, however, is to consider
how such insights could be related back to the institution-
alized-practice of education. In a sense he illustrates
only the theoretical moment in the dialectic articulated
at the end of Chapter Two. Thus, in a different way,
like the other writers discussed so far, he evokes
but does not address the issue of how the improvement
of professional practice within an institution is related
to action-research's problematic. We have seen how
this relationship is generally enacted as the adoption
of a consciously "progressive" stance on such questions
as ethical v. technical rationality, instrumentality
v. the self-reflective Subject, and teachers' v. pupils'
versions of relevance. In other words we have seen
how action-research writers have tended to present
these various issues in terms of an overarching
"liberationist" dichotomy: ideal speech v. bureaucracy,
emancipation v. constraint, democracy v. hierarchy.

Such formulations evoke rhetorically and metaphorically

action-research's challenge to its institutional context,

the general dimension on which professional improvement

is sought, but it fails to formulate action-research's
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possibility except as a challenge, ie. as an "idealistic"
aspiration whose practicability is always potentially
undermined by the unaddressed ironic relation between
ideal and actuality, between the individual and the
institution. To do otherwisé?i%grformulate action-
research's constructive relation between theory and
practice, the inert ironies of the dichotomies presented
so far must be reformulated in dialectical terms, in
order to provide analytically not only for opposition
but also for resolution, transformation, and thus for
change. It is to this task that the argument now
turns, by considering the nature of professional
practices and the sense in which they themselves offer
opportunities for the improvements which action-research

seeks.

Professionalism and Bureaucracy: Myths of Normative

Rationality

Professionalism is presented by Talcott Parsons
as the historically achieved resolution of the principles
of rationality and morality, the application of objective
science to everyday experience (Parsons, 1954). Hence
the institutional power of the professional over the
client is immediately legitimated by the form it takes,
namely expertise, authority derived from scientific
knowledge and structured by Weberian notions of bureau-
cratic form: functional specificity, systematic

disinterest, and the universalistic rules.* The enormous

* What Parsons's presentation fails to address, Qf
course, is the gap between action and explanation,
between description and rationalization, between

actualitv and ideal type.
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mythic appeal of this fusion of science and morality
into an axiomatically authoritative rationalism may

be seen in the genre of professional-as-hero Radio and
TV series, films, novels, etc., which endorses simultaneously
the righteousness and the expertise of such professions
as the doctor, the nurse, the vet., the pathologist,

the solicitor, the journalist, and (most of all) the
policeman, and the detective. Where there was error
and hence injustice, there shall be truth and justice.
But mythic structures are created by contradictions:
Levi-Strauss says (1981, p. 604): "For a myth to be
engendered by thought and for it in turn to engender
other myths, it is necessary and sufficient that an
initial opposition should be injected into experience".
And (on p. 603): "This inherent disparity of the world
sets mythic thought in motion, but it does so because ...
it conditions the existence of every object of thought”.
The "initial oppositions" within professional work

may be thought of as those between individualized
authority and universalized truth, and between science
and morality. Both oppositions are mythically resolved
in the figure of the hero, who reveals the objective
error of other professionals, whose expertise 1is
axiomatically on the side of the Good, and whose version
of "the case" is thus by definition "the Truth". The
Good of the hero is both highly idiosyncratic (hence

the emotionalism of Quincy, the rudeness of Kojak,

the vanity of Poirot, the privacy of Sherlock Holmes) and

universal (scientifically expert).
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Perhaps it is an echo of the myth of the professional-
as-hero which enables Brown et al. to see the emancipation
of the professional from bureaucratic authority as a
sufficient formulation of "improvement": the forces
of error against whom herc-professionals score their
triumphs are very often their own professional superiors.
And in this element also we have as it were a mythic
treatment of the contradictions of a cultural form:
the Weberian bureaucracy and'the Parsonian profession
both express the progressive rationalization of
institutionalized action, the rationalized format for
authority. Yet this authority is in contradiction with
itself: Dbureaucracy creates a hierarchy of jurisdictions
in which practitioners at each level can decide the
means but not the ends of action; whereas the status
of "professional" gives the practitioner precisely
that principled autonomy which bureaucracy withholds,
ie. the autonomy which comes from possessing a moral as
well as a technical jurisdiction. Since professional
practitioners are also members of more or less bureau-
cratized institutions, the authority by which they
practise is enmeshed in ambiguity; and this ambiguity
is mythically opened out into a confrontation between
apparently dichotomous principles (autonomy / constraint;
professional / bureaucrat; "red-tape" / "what justice
demands") which is worked out in the adventurous

confrontations of the professional as Rebel.
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But a myth reveals its fragility at the same
time as it asserts its pPoOssibility - hence the need
for continual repetition, hence, indeed its "appeal" ®

the hero only just triumphs, by means of the "arduous

journey" (Levi-Strauss, 1981, p. 659) through the series
of "dangerous" confrontations (on the street, in court,
in the lab.) with the forces of error or injustice
by which professional work is always threatened. That
professional work will always sense this threat is
guaranteed by its origin in the ambiguity, the instability,
of professionalism's own auspices: the rationality
by which it claims authoritative jurisdiction is the
same authority by which, in the name of bureaucracy,
such jurisdiction is circumscribed. Hence the powerful
appeal of the figure of the action-researching
professional, who is continuously aware that his or her
authority possibly might not correspond with the practice
of justice and truth, while sensing a general requirement
that it should.

But although this version of professionalism shows
the inherent possibilities for action-research's
"heroic" calls for "improvement", there is a sense in

which action-research merely subscribes to the myth

which it should be examining, namely the struggle for
the emancipation of the authority of the individual
professional against the constraints upon that authority
provided by his or her institutional context. We need
therefore to look more closely at the contradictions

which constitute the form of professional 1life, to
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establish an analytic rather than a mythic formulation
of "improvement". We may begin by considering the crucial
role of the notion of "rationality" in Parsons's
presentation of professionalism, as the point at which
the unproblematic authority of the professional is
established.

Weber's "Zweckrationalitdt" and "Wertrationalitdt"
were originally conceived as analytical devices, so
that for Weber the formulation of an instrumental

rationality was not descriptive but was rather constituted

analytically in contrast to "the great bulk of everyday
action" which approximates to tradition-orientated
"almost automatic reaction to habitual stimuli" which
"lie very close to the borderline of what can Jjustifiably
be called meaningfully oriented action" (Weber M.,

1971, p. 139). However, it is this contrast between
rationality as an analytic norm and as an empirical

norm which Parsons often seems to lose: "The starting

point, both historical and logical (my emphasis - RW)

is the conception of the intrinsic rationality of action ...
The rationality of action ... is measured by the conformity
of choice of means" (Parsons, 1968, p. 698-9). When

the historical and the logical are thus elided, we have

a metaphysics of instrumentality, in which action's

rationality is "intrinsic" and axiomatic because it is
merely the rule of subjective purpose. Thus for
Parsons a "system of action" is a "set of variable
relationships "between an organism" and its "objects"

(Parsons et al., 1962, p. 6). But such a conception of
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the subjective instrumental rationality of action makes
it difficult to conceive of everyday interaction except
as either authoritative, in which the Other is success-
fully manipulated (as an object) or as irrational, in
which the Other (as an obstinate subject) undermines the
possibility of reliable control or prediction, and thus
leads to Weber's concession that the ideal of instrumental
rationality relegates everyday action to the borderline
of the meaningless. Hence the authoritative option,
the subject/object model, reminiscent of Hegel's primal
Master / Slave relation, cannot be challenged by any

thoroughly intersubjective articulation of rational

action.

At this point in the argument the metaphor of
social action as the selection of an appropriate
instrument for a subjective purpose joins the myth of
the professional-as-hero. Professional practices are
conceived as fusing the moral authority of Society
with the technical authority of Science: the professional

as Subject thus possesses a knowledge of the client,

as an Object of science, of expertise, to which the
client's own life-world offers no challenge, since it
appears to have no theoretic resources, being indeed
merely an "almost automatic reaction to habitual
stimuli"”. Hence the cultural mandate for action-
research's unreflexive call for the improvement of
professional practice in terms of greater diagnostic
or therapeutic discretion for the professional over

the client, in terms of emancipation from bureaucratic
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constraint or from the residues of "unscientific"

common~-sense. The authoritative stance of the professional

towards the client's life-world is thus closely linked

to the social scientist's deficit theory of the common-

sense social actor: we have frequently noted Garfinkel's

critique of this, his assertion of the rational properties

of the life-world, and the need to theorize the nature

of science's Difference, rather than (by positing

only one form of rationality - the instrumental) imposing

science upon the life-world as an unproblematic authority.
In other words, in "professionalism", in "bureau-

cracy" and in "instrumental rationality" we have normative

principles which gloss the conditions for their production
as norms. But to explicate the requirements of practice
in terms of normative ideals is to present concensus

as what can theoretically be envisaged but never

achieved at the level of practice. Normative usages (of
"education" or "understanding", of "bureaucracy" or
"professional practice") attempt to prescribe for action
but cannot provide for the processes whereby their own
prescriptions could possibly be acted upon. To speak
for a normative version of concensus is immediately

to enact its opposite: in any actual situation such
speaking makes a prescription which is inevitably

open to contestation on an unpredictable variety of
dimensions. What the action-research writers reviewed
in the early part of this chapter have done is to embrace
the norm of professionalism and to contest the norm of

bureaucracy without realizing the intimate relation

between the two, constituted by the normative version
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of rationality which underlies both. The analysis so
far shows how both action-research's embrace and its
contestation represent mythic responses to a set of
contradictions surrounding all three concepts. The
final argument in this chapter will be a consideration
of how these contradictions may be addressed in terms
which sidestep the invitation to mythic identification
with a "maverick" professional, since this threatens to
lead action-research into an "idealistic" confrontation
with its institutional context, and this in turn under-
mines action-research's aspiration to be a form of
investigation which can unite a theoretical stance

with practitioner activity. Meanwhile it is important
to look (at last) in detail at Habermas's theory of
emancipatory discourse, which authorizes the self-
mythologizing stance adopted by so many writers on
educational action-research when they attempt to make

a "critical" move against their positivist inheritance
(see Carr and Kemmis, 1983, for the most elaborated

version) .

Habermas and the Theory of Emancipation

The appeal of Habermas's work for action-research
in an educational context lies perhaps in that it
addresses directly one of action-research's central
concerns —the problematic relationship between emancipation
and authority—while the proposed solution, in terms of
an ideal fusion of Reason, Truth, and communicative

participation, articulates one of the deepest ideals and
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hopes of the professional educator. A further
"attractive" feature of Habermas's ideal is that it
appears to relate both to theory and to action; it
combines a communicative possibility (rational discourse)
and a political possibility (interaction freed from
contingent power relations):
"Only in an emancipated society, whose members'
autonomy and responsibility had been realized,
would communication have developed into the
non-authoritarian and universally practised
dialogue from which both our model of recipro-
cally constituted ego-identity and our idea of
true concensus are always implicitly derived.
To this extent the truth of statements is based
on anticipating the realization of the good
life". (Habermas, 1978, p. 314).
Only in such an emancipated society would an "ideal
speech situation" allow "an actually attained concensus
the claim of a rational concensus" and constitute
"a critical standard against which every actually
realized concensus can be called into question and
tested" (Habermas, 1976, p. xviii). Thus, by means of
the perfectly free and symmetrical procedures of
Critical Reason, interaction could be both emancipated
(from any constraint other than its own constitutive
features ("Reason")) and authoritative (grounded in
concensus) .
At one level this is a restatement of the liberal
concept of the constitutive relationship between freedom,

reason, and truth, which stems from Kant and J.S. Mill:

"Reason has no dictatorial authority; 1its
verdict is always the agreement of free citizens"”
(Kant: Critique of Pure Reason,

1933, p. 593).

and:
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"Complete liberty of contradicting and disproving
our.opinion, is the very condition which justifies
us 1n assuming its truth for purposes of action;
and on no other terms can (we) have any rational
assurance of being right".

(J.S. Mill, "On Liberty",

1961, p. 271).

But Habermas's argument also derives a particular
strength from its specification at the level of language
(Habermas, 1970, p. 141-3) and also from a commitment
to an intersubjective conception of consciousness and
of the constitution of knowledge:

"The subject of the process of inquiry forms

itself on the foundation of intersubjectivity ...

Every dialogue develops on (the) basis ... of

the reciprocal recognition of subjects ... (and

thus) investigators are always already situated ...

on the ground of intersubjectivity".
(Habermas, 1978, pp. 137-9).

An ideal for inquiry is thus formulated as an ideal for
dialogue:

"Pure intersubjectivity is determined by a
symmetrical relation between I and You (We and
You), I and He (We and They). An unlimited
interchangeability of dialogue roles demands
that no side be privileged in the performance
of these roles: pure intersubjectivity exists
only when there is complete symmetry in the
distribution of assertion and disputation,
revelation and hiding, prescription and follow-
ing among the partners of communication".
(Habermas, J, 1970, p. 143).

It is this ideal which action-research wishes to
interpret in directly practical terms as the formulation
of a feasible mode of interaction between investigator
and investigated, and between educator and educated.

Now, Habermas is indeed concerned with the practical:
his whole argument in Legitimation Crisis (Habermas, 1976)
of '
is that the increasing dependenceksocial authority

upon the technical rationality of "science", by removing
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the choice of goals from the citizen, presents a

political choice between submitting to the imposition

of values through contingent power relations and developing
universal discursive forms for testing the validity
claims of moral norms (p. 105). The "ideal speech
situation" in other words is an ideal which can guide
action. But it is precisely the relation between an
"ideal" and any practice which it might "guide" which

is so problematic. Weber's concept of the ideal is
explicitly analytic: actual phenomena may be understood
in terms of their variable distance from a "logically
deduced" ideal type of that phenomenon. But the
possibility of such a deduction rests on a restricted,
instrumental view of rationality. Habermas's ideal,

in contrast, is presented as a development of a Kantian

imperative: from the constituent conditions for the

possibility of consciousness and inquiry arise the

political ideals of pure intersubjectivity, emancipated

speech, and hence the critical analysis of social norms.

The political arises directly from the analytic: to

question the possibility of the Habermasian ideal is
self-contradictory, since the question itself
presupposes and expresses the necessity of the ideal
whose necessity it purports to deny. Hence "the
transcendental character of ordinary language"

(Habermas, 1976, p. 110):

"Tn taking up a practical discourse, Wwe un-
avoidably suppose an ideal speech sitgatlon that,
on the strength of its formal properties,

allows concensus only through generalizable
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interests. A linguistic ethics has no need

of principles. It is based only on fundamental
forms of rational speech that we must always
presuppose if we discourse at all".

But does this normative ideal of emancipatory

reason arise from engaging in the reflexive practices
of theorizing or from the unreflexive communicative
practices of the life-worid? This is a crucial question
for exponents of action-research, who make the latter
interpretation and thus claim that Habermas's ideal,
though unattainable, provides a criterion and a direct
ambition for the improvement of mundane professional
practices:

"In the real world, discourse is to some extent

distorted or biassed by assymetrical power

relations between participants. But one can

make progress towards the ideal situation by

identifying and coping with negative instances

of distorted discourse”.

(Elliott, 1982a, p. 19).

If this is the relation between ideal and actuality,
between theory and practice, if theoretical ideals
are posited as states of affairs which one can intelligibly
but always unsuccessfully "progress towards", then social
action is forever condemned to lamentable deficiency:
theory will be conceived as nofmative, ideal types
will be treated as moral aspirations (cf. Parsons On
professionalism, see above, p. 180 ), and ironies
in the inevitable Difference between the theoretic
and the actual will not be "mastered" as an analytic
resource for grasping the contradictions of experience

(see Chapter Three, p. 1$1) but bemoaned as lapses

of experience.
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The intrinsic weaknesses of Habermas's argument
have already been presented (see Chapter Three, p. 1SS).
The point to be made here, rather, is that the widespread
invocation of Habermas by action-research writers rests
on a misunderstanding. Habermas does not derive his
ideal from everyday communicative practices among
practitioners; when he uses the term "discourse",
he specifies that he means the specific modes of talk
in which the "naive" assumptions of everyday speech
are critically topicalized (Habermas, 1974, p. 18).

Thus, Habermas is concerned to articulate the emancipatory
possibilities of critical analysis at the level of
theory, which involves for example the recovery of
unconscious determinants of (the) self-formative
process" and the making explicit of general rule systems
(Habermas, 1974, p. 22-3). Indeed he is explicitly
dismissive of "the fashionable demand for a type of
action-research" (ibid., p. 11). In other words,
Habermas, unlike Elliott (see quotation on previous
page) does not forget that symmetrical discourse is an
ideal - in a Weberian sense - and thus a theoretical
principle rather than an intelligible practical goal.

It is because of this implication in Habermas's
work that Heinz Moser, wishing to argue that action-
research makes a necessary contribution to "critical
theory", is (apparently alone among writers on action-
research) strongly critical of Habermas. For Moser,
Habermas's notion of emancipated discourse rests on a
rationalized notion of consciousness (Moser, 1978, p. 99)

and of history (p. 95) and on an over-optimistic view
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of the possibilities for unforced concensus and
individual autonomy (p. 100). Moser urges, rather,
that "in discourse itself, power is still at work,
compelling us without our noticing". (p. 97%*)

Hence, the discursive recognition of the "validity" of
norms may either conceal "overpowering and irrational

motives" or simply calculative tactics (p. 99).

Further:

"If one considers ... how humanity is actually
enmeshed by the coercive relationships of

society, and the individual devalued ... it

seems that Habermasian discourse overestimates
itself. It sees itself as a counter-force

to the concrete power relations of late capitalist
society, and thereby forgets that, by restricting
itself to a mere willingness to cooperate, it
yields up all possibility for building opposition ...
For this reason, discourse itself needs criteria
which might prevent those taking part in discourse
from introducing the ideological arguments of
false consciousness" (p. 100)**

* "Im Diskurs {ist) selbst noch Gewalt am Werk,
die uns aufzwingt, ohne dass wir es bemerken".

* % Bedenkt man ... die reale Verstrickung des |
Menschen in die gesellschaftlichen Zwangszusammenhdnge
und die Entwertung des Individuums ... so scheint
sich der Habermassche (sic) Diskurs selbst zu
berschdtzen. Er betrachtet sich als Gegenmacht
gegen die faktischen Herrschaftsverhdltnisse in_
der spltkapitalistischen Gesellschaft und dbersieht
dabei, dass er selbst durch sein Beharren auf .
blosser Kooperationsbereitschaft, alle M&glichkeiten
zum Aufbau eines Widerparts aus der Hand gibt ... .
Aus diesem Grunde braucht der Diskurs selbst Kriterien,
welche verhindern, dass die Diskursteilnehmer.
ideologische Argumente des falschen Bewusstseilns
in den Diskurs aufnehmen".
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Moser would thus not be surprised to find Elliott
unable to put into practice the Habermasian ideal,
and indeed he is critical of his own earlier attempts
to list practical procedures for inquiry (p. 131).
However, there are powerful ambiguities in Moser's
formulation, of which he hardly seems aware. His
presentation of individuals as “"enmeshed" and "coerced"
by "concrete power relations" makes it difficult to
see how "ideology" could be avoided merely by framing
discourse criteria. And, conversely, if ideology
and false consciousness are embodied merely in
"arguments", which might be recognized and excluded
from discourse, then what possible meaning can be attached
to "coercion" and "power"? Iﬁ seems as if Moser's
account rests upon precisely the purely rational
notion of historical and psychic processes he criticises
in Habermas. The explication of this ambivalence
takes us back once more to the ever-present irony of
determinist theories of the subjection of consciousness
to its politico-cultural context: Moser, like sO many
other writers, wishes to present a strong version of
the cultural determination of the mundane social actor
and yet to exempt from this determination the social
theorist (see Chapter Three, p.J32).

The constructive relevance of Habermas's work
for action-research, I would argue, is that it presents
a metatheory of investigation. His arguments concern-—
ing language, intersubjectivity, rationality, and the

unconscious present the theoretical possibility of theory
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and of the autonomy of the theorizing Subject, which (as
was argued in Chapter Three) is indeed an analytical
requirement for action-research. Unlike the argument

of the present work, however, Habermas is neither
concerned with nor sympathetic to action-research's
project. When action-research writers attempt to

treat Habermas's metatheory as though it were (or

could be) directly programmatic for action-research

as a social practice, they are using Habermas's vocabulary

of emancipation and dialogue as metaphors while claiming

that such a vocabulary can, for action-research, be
literal. Hence they fall into claims (for action-
research's "emancipatory" process, for example) which
seem both idealistic Concerning the possibility of
action-research's institutionalizability) and rationalistic
(in relation to the complexity of the psyche (see
Chapter Three, p. 110 ). It is this misuse of
Habermasian arguments concerning ideals of speech,

role relationships, and rationality which frequently
leads action-research to oversimplify all three - to
treat speech as literally relatable to facts (rather

than as essentially reflexive and metaphoric), to

treat symmetrical role relationships as a necessary
concomitant of the process of theorizing (cf. Chapter
Three, p.\SlF’S), and to treat "critical" rationality as
instrumental and prescriptive (rather than as dialectical
and playful - see Chapter Three, p.YL6). In short,

by taking Habermas's theoretic ideal as a practical

goal action-research creates a mythic scenario for
14
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emancipation rather than an analytic theory of
investigation.* Hence "the improvement of professional
practice", as an essential dimension of action-research's
format for investigation, is itself presented in

mythic terms - as the "removal of constraints" imposed
by bureaucraticized roles, for instance - and thus it is

to an analytical account of professionalism and its

relation to bureaucracy that the argument now turns.

Professional and Bureaucratic Practices: Dialectical

Possibilities

How can professionalism be understood as a potentially
self-transformative set of dialectically related contra-
dictions, rather than as the inert and unitary ideal
evoked by Parsons? Following on from the contradictions
noted earlier (p. above) it is important to notice
that professionalism regularly invokes not one but at
least two "opposites". Firstly, professional work is
not "trade": profeséionals are not supposed to be
motivated by profit (but by service); they may not
advertise for customers nor operate competitive pricing.
Hence the professional's proclaimed commitment to the
good of the client: the professional is the servant of

the client's interests; their interaction is

* This is the limitation of the work of Carr and
Kemmis (1983): their reliance on' the general
Habermasian framework pushes their version of ‘
"critical theory" towards an unreflexive political
rhetoric whose grounds could easily be contested
analytically by anyone who - unlike myself -
found its conclusions unwelcome (see pp. 180-4).
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confidential: the professional is trusted to protect
the client from investigation by police, tax-collector,
life-insurance company, or even (controversially) by
parent. Secondly - and in marked contrast - the
professionals are not "amateurs"; they may accept and
will indeed require payment for making an appearance:
they have a skill and a 1iving to make; they are
committed, in the sense of serious: they are not
"half-heartedly" amateurish, and can thus be relied upon
to do an expert and effective job under difficult
conditions. Hence a professional relationship is not
concerned with persons but techniques: amateurs will
perform for (or give services to) friends and relations
for free: professionals will refuse to do so on
principle: their expertise is only available to anyone
who will pay.

Thus, even without recourse to the Marxian critique
of professionalism as an ideological disguise for the
construction and exploitation of a cultural monopoly
(see Larson, 1977, pp. 220-244) we have two very different
versions of the professional authority (as an ethic
or as an expertise) and of the professional relationship
(as a commitment or as a technical service). This
contrast is not one which needs to be denied (by the
heroic stances described earlier in this chapter) ;
nor, evidently, does it prevent the accomplishment of
professional work with sufficient coherence for its
mundane purposes. The argument is rather that to note

the contradictions within the conventional auspices
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of a mundane practice (given here as examples, with no
pretension to exhaustiveness) is to note the opportunity
for a questioning of the grounds of practice, ie. for

the instigation of the type of questioning dialectic
proposed at the end of Chapter Two as a general format
for action-research's process. Such a process (as

was made clear, see p.‘73) will not confront professional
practices with their errors, nor will it prescribe

an improvement on the basis of either an ethic or a
technical authority: rather it will install within
professional work a moment which topicalizes the
reflexivity by which alone the complexities of professional
judgements are handled.

Focussing specifically on the contradictions within

which professional judgements are carried out serves

to make explicit that the normative forms in which
judgements are presented as mundane accomplishments
cannot be taken as literally descriptive of the practice
of those judgements; judgements such as "higher" and
"lower" orders of conceptualization (see p.‘jlfabove)
would be recast as problematic by the elaboration of

the contradictory versions of the authority, and the
relationships in which they are grounded. Similarly,
given the grounding of communicative competences in

the Self-Other dialectic (see Chapter One, p-gl)

the elaboration of the reflexivity of professional
judgements would render problematic a series of normative
definitions and their attendant systems of authoritative
decision-making, since the client's rationality would

be recognized as a constitutive element in the
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formulation of adequate practice. In this sense

"the improvement of practice" would be bound up with

an explicit grasp of the reflexive grounds for practice.
This would not be the proposal of a move from "constraint"
to "emancipation" (as Elliott would have it - gee p.T70>,
but rather the recollection that practices are in
principle grounded (as the condition of their intelligibi-

1ity) in the intersubjective dialectic between self

and other, between professional and client. This
recollection would be a moment in the dialectic between
theory and practice, action and research (see Chapter
Two) and equally a moment in the dialectic between
ideology and theory (see Chapter Three): in both
cases the reflexivity of each moment provides for a
dialectical self-transcendence, and thus prevents
"critique" becoming merely the assertion of an ideal
against practice.

Furthermore, we may recollect (from Chapter Two)
that practice itself is intrinsically guided by a
complex set of criteria for rationality and by a further
complex set of interpretive procedures for the enactment
of those criteria. If this is true analytically of
action in general, then we will expect that professional
practice (as a set of actions whose discursive elaboration
is relatively accessible and widespread among practitioners)
will certainly have available its own resources for
"improving upon" the literal invocation of its general
rules ("higher" and "lower" concepts): such resources
are mundanely presented by professionals as the

"discretionary" quality of their practice, whereby
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professionalism denies that a normative rule can exhaust
the rational properties of professional work, but
rather welcomes the recognition of the complexities
which are glossed by such rules. More concretely,
professionals deny that a single prescriptive rule
can exhause the technical properties of the individual
case, which thus always remains in need of specific
diagnosis by the professional worker, within the
complexities of a) the dialectical contradictions
between different rules, and b) the reflexive process
by which any rule or combination of rules is applied.
(At this point we may note once more the significance
for arguments about the improvability of practice of
the analyses in Chapter Three concerning the Self, the
possibility of theorizing, and the intersubjectivity
of the therapeutic relationship).

However, in emphasizing at this point the

discretionary quality of professional work, as action's

own auspices for analysis, we are perhaps in danger
once more of formulating a "heroic" opposition between
the action-researching professional and his or her

"bureaucratic" role definition. It is thus important

to emphasize now that bureaucratic roles, like professional
practices, may be formulated in terms of a set of
dialectical contradictions rather than as a unitary
ideal type.

Clearly, for Weber, bureaucracy represents the
evolved institutional form for the ordering of social
decision-making according to the canons of reason,

justice, and authenticated knowledge. But Weber also
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presents bureaucracy historically as the enforcement

of centralized control:
"The triumph of princely power and the
expropriation of particular prerogatives (ie. of
local feudal "estates") has everywhere signified
at least the possibility, and often the actual

introduction, of a rational administration".
(Weber, 1964a, p. 133)

Hence Weber emphasizes "a firmly'ordered system of super-
and subordination in which there is a supervision of
the lower offices by the higher ones" (Weber, 1964b,
p. 465), and this is made possible because "the management
of the office follows general rules, which are more or
less stable, more or less exhaustive" (Weber, 1964b,
p. 467). This does indeed emphasize the oppressive
nature of institutional order, and in the end Weber
seems to forget his own principle of the analytic
status of ideal types, and finds himself in "despair"
at the vision of combined "timidity" and "mechanization”
in social affairs (Weber, 1964c, p. 473) which his own
theory conjures up, not merely as a heuristic device
but, apparently, as a description.

But Garfinkel would have comforted Weber by
reminding him that even if general rules are "stable"
in themselves, they can never be "exhaustive" of the
cases to which they purport to refer, and thus in
principle bureaucrats cannot be "timid" because their
work is not "mechanized": rather, they always require

a specific confidence in their capacity for improvising

the application of rules to cases. It is this sort
of awareness which leads, for example, Selznick to

argue that "Every organization creates an informal
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structure"” in which "professed goals" are substantially
"modified" by the foperational goals" of groups of
workers within the organization (Selznick, 1964,

pp. 477-9).

However, this line of argument only serves to

ameliorate the sense Qf bureaucracy as "constraint".

In order to find an argument which establishes a clear
contrast of principle, so that we may formulate
bureaucracy itself in strictly dialectical terms, we

can turn to Durkheim. Durkheim interprets the same
historical processes of rationalization and industrializa-
tion which for Weber are the origin of "bureaucracy",

as leading to the division of labour and thus to the
developmént of "organic" social solidarity. For
Durkheim this is the opposite of a historical move

towards the subjugation of the individual to a centralized
rule system: on the contrary, it represents the relative

decline of the collective consciousness which a

centralized rule system implies: under organic
solidarity:
"It is necessary- ... that the 'conscience

collective' leaves open a part of the individual
consciousness in order that special functions
may be established there, functions which it
cannot requlate"

(Durkheim, 1972, p. 140 - my
emphasis) .

Hence:

"The 'conscience collective' ... comes to consist
of very general and indeterminate ways of thought
and sentiment, which leaves room open for a
growing variety of individual differences".
(Durkheim, 1972, p. 145)
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In a sense Durkheim's theory of organic
solidarity itself presents a dialectic between individual-
ization and social coordination, in which interaction
becomes necessarily more intense as its basis becomes
more problematic. This in turn provides an interpretation
of bureaucratic organizations as institutions where
opportunities for discretionary judgement are increased
by the specialization of functions, and thus where the
integration of such functions becomes necessarily more
and more a focus of concern as it becomes more questionable.
Hence, bureaucracy's principle of hierarchical juris-
dictions is in a dialectical contradiction with its
other principle of expertly qualified officials,
especially if expertise (as "knowledge") is no longer
taken to be a law-like corpus of warranted propositions
but rather as a capacity for and experience of essentially
reflexive interpretation. If rationality is, as
Garfinkel argues, an inherently pluralistic set of
possible interpretations, then the very notion of
"legal-rational" authority immediately expounds a
contradiction, since social rationality denies the
possibility of general laws and thereby renders authority
subject to a continuous process of individual inter-
pretation.

In conclusion then, as with professionalism,
bureaucracy is not a monolithic format for authority-as-
oppression, with which action-research's project of
transformational development must needs do battle, but

rather a context with its own developmental dialectic,
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which thus offers to action-research its own inherent
opportunity for the devolution of decision-making.

Now, all this is not new: Bernstein's well-known
work on education is explicitly presented as an inter-
pretation of largely bureaucratized institutions
according to Durkheim's problematic of organic solidarity;
and Bernstein ends the first of his papers on this theme
by emphasizing that he is not contrasting "order"
with "flux" nor lamenting "the weakening of authority"
but rather exploring "changes in the forms of social
integration" (Bernstein, 1971a, p. 169). It is in
this spirit that Bernstein presents a change in the

institutional order of the school from "closed" to

"open" (Bernstein, 1971a, pP. 169), from subject-based

to across-subject teaching roles (ibid., p. 167),

from vertical to horizontal relationships between
teachers (Bernstein, 1971b, p. 62) and towards "increased
discretion of the pupils" (ibid., p. 60).

For Bernstein, following Durkheim, institutional
order itself has become a problematic pattern of inter-
action, not a hierarchy of prescriptions. How ironic,
then, that Peter Holly, in his diagrammatic representa-
tion quoted earlier (see p. l67), uses Bernstein's
vocabulary to articulate not a Durkheimian but a crudely
Weberian model of a prescriptive version of institutional
life, which action-research must "painfully" and
"cautiously" oppose. The particular irony is that

Holly's vocabulary for the principles of action-research

reproduces Bernstein's vocabulary for the basis of the

institutional order, thereby undermining the very
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distinction which Holly wishes to put forward and thus
implicitly and accidentally putting forward the counter-
suggestion which is the theme of this section: that

the institutional order is in itself available to
action-research's project.

To avail itself of this opportunity, what action.
research needs is not the oppositional "caution"
recommended by Holly, but a grasp of the complex but
ultimately enabling relationship between on the one
hand the potentially reflexive interactive processes
of institutional 1life and professional practice, and, on
the other hand, the reflexive processes of action-
research's own dialectic between theory and practice.

In this way action-research "improves" institutionalized
practices by exploring to their uttermost limits the
discretionary possibilities within which they are
(institutionally as well as epistemologically) constituted.
In this way, also, action-researchers may differentiate
between those dimensions of their professional and
institutional lives which are amenable to concrete
projects for "improvement" and others which - determined
by political and economic forces beyond any influence
from within their immediate institutional setting -
must indeed be treated as "constraints" and thus as
beyond the scope of the particular project. This
argument is in its own way "cautiously" balanced
between an emphasis on possibilities and an equal
emphasis on limits: it would be beyond the scope of

this work to attempt to envisage or to estimate the
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likelihood of a world in which professional practitioners

in all institutions were simultaneously pressing to their

limits the possibilities inherent in their roles!
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CHAPTER FIVE

ACTION-RESEARCH AND THE PROBLEM OF VALIDITY

Versions of "validity"

The previous chapter began to engage with an issue
which must be analytically necessary and indeed central
for any project of formulating a mode of investigation,
namely its criteria for validity. So far the argument
has centred on only one aspect of action-research's
problem of criteria - its aspiration to "improve"
practice. In this chapter the argument will be broadened:
it is concerned with action-research's general problem of
how it might conceptualize "validity" in accordance with
its own processes and inherent problematic, ie. independently
of such echoes of positivism as: accounts which purport
to correspond "accurately" to an external object world,
and interpretations which aspire to be "generalizable"
propositions.

Generalizability is of course the direct claim with
which positivism challenges its rivals: its hypotheses
are derived from "laws"; its experimental method produces
statements of "significance" concerning "representative"
populations, so that in turn its results can be claimed
as potentially "law~like" or, at least, essentially
"replicable". Action-research, by eschewing the
axiomatic generality of empirical laws and statistical

formats, opens itself to the charge that its validity
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is limited to the concrete instances in which it is

constituted. This is another way of accusing action-

strategy, rather than an alternative, non-positivist
research strategy.

It is for this reason, perhaps, in order to
authorize its validity claims, that action-research
has claimed to draw upon the "established" methodological
tradition of symbolic interactionism (see Elliott,
1982b, p. 31). Hence also the importance of the
notion of "case study" as a format for action-research
inquiry (Elliott, 1978b, p. 356), which also enables
action-research to claim kinship with institutionalized
social science, egq. "anthropology" (see Walker, 1980,
p. 33). The purpose of this chapter then is to analyze
the forms of general validity which may be conceived,
Oor which action-research as claimed, for the
interpretation of the specific action contexts with
which action-research is concerned.

Elliott's article in the Journal of Curriculum

Studies (Elliott, 1978b) presents action-research's

Cclaim, in a passage which raises many of the central
questions, and it will thus serve as a starting point for
the analysis of (in turn) "naturalistic theory", "concrete
description", and "narrative form", as versions of
"validity" for action-research accounts:

"In explaining "what is going on", actiop—re§earch
tells a "story" about the event by relating it

to a context of mutually interdependent )
contingencies, ie. events which "hang toggther
because they depend on each other for their
occurrence. This "story" is sometimes galled

a case study. The mode of explanation in case
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study is naturalistic rather than formalistic.
Relationships are "illuminated" by concrete
description rather than by formal statements
of causal laws and statistical correlations.
Case study provides a theory of the situation
but it is a naturalistic theory embodied in
narrative form, rather than a formal theory
stated in propositional form"

(op. cit., p. 356).

"Naturalistic Theory"

By the brevity of his presentation, Elliott seems
to suggest that this could be a taken-for-granted
category or a methedological device, rather than a
contentious assertion which proposes to annihilate
a central philosophical issue. At the very least it
represents a grand epistemological irony and / or a
methodological dilemma: how could theory be natural?
How could nature be theoretical? How could either claim
be grounded? Nevertheless, the writers in the symbolic
interactionist tradition which Elliott seems here to be
invoking also treat the elision as achievable. For

example Schatzman and Strauss, in Field Research:

strategies for a natural sociology (1973) - often used as

a methodological text by action-research practitioners -
claim that it is a basic property of "the human scene"
that social action is always an outcome of actors'
theories or "perspectives" (op. cit., p. 5) and that the
researcher is a naturalist" by direct analogy with the
researcher in "zoology, archeology, and geology"
(ibid., p. 14) in that he works by observing "the
natural properties of his field" (ibid., Pp. vii), namely

actors' perspectives. This seems at first to be the

fairly simple point that it is the task of the researcher
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to discover actor's rationalities, so that it is those
actors in their "natural" world who are the arbiters

of what is to count as an adequate understanding.

This would be a straightforward relativist argument, and
it would coincide with Elliott's suggestion, at another
point in the article quoted above, that action-research
"interprets 'what is going on' from the point of view

of those acting in the problem situation" and indeed

"in the same language as they used" (Elliott, op. cit.,
p. 356).

However, the apparently non-ironic invocation of
zoological parallels accomplished by the category
"naturalistic theory" is indicative of a larger and
even more problematic claim. In their account of
"naturalistic" inquiry Schatzman and Strauss admit that
researchers will begin their work with concepts
("classes") presumed in advance on the basis of an
academic discipline, but that the process of "observation”
will make available the "classes" used by the members
of the situation under observation. These two sets
of "classes" will be synthesized in the course of "the
experience of observation" (op. cit., p. 112) and it 1is
specifically this synthesized set of categories which
is termed "theoretical". They conclude: "thus we
can anticipate the researcher will continue shifting
his grounds as he creates or changes his classes, until
all his presumed classes are displaced by those based

upon observation" (ibid., Pp. 113). To suggest, in this

i servation is
way, that concepts can be derivable from ob
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to present a metaphysics of naturalism, in which theory

is encapsulated by nature. The rhetoric of the naturalist
is used to suggest the possibility of an account which

has "nature's" authority, thereby implying metaphorically

what they analytically deny: that the human wérld is

a world of objects available to inspection. The
symbolic interactionist perspective (to which Schatzman
and Strauss ostensibly subscribe) is, on the contrary,
that the world of social actors is a world of subjects

and their interacting "perspectives": the further
interaction between actors' perspectives and researchers'
perspectives can thus in no way be reduced to "the
observation of nature", but is rather a central analytical
problem in formulating the category of "theory" itself,
and (as Becker himself says, in "Whose Side Are We On"? ~—
Becker, 1971) a dilemma in the social relations of
validity claims.

That symbolic interactionism and action-research
should thus use the positivist metaphor of nature's
passive open-ness to observation, when both wish also
to emphasize the independent interpretive competence
of the social actor, is highly suggestive. It relates
to a failure to articulate fully the relationship
between science and common-sense and, in particular, a
failure to come to terms with positivism's powerful
challenge in this respect, which is of crucial significance
for the issue of generalizable validity.

ZJetterburg's argument (Zetterburg, 1962)
COncerningk:erelationship between social theory and

i i i tructive
social actors' relevanciles offers an 1ns
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contrast. For Zetterburg social theory is a set of
general laws, eg. "A person tends to modify his
communications ... so that they approximate those found
among his associates" (op. cit., p. 81), and specific

action contexts can be understood at the level of

- theory by being classified under a "systematic"

combination of these laws (ibid., p. 132). "Common-
sense" on the other hand is "unable to make the right
combination of ideas" (p. 132). Thus for Zetterburg,
"case study" is merely "descriptive" and "intuitive": it
lacks "analysis of the principles at work" (pp. 27-8).
But Zetterburg's analytical problem is that he treats

the relationship between law and instance as deductive -

the practitioner can deduce an understanding of the specific
from the lesson of the law (see Zetterburg, op. cit.,
p. 166 ff.: "The Calculation of Solutions"). But

this is to ignore the process of inductive generalization

by which the laws were originally formulated. This
process is acutely complex even for natural science:

for social science it is the problematic for the whole
enterprise since it raises the central theoretical and
methodical issue of the relationship between observers'
categories and those of the social actors being observed.
In thus treating "induction"” as an available procedure,
whose resources can be glossed as established, Zetterburg
ignores moré or less every sense of social science's

specific challenge, and in particular - of course

the issue of its inevitable reflexivity.
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In formulating "grounded theory" or "naturalistic
inquiry" (Denzin, 1978, p. 6) symbolic interactionism
has tried to remedy Zetterburg's "problem", but has
failed to do so because it has retained a positivist
notion of theory construction as organized according to
a classificatory logic. We have already seen that for
Schatzman and Strauss "analysis" is a process of
"class-ification” of instances under concepts, as though
"analysis" could be a process of reducing language's
metaphoricity to literalness. But such literalness
could only be a prescription or a pragmatic interpretation
(see Garfinkel, 1967, p. 192), and thus not an achievement
of analysis, but itself the occasion for the analysis
of that reductive process. Denzin makes the issue
even clearer. He is "committed ... to theory that is
grounded in the behaviours, languages, definitions,
attitudes, and feelings of those studied” (Denzin,
1978, p. 6) and yet also to "processes of sampling,
generalization, (ibid., p. 19) and measurement" (p. 24),
and to providing "causal explanations (p. 16) which are
"repeatable and reliable" (p. 22). But if "languages,
definitions, attitudes, and feelings" could be sampled and
measured, they would have to be formulated as observable
behaviours, and this would dramatize Denzin's lack of
a reflexive awareness; for we would then need analytic
grounds for the crucial differentiation between those
"languages and definitions" which are to be measured
and the "languages and definitions" by means of which
the measurement would be accomplished. Otherwise

theory and the object of theory ("commonsense", say)
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would remain undifferentiated. Zetterburg himself

notes that each of the "theoretical" generalities he

adduces is itself "well known to common sense"

(Zetterburg, H., 1962, p. 132). Thus the notions

of "system" and "law", in terms of which he presents

the analytic Difference at issue, are essentially unaddressed
metaphors for theory's claim to authority. As metaphors
they evoke theory's Difference as a set of interesting
problems; namely the relation between "law" as a social
prescription and "law" as a general truth. As metaphors,

"law" and "system" evoke social science's aspiration, its

sense of its own Difference (from commonsense) as its
ideal of "validity":; however, as Zetterburg presents
them, they are proposed as rules-of-thumb, which could
operate the Difference to which they refer as though
it were a mere methodological device.

For symbolic interactionism and action-research
to address the irony inherent in "naturalistic theory",
the question of general validity would have to be
approached in terms quite other than as a process of
classification by progressive abstraction. Such a
process denies in principle the need to address the
grounds for its own selectivity, since it presents
itself as having the warrant of an algorithm, and
denies the creative doubtfulness of the web of metaphors

which alone make classification possible.
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Illumination by Concrete Description

Ironically, the notion of explanation as
"illumination" is taken by Elliott from a paper (Parlett
and Hamilton, 1977) in which "evaluation as illumination"
is presented as diametrically opposed to what the writers
call "the agricultural-botanical paradigm", ie. as a
rejection of the analogy between the human and the
biological sciences which informs th: "naturalism"
of Schatzman and Strauss. The basis of the distinction
for Parlett and Hamilton is that, whereas innovatory
programmes in agriculture can utilize an "experimental
testing" format for evaluation, educational programmes
cannot do so (see Chapter Two above). Instead: "the
task is to provide a comprehensive understanding of the
complex reality (or realities) surrounding the programme,
in short to 'illuminate'" (Parlett and Hamilton, 1977,

p. 21). Illumination thus involves an account of the
"milieu" (op. cit., p. 11) surrounding the specific
programme, and how therefore the latter is affected

by "a network or nexus of cultural, social, institutional
and psychological variables" (ibid., p. 11). Hence
Elliott's emphasis (see above, ppﬂn&ﬁ) on relating

"the event" to "its context", and on the description of
these "relationships". Thus, whereas the single
variable focus of the experimental method leaves the
event "obscure" (to follow up the metaphor), 1light is
shed by tracing the "complexity" of which it is a part
(Parlett and Hamilton, op. cit., p. 11). Such complexity

cannot be tested or measured directly, sO "the primary
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concern (of illuminative evaluation) is with description
and interpretation" (ibid., p. 10). The question then
becomes: how can "description and interpretation" be
methods for the creation of valid accounts of this
complexity? This is a crucial theme for writers on
action-research in general and writers on case study in
particular.

For Midwinter "interpretative description" is
"the attempted medium for relating the results of the
(action-research) project" (Midwinter, 1972, p. 52), as
a way of meeting "the need to balance action and research"
(ibid., p. 54). For Midwinter the justification for
"interpretative description" is that it is compatible
with the rapidly changing, flexible, and interactive
procedures of action-research (ibid., p. 53): he
admits that this "is not often academic method research”
(sic) (p. 52) but his whole argument for action-research
is that inquiry is too urgent to be left to the slow
pace of "theory-based" research (p. 51). He goes on
to quote E.H. Carr on "the continuous process of
interaction and the unending dialogue between facts
and their interpreters" (p. 53). In other words,
"interpretation” can be "valid" precisely because it
allows the structure of experience to proceed uninterrupted.
But this would return us to our original problem (see
p. 198, above): what forms of reflection does action-
research add to the pragmatic reflection which is the
basis of mundane action? This is particularly important
for Midwinter, since his projects and the case studies

which report them are all predicated upon a specific
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“theoreticaflideal of "community education", and thus
require a principled basis for evaluative judgement if
they are to constitute a form of inquiry at all, rather
than a managerial process of "implementation".
Midwinter's "anti-academic" emphasis is at
variance with Parlett and Hamilton, for whom the method
of "description and interpretation" places educational
evaluation "unambiguously within the ... anthropological
paradigm" (Parlett and Hamilton, op. cit., p. 10)
which also includes "participant observation research
in sociology" (ibid., p. 7). Now these traditions
of inquiry do have a basis for claims to general
validity, and this basis is (again in contrast to
Midwinter's emphasis on speed and non-intrusiveness)
the comprehensive, painstaking variety of the investi-
gative process. Thus Denzin emphasizes "triangulation
of methods" (Denzin, 1978, p. 21), Glazer and Strauss
(1967) emphasize the need for a continuously "comparative"
analysis and Becker stresses the importance of checking
interpretations against possible negative instances
.(Becker, 1971, pp. 31-2). It is this emphasis which
is found in the work of Rob Walker, who is concerned
in general to relate the case study tradition in social
science to eduéational research with a direct commitment
to change professional practice. For example, he says
that anthropology succeeds in preserving complexity
of meaning through a research process which is highly
time consuming (Walker, 1977, p. 18), and, in another
paper: GLong term study is justified in terms of the

need to determine areas of significance and to check the
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reliability and consistency of data" (Walker, 1980,
p. 30).

At this point we can see, however, that the notion
of validity being presented here presupposes a correspond-
ential conception of knowledge. If "validity"
resides in the "complexity" of the factors influencing
a situation, ie. if the aim of inquiry is to "describe"
this complexity, then the longer the time spent in doing
so, and the more varied the sources of information, the
greater the chance that the resulting "interpretation"
will correspond to the complexity it describes. But
this returns the problem of adequate understanding to
the infinite number of wvariables, which Parlett and
Hamilton recognized as undermining the feasibility of
the positivist paradigm they rejected, but which also under-
mines their own project of "description". Elliott
himself (see the quotation on pp.198-9, above) refers to
"a context ... of events which 'hang together' because
they depend on each other for their occurrence";
but how would such dependence be knowable except by
invoking those same "causal laws" which he rejects?
"Illumination by concrete ... description" evokes
the ancient metaphor of knowledge as light, but to
propose that by means of "description" the object of
knowledge is "illuminated" does not formulate the process
of knowledge; rather, it presupposes its accomplishment:
to call the process "illumination" presupposes that what

is being shed is, indeed, 1light.
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It is particularly important that action-research
should be able to dissociate itself from a positivist
notion of correspondential description, since as
Walker himself goes on to argue (following Midwinter at
this point), the time constraints of an inquiry which
is intended to be of direct value to practitioners
mean that description which is adequate in positivist
terms can never be achieved before the situation itself
changes (Walker, 1980, pp. 31-2). Underlying Walker's

argument is the general principle of dialectical under-

standing (see chapter one, p.‘lé’) which would make

eany project for the exhaustive description of phenomena

self-contradictory: its implicit ambitioh of achieving
finality is incompatible with the temporal, developmental
quality of its object. Further: a recognition of

the reflexivity of language allows us to argue that
description cannot, in principle, merely "correspond"
with the phenomenon described.

How, then, have exponents of educational action-
research and educational case-study attempted to formulate
"description" in terms other than Elliott's implicitly
positivist version? Robert Stake presents "description”

as a necessarily intersubjective process, with its own

inherent principle of generalizability: "Our methods

of studying human affairs need to capitalize upon the
natural powers of people to experience and to under-

stand" (Stake, 1980, p. 66). Understanding and experience
involve "naturalistic generalization", which is a

process whereby "intuitive" expectations based on

"tacit knowledge" enable "a full and thorough knowledge

of the particular, recognizing it in new and foreign
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contexts" (ibid., p. 69). Hence, if "the target case
is properly described (p. 70) ... readers recognize
essential similarities to cases of interest to them,
(and thus) they establish the basis for naturalistic
generalization" (p. 71). "Nature" here is no longer
the nature which the "naturalist" observes, but in which
he participates, as a member of a shared, culturally
and linguistically constituted reality. In this
sense Stake's argument has links with Hegel's analysis
of the generalizing property of language (quoted in
chapter one, see p. ij ) . However, whereas this
intersubjective and generalizing property of the symbol
is for Stake a methodical resoucrce, for Hegel it
presents an irreducibly problematic quality: concrete
objects cannot be referred to except through the
universalism of language; the ontology of the concrete
is thus a "whirling circle", and "it just is not possible
for us ever to ... express in words a sensuous being
that we MEAN" (Hegel, 2977, p. 79, p. 60). Indeed,
if the issue of generalization were as straightforward
as Stake suggests, then his argument would apply to any
descriptive communication, and we would still lack
grounds for inquiry's claim to be other than mundane
interaction. For Stake, the complexity of the
symbol is an affirmative answer to the question:
can concrete meanings be generalizable? For Hegel,
in contrast, this complexity poses the question:
how can generalization be related to the concrete?
Addressing this issue, Eisner presents the notion

of "thick description”, which "aims at describing the
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meaning or significance of behaviour as it occurs in

a cultural network saturated with meaning", and which
"also aims at using language in a way so vivid that it
enables the reader to participate Vicariously in the
quality of life that characterizes the events being
described. It is in this sense that educational
criticism is an art form" (Eisner, 1977, p. 97).

A similar argument (linking description with aesthetic
form and with an effect of "vicarious" experience) is
made by Whitehead and Foster (1984, p. 44). The various
ways in which aesthetic qualities have been invoked

as part of a declaration against positivism will be

the topic of the next section:; meanwhile it is notable
that for Eisner, as for Stake, "description" is not

the transmission of exhaustive information, but involves
the dialectical participation of writer and reader

in a shared symbolic culture, and is thus constituted

in the transcendental properties of language. However,
it is clear that these properties are much too super-
ficially presented by Eisner as "vividness", and that
"vicariousness" (as a claim for the effect of such
vividness) is either exaggerated or merely cryptic.

Both "vividness" and "vicariousness" are glosses for

the intersubjective dialectics of language's effectiveness:
how such effectiveness may be either sought or invoked

as a criterion for validity remains to be analyzed.
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Theory Embodied as Narrative

In the passage originally quoted on pp.‘lo!-‘!above,
Elliott suggests that it is by constructing a "story"
that the case studies of action research programmes
find coherence, whereby contingencies "hang together"”
and "events" are related to their "context". In this
way "theory is embodied in narrative form". Similarly
Kemmis suggests "case studies work by example rather
than by abstract argument ... just as Tolstoy's theory

of history is embedded in the story of wWar and Peace"

(Kemmis S., 1980, pp. 136-7). How might a theory be
embedded in a story? McDonald and Walker declare: "Case
study is the way of the artist, who achieves greatness
when, through the portrayal of a single instance

locked in time and circumstance, he communicates enduring
truths about the human condition. For both scientist
and artist, content and intent emerge in form".

(McDonald and Walker, 1975, p. 3). The notion of an
enduring truth within the specific instance is focussed
in the idea of the "typical", and they cite Zola, the
"naturalist", who achieved "scientific generalization"

by "carefully researching the factual settings ...

(and) ... creating characters to represent the social
type" (ibid., p. 3). This would make of Zola a
"documentary"novelist, and McDonald and Walker do

indeed also cite the "documentary" as a possible format
for the presentation of case studies (p. 9). But

both the documentary and the naturalistic novel raise

the question: how are certain events and charaters
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deemed to be "typical"? And this question is crucial

if we wish to consider how Zola's "factual" research

created social types rather than concrete reportage, !
and, in general, by what process either fiction or
documentary can structure particular experiences into

forms which might aspire to a validity beyond those
particulars.

Lukics begins to answer this question through a
distinction between "Naturalism" (as "mere" reportage)
and "Realism", as the selection of detail through
criteria of significance relating to an overall

perspective (LukAcs, 2964, p. 51, p. 56). This "perspective"

is embodied in a "typology" of significant, typical actors
central
ie. "characters", who thus act out thekmeaning of the
narrative as its "Plof" . In other wofds: "Characters
are not in a novel; they constitute it, just as a
typology - a range of hypothetical possibilities -
constitutes one form of sociological theory. In both
cases we are presented with a series of hypotheses
set up in order to investigate the nature of the world"
(Winter R., 1975, p. 34). For this argument the
theoretical problem then becomes the origin and the
grounds for the "perspective" which operates as the
criterion of relevance. Lukics relates it to a
positively known "history", and he is in general
opposed to the reflexive turn of "modernist" fiction
which addresses the grounds of the writer's perspective

as a central issue. Oon the other hand McDonald and

Walker point to the issue without engaging it:
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"Clearly, representativeness is an important consideration
... instance and abstraction go hand in hand in an
iterative process of cumulative growth" (McDonald and
Walker, 1978, p. 4). "Hand in hand", "accumulation",
and "growth" are metaphors for the desirability of a
theoretical relationship between instance and abstraction
but do not specify what this relationship might be.

The argument so far has presented a parallelism
between positivist social science and realist fiction,
a parallel which enables Becker to propose the valuable
contribution of "Life Histories" to the "mosaic" of
available "data" (Becker, 1971, pp. 70, 72) and to suggest
that the sociologist's hypotheses can be inspired by
reading novels as well as by reading sociological
theory (ibid., pp. 21-3). But this parallel, although
it rescues description from mere data collection,
simply interposes a third term, "typology" or
"perspective", to bridge the gap between "narrative"
and "theory": the theoretic processes which might be
involved remain unaddressed. In particular, it does
not address the grounds of the analytical work carried

out by the producer of a documentary in selecting

interviewees, settings, and background "information",

nor that of the fiction writer in devising a set of
characters and their interaction in a narrative. Rather
the notion of "typicality" is used as an unexplicated
resource for generalization, a resource which can be

treated as available for two reasons: 1) by reliance
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upon what Stake calls "naturalistic generalization",
which the symbolic process itself seems to facilitate
as soon as the symbol is treated as non-problematic,
divorced from the reflexive issue of its invocation;
ii) by reliance on the rationalist model of action
invoked by both Weber and Schutz to create "ideal types"
for actors' perspectives. In other words, the documentary
and realist fiction are examples of how generalization
from the concrete can be treated as achievable through
cultural convention - the "vivid" example, the "typical"
illustration. It is precisely the grounds for these
conventions - the grounds for the possibility of
generalization - which are not addressed.

It is an indication of the significance of these
issues for action-research that Walker has attempted
to elaborate a methodological 1link between fiction
and research, in an article called "On the Uses of
Fiction in Educational Research", (Walker, 1981).
Walker suggests, following Terry Denny ("Story Telling
as a First Step in Educational Research"), that the
format of a story can "communicate the general spirit
of things" which is true to what people "mean" rather
than what they merely (according to a tape-recorder)
"say" (Walker, 1981, p. 155). But how is this achieved
asks Walker (op. cit., p. 157). He suggests: "A story
sets limits, it controls what the writer lets the reader
Ssee. In this sense a story is analogous to a theory"

(ibid., p. 157). But this is, of course, to use a
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prescriptive version of theory, which is alien to
action-research and to "grounded theory", both of which
desire to generate theofy from the actions of participants.
Walker's failure to consider any but a positivist

theory of knowledge or any but a realist form of fiction
finally leads him to say: "The attraction of fictional
forms ... is that they offer a license to go beyond

what, as an evaluator / researcher, you can be fairly

sure of knowing" (ibid., p. 163), and to propose that
fictional forms can be "adopted" by a case study researcher
as "a means of disguise" (ibid., p. 159), so that he

can report his data-gathering while preserving its
confidentiality. In this way, since he has no

principled basis for addressing the theoretic quality

of fiction, fiction's particular form of truth, Walker
cannot follow up his earlier statement that "a story

is analogous to a theory"” except in the superficial sense
that a theory, like a story, is an observer's point

of view. Hence fiction is finally aligned in opposition

to "real" knowledge, as a form of "licensed" subjectivity.
Fiction is not itself a knowledge-constitutive form;
hence it can be "used" strategically in relation to

knowledge, which is constituted as "objective", presumably,

on other grounds. what is thus in urgent need of
consideration is the sense in which fiction constitutes

knowledge through its own forms, ie. fiction as a

structuring of reality, fiction as a reflexive structuring

of the relation between subject, object, and symbol.
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This involves questioning precisely the conventions
concerning art, science, reality, and knowledge, on
which scientific positivism and aesthetic realism both

rely.

Action-Research and the Validity of the Concrete

So far I have considered three aspects of action-
research's quest for a principle of "validity" which
might guide its accounts of social situations. The
argument has been, that the notion of "naturalistic"
theory needs to be recast in terms of the reflexivity
of theory and the metaphoricity of language, that the
notion of "concrete descriptionf raises the issue of
the relation between the general and the concrete in
terms which necessitate a dialectical theory of inter-
subjectivity, culture, and symbolization, and that the
notion of "narrative-as-theory" cannot simply utilize
the assumptions of realism, but requires also an
awareness of the reflexivity of aesthetic structuring.
In the final section of this chapter (p. below) these
arguments will be developed in a more positive and
detailed form. But in order to prepare for that argument
the next two sections will consider in general terms
the relation between action-research's requirement
of non-positivist formulations of validity and the

principles of 1) reflexivity and 2) dialectics.
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Action-Research, Validity, Reflexivity

In Chapter One the reflexive quality of symbolization
was emphasized, and it was argued that it is by addressing
(rather than glossing) this feature that acts of
communication (ranging from the spoken comment and the
anecdote to the novel and the social research project)
can attain a form of "completeness" and thus of
"adequacy" .* Reflexivity was taken to be the under-
lying structure of the relation between consciousness
and its objects (including of course, and in particular,
"other" consciousnesses). Reflexivity (it was argued)
is conventionally glossed, leaving communication open
to the cultural contingencies of "bias", ie. the
political and psychological pressures which socially
distribute the plausibility and authority of interpreta-
tions. Such pressures cannot be abolished, although it
is precisely the claim of positivism to do so by means
of methodology, and thereby to transform interpretation

into scientific knowledge. Rather it is by analyzing

the irreducibly reflexive dimension of communicative

acts (including such analyses themselves) that their
grounds are revealed. "validity" is thereby approached
by taking as a topic the form and nature of communication
itself, ie. the "conditions of its possibility", (see
Chapter One, p. ﬂ ) . "Bias" is thus neither glossed

nor abolished but rather confronted, through an analytically

* T am indebted to Paul Filmer for this point.
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"complete" examination of the theoretical basis of the
communicative act in the general (reflexive) structure
of the relation between subject, symbol, and object.
Validity, in other words, becomes a quality of the inter-
pretive process whose grounds are adequately theorized,
rather than a quality of a particular interpretation
which itself can claim to be everyone's interpretation.

How does this relate to action-research? Action-
research certainly recognizes the importance of its
own process. Does that mean that it envisages the
need for reflexive awareness?

Lippett says: "Probably the best resource every
group has for studying the problems and techniques of
human relations is the life of the group itself"
(Lippett, 1948, p. 110). However, this seems merely
to point to the group as a conveniently available
"example": the "life" of the group is said to exemplify
the problems of human relations: a reflexive analysis
would note rather that in attempting to address "the
problems of human relations" those same problems would
manifest themselves which would then raise the topic:
"the problems of attempting to address the problems of
human relations".

Elliott, in the paper quoted at the beginning
of this chapter, refers to criteria guiding the process
of action-research by saying: "Action-research ... can
only be validated in unconstrained dialogue" (Elliott,

1978b, p. 356). He goes on to specify:
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"The participants must have free access to the
researcher's data, interpretations, accounts,

etc. and "the researcher" must have free access
to "what is going on" ... Action-research
cannot be undertaken properly in the absence

of trust established by fidelity to a mutually
agreed ethical framework governing the collection,
use and release of data". (pp. 356-7)

For McDonald and Walker (1975) the process is one of

negotiation: the case-study worker does not produce

one summative interpretation but rather engages in a
negotiating process: "the evaluator acts as broker in
exchanges of information between differing groups"

(op. cit., p. 7). For Elliott the "process" is
constituted in an "ethical framework", whereas for McDonald
and Walker there is also a related political dimension:

the "process" they outline is termed "democratic"
evaluation, which they say is predicated on the notions

of "confidentiality", "negotiation", "accessibility", and
"the right to know" (ibid., p. 7). In both cases the
process of investigation does indeed begin to be the

topic of grounding principles, in which the epistemological
adequacy of an account is described in terms‘of the
interpersonal conditions of its possible production.
However, both Elliott and Mcbonald and Walker formulate

the investigative process at the level of mundane and
rhetorical prescriptions which fail to consider the
further reflexive processes by which such mundane rules
would have to be interpreted. How would an adequate
degree of "faithfulness to an ethical framework" be

decided? How accessible is "accessible"? What are
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the structure and (inevitable) limits of "a right to know"?
In remaining at this level, these writers rely for

their intelligibility upon the glossing procedures which

a reflexive analysis would take as its topic. They

have attempted to provide concrete answers, injunctions,
and a method, where a reflexive analysis would provide
questions, dilemmas, and a redirected problematic.

However, another writer, Kemmis, does invoke the

principle of reflexivity more explicitly: "The insights
reached through case study are impermanent ... (they)
must therefore be treated historically. Any useful

social science is reflexive, and must be treated as
such" (Kemmis, 1980, p. 133). For this to be more
than an invocation, however, "history" itself would
have to be formulated reflexively, rather than being
treated (as it so often is within such arguments) as
a taken-for-granted causal origin. More precisely
Kemmis says:
"In reporting the study, the case study worker
demonstrates how, in his own case as a cognitive
subject, the imagination of the case and the
invention of the study have exerted controlling
influences on one another" (ibid., p. 126).
Kemmis calls this a "glialectical process” involving
the subject, the object (ie. "the case"), and the me thod
(ie. "the study") (ibid., p. 124). This, he says,
is "a new perspective" which preserves "the interdetermin-
acy of knowledge" as a constructive alternative to the
untenable claims of positivism (p. 117-9).
However, Kemmis's formulation presents an
interesting ambiguity. On the one hand he proposes a

. ) . " " d vet
cognitive subject who "imagines" and "invents®, andy
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the very activity of exerting the power of imagination
and invention seems to constitute the subject once

more in terms of "control" and "influence". This

could only be addressed in terms of a reflexive theory
of symbolization in general and of language in particular,
which is exactly what Kemmis's paper lacks. On the
contrary he oscillates between formulations of the
subject as a master of language ("In all knowing, the
knower ... brings to bear his language and perceptual
habits" - p. 108) and references to Wittgenstein (ibid.,
p. 101, p. 135) where language is an independent structure
which masters the subject, by means of "conventions"

and "games" (p. 135). By thus reducing the complex
reflexivity of language to an unaddressed dichotomy,
Kemmis can only imply the parameters of the reflexive
awareness which must underlie a non-positivist process
of inquiry, ie. imagination and control, indeterminacy
and validity, contingency and necessity. He leaves us
with the problem of how such a reflexive awareness

could be formulated: analytically, in order to conceive
of that form of validity which is compatible with the
indeterminacy of knowlege; and yet descriptively, as

a form of theorizing to which an action-research study

could aspire.

In previous Chapters I have made two suggestions

concerning a possible reflexive dimension to action-

research - both embodying the form of the question -

the mutual questioning of action and theory (Chapter Two)

and the mutual questioning of professional and client



- 233 -

(Chapter Four) . In examining the nature of the
"validity" with which reflexivity might be concerned,

it is once more the possibilities of the questioning

mode of thought I wish to explore. Heidegger says

that to understand "a thinker" is "to take up his
thought's quest and pursue it to the core of his thought's
problematic”. In this way, he continues, "we are taking

a way of questioning (Heidegger's emphasis) on which

the problematic alone is accepted as the unique habitat
and locus of thinking" (Heidegger, 1968, p. 185).

Now, whereas questioning is taken to be the guintessence

of "thinking", Heidegger's whole effort in the second

half of What is Called Thinking is an elaborate dismantling

of the syntactical structure of the assertion, in order

to reveal the thinking which asserting conceals and,
layer upon layer, glosses. In this he seems to be
engaging directly with Hegel's problem (already cited):
"It is not possible for us ever to say, Or express

in words, a sensuous being that we MEAN". In this
respect both writers seem to suggest an argument that
the "performative" functions of language's indicative,

non-questioning mode (noted by Austin: How to Do Things

With Words, 1962) constitute the problematic nature of

language as an analytical means. To assert a meaning

is to take part in the mundane world of unexplicated
action (listed by Austin as: giving verdicts, exercising
power, making commitments, and, in general, adopting
roles). Extending this argument, then, one might

suggest that it is the guestion which can interrupt this
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mundane interchange by addressing the grounds of its
intelligibility: since assertions can never give their
own grounds, they can always only address one problematic
by creating another; hence questioning alone is the
"habitat" of the problematic in general.

How, then, could "questioning" establish such a
habitat within action-research? Action-research studies
have frequently been described as "dialogue" between
participants and as "brokerage" between the multiple
viewpoints of those involved (eg. Elliott, 1978b,

p. 356; McDonald and Walker, 1975, p. 7). The image
of a "broker" neatly evokes, in a context of commercial
trafficking, the ambition of a format acceptable to

all "parties". But what would be its theoretic
equivalent?

Any set of viewpoints within a mundane situation
will manifest a range of tensions or even incompatibilities.
Merely to "exchange" the viewpoints among the parties,
as McDonald and Walker suggest (op. cit., p. 7) is
not necessarily more likely to generate a single
mutually acceptable interpretation than to reinforce
existing oppositions. And for the researcher to adopt
a viewpoint on the basis of an elaborately justified
adjudication between members' interpretations would
still be to operate within that set of oppositions.

To this extent, any justification of a particular
preferred viewpoint will be "polemical" and thus, according
to Heidegger, unlikely to constitute nor to develop

"clarification". As Heidegger says, '"Any kind of polemic

fails from the outset to assume the attitude of thinking.
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The opponent's role is not the thinking role. Thinking
is only thinking when it pursues whatever speaks for a
subject". Heidegger, 1968, p. 13). "Polemic" is the
language of assertion, the language of what one might
term "oppositional interpretation”: it asserts the
adequacy of this interpretation and the inadequacy of
others. When this process is extrapolated one can

see that the justification of asserted interpretation
will merely serve to maintain the pressure of the mundane
power struggle, within which any claims to validity will
immediately be contested. The oppositional stance
justifies one interpretation by attempting to annihilate
the intelligibility of what it rejects; this is the
rhetorical mode of the law-courts, of parliament, of
wars, rows, and divorces.

In contrast, reflexive interpretation is the
language of questions: it questions my interpretation
along with others; its extrapolation poses as problematic
the origin, the coherence, the grounds, of all
perspectives; it is a form of question which attempts
to speak for not against its interlocutor (a formulation
conventionally espoused within "counselling" for example).
It creates a theoretic space by means of a general
withdrawal from interpretation to problematic. This 1is
a space therefore within which discourse can proceed
under the auspices of theoretic grounds, which may be
shared, and which thus may come to be agreed as valid
theoretic grounds for the whole set of interpretations

at issue. Further, and of crucial importance for
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action-research's commitment to "change" and "improvement",
the withdrawal from interpretation to problematic may
create not only a theoretic space but also as it were
a potentially political space, allowing for at least
the possibility of a redefinition of the interpretations
themselves, and hence, in turn, of new possibilities
for action.

In this way, Heidegger's notion of "thinking"
as reflexive questioning can suggest a possible analytical
form for action-research's metaphors of "negotiation"
and "brokerage". But then a further question arises:
if a reflexive questioning can constitute a theoretical
space which allows the possibility of change, what form
might this change take, such that change itself might
be formulated analytically, rather than as mere contingency?
It is in this context that I wish to examine the significance

of the dialectic as a basis for critique and thus for

transformation. Can the dialectic be formulated
reflexively and thus constitute for action-research a

further dimension for the process of theorizing?

Action-Research, Validity, Dialectics

Action-research has frequently invoked the rhetoric
of dialectics as a way of presenting its commitment to
action and to change, and some of these presentations
were considered in Chapter Two in order to explore the
possible form, within action-research, for a dialectic
between action and theory: - in this section I wish to

examine how far the form of the dialectic might allow
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the action-research study itself to approach its
inherent problem: how can the study of a single
concrete situation claim a validity beyond that of a
possible interpretation, a mundane actor's perspective?
(see p. W8 above).

In one simple sense, "dialectic" can enable us
to address once again the problem of "grounded theory",
which (as I have avgued earlier) is also action-research's
problem. Theorists of grounded theory suggest that
validity can be sought through "triangulation" of
methods and viewpoints (Denzin, 1978, p. 21; Becker,
1971, p. 58; Elliott, 1981, p. 19); but when they do
so, what are the grounds for the Difference which produces
the triangulation AS a triangulation, and thus creates
the force of the metaphor of validity derived from
trignometry? Problems in navigation can be solved
by invoking Euclid's theories of the forms of triangles,
but what are the equivalent theories and forms which
problems in social science might require? A straight
line identifies an infinite number of points: only
the Difference created by a triangular form enables
the One point to be identified. Similarly, the listing
of a multiplicity of interpretations does not generate
a basis for choice between them (nor for the construction
from them of a further transcendental interpretation)
until they are structured in terms of a principled
conception of Difference. In the previous section
this principled Difference separated reflexive from

assertive analysis; in this section Difference 1s
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examined in terms of Contradiction, as a principle
which permits "dialectic" as a process of theorizing,

Underlying the image of triangulation is the desire

to create validity through the structure of inquiry,

rather than by the multiplication of the objects of
inquiry: for positivist social science validity can
be located in the replication of similarity (generalization
of the object-as-a-unity); for action-research and
case study the object itself is non-replicable - only
by comprehending the structure of the object as the
set of Differences which constitute it, can validity
be claimed in terms of a generalizable structure.
However, grounded theorists and action-researchers are
concerned that this structure sould be grounded in the
object of the inquiry, rather than in an independent
system of categories brought to the inquiry. Hence the
relevance at this point of one of the major questions
concerning the dialectic: where are contradictions
located?

Dabates within Marxist theory have attempted
at times to provide clear-cut answers to this. For
example, Colletti (1975) wishes to make a clear distinction
between conflicting forces in nature and logical
incompatibilities in thought, but finally recognizes
that such a dichotomy, resting as it does on a further
dichotomy between "science" and "philosophy" merely
leaves the social sciences "without a true foundation
of their own", awaiting a "reconciliation" (op. cit.,
p. 29). In reply, Edgley (1977) proposes such a

reconciliation by suggesting that social reality, being
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a symbolic constellation, is therefore both "thought"
and "nature", and hence in itself quite intelligibly
constituted in contradictions which it is the task
of analysis to expose and thus help to overcome. Yet,
as McCarney says, "the realization of (Edgley's)
science would be a society without contradiction.
It is far from clear that such a state of affairs could
be coherently described in any detail" (McCarney, 1979,
p. 29).

Yet each of these proposals seems to be an
attempt to resolve an issue which seems in principle
to be not susceptible of resolution, namely the problem
of the irremediable tension between theory's desire
for clarity of exposition, and the complexity of - on
the one hand - its object (the contradictions of social
reality) and - on the other hand - its relation with that
object (theory's essential reflexivity). Formulations
of the role of "contradictions" in social analysis must -
I would argue - embrace this complexity - a complexity
which involves the symbol and the object, thought and
reality, and indeed renders problematic those very
categories. Hegel, for example, as we have seen,
described "The Thing" as "a manifold" of contradictions:
the One essence and the Many qualities, the universal
and the concrete, the self-defined and the defined-in.
relation-to-other (Hegel, 2977, PpPPpP. 67-71) . Further:
the consciousness which perceives the Thing cannot
simply distinguish the Thing, Consciousness, and the

act of perceiving: 1instead the act of perceiving
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becomes "a complex assumption of responsibility"
(ibid., p. 74) whereby the constitution of the Thing
in consciousness becomes an act of self-definition,
and thus the complexity of the Thing becomes reflected
back as a structuring of consciousness itself (pp.
73-5). The ontology of the Thing is thus a "whirling
circle" (p. 79) from which commonsense tries to escape
by means of such simple dichotomies as single/plural,
essence/qualities, concrete/universal, or - one might
add - the contradictory/the logical.

In this respect, as noted in Chapter One (see p.
Lenin follows Hegel:

"Dialectics is general as a method since, as

Hegel noted, every proposition itself contains

the contradiction of the relation between universal

and individual" (Lenin, 1972, p. 361)
Thus, "The universal exists only in the individual
and through the individual" and conversely "Every individual
is connected by thousands of transitions with other kinds
of individuals (things, phenomena, processes, etc.)”
(ibid., p. 361) which seems to evoke not only a
connected world of "nature" but also, potentially at
least, that metaphorical aspect of thought which gives
the development of knowledge always the property of
a dialectic (ibid., p. 362) - a "spiral", so that for
Lenin "rectilinearity" of thought is equivalent to
"obscurantism" (p. 363). This emphasis is followed
by Adorno for whom contradiction is that principle
of ontology "which indicates the untruth of identity,

the fact that the concept does not exhaust the thing

conceived" (op. cit., p. 5). What must be avoided
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therefore is the apparent self-sufficiency of the
concept (ibid., p. 12) and the implicit claim to unity
of "systems" (p. 20). Instead, "philosophy" must
"adhere as closely as possible to the heterogeneous"
(p. 13). For these writers, then, dialectics Proposes
a way of encompassing the complexity of social experience,
and the complexity of attempts to understand social
experience, within a general structural principle,
while allowing for the essential heterogeneity of the
concrete, In other words, dialectics offers the
possibility of grounding validity in experience, by
formulating a principle for the structure of inquiry
which is at the same time a principle for the structure
of experience itself.

Such seemed to be the value of dialectics for
action-research, and, as such, inspired my article
"Dilemma Analysis - A Contribution to Methodology for
Action-Research", (Winter R., 1982) as an attempt to
apply dialectical principles to action-research.*

The following passage embodies the main line of the
argument concerning validity and dialectics in an
action-research context (in this example, a study of
students on "teaching practice"):

The nature of the action-research task

A teaching practice, in common with many social
situations, involves interaction between different
parties who, as a consequence of their different
roles in the situation have different aims,

priorities, and definitions of reality. Also,

* See also Whitehead and Foster (1984) p. 43.
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the situation creates a hierarchy of power and
status between these roles, hence, some of the
problems typically encountered will_;;gt on a
failure by one party to appreciate the point of
view of the other parties involved. The task I
formulated for myself, as a teaching practice
supervisor/researcher, was to attempt to transcend
my view as a supervisor in order to create an
account of the T.P. situation which would be
faithful to the views of students, classroom
teachers, and pupils, as well as those of

fellow supervisors. This account had to gain
the assent of all parties so that it could be
used to illuminate for each party the point of
view of the others, as a practical contribution
to preparation for T.P. The different views
therefore had to be presented plausibly as
parallel rationalities, without the hierarchical
valuation which conventionally discriminates
between them. In other words, the analysis had
to gain acceptance as "objective", evoking the
main areas of tension in the siutation without
generating immediate controversy by seeming
partisan, which would of course lead to its
being rejected in such terms as: "It's your
point of view as a supervisor" or alternatively:
"You've gone over to the other side". The
action-research task then, in this case, and not
(I think) untypically, was precisely that of
creating an account of a situation which would be

seen by a variety of others as convincing, ie.

as "valid".

The theoretical basis of the method

It was earlier argued that basing an interpretation

directly on social theory inevitably creates an

interpretation imposed by the researcher.
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However, I suggest that this difficulty can be
overcome by providing a theoretical basis for the
method rather than the interpretation. This
entails working with a different level of theory,
namely theory concerned not with patterns of
motives, ideologies, or institutional structures
and relationships, but with the most general
characteristics of social reality itself.
Hammersley M. (1980) uses the terms
"substantive" and "formal" theory to articulate
a similar distinction. Roughly then, I wish to
distinguish between "substantive theory" which
guides the interpretation of specific data and
"formal theory" which guides the specific method
for interpreting any data appropriate for that
method.

The formal theory which guides the method
of Dilemma Analysis is what could loosely be
called the sociological conception of "contra-
diction", which is used here in the form of a
series of general, indeed all-embracing postulates:
that social organizations at all levels (from
the classroom to the State) are constellations
of (actual or potential) conflicts of interest;
that personality structures are split and
convoluted; that the individual's conceptualization
is systematically ambivalent or dislocated;
tat motives are mixed, purposes are contradictory,
and relationships are ambiguous; and that the
formulation of practical action is unendingly

beset by dilemmas. Hence a statement of an opinion in

interview is taken to be a marginal option which
conceals a larger awareness of the potential
appeal and validity of different and even opposed
points of view. (This is an elaboration of

Winter, 1980b, p. 68). On this basis, then,
it became intelligible to analyze the interview

transcripts not in terms of particular opinions,

but in terms of the issues about which various
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opinions were held. The method is called
"Dilemma Analysis" precisely to emphasize the
systematic complexity of the situations within
which those concerned have to adopt (provisionally
at least) a strategy. Beneath the analysis 1lie
the conceptual underpinnings of Marxian and
Freudian theory; at the literal surface of the
analysis is the relatively non-controversial
notion of the paradoxical nature of social

existence. (op. cit., pp. 167-8)

The article was written in 1980, before the present
study was undertaken, and the extract above clearly
reveals a number of weaknesses, some of which I have
already criticized in other action-research work.
Concerning the marginal numbers:

1) Its own practice is presented as the drticulation

of viewpoints, a form of "brokerage" (see p.730above).
2) Its version of validity is seen as a concensus,
without any reference to a process by which such
a concensus might be created, except through the
presumption of spontaneous empathy (cf. Eisner's
"vicariousness", see p. L1l above).
3) Although there is a reference to the "ambivalence"
of conceptualization, there is no specific reference to
the reflexive problematics of language itself, and thus
there is no awareness that the action-research worker is
himself beset by the problematics he describes.

The last point gives rise to a crucial weakness
of the article: it attempts to provide a quasi-

mechanical "methodology" based on precisely the literal
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specification of simple alternatives which Adorno
dubs "bureaucratic thinking" (Adorno, 2973, p. 31).
(See the "Teachers' Perspective Document" later in the
article, which presents the various issues in terms of
a repeated sequence of oppositions: "On the one hand .o
BUT on the other hand" - pp. 271-3). Thus "Dilemma
Analysis" attempts to be literal, where it should
recognize the inevitability of metaphor; it attempts
to be exhaustive, where it should recognize that it
must remain "inconclusive" (Adorno, op. cit., p. 33);
and it locates contradiction in an external world of
actors' perspectives, where it should recognize that its
own processes of cognition and expression are constituted
in those same contradictions. Hence it attempts to
prescribe a description by utilizinc "contradiction"
as a resource which could provide a method, where it
should attempt to transcend description by reflexive
analysis of the problematics of that resource in
relation to its own process.

Finally, and most disabling of all, it denies
the temporal dimension required by its own theory.

Contradictions are constituted as such as terms in

a dialectical process of transformation. (As Lenin*
says: "The condition for the knowledge of all processes

of the world, in their 'self-movement', in their

spontaneous development, in their real life, is the

knowledge of them as a unity of opposites” (Lenin, 1972,
p. 360). In thus presenting contradictions as a
* "Lenin . the master action-research officer of all

time" (E) (Midwinter, 2972, p. 57).
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series of static, if complex "perspectives", Dilemma
Analysis fails to provide for its own process of
inquiry which constitutes them, a further failure of
reflexive awareness, and, more curiously, a failure of
the basic spirit of action-research, whose ambition is
essentially to constitute its theorizing within the
developing action of its own process.

In principle, however, as the above critique
implies, the dialectic could provide a powerful theoretic
basis for the conduct of actionesresearch. It raises
the possibility of an analytical basis for presenting
the structure of concrete situations and thus for
grounding the study of such situations in a general
principle, a principle which would not be the pretext
for a prescriptive methodology, such as "Dilemma
Analysis", but an inherent epistemology which locates
theorizing in relation to its own cognitive processes
as well as to its apparent object.

In this way, one might begin to formulate a
constitutive relationship between the two principles
of reflexivity and dialectics in terms of which I have
tried to present "validity" in this chapter. One
might suggest that there is an analogy between the

questions which reflexivity poses to interpretive

assertion =~ questions of grounds and possibility -
and the dialectical logic which, as Adorno says, is
"one of disintegration ... of the prepared and

objectified form of the concepts which the cognitive
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subject faces" (Adorno, 1973, p. 145). "Dialectics

is ... the resistance which otherness offers to identity"
(ibid., p. 161). The important point is that investi-
gators are themselves "cognitive subjects", and their
own interpretations take on a quality of "identity"
as soon as they are expressed, so that their own work
must accept inevitable "disintegration"; it must itself
face the resistance of "otherness", and thus in the
end "enact its inconclusiveness" (ibid., p. 32).
It is such an emphasis that action-research requires,
since action-research by its very nature is constituted
in a dialectic between action and theory, and thus does
not wish its inquiry to provide a conclusive prescription
for action, but rather to allow action to open out
developmentally on the basis of such provisional
enlightenment as has been achieved by its inquiry, and
on the basis of that achievement always to invite and
require further phases of action-research itself.

It is on such a basis, I would argue, that action-
research could begin to formulate the "validity" of

its processes, and it is thus within this formulation

that we must now seek a sense of "validity" for action-
research's descriptive accounts of the situations

which are its topic and its occasion.
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Dialectics, Reflexivity, and the Descriptive Text

It was noted at the very beginning of this chapter
that action-research has often attempted to authorize
its validity claims in terms of "anthropological"
case-study methods, and it is with an anthropological
approach to the issue that this section commences,
namely an analysis of "thick description", so unsatis-
factorily glossed by Eisner (see p. 110 above). The
term originates with Gilbert Ryle, but its relevance
for the present argument is elaborated by Clifford
Geertz.

Positivism, he argues, seeks "valid" description
by reducing phenomena to the "thin-ness" of "operational”,
ie. behavioural, terms (Geertz, 1973, p. 5), so that a
social action such as "winking" becomes "rapidly
contracting (the) right eyelids" (ibid., p. 7).

Validity here is: what-could-not-possibly-be-contested-
by-anyone. But this would be an entirely unhelpful
formulation of validity in social inquiry, since it
evades social inquiry's central task: to understand

the significance of the action in question. The

rapid eyelid contractor may have an involuntary muscular
twitch (and behaviourists could indeed collect such
instances, but he or she may be "winking", in which

case the question is,whether the action is an enticement
or a conspiracy, or even "practising a burlesque of a
friend faking a wink to deceive an innocent into thinking

a conspiracy is in motion" (Geertz, 1973, p. 7).

Hence the description of social actions must be at least



- 249 -

as "thick" (ie. as complex, as multi-layered) as the
meaning of the actions described. Now, it is clear

from Geertz's example of how "meaning" is structured into
layers of mutually imputed interpretation, that one
such layer must be the interpretation imputed by the
describer. This in turn implies that accounts of
social meanings can never have the finality of a
behavioural definition: "ethnographic assertion is ...
essentially contestable" (Geertz, op. cit., p. 29).
But this does not mean that interpretation is therefore
merely a matter of private opinion or whim, which is so
often the despairing response to a recognition of the
impossibility of realizing positivism's ideal. On
the contrary, meaning (says Geertz) is inherently
"public" (ibid., p. 12,, ie. it is constituted essentially
in the dialectical intersubjectivity and interplay of
cultural symbols (eg. "winks", "conspiracies",
"fakes",. Thus, although interpretations can never
be finally "verified", they can always be "appraised"
(ibid., p. 16), and this appraisal itself, being a
further interpretation, is available for further
appraisal, in the endless dialectic of inquiry.

In other words, description may be considered

. . n
as a hermeneutic experience and accomplishment: The

structure of the hermeneutical experience is ... the

dialectic of question and answer" (Gadamer, 1975, P. 340) .
In more detail:

"The reconstruction of the gquestion to which
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the text* is presumed to be the answer takes
place itself within a process of questioning
through which we seek the answer to the question
that the text* asks us"

(ibid., p. 337)

This dialectic interweaves with another, and one which
is particularly relevant to action-research:

"Understanding (is) an event, and the task of

hermeneutics ... consists in asking what kind of

understanding, what kind of science it is, that

is itself changed by historical change".

(ibid., p. 276)

In a sense Gadamer begins to answer his own question when
he goes on to describe a third dialectical strand in
his presentation of the process of interpretative
description, "the great dialectical puzzle of the one
and the many, which fascinated Plato" (ibid., p. 415),
and which in Hegel's version has been cited frequently
in this work. Gadamer presents it as follows:

"The hermeneutical rule (is) that we must

understand the whole in terms of the detail

and the detail in terms of the whole"

(ibid., p. 258)

a rule which would need some reformulation in the
context of social inquiry, of course, since social
situations do not have the finite boundaries of a "whole"
text. In fact, Geertz's analysis of ethnographic
meaning construction (outlined above) could serve as

such a formulation of "hermeneutics" as applied to social

actions, and in particular to the process of action-research.

* For "text" read "social action" in the contex; of
the present argument. The possibil}ty"of thlg .
equivalence is asserted by Ricoeur, 1D The Mode o
of the text-meaningful action considered as a text?,
in the same volume as Ricoeur (1981). See p.

below.
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Meaning is a relation between social actions and their
cultural matrix; interpretations of this relation
and appraisal of those interpretations must endlessly
succeed one another, since interpreters are situated
within the same process of historical change as the
social actions they describe.

At this stage in the argument we have moved once
more to the central role of reflexivity. How can we

approach description in reflexive terms? We can begin

to pursue this question by considering Levi-Strauss's
essay "The Science of the Concrete" (in Levi-Strauss,
1966) . Levi-Strauss approaches the issue of the
relation between concrete experience and validity of
meaning by distinguishing between "two strategic levels
at which nature is accessible to scientific inquiry:
one roughly adapted to that of perception and the
imagination; the other at a remove from it". (op. cit.,
p. 15). These two strategies are labelled (with
specific reference to man's interaction with the world
of inanimate objects) "engineering" and "bricolage"
(ibid., p. 17). The engineer operates with "concepts"
whereas the bricoleur uses "signs", the distinction
being that, "although either may be substituted for
something else, concepts have an unlimited capacity in

this respect, while signs have not" (p. 18). The

i i ent
bricoleur therefore "interrogates ... an already exist

set made up of tools and materials, to consider or

. o
reconsider what it contains, and finally and above all t
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engage in a sort of dialogue with it ... to widen the

possible answers ... to discover what each of them could
'signify' and so contribute to the definition of a sét
which has yet to materialize but which will ultimately
differ from the instrumental set only in the disposition
of its parts". (p. 28). In other words this is an

essentially reflexive review of biographically

situated resources and their possibilities. The
engineer, armed with the unlimited referential scope

of "concepts" can interrogate "the universe": he can
claim to transcend his culture, while the bricoleur
knows he must stay within it (p. 29). In this way,
Levi-Strauss's account of the concrete science of the
bricoleur evokes a way of formulating the possible
achievement and the necessary limitation of the social
scientist's descriptive case-study. He allows us to
reformulate "concrete description" in terms of the
possibility of an analytical and reflexive strategy based
on the multiple meanings of the culturally defined sign,
leaving the larger claims of the logically constructed
concept to those who wish to define their social science
in positivist terms* (cf. Popper, whose apparent modesty
in restricting his claims to "social engineering"” is

thus revealed as mock modesty indeed!)

* There is, however, a tension in Levi—StFauss'§ work
between passages where he clearly describes gis owgf
myth-ology as bricolage ("a precarious assembiade
odds and ends" - 1981, p. 562, and other passages
where he seems to anticipate a future state of affairs
when the human sciences will indeed transcend_b'd
bricolage through an "absolute" methodology (ibid.,

p. 686).
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The notion of "concrete description" as carried
out by "observers" (who could pPOssibly - if they wished -
choose to do "abstract" description instead) raises the
unanswerable question of how such observers could select
their concrete details from the infinite range available,
and thus of how any such selection could be either
replicable or representative. In contrast, Levi-Strauss's
notion of "bricolage" as a science OF the concrete
avoids the epistemological trap of the residually positivist
formulation by treating "the concrete" as the inevitable
habitat of social inquiry, a habitat which delimits
cognitive resources as culturally constructed and
contingently available, and constitutes "validity" as
a provisional, essentially temporary achievement.
As "bricoleurs", in other words, interpreters of the
social world know the limitations of their resources
and their achievements, as constituted by their situational
availability: only self-styled "engineers" could consider
themselves able to ignore the reflexivity of their work
and thus to claim "universal" validity.

Levi-Strauss goes on to make the reflexive dimension
of his work quite explicit, and in doing soO addresses
the other important theme raised by the action-research
writing reviewed at the beginning of this chapter,
namely the relationship between descriptive structuring

and aesthetic form. He suggests that any symbolic

process (science, myth, myth-ology, ritual, or art)can

be considered as constituted in a relationship between

"structure" and "event'", between the contingent and the

ral
necessary (Levi-Strauss, 1966, p. 21 ff.). In gene
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original distinction: what event could be so simple

that it was not also a.structure, and what structure
could be either so eternal or so instantaneous that it
did not also constitute a complex event? However,

the value of Levi-Strauss's argument is that he provides

a level of analysis which can-encompass the aesthetic

as a mode of comprehension and expression in juxtaposition
to other forms of symbolization, and that it allows a
consideration of the nature of the aesthetic to be
formulated, which is precisely what the writers
previously discussed have merely glossed as an available
convention. Levi-Strauss's proposal is that the
expression itself is the "structure", and that this
structure must be considered in relation to its three
constitutive contingencies: the occasion of the work,

the execution of the work, and the purpose of the work
(op. cit., p. 27). Or: "The process of artistic
creation therefore consists in trying to communicate
(within the immutable framework of a mutual confrontation
of structure and accident) either with the model (ie. the
reality-to-be-represented - RW) or with the material or
with the future use". (ibid., p. 27) . (These are

not of course mutually exclusive alternatives.)

The importance of this argument for action-research
is two-fold. Firstly it enables us to envisage a

i i ! i licit
"reflexive description" as one which makes exp

the relation between, on the one hand, its own structure

and. on the other hand, its symbolic resources, its
14

i i i dl
audience, and the events which are its topic. Secondly,

research

it makes possible an analogy between social
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and a formulation of art which is not merely concerned
with a model (which realism and positivism might claim
or admit - see above,jp.213), but also with both the
"material” and the audience for the symbolic process,
ie. a reflexive formulation of the aesthetic, which
would parallel action-research’s own ambition to transcend
positivism by addressing the principled relation between
action and theory (the "materials" of its research
process, and between research and its audience, namely
its attempts to formulate such possibilities as i) the
action—researching professional as one who is simultaneously
artist and audience, or ii) the case study researcher
whose work is a continuous negotiation with the practitiners
whom he serves and in whose concerns he wishes to
"ground" his theory. In both cases there is a consti-
tutive relation between expressive process, audience,
and theoretic resource.

A reflexive formulation of the aesthetic would
find support in, for example, Kenneth Burke's contention
that (literary) "form would be the psychology of the
audience ... the creation ... and the adequate
satisfying ... of an appetite in the mind of the auditor”
(Burke, 1968, p. 31), an emphasis which for Barthes

1eads. to "the realization of the relation of writer,

reader, and observer (critic)" (Barthes, 1977, P. 156),

. Cive
and transforms the closure of the author's descriptiv

work into the open-ness of the reader's interpretive

interaction with a text (ibid., pp. 155-6). Hence,

whereas literature previously employed a supposedly
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transparent language for the description of "Nature"

4
"Literature is (now) openly reduced to the problematics
of language" (Barthes, 1967, p. 8). (However, this

"reduction" is better described ~- without nostalgia -

as a principled recognition). The general thesis that

the essence of a modernist aesthetic is its reflexivity

is the theme of Gabriel Josipovici: The World and the

Book: "The modern writer ... makes his art out of the

exploration of the relation between his unique 1life

and the body of literature, his book and the world".
(Josipovici, 1971, p. 291). This argument applies not
only to such explicit and well-known exponents of
"modernism" as James Joyce, T.S. Eliot, and Samuel

Beckett, but to aesthetic form in general,(see Chapter

One, p.| and Chapter Three, p. 60).
The relevance of this for social science is taken
up by Michael Clarke, who contrasts literature's

tradition of reflexive self-questioning with science's

strategy of insulating the person of the scientist from
his data by means of his "methodology" (Clarke M.,
1975, p. 99). In other words, whereas "artists"

have accepted (and indeed, latterly, embraced) a role

which casts them simultaneously as hero and as victim,

"scientists"” persist in attempting to evade any destiny

whatever, by seeking a role of principled invisibility

through an ideology of technicism (cf. the analysis of

p.|h7).

the "wounded healer", Chapter Three,

The way in which action-research can learn from

L " : "
literature is not, then, to borrow its "realist
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claims as an alternative approach to the generalizing
format of scientific positivism - which action-research
recognizes it must try to avoid. Rather, by analogy

with a "modernist" aesthetic, its claims to a theoretic

status can be made through an explicit recognition of
the reflexive form of its own process.
The above argument constitutes the process and
the effect of art (and, by implication, of inquiry)
as essentially reflexive in terms of its confrontation
with its contingent conditions ("material", audience, and

"model") . What about the aesthetic structure itself,

which so far has only been referred to (within a realist
problematic) through the positivist metaphor of a
"typology" expressing a "perspective"? At this point it
is once more helpful to invoke the principle of dialectics
as the inherent structure of social phenomena. Even

here a lead is given by action-research writers them-
selves, namely McDonald and Walker. Having said, "the
kind of case-studies which we believe education needs

have characteristics which call for a fusion of the style
of the artist and the scientist", they go on immediately
to quote Freud: "the case histories I write ... read like
short stories" (McDonald and Walker, 1975, P. 3).

Now a Freudian case history is a narrative rather like
a "whodunnit": the questionable meaning of a dream
sequence, for example, is progressively "solved"

i ity " i dreams are
as a structure of "rationality . Since

. . ; i i elf a
themselves narratives, this resolution is 1its

; : of the
narrative of a narrative. Freud's theory
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representative strategies of the dreanm thus becomes

a possible entry to the question: how can narrative
"embody 'truth'"? His argument concerns the two

basic dimensions of symbolization, synchronicity and
diachronicity. The chronology of the narrative
transforms causal relations into a sequence (Freud,
1976a, p. 427), and logical relations into contiguity
(ibid., p. 424). The metaphoricity of the narrative
unifies opposites (p. 429) and fragments similarities
into contrasts (p. 431). In general, dreams constitute
a systematic distortion of an original reality, often

to the point of "reversal" (p. 441). To understand the
dream, by means of the case history, is to clarify

the distortion, to reverse (as it were) the reversal.

As with much of Freud's work, an ingenious insight
into symbolic process is limited by an ambition towards
a mechanical methodology (leading, in the present
argument, to the apparent implication that "rationality"
may be "decoded" unproblematically out of "distortion",,
but what Freud does seem to provide here is the notion

of narrative structure constituted in a dialectic

both of action and of meaning, such that one might

tentatively suggest that to understand the "truth"

of narrative is to grasp its structure as dialectic.
It is of course dialectical structure which

; i of
underlies Levi-Strauss's analysils of the meaning

mythic narrative (see Chapter Three, p.137). For

example:
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"For a myth to be engendered b
. ) Y thought
i1t in turn to engender other myths, H and for
and sufficient that an initial o it 4

C o . ) pposition sho
be 1njected.1nto experience, and as a consequgége
other oppositions will spring into being". '

(Levi-Strauss, 1981, p. 604).

it is necessary

In an analysis of mythic structures which has clear
parallels with Freud's previosly cited account of
the dream process, Levi-Strauss suggests (1979,
pp. 224-9) that opposites may be resolved into an
intermediate term, producing a "triad", that characters'
contradictory qualities involve them in relations
which gradually mediate an original opposition, and
that the events of the myth may "transpose" its original
semantic terms. Levi-Strauss sums up: "The purpose
of myth is to provide a logical model capable of overcoming
a contradiction" (ibid., p. 229). And we may follow
Northrop Frye in taking myth to be an underlying pattern
for aesthetic form in general (Frye, 1957, pp. 263-
225) .

However, this "logic" of mythic or aesthetic form
is not a prescription nor a "typology" but a set of

possibilities made available by the ambiguities, meta-

phors, contradictions, reversals, etc. embodied in the

narrative itself. This "logic" is embodied in the

narrative in the sense that its constituent units

are "bundles of relations" which are sufficiently large

as to function both synchronically and diachronically

(Levi-Strauss, 1972, 221-2), and thus it constitutes

meaning at the level of metaphorical structures

(protagonists, settings) and dialectical structures
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(actions, transformations), or rather: at the level
where metaphor and dialectic are mutually constitutive,
namely, as Derrida notes, the level of symbolization's
intrinsic process of "Differencing".

In this way we can perhaps make sense of Elliott's
original suggestion that action-research can seek, as
part of a non-positivist approach to inquiry, to embody
"truth" in narrative (see pplo§-9above). Narrative
recognizes, in Levi-Strauss's original terms, the
analytic confrontation between the necessary and the
contingent, structure and event, general and particular.
This confrontation is expressed in narrative's under-
lying pattern of metaphor and dialectic, ie. its pattern
of transformation both at the level of meaning and of
action, which parallels action-research's own ultimate
ambition to transform meaning by means of action.

Positivist description seeks to dichotomize the necessary

and the contingent in terms of method and data; it seeks
to isolate data so that they have no inherent structural
or temporal properties, and so are purely available
to be gathered (by means of "method") into a literal
and ahistorical "truth"p the form of representation

accomplished by narrative allows truth to be metaphorical,

and dialectical: the narrative of action can show

action's own semantic transformations.

Finally, then, how could these various considerations

be related to a possible set of principles for action=

ral
research’s descriptive accounts. Three of the cent

ideas seem to be related in the following way:
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1) A reflexive description can only seek validity
through a structure which embodies a principled

recognition of the problematics of its own possibility

(see references to Barthes, on p.l56 above),

2) The scope of the problematic noted in 1) as
applied to social inquiry, is given by the relationship
between the descriptive account and a) its symbolic
resources, b) its audience, and c) its "model" - ie. the
experience (s) "described" (following Levi-Strauss's
formulation, see p. 154 above).

3) The structure of each of the problematic relation-

ships noted in 2, is dialectical, as follows:

a) Symbolic resources for a descriptive account

are, for example: actors' perspectives, institutional
documents, interpretive theories, and narrative structures
for specific events - which embody mythic/ideological
patternings of its semantic terms, such as its
constitutive "characters" and "plots". The relation

between these elements will be dialectical, ie. a

combination of intimacy AND incongruity, similarity AND
difference, between ideals and experiences, between

claims and actions, between long-term and short-term
rationalities, and between the ideals, ideologies, reported

experiences, and rationalized interpretations of different

social actors. (This is an extension of the principle

behind "Dilemma Analysis" - see 9,143 above) . The

the description and such resources

relationship between

will be dialectical, ie. its coherence will take the

form of making explicit the dialectical play between
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elements, in a structure whose unity is that of irony
rather than of resolution and negotiated concensus.
In this it may resemble the documentary or the news¥
report which presents "different sides" in a studied
stance of abstention from authorial imposition" (cf.
Barthes on the "death of the author" in the reflexively
conceived text - see p.lS$S above). In this respect, it
may also resemble a story with a complex plot and character
and with one or several protagonists but - following
the principle of ironic play - without a hero, taking
"hero" here as typically embodying a mythologized
elaboration of an authorial perspective. (See Brown R.,
- 1977, chapter 5 - for an elaboration of sociological
accounts as structures of irony).

There is another sense in which description will
have a dialectical relation with its resources: it will
recognize the historically situated quality of its
collection, and will explicitly present its collection
as contingent and provisional, rather than as exhaustive

or final. Tt will thus be structured by its principled

and necessary anticipation of a continuation (ie.

amendment and critique), since description will have

a dialectical relation with its audience.

this
* Tn mundane examples of such reportage,
"abstaining" stance is, of course, merely a carefully

presented illusion: it is the textual structure

which is being considered at this point in my argument.
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b) The audience for descriptive accounts will
have both necessary and contingent features (see the
presentation of Levi-Strauss's argument, p-zszabove).

At one level the rhetorical processes of writing are
structured by the requiremgnts of an analytically
presupposed intelligibility to a readership. This is

the dialectical structure of intersubjectivity necessarily
required by acts of communication (see Chapter One

p. 3L). "Validity", then, would be the achievement

of persuasiveness. But audiences are also historically
contingent. A description may anticipate a highly
specific audience, one which shares a particular stand-
point or set of relevancies, and may achieve a persuasive
validity for that limited audience, while other audiences -
with whom the description in question does not anticipate

a dialectically constitutive relationship - would
characterize such a description as, say, "tendentious",

and would note "inadequacies" in a variety of dimensions.
"Objectivity", within this argument, can then be seen

as the quality of a description which anticipates a
constitutive dialectic with a highly varied audience,

ie. a description which structures a dialectical relation

between a wide variety of its own heterogeneous elements,

and thereby achieves persuasiveness for audiences which

rom a position of

provisional identification with only a limited range of

those elements. Hence the persuasive task of description

can be seen as establishing, through its own processes,

i t
that the heterogeneity of phenomena does indeed represen
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a dialectical (ie. a mutually transformative) relation
’

rather than that simple antagonism between "similar"
and "different" in which they are constituted by the

pragmatic requirements of daily 1life.

c) The "model" for description is a set of

experiences, whereas description itself is, of course,
constituted symbolically, and - in particular, linguisti-
cally.* It has already been argued at a number of points
that linguistic representations cannot be seen simply as
"labels". Rather their reference to experience must

be seen as metaphorical, and thus as always located
within the dialectic between reference and difference
noted by Hegel (see p.'L’Lo and p.‘l‘}‘\ above) . Again,
Richard Brown makes this point explicitly and at length:
"A theory must be metaphorical: if it were literally
identical with what it theorizes about, it would not,
could not tell us anything new". (Brown R., 1977, p.

101) . This would hold true for description, as a
communication between One who-has-had-an-experience and

Others, who have not had that identical experience but

who could be brought to understand that experience in

the light of different but potentially similar experiences

which they have had. Hence the central function of

metaphor's dialectic between similarity and difference.

* In principle, much of the argument odehésazegzigzing,
could be applied to descriptions empo iegché aLn
film, ballet, music, marble, Or paplei 20 do’so
indeed as combinations of these. Bu ° 050 of
would further complicatg an already co$§al Nots
ideas, and the verbal sign plays a cen
arguably - indispensable role.
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(Description is not engaged in between people who are

both present at an event. Rather, one says to the other
for example: "Just look - isn't that a terrible/
beautiful ..."? One might indeed say, "It reminds me

of ..." but that, precisely, would return us to the
principle of metaphoricity). "Metaphor", then, is
itself a metaphor for the problematics of description

and interpretation, the problem of the general and the
parcicular, of description's always ambiguous ambition

to be description (rather than - say - a random association
or an eccentric vision). Thus "validity" for description
must ultimately reside in its recognition of the very
ambiguity of its own aspiration; it must explicitly
recognize that its metaphorical structure, no matter

how densely and subtly woven, can never claim a literal

or final correspondence with its object. For positivist
description this would be a matter for despair (as though
"validity" were to be given up as impossible); for a
reflexive and dialectically structured description it
marks a rigorous requirement for critical awareness,

and thus a dimension of wvalidity itself.

But, and finally, what form might be taken by

description's'recognition" of its dialectical ambiguities

and limits? In general terms we may remember once

i ! ermeneuti-
more Gadamer's axiom that "the structure of the h

cal experience ... is the dialectic of question and

answer" (Gadamer, 1975, Pp. 340), guoted on p.zqqabove).

i i to
But it is more helpful at this stage in the argument

\
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which description's answers to its presupposed questions
are presented in conjunction with the questions it in
turn raises. This would then enable us to formulate

"description” as embodying a similar "questioning dialectic"
to that relating action and theory, presented at the end

of Chapter Two and on p.14babove. And the format
that this might take in the context of a descriptive
account is in fact suggested by a comment of Lawrence
Stenhouse, the doyen of writers on educational action.
research - a comment which in fact makes curiously
little sense in its original context (a proposal for
Popperian "scientific method") but which seems to have a
very precise relevance for the present argument.
Stenhouse says that, "The dialectic between
proposition and critique ... is personified in the
relationship between artist and critic". (Stenhouse,
1975, p. 124). Now although much "art criticism"
displays a numbing combination of blandly unreflexive

evaluation and crude technicism, there is a certain ideal

for critical writing on works of art which could indeed

be taken as a formulation of the moment of analytical

recognition in the complex dialectic of description.

itic" i ommentar
In this sense, the "critic" (at best) writes a C y

i r to make
which accompanies the structure of a work in orde

. . l
explicit the implicit pattern of 1its complex interna

i i al
relationships; in order to do so, it will reve

tions between elements,

ironies, point to dialectical rela

il i of the
show ramifications, analyze the detail in terms

i i f the
whole and insist upon the irreducible complex1ty O
14
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whole as (at least) the sum of all its details -
hermeneutics, after all, originated as a method for
textual criticism. In this way, if "description" is
to be, as has been argued, a dialectical structure of
irony and metaphor (rather than - positivistically -

a unified structure of concensus and literal reference),
then perhaps the descriptive text can be differentiated
from, say, the novel or the documentary (as an analytical
from a rhetorical text) by the inclusion within the

text itself of a "critical" commentary. in the sense

outlined here, one which addresses directly its own

problematic and how its processes address that problematic.*
Here, then, is a final dimension for the "validity"

of descriptions, namely the adequacy of its own explicit

recognition of its reflexive and dialectical structure.

There is a link between this suggestion and the comments

of Peter McHugh et al. on the collaborative process

of their own text, in which "response papers seek to

enter into relationship with the original by transforming

its present but unexplicated features” (McHugh et al.,

1974, p. 5). The point is, that texts are open,

"plural" structures, (Barthes, 1977, p. 159) intelligible

only in the light of the reflexivity of language and

the constitutive dialectic between writer and reader.

* T am indebted for this argument to my colliggsie
David Ball and to members of the Essex Instl

M Ed course in Educational Research.
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Textual openness and plurality have been fully explored
as principles for the understanding of literature

(see p. LSS above), which may explain the affinity for
aesthetic forms expressed by a number of action-research
writers, who thus perhaps sense the general argument of
this Chapter: that such openness is a necessary
requirement for action-research, since action-research is
predicated upon the assumption that a descriptive
account will not be a finality but a moment in a
continuing process.

The "validity" of description, in this context,
then, is not a matter of being "correct", but of
adequately‘representing "the conditions for its
possibility" (see Chapter One). Or, following Levi-
Strauss's argument - see p.lsgeﬂxnme— "validity"

concerns the necessary rather than the contingent

features of description. The contingencies of
"correctness", on the other hand, will not be entirely
unintelligible when the dialectics of action-research

moves to the moment of action, when - as was argued

at the end of Chapter Two - the guestion becomes: which

of the possibilities made explicit through the open

text of "description" would be a feasible practical

strategy now? But, in general, the notion of

nyalidity", as applied to the complex processes of

action-research, may not be sought in terms of a

"account”

"correspondence" between two simple entities -

and "reality" - but rather in the appropriately complex
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principles of reflexivity and dialectics, which (it

has been argued in this chapter) can guide the internal,
textual structuring of action-research's accouhts, as
well as - at the same time and without incoherence -

the other moments of action-research's process.
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CHAPTER SIX

CONCLUSION

My aim in this study has been to reconstruct
the intelligibility of action-research by disentangling
its inherent possibilities from its heterogeneous claims.
Some of these claims are simply borrowed from positivist
social science - claims to possess an authoritative
methodology for the production of accurate descriptions
or of "grounded theory", for example - and others seem
to be defensive counter-claims, made against positivism's
rejection of action-research's adequacy - claims to
flexibility, creative idiosyncracy, immediate practical
relevance, democratic process, and aesthetic form, for
example. The contradiction between these two sets
of claims can be traced to the contradictions in the
relationship between orthodox social science and the
social world which is its topic and its resource.
The Good of action-research is that it glimpses the
need to reformulate this relationship between science
and world, knowledge and action, theory and practice;

the Lack of action-research is its failure to carry

through this reformulation. At various points in this

study - especially in the final section of each chapter -

aspects of this reformulation have been presented.

In this concluding chapter I wish only to draw together

j i ibution
an overall statement concerning the potential contrib

) X cal
of action-research (in the reflexive and dialectlc

i i i as a
formulation I have put forward) to social inquiry
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general project. It is a conclusion only in a dialectical
sense: it draws together the phase of study into a
moment of reflection which anticipates, now, an explorative

and ultimately transformative continuation, through
attempts at exemplification in particular contexts.,
"Conclusion", otherwise, would threaten to overwhelm

one of the central themes of the study with the unaddressed
irony of its implication of finality, and hence of
theory's claims to prescribe methods for practice.

It is to the danger of that irony that the following

section is addressed.

Action-research, Factuality, Meta-theory

At the centre of action-research stands its hyphen:
it proposes an axiomatic and inescapable relation between
action (which must treat knowledge as adequate) and
research (which must treat knowledge as problematic).
Yet the clumsiness of the phrase "action-research",
as a mere juxtaposition - with or without a hyphen -
expresses the irremediable problem of the relationship.
Unlike other expressions (such as "applied science”

or "theoretical practice")which have their syntactical

. n ion- arch"
point of rest in one term Or other, "action-rese

merely vibrates with its own irony, its unresolved

difference, and hence its interminable internal guestion:

i - —-action ...
the dialectic of action-research-action research

it 1 ' din
can begin anywhere, and once begun, 1t 1S without en g,

i i i t a
since it is without prescription, and thus withou

principle for completion.
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It is through this unending quality of its dialectic that action-

research provides for the irremediably problematic combination of irony

and responsibility which characterizes theorists!

social context, a relation which = in contrast — orthodox social

relation to their

science would wish to formulate either as non-ironic (leaving the socia

scientist as an employee of one sub-sectiom or other of an institutiona

order which provides both topics and purposes) or as non-responsible

(leaving social scientists proclaiming both their free-floating abstrac

from all social interests and their'pOtential availatility to any such

interest . )

Now, action-research's principled commitment

to both irony and responsibility enables it to grasp

the problematic status of "theory" in relation to the
"action" which constitutes theory's social world. In

a crucial’sense, there is no action which is not informed
by theory, and this applies in a broadly similar fashion
to the following series: a racist street brawl, police
arrests of some but not all protagonists, a government
inquiry into urban law and order, a survey of attitudes
carried out by the Commission for Racial Equality, and

a study of the ideological bases of government inquiries.

In each case "theory" takes the form of factual knowledge

generalized as a justificatory principle for a range

of envisaged action. In this way, knowledge 1s

3 i i he
continuously being socially constructed within t

technical / moral debates (concerning capitalism,

] i tc.) which
industrialization, urbanization, etc., etc.)

iscursive
constitute everyday culture as a pattern of disc

cause their

agendas. These agendas only exist be
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relevance is relatively urgent, and thus the theory

with which they are informed tends to be Presented

in a rhetorically persuasive, maximally plausible form -

namely as "facts". However, the irony of factuality

is that, as a practical rhetorical format, it is utilized
by all competing interest groups, with the result that,
although all claims to factuality are made in the name
of an objective validity that aims to silence opposition,
all such claims are immediately contested as distorted
selections. Hence the typical format for social
science knowledge has become the "highly-significant-
statistical-finding", presented in a prestigious journal
with all the mythic trappings of mathematical absolutism,
only to be dismissed in the next issue as a random
illusion created by some-one's crass technical blunder.

The general form of the problem, of course, is
that "theoretical knowledge", here, is differentiated
from "common=sense" only by the capital- and/or

labour-intensiveness of its resourcing, by its technical

but not its epistemological sophistication. Hence,

' n
positivist social science can only relate "theory

to "practice" by constructing a factual claim for the

authority of a particular interpretation - and thus of

the practical policies which require this interpretation -

even though this factual authority is always liable to

: " 3 el
be challenged, so that "theoretical" debates either merely

. . e
reflect debates within practice jtself, or they ar

i ' 1
concerned with methodological technlque. Clearly,

i ithin
the sequence of cognitive claim and challenge with
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these technical / moral debates constitutes one of the

basic processes of politics, culture, and the daily
life of institutions and professions; but this is to

characterize such debates as, precisely, topics of

the deepest sociological interest, whose nature it
must be sociology's task to address. And here the
merit of a reflexive action-research begins to emerge.
For it is clear that the political clash of rival
factualities and their attendant theoretical generalities,
will not be addressed (but will, rather, be taken as
given, sustained, and prolonged) by a social science
which invokes a methodological warrant for its own
factualities, its own theories-as—-generalizations.
Instead, what a reflexive action-research would offer
to its action context is not "theory" in this sense at
all (since there is, as it were, enough theory there
already) but rather what might loosely be called
"Meta-theory".

"Meta-theory" conventionally means, in some sense,
"the theory of theory", but this is potentially highly
misleading, and we must therefore carefully ask: 1in

what sense? Firstly, if (as has been argued above)

"theory" conventionally takes the form of persuasively

organized factual grounds for interpretation (and

. s 3 1
thereby loses its differentiation from the practica

| " - " be taken
rhetorics of everyday 1ife), "meta theory" can

| ‘ ' rounds for the
as: '"persuasively organized factual g

" for inter-
persuasive organizationkof factual grounds

) become
pretation. In other words, meta-theory would
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the prescriptive elaboration of absolute techniques

. W
for the achievement of objectivity? that combination of

logic, statistics, and reductive behaviourism which

is to be found (variously disguised) in innumerable

text-books on "methodology". Meta-theory in this

version makes a merely technical contribution to the
presentation of interpretive theory, just as the latter

is hardly distinguishable from a "jargon" for the stylistic
re-articulation of social actors' common-sense. At

both levels, then, the emphasis on techniques for the
creation of persuasive factuality prevents a "critical"

or independent formulation of theory's task in relation

to social purposes and categories. Secondly, the
conventional sense of "the theory of theory" suggests

a double move away from practice, whereas the specific
contribution of both the principled recognition of
reflexivity and of even conventional action-research

is to reassert the mutual dependence of theory and
practice. Action-research as meta-theory proposes,

then, as a first step, to subject the factualities and
organizing conceptiens of specific bodies of professional
expertise to the critical recognitioﬁ of their located-ness

within the practices whose intelligibility they serve.

Action-research thus proposes a move "beyond" a form

of theory which prescribes and justifies a basis for

a more abstract

action, not to be a more rarified theory,

. . ive
prescription or justification, but to a reflex

. ; tains
dialectic between theory and action, which sus

their mutuality while transforming both.
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It is in this way that a reflexive action-research
is essentially and inevitably committed both to the
theoretical critique of action's taken-for-granted
rationalities and to the continued possibilities of
action in its mundane context; it can be content
neither with providing a mere technical service (of
refining the factual basis of expertise) which leaves
action uninterrupted, nor with providing a mere theoretical
ideal or model which (by threatening to interrupt
action's mundane process for ever) must necessarily,
in the end, be ignored by practitioners. In other words,
reflexive action-research is proposed here as a way of
reconciling that central dilemma of social inquiry:
its inherent tension between theory and practice, between
"critique" and "relevance". In the following (final)
section this general contention is illustrated by
reference to the general principles by which its

epistemology is embodied in its process.

Principles for a Reflexive Action-Research

A) Action-research is grounded in the topics of

professional expertise, but also has grounds for

transforming them. (Action-research will not simply

i ' ' d categories;
organize and report members' topics an

i tive
neither will it encapsulate them as merely illustra

ion- h will
of prior theoretical systems) . Action-researc

: i nderpin
begin by recording the cognitive resources which u p

i i e specific
the invocation of professional expertise 1n th p

y warranted

context - its particular range of plausibl
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"factual" bases, and its particular set of concepts
which provide for the intelligibility of those "facts"
in relation to the requirements of action in that

context, ie. concrete versions of normality, predictability
14

event, motive, chance, relevance, etc. Action-research

will then make explicit the essentially reflexive

basis of this expertise, its grounds in contextually
specific judgements, rather than in general laws.

By drawing attention to the process and structure of
these judgements, action-research transforms the assumed
resources of expertise into topics, and transforms
received topics into questions. By drawing attention
to the contextual basis for claims to generality,
expertise's "necessity" is transformed into contingency,
and "irrelevancies" are transformed into thinkable

possibilities.

B) Action-research is grounded in the phenomena of
practical experience, but also has grounds for trans-
forming them. (Action-research will not simply treat
members' meanings as criteria for its own adequacy;

neither will it treat members' meanings as merely

epiphenomena produced by supposedly objective societal

processes) . Action-research will begin by recording

i i - as sets
members' experiential accounts of the caentext

of relatively unified phenomena organized into relatively

fixed relations of similarity and difference.

. . s
Action-research will then explore the dialectical basil

exploring the differences which

of these phenomena,

ngimilar", the similarities

have been collected as

which have been set apart as n3ifferent", and the
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historical (and "futurological") dimensions within
which current categories of similarity and difference
may be seen as both contingent and transient. By
drawing attention to the developing contradictions within
the categories of experience, implicit necessities

(as labels of the present) will be transformed into

explicit possibilities (as metaphors for thinkable

futures) .

C) Action-research's resources are personal, but

its transformative outcomes have valid grounds.
(Action-research will not simply claim to discover
objective empirical generalizations; neither will its
outcomes merely be expressions of personal opinion).
Action-researchers are constitutive elements of their
contexts-in-question. Wher, they begin to subject
contexts to a principled reflexive and dialectical
critique (see A and B above), they are required by
those same principles to initiate and/or accept a
reflexive and dialectical critique of their own resources
which have provided for the original critique. Clearly
this is to embrace a form of potential "infinite
regress" which would strike terror into the hearts of
logical positivists; but action-research, in contrast,
must accept and require the recognition of this risk as

the ontological and epistemological structure of its

i j ivi Two
(reflexive and dialectical) intersubjectivity.

i s of
consequences are important. Firstly, by mean

i ubjective
the inter-personal process of action-research, sub]
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commitments to interpretation ("points-of-view") will be
deconstructed by a review of possible resources for

such commitments, ie. the pragmatic and rhetorical

unity of subjectivity will be required to recollect

its fundamental potential for disunity, and hence its
resources for alternative commitments. Secondly,

and consequently, subsequent commitemnts to interpretation
(re-made in the light of such recollections) will
recognize the limits of their specific personal and
contextual resources as part of a provisional, reviewable,
interpersonal, and contextual strategy. Reflexive
action-research does not seek to replace personal
resources with "im-personal" techniques or "universal"
theories, but rather to push to their here-and-now

limits the inherent resources of interpersonal

contextualized understanding.

D) Action-researchers recognize that they will
suffer the transformations of the processes they initiate.

Action-researchers' interactions with members will

not simply provide prescriptions for action; neither

will they merely result in interpretive insights which

members can take or leave). Action-researchers

will require from themselves, as well as from others,

a recognition of the reflexive and contextual limits

of their interpretive judgements, and the dialectical

j iviti ion=- ers
contradictions of their activities as action-research

(see C above). Only insofar as they enact their

requirements upon their own activities will they be

practitioners that these requirements

able to persuade
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are indeed requirements for all, including practitioners
4

rather than special requirements typically inflicted
upon others by, say, "theorists", and thus carrying no
persuasive import (but only a rejectable instruction)
for those who are "practitioners-but-NOT-theorists".
Hence, whatever understandings action-researchers bring
to a context (in terms of methods, interpretive theories,
and anticipations of the processes of action-research
itself) will - they know - be transformed by their
enactment first in this and then in that context. 1In
this way, reflexive action-research will not be a
version of "applied science" (as though procedures

for social inquiry had been created "somewhere else",
so that action ("here", could simply learn from science)
but a formulation of social inquiry's own capacity to
develop ("everywhere") as a dimension of social

inquiry's constitutive relation with its social world.

E) Action-research transforms the relationship

between the disparate elements in an action context, but

it does not attempt to construct them into a unity.

(Action-research will not simply attempt to negotiate

a concensus in order to supercede contradictions;

neither will it merely record contradictions as they

1 1
present themselves) . Given that action-research's

frames of reference will be challenged by its own

process, and are thus part of an unending development

3 ]
at for reporting action-research's

(see D above), the form

ipti nt
outcomes will not be an integrated descriptive account,

o] state-of-affairs, but,

presenting a reader with a specifi
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rather, for example, a sort of "collage-text" which

artfully sets in play a dialectical (and hence always

potentially ironic) pattern of relationships between
alternating elements, authored by various members of
the action context, including explicitly reflexive
accounts (see A above), dialectical analyses (see B
above), reviews of possibilities and of grounds for
commitments (see C above), and diaries of action. A key
element in this "plural text"™ will be a series of
contributions which attempt to make explicit the
structure of the relationships enacted in the sequence
as a whole. Such an "open" text will express both the
contradictions of its origin and its non-prescriptive
availability to its varied audience for their varied
and unpredictable purposes and responses (including
responsive action). Action-research will thus be able
to turn to its own advantage the inescapable and
fundamental tensions in which it is constituted (between
theory and action, between the valid and the concrete)
by learning from and drawing upon those rich traditions
of ironic and/or reflexive symbolization (narrative,

drama, myth, rhetoric, counterpoint, and aesthetic

in
criticism) which are so much more securely grounded

the structures of consciousness than the recent but

politically prestigious (and hence understandably seductive)

procedures of positivist social science.

F) Action-research has grounds for the critique of

i i - search's
action but these grounds requlre also action re
’
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(Action-researchers will not simply be observers. who
[

can arrive with a repertoire of skills, re-describe

the action scene,; and depart unscathed and unimplicated;
neither will they be participant members, who learn
merely by taking part in the implementation of practical
change) . Action-research's moment of critique (see

A and B above) assembles and expands a range of previously
"repressed" possibilities (see C above). But these
possibilities are derived from action's own cognitive
resources, and will not be left merely as possibilities
"in theory" (as realizable in, say, an ideal world but

not here-and-now) since action-research's dialectic

requires that the possibilities created by critique be
confronted by the requirements of action, always given
that action's limits will have been transformed by the
exploration of its possibilities. It is this double
confrontation (the question posed to practice by theory,
and the question posed theory by practice) which

ensures that no-one will escape the transformations of

the action-research process (see D above), a process

whose dialectic disqualifies claims either to be an

observer who can leave to others any responsibility for

the continuation of action, or to be a practitioner

who can leave to others any responsibility for

originating the transformation of action. Action-

ably responsible

research formulates action as inescap

to the grounds for its transformability by theorizing,

and theory as grounded in its responsibility for

.
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expresses a double responsibility as well as a double

irony.
The prevous principles (A -~ E) formulate the

nature of action-research's inherent resources and

processes; this final principle refers most directly

to action~research's fundamental capacity for structuring
(however delicately, ironically, provisionally, and
non-prescriptively) that crucial interplay between
theory and practice, critique and responsibility,

ideal and actual, Reason and politics, which constitutes

the central problematic of social inquiry.
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