
Tulisan ini bermak&itd untuk mengelaborasi tiga
paradigma besar dalam penelitian kualitatif
yaitu positivisme, interpretif, dan teori kritis.
Positivisms mempunyai kecenderungan untuk
memperlakukan ilmu sosial seperti ilmu eksak-
ta, yaitu dengan mengedepankan obyektijitas,
methodological correctness dan asas bebaa-nilai.
Penelitian sosial, menurut model ini, harus
obyektif dan bebas dari bias indwidu serta di-
dasarkan pada kolkulasi angka-angka. Dengan
demikian, harus ada jarak antara peneliti dan
yang diteliti. Sementara itu, paradigma inter-
pretif lebih mengedepankan aspek pemahaman
terhadap masyarakat yang diteliti. Oleh karena
itu, tidak ada jarak antara peneliti dan yang
diteliti. Keduanya berbaur dan soling meleng-
kapi. Yang ditekankan model ini adalah bagai-
mana memahami esensi kehidupan manusia
dengan berinteraksi langsung dengan yang di-
teliti. Paradigma terakhir, teori kritis, hampir
sama dengan model interpretif. Hanya saja,
paradigma ini tidak hanya berhenti pada aspek
memahami, tapi juga bagaimana pemahaman
tersebut dijadikan sebagai basis untuk men-
transformasikan masyarakat Dengan demiki-
an, menurut model ini, penelitian harus punya
keberpihakan, tidak mungkin bersifat obyektif
dan bebas-nilai. Penulis mengajak untuk meng-
geser kecenderungan model penelitian sosial
dari positiviame dan interpretif ke model teori
kritis. Sebab, model ini diyakini bisa menjemba-
tani problem etik/emik yang sering terjadi dalam
penelitian sosial, di mana penelitian yang
dilakulcan tidak mempunyai imbas bagi masya-
rakat yang diteliti, bakkan terkadang tidak
jarang hanya sekedar untuk intellectual exercise
semata.
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A. Introduction
There is no single way to put various types of philosophical and theoreti-

cal traditions under a certain 'umbrella/ Lincoln and Guba identify four influ-
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ential paradigms in qualitative inquiry: positivism, post-positivism, critical
theory, and constructivism. Hatch differentiates five major research paradigms:
positivist, post-positivist, constructivist, critical theory/feminist, and post-struc-
turalist. Schwandt distinguishes three theoretical paradigms: interpretivism,
hermeneutics, and social constructionism. Carr and Kemmis, Jackson, and
Husein divide three major paradigms in qualitative research: positivism, in-
terpretive, and critical theory.

In this paper, I would like to use Carr and Kemmis, Jackson, and Husein's
category for the reason that some theoretical frameworks such as post-positiv-
ism, constructivism, hermeneutics, and social constructionism (Lincoln and
Guba, Hatch, Schwandt), looking at the goal of research and mode of knowl-
edge could be put under the 'umbrella' of interpretive paradigm because they
share a major concern, that is, how to interpret and understand human phe-
nomena. Even in this category we can add other paradigms such as semiotics,
phenomenology, ethnography, and symbolic interactionism.

In the discourse of critical theory, there are two views in regard to its
content; one refers to the Irankfurt school tradition as can be seen in the work
of Rasmussen, Carr and Kemmis, and Lakomski, and on the other hand, —•
there are other scholars who extend the discourse of critical theory to include
the Frankfurt school, post-modernism/poststructuralism, and feminism.
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In this regard, I do not intend to use 'critical theory' in a narrow perspec-
tive only referring to the Frankfurt school, particularly Habermas, but a wider
one including post-modernism/poststructuralism and feminism epistemolo-
gies. This is because though they have dissimilarities, in terms of orientation
they share a common agenda: emancipation of the voiceless.

Discussing a theoretical framework in qualitative research methodol-
ogy it is important to turn to the work of Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scien-
tific Revolutions. However, after being criticized by Masterman who found 21
differences of uses of the term "paradigm" and resulted in the ambiguity of
the term, Kuhn in his second edition (1974) made some revisions from his
original theory. In this classic work, Kuhn explains in detail the rise and de-
cline of scientific paradigms. Paradigm is defined as a set of beliefs that guide
the researchers to address some important problems or issues under certain a
theoretical framework and provide procedures how to solve those problems. A
paradigm shift is a process whereby a new way of perceiving the world comes
into existence and is accepted by scholars in a given time.

The process of paradigm shift needs two conditions; first, the presence
of anomalies in 'normal science,' that is, the established thinking, research
strategies and methods, in the sense that the existing paradigm cannot explain
the prevailing phenomena or even contradict it. The second condition is the
presence of alternative paradigm that can explain the prevailing phenomena
and anomalies that cannot be explained by the previous paradigm. This para-
digm transition brings about a scientific revolution where the universe under
study is seen in an entirely new light. As a result, previous theories and facts
changed through rethinking and re-evaluation.

Research."
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To sum up, a paradigm shift can be seen in the diagram below:

Paradigm 1 ^ Normal Science ^ Anomalies ^- Crisis

Revolution ^ Paradigm 2, and so on.

Looking at Kuhn's argument, three ideas can be considered: (a) data or
observation is theory-laden; (b) theories are paradigm-laden; (e) paradigms
are culture-laden. In other words, from Kuhn's perspective there is no "para-
digm-free way of looking".

The above model of paradigm shift can be used as a means to analyse the
historical moments of theoretical tradition in qualitative research from "tradi-
tional", "modernist," to "post-modernist", or from "positivist", "interpretive",
to "critical theory". However, a paradigm shift in qualitative research is never
taken place in an absolute sense because when certain paradigm came to power
and dominate the discourse, it does not mean that the other paradigm will
completely collapse.

For example, when today some researchers take seriously the
deconstructivist, poststructuralist, post-colonialist, critical theories, and femi- 27
nist epistemologies, there are still of course some others who use 'positivist' or
'interpretive' paradigms. As Hatch says, "....but it is important to remember
that, as the field has evolved, the development of new perspectives and meth-
ods has not meant the abandonment of perspectives and methods that came
. . . „ 14before .

In this paper, I would like to call for the shift of paradigm from positivist
and interpretive epistemologies to critical theory. Though from a
postmodernism perspective there is no single narrative but many and we should
give room for plurality and diversity, it is still important to insist on making a
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choice of epistemology in studying human phenomena by raising a fundamen-
tal question: "what is the impact of inquiry being conducted to the improve-
ment of condition ofhumanity of people being studied!" Such question is really
a significant issue to be taken into account by those researchers who concern
with making links between a research and an emancipatory project.

In so doing, for the first part I will examine positivist and interpretive
paradigms concerning particularly their ontology, epistemology, methodology,
and the goal of research. For the next step I will discuss critical theory perspec-
tives on qualitative inquiry. To complete this discussion I will explore the main
method of critical theory, that is, participatory action research (PAR).

B. Positivism:
Prediction of Human Behaviour through the Principles of Natural Sci-

ences
Positivist approach has widely and commonly been used in both quanti-

tative and qualitative research. Historically, this approach was used in physical
sciences, or as "hard" sciences, and has had a deep emphasis on quantification.

— Such mode of sciences were eventually adopted by Auguste Comte (1798-1857)
and Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) in social sciences. According to both schol-
ars, although the object of the two is quite different (the nature and human
phenomena), a positivist model still can be used in understanding human
behaviour.

Comte has argued that the development of societies goes through three
stages: (a) the theological stage that is dominated by religion; (b) the meta-
physical stage that is dominated by abstract speculation; and (c) the positivist
stage that is dominated by scientific thinking.15 These three stages evolved in
a hierarchical manner and the third stage is the peak one. The role of social
science is to find the laws that govern the shift of each stage.

On the other hand, Durkheim in his landmark work The Rules of Socio-
logical Method, attempted to apply methodological principles of physical sci-
ences in the discipline of sociology. He advocated social scientists to use prin-

Auguste Corate, The Positive Philosophy of Auguste Comte. (London: K. Paul,
Trench, Trubner, 1895).

"Eraile Durkheim, The Roles of the Sociological Methods. (New York: Free Press,
1964).
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eiples of physical sciences such as treating facts objectively and with a non-
biased perspective. The reason is that humans are part of the natural world
and since it is orderly, predictable, and knowable, therefore, human behaviour
can also be understood through looking at cause-and-effect laws in the natural
world. Human behaviour and social actions then are a kind of natural event
that occur outside the scope of human consciousness.

This means that Durkheim suggested using a mechanistic view of the
world: each outcome is produced by one or more external causes. The basic
assumption behind these views is that there is "real" fact that can be appre-
hended if we apply a rigorous research methodology through separating the
researcher and the researched. Only by such methodological correctness can
someone gain objective and valid information.

In the positivist's view, science, as defined by Carlo Lastrucci, is "an
objective, logical and systematic method of analysis of phenomena, devised to
permit the accumulation of reliable knowledge". What he means by "reliable
knowledge" is something that is objectively and empirically verifiable. To ex-
amine the validity of knowledge or truth there are three criteria to be met: (a)
correspondence, that is whether a knowledge statement corresponds to the
objective world; (2) coherence, that is referring to the consistency and internal
logic of a statement; (3) pragmatic, that is relating the truth of a knowledge
statement to its practical consequences.

The aim of an objective approach is to minimize individual bias, which
can reduce the quality of a fact In so doing, the observer and the observed
should be seen as independent entities and deductive rules and the technique
of statistical analysis must be employed in the research process. By such prin-
ciples and methods, explanations, and predictions of the future of human
behaviour on the basis of present behaviour could gain maximum accuracy.

The focus of this approach is to verify the hypotheses that are often
formulated in prepositional way in order to be easily converted into precise
mathematical formulas expressing a functional relationship. The task of in-

Carlo Lastrucci, The Scientific Approach: Basic Principles of the Scientific Method.
(Cambridge, Mass: Schenkman Pub. Co., 1967), p. 6.
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quiry for positivist approach is to prove, not to generate, the hypotheses be-
cause the aim of inquiry is to explain, predict, and control human behaviour.
Thus, it is clear that the logic of the positivist is the logic of c&plaKatian aaJ
that is typical of the logic of the investigation of nature. Look at what Popper
says, "Theories are nets cast to catch what we call 'the world': to rationalize, to
explain, and to master it". The knowledge-guiding interests of positivist there-
fore are mastery and control.

To fully understand the basic assumption and postulate of the positivist
paradigm, it is important to use Cuba and Lincoln's analysis. According to
them, three fundamental questions should be addressed by the paradigm of
science, namely ontological (what is the nature of reality?), epistemological
(what can be known and what is the nature of relationship between the re-
searcher and the researched?), and methodological (how the researcher goes
to find the object being studied?) questions.

In term of ontological question, the nature of reality for positivism is
naive realism; a notion that there is "real" reality that can be apprehended and
predicted if we apply a rigorous research methodology and a mechanism of
cause-effect laws. The "real" fact is an independent entity and subjected to be
known and discovered.

For the epistemological question, positivist argues that world has an
order and the task of science is how to reveal the truth' of that order as objec-
tive as possible. Therefore, this paradigm employs dualist and objectivist mode
of relationship. In the sense that the researcher and the object being studied
are assumed as independent entities; they are capable of not being influenced
by each other. The researcher should keep a distance (detachment) from the
object and eliminate values and biases as far as possible in order to elicit im-
personal, objective and high quality data.

Dealing with the third question, methodology, positivism used experi-
mental, controlled, and manipulative methods. This is because the questions
or hypotheses are stated in prepositional forms that are subjected to empirical
test to verify them.

Karl R. Popper, The Logic of Scientific Discovery. (London: Hutchinson & Co.,
1959)̂ 59.

™Egon G. Cuba and Yvonna S. Lincoln, "Competing Paradigms in Qualitative Re-
search", p. 108-109.
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To sum up, there are five assumptions of the positivist paradigm.
1. Like the natural world, the social world is knowable through observation

and recording.
2. There is an objective reality to be known through separation between the

subjective knower and the objective to be known. This is a subject-object
separation assumption.

3. Empirical assumption, that is, verification of what is claimed as the social
world should be based on the use of the senses.

4. There is order in the social world and social life is patterned and this
pattern is dominated by cause-and-effect form.

5. There is a unity of the sciences (including social sciences), they share the
same method in examining the social world.
The positivism paradigm that offers reliable, objective, and valid inter-

pretations and puts the object of the study as alien, foreign and strange, has
dominated the discourse of qualitative research, particularly from the early of
1900s until World War II. However, today such paradigm is under serious at-
tack among proponents of alternative paradigms and now it is called "conven-
tional" or "traditional."

The positivist approach has been criticized for its attempt to hold value-
free research which is considered by proponents of alternative paradigms as
unattainable goal because nobody could avoid his/her biases when interprets
ing phenomena. How can a person prevent his/her bias and expectations while
his/her interpretation is based on particular perspectives, worldviews, assump-
tion and point of views that eventually influence his/her interpretation over
the object? What is claimed by value-neutrality is actually value in itself.

To use Cuba and Lincoln's language, there is always "the theory-
ladenness of facts", and thus, theory and facts are not something indepen-
dent from each other, but are interdependent. The argument is that "real" fact
is only fact within certain theoretical framework, or put in another way, there
are no facts that are immune from sociological influences. To understand the

Joyce McCarl Nielsen, Feminist Research Methods, p. 4-5.
lYinston Jackson, Doing Social Research Method.
Egon G. Guba and Yvonna S. Lincoln, "Competing Paradigms in Qualitative Re-

search", p. 107.
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facts, person should go through certain theoretical "window" and also through

certain "value" window.

This paradigm is also suspected of supporting the existing social order

in the name of neutrality and non-biased research. Moreover, the positivist

approach, because of its use of generalization and randomization concepts,

ignores the fact that different people could interpret, perceive, and experience

differently the same events, and therefore, general data cannot be applied to
individual cases. Human behaviour is quite different from physical objects
and it is hardly difficult to understand it without involving meaning and pur-

pose that are excluded by the positivist approach.
The hypothetico-deductive paradigm of positivist has also been called

into question by Thomas S. Kuhn.24 He argued that such kind of paradigm that
is based on the logic of cause and effect, empirical observations and deductive

operations, neither could explain the factual dynamic of scientific revolutions
nor reconstruct them rationally.

In addition, the research which is conducted by an investigator may have
little or no meaning to the people, group or society being studied and this has

• raised a problem, what is called by Cuba and Lincoln the "etic/emic dilemma".
It is part of the problem of grand theories and local context.

C. Interpretive Paradigm:
Understanding Human Behaviour through Interpreting the Lived Ex-

perience The interpretive paradigm refers to some theoretical traditions such
as constructivism, ethnography, phenomenology, hermeneutics, semiotic, post-
positivism, heuristic, ethno-methodology, and symbolic interactionism. To put
such theoretical traditions into one "umbrella" of interpretive is very risky and
to a certain extent might be simplistic because each of them has its own charac-
teristics. However, some similarities can also be found in those theories, at
least they share in common goal of research: interpreting and understanding
human phenomena. All these theoretical traditions share a common view in
treating human world differently to that of physical world.

Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions.
^Egon G. Cuba and Yvonna S. Lincoln, "Competing Paradigms in Qualitative Re-

search", p. 106.
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In the ontological realm, the interpretive paradigm views that there is a
"real" reality that can be apprehended but imperfectly and relative because
what is assumed as 'reality' is only interpretation and a construction of indi-
viduals in a particular time and context. The finding of human phenomena in a
particular context cannot be generalized or applied to another context. In other
words, there is no virtual and objective 'fact' except within certain values and
theoretical frameworks. Therefore, the interpretive paradigm is constructed

26
on the basis of ontological relativity.

In terms of epistemology, the interpretive argues that the observer and
the observed are neither separated nor independent, but interdependent.
Therefore, to get a full picture of lived experience of people being studied, the
investigator should immerse and interact intensively with them. Both of them
are joined together to generate and construct subjective reality. In other words,
reality which is produced under investigation is the result of a 'joint venture'
between the signifier and the signified. Not surprisingly, participation obser-
vation is the primary method of this theoretical framework. Thus, an interpre-
tive approach evolves transaetional/subjectivist relations as opposed to dual-
isfobjectivist of positivism.

The above epistemology leads this paradigm to develop hermeneutical
and dialogical methods. The "Others" are not seen as alien, strange, 'primitive'
and 'exotic', as is apparent in the traditional way of thinking of conservative
ethnographers ("the outsider"), rather they are seen as a group of people who
have their own history and identity that must be heard their "voices." Herme-
neutical and dialogical methods are insisted in order to build a relationship
that is based on mutual respect and understanding. To put in another way, this
paradigm develops a naturalistic method of inquiry.

The above method will be much clear in the study of phenomenology.
What is emphasis in this area is finding the very nature of reality of human
phenomenon through understanding the lived experienced of people. This is
involves how people interpret their world, describe and share their experi-
ences, meanings, values and perspectives and eventually use them as a basis to
construct their reality and worldview. The task of researchers is how to hear

"ibid.
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such "voices" and try to understand profoundly what is going on in that par-
ticular society. Thus, "phenomenological research is the study of essences".
To get such data or essences, besides using people who directly experience
(first informants), researchers should also use in-depth interviews because it
is impossible to grasp a deep understanding only by questioning basic levels of

an interview.
In ethnographic research, there is now what is called autoethnography,

that is, "studying one's own culture and oneself as part of that culture". This
new perspective is raised to anticipate if there is no "Other" anymore to be
studied and to develop an inward looking instead of outward looking approach.
What is the most important underlying this method is a willingness to be
opened-mind, self-critical and to see one's own culture as simply one of many
cultures.

Overall, the interpretive paradigm has a different position from the posi-
tivist approach though it still does not replace it This paradigm has become a
legitimate alternative to those who still want to stay in scientific tradition but
want to employ the subjective in research. The goal of research for the inter-
pretive paradigm then is to understand lived experience of people.

D. Critical Theory:
Transforming the Condition of the Humanity of People

Initially critical theory referred to the theoretical tradition developed
by the Frankfurt school. However, such category is no longer sufficient to cover
a wide range of perspectives associated with this theory. Therefore in qualita-
tive research it refers to three theoretical traditions: the Frankfurt school,
postmodernism/post-structuraUsm and feminism. It is difficult to make a clear
cut distinction between poststructuralism and postmodernism. However, it
might be useful to employ Agger's distinction: poststructuralism (Derrida,
the French feminists) is a theory of knowledge and language while
postmodernism (Ftacault, Barthes, Lyotard, Baudrillard) is a theory of soci-

Max Van Manen, Researching Lived Experience (2nd edition). (Ontario: The
Althouse Press, 1997), p. 10.

Michael Quinn Patton, Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods. (Thousand
Oaks, CaL: Sage Publications, 2002), p. 85.
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ety, culture and history. Moreover, postmodernism is also different from

postinodernity. The former, as already mentioned, is a theory of culture and

society; the latter is a civilizational stage.
To put these three paradigms into one umbrella does not necessarily

mean denying the important differences among them. The Frankfurt school,

for instance, which proposes universal reason, rights and autonomy as the foun-
dation for modern social life is completely different from postmodernism's
perspective who stands for particularity, plurality and difference. Conversely,

the proponents of the Frankfurt school accused postmodernism of being con-

servative and neo-conservative.
However, instead of putting the extreme positions one after another,

perhaps it is more constructive to synthesize their ideas and to elicit the com-
mon concerns that they share and such an attempt is not impossible. In the
case of postmodernism it is important to differentiate this paradigm into apolo-
getic and critical versions, or between "bad" postmodernism and "good"

, . a
postmodernism.

Thus, critical theory is blending the perspectives of these paradigms. No

doubt, this theory in the field of education becomes a "vigorous and ambitious
38

contender" of positivist and interpretive paradigms.
It is always problematic to define critical theory since it is not a single

concept but many. However, for sure, one primary characteristic of this theo-
retical framework is that social theory, such as reflected in educational re-
search, should play a significant role in changing the world and improving the

^Ben Agger, httpyAvww.uta.edu/huma/niuminations/agger2.htm, 2002.
Ben Agger, The Discourse of Domination: From the Frankfurt school to

Postmodernism. (Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 1992).
Jean Francois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge. (Min-

neapolis: University of Minneapolis Press, 1994).
F. Jameson, Postmodernism, or the Cultural logic of late capitalism. (New Left Rev.,

1984). ^
Jurgen Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity. (Cambridge, Mass:

MIT Press, 1987).
Henry A. Giroux, Border Crossings.
Ben Agger, The Discourse of Domination: From the Frankfurt school to

Postmodernism. (Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 1992), p. 284.
"*G. Lakomski, "Critical Theory" in John P Keeves (Ed) Educational Research,

Methodology and Measurement: An International Handbook. (New Yok: Pergamon Press,
1988), p. 64.
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