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Abstract: tc  \l 3 "Abstract "This paper looks at the problems associated with the validity of social inquiry, and suggests that action research as a research strategy brings together the retroductive and abductive strategies leading to greater validity. The epistemological and ontological problems involved in uniting realism/retroduction and social constructionism/abduction are explored. On conducting action research in higher education where situations develop in which teachers are reflexive practitioners, and students are reflexive students, dialectically reflecting on the teaching and learning process, and the subject matter of social sciences, the possibility arises for the existence of doubly double hermeneutics. Information obtained from the social encounters involving doubly double hermeneutics can then be used to construct further plans for the teaching and learning process. These plans are the models; similar to the models retroduction involves. In addition, I suggest that not only is reflexivity the process of action research but also the ontology, epistemology, methodology and method of social inquiry. Furthermore, the reflexive practitioner’s interests motives and values, are part of the reflexive process of the research, with a concern for the emancipation of the subject. I suggest that these emotionalities are what Locke described as ideas of succession, ideas, which emanate from the ideas of reflection and sensation as modes of experiencing the world. Lastly, in a situation of ‘communal reflexivity’ we have something resembling Habermas’s ‘ideal speech situation’, which I believe is what is involved in the process of critical social theory and reflexivity.
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Action research as a form of social inquirytc  \l 1 "Action Research as a Form of Social Inquiry"
For Winter (1987), action research is the integrating mechanism between theory and practice because through reflexive practice, i.e., planning, acting, observing, reflecting, and revised planning, theory is entwined with practice. The reflexive practice of action research is not about research per se it has purpose - to produce ideas or theories for change based on that reflexive practice. It is about learning from the reflexive process and putting that which has been learned into practice with the aim, in education, of improving the teaching and learning environment. Educational action research for this reason is advocated as a mode of practice on a general level (Elliott, 1991). 

In addition, because action research involves dialectical critical reflection, Winter suggests this will solve the epistemological dilemma of interpretation: Action research involves inter-subjectivity leading to greater validity. Winter’s theoretical elaboration of action research’s own mode of inquiry is presented as an object of theory. Winter uses the Kantian: ‘[T]ranscendental exposition’ of a concept as an exposition which shows the necessary assumptions for the concept to be “possible” (Kant, 1933, p. 70). Hence his famous a priori categories of space and time as conditions for the possibility of conceptualizing consciousness (pp. 72-8)’ (Winter, 1987, p. 3).

Thus for Winter space and time become the a priori conditions for conceptualising consciousness, and transcendental knowledge, but that knowledge is limited. The limitations of such transcendental knowledge ‘the mode of our knowledge of objects’ which is also said to be a priori, Winter believes remains a problem because: ‘[O]f the inevitability of the “illusion” by which “we take the subjective necessity of a connection in our concepts(for an objective necessity of a connection of things in themselves (pp. 299)” ‘ (Winter, 1987, p. 30).

Indeed, Winter suggests that Kantian ‘analytic thought’ is impossible without ‘synthetic thought’, because of the nature of cognition itself, which implies a priori attenuation, categorisation, comparison and accentuation of incoming data. A priori forms of intuition and categories of understanding remain an illusion even with transcendental exposition or Kantian categories of logic and understanding because of the biases in perception. I would suggest however, that self-reflexivity can transcend the problem of illusion, which I will discuss in more detail later, but to continue with Winter’s reasoning he suggests: ‘[M]y intention is not really to prescribe a priori grounds for identifying an object (‘action-research’), but rather to provide grounds for identifying a mode of knowing such an object’ (Winter, 1987, p. 3).

Dialectical reflexivity for Winter, becomes the mode by which inquiry becomes intelligible. Language is reflexive. Meanings are communicated via speech, and because action research is dialogic activity, language becomes the medium of dialectic reflexivity for self and others. In the teaching and learning situation, between reflexive practitioners and reflexive students. 

According to Winter, this means theoretical grounding epistemologically and ontologically, and overcomes the problem of illusion. The knowledge produced by dialectic reflexivity, p. roducing inter-subjectivity, becomes objectivated and the ontological problem is solved because ‘being’ is not questionable in Descarte’s sense as action research involves ‘being-with’ others. As Winter states:

Dasein’s being is Being-with, its understanding of Being already implies the understanding of others(it is through the dialectic between self and other that consciousness can develop towards ‘self-consciousness’, i.e. the comprehension of its own reflexive nature(between two self-conscious Beings(the true nature of one’s own Being is thus only achieved by confronting another in a ‘struggle’ whose prize is simultaneously freedom and truth’ (Winter, 1987, p. 14). 

Thus for Winter, we know ourselves through being-with others, and the dialectical reflexivity involved in action research delineates the mode of understanding (the knowing as giving and taking of meaning between individuals). 

According to Winter’s adoption of this Cartesian interpretation of Heidegger’s Dasein, it is the dialectical reflexivity of action research that makes is more objective. The inter-subjective understanding and meaning of ‘Being-with’, achieves greater validity through the contestive nature of dialectic reflexivity. Not just dual or a plurality of reflexive practices but a dialectic interchange between reflexive individuals which allows those involved to acquire an objective understanding of being and the nature of that being in that particular social encounter. 

Another theme that runs through Winter’s analysis is the notion of freedom. According to Winter, action research frees the individual because, competing ideas of reality and knowledge meet each other face on. This line of thought comes from Hegel. Experience and meaning is always situated (spatiality) because ‘both theorising and consciousness must be situated for either to be intelligible’ (Winter, 1987, p. 15). But by a ‘careful sense of responsibility towards truthful understanding’, Winter uses the Heideggarian notion of time here, ‘The temporality of future possibilities into a time-less present of unchanging certainties’ is possible. For Winter the outcome is: ‘Grounds for its implicit commitment to an unending dialectic of developmental and reflexive understanding’ (Winter, 1987, p. 16).

It is clear that Winter sees action research as emancipatory. Dogmatic theorisation by the individual becomes a ‘playful sphere’ for creating meaning and understanding, which may not transcends culture and tradition but does open up ‘a plurality of possibilities’ for future action and theorising. 

So, what does this mean exactly for educational work in particular and action research generally? Well, it entails validity for research, because of the inter-subjectivity of dialectical reflexivity, therefore, a deeper understanding of the meaning the teaching and learning process has for participants. The purpose of reflexive practice is to improve practice, to improve the teaching and learning process. Because of this, it has an emancipatory element for the student and the practitioner; and aims to improve the educational setting on a general level. 

I would suggest however, that reflexivity ‘is more than grounds for identifying a mode of knowing such an object’, - action research and the reflexive consciousness. Reflexivity is the theory and the practice of action research. Reflexivity as consciousness is ‘being’ and as ‘being’ is an analysis of the nature of that being. Being is theory and the process of being is the practice. Action research is Being-with others in the reflexive process of being. 

Heidegger’s (1962) ontology ‘I am, therefore I think’, epistemology, does not question material existence like Descartes’s epistemology ‘I think, therefore I am’, ontology. Thus for Heidegger by making sense of the subject/objects epistemology he is doing ontology. Heidegger’s Dasein, ‘Das’ the, ‘Sein’, intelligibility: the intelligibility, consciousness thus becomes the epistemology. To ‘step-out of’ Dasein, is to ‘be’ without ‘ing’, epistemology, to ‘be’ without intelligibility. 

Heidegger in his later work, refers to Dasein as a consciousness much like the ‘Being-with’ inter-subjectivity of ‘consciousnesses’, in the sense that Winter uses it, but also consciousness as in ‘Being-there’, being in everyday human existence (Dreyfus, 1991, p. 13). The later ‘Being-there’ is the intentionality of consciousness, grounded in the rhapsodic temporality of Dasein. In both senses outlined – ‘Being-with’ involves intentionalities and ‘Being-there’ intentionality in the singular, as does ‘being-in’. The intentionality of ‘Being-in’ is the mental content of being, the way consciousness relates to objects by virtue of existence ‘being-amidst’ other ontological/epistemic humans (Taylor, 1997).

According to Winter’s dialectical reflexivity we get the introduction of a contestive arena where ‘everything that is’ in the Heideggerian sense, is contested by reflexive participants until a point is reached where the definition of reality of the social encounter leads to the emancipation of participants because of the compromise of inter-intentionalities. With Descartes’s reflexive clarity, the definition of reality is reached through the reflective turn: of ideas of sensation succession and reflection, and can be with or without intentionality. Both forms of being/ontology and knowing/epistemology are possible in the Heideggerian sense, the later, amounting to a residue category he equates with disengagement (or disenchantment) with Dasein. 

According to this line of thought, the temporality of being and the spatiality of it may not be transcended instantaneously, but through the continuousness of action research overtime and via reflexivity or dialectic reflexivity, both time and space may possibly be transcended, thus leading to the true emancipation of truth and reality. Action research is a spiral process of planning, acting, reflecting and revised planning (Winter, 1987 and Zuber-Skerritt, 1992). The main principle is that participants learn from the exercise and put that which is learnt into practice leading to improvement in practice. It is a continuous process of action and reflection overtime. 

The transcendence of time and space will become clearer when we discuss Habermas’s critical-emancipatory interpretivism and Harré’s ethogeny. But first lets look more closely at reflexivity and how self-reflexivity and not just dialectical reflexivity transcends the problem of illusion.

In defence of reflexivity: what is it?

Reflexive come from the Latin ‘reflectere’ bend back: meaning to be directed (reflected) back to the subject or thing. We can analyse this meaning by breaking it down into two meanings. One meaning is that of reflection: long considerative analytic critical evaluative thought. The other meaning is that of reflexion: through observation (sensing) acquiring a mirror image of our actions, almost like a reflex arc. The first meaning describes the process, after the mirror image of our actions impinges on ‘the mind’s surface’, (Dasein as in ‘Being in’, ‘Being there’ and ‘Being-with’). The second meaning is related to conscious awareness itself, as direct experience is received from external sources: a reflex action to stimuli (being as aesthesia). 

So, we are doing two things here: reflecting, as in thinking analytically, critically and evaluatively (‘Being-in’, ‘Being-there’ and ‘Being-with’ with or without intentionality) and ‘reflexing’, receiving an image then projecting future actions like a response to a given stimuli (being as in aesthesia without intentionality). 

If we bring these two meanings together, then reflexivity becomes a process of analytic, critical, evaluative monitoring of the actions of self and others in order to or not to, modify ongoing actions. Reflexivity becomes the critical analytic interpretive and evaluative process between stimulus (receiving an image of our actions) and response (projecting future actions). 

In the reflexive process of action research, all the senses are used together. The traditional ones: seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting and touching with reflexivity: ideas of reflection, consciousness, sensation and succession: the emotivity of the soul. We are drawing on all the essential facets developed to understand and master our environment. We are not just ‘reflexing’ we are reflexive. 
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In what way is reflexivity the theory behind action research? Nick Heather wrote:

[F]or psychology to be reflexive, I mean that any theory of human behaviour must be able to explain how theories of human behaviour come about, because the making of those theories is part of the human behaviour that the theory sets out in the first place to explain(the activity of scientists in theorising, experimenting and observing, etc., is not different in kind from the ordinary activity of other men and women and, indeed, from the activity of scientists when they are not wearing scientific hats...psychologists make observations about observers, experiment with experimenters and theorise about theorisers (Heather, 1976, p. 28).

Heather goes on to explain how George Kelly’s ‘Personal Construct Theory (PCT)’ gives us a theory of wo/man which is reflexive. It can account for itself and the objects observed. Thus when asking the question, ‘in what way is reflexivity the theory behind action research?’ the answer is three fold. Kelly’s ‘wo/man the scientist’ as a reflexive entity gives us a theory that accounts for itself - epistemology, the object of study – ontology, and as the deliberative process of reflexivity, action research, reflexivity, becomes a methodology and part of the method. What more could a social science ask of any theory! 

It has truth value, can be used to predict future events and past events, difference in perception and evaluation can be put down to differences in values, motives, interests or biology and culture. It has internal consistency and again when linked with action research ‘wo/man the scientist’ as a reflexive practitioner generates research. Its useful and changes behaviour, but as yet behaviour remains situated culturally but may through the continuousness and the careful sense of responsibility for truth and emotionality transcend the constraints of time, thus spatiality.

From Wo/man the Scientist to the Scientific Community

According to Kelly’s PCT, we are all scientists. We put our own interpretations on the world of events and from these personal theories, go on to produce hypotheses, predictions about future events. From a repertoire of personal constructs, according to Kelly’s notion of ‘constructive alternativism’, we have no way of knowing the exact nature of physical objects or reality, we only know that it exists, thus we place a personal construct on the world of events to explain it. 

The personal constructs and theories we have are schemas. Templates of events (episodes of social encounter in the classroom for example), behavioural repertoire (ways of acting in those social encounters), experiential schemas built upon over our lifetime, or in relation to educational action research, over our teaching careers. From this repertoire of experiential schemas, theories and constructs, we choose the ones we think best fits the world or social reality or behaviour we are confronted with at the time to explain. Kelly’s ‘wo/man the scientist’ in other words, uses all three forms of ideas, the ideas of sensation, succession and reflection on which to base future actions. 

With action research however, we consciously plan, act, observe and reflect on episodes of social encounter and ways of acting in those situations, in a much more purposeful and deliberative manner: we plan to transcend to gain knowledge. The values, motives and interests, Heidegger’s intentionalities, are part of the process. Another aspect of action research is the notion of dialectical reflexivity - not Kelly’s ‘wo/man the scientist’ but ‘the scientific community’, a community of reflexive practitioners/partners and students.

All Hail Reflexivity!

There is irony here. From the enlightenment period to the 1960s, or there about, many social scientists were adamant that science would not be based on subjective reasoning and here am I asking you to go full swing into such a methodology that uses full blown rationality – reflexivity, as the ontology, epistemology, methodology! We have just gone through a period in social science history where nothing could be taken-for-granted (Berger and Luckmann) because of the socio-political, cultural-historical biases in perception and interpretation of objects: the social construction of reality. Now I am suggesting we use the essence of that very phenomena effected by those biases as the glorious tool capable of overcoming those very biases. I suggest this is fighting fire with fire! Reflexivity is the way forward, and it appear to be the process chosen by many in the social sciences, and not just social constructionists. 

Action research, critical theory and transcendental realism

Note the similarity between action research as a reflexive practice and the retroductive (transcendental realists research strategy, Harré and Bhaskar) and abductive (the research strategy advocated by Habermas) strategies of social inquiry. The retroductive and abductive strategies of social inquiry are based on cyclic processes not the linear logic of induction and deduction. Reflexive action research is a cyclic process.

Action research involves building models for action, ‘plan-act-observe-reflect-and-revise plan’. It is a combination of abduction and retroduction. ‘Abduction is the process used to produce social scientific accounts of social life by drawing on the concepts and meanings used by social actors, and the activities in which they engage’ (Blaikie, 1993, p. 176). The retroductive research strategy involves the building of models in order to explain observed regularities. Action research brings retroduction and abduction together as a methodology. We are using the same methodology and method Kepler used when he discovered the elliptical orbits of plants. The only distinction being, we are applying it to the social world. Our abduction involves obtaining the meaning and understanding social actors have of their world so we can understand that world better from their point of view as well as our own, evaluating it based on the mutual understanding of meanings and values and then changing it. 

The process would be as follows. We start with inductive reasoning, which begins with a singular statement and concludes with a general statement. For example:

1) This group of students, are first year students and have little knowledge of the discipline thus need teaching using the traditional method – lectures.

2) All first year students have little knowledge of the discipline thus all first year students need teaching using traditional methods.
If we were to use deductive reasoning, we would start from a general statement then conclude with a particular statement, which is the reverse of inductive reasoning. Both these methods may be based on prior observations but they do not leave room for the unexpected or the exception to the rule. Many students have done private study for example. Thus, the linear logic of these methods falls down. Action research however, retroduction and abduction, are based on cyclic or spiral processes of reflexivity, the linear logic of these methods is looped into a cycle or spiral of action. 

From observation, we make hypotheses about connections such as in two above, which we then test using induction and deduction. The abductive strategy will also entail asking the subjects for their understanding and meanings, to see if the theory is correct, for example, asking the students what they know about a topic and how they would like to go about learning the topic. Then the theory as in two above will be accepted or rejected on this basis. 

Abduction is about hypothesising and testing and re-testing, just like action research, plan-act-observe-reflect-and-revise-planning. It is a continuous process of dialectical reflexivity (interactive discussion between teacher and students) and change. Sifting through experiential schemes of episodes of classroom encounter to synthesis the teaching strategy, conditions for the teaching/learning process and learning style which are more enabling to the achievement of fusion of horizons in that social encounter. The outcome is fusion of horizons and further experiential schemes, models, plans of action on which to base future episodes of social encounter in the classroom.

The retroductive strategy of social inquiry involves induction, deduction and abduction, as well as building models to explain phenomena, for example, building models of social episodes of encounter: Planing for future teaching/learning sessions based on observation, evaluation and reflection. Action research is a form of retroduction. 

Plans for action are based on observations, evaluations and reflections of episodes of social encounter in the classroom. Theories are produced, i.e., seminars would be the best way of teaching this topic or group etc., and then the practitioner acts in accordance with these observations and theories. Again, these actions are observed and reflected upon and further planning takes place, including a diary or report, which will be kept for future reference. It is a continuing spiral of action, and planning based on observation, evaluation and reflection, and the recording of the entire process. The process of action research, and the process of teaching and learning. The plans for future action, drawn from these processes are the final product, the models of retroductive reasoning.

The planning and revised planning at each stage of planning involves a model for a particular episode of social encounter in the classroom. Over numerous cycles of planning, acting, observing, reflecting and revised planning, you build up a catalogue of episodes of social encounter, which have been critically analysed and evaluated by you as a reflexive practitioner, sometimes your peers, and the students involved in the teaching and learning process. These models or plans of action contain teaching strategies, learning objectives and outcomes, group size and level of development and so forth. Not just based on one individual’s interests, motives and values, but those of all involved, because all those involved have analysed and critically evaluated and reflected upon the teaching and learning process, the episodes of social encounter. This is full-blown reflexivity, which incorporates the ideas of sensation, succession and reflection.

Transcendental realism / retroduction: action research

Bhaskar (1983) one of the leading transcendental realists who advocates retroduction was critical of the unity between retroductive and abductive strategies because of biases of social actor’s interpretations of their actions:

[I]t is important to distinguish the meaning of an act (or utterance) from the agent’s intention in performing it. The meaning of an act is a social fact which, to the extent that the act is intentional, is utilized by the actor in the production of his performance. But the reason that the act is performed by the agent is a fact about the person which cannot be read off or deduced from its social meaning (Bhaskar, 1983, p. 292).

What Bhaskar is saying here is that there is a distinction between the meaning of actions and the motives, interests and values that affect actions, for example, if a parent smacks a child it could have a number of meanings depending on the motives. It may be that the child was disobedient therefore the motive would be corrective, it may be that the parent wants to frighten the child to prevent it from disclosing something that the adult doe not want others to know about. Therefore, the motive would be selfish on behalf of the parent.

With the dialectical reflexive process involved in action research, the meanings and motives for actions are continually open to discussion by ‘the scientific community’, or the collection of reflexive practitioners/students. Indeed, in higher education generally, students are asked to assess each module. In many cases, the students are involved in the reflexive process of action research, assessing, evaluating the teaching and learning process and are invited to offer solutions to any problems that might develop. It is a democratic process of dialectical reflection to reach a compromise of intentionalities: inter-intentionality. This overcomes the individual biases of socio-political and cultural-historical meanings, beliefs, motives and interests. These motives are what spurs action research on. Students it is assumed enter higher education to learn. Thus, their motivation is improved learning by contributing to the democratic process of dialectical reflexivity.

Action research or deliberative reflexivity which units these two strategies not only overcomes the hurdles of finding the truth of meanings and motives, but because we can build models for future action, it may be the key to discovering what Bhaskar calls the real domain of reality. The underlying structures and mechanisms that exist and which make up this reality. Habermas’s hermeneutically critical-emancipatory interpretivism allows insight into some of these underlying structures and mechanism, namely the epistemic worldviews of subjects/socio-political, cultural-historical unity, units (Marx’s practical-critical activity as the fusion point in dialectical historical materialism). The bias that might occur in conducting action research is group thinking or social cognition. I am thinking here of Kuhn’s notion of the scientific community, as an example of group thinking/social cognition. The solution to this problem can also be found in Habermas’s critical theory.

Habermas: hermeneutically critical-emancipatory  interpretivism / abduction: action research

Habermas’s critical theory is one variation of social and cultural hermeneutic science. The mode of experience is ‘communicative experience’. Like action research, the researcher is a ‘reflexive partner’ understanding meaning derived from communication with the social actors using the strategy of abduction. It is a dialogic venture thus overcomes the problem suggested by Bhaskar, i.e., the bias of social actor’s interpretations, meaning and motives. As Norman Blaikie states: ‘[T]he process for understanding this socially constructed reality is ‘dialogic’, it allows individuals to communicate about their experience within a shared framework of cultural meanings’, (1993, p. 53).

In the same manner as action research, this process means that the reflexive practitioner, the researcher/participant by his act of reflexive practice in collaboration with others, overcomes the intransitivity of monologic science processes. The process becomes a dialogic dialectically reflexive process. In addition to this, Habermas’s critical theory involves three forms of knowledge: ‘It includes: interpretive understanding of systems of belief and modes of communication using the methods of historical-hermeneutic science, the critical evaluation of these; and the investigation of their causes by the methods of empirical-analytic science’ (Blaikie, 1993: p55). 

The historical-hermeneutic aspect to Habermas’s critical theory is the key to overcoming the problem of group thinking, or the social cognition of a given ‘scientific community of reflexive practitioners’. Winter overcame this problem by introducing the notion of a ‘playful sphere’ for creating meanings and understanding, in which there are winners and looser in the game of truth placing and reality knowing. Thus, this particular problem then for Winter, remains really. We are still left with competing realities and competing truths, not only within a given ‘community of reflexive practitioners’, but between them. In other words, the ‘playful sphere’ allows freedom of interpretation but not necessarily freedom of ‘the truth’ and ‘the reality’. 

The same problem remains with Habermas’s critical theory. It does not provide a foundation for emancipatory science. One in which truth and reality are free from interpretations, interests and motives because ‘he needs to find a way of establishing the truth of the critique’ (Blaikie, 1993). The motives, values and interests of action research are part of the research so this problem is resolved. Habermas resolves the problem of competing truths and reality, or competing interpretations by introducing the notion of ‘critical discussion’ and ‘rational consensus’ between ‘scientific communities’, in what he calls the ‘ideal speech situation’. But what is the ideal speech situation?

Action research by its very nature involves critical discussion culminating in rational consensus. In a community of reflexive practitioners/partners, and reflexive social inquiry, we have the fertile ground for an emancipatory science. 

Critical psychology, social constructionism and reflexivity

Critical psychology at present is about critical analysis and evaluation of the subject matter of the discipline. Indeed, within the height of post-modernity, the emphasis is on reflexivity. Looking back at the narrative of social theory in an analytic, critical and evaluative manner: what was the author’s worldview, motives and interests when writing the text, theory or conducting research? What are its uses? What alternative does it obscure? Does it fit reality? Deconstructing texts, theory and research is critical psychology or to use the post-modern assemblage, social constructionism. Constructing, deconstructing and reconstruct theory and research based on rigorous critical analysis and evaluation: reflexivity. 

The notion of a scientific community proposed by Kuhn where ‘truth becomes a matter of community consensus’ is transcended via the process of construction, deconstruction and reconstruction. Incompatible worldviews, or different and competing worldviews produced by different scientific communities or reflexive practitioners, become part of a catalogue of worldviews which enter a global arena (especially at the height of post-modernity) of reflexivity in which intentionalities, motive, valves and/or interests are critically analysed and evaluated for truth, reality and value. When involved in the process of construction, deconstruction and reconstruction what they are engaging in is ‘hermeneutically critical-emancipatory evaluative interpretive activity. This is the closest the social sciences have come to Habermas’s ‘ideal speech situation’ in which there is freedom of truth and reality.

Is this a matter of Berger and Luckmann’s social construction of reality? Are we as reflexive practitioners and teachers of critical social theory constructing but another perspective, worldview with which to view the World and if so is it any better than those we already have? 

I see reflexivity as the means of obtaining a true reflexion of reality. Theorists from many spheres have transcended upon different aspects of the reflexive process as a means of obtaining this truth. Reflexivity is about change. Change becomes the only constant in the process of construction, deconstruction and reconstruction until freedom of truth and reality is achieved. It is a cyclic process much like action research, retroduction and abduction. I see reflexivity as a process, a methodology, ontology and epistemology: as a realisation or acknowledgement of the very facet that exists reflexivity, which can be used to discover other truths about reality: The ultimate unity between empiricism, rationalism and emotivism. Emotivity being the ability to place value on objects and it emanates from the core of human essence.

PRIVATE 
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In uniting different research strategies, we encounter several ontological and epistemological problems. There are similarities and differences between the various perspectives that advocate either the use of abduction or retroduction. The main dichotomy is between the realists who advocate the use of retroduction and the constructionists who advocate the use of abduction. Critical psychology has much in common with its post-modern assemblage, social constructionism.

In terms of ontology, it is far to say that realists such as Bhaskar and Harré, critical theorists such as Habermas and feminists, structuration theorist Giddens, and social constructionists view reality and the identity of the subject as socially constructed and reconstructed. 

Both Bhaskar and Giddens however, belief this reality to be embedded in the social structures, Giddens in particular, and operating at a level beyond the understanding of ordinary wo/men and as far as Bhaskar is concerned, above and beyond the comprehension of social scientists. Bhaskar suggests that structures and mechanisms exist, and that we cannot directly see or have knowledge of them. 

The social structures Giddens refers to are the culturally embedded patternings of social relations that have become institutionalised and thus exist as if cast in stone. These institutionalised social relations are the culturally determining forces operating against the freewill of the individual, but which the individual is over-against thus the dialectics of agency-structure. Bhaskar’s structures and mechanisms however, are a combination of those Giddens refers to and mechanisms that operate in the universe referred to as ‘ultimate reality’, the reality. 
Bhaskar suggests that there are three domains of reality, the empirical consisting of events which can be observed, the actual, consisting of events which occur that we might not be aware of, and the real which consists of structures and mechanisms which produce these events. The empirical domain relates to Locke’s ideas of sensation, the actual can only be achieved through reflection and succession and the real can be achieved by synthesising information from the empirical and the actual: reflexivity.

Habermas himself indirectly, as do feminists, acknowledge the fact that social structures can operate, at time, beyond individual freewill, but like Giddens have belief in the reverse – that individuals can directly and indirectly influence social structures. Habermas and critical social theorist’s of all manifestation, aim to emancipate the subject from the influences of those structures. ‘The autonomy of individuals’ is their goal.

Some realists such as Bhaskar are more interested in the technological scientific understanding, and some might suggest that such a unification of dichotomised viewpoints is impossible. I suggest not. The taking from each of these perspectives the elements that connect into a internally consistent whole, is a move forward and perhaps one that will result in a perspective that brings us closer to Bhaskar’s actual and real domains of reality. 

I suggest that the differences could still be subjected to ‘community consensus’ as in the tradition of social constructionism, made up of pragmatists, but should function along side the elements that form the unified whole. Be the unification theoretical or the practicalities of research strategies. Even pragmatists such as the social constructions must have some understanding of ‘the reality’, not necessarily just competing reality. 

Social and institutional discourses admittedly are social constructed, deconstructed and reconstructed and constantly changing. But there are themes and continuities in the constructive processes that are influenced by events. I suggest that these patternings and the events that influence them are the key to Bhaskar’s and feminists ‘singular reality’.

We are approaching a point in social science history in which we see not only themes and patternings of a social constructed reality but also themes and patternings of a socially constructed social science research. Thus, although societal events and social researches are situated spatially and temporally, a compilation of knowledge of these should help us to transcend the spacio-temporal bounds of the relativity of research if not societal events and happenings. 

As far as epistemology is concerned, all positions seek understanding. All seek understanding of social actor’s meanings and understanding of the subjects’ social realities. By uniting realism, critical theory (Habermas and the feminist), and social constructionism, including critical psychology, through action research we will get a deeper understanding of the process of social construction with its many realities and perhaps move from the linear logic of competing realities, to discover the themes (structures and mechanism) of those realities. The cyclical process of reflexivity is thus a move toward the real domain of Bhaskar’s reality.

Thus, we arrive at an ontology that draws on the similarities of realism, critical social theory, structuration theory, feminism and social constructionism, consisting of:

1. An ontology as a social reality and subject which is socially constructed, deconstructed and reconstructed in a cyclical process, but which has underlying patternings and mechanisms which can be discovered by recognition of those patternings and through this recognition of patternings, discover the mechanisms that operate beyond our present consciousness of them. 

2. We get an epistemology which consists of penetrating the frame of meaning and understanding social actors have of their human condition and in the same instance the understanding of the frame of meanings social scientists have of the subject matter so we achieve multiple hermeneutics. 

3. We get a methodology and method of social inquiry which aims to facilitate the understanding and meaning of that ontology and epistemology which is the process of deliberative reflexivity involved in action research. Planning (or theory production) acting (testing that theory or hypothesis using induction, deduction and abduction), reflecting, critically analysing and evaluating the data collected, and re-planning, producing new theories for testing, or planning actions based on the observations recorded and analysed. This latter planning stage being the model building retroduction involves.

4. The method of action research like any other research is the way these observations are recorded and the way data is collected. It is the rigorous process of reflexive practice that is its distinguishing feature, dialectical reflexivity in educational action research. 

5. The aims of this action research being, to discover causal mechanism, i.e., cause and effect chains of culturally embedded patternings of social structures, in order to understand, thus control those mechanisms and activate a process of emancipation. 

Teaching and learning in an atmosphere of reflexivity

In the educational action research I am proposing, 1 to 5 would all be part of the same process: Reflexivity as the ontology, epistemology, methodology and method. Number 1 above entails the locating of the zone of proximal development as the mechanism or fusion point in Marx’s dialectical historical materialism – the fusion point of matter and anti-matter in the space time continuum of four dimensional events. The creation of ideas from the material practice. The material practice of reflexively radical practical-critical evaluative activity: deliberative dialectical reflexivity.

Number 2 would be the same deliberative process of the process itself, the dialectically reflexively radical practical-critical evaluative activity of, reflexively hermeneutically critical-evaluative interpretive activity which leads to doubly double hermeneutics. There is the double hermeneutics of the teaching and learning process and the double historical hermeneutics of the subject matter of psychology. The methodology and method would be the same deliberative dialectical reflexive process: the continuous monitoring of the teaching and learning situation to achieve fusion of horizons which leads to 5, doubly double hermeneutics and double emancipation.

Reflexively radical practical-critical evaluative activity is the distilled form of Marx’s practical-critical activity. The activity Marx put forward as a way of understanding the world and changing it. It is the combination of Locke’s ideas of sensation, succession and reflection in a cyclical process of reflexivity. Sensing, practical, and succession and reflection as critical-evaluation, all together become practical-critical-evaluative-activity. 

It is radical because of the way reflexivity turns this activity into a continual spiral of activity: continuous monitoring of the teaching and learning process to achieve fusion of horizons at the zone of proximal development, Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development. In addition, practical-critical activity is Marx’s dialectical historical materialism. The methodology of producing ideas from material practice. In this way, reflexively radical practical-critical evaluative activity is emancipatory. We get emancipation on two levels, firstly the emancipation of the subject, improved learning, and the emancipation of the subject matter of the social sciences.

Doubly double hermeneutics

The social sciences operate within a double hermeneutics, involving two-way ties with the actions and institutions of those they study. Sociological [and social psychological] observers depend upon lay concepts to generate accurate descriptions of social processes; and agents regularly appropriate theories and concepts of social science within their behaviour, thus potentially changing its character (Giddens, 1987, p. 30-31).

Giddens (1987), suggested that double hermeneutics was at the core of social science research. Double hermeneutics being the researcher’s immersion in with the subjects under investigation, to the point whereby, the researcher knows enough about the subject’s subculture to be able to function as part of that subculture. It is about understanding the subject’s worldview and being able to function in that socio-political, cultural-historical unity. It is about observing and reflecting on the social situation until the researcher can function within it effectively. During the process, there is a two-way interchange of meanings and understanding and exchange of languages: The technical language of the social sciences and the lay language of the subjects. What develops is ‘mutual knowledge’. Giddens calls it double hermeneutics because the interchange is dual. The researcher gets to understand the subject’s worldview, and the subject gets insight into the worldview of the researcher. It involves empathic interchange.

Habermas’s hermeneutically critical-emancipatory interpretivism when brought into this equation of action research, and practised along side it, overcomes the bias of interests, motives and interpretations of the subject matter of social theory and the teaching and learning of social theory, which therefore leads to double hermeneutics and historical hermeneutics. There is the double hermeneutics described by Giddens, of dialectical reflexivity and dialectical historical hermeneutics. Gadamer regards historical hermeneutics as: ‘[T]he fusion of horizons that takes place in the understanding as the actual achievement of language’ (Gadamer, 1989, p. 378).

Thus for Gadamer, hermeneutical understanding is historical understanding: The bringing together of the horizons of the past and the horizons of the present. In a classroom situation if this is achieved for all participants, then each one achieves historical understanding or hermeneutical understanding of the author, theory, or research being studied.

Critical discussion and rational consensus of the teaching and learning process entails overcoming the individual bias, individual epistemic worldview, motives and interest, of the teaching situation. Critical discussion between teacher and students, and reflexive practice thus leads to rational consensus of the reality and truth of teaching practice, this give us mutual knowledge at the teaching and learning process level: double hermeneutics. 

However, during the teaching and learning process of the subject matter of psychology, we overcome the epistemic worldview of theorists and social researchers by critical discussion involving the historic-hermeneutics of a given author or theorist. It is dialectical historic-hermeneutics due to the critical discussion between participants. This is the second level of understanding that is also double hermeneutics. 

It becomes emancipatory because through dialectically reflexively radical practical-critical evaluative activity of dialectically reflexively hermeneutically critical-emancipatory interpretive activity we achieve a critical evaluative understanding of the author, theorist or researcher which brings us closer to reality and truth. Thus, we get doubly double hermeneutics.

We also get double emancipation. The emancipation of the truth and reality of the author and the emancipation of the teaching and learning process: Deeper learning for the students, better practice for the teacher. 

The author’s worldview and interpretation of truth and reality is not only open to critical evaluation and analysis but also, the worldviews of participants. We get Gadamer’s fusion of horizons between the theorist and us as interpreters and the fusion of horizons between participants in the critical discussion. Discussing known events and contingencies that influenced the author and the interpreters of the author gives us the epistemological worldview, interests and motives of both the author and interpreters: doubly double hermeneutics. 

The first and second purposes of my action research were related. If using action research to localise Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development is possible, then in the same instance; we achieve doubly double hermeneutics. This in turn should lead to: A, improvements in the teaching and learning situation; thus improved practice, B, improved learning, spontaneous scientific concept formation and therefore develop a deeper understanding of the subject matter of social theory; lead to better evaluations of the subject matter being learned. And C, A and B should lead to the emancipation of the truth and reality of social psychology: Double emancipation.

However, this differs from the ‘ideal speech situation’ Habermas was referring to because it involves the critical discussion between reflexive practitioners and students in one locality. But it does show how that ‘ideal speech situation’ could be manifest. At the very least, it shows how we can overcome the spacio-temporal bounds of relativism, because although all knowledge is relative, there are bounds to the relativity of knowledge: space and time, and thus the generality of that knowledge. Hermeneutic understanding of social situations in the ways described here with the documented spacio-temporal boundaries gives insight into those boundaries therefore helps us to overcome them.

Through this process, which leads to doubly double hermeneutics, incompatible worldviews, or different and competing worldviews produced by different scientific communities or reflexive practitioners, become part of a catalogue of worldviews. These experiences can be documented and build up into a catalogue of worldviews and classroom episodes of social encounter. 

In addition, linking this with transcendental realism, Harré’s notions of ethogenics would produce the following. According to the principles of ethogenics, the social world is primarily made up of episodes of individual encounters which we need to construct homeomorphs for (models of social encounter in which the subject is the source i.e. action research models). And which we need to construct paramorphs for (were the subject and source of the model are different). Once these episodes of social encounter (i.e. documented pieces of action research), are published, we end up with iconic models for episodes of individual encounter and a catalogue of worldviews, which when put together means, we will be able to reproduce any given social encounter complete with subjects’ worldviews. At least in the teaching and learning environment anyway. And as Harré says:

It is through imagined paramorphs and their connection with their sources, multiple, single, semi or fragmentary, that theoretical terms gain part, and a vital part, of their meaning. A scientific explanation of a process or pattern among phenomena is provided by a theory constructed in this way  (Harré, 1970, p. 46-7).

In other words, it is through building such models that we gain insight into the processes we engage in and the fragmentation of relativism is transcended. Action research is quite a unique model of action. It is a methodology for social inquiry and a model for producing models – plans for episodes of social encounter based on observation of social encounter, and reflections of social encounter to produce further plans, models. 

We could build these planed models of episodes of social encounter into a matrix to predict future social relations in given episodes of social encounter complete with the psychological units – worldviews. In fact, is this not what researcher do all the time? In conducting research and interpreting research, we are documenting episodes of social encounter. If we do this we will overcome the socio-temporal fragmentation of relativism thus freeing ‘the truth’ and ‘the reality’. Validity will be true validity. 

Our homeomorphs of episodes of social encounter and epistemological worldviews will be based on the true understanding and meanings of social actors including other contingencies such as world events of economic crisis, political climate, socio-cultural historical climate etc., with a deeper understanding on a scientific level. Because of this, research will have generality and we will be able to offer solutions to problems and prevent them, therefore emancipating the subject not only in education but also in action research in all its manifestations.

In relation to educational work, this two-fold reflexivity (reflexivity of teaching and learning and the reflexivity of critical social theory) gives us doubly double hermeneutics. There is the double hermeneutics I have discussed associated with the fusion of horizons between authors and interpreters. There is also be the fusion of horizons between reflexive practitioners, and once more pieces of action research are conducted and documented within higher education, and the research put forward for critical discussion by other ‘communities of reflexive practitioners’, we have multiple hermeneutics. 

What we have is the means to transcend spatially and temporally: the true freedom of truth and reality. The interests, motives and values of interpreters however associated with the teaching and learning process may spur it on, but the interests motives and valves of social science subject matter generally will remain openly contested in the communal reflexivity of critical social theory. Intentionalities will either be compromised through the dialectical reflexivity of the global scientific community, or will be transcended.

Conclusion

Reflexivity is the theory and practice of action research, the ontology, epistemology, methodology and method. It is Heidegger’s ontology-epistemology ‘Being-with’, Dasein, ‘the intelligibility’: consciousness and intentionality of improving, in the educational setting, the teaching and learning process. It is the deliberative process of reflexivity thus involves the cyclical process of sensation, succession and reflection over time with the aim of achieving reflexive clarity thus gain transcendental knowledge of the mechanisms and patterning of social encounters and the social relations in those encounters. 

Reflexivity transcends illusion because it is based on ideas of sensation, succession and reflection in cycles leading to reflexive clarity. The understanding of the meanings of the social situation is a priori because of the a priori of intentionalities: Dasein that make up ‘Being-in’, ‘Being-there’ and ‘Being-with’. However, because reflexivity is the conscious practice of reflexive clarity, it allows you to go beyond the surface mean of social situations to acquire transcendental understanding of the patternings and mechanism. 

The competing interpretations of reality that may develop are incorporated into the dialectical reflexive process thus part of the process of achieving reflexive clarity. The intentionalities, motives and interests are continually open to examination and form part of action research, the goal being emancipation of the subjects. It is Marx’s practical-critical activity: The critical analysis and evaluation of material practice to produce ideas for change: dialectical historical materialism. 

Action research is a cyclical process, the same cyclical process involved in abduction and retroduction. It units the opposing camps of realism and social constructionism in their many guises. Through this unity, we have the framework for methodological activity which can in theory, transcend the spatiality and temporality of meanings and experience, thus the fragmentation of relativity. 

Doubly double hermeneutics is possible; the construction of homeomorphs of episodes of social encounter, psychological units, and socio-political, cultural-historical unity, units, which can be built into matrices from which paramorphs can be constructed, is possible. It is revolutionary activity. It leads to double emancipation in education, the emancipation of the subjects, improved learning, teaching and education and because it involves dialectical reflexivity of the subject matter being taught: dialectical historical hermeneutics, it leads to the emancipation of the subject matter of the social science.

In addition, it gives us insight into Habermas’s ‘ideal speech situation’. Dialectical reflexivity (or quadratic reflexivity as more than two people are part of a scientific community) leads to the emancipation of the subject matter of the social sciences through the multiply hermeneutics involved in a ‘global scientific community’.

Once this technique is mastered however, the possibilities are infinite. Within higher education, it leads to the location of students’ zones of proximal development (Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development) thus emancipate the student’s intellectual capacity. In action research generally, it will lead to validity and reliability. 
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Research is a soluble koan
There is a time for letting the bottom drop out

Research beings Being into higher definition

Trying too hard is the surest way to ruin your game

There is more than one breakthrough

Never hurry, never stop

Research is a laugh

Research is the true Tao

Listen for the inner sounds

If it doesn’t make you laugh, it’s not true; if it doesn’t make you cry, you haven’t really understood it


John Rowan
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