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Critical social science

If we want to sustain – and perhaps even survive – the
technological project then we must confront, rather than repress…
its dark side. (Robins and Webster, 1987: p. 252)

When studying education, we are engaged in social science, regardless of
whether the educational problem faced is, say, in engineering or
chemistry1. Therefore, appreciating the foundations of social science is
vital. It helps us better understand the term “critical” which has occurred
throughout this book – critical TV viewing, critically evaluating
information in an IL framework, etc – but is not always fully explained.
Can a consistent definition be found? Can that break the tension
between ways of thinking that are overly objective, overly subjective, or
purely economic, each of which, in different ways, degrade the long-term
quality of informational resources? 

Much of this chapter2 is based on Fay (1975) and work by Habermas.
Both describe how instrumental rationality devalues intersubjectivity
and the communities based around it. Each helps show how the quality
of our informational resources is – or rather, in the modern age, is not –
sustained through education and participation.

Let us start with the idea of the Enlightenment. This is a summary
term for the transition from the mediaeval era into the modern, scientific
age, driven both by great thinkers like Da Vinci, Descartes and Galileo,

7

1 Carr (2007) objects to calling education a “modern social science”, preferring to term
it a practical science, along lines suggested long ago by Aristotle. For him, social
science is instrumental and prescriptive, neglecting the experience of practitioners. In
some ways I agree but as I will be developing my own critique of social science here,
this distinction, while useful, is not a challenge to the argument of this chapter. 
2 Some of which has already appeared in Whitworth (2007a). 



and by the democratic revolutions which first occurred in 18th century
France and the USA. Broadly, the Enlightenment:

…championed reason as the source of progress in knowledge and
society…. Reason was deemed competent to discover adequate
theoretical and practical norms upon which systems of thought and
action could be built and society could be restructured (Best and
Kellner, 1991: p. 2). 

These “theoretical and practical norms” were contrasted with older
bases for society such as religion, myth, absolute monarchy and so on3.
They form the basis of objective systems of value, defending reason and
truth in the face of distortions like tyranny and counterknowledge.

Enlightenment principles were not only applied to the study of
“nature” (astronomy, chemistry etc.), but society. Tyranny was no longer
accepted as a rational means of control, but chaos, its polar opposite – a
war of “all against all”, in Hobbes’ words – was equally feared. August
Comte was among the first to apply Enlightenment methods, already
used in mathematics and the sciences, to the task of establishing laws
explaining the relationship between different parts of society (Burrell and
Morgan, 1979: p. 42). Thus was formed the discipline of sociology. 

Comte followed the decrees of positivism, characterised by: 

! objectivity through the application of scientific method; 

! the privileging of these forms of value over others such as subjectivity,
philosophical speculation, bargaining and so on; 

! a will to control. 

The last indicates that laws of social interaction (or anything else) were not
sought for their own sake but in order that understanding environmental
processes could lead to mastery over that environment. Events could
be predicted, and controlling strategies employed if desired. Taylorism/
Fordism is a classic example of positivism, as are some forms of ICT
education. More detail could be given, but largely, I’ve already covered the
necessary ground: see Fay (1975) and Burrell and Morgan (1979). 
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3 Of course, history is more complicated than that. The Enlightenment was at least
partly provoked by Europeans, particularly in Italy, absorbing science and philosophy
from Arab and Hindu scholars. The Arabs, in turn, built on the work of ancient Greeks:
while further east, the Hindu, Chinese and Japanese civilisations are all of long
standing and sophistication. The “Enlightenment”, as such, is thus mainly a European
phenomenon. 



Problems with positivism’s rigorous application have already been
discussed – such as its reducing workers to components in a machine, or
devaluing subjective motivations like love and aesthetics. Fay wants,
additionally, to show that positivism is contradictory even just as theory.
Positivism promotes methods of organising society that Fay terms policy
science. These involve engineering organisations, communities and social
relationships to reach certain ends or prevent certain occurrences. For
example, to tackle crime, policy science develops formal laws (and
procedures to be followed when amending or applying them), creates
organisations such as the police, judiciary and prisons, and attempts
social engineering through schools or the media. None are specifically
undesirable, but they do neglect the individual causes of lawbreaking,
hence, can sometimes be applied indiscriminately. Also, the need for a
given law will often go unquestioned: it is its successful application with
which policy science is concerned.

According to Fay, what this means in practice is individuals are treated
only as the passive recipient of policies designed and implemented by
“experts”. Taken to its extreme, this destroys the principle of
intersubjective value, and as a result is deeply undemocratic. Policy
science may be concerned with determining the “best” means to reach a
given end (such as rises in GDP, better exam results, or whatever is
considered valuable), but these ends – and the criteria on which the
“best” means is to be judged – are not themselves open to negotiation.
The subjects of policy science decisions are not meant to agree to these
policies, just to submit to them, as their usefulness has already been
decided upon. Ultimately, then, policy science is:

…an attempt to eliminate politics as we know it, overcoming its
limitations and uncertainties by replacing it with a form of social
engineering analogous to the applied physical sciences… objective
answers established through the rational use of evidence and
technique will replace opinion and rhetoric and persuasion, and
social life will be thereby redeemed from the uninformed guesses
and purely subjective life-preferences of politicians and thus
transformed into a rational enterprise (Fay, 1975: pp. 27–8). 

A society based on such principles would not be an inclusive society
(Fay, 1975: p. 26): 

…it would simply not be possible for non-scientists to determine
the worth of the policy scientist’s decision, just as it is inconceivable
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that non-engineers could participate in decisions as to how best to
construct a bridge or programme the directional rockets on a
spaceship.

Is this unfair? Perhaps. With engineering and other problems where safety
was an issue, many would think it justified that scientists were left to get on
with it. This is the basis of Thompson’s polemic against counterknowledge,
one that he casts firmly as a defence of Enlightenment values. Also, the
existence of democratic checks and balances which counter this ideal –
themselves Enlightenment principles – must also be noted. Nevertheless
there are observable tendencies towards this kind of exclusion in many of
our democratic societies in the present day (some of which are discussed in
Chapter 8). You can use the thinking tasks on the website to develop your
own ideas here. 

Where the contradiction lies is in embedding policy scientific ideals
into our governing institutions, and these institutions’ desire for
information literate citizens. If problems are identified by individuals
and/or communities which give rise to an information need; if these
individual or community actors then find, evaluate and filter the needed
information; where, in a society governed by exclusionary policy science,
could they then apply and use that information? Or will they, at best, be
acting as information-gathering agents for policy scientists who will
subsequently take control?

Carr and Kemmis (1986: Chapter 2) discuss positivism’s effects with
more specific reference to education. They observe that positivism was
originally intended to liberate our minds from the shackles of dogmatism
and myth (Carr and Kemmis, 1986: p. 61). But, like Fay, they observe
that instead, the ability to use the insights of positivism is not granted to
all. The knowledge-building task that is educational research is not
encouraged in teachers (let alone learners, who are just as subject to its
effects). Instead, a policy scientific education leaves teachers in a role of
“passive conformity” (p. 70):

…expected to adapt and implement educational decisions made on
the basis of scientific knowledge… [but] not themselves participate
in the decision making process… 

The trouble is that, as Carr and Kemmis explain in detail (1986: Chapter 4;
see also Carr, 2007), education is an innately practical activity. What
teachers and students face when entering a learning environment is not
wholly predictable in advance. Conversational exchanges will take place
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in this space that, like all communication, will be full of ambiguities,
failures of understanding, and consequently, constant description and
redescription of positions (Laurillard, 2002). All teachers must possess
some kind of theory of education, even if they are not consciously aware
of it4: a theory here meaning, at least, “some knowledge of the situation
[learning environment] in which they are operating and some idea of what
it is that needs to be done [reaching the goals of the lesson in that
environment]” (Carr and Kemmis, 1986: p. 113). But the idea that these
theories can successfully and fully be developed in a policy scientific
environment which is different from the classroom in question – e.g., a
government department, the educational research establishment, or the
developers of a piece of educational software – is, for Carr and Kemmis,
highly dubious (p. 115). It is not that these educational stakeholders have
nothing to say, but nor is anyone claiming that positivism is value-less.
Rather, their theories, values, ways of thinking and – most importantly –
the technologies and organisations into which they are embedded become
resources for teachers. In order to be effective, teachers should ideally be
constantly selecting these resources, based on the self recognition of their
needs and discussion with colleagues; analysis of the resources (theories,
technologies, etc.) available; and the effective use of these resources once
selected. In short, they should be information literate. 

But positivism accords little or no status to subjectivity. The policy
scientific approach to the educational problems caused by ICT is to
recognise and analyse “skills deficits” and their negative economic effects,
to design new programmes of training, buy equipment to deliver it, pass
new laws5 and measure success according to “checklists” of achievement,
exam results and other quantitative criteria. IL was originally intended to
surpass this limited approach, but as we saw, there are signs that it too
may be reduced to a set of “rubrics” or “skills” that a qualification (like
the ECDL) might indicate one possesses, but which gives little idea about
how to use these skills in new and unexpected situations, and thus to
creatively work with the information one gathers, filters and evaluates.
Positivism would turn us all into information processing machines,
working on the assembly lines of the information society, uncreative,
mechanical, following procedures designed by others and not expected to
question what we know. If this sounds unfair, remember Wenger’s
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4 That anything can be held in the mind beneath conscious awareness is very significant
but we will leave it to one side for now: it will be returned to in Chapter 9. 
5 In the UK, thanks to the National Curriculum, it is a legal requirement for schools to
teach ICT. 



insurance claims processors, or workers in call centres who can respond
to customer enquiries only by reading from a script. This is why the rise
of the service society does not promote community, or a more fulfilling
and caring society. Instead it reduces these human-human and community
relationships to things that can be engineered, made more efficient,
dehumanised and technical. One can mechanise “a relation between
persons” (Bell, 1976: p. 155, in Robins and Webster, 1989: p. 19). A
mechanical response to information abundance, reaching for the IL
“script”, is no more likely to lead to empowerment and the building of
knowledge than is any other semi-automatic response. 

If positivist social science can provide only limited insights into what
goes on in educational situations, and in society more widely, what else
is there? The next step in the evolution of social science is interpretivism.
This has as long a history as positivism, but was subordinate to it in the
late 19th and early 20th centuries. Following the work of theorists
mentioned earlier, like Bakhtin, it experienced a revival. 

For interpretivists, reality cannot be defined objectively, through the
discovery and application of natural laws. Truth, meaning and reality
itself are subjectively created in individual minds as new information
interacts with existing subjective perceptions, knowledge and values.
There is not one truth to discover but a multitude; no “one best”
solution to a problem. Political and social interactions do not have one
convergent end point, but divergent ones (Arendt, 1958). The “value-
free” nature of positivism and scientific method “cannot tell us what
goals we ought to pursue, what direction policy ought to take, what
values ought to be promoted” (Fay, 1975: p. 23); these can only be
developed by people, drawing on their subjective responses to the world,
and communicating and reaching agreement about the values driving
their lives. (See the website where thinking tasks help illuminate these
ideas through practical examples.) 

Interpretivism helps improve our understanding of postmodernism –
mentioned in Chapter 5. Lyotard, in The Postmodern Condition (1984),
criticises the Enlightenment project as a “metanarrative”, meaning a grand
plan for the evolution of society. Despite claims that it is “value free”,
Lyotard points out (1984: p. 28) how the impartiality of science has been
corrupted; manipulated by authorities in charge of the organisations, laws
and so on which apply policy scientific judgments and secure public
consent to them to prop up the existing order. What is claimed to be an
objective basis for policy science is in fact intersubjective and exclusionary.
Limits are placed on what counts as “valid” or “valuable” knowledge, or
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activity, in fields such as politics, education, technology, even art and
architecture. Subjectivity is devalued completely, but so is intersubjectivity,
as people or communities whose values do not match those of the
powerful (minorities, say, or those living in the path of an airport runway)
are denied a voice. There is restricted access to decision-making spaces,
and even to information on which decisions are based, information that
may prove useful to these communities in working out their own solutions
to problems. 

This access is more and more controlled by technology:

In the computer age, the question of knowledge is now more than
ever a question of government (Lyotard, 1984: p. 9) 

…although Lyotard recognises, as do many other writers on ICT, that
this could work both ways (Lyotard, 1984: p. 67): 

…the computerisation of society… could become the “dream”
instrument for controlling and regulating the market system,
extended to include knowledge itself and governed exclusively by
the performativity principle [that is, instrumental rationality]….
But it could also aid groups… by supplying them with the
information they usually lack for making knowledgeable decisions.

Postmodernism plays itself out in a variety of fields, but generally
stresses individual participation and activity, in order to decisively break
with Enlightenment thought and institutions. Ephemerality and
dynamism are valued over permanence and stability, as these challenge
embedded values, bringing to the surface assumptions which underlie the
status quo. (See also Chapter 9 and Chapter 12.)

What, though, is postmodern knowledge? Lyotard observes that the
natural sciences now suggest that predictable, stable systems are actually
the exception. Most of reality is chaotic, turbulent and unpredictable
(1984: pp. 53–60; also Gleick, 1988). Patterns can still be sought, and
theories invented to explain them, but the role of science is equally to
establish what is indeterminable, what is unknowable; to assess risks
arising through the interaction of variables, to understand trends and
tendencies, not certainties. In the social sphere, interpretivism suggests
that situations are best researched by interpreting individual actions and
beliefs, and their manifestations such as texts (speeches, diaries),
collective action and cultural phenomena (e.g. social movements,
fashion). Positivism uses these too of course, but instead of scientific
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analysis, the interpretivist research method is akin to learning about the
subjects’ context or environment. An:

…interpretivist social science thereby increases the possibility of
communication between those who come into contact with the
accounts of such a science and those whom it studies (Fay, 1975: p. 96)

Communication takes on the role filled by control and efficiency in a
positivist social science. The interpretive, or postmodern, scientist is not
setting laws or discovering truth, but “telling stories” (Lyotard, 1984:
p. 60), writing an ongoing, ever-changing understanding of the dynamic
world around us, providing guidance for actors – intellectual resources,
in other words – but not prescribing their action, nor placing limits on
how these resources can be used. 

Interpretivism combats the notion of prescriptive “educational
science”, criticised above via Carr and Kemmis. In a complex but
significant passage (1986: p. 115), these authors argue that any “theory”
of education must, by definition, be interpreted by teachers and other
practitioners before it can be applied in an educational situation. The
adequacy of these practices cannot be determined in advance, but only
after the story of the application has resolved itself. The key to good
teaching is not to move from theory to practice as such, but from
“ignorance and habit to knowledge and reflection” (p. 116), and the role
of professional development in education is not to “train” teachers in
specific ways of thinking but to provide them with:

…the skills and resources that will enable them to reflect upon and
examine critically the inadequacies of different conceptions of
educational practice.

Hence what was said above, regarding the need for teachers to select
from a range of educational resources available to them. 

In this quote, however, appears again that word “critically”. What does
it mean? Let us now discuss this. There are problems that exist with
interpretivism, some of which have already been raised. Interpretivism can
easily become relativism: “if it’s true for you it’s true”. Writers like
Thompson would almost certainly not accept the use of the word “science”
to describe interpretivist or postmodernist approaches (as Lyotard uses it),
precisely because of the denial of the objective value of scientific method. 

This is not just an ideological position; relativism can lead us into
dangerous territory. Look again at the ACRL’s definition of the
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information literate person as given in Chapter 5. There is no attention
paid to the nature of the information need that stimulates the search. For
example, the would-be poisoner seeking information on ricin manufacture
might secure approval if they did so “efficiently” and then “incorporated
the information into a value system”, one that would in all likelihood
devalue human life. Interpretivism can fail to examine “the conditions
which give rise to the actions, rules and beliefs which it [or the information
literate person] seeks to explicate” (Fay, 1975: p. 83). 

The ACRL try to embed a safeguard into the definition. If all selection
criteria are equally valid, how can it be guaranteed that relevant
information will be “used [or selected]… ethically and legally”, in
accordance with their final bullet point? Self contradiction would arise.
But even here there are complications. Values, morals and laws are
noöspheric creations, therefore dynamic and subject to change –
sometimes rapidly. The ability to define what is “ethical” and “legal” is
a matter of power. Certain forms of communication and participation
can be ignored or even criminalised; others used in undesirable ways. In
the UK, for example, “anti-terror” laws have been used against peace
campaigners, such as when elderly activist Walter Wolfgang was expelled
from the Labour Party conference in 2005. 

The ACRL’s definition of IL (and similar definitions) are based on an
interpretivist view of social science – that it is up to the individual to
identify their needs and undertake the search. It does try to avoid reducing
learners to information-processing machines, who react to stimuli but
cannot identify needs for themselves. But here is where interpretivism gets
into trouble. By focusing on the intentions and beliefs of individuals, it
cannot explain unintended causes of actions (Fay, 1975: p. 85). Nor can
it help us understand structural conflict and tensions within a society,
organisation or activity system; particularly where actors in these systems
are “blind” to the reasons why they believe or feel what they do, and
what the primary tensions are. This is a very important point:

An interpretive social science promises to reveal to the social actors
what they and others are doing, thereby restoring communication by
correcting the ideas that they have about each other and themselves.
But this makes it sound as if all conflict... is generated by mistaken
ideas about social reality rather than by the tensions and
incompatibilities inherent in that reality itself… the intepretive model
would lead people to seek to change the way the think about what
they or others are doing, rather than provide them with a theory by
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means of which they could change what they or others are doing,
and in this way it supports the status quo (Fay, 1975: pp. 90–1). 

In order to meet this requirement, Fay (p. 94) offers the idea of a critical
social science. This retains certain elements of interpretivism, but also:

…recognises that a great many of the actions people perform are
caused by social conditions over which they have no control…. [It]
seeks to uncover those systems of social relationships which
determine the actions of individuals and the unanticipated, though
not accidental, consequences of these actions.

And this is not just something that describes states of affairs, but must
include “an account of how these theories are translatable into action”
(p. 95). People working in organisations and activity systems learn about
the contradictions and tensions which affect their work: and then actively
participate in adapting the systems about which they are learning
(p. 102), as opposed to simply producing information as a result of their
learning and then passing this to a policy scientist, manager or teacher
who then prescribes the next phase of creative activity (p. 103). It is not
that these “managerial” roles are irrelevant, but “there must exist a
constant critical interchange between the policy expert and the actors
who will be affected by… decisions” (p. 106). The relationship becomes
two-way. The “expert” should understand the felt needs and values of the
“actors” – the actors in turn accept the expertise of the expert, but not
uncritically: the expert’s decisions are opened up to public scrutiny and
accountability (p. 107). (See also the next two chapters.)

This is an evolutionary process, constantly engaged in developing,
checking and if necessary revising the values which drive activity
systems, whether these be schools, universities, workplaces, community
groups or a society as a whole. Critical theory “is not a static doctrine,
a fully completed set of laws” (p. 109) – thus, not a “metanarrative” in
Lyotard’s terms. Rather, it is “corrected and reformulated as it
continually confronts” (p. 109) the individuals and communities it seeks
to empower. Indeed, such people would – and must – have the power to
reject or modify any prescriptions made in the light of such a theory. 

Ultimately, the aim of a truly critical IL education would be the
reversal of general trends towards the exclusion of most people from
participation in the debates, decisions, activities and processes of
knowledge formation affecting their lives. The goal of critical learning
must be to see the:
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…results of evolutionarily relevant learning processes find their
way into the cultural tradition, the world views, and interpretive
systems of society; in the form of empirical knowledge and moral-
practical insights, they comprise a kind of cognitive potential that
can be drawn upon (McCarthy, 1984: pp. 254–5). 

What counts as “evolutionarily relevant” is, of course, a political
question. The competition for resources such as information, attention,
and knowledge does not take place on a level playing field. Not all ideas
have the same “cognitive potential”. Let us therefore consider how these
theoretical ideals may be translated into practice – particularly in an era
where more and more of our learning is mediated through ICT. This is
the next step towards establishing what a critical educational approach
to information might involve. 

Readers might be wondering why these ideas differ from values
supposedly present in the principles of democracy, but which in practice
are difficult to enact or justify in real situations. Is critical theory just a
Utopian declaration? What actually can, and should, we do to make
these ideals a reality? And what have they got to do with information
obesity and ICT?

To help answer these questions, I will use the work of the German
social theorist, Jürgen Habermas. His work, particularly his magnum
opus, The Theory of Communicative Action (1984/1987), is one of the
fullest developments of critical social science. The rest of this chapter
introduces his work with reference to ideas of objective, subjective and
intersubjective value. Chapter 8 and Chapter 9 then link Habermas to
the environmental model of information, and show how, in practice, the
forms of education which might encourage a critical view stand in
opposition to the way education – and its use of technology – are
typically organised. 

The processes by which Enlightenment principles, intended to release
humanity from tyranny and dogmatism, can themselves become
tyrannical, were first thoroughly considered in the 1920s and 1930s by a
group known as the “Frankfurt School”. Faced with fascism on one side
of Europe and Stalinism on the other, the Marxist position – that the ills
of society were rooted in the ownership of property (an over-simplification,
but near enough) – was no longer considered sufficient to explain the state
of Europe. Instead, Horkheimer and Adorno, in their epic Dialectic of
Enlightenment (1972), suggested that instrumental rationality – the
technical, convergent approach to finding solutions – ultimately led to
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