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Abstract

Nursing science continues to debate the adequacy of various philosophic paradigms for their ability to forward the discipline.Nursing must embrace multiple paradigms, methodologies, and their philosophic assumptions to adequately address the complex and multifaceted human phenomena that is the focus of clinical inquiry in nursing. This article examines the differences in interpretive and critical approaches to clinical inquiry relative to praxis, expanding how praxis can be used to inform nursing practice. Differences in the nature of knowledge, goals of inquiry, and claims to praxis between the interpretive and critical traditions are discussed. Praxis, realized through clinical inquiry in both the interpretive and the critical paradigms, may contribute important pieces of the puzzle to improve the human condition. Expanding the praxis debate challenges nurses to consider the emancipatory possibilities of clinical inquiry within both interpretive and critical paradigms.


  As nursing science matures, the debate over the relative merits of qualitative and quantitative methods has been replaced by a more complex discussion of the assumptions and methodologic implications of various philosophic paradigms that guide scientific inquiry. Clinical nursing research using transactional, subjectivist, and participatory epistemologies has the potential to offer innovative perspectives on nursing practice. [1] It is the premise of this article that praxis as a process of interpretive and critical methodologies has been underutilized as an approach to clinical inquiry in nursing, and under-recognized as a possible feature of interpretive inquiry. Praxis is a process that may be particularly reflective of and responsive to the complex and multifaceted human phenomena that is the focus of clinical inquiry in nursing.

  Praxis is generally thought to be a term that is identified with critical social theory as a type of critical self-reflective action-action that informs, transforms, changes, or makes aware. The idea of praxis as a possible process or outcome of an interpretive Heidegerrian or phenomenologic study is less well understood and, to some critical theorists, distinct and inconsequential to the goal of understanding interpretive inquiry. This article examines the differences in interpretive and critical approaches to clinical inquiry relative to praxis, expanding how praxis can be used to inform nursing practice.
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  PRAXIS

  Praxis is defined by Webster's dictionary, as a set of practices or customs that is distinguishable from theory. [2] Another description is ". . . values made visible through deliberate action." [3] (p2) According to Friere, praxis is thoughtful reflection and action directed at transforming the world. [4] For this article, praxis is considered the synchronous conjoining of "thinking" and "doing." It is the moral imperative to move beyond thinking or theorizing to an energized achieving or attaining.

  For more than a decade, nursing has been interested in what praxis is and how it is achieved in practice and research. As a result, praxis has been described and discussed within a myriad of nursing contexts. Nursing drama and aesthetics, [5] case study research, [6] research and theory, [7] caring, [8] curriculum, [9] and empowerment models for nursing, [10] have all been described as opportunities for praxis within nursing. Many of these theoretic constructs of praxis lead from reflection on thoughtful practice and research to transformative action.
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  BACKGROUND

  Whereas a critical inquiry is easily situated as praxis-oriented science, the idea that praxis may also be a process or outcome of interpretive science is not well understood or accepted. This section provides an overview of the interpretive and critical traditions and the juxtaposition found within critical hermeneutics. Coming to understand the points of convergence and divergence between the philosophies of Hans Georg Gadamer and Jurgen Habermas will also provide a foundation for exploring whether interpretive research can be a praxis-oriented endeavor.
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  Interpretive paradigm

  The term hermeneutics has been associated with the theory and practice of interpretation. It is a philosophic perspective that emphasizes the social and historical nature of inquiry, and argues that understanding is inseparable from the social interests and standpoints that one assumes. [11] Since Dilthey first asserted that there is a significant distinction between natural and human sciences, philosophers and scientists have been developing, debating, and refining other ways of generating or uncovering knowledge. [12] It has also been suggested that this struggle has been present since the development of Western philosophy and couched in terms of objectivism vs relativism-Plato's attack on the Sophists for example. [13]

  Although philosophic hermeneutics predated Heidegger, for the purposes of this discussion, the more recent contributions of Husserl, Heidegger, and Gadamer to interpretive and hermeneutic inquiry will be emphasized. Husserlian phenomenology espouses foundationalism and a Cartesian-dualist view of humans. [14] Unlike Husserl, Heidegger's central focus was ontology (being in the world) rather than epistemology (knowing). Heidegger criticized the Cartesian dichotomy of subjective-objective positions integral to Husserlian phenomenology, and he advanced the idea of an embodied self. [12] Since people dwell in a world that is filled with meaning, what is important in the world of humans is the understanding of these meanings. Therefore, Heideggerian hermeneutics strives to ". . . show up meanings that arise out of the lived experience." [14] (p52)

  A student of Heidegger, "Gadamer has demonstrated that human understanding occurs through the interpretation of tradition; he argues that the interpretation of tradition is not just an epistemologic category, but an ontologic one-lying at the center of being." [15] (p65) Gadamer felt tradition provided the foundation of practices, ideas, vocabulary, and hypotheses that humans bring to a project. He named this phenomenon pre-understanding-that is the entire background of an individual that will have an impact on her or his understanding. [15] Gadamer maintained there is an essential hermeneutic discussion within all social knowledge and explicitly linked interpretation and praxis. [13,16] He also coined the term fusion of horizons. He stated, ". . . the person with understanding does not know and judge as one who stands apart and unaffected but rather as one united by a specific bond with each other." [16] (p223)

  For the remainder of this article, interpretive research will refer to those perspectives originating from Heideggerian philosophy and extending toward Gadamer's perspective of hermeneutics. In addition, the terms interpretive research and interpretive hermeneutics will be used synonymously.
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  Critical paradigm

  Like the interpretive paradigm, the critical paradigm (including critical social theory) is not limited to one perspective or method. Instead, it embraces many philosophic inquiries, including the Frankfurt School, feminisms, Third World liberation scholarship, some grassroots participatory scholarship, new paradigm research, praxis-oriented research, emancipatory social theory, and others. This discussion will primarily use critical social theory-a modernist project that uses methodologies incorporating description, interpretation, and critical analysis. [12] Many critical theorists are concerned that the dominant culture uses empiric science as an instrument of oppression. Consequently, critique is an essential component of inquiry. [17,18] According to Lather, true emancipatory science promotes understanding of the maldistribution of power and resources, as well as the ability to change that maldistribution to promote equality. [19] Thus, a critical-emancipatory social science embraces a model of dialectical mediation of communicative understanding-especially human self-understanding-by the quasi-naturalistic objectification and explanation of human behavior and human history. [20] (p312) Critical theory is a critique of ideology that enables agents to move from "false consciousness" to "critical consciousness."

  Critical theory is rooted in continental hermeneutics. However, the divergence between critical theory and hermeneutic philosophy was not realized until the mid-20th century. This divergence is reflected in the Gadamer-Habermas debate, of which praxis is a central issue. Habermas contended that Gadamer's interpretation and understanding of praxis was inadequate, and advocated for the synthesis of empiric-analytic science and hermeneutics in a critical theory with practical intent governed by an emancipatory cognitive interest. [13]

  Hermeneuticists challenged the critical theorists' insistence on rationality and the limiting use of the oppression/power/dominance metanarrative. In turn, critical social scientists responded that science must make use of "quasi-naturalistic causal explanation within a framework of historic objectification of human life." [20] (p309) This presumes that humans know by experience that one sometimes can, and often must, unmask hidden motives of human beings, motives that are even hidden to the agents themselves. [20] By bringing these hidden beliefs and behaviors to full consciousness, critical theorists assert that a rational, quasi-causal explanation can be liberating. In contrast, interpretive hermeneuticists, stress the importance of coming to understand the pre-reflective cultural meanings as a shared culture is more informing of the life world. They maintain that it is through understanding of shared meanings, not critique of power and oppression, that one gains a more sensitized understanding of another's life world.
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  Critical hermeneutics

  Critical hermeneutics may be seen as the combined application of the interpretive and critical traditions, although it clearly lies more on the side of the critical than the interpretive tradition. The focus of critical hermeneutics is on the conditions through which meaning is constructed, and the political dimensions of power and justice arising from the social consequences of interpretations. It is committed to understanding and exposing how power imbalances and ideologies limit and distort interpretation. [21] According to Thompson, an inherent assumption is that all interpretations are not equally valid or true, and that it is important to discern better from worse interpretations. [11] Additionally, as with critical theory, there is the explicit assumption that not all people are heard; that tradition has meanings that serve the interests of few; and that it is important to demystify socially oppressive meanings (remove false consciousness). These assumptions are important as knowledge generation is considered a vehicle for emancipation. [16]
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  PARADIGMATIC DISTINCTIONS

  Understanding the differences between the interpretive and critical traditions can be further promoted by exploring the nature of knowledge, goals of inquiry, and claims to praxis within these traditions.
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  The nature of knowledge in the interpretive and critical paradigms

  The assumptions about the nature of knowledge in both the interpretive hermeneutic and emancipatory tradition arose out of opposition to the foundationalist stance of Husserlian phenomenology and logical positivism of the early to mid 1900s.

  In the interpretive tradition, researchers and interpreters participate in the creation of data or knowledge. [14,22] The goal of science is to uncover and understand (verstehen) the meaning of social phenomena and human nature. Consequently, understanding what it means to be human is science within the interpretive tradition. According to van Manen, human science methodology incorporates description, interpretation, and critical analysis. [12] While not intentionally or overtly critical, interpretive hermeneutic inquiry does provide a visible means for articulating and revealing the voice, concerns, and practices of research participants. [23] Therefore, interpretive science is a systematic, explicit, self-critical, and intersubjective study of humans lived experience.

  Critical theory is a framework that uses scientific methodologies incorporating description, interpretation, and critical analysis, with the goal of empowerment and emancipation. [12] Critically-oriented science is accomplished through the dialectic and critique of empiric-analytic and historic hermeneutic sciences. Within a critical framework, the construction of emancipatory knowledge involves the critical analysis of a social system or structure-with emphasis placed on the power relations and contradictions inherent in the existing status quo ideology. Critical analysis is the endeavor to move beyond lawlike "frozen" structures through the creation of critical awareness, promoting both autonomy and responsibility. [24] Therefore, in the critical tradition, science is a systematic, open-ended, explicit, dialectic critique of the relationship between cultural meanings, power, and oppression; the history of a belief system; and the social ideal of autonomy and responsibility. Consequently, all science is political.

  In summary, both interpretive and critical knowledge are socially constructed and reflexively identified through reciprocal exchanges between researchers and participants. Both traditions assume knowledge exists prior to any theorizing and that it is co-created between participant and researcher, with political agendas present in both parties. Although both interpretive and critical science incorporate self-criticism, critical theory necessitates the addition of social criticism.
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  The goal of inquiry in the interpretive and critical paradigms

  Another key difference between the interpretive and the critical tradition is the goal of inquiry. The goal of inquiry in critical social theory is emancipation. Social change and praxis are accomplished through the critique of the institutions and structures that oppress and exploit humans. Ideology (which always exists and masks consciousness) is challenged by questioning whose or for what purpose the ideology serves.

  Whereas the explicit goal of critical social theory and critical hermeneutics is emancipation achieved through reflective action (praxis), the goal of interpretive inquiry is to describe particular and distinct patterns of meaning within a given context, taking into account personal histories and concerns. "The goal of studying persons, events, and practices in their own terms is to understand world, self, and other." [23] (p99) As a result, the critical tradition emphasizes emancipation as the goal of inquiry while the interpretive tradition promotes understanding.
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  Claims to praxis

  Lather describes the goal of emancipatory research as ". . . explicitly committed to critiquing the status quo and building a more just society-that is, research as praxis." [19] (p258) The utilization of the term "agent" in critical theory reflects the emphasis on the emancipatory aim and underlying concern for reciprocity and equality between researcher and researched. The objective is empowerment of both parties. As a result, agents are considered active subjects empowered to understand and change their situation. [19] In the Eleventh Thesis on Feuerbach, Marx admonished philosophers and scientists that they were morally bound to act rather than merely think, "The philosophers have only interpreted the world differently, what matters is to change it." [25] (p763) This statement also appears to reflect the criticalists' perception and critique of praxis within interpretive inquiry.

  The consideration of the philosophic and methodologic issues of critical hermeneutics, raises issues relevant to understanding of nursing practice. According to Allen, [21] reflection on the sociopolitical context of practice is essential. Acknowledging that all forms and criteria for rationality involve social processes and that hermeneutics is essential to describing, understanding, and explaining nursing practice is also necessary. [21] Thompson asserts that an ". . . important difference between critical hermeneutics and interpretive phenomenology is the extent to which researchers explicitly situate themselves in relation to cultural practices." [11] (p266)

  Interpretive nursing science uncovers realizations about human existence. When these realizations illuminate the human condition, greater understanding is gained. But is this newly appreciated "understanding" in itself emancipatory? Can a claim of praxis be made from a Heideggerian or phenomenologic interpretation? According to Benner, [23] interpretive research strives to understand the life world and critically evaluate that which is oppressive or concerning from the perspective of the research participants. Its aim is to identify sources of liberation and change within everyday practices. [23] Therefore, praxis within interpretive science may look different from the praxis-oriented science of critical theory. However, it is no less relevant or important. [26] If praxis is considered an emancipatory aim, questions to be debated by nursing scholars then are, What constitutes emancipation? How and when is praxis achieved? and How are those emancipatory pursuits used to improve nursing practice and health care? In the following section, these questions will be explored and an argument advanced that praxis is indeed evident in some interpretive research.
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  Implications for clinical inquiry in nursing

  Over a decade ago, nurse scientists began discussing praxis within the context of emancipatory research. [27] Praxis has also been considered a crucial component of critical hermeneutics. However, praxis as an element of interpretive research has been challenged-since within its epistemology it is unable to provide explanation for and a critique of the hegemony. [11,21] Although the explicit intent of interpretive research is not social transformation, through critical self-reflection praxis may occur. If numerous individuals experience increased understanding of common situations, concerns, and meanings through hermeneutic, interpretive work this could also influence the hegemony-whether it was the researcher's specific intention or not.

  Thompson claims that through praxis "we become different actors, different educators, different researchers, different clinicians." [11] (p263) Hermeneutics is ideal for eliciting the individual's voice, promoting critical self-awareness, and development of a critical consciousness. This process is emancipatory; this process is praxis. [11] Benner's research has been accused of stopping short of praxis, since it is does not explicitly critique the social, cultural, and political contexts or promote their transformation. [11] Clare further asserts that the "consciousness raising or self-awareness" that occurs in interpretive research is not praxis (Personal communication, 1997). Others, likewise, have argued that information gleaned from interpretive hermeneutics is nice knowledge to have, but it does little to move the body of nursing knowledge forward.

  Although transformation is not an explicit goal in the interpretive paradigm, Tanner [26] and Benner [28] suggest that transformation and praxis does occur in interpretive inquiry. Benner asserts that the aim of interpretive phenomenology is to employ direct discourse in a manner that uncovers naturally occurring concerns and meanings. [28] According to Tanner, "While the aim . . . [of interpretive research] . . . is not to empower, emancipate, or liberate as it is claimed by some critical theorists, it turns out that . . . [it] . . . is often liberating. Uncovering and unveiling the taken-for-granted practices, meanings, and habits-can be emancipatory." [26] For example, nurses who read a good interpretive account of people's lived experiences of an illness such as acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS) may change their clinical practice due to enhanced understanding gained from reading this account. Therefore, one or more nurse's critical self-reflection and subsequent transformation of practice are achieved through the reading of an interpretive text. The change in practice is likely to affect the nurse's interventions, expectations, and interactions with patients, families, and administrative regulations. This, in turn, may influence social conditions that dictate and mandate power relationships in health care delivery. Consequently, change occurs regardless of whether the explicit intent of the interpretive clinical inquiry was social transformation. Instead, social change occurs through the shared meanings and understanding of the research participant and the reader.

  An interpretive account can be transformative in that it can yield a perspective distinctly different from those of the critical metanarrative of oppression and domination, thereby promoting a more informed and unique consciousness. Benner [28] contends that praxis is realized in many ways and is not limited to critical or emancipatory theory. She defines her work as implicitly emancipatory because it opens up possibilities and sensitizes people to issues for further study. She reminds readers that interpretive hermeneutics ". . . gives voice to the substantive good" as well as to people and practices that provides the groundwork for emancipatory opportunities. [28] (p282) Benner also contends that ". . . critical theory is limited to epistemological and power issues, it cannot offer new webs and new metaphors." [28] (p283) Accordingly, interpretive studies afford emancipatory opportunities by giving voice to the taken-for-granted habits, practices, meanings, and understandings as well as reflecting the critical perspective of research participants for the readers of the interpretive account.

  Interpretive phenomenology, critical theory, and critical hermeneutics hold different ontologic, epistemologic, and methodologic perspectives. Differences may be primarily due to the ambiguous use of language and terminology, and a disparity in topical emphasis and goals of inquiry. The language that is central to interpretive phenomenology, critical theory, and critical hermeneutics may have served to alienate and prohibit alternative interpretations and definitions of praxis and emancipation. Benner and Tanner see interpretive phenomenology as praxis-based with potential emancipatory outcomes; but Thompson and Allen disagree. [11,21,26,28,29] This disparity is similar to the praxis debate between Habermas and Gadamer. Benner believes critical theory and critical hermeneutics are not the only emancipatory perspectives of praxis available to nurse scientists. [29] She maintains that interpretive hermeneutics provides a necessary substantive good that augments critical theory's discourse on justice. [28] The texts and exemplars used in Benner's projects could be interpreted as a critical action, even if not explicitly stated as such within the work. Instead, the critique offered readers is one that reflects the voices and perspectives of the research participants. Benner proposes that critique should not be an activity limited to theorists or researchers. Further, she contends that it does not need to be explicated for the participants, audience, or reader. [23,28,29] She declares, Interpretive phenomenology provides a critique of instrumental reasoning and objectification. . . . [Therefore, it] . . . does have a major role to play in public policy by its power to make the concerns, voice, habits, and practices of people visible and in recommending public policy that is attentive to differences and cultural concerns. [23] (p123)

  Nursing science, like other human sciences, will continue to debate the adequacy of various philosophic paradigms for their ability to forward the discipline. Nursing must embrace multiple paradigms, methodologies, and their philosophic assumptions to adequately address the complex and multifaceted human phenomena that are the focus of clinical inquiry in nursing. This should be reflected in funding and publication opportunities as well as in programs of study educating nurse scientists. Praxis, realized through clinical inquiry in both the interpretive and the critical paradigms, may contribute important pieces of the puzzle to improve the human condition. Expanding the praxis debate challenges nurses to consider the emancipatory possibilities of clinical inquiry within both interpretive and critical paradigms.
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