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Preface 

This handbook introduces candidates and supervisors to the essential yet brief aspects of doctoral 

education, which I regard as the sine qua non for being awarded a Doctor of Philosophy in the 

Humanities and Social Sciences. The handbook could be equally useful in the Commercial and 

Management Sciences. The proliferation of ideologies, including contestations for power between the 

North and the Global South, while necessary for critical theory and “mental emancipation”, has blurred 

the lines between academic critique and political activism. This has had dire consequences for the 

quality of scholarship. 

For instance, protest existentialism dominates academic thinking. Secondly, there exists a measure of 

parochialism among doctoral candidates, in which descriptive research projects mirror the narrow foci 

of local problems as if these were independent of broader theoretical and conceptual encounters, or of 

wholes, natural to academia. I have used the term 'descriptive' because, in many of these projects, 

discourse is lost in description posing as analysis. Secondly, the project has no relationship to broader 

scholarly discourses, although it purports to be located within specific theoretical framework(s). 

The handbook is thus a reminder to ambitious intellectuals that scholarship requires more than 

descriptive accounts of observation; that, social origin notwithstanding, phenomena have a substance 

beyond ideology. Expressed differently, recognising that the need for scientific enquiry transcends 

ideological and power relations is the first step towards emancipation. The handbook is therefore 

intended to whet the academic appetites of aspirant intellectuals. 

This handbook is intended, first, for aspirant PhD candidates and, secondly, for supervisors entrusted 

with guiding them through the torturous journey of a PhD thesis. The intention is to provide an 

encompassing reference text drawn from different philosophical paradigms and from authors who have 

produced extensive literature on social research. The structure of the book reflects this intention by 

moving deliberately from conceptual foundations to philosophical positioning, then to methodological 

and analytical practice, rather than treating these domains as isolated technical requirements. 

Accordingly, the opening chapters establish the doctoral thesis as a conceptually coherent intellectual 

argument, rather than a technical research report. They foreground the importance of paradigms, 

philosophy of science, and philosophy of the social sciences in shaping how knowledge is produced, 

justified, and evaluated. Subsequent chapters examine positivism, hermeneutics, and critical theory as 

organised forms of enquiry, not as methodological toolkits, but as epistemologically grounded traditions 

that structure explanation, understanding, and critique. 

Later chapters turn explicitly to epistemology and the sociology of knowledge, demonstrating that 

knowledge, facts, and categories of understanding are historically and socially mediated rather than 

timeless and neutral. These discussions prepare the ground for the chapters on research design, 

conceptual frameworks, and data analysis, where philosophical commitments are translated into 
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concrete scholarly practice. In this way, the book proceeds from abstraction to application without 

sacrificing conceptual rigour. 

During four years as a mentor to PhD candidates from three universities in the province of KwaZulu-

Natal, South Africa, while holding scholarships from the National Institute for the Humanities and 

Social Sciences, I came to realise the difficulties that aspirant academics face. Coincidentally, I had 

joined the academic fraternity relatively late, having first worked as a Medical Diagnostic 

Radiographer, and I came to appreciate the complexity of academic life. I therefore empathised deeply 

with young aspirant academics who found the environment not only competitive but also hostile to new 

pretenders to the kingdom. 

Secondly, the language required by the academy for research and publication falls outside everyday 

spoken languages and presents enormous challenges of conceptual mastery and articulation. This 

language is enshrined in a specialised jargon and idiom, rendering comprehension and expression 

difficult for newcomers. Such difficulties are not limited to second- or third-language English speakers. 

For this reason, the chapters in this book emphasise conceptual clarity, internal coherence, and 

disciplined argumentation over rhetorical flourish or ideological assertion. 

Thirdly, it is primarily within the academy that the politics of North and South, the West and the rest of 

the planet, steeped in colonial and resistant histories, coalesce. This confluence of ideology has 

exacerbated existing tensions, leading to what appears to be a redefinition of standards. What constitutes 

quality academic research increasingly falls within contested terrain, both substantively and 

methodologically. It took me years of experience at the Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences to 

appreciate the nuances and actual value of academic rigour. I had to step outside the morality of 

restitution, dominant in Third World academic circles (South Africa included), to appreciate and 

differentiate appropriately between what is politically assuaging and what is qualitatively academic. 

Scholars shaped by both intellectual theorising and the political expediencies of their regions need 

consciously to separate the two when accounting for their contributions to scholarly practice. Context 

and resultant episteme will always be intertwined, but they must remain declarable. The architecture of 

this book reflects that conviction by insisting on epistemological transparency and methodological 

justification at every stage of doctoral work. All these hurdles notwithstanding, we are all ultimately 

braced towards one goal: the discovery of “truth”, whatever its translation. 

Fourthly, and this affects academia globally, the age of artificial intelligence presents its own 

complications. While the efficiency of data processing and the language-checking affordances of 

artificial intelligence are undeniable, they often blur the line between the utilitarian value of such 

technologies and the relegation of scholarly authority. This concern informs the book’s emphasis on 

critical thinking, conceptual control, and epistemic responsibility, which cannot be outsourced to 

automated systems. 
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Experience gained from supervising and examining PhD theses has revealed much about the thinking 

of aspirant candidates, but, more importantly, it has underscored the need to provide intellectual 

companionship without indulging in the polemics of academia, which, although part of the game, can 

end up confusing rather than aiding the resolution of scholarly problems. The applied illustrations and 

self-assessment questions included throughout the chapters are intended to support this form of guided 

intellectual engagement. 

The need for a considered handbook for supervisors and aspiring academics became clear to me during 

a four-day training session on research design within PhD thesis requirements for academic supervisors. 

One experienced academic remarked, “We can read books; that is no issue. However, the material in 

one lecture takes up over eighty pages of reading, just one chapter from one book. Integrating the work 

of various authors is imponderable, yet you have achieved it in a single presentation. Can you produce 

a book based on what we have had over the four-day session?” 

It is in response to that call that this handbook has materialised. It does not purport to solve the PhD 

candidate’s dilemma. However, it does attempt to introduce budding academics to the tempo and style 

of the intellectual ballroom and to equip them with the conceptual discipline required to remain on that 

floor. 
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How to Use This Book 
 

This book is not designed to be read as a conventional research methods manual, nor as a sequence of 

technical instructions to be applied mechanically. It is intended to be used as a conceptual companion 

throughout the doctoral journey, by candidates as a guide to intellectual positioning and by supervisors 

as a framework for scholarly mentoring. 

 

For Doctoral Candidates 

Candidates are encouraged to read this book non-linearly but cumulatively. The early chapters establish 

the intellectual discipline required at the doctoral level by clarifying what a PhD thesis is and what it is 

not. These chapters should be read carefully at the proposal stage, as they address conceptual coherence, 

paradigmatic positioning, and the role of critical thinking in doctoral work. 

Chapters dealing with philosophy of science, paradigms, positivism, hermeneutics, and critical theory 

should be read reflectively rather than instrumentally. These chapters are not invitations to select a 

theoretical label, but to understand the epistemological commitments that shape how knowledge is 

produced, justified, and evaluated. Candidates should use these chapters to interrogate their own 

assumptions, not merely to justify methodological choices after the fact. 

The chapters on epistemology, the sociology of knowledge, research design, and conceptual 

frameworks should be revisited repeatedly as the study evolves. These chapters are designed to help 

candidates align problem statements, theoretical positioning, and methodological decisions into a 

coherent intellectual argument. They are particularly useful when candidates experience conceptual 

drift or uncertainty about how different components of the thesis relate to one another. 

The final chapters on data presentation, analysis, and interpretation should be read alongside empirical 

work. They emphasise that analysis is not a technical procedure applied to data, but an epistemologically 

informed act of interpretation. Candidates should use these chapters to evaluate whether their analysis 

genuinely answers the research question posed, rather than merely describing findings. 

Throughout the book, applied illustrations and self-assessment questions are included to prompt 

reflexive engagement. These are not checklists to be completed once, but diagnostic tools to be revisited 

at different stages of the doctoral process. 

 

For Supervisors 

Supervisors may use this book as a shared conceptual reference point with their candidates. Rather than 

prescribing solutions, the book provides a vocabulary and framework for discussing conceptual 

problems, epistemological inconsistencies, and issues of coherence. 
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Supervisors are encouraged to assign specific chapters in response to identifiable difficulties, such as 

conceptual confusion at the proposal stage, a weak theoretical justification, or methodological 

misalignment. The book is particularly useful in contexts where candidates struggle to distinguish 

between description and analysis, or where ideological commitments overshadow scholarly argument. 

The applied illustrations can serve as discussion prompts in supervision meetings, while the self-

assessment questions may provide a basis for structured supervisory dialogue. In this way, the book 

supports intellectual companionship without substituting for supervision or imposing a single 

methodological orthodoxy. 

 

A Final Note 

This book does not promise shortcuts to doctoral success. It assumes that doctoral work is intellectually 

demanding, conceptually exacting, and often uncomfortable. Its purpose is not to simplify that journey, 

but to make its intellectual demands visible, navigable, and defensible. 

Used thoughtfully, the book should assist candidates and supervisors alike in maintaining scholarly 

rigour, conceptual clarity, and epistemological integrity in the pursuit of doctoral knowledge. 

 

Paulus Zulu 

Maurice Webb Race Relations Unit 

Howard College 

University of KwaZulu-Natal  
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Chapter 1 

The Doctoral Thesis: Conceptual Foundations and Intellectual Discipline 

 

1.1 Introduction 

This chapter introduces the doctoral thesis as a conceptually coherent and philosophically 

situated scholarly artefact, rather than as a technical research report or an extended descriptive 

exercise. Its primary purpose is to orient doctoral candidates to the intellectual architecture of 

a PhD thesis and to clarify the standards by which doctoral work is assessed. 

Three foundational concerns structure the discussion in this chapter. First, it clarifies what a 

doctoral thesis is and what it is not. Second, it explains how coherence is achieved across the 

core components of a thesis. Third, it examines the centrality of critical thinking to doctoral 

scholarship and demonstrates how its absence results in intellectual sloppiness. 

This chapter should be read as a conceptual point of entry into the book. Subsequent chapters 

deepen and operationalise the philosophical and methodological principles introduced here. 

1.2. The Supervisor’s Dilemma and the Genesis of this Book 

The need for a coherent guide to doctoral research design and philosophical alignment became 

evident during a four-day training session for academic supervisors on PhD research design. 

During one session, an experienced academic commented: 

“We can read books; that is no issue. However, the material in one lecture takes over 

eighty pages of reading, just one chapter from one book. Integrating the work of various 

authors is imponderable, but you have achieved this in one presentation. Can you 

produce a book based on what we have had over the four-day session?” 

This comment captures a persistent problem in doctoral education. While doctoral candidates 

and supervisors have access to extensive literature, that literature is fragmented across 

disciplines, paradigms, and methodological traditions. The difficulty lies not in reading but in 

integration, coherence, and philosophical alignment. 

The problem highlighted here is neither purely technical nor purely methodological. It is 

paradigmatic. It reflects the absence of a coherent framework that connects disparate readings, 

theories, and methods. 
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This book does not attempt to replace existing literature. Rather, it seeks to provide an 

integrative framework that enables doctoral candidates and supervisors to understand how 

philosophy of science, paradigms, epistemology, research design, and analysis function 

together as a coherent intellectual system. 

1.3 The Doctoral Thesis 

A doctoral thesis is not an isolated project. It is an intervention within an established field of 

knowledge, located within a discipline, positioned within a paradigm, and grounded in a 

particular epistemological tradition. This view is supported by Thomas Kuhn, who introduces 

the concept of a paradigm and posits that it both supports and limits the enquiry (Kuhn, 1962). 

Equally, the epistemological tradition and the paradigm give the thesis both structure and 

shape. Accordingly, a PhD thesis is best understood as a structured intellectual argument, not 

a compilation of chapters or a technical report on empirical findings. At the doctoral level, the 

candidate is expected to demonstrate not only competence, but conceptual mastery and 

scholarly judgement. 

At the doctoral level, a thesis is expected to demonstrate: 

• Mastery of the theoretical and conceptual terrain of the discipline; 

• Explicit awareness of the philosophical assumptions underpinning the study; 

• Internal coherence between the problem statement, theory, methodology, analysis, and 

interpretation; 

• The capacity to generate new knowledge, whether empirical, conceptual, or theoretical. 

Examiners, therefore, assess not only what is studied, but how and from where the study is 

intellectually positioned. A central principle follows from this expectation: 

A doctoral thesis succeeds or fails primarily on the coherence of its conceptual logic, rather 

than on the volume of data collected or the technical sophistication of the methods employed. 

1.4 Developing the Research Proposal 

It is not uncommon for prospective PhD candidates to believe that they can write proposals 

from conceived topics. A research topic or problem statement, however, is only an aspect of a 

larger field of enquiry. It requires sustained reading in that field to determine the enquiry's 

actual focus and positioning. 
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1.4.1 Positioning the Study 

Positioning refers to the angle of interrogation adopted by the researcher. The same topic may 

yield fundamentally different studies depending on the paradigm adopted, the theoretical lens 

employed, and the manner in which the problem is conceptualised. For example, a study on 

women in employment may be approached from different positions: as an analysis of 

patriarchal power relations, an examination of managerial competencies, or an investigation of 

labour market participation. Each positioning requires engagement with different bodies of 

literature, theoretical traditions, and methodological approaches. At the doctoral level, 

candidates must demonstrate that their chosen positioning is deliberate, defensible, and 

conceptually justified. 

1.4.2 Conceptual Coherence as an Organising Principle 

A defining feature of doctoral work is conceptual coherence. Coherence refers to the logical 

alignment and mutual reinforcement of all core components of the thesis (Trafford & Leshem, 

2008). 

A doctoral thesis is typically organised around six interdependent components: 

1. The problem statement 

2. The conceptual framework 

3. The theoretical framework 

4. The literature review 

5. The research objectives 

6. The methodology 

For a thesis to have continuity, all six main components of the design must respect this logic. 

In treating each of these components, the candidate must remember that they are not 

independent or separate parts, but are intricately interwoven and linked to a specific paradigm 

within the philosophy of science. They form an integrated conceptual system grounded in a 

particular paradigm. Each component derives its meaning and legitimacy from its relationship 

to the others (Maxwell, 2012). 

1.4.3 From Research Topic to Conceptual Control 

A topic merely signals an area of interest. A doctoral problem requires conceptual articulation, 

theoretical positioning, and epistemological grounding (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 



 

 

4 

The movement from topic to problem involves: 

• identifying the phenomenon to be explained; 

• specifying the conceptual boundaries of the enquiry; 

• locating the study within an appropriate paradigm; 

• articulating a defensible angle of interrogation. 

This process marks the transition from undergraduate or master 's-level work to doctoral-level 

scholarship. 

1.4.4 Internal Coherence as an Examiner Criterion 

In examining a doctoral thesis, examiners routinely assess whether: 

• the problem statement logically necessitates the chosen theoretical framework; 

• the theoretical framework justifies the selected methodology; 

• the methodology is capable of generating data appropriate to the research objectives; 

and 

• the analysis and interpretation are epistemologically defensible. 

Where these relationships are absent, weak or inconsistent, the thesis is judged conceptually 

flawed, regardless of technical sophistication. A common examiner observation in such cases 

is that a study claims allegiance to one paradigm while implicitly operating within another 

(Kuhn, 1962). Such inconsistencies reflect a failure of conceptual control, not a minor 

methodological oversight. 

1.5 The Problem Statement as Conceptual Core 

The greatest problem in PhD thesis preparation lies in the articulation of the problem statement. 

In everyday life, concepts are abstractions of phenomena. Until these abstractions are clearly 

articulated through the identification of variables, their meaning remains ambiguous. It is not 

uncommon for doctoral candidates to present topics shrouded in concepts that are difficult to 

decode or that mean different things to different audiences. The problem statement constitutes 

the intellectual nucleus of the doctoral thesis. At the doctoral level, it must do more than 

describe a situation. It must render the phenomenon analytically tractable (Punch, 2014). 

This requires explicit articulation of: 

• substantive variables (what is being examined); 
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• contextual variables (where and under what conditions); 

• relational assumptions (how the elements are connected). 

When properly articulated, the problem statement expands into a conceptual framework that 

guides literature review, theory selection, methodology, and analysis (Maxwell, 2012). A 

useful heuristic is whether an informed reader could clearly identify what is being explained, 

how it is being explained, and why the explanation is appropriate. 

1.6 Originality and Scholarly Contribution 

A thesis is a reflective document in which a candidate seeks to explore a specific topic or 

problem in order to shed light on a broader problem area. There is seldom an instance in which 

the problem area has not been explored previously. At the doctoral level, emphasis is placed 

on original research. While the meaning of “original” is itself contested, it is generally accepted 

that the data collected must be original and not merely repeat the substance and methodology 

already covered in other research works. Exceptions may arise when a researcher seeks to 

disprove specific findings using a different conceptualisation of the subject, or when the 

methodology used in previous research is contested. This is particularly relevant where the 

contention borders on the sociology of knowledge. 

The advantage of locating the research problem within a specific paradigm or philosophical 

tradition is that it provides a logical framework that sets the parameters for the enquiry. As 

Thomas Kuhn (1962) argues, paradigms both facilitate and limit enquiry. This coherence 

facilitates rigour in presentation, logically aligns the various sections of the thesis, and allows 

the argument to flow. 

1.7 Critical Thinking as a Defining Doctoral Competence 

A handbook on reading for a PhD would be incomplete without addressing critical thinking. 

Critical thinking is not an optional attribute at the doctoral level. It is the defining intellectual 

competence of the PhD. Critical thinking entails the candidate’s capacity to: 

• analyse concepts and assumptions; 

• interpret meaning within context; 

• evaluate evidence and competing claims; 

• infer logically defensible conclusions; 

• justify reasoning explicitly. 
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A doctoral thesis does not merely apply existing theories or reproduce established arguments. 

It interrogates assumptions, evaluates explanatory adequacy, and demonstrates reflexive 

awareness of its own epistemological limits (Facione, 2011). Without critical thinking, doctoral 

work degenerates into description masquerading as analysis. While a thesis succeeds or fails 

primarily on the strength and clarity of its conceptual framework, conceptualising and framing 

the problem statement requires rigorous critical thinking. It is important to distinguish critical 

thinking from ideological critique. While political and normative concerns may inform 

scholarly inquiry, critical thinking is fundamentally an epistemic discipline, concerned with 

reasoning, justification, and coherence. 

1.8 Sloppiness as an Intellectual Failure 

Experience in supervising and examining doctoral theses reveals a persistent contradiction 

between the expectation of knowledge generation and the quality of many submitted theses. 

Two related forms of sloppiness account for this. The first is technical sloppiness, reflected in 

spelling errors, grammatical mistakes, and poor sentence construction, inconsistent 

referencing, and inadequate editing. While undesirable, these shortcomings are secondary. 

The second, more serious form is intellectual sloppiness. Vague concepts, undefined terms, 

unsupported assertions, and paradigmatic inconsistency evidence it. This is often encouraged 

by the proliferation of clichés and slogans in academic discourse, leading to incoherent 

arguments in which assertions lack supporting evidence. Intellectual sloppiness signals that the 

candidate has not attained doctoral-level thinking. 

Intellectual sloppiness results in a thesis that lacks harmony among assumptions, evidence, and 

conclusions. Such work reflects insufficient interrogation of concepts and operations, 

ultimately undermining scholarly credibility.  From an examiner’s perspective, a technically 

polished thesis with weak conceptual foundations is more likely to fail than a conceptually 

rigorous thesis with minor technical imperfections. 

1.9 Applied Illustration 

From Abstraction to Conceptual Framework 

Consider the topic “Gender-Based Violence in Umlazi.” As stated, this formulation remains 

abstract. To function as a doctoral problem statement, it must be conceptually unpacked. 
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This unpacking requires clarity regarding what constitutes gender-based violence, who the 

relevant actors are, the social and economic conditions within which the phenomenon occurs, 

and the empirical indicators through which its manifestations are identified. Only once these 

elements are articulated can the study proceed coherently through literature review, theory 

selection, methodology, and analysis (Maxwell, 2012). 

 

1.10 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has established that a doctoral thesis is a philosophically grounded and 

conceptually coherent intellectual endeavour within a specific paradigm rather than a technical 

report. The emphasis has been on conceptual coherence as the primary criterion of doctoral 

quality, critical thinking and disciplined presentation as the criteria that shape how knowledge 

is produced, justified, and evaluated in the social sciences. 

1.11 Doctoral Self-Assessment Questions 

Before proceeding, doctoral candidates should be able to answer the following questions 

with clarity and confidence: 

1. Is the study explicitly located within a paradigm, and why? 

2. Can the variables constituting the problem statement be clearly articulated? 

3. Is the conceptual framework explicitly specified rather than implied? 

4. Would an examiner readily identify internal coherence across the thesis? 

Where these questions cannot be answered satisfactorily, further conceptual work is required 

before advancing. 
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Chapter 2 

The Philosophy of Science and the Foundations of Knowledge 

 

2.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the philosophical foundations upon which scientific 

knowledge rests and to clarify why an understanding of the philosophy of science is 

indispensable for doctoral research. Doctoral candidates are often trained extensively in 

research techniques and methodological procedures, yet comparatively little attention is given 

to the philosophical assumptions that make those procedures meaningful and defensible. 

For doctoral candidates, engagement with the philosophy of science is not optional (Maxwell, 

2012). It is a prerequisite for conceptual clarity and methodological justification. Failure to 

engage with philosophical foundations often results in studies that are technically competent 

but conceptually weak. Such weaknesses are readily identified by examiners and frequently 

lead to adverse evaluation. Philosophical awareness enables candidates to articulate coherent 

research designs, defend methodological choices, and situate their work within appropriate 

paradigmatic frameworks. 

Science is frequently treated as a technical enterprise governed solely by method. This chapter 

challenges that assumption.   It argues that scientific enquiry is grounded in prior commitments 

about the nature of reality, the status of knowledge, and the criteria by which explanations are 

judged adequate. These commitments are rarely neutral. They shape how research problems 

are conceptualised, how methods are selected, and how findings are interpreted (Popper, 1959). 

The discussion that follows provides the philosophical grounding necessary for understanding 

paradigms in the chapters that follow. It should therefore be read as a conceptual foundation 

rather than a digression into abstract philosophy. 

2.2 Science, Philosophy, and the Question of Foundations 

Science is commonly defined as the systematic study of the natural world through observation, 

experimentation, and analysis. This is methodologically truer in the natural sciences than in the 

social sciences. While this characterisation captures an important dimension of scientific 

practice, it does not explain why scientific knowledge is regarded as authoritative or how 

scientific claims are justified (Chalmers, 2013). The authority of science does not arise from 

technique alone. It rests on deeper philosophical commitments concerning explanation, 
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causality, truth, and justification (Popper, 1959; Nagel, 1961). These commitments constitute 

the subject matter of the philosophy of science. 

Philosophy of science interrogates the assumptions that underlie scientific enquiry. It asks what 

distinguishes scientific knowledge from other forms of knowledge, how scientific explanations 

function, and why certain explanations are accepted while others are rejected. Philosophy does 

not compete with science; it renders scientific practice intelligible. Attempts to separate science 

from philosophy obscure the extent to which scientific enquiry presupposes answers to 

philosophical questions, even when those answers remain implicit. Popper underlies this point 

in his exposition when he explains the transcendence of science in knowledge acquisition, 

stating: “I, however, believe that there is at least one philosophical problem, in which all 

thinking men are interested. It is the problem of cosmology: the problem of understanding the 

world, including ourselves, and our knowledge, as part of the world. All science is cosmology, 

I believe, and for me the interest of philosophy, no less than of science, lies solely in the 

contribution which it has made to it” (Popper, 1959). 

2.3 Ontological and Epistemological Assumptions in Science 

All scientific enquiry rests on ontological and epistemological assumptions. Ontology concerns 

assumptions about the nature of reality, what exists and what can be known about it. 

Epistemology concerns assumptions about knowledge, how knowledge is produced, justified, 

and validated (Bhaskar, 1978). In much scientific practice, these assumptions remain 

unexamined. Reality is treated as external and independent of the observer, and knowledge is 

assumed to be attainable through observation and measurement. While these assumptions are 

characteristic of positivist traditions, they are not universally accepted across all forms of 

scientific enquiry (Kuhn, 1962). 

While science is a system of knowledge concerned with the world (physical and social) and 

its phenomena, it mainly concerns itself with methodological issues in the construction or 

discovery of knowledge.  In the introductory chapter to his edited book, David Papineau 

makes a distinction between the epistemology of science, which focuses on the 

methodology, and the metaphysics of science, “which investigates philosophically puzzling 

features of the world described by science” (Papineau, 2007). I should emphasise that in this 

handbook we are concerned with the former, i.e., the epistemology of science. For doctoral 

research, such assumptions must be made explicit. Methodological decisions cannot be 

adequately defended without clarity about the ontological and epistemological 

commitments that underpin them (Maxwell, 2012).  
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2.4 Objectivity, Knowledge, and Scientific Claims 

Objectivity is one of the most enduring ideals associated with science. In the natural sciences 

and within positivist traditions in the social sciences, objectivity is often equated with 

neutrality, detachment, and freedom from bias (Nagel, 1961). This understanding has been 

widely challenged. Objectivity does not imply the absence of human judgment, interpretation, 

or theoretical presupposition. Rather, it refers to the public, criticisable, and revisable character 

of scientific knowledge claims (Popper, 1959). 

Karl Popper’s conception of objectivity as intersubjective testability is particularly instructive. 

Knowledge claims are objective, not because they are value-free, but because they are open to 

critical scrutiny within a community of scholars. “A justification is objective if, in principle, it 

can be tested and understood by anybody.   I shall therefore say that the objectivity of scientific 

statements lies in the fact that they can intersubjectively be tested” (Popper,1959). Scientific 

knowledge is therefore provisional, corrigible, and exposed to refutation. 

For doctoral research, this insight is crucial. Claims to objectivity cannot be secured merely by 

invoking a method. They require explicit conceptual clarity and openness to critical evaluation. 

2.5 Scientific Reasoning: Deduction, Induction, and Explanation 

Scientific reasoning relies primarily on induction and deduction. Inductive reasoning moves 

from the specific to the general, from observation to a pattern to generalisation, and infers an 

explanatory theory. In the inductive process, the arguments have premises that make it likely 

that the conclusion is true but do not absolutely guarantee its truth.  Induction, therefore, 

introduces uncertainty, as generalisations based on finite observations can never be logically 

guaranteed. This gives rise to the classical philosophical problem of induction and highlights 

the provisional nature of scientific knowledge (Hume, 1748/1977; Popper, 1959). 

Deductive reasoning proceeds from general premises to conclusions that follow necessarily 

if the premises are true. Inductive reasoning proceeds from particular observations to more 

general conclusions (Hempel, 1966). The deductive method considers a given set of 

premises (propositions), and the conclusion is predicated on the truthfulness of the 

preceding premises.  Logically, deductive reasoning starts with a proposition called the 

major premise.  If this premise is true of a class of things, it is true of all members of that 

class (Popper, 1959).  A syllogism is a good example of deductive reasoning.  “All men are 

mortals. John is a man. Therefore, John is mortal” is a perfect example of a syllogism.  The 
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major premise is irrefutable or categorical since, in reality, all men are mortal.   However, 

the syllogism “Christians are morally upright. Christopher is a Christian. Therefore, 

Christopher is morally upright” is problematic.  First, the major premise is not categorical, 

since not all Christians are morally upright.  

Scientific explanations are therefore always subject to revision. New evidence, alternative 

interpretations, or conceptual critiques may require modifying or abandoning existing 

explanations. This openness to revision is not a weakness of science but a defining feature of 

its rationality (Popper, 1959). 

2.6 Order, Regularity, and the Possibility of Science 

Underlying all scientific enquiry is the assumption that the world exhibits some form of order 

or regularity. Without this assumption, systematic investigation would be impossible (Chal-

mers, 2013). This assumption is not itself derived from empirical observation. It is a philoso-

phical presupposition that enables scientific enquiry to proceed. Even the most empirically 

grounded investigations therefore rest on non-empirical foundations (Bhaskar, 1978). 

Recognising this does not undermine science. It highlights the inescapable role of philosophy 

in scientific practice and reinforces the need for philosophical reflexivity in research. 

2.7 Philosophy of Science and the Social World 

When the focus of enquiry shifts from the natural world to the social world, the philosophical 

stakes intensify. Social phenomena are not merely observed; they are constituted through 

meaning, interpretation, and human action (Weber, 1949). 

This raises questions about whether explanatory models derived from the natural sciences can 

be applied uncritically to the social sciences. While social science remains scientific in 

aspiration, it must attend to the distinctive nature of its subject matter (Winch, 1958). For 

instance, social science differentiates social phenomena as metaphysically distinct from natural 

phenomena, as the former are intentional and depend on the meaningful intentions of 

individuals. In contrast, in the latter, only natural laws apply, and individuals play no role.  

Hence, individuals decide to wage war, while earthquakes occur independently of individuals' 

and groups' wishes. The goal of social enquiry is, therefore, interpretative “within the context 

of culturally meaningful specific arrangements” (Audi, 1995). 

The philosophy of science, therefore, provides a necessary bridge between natural and social  
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scientific enquiry, clarifying both the continuities and the limits of scientific explanation. 

2.8 Applied Illustration 

Appeals to “the Scientific Method” 

In doctoral proposal defences, candidates frequently justify their methodological choices by 

asserting that they are following “the scientific method.” When asked to elaborate, this claim 

often collapses into vague references to objectivity, measurement, or experimentation. 

This tendency illustrates a deeper problem. The appeal to “the scientific method” frequently 

substitutes procedural language for philosophical justification. It assumes that 

methodological legitimacy can be secured without examining the ontological and 

epistemological assumptions that underlie the methodological choice (Popper, 1959; 

Chalmers, 2013). 

The result is conceptual insecurity. Methodological decisions appear arbitrary or 

unreflective, even where technical competence is evident. An understanding of the 

philosophy of science guards against this error by requiring researchers to justify not only 

how they conduct research, but why particular approaches are appropriate to the phenomena 

under investigation. 

 

2.9 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has examined the philosophical foundations of scientific enquiry, focusing on 

ontological and epistemological assumptions, objectivity, scientific reasoning, and the 

presuppositions that make science possible. It has been shown that science cannot be reduced 

to technique or method alone (Popper, 1959; Chalmers, 2013). 

By clarifying these foundations, the chapter prepares the ground for the analysis of paradigms 

as organised forms of scientific enquiry, which is undertaken in the chapters that follow.  

2.10 Doctoral Self-Assessment Questions 

1. What ontological and epistemological assumptions underpin the study? 

2. How is objectivity understood and justified? 

3. What forms of reasoning dominate the research design? 

4. Are methodological choices philosophically defensible rather than merely 

procedural? 
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Chapter 3 

The Philosophy of the Social Sciences 

 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter examines the philosophical foundations of the social sciences and clarifies how 

these foundations differ in important respects from those of the natural sciences. While the 

philosophy of science addresses general questions about knowledge, explanation, and 

justification, the philosophy of the social sciences focuses on problems arising from the 

distinctive nature of social reality and human action (Winch, 1958; Weber, 1949). 

Doctoral research in the social sciences is frequently weakened by an uncritical transfer of 

concepts, assumptions, and explanatory models from the natural sciences. Such transfers are 

not philosophically neutral. They presuppose particular views about social reality, knowledge, 

and explanation that require explicit examination (Bhaskar, 1978). 

The purpose of this chapter is therefore to establish the conceptual groundwork necessary for 

understanding paradigms in the social sciences and to prepare the reader for the paradigmatic 

distinctions developed in subsequent chapters. 

3.2 The Nature of the Social Sciences 

The social sciences concern themselves with the systematic study of social life, including 

institutions, relationships, practices, norms, and structures. Unlike natural phenomena, social 

phenomena are constituted through human action and meaning (Weber, 1949). Social facts do 

not exist independently of interpretation. Institutions such as the family, the state, or the 

economy are sustained through shared understandings, historically situated practices, and 

socially regulated behaviour (Durkheim, 1982). While these phenomena have real effects, they 

cannot be fully understood through observation alone (Winch, 1958). 

This characteristic of social reality has profound implications for the methods and explanatory 

models appropriate to social scientific enquiry. 

3.3 Explanation and Understanding in the Social Sciences 

One of the central concerns in the philosophy of the social sciences is the relationship between 

explanation and understanding. In the natural sciences, explanation is typically framed in terms 
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of causal laws and regularities. In the social sciences, explanation often requires an account of 

meaning, intention, and reason (Hempel, 1966; Weber, 1949). Max Weber captured this 

distinction through the concept of verstehen. To explain social action is to understand it as 

meaningful action from the perspective of the actor (Weber, 1949). This does not imply 

subjective impressionism. Rather, it entails a disciplined interpretive process grounded in 

evidence, context, and conceptual clarity (Taylor, 1971). 

Social explanation, therefore, often combines causal analysis with interpretive 

understanding—attempts to eliminate meaning from social explanation risk producing 

accounts that are formally rigorous but substantively impoverished. 

3.4 Naturalism and Anti-Naturalism 

Debates in the philosophy of the social sciences are often framed in terms of naturalism and 

anti-naturalism. Naturalism holds that the methods and explanatory models of the natural 

sciences can, in principle, be applied to the social sciences. Anti-naturalism challenges this 

assumption, arguing that the meaningful and interpretive character of social phenomena 

requires distinct forms of enquiry (Nagel, 1961). 

This debate does not concern methodological preference alone. It reflects deeper disagreements 

about the nature of social reality and the possibility of explanation. Where naturalism tends to 

privilege causal regularities and law-like explanation, anti-naturalism emphasises 

interpretation, context, and historical specificity (Weber, 1949; Taylor, 1971). Going back to 

the example of the distinction between earthquakes and wars, naturalism would maintain that 

changes in geological formations cause earthquakes. At the same time, anti-naturalism would 

argue that intention results in interpretation, in the men and women who start wars.  

Understanding this debate is essential for doctoral candidates, as it underpins later distinctions 

between positivist and interpretive paradigms.7 

3.5 Objectivity, Interpretation, and Reflexivity 

The interpretive dimension of social enquiry raises persistent questions about objectivity. If 

social phenomena are understood through interpretation, how can social science claim to 

produce objective knowledge? Objectivity in the social sciences cannot be equated with 

detachment or neutrality. Researchers are themselves social actors, embedded within particular 
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historical, cultural, and theoretical contexts (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). Their assumptions 

inevitably shape the research process. 

This does not render social research arbitrary or relativistic. Instead, it necessitates reflexivity. 

Reflexivity involves explicit awareness of the researcher’s assumptions, positionality, and 

theoretical commitments, and a willingness to subject these to critical scrutiny (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant, 1992; Finlay, 2002). Objectivity in social research is therefore achieved through 

transparency, methodological rigour, and critical dialogue rather than through the denial of 

perspective. 

3.6 Law, Regularity, and Contingency in Social Explanation 

A further point of divergence between the natural and social sciences concerns the status of 

laws and regularities. While the natural sciences seek universal laws, social phenomena are 

often historically contingent and context-dependent (Bhaskar, 1978). Patterns and regularities 

may be identified in social life, but these are rarely invariant. They are shaped by changing 

social conditions, institutional arrangements, and human agency. As a result, prediction in the 

social sciences is often limited, and explanation frequently takes the form of contextual and 

historical analysis rather than law-like generalisation.  Therefore, while “Wars do not result 

from antecedent political tensions in the way that earthquakes result from antecedent conditions 

in plate tectonics” (Audi, 1995), antecedent political tensions prepare the course for human 

conflict. Hence, wars do not simply mushroom in isolation.  

Recognising this does not diminish the scientific status of the social sciences. It clarifies the 

type of knowledge they can reasonably claim to produce (Bhaskar, 1978). 

3.7 Positivism and Interpretive Approaches in the Social Sciences 

The philosophical debates outlined above find concrete expression in competing approaches to 

social enquiry. Positivist approaches seek explanation through measurement, regularity, and 

causal analysis (Comte, 1853; Nagel, 1961). Interpretive approaches seek understanding 

through meaning, context, and interpretation (Weber, 1949; Winch, 1958). These approaches 

should not be understood merely as methodological choices. They are grounded in distinct 

philosophical assumptions about social reality, knowledge, and explanation. As such, they 

represent organised forms of enquiry rather than interchangeable techniques (Kuhn, 1962). 
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This distinction prepares the ground for the paradigmatic analysis undertaken in the following 

chapter. 

3.8 Applied Illustration 

Explaining Social Action: Voting Behaviour 

Consider a study examining low voter turnout in a local election. A purely positivist account 

might focus on variables such as income, education, or access to polling stations, and analyse 

their causal relationships (Hempel, 1966). While such factors may be relevant, they do not 

exhaust the phenomenon. 

An interpretive account would also examine how voters understand political participation, 

their trust in institutions, and their perceptions of representation (Weber, 1949; Taylor, 

1971). Without attending to these meanings, the explanation remains incomplete. 

This illustration demonstrates how different philosophical assumptions generate different 

forms of explanation, even when addressing the same empirical phenomenon. 

 

3.9 Implications for Doctoral Research 

For doctoral candidates, the philosophical issues discussed in this chapter have direct 

methodological implications. Choices about research design, data collection, and analysis are 

inseparable from assumptions about the nature of social reality and the possibility of 

understanding it (Maxwell, 2012). 

A failure to engage explicitly with the philosophy of the social sciences often results in 

conceptual confusion. Studies may claim objectivity while relying on interpretive methods, or 

pursue causal explanation while analysing meaning-laden phenomena. Examiners readily 

identify such inconsistencies. 

Doctoral research in the social sciences, therefore, requires philosophical awareness, 

conceptual discipline, and reflexive judgement. 

3.10 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has examined the philosophical foundations of the social sciences, emphasising 

the distinctive nature of social reality, the centrality of meaning and interpretation, and the 

limits of law-like explanation (Winch, 1958; Weber, 1949). It has been shown that debates 
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about explanation and understanding underpin later paradigmatic distinctions between 

positivist and interpretive traditions. 

By explicitly restoring these conceptual anchors, the chapter prepares the reader for the detailed 

analysis of paradigms in the next chapter. 

3.11 Doctoral Self-Assessment Questions 

 

1. How is social reality conceptualised in the study? 

2. Does the study prioritise explanation, understanding, or a combination of both? 

3. How is objectivity justified in the presence of interpretation? 

4. Are the methodological choices consistent with the philosophical assumptions of the 

study? 
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Chapter 4 

Paradigms in the Sciences 

 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter examines paradigms as the organising frameworks of scientific enquiry. While 

the philosophy of science and the philosophy of the social sciences address foundational 

questions about knowledge and explanation, paradigms provide the structured intellectual 

systems through which these philosophical commitments are operationalised in research 

practice. 

Paradigms are not neutral methodological preferences. They are epistemic formations that 

shape how reality is conceptualised, how knowledge is produced, and how explanations are 

justified (Kuhn, 1962). As such, paradigms determine what counts as a legitimate research 

problem, what constitutes acceptable evidence, and which forms of reasoning are regarded as 

valid. 

For doctoral candidates, paradigms provide the conceptual coherence that binds together the 

problem statement, theoretical framework, methodology, analysis, and interpretation. A failure 

to recognise paradigmatic commitments typically results in internal inconsistency, even where 

technical competence is evident (Trafford & Leshem, 2008). 

4.2 The Concept of a Paradigm 

For doctoral research, this insight is critical. A thesis is always located within a paradigm, 

whether explicitly acknowledged or not. Where paradigmatic location remains implicit, 

conceptual incoherence frequently arises (Maxwell, 2012).  

The concept of a paradigm is most closely associated with Thomas Kuhn’s analysis of scientific 

development. Kuhn used the term to describe the constellation of shared assumptions, 

exemplars, models, and evaluative standards that guide scientific practice within a particular 

community (Kuhn, 1962). Kuhn suggests that the achievements that the scientific community 

acknowledges for a time as supplying the foundations for its further practice constitute a 

paradigm.  He suggests that scientific progress arises from various groups of scientists, each 

holding a particular paradigm about the object of discovery. It is the winning paradigm within 

the family of paradigms pursuing the same object of enquiry that prevails and becomes the 

main source of reference, “providing a subsequent generation” of researchers. This suggests 



 

 

19 

that paradigms get shaped and reshaped, and that is how knowledge gets produced and 

reproduced.   

A paradigm functions as a way of seeing. It frames what is taken to be real, what questions are 

regarded as meaningful, and what counts as an adequate explanation. Paradigms, therefore, 

operate largely in the background of scientific practice. Researchers typically work within 

paradigms rather than on them (Kuhn, 1962). 

The discussion above highlights the role of paradigms as organising frameworks that shape 

how scientific enquiry is conceptualised and conducted. Over time, different philosophical 

traditions have emerged in response to changing understandings of knowledge, explanation, 

and the nature of reality. These traditions do not replace one another in a strictly linear 

sequence; rather, they represent alternative ways of conceptualising scientific enquiry. 

 

Figure 4.1 provides a simplified illustration of the major traditions in the philosophy of science 

that have influenced research in the social sciences, ranging from positivist approaches that 

emphasise objective knowledge and causal explanation to interpretive, critical, and 

constructivist traditions that foreground meaning, power, and the socially situated character of 

knowledge. 
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4.3 Paradigms and the Structure of Scientific Knowledge 

Paradigms stabilise scientific enquiry by providing shared intellectual ground. Within a 

paradigm, research becomes cumulative: problems are refined, methods are standardised, and 

findings are evaluated according to agreed criteria (Kuhn, 1962). At the same time, paradigms 

impose limits. Certain questions are rendered meaningful, while others are excluded or 

marginalised. Kuhn’s account of paradigm change demonstrates that scientific development is 

not simply linear or cumulative, but involves periods of conceptual rupture in which existing 

frameworks are challenged and replaced (Kuhn, 1962). 

For doctoral candidates, this means that paradigms both enable and constrain enquiry. 

Awareness of these constraints is a marker of advanced scholarly judgement. 

4.4 Paradigms in the Natural and Social Sciences 

In the natural sciences, paradigms tend to be relatively stable, with strong consensus on 

explanatory models, methods, and evaluation standards. This stability facilitates cumulative 

knowledge production (Chalmers, 2013). 

In the social sciences, paradigmatic plurality is more pronounced. Competing paradigms 

coexist, reflecting divergent assumptions about social reality, knowledge, and explanation 

(Winch, 1958; Bhaskar, 1978). Positivist, interpretive, and critical traditions represent 

fundamentally different epistemic projects, not merely alternative methods (Kuhn, 1962). This 

plurality reflects the complexity of social phenomena and the impossibility of reducing social 

life to a single explanatory logic. 

4.5 The Principle of Compositionality and the Context Principle 

At the paradigmatic level, one key distinction between positivist and interpretive traditions 

concerns how meaning and explanation are conceived. Two related principles are particularly 

important in this regard: the principle of compositionality and the context principle (Frege, 

1892/1952; Winch, 1958). The principle of compositionality holds that the meaning of a 

complex whole can be derived from the meanings of its constituent parts and the rules 

governing their combination. This principle underpins atomistic and reductionist approaches 

to explanation, and is closely aligned with positivist assumptions about linear causality and 

analytic decomposition (Nagel, 1961). 



 

 

21 

By contrast, the context principle holds that the meaning of individual elements can be 

understood only within the context of the whole. Meaning is relational and emerges from 

social, historical, and linguistic contexts (Winch, 1958; Gadamer, 1975). This distinction has 

profound implications for research design and analysis. Positivist enquiry tends to privilege 

compositional logic, while interpretive enquiry foregrounds contextual meaning. 

4.6 The Hermeneutic Circle 

The Hermeneutic Circle provides a paradigmatic illustration of the context principle. It refers 

to the iterative process through which understanding emerges via movement between the parts 

and the whole (Gadamer, 1975). In interpretive enquiry, individual actions, texts, or utterances 

can only be understood in relation to the broader social, cultural, or historical context. At the 

same time, the context itself is apprehended through engagement with its constituent elements 

(Dilthey, 1883/1989). Understanding is, therefore, circular rather than linear. 

This circularity is not a methodological defect. It is an epistemological insight into the nature 

of understanding. Meaning is progressively refined through interpretation rather than 

conclusively established through the accumulation of facts (Gadamer, 1975). The Hermeneutic 

Circle thus exemplifies a distinct paradigmatic logic of knowing, sharply contrasting with 

positivist models of explanation. 

4.7 Positivism and Hermeneutics as Organised Forms of Enquiry 

Positivism and hermeneutics should not be understood merely as competing methods or 

theoretical orientations. They are organised forms of enquiry, each grounded in coherent 

assumptions about reality, knowledge, explanation, and meaning (Comte, 1853; Gadamer, 

1975). 

Positivism seeks explanation through regularity, measurement, and causal analysis. It assumes 

that phenomena can be decomposed into variables whose relationships can be empirically 

tested (Nagel, 1961). Hermeneutics, by contrast, seeks understanding through interpretation, 

context, and meaning. It assumes that social reality is constituted through historically situated 

human action and cannot be adequately explained through reductionist models alone (Dilthey, 

1883/1989; Winch, 1958). 

These traditions are not simply alternatives; they represent incommensurable epistemic logics. 

Recognising this incommensurability is essential for avoiding conceptual confusion in doctoral 

research (Kuhn, 1962). 
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4.8 Paradigmatic Commitments and Research Practice 

Paradigms shape concrete research decisions. They influence how problems are formulated, 

what counts as evidence, which methods are appropriate, and how findings are interpreted 

(Maxwell, 2012). 

A positivist paradigm privileges measurement, regularity, and causal explanation. An 

interpretive paradigm foregrounds meaning, context, and understanding. A critical paradigm 

focuses on power relations, ideology, and structural conditions (Bhaskar, 1978). 

Doctoral candidates must ensure alignment between paradigmatic commitments and 

methodological practice. Incoherence at this level is a frequent source of examiner criticism 

(Trafford & Leshem, 2008). 

4.9 Applied Illustration 

 

Paradigmatic Inconsistency in Doctoral Research 

Consider a doctoral study that claims to adopt an interpretive paradigm, yet treats interview 

responses as isolated data points detached from context. Alternatively, consider a study that 

invokes critical theory while limiting analysis to surface-level description. 

In both cases, the difficulty lies not in the choice of method but in the absence of alignment 

between paradigmatic assumptions and analytical practice (Kuhn, 1962; Maxwell, 2012). 

Such inconsistencies undermine explanatory coherence and are readily identified by 

examiners. 

 

4.10 Paradigms, Pluralism, and Methodological Discipline 

Methodological pluralism is frequently advocated in contemporary research. While pluralism 

can enrich enquiry, it does not negate the need for paradigmatic discipline. Combining methods 

or perspectives drawn from different paradigms requires explicit philosophical justification. 

Without such justification, pluralism degenerates into eclecticism (Kuhn, 1962). 

Doctoral research demands disciplined pluralism grounded in explicit epistemological 

reasoning rather than convenience. 
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4.11 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has examined paradigms as organised forms of scientific enquiry. It has been 

shown that paradigms embody distinct epistemic logics, exemplified by differences between 

compositional and contextual principles, and by interpretive concepts such as the Hermeneutic 

Circle (Gadamer, 1975; Winch, 1958). 

By explicitly restoring these conceptual anchors, the chapter prepares the ground for a detailed 

examination of positivism and hermeneutics in the chapters that follow. 

4.12 Doctoral Self-Assessment Questions 

 

1. Within which paradigm is the study located, and why? 

2. Does the study rely on compositional or contextual principles of meaning? 

3. Is the logic of explanation linear or interpretive? 

4. Are methodological choices consistent with paradigmatic commitments? 
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Chapter 5 

Positivism as an Organised Form of Scientific Enquiry 

 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter examines positivism as one of the most influential organised forms of enquiry in 

both the natural and social sciences. Positivism has shaped dominant understandings of what 

constitutes scientific knowledge, how explanation should proceed, and what counts as 

legitimate evidence (Comte, 1853). Despite sustained critique, positivist assumptions continue 

to exert considerable influence on doctoral research, often implicitly. Many candidates adopt 

positivist logics without recognising them as such, resulting in unexamined epistemological 

commitments (Nagel, 1961). The purpose of this chapter is therefore to make positivism 

explicit, to clarify its philosophical foundations, and to examine its implications for research 

design, explanation, and evaluation. 

5.2 Historical Origins of Positivism 

Positivism emerged in the nineteenth century as a response to metaphysical speculation and 

theological explanation. Early positivist thinkers sought to establish science as the sole 

legitimate source of knowledge by grounding explanation in empirical observation and logical 

reasoning (Comte, 1853). Auguste Comte is commonly identified as the founder of positivism. 

Comte argued that human knowledge progresses through stages, culminating in the positive 

stage, in which explanation is based exclusively on observable phenomena and their 

regularities (Comte, 1853). Although contemporary positivism has evolved considerably from 

its classical formulation, its foundational commitments remain recognisable in modern 

scientific practice (Chalmers, 2013). 

5.3 Ontological Assumptions of Positivism 

At the ontological level, positivism assumes that reality exists independently of the observer. 

Phenomena are taken to be external, objective, and governed by regularities that can be 

discovered through systematic investigation (Nagel, 1961). 

In positivist frameworks, social reality is treated as analogous to natural reality. Social facts 

are assumed to exist independently of individual consciousness and can therefore be studied 

using methods similar to those employed in the natural sciences (Durkheim, 1982). 
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This ontological realism underpins positivism’s emphasis on measurement, quantification, and 

empirical observation. 

5.4 Epistemological Commitments: Empiricism and Verification 

Epistemologically, positivism is grounded in empiricism. Knowledge is considered valid only 

insofar as it can be derived from sensory experience and verified through observation or 

experiment. Early positivism emphasised verification as the criterion of meaning. Statements 

that could not, in principle, be empirically verified were dismissed as metaphysical or 

meaningless (Chalmers, 2013). Although strict verificationism has been widely criticised, its 

legacy persists in the privileging of observable variables, measurable indicators, and replicable 

procedures in research practice (Popper, 1959). 

5.5 Explanation, Causality, and Law-Like Generalisation 

Positivist explanation is fundamentally causal. Explanation involves identifying regular 

relationships between variables and establishing law-like generalisations that allow for 

prediction. Causal explanation in positivism is typically linear: causes precede effects, and 

relationships among variables are assumed to be stable across contexts (Nagel, 1961). 

Explanation is achieved by isolating variables and analysing their relationships under 

controlled conditions. This explanatory model aligns closely with the principle of 

compositionality, which holds that complex phenomena are understood through decomposition 

into constituent elements (Hallen, 2009).  

5.6 Objectivity and Value Neutrality 

Objectivity occupies a central place in positivist thought. Positivism aspires to value neutrality, 

maintaining a strict distinction between facts and values (Weber, 1949). Researchers are 

expected to minimise subjective influence by adhering to standardised methods, explicit 

procedures, and replicable designs. Knowledge claims are evaluated according to their 

correspondence with observable reality rather than interpretive plausibility (Nagel, 1961). 

Critiques of positivism have challenged the feasibility of complete value neutrality, but the 

ideal continues to inform dominant research norms, particularly in quantitative research 

traditions (Popper, 1959). 
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5.7 Positivism in the Social Sciences 

In the social sciences, positivism has been influential in shaping approaches that prioritise 

measurement, statistical analysis, and hypothesis testing (Comte, 1853; Nagel, 1961).  Social 

phenomena are conceptualised as variables whose relationships can be analysed to produce 

generalisable knowledge. This approach has generated important insights, particularly where 

regularities and patterns are evident (Durkheim, 1982).  

However, positivism has also been criticised for neglecting meaning, context, and human 

agency, particularly in studies of culture, identity, and social action (Weber, 1949). 

Understanding positivism’s strengths and limitations is therefore essential for doctoral 

candidates working in the social sciences.’ 

5.8 Applied Illustration 

Positivist Explanation in Educational Research 

Consider a study examining the relationship between class size and learner performance. A 

positivist approach would operationalise class size and performance as measurable variables 

and analyse their relationship using statistical techniques (Hempel, 1966). 

The strength of this approach lies in its capacity to identify patterns and correlations across 

large samples. However, it may overlook contextual factors such as teaching practices, 

institutional culture, and learner motivation, which are difficult to capture with quantitative 

indicators (Weber, 1949). 

This illustration highlights both the analytical power and the limitations of positivist 

explanation. 

 

5.9 Strengths and Limitations of Positivism 

Positivism’s strengths include conceptual clarity, methodological rigour, and the capacity to 

generate generalisable findings (Chalmers, 2013). Its emphasis on transparency and 

replicability has contributed significantly to scientific credibility. 

At the same time, positivism has been criticised for: 

• Reductionism, 

• neglect of meaning and context, 

• limited sensitivity to historical and social complexity. 
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These critiques do not render positivism obsolete. Rather, they underscore the importance of 

recognising positivism as one organised form of enquiry among others, rather than as the 

default model of science (Kuhn, 1962). 

5.9 Implications for Doctoral Research 

For doctoral candidates, positivism offers a powerful but bounded framework for enquiry. 

Where research questions concern regularities, patterns, and causal relationships, positivist 

approaches may be appropriate (Maxwell, 2012). 

However, candidates must ensure alignment between research questions, ontological 

assumptions, epistemological commitments, and methodological choices. Unreflective 

adoption of positivist methods often leads to conceptual incoherence, particularly when 

studying meaning-laden social phenomena. 

Explicit engagement with positivism as an organised form of enquiry enables candidates to 

make informed and defensible research design decisions. 

5.10 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has examined positivism as an organised form of scientific enquiry, outlining its 

historical origins, ontological and epistemological commitments, and characteristic 

explanatory logic (Comte, 1853; Nagel, 1961). It has been shown that positivism prioritises 

empiricism, causal explanation, and law-like generalisation, while aspiring to objectivity and 

value neutrality. 

By clarifying both the strengths and limitations of positivism, the chapter prepares the ground 

for the examination of hermeneutics as an alternative organised form of enquiry in the chapter 

that follows. 

5.11 Doctoral Self-Assessment Questions 

1. Does the study assume an external, observer-independent reality? 

2. Are key concepts operationalised as measurable variables? 

3. Is the explanation framed in terms of causal regularities and generalisation? 

4. Are positivist assumptions appropriate to the phenomenon under investigation? 
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Chapter 6 

Hermeneutics as an Organised Form of Enquiry 

 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter examines hermeneutics as an organised form of enquiry grounded in 

interpretation, meaning, and context. Whereas positivism seeks explanation through causal 

regularities and empirical verification, hermeneutics is concerned with understanding 

meaningful human action within historically and socially situated contexts. 

Hermeneutics has played a foundational role in the development of interpretive approaches in 

the social sciences. Despite this, it is often misunderstood in doctoral research as a set of 

qualitative techniques rather than as a coherent philosophical tradition with distinct 

epistemological commitments. The purpose of this chapter is to clarify the philosophical 

foundations of hermeneutics, to examine its core concepts, and to outline its implications for 

research design, analysis, and interpretation. 

6.2 Historical Origins of Hermeneutics 

Hermeneutics originated as a theory of textual interpretation, particularly of religious and legal 

texts. Over time, it developed into a broader philosophical tradition concerned with the 

conditions under which understanding is possible. Key figures in the development of 

hermeneutics include Wilhelm Dilthey, Martin Heidegger, and Hans-Georg Gadamer. Their 

work extended hermeneutics beyond textual interpretation to encompass human experience, 

historical consciousness, and social practice. In this expanded form, hermeneutics became 

central to interpretive approaches in the social sciences, where meaning rather than 

measurement is the primary object of enquiry. 

6.3 Ontological Assumptions: Meaningful and Situated Reality 

Hermeneutics is grounded in the assumption that social reality is meaningful, historically 

situated, and constituted through human action. Reality is not encountered as a collection of 

neutral facts, but as a world already interpreted by social actors. From a hermeneutic 

perspective, human beings do not first encounter an objective world and then assign meaning 

to it. Rather, meaning is intrinsic to social life. Social phenomena exist as meaningful 

phenomena. This ontological stance contrasts sharply with positivist assumptions of an 
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observer-independent reality and has far-reaching implications for how knowledge is produced 

and justified.   

6.4 Epistemological Commitments: Understanding Rather Than Explanation 

Epistemologically, hermeneutics privileges understanding (verstehen) over causal explanation. 

To understand social action is to grasp the meanings, intentions, and reasons that inform it. 

Understanding is not achieved through detachment or neutrality, but through interpretive 

engagement with social actors and contexts. Knowledge is therefore context-dependent and 

historically situated, rather than universally generalisable. 

This does not imply relativism. Hermeneutic understanding is disciplined by evidence, 

coherence, and plausibility. Interpretations can be challenged, refined, and rejected through 

critical dialogue. 

6.5 The Context Principle 

A central epistemological commitment of hermeneutics is the context principle. According to 

this principle, the meaning of any social action, utterance, or text can only be understood within 

the context in which it occurs. Meaning does not reside in isolated elements. It emerges from 

relationships, histories, and social conditions. Removing an action from its context risks 

distorting or trivialising its significance. The context principle stands in direct opposition to 

positivist strategies of analytic decomposition and variable isolation. It reinforces the view that 

understanding precedes explanation in the social sciences. 

6.6 The Hermeneutic Circle 

The Hermeneutic Circle provides the central methodological logic of hermeneutic enquiry. It 

refers to the iterative movement between the parts and the whole through which understanding 

develops. Individual actions, statements, or texts can only be understood in relation to a broader 

social or historical context. At the same time, the context itself is interpreted through 

engagement with its constituent elements. This circular process is not a methodological flaw. 

It reflects the reality that understanding deepens progressively rather than being achieved 

instantaneously. Interpretation is therefore always provisional and open to revision. The 

Hermeneutic Circle exemplifies the non-linear, interpretive logic that distinguishes 

hermeneutics from positivist explanation. 
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6.7 Pre-Understanding, Historicity, and Reflexivity 

Hermeneutics recognises that researchers approach social phenomena with pre-understandings 

shaped by their historical, cultural, and theoretical backgrounds. There is no neutral starting 

point for interpretation. Rather than attempting to eliminate pre-understanding, hermeneutics 

requires researchers to engage with it reflexively. Reflexivity involves making assumptions 

explicit and examining how they shape interpretation. Historicity is therefore not an obstacle 

to understanding but a condition of it. Understanding is always situated in time and place, and 

this situatedness must be acknowledged rather than denied. 

6.8 Applied Illustration 

 

Understanding Classroom Silence 

Consider a study examining learner silence in classroom discussions. A positivist approach 

might treat silence as a variable indicating disengagement or lack of knowledge. 

A hermeneutic approach would instead seek to understand the meanings attached to silence 

within a specific educational and cultural context. Silence may signify respect, resistance, 

uncertainty, or strategic participation, depending on the social setting. 

Without interpretive engagement, silence risks being misinterpreted. This illustration 

demonstrates how hermeneutics foregrounds meaning and context rather than surface-level 

measurement. 

 

6.9 Hermeneutics in Social Research Practice 

In empirical research, hermeneutics informs approaches such as in-depth interviews, 

participant observation, narrative analysis, and textual interpretation. However, these methods 

are hermeneutic only insofar as hermeneutic assumptions guide them. Using qualitative 

methods does not, in itself, constitute hermeneutic enquiry. What defines hermeneutics is the 

commitment to understanding meaning within context, guided by the logic of interpretation 

rather than causal explanation. Doctoral candidates must therefore distinguish between 

qualitative techniques and hermeneutic epistemology. 
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6.10 Implications for Doctoral Research 

For doctoral candidates, hermeneutics offers a powerful framework for studying meaning-

laden social phenomena. It is particularly appropriate where research questions concern 

interpretation, experience, identity, and social practice. However, hermeneutic research 

requires conceptual discipline. Candidates must demonstrate reflexivity, justify interpretive 

claims, and maintain coherence between philosophical assumptions and methodological 

choices.  Unreflective use of interpretive language without hermeneutic grounding is a common 

source of criticism from examiners. 

6.11 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has examined hermeneutics as an organised form of enquiry grounded in 

interpretation, meaning, and context. It has outlined its ontological and epistemological 

commitments, clarified the role of the context principle and the Hermeneutic Circle, and 

highlighted the importance of reflexivity and historicity. 

By explicitly articulating hermeneutics, the chapter provides a counterpoint to positivism. It 

prepares the ground for the examination of critical theory as another organised form of enquiry 

in the following chapter. 

6.12 Doctoral Self-Assessment Questions 

 

1. Does the study seek understanding rather than causal explanation? 

2. How is context incorporated into interpretation? 

3. Is the Hermeneutic Circle evident in the analytical process? 

4. Are pre-understandings and researcher positionality addressed reflexively? 
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Chapter 7 

Critical Theory as an Organised Form of Enquiry 

 
 

7.1 Introduction 

This chapter examines critical theory as an organised form of enquiry concerned with power, 

ideology, domination, and the possibilities of emancipation. Unlike positivism, which seeks 

explanation through causal regularities, and hermeneutics, which seeks understanding 

through interpretation, critical theory seeks explanation oriented toward critique and 

transformation (Horkheimer, 1972).  Critical theory has exerted significant influence across 

the social sciences, particularly in studies of inequality, ideology, culture, and social change. 

However, it is frequently misunderstood in doctoral research as a political stance rather than 

as a coherent philosophical tradition with distinct ontological and epistemological 

commitments. 

The purpose of this chapter is to clarify the philosophical foundations of critical theory, to 

examine its core concepts, and to outline its implications for research design, analysis, and 

evaluation. 

7.2 Historical Origins of Critical Theory 

Critical theory emerged in the early twentieth century through the work of scholars 

associated with the Frankfurt School. Reacting against both positivist scientism and 

uncritical forms of interpretivism, these thinkers sought to develop a form of social enquiry 

capable of revealing the structural conditions of domination (Horkheimer, 1972). 

Early critical theorists argued that traditional theories describe and explain the world as it 

is, whereas critical theory interrogates the social, economic, and political conditions that 

sustain inequality and injustice (Horkheimer, 1972). This orientation positioned critical 

theory as both explanatory and normative, concerned not only with understanding society 

but also with evaluating and transforming it. 

7.3 Ontological Assumptions: Social Reality as Structured and Historical 

Critical theory assumes that social reality is historically constituted and structurally 

organised. Social phenomena are shaped by enduring relations of power embedded in 

economic, political, and cultural structures (Marx, 1867/1976). These structures are not 

immediately visible. They operate beneath the surface of everyday experience, shaping 

consciousness, opportunities, and constraints. As a result, social reality cannot be adequately 
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understood by focusing solely on observable behaviour or subjective meaning. This 

ontological stance foregrounds structure, history, and material conditions as central 

explanatory elements. 

7.4 Epistemological Commitments: Critique and Emancipation 

Epistemologically, critical theory rejects the notion of value-neutral knowledge. Knowledge 

is always produced within social contexts marked by power relations, and research cannot 

be separated from its social consequences (Habermas, 1971). Critical theory, therefore, 

emphasises critique as a mode of knowing. Critique involves uncovering taken-for-granted 

assumptions, revealing ideological distortions, and exposing how knowledge itself may 

reproduce domination (Horkheimer, 1972). The ultimate aim of critical enquiry is 

emancipation, the possibility of enabling individuals and groups to recognise and challenge 

oppressive social conditions (Habermas, 1984). 

7.5 Ideology and False Consciousness 

A central concept in critical theory is ideology. Ideology refers to systems of meaning that 

present historically contingent social arrangements as natural, inevitable, or desirable (Marx 

& Engels, 1846/1970). Ideological formations operate by obscuring relations of power and 

domination. Individuals may come to accept social conditions that work against their own 

interests, a phenomenon often described as false consciousness (Marx & Engels, 

1846/1970). Critical research seeks to analyse how ideology is produced, circulated, and 

sustained through institutions such as education, media, and law. 

7.6 Knowledge, Power, and Social Interests 

Critical theorists argue that knowledge is inseparable from power. What counts as legitimate 

knowledge is shaped by social interests and institutional authority (Habermas, 1971). 

Habermas distinguished between technical, practical, and emancipatory knowledge 

interests. While positivist research serves technical control and hermeneutic enquiry serves 

mutual understanding, critical theory serves emancipatory interests by revealing domination 

and enabling critique (Habermas, 1971). 

This framework underscores the distinctive epistemic orientation of critical theory within 

the social sciences. 

7.7 Critical Theory in Social Research Practice 

In empirical research, critical theory informs approaches such as critical discourse analysis, 

ideology critique, and historical-structural analysis. Methods associated with critical 

research are not inherently critical. What defines critical enquiry is the analytic orientation, 
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the commitment to interrogating power relations, exposing structural inequality, and linking 

analysis to social transformation (Celikates, R. and Jeffrey; F., 2005). 

Doctoral candidates must therefore ensure that methodological choices are consistent with 

critical theoretical commitments rather than merely adopting critical language. 

7.8 Applied Illustration 

Curriculum and Ideological Reproduction 

Consider a study examining a national school curriculum. A descriptive analysis might 

catalogue content areas and learning outcomes. A critical analysis would interrogate 

whose knowledge is represented, whose perspectives are marginalised, and how 

curriculum structures reproduce social hierarchies (Apple, 2019). 

Such analysis reveals curriculum not as neutral knowledge transmission but as an 

ideological site through which power relations are maintained or contested. This 

illustrates how critical theory directs research toward structural critique rather than 

surface description. 

 

7.9 Strengths and Limitations of Critical Theory 

Critical theory’s strengths lie in its capacity to illuminate power relations, challenge taken-

for-granted assumptions, and connect knowledge production to social justice (Horkheimer, 

1972). However, it has also been criticised for an overemphasis on domination at the 

expense of agency, normative prescriptiveness, and insufficient methodological 

specification (Bhaskar, 1978). 

These critiques highlight the need for conceptual discipline and methodological clarity in 

critical research. 

7.10 Implications for Doctoral Research 

For doctoral candidates, critical theory offers a powerful framework for studying inequality, 

ideology, and social change. It is particularly appropriate where research questions concern 

power, exclusion, and structural injustice (Maxwell, 2012). However, critical research 

demands rigorous justification. Candidates must demonstrate how critique is grounded in 

evidence, how normative claims are supported, and how research contributes to 

emancipatory understanding (Trafford & Leshem, 2008). Unreflective political assertion 

without analytical grounding is a frequent cause of examiner concern. 
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7.11 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has examined critical theory as an organised form of enquiry concerned with 

power, ideology, and emancipation. It has outlined its ontological emphasis on structure and 

history, its epistemological commitment to critique, and its distinctive orientation toward 

social transformation (Horkheimer, 1972; Habermas, 1971). 

By explicitly articulating critical theory, the chapter completes the analysis of the major 

organised forms of enquiry examined in this book. It prepares the ground for subsequent 

discussion of epistemology, research design, and data analysis. 

7.12 Doctoral Self-Assessment Questions 

 

1. Does the study explicitly address relations of power and domination? 

2. How are ideological assumptions identified and analysed? 

3. Is the critique grounded in evidence rather than assertion? 

4. Are emancipatory claims justified and conceptually coherent? 
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Chapter 8 

Epistemology and the Sociology of Knowledge 

 

8.1 Introduction 

This chapter examines epistemology and the sociology of knowledge as foundational to 

understanding how knowledge, facts, and facticity are constituted in the social sciences. Its 

purpose is to demonstrate that knowledge does not arise independently of historical, cultural, 

and social conditions, and that epistemological categories themselves are shaped by social 

existence rather than grounded in timeless abstraction (Mannheim, 1936; Hamati-Ataya, 

2014). 

Within the book's overall architecture, the chapter occupies a critical transitional position. 

Earlier chapters examined paradigms and organised forms of enquiry, positivism, 

hermeneutics, and critical theory as philosophically grounded traditions. This chapter 

extends that discussion by interrogating the epistemological assumptions that underlie those 

traditions and by situating knowledge production within its sociological conditions of 

possibility (Weber, 1949; Horkheimer, 1972). 

The chapter first clarifies the philosophical problems of knowledge and facticity, then 

examines classical epistemological distinctions between appearance and reality. It 

subsequently introduces the sociological turn in epistemology, drawing on the work of 

Mannheim, Durkheim, Scheler, and Marxist thought to show how epistemic categories are 

socially mediated. The chapter concludes by examining the implications of the sociology of 

knowledge for claims of universality, objectivity, and scientific validity in social research. 

By doing so, the chapter prepares the conceptual ground for the subsequent discussion of 

research design and conceptual frameworks, where epistemological commitments are 

operationalised in methodological practice. 

8.2 Classical Epistemological Foundations: Kant, Appearance, and Reality 

In simple terms, epistemology refers to the theory of knowledge, facts, and facticity, that is, 

what we know and how we know what we think has substance or exists as reality. 

Philosophers distinguish between knowledge and belief, holding that the former refers to a 

special kind of belief held to be true, thereby entailing a commitment to both truth and the 

description of reality (Audi, 1995). 

Philosophically, epistemology, as a theory of knowledge, deals with questions such as: What  
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is knowledge, and what do we mean when we say we know something? What is the source 

of knowledge, and how do we know whether it is reliable? What is the scope of knowledge, 

and what are its limitations? Put differently, the central question in epistemology is: What 

constitutes facticity? In other words, what constitutes factual knowledge, and when do facts 

represent reality? (Chalmers, 2013). 

Immanuel Kant, through his transcendental idealism, drew a distinction between the Ding 

an sich (the thing in itself) and its appearance, maintaining that we cannot know the thing 

in itself because our perceptions are mediated by the senses (Kant, 1781/1998). What we 

think we see is the appearance of the real thing. 

Since human senses are receptive, we can only know that which they receive. This 

separation between the noumenon and the phenomenon establishes that knowledge is 

always mediated. This position is comparable to Karl Marx’s distinction between 

appearances and the real (Marx, 1867/1976), as well as to Plato’s dualism, where physical 

objects are regarded as imperfect forms of eternal Forms (Plato, trans. 1997). 

With the later acceptance of the confluence of ideas and corporeal things, as maintained in 

metaphysics, Von Helmholtz (1967) suggested that the theoretical entities of physics are 

precisely the things in themselves. Positivism subsequently accepted the role of ideas in the 

constitution of facts, maintaining that ideas participate in the construction of facts 

(Chalmers, 2013). For epistemology, particularly in the social sciences, this implies 

transcending the narrow positivist definition of knowledge as only that which comes through 

the senses. Ideas cannot be seen, touched, or tasted, yet they exist and form part of our 

understanding of phenomena. 

8.3 The Sociological Turn in Epistemology 

Beginning with Horkheimer and the Frankfurt School, Max Weber, Karl Mannheim, and 

others, the role of historical and cultural factors in the production of knowledge became 

increasingly evident (Horkheimer, 1972; Weber, 1949). Karl Mannheim referred to this 

orientation as the sociology of knowledge, which examines how historical and cultural 

factors shape human interpretations of reality, including empirical corporeal facts 

(Mannheim, 1936).  

Mannheim argued that the objective of the sociology of knowledge is to identify and explain 

the social origins, conditions of possibility, and processes of reproduction of collective 

systems of ideas, forms of thought, and modes of thinking (Mannheim, 1936). Social origins 

condition ideas and thoughts, acting as filters through which reality is perceived and known. 

In this sense, the sociology of knowledge re-appropriates the philosophical problem of 
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consciousness and the origins of categories of understanding. A coherent deployment of the 

sociology of knowledge thus leads to a reconstruction of epistemology along post-

philosophical lines (Hamati-Ataya, 2014). 

8.4 Thought, Social Existence, and Epistemic Categories 

Mannheim’s starting point is that social enquiry should be part of a broader sociology of 

thought, one that breaks through the immanence of thought by comprehending it as a partial 

phenomenon within a broader field of existence (Mannheim, 1936). Thinking does not occur 

in isolation; it is triggered and shaped by existential conditions. 

Durkheim (1982) extended this argument by maintaining that while humans possess the 

capacity to classify, the principles governing classification are external to that capacity. 

Social organisation and material conditions provide models for conceptual ordering, thereby 

making epistemic categories socially mediated. 

Max Scheler further contributed to this position by explicitly demarcating the sociology of 

knowledge as an autonomous discipline and by offering a systematic sociological treatment 

of the problem of knowledge (Scheler, 1926/1980). 

8.5 Applied Illustration 

Framing a Problem Statement 

Consider a situation of empirical inequality in which outsider groups appear physically 

distinct from insider groups or are aligned differently along religious or political lines. If 

one frames a research problem as an examination of social closure in a situation of vertical 

group inequalities, this framing reflects prior epistemic assumptions (Weber, 1949). 

The conception of inequality as vertical rather than horizontal arises from comparing 

groups rather than individuals within groups. Had inequalities been perceived as intra-

group, the problem would have been framed horizontally and in class terms. The 

formulation of the problem statement is thus a function of prior knowledge, demonstrating 

that observation does not exist independently of other life processes (Mannheim, 1936). 

 

8.6 Marxism and the Sociology of Knowledge 

Marx and Engels contended that consciousness is a social product inseparable from socio-

economic conditions. Social existence determines consciousness, not the other way around 

(Marx & Engels, 1846/1970). Claims that consciousness is autonomous from life processes 

are therefore illusory. 
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This position is central to debates about objectivity, observation, and interpretation in 

knowledge production. Whereas positivism assumes an object independent of the observer’s 

consciousness, hermeneutics rejects this separation (Winch, 1958). Marxist sociology of 

knowledge further introduces class and normative dimensions, accommodating both 

interpretive and critical methodologies (Bhaskar, 1978). 

Alfred Sohn-Rethel elaborated this argument by showing how abstraction emerges from 

exchange relations in which money functions as a universal equivalent (Sohn-Rethel, 1978). 

8.7 Social Determination of Knowledge 

While the conceptual apparatus is inherent to human cognition, its actual deployment varies 

across historical and cultural contexts. For Marxists, conceptualisation reflects social 

location and position. Knowledge operates at a philosophical level of abstraction but 

remains rooted in life praxis (Marx, 1867/1976). 

Scheler argued that different types of knowledge originate in different social groups, and 

that Western philosophical traditions reflect the ethos of the social groups that produced 

them (Scheler, 1926/1980). Human interaction with the environment and socio-economic 

organisation thus mediates conceptualisation. 

This is the essence of the social determination of knowledge. 

8.8 Implications for Epistemology 

At the core of conventional epistemology is the claim to universality, the idea that there can 

be only one form of knowledge grounded in timeless and unchanging categories of reason 

(Kant, 1781/1998). The sociology of knowledge challenges this view by uncovering the 

social determinants of epistemic categories themselves (Mannheim, 1936). 

The tension between universality and contingency is addressed by locating epistemic 

categories within socio-historical objectivity rather than timeless abstraction. Separating the 

product of thinking from its sociological genesis confuses ontological objectivity with 

timelessness (Hamati-Ataya, 2014). 

Accepting this position implies recognising the socio-epistemological credibility of 

knowledge, that theoretical thought is praxically mediated through social existence. 

8.9 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has examined epistemology through the lens of the sociology of knowledge. It 

has been shown that knowledge, facts, and facticity are not independent of historical, 

cultural, and social conditions. By integrating philosophical epistemology with sociological 
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analysis, the chapter has demonstrated how epistemic categories are socially grounded while 

retaining objective validity. 

This perspective prepares the ground for understanding how epistemological commitments 

are translated into research design and analytical practice. 

8.10 Doctoral Self-Assessment Questions  

Before proceeding to the next chapter, doctoral candidates should be able to answer the 

following questions with clarity and intellectual confidence: 

1. Can I distinguish clearly between belief and knowledge, and explain what makes 

knowledge epistemically warranted rather than merely asserted? 

2. Am I able to explain what is meant by facticity, and under what conditions facts 

can be said to represent reality rather than appearance? 

3. Do I understand the implications of Kant’s noumenon–phenomenon distinction 

for what can and cannot be known in social enquiry? 

4. Can I explain how social location, historical context, and cultural conditions shape 

what is perceived, categorised, and known? 

5. Am I able to articulate the core claim of the sociology of knowledge, namely that 

categories of understanding are socially mediated rather than purely given? 

6. Can I distinguish between: 

o universality of categories, and 

o socio-historical conditioning of knowledge, 

without collapsing one into the other? 

7. Do I understand how Marxist and phenomenological traditions contribute to 

epistemology by linking consciousness to social existence and praxis? 

8. Can I explain how epistemological assumptions shape? 

o the framing of a problem statement, 

o the identification of variables, and 

o the interpretation of empirical findings? 

9. Would an examiner be able to identify my epistemological position, even if I have 

not explicitly labelled it? 

10. Have I reflected on how my own social origins and intellectual positioning may 

act as filters in my interpretation of evidence? 
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Chapter 9 

From Research Topic to Problem Statement 

 

9.1 Introduction  

This chapter examines how doctoral research begins intellectually, tracing the movement 

from an initial research interest or hunch to a clearly articulated problem statement. Its 

purpose is to demonstrate that research topics do not automatically constitute research 

problems and that doctoral enquiry requires deliberate conceptual work to transform 

observation into an analytically workable problem. 

Within the book's overall architecture, this chapter serves as the first point of entry into 

research design thinking. Earlier chapters established the philosophical, paradigmatic, and 

epistemological foundations of social research. Building on those foundations, this chapter 

shows how ideas emerge, how they are disciplined through reading and conceptual 

engagement, and how they are eventually rendered into a problem statement capable of 

sustaining rigorous scholarly enquiry (Maxwell, 2012). 

The chapter prepares the ground for the chapters that follow. Chapter 10 examines the 

research design as an integrative intellectual structure; Chapter 11 focuses on the problem 

statement and the conceptual framework; Chapter 12 addresses the theoretical framework; 

and Chapter 13 considers the literature review, research objectives, and methodology. 

9.2 The Research Hunch and the Origins of Enquiry 

In a thesis, most research topics start with a hunch: an individual, following observations of 

a particular phenomenon, desires to understand it further. These observations may arise from 

professional practice, social experience, policy engagement, or exposure to empirical 

anomalies that appear inadequately explained. 

The hunch itself is not yet research. It signals curiosity rather than conceptual clarity. At the 

doctoral level, the task is not merely to describe what is observed but to interrogate why it 

occurs, under what conditions, and through which explanatory mechanisms. Without this 

shift, enquiry remains at the level of description rather than analysis. 

9.3 Reading, Conceptual Engagement, and the Role of the Literature 

The hunch is followed by reading more profoundly into the phenomenon, a process known 

as the literature review. At this early stage, reading is exploratory rather than confirmatory. 
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Its function is to familiarise the researcher with how the phenomenon has been previously 

conceptualised, theorised, and empirically investigated. 

Through sustained engagement with the literature, the researcher begins to identify 

dominant explanations, theoretical positions, conceptual gaps, and unresolved tensions. It is 

from this engagement that the problem statement begins to emerge. Importantly, the 

literature does not provide the problem statement; rather, it disciplines the researcher’s 

thinking so that the problem can be articulated with conceptual precision. 

9.4 Articulating the Research Problem 

The problem statement is generally the topic assigned to the enquiry. However, the topic on 

its own is insufficient until it is articulated in a manner that renders it analytically workable. 

A topic merely names an area of interest; a problem statement identifies what, within that 

area, requires explanation. 

At the doctoral level, the problem statement must do more than describe a situation. It must 

signal an intellectual puzzle, tension, contradiction, or inadequacy in existing explanations. 

Without this transformation, research risks becoming a descriptive account of circumstances 

rather than a contribution to knowledge. 

9.5 Abstraction, Variables, and Operational Meaning 

Generally, a problem statement concerns untangling some phenomenon. To achieve this 

successfully, the phenomenon must be dissected into its constituent parts, referred to as 

factors or substantive variables in research language. This is what I call the anatomy of the 

problem statement. These variables give material substance to what would otherwise remain 

abstract. 

Further, the variables must be operationalised into indicators, which are empirical 

demonstrations of their occurrence. Without operationalisation, concepts remain open to 

subjective interpretation, undermining analytical clarity and comparability across contexts 

and studies (Maxwell, 2012). 

9.6 Applied Illustration 

 

From Abstraction to Operational Meaning 

Take, for instance, the phenomenon of poverty. Poverty remains an abstraction that may 

mean different things to different people until the concept is operationalised. 

Operationalised poverty refers to a state of want in which the poor lack the means to 
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generate livelihoods, have no or inadequate income, possess no or inadequate skills, and 

do not have possessions, savings, investments, or other resources that can be converted to 

cash. 

This conception of poverty differs fundamentally from spiritual poverty, in which a 

person lacks spiritual inclinations and instead thinks of and works for material artefacts 

as a means to satisfaction and happiness. The distinction illustrates the importance of 

conceptual clarity in determining what exactly is being investigated and measured. 

Without this form of operational articulation, a research problem remains vague and 

analytically indeterminate, leaving the enquiry vulnerable to descriptive drift and weak 

explanatory power. 

 

9.7 Proposal Components and Early Conceptual Coherence 

Roughly five key components are required to complete a proposal to research a specific 

topic. These encompass the problem statement, a literature review, a theoretical framework, 

research objectives, and methodology. These components are not independent sections 

assembled mechanically; they are conceptually interdependent elements. 

At this early stage, coherence among these components is already being established. The 

manner in which the problem is framed influences which literature is relevant, which 

theoretical perspectives are plausible, which objectives are meaningful, and which 

methodological approaches are defensible. Weaknesses in the problem statement 

reverberate throughout the thesis and often become apparent only at the analysis and 

examination stages. 

9.8 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has demonstrated that doctoral research begins not with methods but with 

disciplined conceptual thinking. It has traced the movement from observation and hunch to 

reading, problem formulation, and the identification of variables and indicators. By 

clarifying how topics are transformed into problem statements, the chapter lays the 

intellectual groundwork for research design, conceptual frameworks, theory, and 

methodology. 

The following chapter examines the research design itself as an integrative structure that 

holds together the various components of the thesis into a coherent scholarly argument. 



 

 

50 

9.9 Doctoral Self-Assessment Questions 

 

Before proceeding, doctoral candidates should be able to answer the following questions 

with clarity and confidence: 

1. Can I clearly distinguish between a research topic and a research problem in my 

own study? 

2. What observations or experiences gave rise to my initial research hunch, and how 

have these been disciplined through reading? 

3. Have I identified the substantive variables that constitute the phenomenon I seek 

to explain? 

4. Have these variables been operationalised in a way that renders the problem 

statement analytically workable rather than merely descriptive? 

5. Is there early conceptual coherence between my problem statement and the other 

components of the proposed study (literature, theory, objectives, and 

methodology)? 

Where these questions cannot be answered satisfactorily, further conceptual work is 

required before advancing. 
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Chapter 10 

The Research Design 

 

10.1 Introduction 

This chapter examines the research design as the integrative intellectual structure that holds 

together the various components of a doctoral thesis. Its purpose is to demonstrate that a 

research design is not a procedural plan or a technical checklist, but a conceptual architecture 

that ensures coherence across the problem statement, literature review, theoretical 

framework, research objectives, and methodology. 

Within the architecture of this book, this chapter builds directly on Chapter 9, which traced 

the movement from research topic to problem statement. Having established how a problem 

is articulated, the present chapter shows how that problem is systematically organised into 

a design that governs the entire enquiry. The chapter thus prepares the ground for the 

detailed treatment of the conceptual framework and theoretical framework in the chapters 

that follow (Maxwell, 2012). 

10.2 What Is a Research Design? 

A research design refers to the overall logic that integrates the core components of a thesis 

into a coherent whole. It is the structure that ensures the various parts of the study speak to 

one another rather than remain disconnected sections. 

Contrary to common misconceptions, a research design is not synonymous with 

methodology. While methodology forms part of the design, the design itself precedes 

methodological decisions and governs them. It specifies what is to be explained, how it is 

to be explained, and why particular forms of explanation are considered appropriate. 

A research design, therefore, encompasses the relationship between the problem statement, 

conceptual framework, theoretical framework, literature review, research objectives, and 

methodology. Each component derives its meaning and legitimacy from its position within 

this structure. 

10.3 Integration and Coherence in Thesis Construction 

The defining characteristic of a sound research design is internal coherence. This coherence 

is achieved when the same variables identified in the problem statement are systematically 

carried through the literature review, the theoretical framework, the research objectives, and 

the methodology. 
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Where this continuity is absent, the thesis becomes fragmented. Sections may be 

individually well written, yet collectively incoherent. In such cases, the study resembles a 

Humpty Dumpty version of reality: broken into parts that cannot be reassembled into a 

meaningful whole. 

A thesis succeeds or fails primarily on this measure. Examiners do not assess sections in 

isolation; they assess the extent to which the study demonstrates conceptual and logical 

integration across its components (Maxwell, 2012). 

10.4 The Flow of Variables Across the Thesis 

The variables articulated in the problem statement constitute the backbone of the research 

design. These variables: 

• determine what literature is relevant; 

• inform the selection or construction of the theoretical framework; 

• guide the formulation of research objectives; and 

• shape the choice and application of methodology. 

When variables shift, disappear, or are replaced without justification as the thesis 

progresses, coherence is lost. Such shifts often indicate that the candidate has not achieved 

conceptual control over the study. 

A well-designed thesis allows the reader to trace the same conceptual elements from the 

opening problem statement through to the final analysis and interpretation. 

10.5 Research Design and Logical Discipline 

A research design imposes logical discipline on the enquiry. It prevents the researcher from 

drifting into tangential issues, descriptive excess, or theoretically fashionable but irrelevant 

debates. 

This discipline is particularly important in doctoral research, where the temptation to 

demonstrate breadth of reading can result in conceptual diffusion. A sound design ensures 

that reading, theory, and data are mobilised in service of the problem, rather than 

overwhelming it. 

Logical discipline also protects the study from post hoc rationalisation, where theoretical or 

methodological justifications are added retrospectively to decisions that were not 

conceptually grounded. 
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10.6 Applied Illustration 

The Consequences of Design Misalignment 

Consider a study whose problem statement focuses on group-based inequality, yet whose 

literature review is dominated by individual-level explanations, whose theoretical 

framework draws on psychological models, and whose methodology relies on 

institutional data. 

Despite the presence of all required sections, such a study lacks coherence. The research 

design has failed to integrate the components into a unified explanatory structure. The 

result is a thesis that appears comprehensive but is analytically weak. 

By contrast, a coherent research design would ensure that group-based inequality is 

consistently addressed across theory, literature, objectives, and methods, thereby 

producing an integrated and defensible argument. 

 

10.7 Research Design as Examiner Logic 

From an examiner’s perspective, a research design functions as the logic of evaluation. 

Examiners routinely assess whether: 

• the problem statement necessitates the chosen theoretical framework; 

• the theoretical framework justifies the methodology; 

• the methodology is capable of generating data appropriate to the objectives; and 

• the analysis addresses the problem as framed. 

Where these relationships are absent or inconsistent, the study is judged conceptually weak, 

regardless of technical competence or data quality. 

10.8 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has established the research design as the integrative intellectual structure of a 

doctoral thesis. It has been shown that research design is not a technical or procedural 

exercise, but the conceptual architecture that ensures coherence across all components of 

the study. By emphasising continuity, logical discipline, and variable alignment, the chapter 

has clarified why many theses fail not because of poor data or weak writing, but because of 

flawed design. 

The following chapter examines the problem statement and conceptual framework in detail, 

showing how conceptual articulation provides the foundation for a coherent research design. 
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10.9 Doctoral Self-Assessment Questions 

Before proceeding, doctoral candidates should be able to answer the following questions 

with clarity and confidence: 

1. Can I explain how my problem statement, theory, literature, objectives, and 

methodology are integrated into a single design? 

2. Do the same variables appear consistently across all sections of my thesis? 

3. Have I avoided introducing concepts or theories that are not required by the 

problem statement? 

4. Would an examiner be able to trace a clear line of reasoning from the problem 

statement to the analysis? 

5. Does my research design impose discipline on the enquiry, or does it permit 

conceptual drift? 

When these questions cannot be satisfactorily answered, the research design requires 

further refinement. 
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Chapter 11 

The Problem Statement and the Conceptual Framework 

 

11.1 Introduction 

This chapter examines the problem statement as the conceptual nucleus of a doctoral thesis 

and demonstrates how, when properly articulated, it expands into a conceptual framework. 

The purpose of the chapter is to show that a research topic, on its own, is analytically 

insufficient and that doctoral-level research requires the systematic unpacking of 

phenomena into their substantive and contextual components. 

Within the book's architecture, this chapter follows Chapter 10, which established the 

research design as an integrative structure. Having clarified how a thesis is held together 

conceptually, the present chapter focuses on the starting point of that structure: the problem 

statement and its transformation into an operational framework that guides theory, literature, 

objectives, and methodology (Maxwell, 2012). 

11.2 Expanding the Research Topic into a Problem Statement 

Most doctoral research begins with a hunch. This hunch arises from observing a 

phenomenon the researcher wishes to understand more fully. Through sustained reading, 

commonly referred to as the literature review, the hunch is refined and articulated into a 

formally presented problem statement. 

However, a problem statement is often mistakenly equated with a topic. A topic merely 

signals an area of interest. A problem statement, by contrast, requires conceptual 

articulation. Until a topic is expanded into its constituent elements, it remains an abstraction 

incapable of guiding empirical enquiry. 

For example, concepts such as poverty, inequality, violence, or exclusion remain 

analytically empty until they are operationalised. Poverty, for instance, may refer to a lack 

of income, a lack of assets, limited access to education, or an inability to generate 

livelihoods. Without specifying which of these dimensions are under investigation, the 

research lacks precision (Sen, 1999). 

11.3 Substantive and Contextual Components of the Problem Statement 

A properly articulated problem statement contains two essential components: substantive 

and contextual elements. Together, these give material form to the phenomenon under 

investigation. 
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The substantive component refers to the variables that constitute the phenomenon, what the 

phenomenon is made of. These variables are often described as indicators or constructs in 

research language. The contextual component specifies the conditions under which the 

phenomenon occurs, including social, economic, political, or spatial settings. 

Using a biological analogy, the substantive variables constitute the anatomy of the problem 

statement, while the relationships among them constitute its physiology. Without both 

anatomy and physiology, the phenomenon cannot be analysed coherently. 

11.4 The Conceptual Framework as an Expanded Problem Statement 

An expanded and properly articulated problem statement constitutes a conceptual 

framework. The conceptual framework illustrates the problem's components and their 

relationships. 

Contrary to positions that define the conceptual framework as encompassing the entire 

study, this handbook maintains a clear distinction between the conceptual framework and 

the research design. The conceptual framework gives substance to the problem statement; 

the research design integrates all components of the study (Maxwell, 2012). 

The conceptual framework can often be represented diagrammatically, showing how 

variables relate to one another. Such representation enhances clarity and ensures that the 

same variables are consistently traced through the literature review, theoretical framework, 

research objectives, and methodology. 

11.5 Applied Illustrations 

A. Conceptualising Co-optation under Apartheid 

Consider the topic: “Research on the Politics of Co-optation under Apartheid.” On its 

own, this formulation is insufficient. To function as a problem statement, it must be 

unpacked. 

Co-optation refers to the process of drawing outsiders into centres of political and 

economic power, where insiders define the terms of incorporation. In the apartheid 

context, this process operated within rigid racial hierarchies. The insiders constituted the 

dominant racial group, while outsiders were incorporated selectively, often through elite 

accommodation (Adam & Moodley, 1986; Nolutshungu, 1983). 

The context was characterised by asymmetries of power and social closure, where access 

to resources was restricted to a limited circle of eligibles. The inability to co-opt everyone 
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led to the selective incorporation of elites from outside the system, thereby reinforcing 

domination while creating internal contradictions. 

This articulation provides the substantive variables, their relationships, and the contextual 

conditions necessary for a coherent problem statement. 

 

B. Gender-Based Violence in Umlazi 

A second example further illustrates the importance of conceptual articulation. The topic 

“Examining the Dynamics of Gender-Based Violence in Umlazi” requires specification 

of both context and substance. 

Contextual variables include Umlazi’s demographic profile, socio-economic conditions, 

infrastructure, and reported crime levels. These variables provide the background against 

which gender-based violence occurs (Jewkes et al., 2015). 

Substantive variables refer to what constitutes gender-based violence, including physical 

harm, psychological abuse, and behavioural manifestations. Psychological harm may 

involve diminished self-worth, humiliation, or intimidation, making verbal utterances and 

gestures analytically significant (WHO, 2013). 

Only when both actors and manifestations are clearly articulated does the problem 

statement become operational. Without this articulation, analysis and interpretation 

become arbitrary and incoherent. 

 

11.6 Why Conceptual Articulation Is Decisive 

The articulation of the problem statement through variables serves several critical functions. 

First, it enables precise measurement or description of the phenomenon. Second, it ensures 

logical continuity across the thesis, as the same variable structure is used in the literature 

review, theory, objectives, and methodology. Third, it facilitates rigorous analysis and 

interpretation of data. 

A thesis often succeeds or fails on this measure alone. Where the problem statement is vague 

or underdeveloped, even technically competent research may be judged conceptually weak. 

11.7 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has demonstrated that a problem statement is the conceptual core of a doctoral 

thesis and that, when properly articulated, it expands into a conceptual framework. By 

distinguishing between topics and problems, substantive and contextual variables, and 
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anatomy and physiology, the chapter has shown how conceptual clarity underpins coherence 

across the entire study. 

The next chapter examines the theoretical framework, showing how explanatory logic is 

constructed once the problem statement and conceptual framework have been clearly 

established. 

11.8 Doctoral Self-Assessment Questions 

Before proceeding, doctoral candidates should be able to answer the following questions 

with clarity: 

1. Have I clearly distinguished my research topic from my problem statement? 

2. Can I explicitly identify the substantive and contextual variables of my study? 

3. Are the relationships among variables clearly articulated? 

4. Does my conceptual framework guide all subsequent sections of the thesis? 

5. Would an examiner readily identify coherence between my problem statement and 

my research design? 

Where these questions cannot be answered satisfactorily, further conceptual work is 

required before advancing. 
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Chapter 12 

Theoretical Framework 

 

12.1 Introduction  

This chapter examines the theoretical framework as the explanatory core of a doctoral thesis. 

Its purpose is to clarify what a theory is, how a theoretical framework is constructed, and 

why theoretical reasoning is indispensable to doctoral-level scholarship. The chapter shows 

that theory is not an ornamental addition to research but rather the logical structure that 

explains the relationships among the variables identified in the problem statement and 

conceptual framework. 

Within the architecture of this book, the chapter follows Chapter 11, which established the 

problem statement and conceptual framework as the starting point of the enquiry. The 

present chapter demonstrates how explanation is constructed once the phenomenon has been 

conceptually articulated. 

12.2 What Is a Theory? 

At its most basic level, a theory is a statement of the relationship between or among 

variables. As the complexity of variables increases, definitions of theory become 

correspondingly more elaborate. Scientists, therefore, often refer to theories as logically 

related statements or propositions that express relationships among constructs (Varpio et al., 

2020). 

Despite variations in definition, several elements are shared across theoretical traditions. 

First, a theory consists of defined and interrelated constructs. Second, it presents a 

systematic view of the phenomenon by specifying how variables relate to one another. 

Third, a theory explains phenomena by indicating why certain relationships hold and, in 

doing so, allows for prediction or expectation. 

In doctoral research, theory is not merely descriptive. It is explanatory and inferential. It 

moves the study beyond observation to understanding, which is a higher level of knowledge.  

12.3 Theoretical Frameworks in Research 

A theoretical framework is the foundational logical structure that guides and organises the 

direction and flow of arguments in a study. Whether the presentation takes the form of a 

thesis, journal article, or research report, the theoretical framework provides the assumptions 

about how the phenomenon under scrutiny operates. 
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While some definitions restrict theoretical frameworks to those derived from existing 

theories, such a restriction is misleading. The researcher may also construct a theoretical 

framework, provided that it meets the criteria of logical coherence, testability, and 

explanatory adequacy (Popper, 1959). Experienced researchers who develop original 

frameworks do so against the background of extensive theoretical knowledge, even when 

no single existing theory is adopted wholesale. 

What is essential is that the theoretical framework explains the relationships among the 

variables articulated in the problem statement and the conceptual framework. 

12.4 Theory, Explanation, and Prediction 

The primary function of a theoretical framework is explanation. It answers the question of 

why phenomena occur as observed. In doing so, it also provides a basis for prediction, 

whether implicit or explicit. 

For example, where a theory specifies that variable A leads to variable B under certain 

conditions, it allows the researcher to anticipate outcomes when similar conditions prevail. 

In social research, such a prediction is often probabilistic rather than deterministic, but it 

nonetheless reflects theoretical control. 

Without theory, research collapses into description. Data may be rich, but the explanation 

remains absent. 

12.5 Applied Illustrations 

 

The paper on “Excluded and Invisible Children in Africa”  

A. Constructing a Theoretical Framework without a Single Anchor Theory 

The study illustrates how a theoretical framework can be constructed without relying on 

a single established theory. In this case, the United Nations Children’s Fund identified 

poverty, weak governance, armed conflict, and HIV/AIDS as factors contributing to the 

exclusion of children. 

Rather than merely listing these factors, the author constructed a theoretical framework 

by articulating their relationships. The framework explains how poverty weakens state 

capacity, how weak governance undermines service delivery, and how armed conflict and 

HIV/AIDS exacerbate exclusion. This explanatory structure constitutes a theoretical 

framework even though it does not derive from a named theory. 
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B. Theoretical Framework (Source: Zulu, 2006) 

“The theoretical position taken in this paper is that generally, there is a direct relationship 

between poverty at the national level and the capacity of national governments to deliver 

basic goods and services to their populations. First, because of poverty, national 

governments have a weak tax base and, consequently, a weak productive capacity. 

Secondly, within the population, there is an imbalance between the demand for goods and 

services and the capacity to pay for them. Thirdly, the weak tax and production bases 

severely limit national governments' ability to subsidise the services in demand. Both the 

government and the population are thus caught in a vicious circle, resulting in weak 

governance. 

This position is inevitably aggravated by factors ostensibly from outside the system, such 

as armed conflict and HIV/AIDS. I use the qualification ‘ostensibly’ in a guarded context 

because while a direct relationship between poverty and armed conflict cannot be 

imputed, weak governments tend to be prone to armed conflict. Also, poverty reflects the 

state's inability to protect its citizens. It not only provides a fertile ground for the spread 

of HIV and AIDS, but it also creates conditions that make it very difficult to manage the 

disease. Among the poor, HIV and AIDS are extremely difficult to contain and have 

reached pandemic proportions.” 

This case demonstrates how a theoretical framework explains relationships among 

variables and provides an integrated account of causality. 

 

12.6 Using Existing Theories within a Theoretical Framework 

A theoretical framework may also be anchored in an existing theory. For instance, a study 

of protest behaviour among workers may adopt Ted Robert Gurr’s theory of relative 

deprivation, which explains protest as a response to the discrepancy between what people 

have and what they believe they deserve (Gurr, 1970). 

However, a single theory may be insufficient. Variables such as organisational capacity, 

industry resilience, or state repression may mediate the relationship between deprivation 

and protest. In such cases, the researcher may extend or modify the theory by incorporating 

additional explanatory elements. 

This flexibility reflects theoretical maturity rather than theoretical weakness. 
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12.7 Theoretical Flexibility and Intellectual Control 

Navigating a theoretical framework is not a mechanical task. It requires reflection, critical 

thinking, and command over the subject matter. Overreliance on quotations or rigid 

adherence to fashionable theories often signals a lack of conceptual control. 

While references support arguments, the theoretical framework should reflect the 

researcher’s own reasoning. Excessive citation can obscure rather than enhance explanation. 

The balance between originality and engagement with existing theory is a defining feature 

of doctoral scholarship. 

12.8 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has clarified the nature and function of theory and theoretical frameworks in 

doctoral research. It has been shown that the theory explains relationships among variables, 

provides logical coherence to the study, and enables prediction. Through applied 

illustrations, including a verbatim case, the chapter has demonstrated how theoretical 

frameworks may be constructed with or without reliance on a single existing theory. 

The next chapter examines the literature review, showing how previous studies are 

mobilised in relation to the variables and theoretical logic of the enquiry. 

12.9 Doctoral Self-Assessment Questions 

1. Can I clearly explain the relationships among the variables in my study? 

2. Does my theoretical framework explain why the phenomenon occurs as observed? 

3. Have I demonstrated flexibility in engaging with theory rather than rigid 

adherence? 

4. Would an examiner be able to identify the explanatory logic guiding my analysis? 

5. Does my theoretical framework flow directly from my conceptual framework? 
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Chapter 13 

The Literature Review 

 

13.1 Introduction 

This chapter examines the literature review as an analytically structured component of a 

doctoral thesis rather than as a descriptive summary of existing studies. Its purpose is to 

demonstrate how prior research is mobilised in relation to the problem statement, conceptual 

framework, theoretical framework, and research objectives. 

Within the book's architecture, this chapter follows Chapter 12, which established the role 

of theory in explaining relationships among variables. The literature review complements 

theory by showing how those variables have been treated empirically and conceptually in 

existing scholarship, thereby justifying the rationale for the present study (Hart, 1998). 

13.2 What a Literature Review Is, and Is Not 

A literature review refers to previous studies in the field of enquiry, specifically those 

addressing the variables identified in the problem statement. It is not a catalogue of authors, 

nor a chronological narrative of publications. 

A properly constructed literature review: 

• is organised around variables and relationships, not writers; 

• identifies gaps, contradictions, and limits in existing research; and 

• provides the rationale for the current study. 

Where the literature review is disconnected from the problem statement, the thesis loses 

coherence, regardless of the volume of reading demonstrated. 

13.3 Aligning the Literature Review with Research Objectives 

The literature review derives its structure from the research objectives, which themselves 

are grounded in the problem statement. Each objective implies a set of variables, and the 

literature review examines how those variables have been treated in previous research. 

Three guiding questions are central: 

1. Which variables were most operational in prior studies? 

2. Under what conditions did they operate? 

3. How did they relate to other variables in the phenomenon? 
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These questions impose analytic discipline and prevent descriptive excess (Maxwell, 2012). 

13.4 Applied Illustrations 

In this chapter, selected applied case studies have been presented in condensed form to 

foreground their analytic function and maintain narrative flow. Readers who wish to engage 

with the full empirical detail and extended exposition of these cases may consult Appendix 

A and Appendix B at the end of the book, where the complete versions of the literature 

review cases are reproduced in full. The condensed versions included here preserve the 

conceptual logic, variable structure, and pedagogical intent of the original cases, while the 

appendices serve as a reference resource for deeper engagement. 

Case 1: Language Policy in Higher Education (Source: Zulu, Makanishe, Khuzwayo 

& Ngcobo, 2022) 

 

This case illustrates how a literature review is organised around variables derived from 

the problem statement and research objectives, rather than as a narrative summary of 

studies. 

The study was commissioned to assess the feasibility of implementing South Africa’s 

2020 Language Policy in higher education. The core problem concerned how universities 

navigate the tension between language enfranchisement and global academic and 

economic competitiveness. 

The literature review focused on two objectives: 

(a) how post-colonial universities have attempted to develop Indigenous languages into 

academic languages; and 

(b) How institutions balance indigenisation with international competitiveness. 

Across post-colonial contexts such as India, Malaysia, and the Philippines, the literature 

revealed three recurring variables: 

1. Political compromise among competing Indigenous languages; 

2. Economic incentives favouring English as a global academic language; and 

3. Cognitive constraints in developing Indigenous languages for scientific and 

technical disciplines. 

The literature demonstrates that while political efforts to promote Indigenous languages 

were extensive, English retained dominance due to its economic value, international 

mobility advantages, and cognitive infrastructure. The review thus establishes that 

language policy outcomes are shaped not by ideology alone but by the interaction of 

political, economic, and cognitive variables. 
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This case illustrates a literature review that is analytically structured, variable-driven, and 

directly aligned to the research objectives. 

 

Case 2: The politics of co-optation and of non-collaboration. (Source: Zulu, 1991) 

This case demonstrates how a literature review may be used to analyse theoretical 

positions and contradictions within a clearly defined research problem. 

The study examined the politics of co-optation under apartheid, focusing on how ruling 

elites attempted to incorporate selected members of dominated groups without altering 

structures of power. 

The literature revealed three dominant theoretical positions: 

1. Co-optation as accommodation, where elites incorporate outsiders to stabilise 

rule; 

2. Co-optation as domination, where incorporation reinforces asymmetrical power 

relations; and 

3. Co-optation as dialectical, where incorporation may unintentionally create spaces 

for resistance. 

Across these positions, the literature identified recurring variables, including elite 

incorporation, political patronage, class formation, and ideological legitimacy. The 

review demonstrates that co-optation is a dynamic and contradictory process rather than 

a static mechanism. 

By organising the literature around these variables and positions, the review establishes a 

coherent analytical foundation for examining political engineering under apartheid. 

 

13.6 Subjecting the Literature Review to the Model Questions 

Applying the three guiding questions clarifies the analytic value of the literature review. 

First, most operational variables are identified explicitly. Second, the conditions under 

which these variables operate are specified, such as post-colonial political economies or 

racially stratified power structures. Third, the relationships among variables are analysed, 

revealing patterns, contradictions, and limits in existing research. 

This process transforms the literature review from a descriptive exercise into an explanatory 

component of the research design. 

13.7 Why Literature Reviews Fail 

Literature reviews commonly fail for three reasons: 
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• excessive narration without analysis; 

• weak linkage to the problem statement and objectives; and 

• author-centred organisation rather than variable-centred synthesis. 

Such failures undermine the coherence of the thesis and obscure its intellectual contribution. 

13.8 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has established the literature review as an analytically structured component of 

a doctoral thesis. By aligning prior studies with variables, research objectives, and 

theoretical logic, the literature review provides the rationale for the enquiry and strengthens 

the coherence of the research design. The applied cases demonstrate how condensation can 

preserve analytic function while avoiding descriptive excess. 

The next chapter examines research objectives, showing how they translate conceptual 

articulation into concrete analytic tasks. 

13.9 Doctoral Self-Assessment Questions 

1. Is my literature review organised around variables rather than authors? 

2. Does it respond directly to my research objectives? 

3. Have I identified gaps, contradictions, or limits in existing studies? 

4. Can an examiner clearly see why my study is necessary? 

5. Does the literature review reinforce coherence across the thesis? 
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Chapter 14 

Research Objectives 

 

14.1 Introduction  

This chapter examines research objectives as the operational translation of the problem 

statement and conceptual framework into concrete analytic tasks. Its purpose is to show that 

research objectives are not administrative requirements or formalities, but the instruments 

through which conceptual clarity is rendered empirically actionable. 

Within the architecture of this book, the chapter follows Chapter 13, which established how 

the literature review is structured around variables derived from the problem statement. 

Building on that foundation, the present chapter demonstrates how those same variables are 

transformed into research objectives that guide data collection, analysis, and interpretation. 

14.2 What Research Objectives Are, and Are Not 

Research objectives specify what the research seeks to achieve. They are derived directly 

from the material issues (substantive and contextual) embedded in the problem statement 

and articulated through the conceptual framework. As such, objectives do not introduce new 

concepts or variables; they operationalise those already identified. 

Research objectives are often confused with aims, intentions, or topics. At the doctoral level, 

this confusion is costly. Objectives must be explicit, bounded, and analytically meaningful. 

Vague formulations such as “to investigate,” “to explore,” or “to understand” are 

insufficient unless they are anchored to clearly specified variables and indicators. 

14.3 Deriving Research Objectives from the Problem Statement 

The constitutive material of the problem statement, its substantive and contextual variables, 

provides the basis for the research objectives. Where variables are poorly articulated, 

objectives become either unmeasurable or trivial. 

For example, where exclusion is identified as a phenomenon, the research objectives must 

specify which dimensions of exclusion are under investigation (e.g., health, education, 

income, protection), for whom, and under what conditions. In this way, objectives provide 

the bridge between conceptual articulation and empirical enquiry. 

14.4 The Function of Research Objectives in Thesis Coherence 

Research objectives perform several critical functions: 
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1. They guide the selection of data by specifying what must be demonstrated, 

measured, or described. 

2. They impose discipline on the literature review, ensuring relevance and focus. 

3. They inform methodological choices, as methods must be capable of addressing the 

objectives. 

4. They structure analysis and interpretation, preventing post hoc rationalisation. 

A thesis often fails when objectives are disconnected from the problem statement or when 

they are not consistently carried through to analysis and conclusion. 

14.5 Applied Illustration 

Research Objectives: Excluded and Invisible Children in Africa (Source: Zulu, 2006) 

The study on “Excluded and Invisible Children in Africa” illustrates how research 

objectives are derived directly from the variables articulated in the conceptual framework. 

The overall objective of the research was to explore the extent of exclusion and 

invisibility of children in selected African countries. 

The specific objectives focused on tracing indicators of exclusion and invisibility relating 

to: 

• life chances (e.g., antenatal care, infant and under-five mortality, life expectancy); 

• nutrition (e.g., low birth weight, wasting, stunting); 

• economic conditions (e.g., income levels, national capacity); 

• education (e.g., enrolment, retention, completion); and 

• protection (e.g., birth registration, child labour, orphanhood, exposure to 

HIV/AIDS). 

Each objective corresponds to a clearly specified set of indicators, making the enquiry 

analytically tractable and empirically defensible. 

This case illustrates how well-formulated objectives reflect conceptual clarity and enable 

coherent research design. 

 

14.6 Common Errors in Formulating Research Objectives 

Common errors include: 

• objectives that merely restate the topic; 

• objectives that introduce variables absent from the problem statement; 

• objectives that are too numerous, rendering the study unmanageable; and 
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• objectives that cannot be addressed with available data or methods. 

Such errors signal weak conceptual control and often become evident only during analysis, 

when it is too late to correct them without substantial revision. 

14.7 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has demonstrated that research objectives are the operational heart of a doctoral 

study. Derived from the problem statement and conceptual framework, they translate 

conceptual clarity into analytic direction. When properly formulated, objectives ensure 

coherence across the thesis and enable rigorous data collection, analysis, and interpretation. 

The next chapter examines methodology, showing how research objectives inform the 

selection and application of appropriate research methods. 

14.8 Doctoral Self-Assessment Questions 

1. Are my research objectives derived directly from my problem statement? 

2. Do my objectives correspond to clearly articulated variables and indicators? 

3. Can each objective be addressed empirically with the methods I have selected? 

4. Do my objectives guide, rather than follow, my analysis? 

5. Would an examiner regard my objectives as necessary and sufficient for 

addressing the research problem? 
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Chapter 15 

Methodology 

 

15.1 Introduction  

This chapter examines methodology as the applied logic of a doctoral study. Its purpose is 

to demonstrate how research objectives and theoretical commitments are translated into 

defensible procedures for generating data, and how these procedures are justified in relation 

to the problem statement and conceptual framework. 

Within the architecture of this book, the chapter follows Chapter 14, which established 

research objectives as the operationalisation of conceptual clarity. Methodology gives 

practical expression to those objectives, ensuring that the enquiry proceeds in a manner that 

is coherent, justified, and epistemologically defensible. 

15.2 Methodology versus Methods 

A clear distinction must be maintained between methodology and methods. Methodology 

refers to the reasoning that justifies the selection and use of methods, whereas methods refer 

to the specific techniques employed to collect and handle data. 

At the doctoral level, it is insufficient to list methods without justification. Candidates are 

expected to demonstrate why particular approaches are appropriate to the nature of the 

research problem and objectives. A methodology section that degenerates into a catalogue 

of techniques reflects technical competence but weak conceptual control. 

15.3 Methodology as Applied Intellectual Practice 

Methodology is not a lecture on research paradigms, nor a rehearsal of textbook definitions. 

It is an applied narrative that demonstrates the researcher’s capacity to deploy appropriate 

research strategies to address a specific problem. 

Accordingly, methodology sections are typically ethnographic in style: descriptive, but 

justified. They explain what was done and why, without lapsing into generic explanations 

of sampling, paradigms, or instruments that are not analytically required. 

Examiners assess methodology on the fit between problem, objectives, theory, and 

procedure, not on the number of methodological authorities cited. 
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15.4 Applied Illustration 

The Study on “Excluded and Invisible Children in Africa” (Source: Zulu, 2006, 

reproduced in full) 

Twenty countries were selected at random from a list of all African countries, and the 

distribution across the continent is as follows: 

(i) North Africa: Egypt and Ethiopia; 

(ii) West Africa: Benin, Côte d’Ivoire, Equatorial Guinea, Gambia, Ghana and Liberia; 

(iii) Central Africa: Burundi, Central African Republic, Democratic Republic of Congo 

and Rwanda; 

(iv) East Africa: Malawi, Mauritius, Seychelles, Tanzania and Uganda; 

(v) Southern Africa: Namibia, South Africa and Zimbabwe. 

The selected countries span a broad spectrum in terms of economic capabilities (gross 

domestic product and levels of economic development), political stability (strong and 

weak governments and the extent of democratic practices), and the human development 

index. They range from the poorest and almost entirely dependent on foreign aid for food 

and development infrastructure, as is the case with Ethiopia, Burundi and Rwanda, to the 

well-developed and almost self-sufficient, such as Egypt, South Africa, Mauritius and the 

Seychelles. 

Four of the twenty countries selected (Côte d’Ivoire, the Democratic Republic of Congo, 

Ethiopia and Liberia) have experienced serious internal civil wars or armed conflict in the 

new millennium. Four (Burundi, Rwanda, Uganda and Zimbabwe) are politically 

unstable, either recovering from serious internal strife or deteriorating. The remaining 

countries have experienced relative political stability over the past decade. The selected 

countries, therefore, possess the requisite attributes to constitute explanatory variables in 

the analysis. 

Sub-Saharan Africa is considered the world’s epicentre of HIV and AIDS. According to 

the United Nations Children’s Fund, more than 80 per cent of the world’s AIDS orphans 

are found in this region, reflecting both the disproportionate burden of HIV infection and 

the epidemic’s maturity. As is the case with armed conflict, HIV and AIDS attack the 

family, which is the first line of defence in the protection of children. The epidemic 

disrupts education and school life by killing teachers and caregivers. 

Children suffer at three levels: first, through the loss of direct parental protection; second, 

through infection, which reduces life expectancy; and third, through diminished life 
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opportunities. In Africa, entire villages have been wiped out by the AIDS epidemic, while 

civil wars have displaced millions and led to the recruitment of children into armed 

conflict. This configuration of factors provides an appropriate empirical terrain for 

exploring the principal causes of children's exclusion and invisibility. 

The nature of the research problem and objectives thus justifies the methodology. It 

demonstrates how comparative selection, contextual variation, and authoritative data 

sources are mobilised to generate evidence capable of addressing the enquiry. 

 

15.5 What This Case Demonstrates 

This applied illustration demonstrates several methodological principles: 

• methodology is justified in relation to the problem statement and objectives; 

• case selection constitutes an explanatory strategy, not a technical exercise; 

• narrative justification is preferable to methodological exposition; and 

• empirical scope is determined by conceptual need, not convenience. 

The case also illustrates that methodological competence lies in applied reasoning, not in 

the recital of methodological authorities. 

15.6 Avoiding Methodological Slippage 

A common weakness in doctoral theses is the substitution of methodological jargon for 

methodological reasoning. Over-elaboration of paradigms, sampling definitions, or 

instrument typologies often signals insecurity rather than rigour. 

The methodology section should foreground the researcher’s own logic and decision-

making. References and citations should support that logic, not replace it. 

15.7 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has established methodology as the applied logic of a doctoral study. Through 

a full applied illustration, it has demonstrated how methodological choices are justified in 

relation to the research problem, objectives, and theoretical assumptions. The chapter 

reinforces the principle that methodology is neither a technical checklist nor a pedagogical 

lecture, but an exercise in disciplined scholarly judgement. 

The following chapter examines data presentation, analysis, and interpretation, enforcing a 

strict epistemic separation among these stages. 
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15.8 Doctoral Self-Assessment Questions 

1. Can I justify my methodological choices in relation to my research objectives? 

2. Does my methodology demonstrate applied reasoning rather than technical 

compliance? 

3. Is my case selection analytically defensible? 

4. Have I avoided unnecessary methodological exposition? 

5. Would an examiner regard my methodology as coherent and appropriate? 

 

 



 

 

74 

Chapter 16 

Data Presentation, Analysis, and Interpretation 

 

16.1 Introduction 

This chapter rigorously distinguishes among data presentation, data analysis, and data 

interpretation and demonstrates how each stage performs a distinct epistemic function in 

doctoral research. Its purpose is to prevent a common doctoral error: the conflation of 

description, analysis, and interpretation, where evidence, pattern-detection, and meaning-

making collapse into one another. 

Within the architecture of this book, Chapter 15 concludes with the justification of 

methodological choices. Chapter 16 begins where methodology ends, focusing on how 

empirical material is handled once it has been generated. The chapter proceeds sequentially 

from presentation to analysis and finally to interpretation, illustrating each stage through 

applied cases. 

16.2 Data Presentation: Ordering Empirical Material 

Data presentation refers to the systematic organisation and display of empirical material in 

a manner that is traceable to the variables articulated in the conceptual framework. Its 

function is to show what the data look like, not what they mean. 

At the doctoral level, data presentation requires discipline. Evidence must be ordered 

according to indicators, categories, or domains derived from the problem statement. 

Explanatory claims, theoretical language, and evaluative judgements are suspended at this 

stage. Where interpretation intrudes into presentation, transparency is lost, and the reader 

cannot independently assess the study's evidentiary base. 

16.3 Applied Illustration 

Case 3, Data Presentation (Condensed, Full version in Appendix C) 

The Study on “Excluded and Invisible Children in Africa” (Source: Zulu, 2006) 

In this study, the conceptual framework defined exclusion and invisibility through 

indicators such as: 

• access to maternal and child health care, 

• life expectancy at birth, 

• school enrolment and completion, 
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• access to clean water and sanitation, 

• birth registration, and 

• child protection (child labour, early marriage, HIV/AIDS orphanhood). 

Data presentation in this case involved organising empirical material country by country 

and indicator by indicator, for example: 

• Tables and narrative descriptions showing infant mortality rates, under-five 

mortality, and life expectancy at birth across selected African states; 

• Descriptive reporting of primary school enrolment ratios and dropout rates, without 

explanation or judgement; 

• Presentation of percentages of children unregistered at birth and access to 

immunisation, as reported in UNICEF datasets. 

At this stage, the author did not claim that poverty caused exclusion, nor that governance 

failures explained outcomes. The data were presented only to show distribution and 

magnitude, allowing readers to see, for instance, that: 

• countries with low life expectancy also tended to show low school completion 

rates; and 

• lack of birth registration co-occurred with poor access to social services. 

These were visible patterns, but not yet interpreted. 

In the UNICEF-based dataset, countries such as Burundi, Ethiopia, and Rwanda 

consistently exhibit low life expectancy at birth, high under-five mortality, low primary 

school completion rates, and limited access to clean water and sanitation, as presented 

descriptively in the indicators without explanatory claims. In this case, empirical material 

is organised by indicator and by country, reflecting the variables defined in the conceptual 

framework on exclusion and invisibility. Health, education, protection, and livelihood 

indicators are presented separately, allowing the reader to see distributions and contrasts 

without interpretive overlay. 

 

The data presentation does not claim causality, nor does it prioritise one indicator over 

another. Its epistemic contribution lies in making the empirical terrain visible and 

comparable, thereby preparing the ground for analysis. 
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What the Examiner Sees: Data Presentation  

From an examiner’s perspective, this section demonstrates conceptual discipline. Data are 

clearly separated from interpretation, aligned with pre-defined variables, and organised 

to permit comparison. This signals transparency, coherence, and methodological 

maturity. 

 

16.4 Data Analysis: Detecting Patterns and Relationships 

Data analysis examines the relationships, regularities, and contrasts that emerge from the 

data presented. It goes beyond description by identifying patterns but stops short of full 

theoretical explanation. 

At the doctoral level, analysis is expected to show how variables interact, under what 

conditions patterns recur, and where anomalies appear. Analytical claims must be 

demonstrably grounded in the data already presented. 

16.5 Applied Illustration 

Case 4, Data Analysis (Condensed, Full version in Appendix D) 

The Study on “Excluded and Invisible Children in Africa” (Source: Zulu, 2006) 

Building directly on the presented data, the analysis proceeded by examining relationships 

among indicators rather than introducing new information. 

For example, the author identified that: 

• Countries with low gross national income per capita consistently exhibited: 

o weak health infrastructure, 

o high infant and child mortality, and 

o high proportions of children excluded from schooling. 

• States experiencing armed conflict or political instability showed: 

o disproportionately high numbers of AIDS orphans, 

o breakdown of family structures, and 

o weakened systems of child protection. 
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These were identified as recurring patterns because they appeared across multiple 

countries, not as isolated anomalies. 

The analysis did not yet explain why these patterns existed. It showed, empirically, that: 

where poverty, weak governance, conflict, and HIV/AIDS co-existed, the exclusion and 

invisibility of children intensified. 

This analytical step remained pattern-detective rather than explanatory. 

Across the sample, countries with low gross national income per capita also exhibit 

clustered indicators of exclusion, poor health outcomes, low school participation, and 

high levels of child vulnerability, revealing recurring patterns between economic capacity 

and social exclusion. 

In this case, analysis proceeds by comparing indicators across countries rather than 

recounting individual cases. The author identifies recurring co-occurrences among 

poverty, weak governance, exposure to conflict, and child vulnerability, noting that these 

patterns are not isolated but systematic. 

The analysis remains bounded by the data. It does not yet explain why these relationships 

exist; rather, it establishes that they exist consistently and under identifiable conditions. 

What the Examiner Sees: Data Analysis 

Here, the examiner observes controlled pattern-detection rather than opinion or summary. 

The candidate demonstrates the ability to extract relational structure from data without 

drifting into explanation or ideology, a key indicator of doctoral-level analytical 

competence. 

 

16.6 Data Interpretation: From Patterns to Meaning 

Interpretation is the stage at which analytical patterns are brought into relation with the 

theoretical framework and research objectives. It involves reasoned inference, conceptual 

judgement, and explanatory logic. 

Interpretation must remain faithful to the scope of the data and the assumptions declared 

earlier in the study. Overstatement, moralising, or introducing new explanatory logics at this 

stage undermines coherence. 

16.7 Applied Illustration: The Study on “Excluded and Invisible Children in Africa” 

(Source: Zulu, 2006) 
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Case 5, Data Interpretation and Conclusion (Condensed, Full version in Appendix E) 

Restating Analytical Findings in Relation to Research Objectives 

The research objectives were explicitly to explore: 

• the extent of exclusion and invisibility of children, 

• the indicators through which exclusion manifests, and 

• the conditions under which exclusion intensifies. 

Interpretation proceeded by returning to these objectives and restating the analytical 

findings accordingly. 

For example: 

• The analytical finding that poverty and weak governance consistently co-occurred 

with poor service delivery was interpreted to mean that exclusion is structurally 

produced, not accidental. 

• The pattern showing that armed conflict and HIV/AIDS exacerbate exclusion was 

interpreted as evidence that exclusion operates through intersecting vulnerabilities, 

rather than through a single causal factor. 

The author then linked these interpretations back to the theoretical framework, which 

posited that: 

• Poverty weakens state capacity, weak governance limits service provision, and 

• external shocks (conflict and HIV/AIDS) intensify exclusionary outcomes. 

Thus, conclusions were not detached from the problem statement, because they directly 

answered what the study set out to explore: 

• what exclusion looks like (presentation), 

• how it clusters and relates across variables (analysis), and 

• why it takes the observed form (interpretation). 

Importantly, the interpretation did not overreach by claiming universality beyond the 

selected countries, nor did it substitute political judgment for explanation. 
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Interpreting these patterns in relation to the research objectives, the study concludes that 

child exclusion and invisibility intensify where poverty weakens state capacity and is 

compounded by armed conflict and HIV/AIDS, thereby confirming the theorised 

relationship between structural conditions and exclusionary outcomes. 

In this case, interpretation proceeds by explicitly returning to the research objectives and 

explaining the identified patterns using the study’s theoretical assumptions. Conclusions 

are framed as answers to the original problem statement rather than as generalised claims. 

The interpretation avoids universality and remains bounded by the empirical scope of the 

study, demonstrating conceptual restraint and epistemic responsibility. 

What these substantiations demonstrate is that: 

• Indicators are empirical handles, not abstract labels; 

• Patterns emerge through comparison, not assertion, and 

• Interpretation earns its authority by being traceable backwards to objectives, 

analysis, and data. 

This is precisely the epistemic discipline that examiners look for and that the book seeks to 

instil. 

An examiner can trace each conclusion backwards through analysis to the data and 

forward to the theoretical framework. This traceability confirms internal coherence and 

guards against unsupported inference or ideological substitution for explanation. 

 

16.8 Common Errors in Handling Data 

Three errors recur frequently in doctoral theses: 

• Interpretation embedded in presentation; 

• Analysis reduced to description; and 

• Conclusions detached from objectives and data. 

The structured separation demonstrated in this chapter provides a safeguard against these 

failures. 

16.9 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has clarified the epistemic progression from data presentation to analysis and 

interpretation and illustrated each stage through applied cases. By anchoring claims in 
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variables, indicators, patterns, and theory, it demonstrates how doctoral research earns its 

explanatory authority. 

16.10 Doctoral Self-Assessment Questions 

1. Can my data be read independently of my conclusions? 

2. Have I identified patterns rather than merely restated evidence? 

3. Do my interpretations answer the research objectives? 

4. Can an examiner trace my conclusions back to the data? 

5. Have I avoided overstating what the data can support? 
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Chapter 17 

Conclusion 

 

17.1 Introduction 

This concluding chapter draws together the central intellectual commitments advanced 

throughout the book and reflects on their implications for doctoral scholarship in the 

Humanities and Social Sciences. Its purpose is not to rehearse the contents of individual 

chapters, but to reassert the underlying logic that unifies them: that doctoral research is an 

exercise in conceptual coherence, epistemic discipline, and intellectual accountability. 

The chapter, therefore, functions as a point of closure and orientation. It clarifies what has 

been established, what has been deliberately excluded, and what remains the responsibility 

of the doctoral candidate and supervisor. 

17.2 Reaffirming the Central Thesis of the Book 

The central thesis of this book is that a doctoral thesis is not a technical report, a descriptive 

narrative, or a vehicle for ideological expression. It is a philosophically situated, 

methodologically coherent, and conceptually controlled scholarly argument. 

Across the chapters, the book has demonstrated that doctoral quality is determined primarily 

by: 

• the clarity and articulation of the problem statement; 

• the internal coherence between the conceptual framework, the theoretical 

framework, the research objectives, the methodology, and the analysis; 

• the disciplined separation of data presentation, analysis, and interpretation; and 

• the candidate’s capacity for sustained critical thinking. 

Where these conditions are met, technical imperfections are often forgivable. Where they 

are absent, technical sophistication cannot rescue the work. 

17.3 The Role of Philosophy and Epistemology 

A defining contribution of this book has been the restoration of philosophy and 

epistemology to the centre of doctoral research. Rather than treating philosophical questions 

as abstract preliminaries, the book has shown that assumptions about knowledge, reality, 

explanation, and interpretation actively shape every stage of the research process. 
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By engaging paradigms, epistemology, hermeneutics, positivism, and critical theory, the 

book has emphasised that methodological choices are never neutral. They are grounded in 

deeper assumptions about what counts as knowledge and how claims are justified. 

Recognising and declaring these assumptions is not an optional intellectual exercise; it is a 

requirement of scholarly integrity. 

17.4 Applied Cases as Pedagogical Instruments 

The inclusion of applied illustrations throughout the book has served a deliberate 

pedagogical purpose. The cases were not presented as exemplars to be copied, but as 

demonstrations of intellectual practice. 

By showing how problem statements are articulated, variables are operationalised, data are 

presented and analysed, and interpretations are grounded, the cases reveal the logic of 

doctoral reasoning in action. Their selective condensation in the main chapters, with full 

versions provided in appendices, reinforces the distinction between illustration and 

argument. 

17.5 Limits of the Book 

This book does not claim to offer a universal template for doctoral research, nor does it 

replace sustained engagement with disciplinary literature. It does not provide technical 

manuals for every method, nor does it attempt to resolve all debates in philosophy of science 

or social theory. 

Its limits are intentional. The book offers orientation rather than prescription, and 

intellectual discipline rather than procedural checklists. Doctoral research remains a 

demanding and often unsettling process that no handbook can fully simplify. 

17.6 Implications for Doctoral Candidates 

For doctoral candidates, the book underscores that the PhD is not earned through the 

accumulation of pages, data, or citations, but through conceptual mastery and coherence. 

The thesis must demonstrate that the candidate can: 

• think independently within a discipline, 

• justify choices at every stage of the research process, and 

• sustain a defensible scholarly argument. 

The burden of proof rests with the candidate, not with the reader or examiner. 
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17.7 Implications for Supervisors and Institutions 

For supervisors, the book reinforces the view that supervision is not merely administrative 

oversight but intellectual companionship. The task is to guide candidates toward conceptual 

clarity, epistemic responsibility, and scholarly independence. 

For institutions, the book highlights the importance of safeguarding doctoral standards amid 

ideological, political, and managerial pressures. Academic quality cannot be relativised 

without eroding the very foundations of scholarship. 

17.8 Final Reflections 

Doctoral education is an initiation into a community of scholars bound by shared 

commitments to reasoned argument, evidence, and intellectual honesty. While contexts 

differ and paradigms vary, the demand for coherence, justification, and critical thinking 

remains constant. 

This book has sought to introduce aspirant scholars to the discipline and tempo of scholarly 

work, not by prescribing every step, but by making explicit the standards by which doctoral 

research is judged. 

In doing so, it affirms that the pursuit of knowledge, however situated, contested, or 

historically conditioned, remains an endeavour that demands rigour, humility, and 

intellectual courage. 

17.9 Final Doctoral Self-Assessment Questions 

1. Can I explain the conceptual logic of my study without referring to methods? 

2. Is my thesis internally coherent from problem statement to conclusion? 

3. Have I distinguished clearly between description, analysis, and interpretation? 

4. Are my conclusions traceable to data and theory? 

5. Does my work contribute knowledge rather than merely reproduce discourse? 

Where these questions cannot be answered with confidence, further intellectual work is 

required, not as failure, but as the very condition of doctoral scholarship. 
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Appendices 

 
 

The appendices in this book serve a referential and archival function. They preserve full 

empirical and theoretical materials that support the analytic arguments advanced in the main 

chapters, without interrupting conceptual flow or pedagogical clarity. Readers may engage 

with the appendices selectively, depending on their research needs and level of expertise. 



 

 

88 

 

Appendix A 

Full Version of Case 1: Literature Review, Language Policy in  

Higher Education 

This appendix presents the full, unabridged version of Case 1, originally introduced in Chapter 

13 (The Literature Review) in a condensed form. The case is reproduced here in full to provide 

readers with access to the extended empirical detail, contextual exposition, and documentary 

depth that underpin the analytic synthesis presented in the main text. 

The case illustrates how a literature review may be systematically organised around variables 

derived from the problem statement and research objectives, rather than as a descriptive 

catalogue of authors or studies. While the condensed version foregrounds the analytic spine of 

the review, the full version enables deeper engagement with the historical, political, economic, 

and cognitive dimensions of language policy in post-colonial higher education contexts. 

Readers are encouraged to consult this appendix when: 

• developing their own literature reviews in policy-oriented research; 

• seeking extended comparative examples; or 

• requiring detailed empirical grounding beyond the analytic illustration provided in the 

chapter. 

Language Policy in Higher Education 

 

The Language Policy of 2020, promulgated by the South African Department of Higher 

Education and Training, recognising the significant role of higher education institutions 

in the promotion of multilingualism for social, cultural and economic development, inter 

alia, calls upon institutions of higher learning: 

• to adopt local Indigenous languages as official languages of communication; and 

• to develop Indigenous languages into intellectual languages of teaching and learning  

To comply with the policy requirements, a university in South Africa requested the 

services of an established research unit at one of the designated research universities to 

assess the feasibility of implementing the Language Policy.  As part of the enquiry, the 

research unit conducted an extensive literature review on the execution of language 

policies in three post-colonial countries and produced the report below.  

 

First, the Problem Statement:    

The research unit in question formulated the problem statement as follows: 
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The University of X wishes to develop the best or optimal Language Policy that considers 

local linguistic realities and strategic global opportunities. The University is cognisant 

of the national imperatives of nation-building, as well as the regional and global 

requirements for economic and academic participation and competitiveness. 

 

Research Objectives  

The overall objective of the research was to explore how universities in South Africa and 

internationally are managing the language question in education with a specific view to 

establishing: 

 

• how South African higher education institutions navigate the local linguistic 

realities;  

• how universities in post-colonial Africa and Asia have managed the quest for 

indigenisation, particularly in the sphere of developing Indigenous languages to 

academic levels;   

• how, internationally, universities facilitate and promote strategic global economic 

and academic competitiveness; and finally, 

• explore the views on the language question from staff and students at the 

University of X. 

 

We have intentionally focused on objectives two and three of the enquiry as an example. 

Objective two of the enquiry required establishing “how universities in post-colonial 

Africa and Asia have managed the quest for indigenisation, particularly in the sphere of 

developing Indigenous languages to academic levels” while objective three focused on 

“how universities maintain the balance between the desire for language enfranchisement 

and facilitating and promoting strategic global economic and academic competitiveness 

internationally.” 

 

The literature review below covers these aspects of the enquiry.  

 

 

Literature Review 

 

a) Experiments with Language Policies from Other Post-Colonial Contexts 

A literature review on the intellectualisation of Indigenous languages in post-colonial 

societies (India, Malaysia, and the Philippines) shows mixed results, with no clear 

evidence of successful or encouraging experiments. In efforts to “decolonise” the lingua 

franca, India, Malaysia, and the Philippines sought to reduce the dominance of English, 

seen as a symbol of colonial hegemony, and to promote indigenous languages as official 

languages, to be used for teaching and learning at all levels of education. English, the 

official language inherited from the colonial administration, was relegated to a second 

language status in the three countries. However, in practice, this became very complicated 

to the extent that, despite serious efforts by the governments of the three countries, 

English enjoys a hegemonic status in teaching and learning to date.   

 

India 

 

In India, the language Policy of 1950 proclaimed Hindi as the official language, while 

English was permitted to “continue as the language for all official purposes” for 15 years.  

However, relentless opposition to Hindi as the sole official language led to the continued 

use of English beyond the stipulated 15 years. The country declared English the second 

or “associate official language” in 1965.  As the government’s preferred official language, 

Hindi competed with other regional languages, leading to resentment among non-Hindi 
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speakers.  Opposition to the policy came from non-Hindi-speaking states, which resented 

Hindi dominance. To placate opposition and “to protect the linguistic interests of each 

state”, the Central Advisory Board on Education introduced a “three-language formula” 

in 1956.  As established in the National Education Policy of 1968, the formula prescribed 

Hindi as the official language, English as the second language, and any of the regional 

languages as the “mother tongue of the residents of each state and union territories.”  

Accordingly, students in Hindi-speaking states were to learn Hindi, English, and one (or 

any) state language. Similarly, students in non-Hindi-speaking states would learn Hindi, 

English, and their state language.  This three-language formula is perhaps one of the 

distinctive features of India’s multilingualism, setting the country apart from Malaysia 

and the Philippines. 

 

However, there has been a more apparent than real shift from the colonial English-centred 

monolingual policy to the post-colonial multilingual policy in India.  Delican maintained 

that despite government efforts to develop and promote Indigenous languages, “English 

stayed as a de facto official language in India.” Because of cultural, historical, and 

political differences between Hindi- and non-Hindi-speaking states, and despite the 

bountiful resources invested in the programme, the Indian experiment suffered two 

essential setbacks: political and linguistic. In addition to the political contestations 

described above, linguistic issues entailed conceptual and lexical challenges, especially 

when there were no conceptual equivalents between Indian languages and English, the 

official language of teaching and learning.  To obviate the linguistic problem, the 

government provided resources to educational institutions to support the implementation 

process of the country’s language policy. The resources included financial assistance and 

the establishment of key language institutions (boards and centres) tasked with: 

 

• writing original books and translations in the Hindi language;  

• supplying textbooks at all levels, particularly college and postgraduate levels;  

• providing incentives for non-Hindi speaking writers and students to use the Hindi 

language; and  

• developing mass media, film, television and radio with content in Hindi and em-

ploying language planners to focus on codification and standardisation of Hindi.  
 

 

These efforts resulted in 1) a “newly standardised Hindi” with “new grammatical rules, 

new sounds, artificially increased lexical stock, and Sanskritization of the language, 

which was different from commonly spoken Hindi.” 2) The second result was economic, 

where the population preferred international universities that taught in English, as these 

provided graduates with opportunities beyond what local universities teaching in 

Indigenous languages could offer. The overall result is that English remains the dominant 

language of teaching and learning in the Indian education system despite massive 

investment in the development of Hindi and other Indigenous languages. 

 

Finally, the National Education Policy 2020, which addresses multilingualism, suggests 

a new policy orientation in India.  “All languages will be taught with high quality to all 

students; a language does not need to be the medium of instruction for it to be taught and 

learned well.” The policy goes further to state that “India’s languages are among the 

richest, most scientific, most beautiful, and most expressive in the world, with a huge 

body of ancient as well as modern literature (both prose and poetry), film, and music 

written in these languages that help form India’s national identity and wealth.”  In this 

way, the policy separates the cognitive from the political function, thus allowing schools 

and universities to decide on what they deem an appropriate medium of instruction, 

provided that they intensify the teaching and learning of Indigenous languages. 
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Malaysia 

 

In Malaysia, the problems were political, linguistic and economic.  On the political front, 

the contest was among the numerous indigenous languages competing for hegemony.  

Malaysia tried to off-set this obstacle by developing a new encompassing language, 

Bahasa Malaysia, derived from Malay as the sole official language. Malay is the 

indigenous language that was spoken by the majority ethnic group, the Malays (nearly 

50% of the population), who also wielded political power and considered themselves 

“sons of the soil.” The language was preferred over English and other indigenous 

languages as a unifier because it had been used by the Malays for centuries for interethnic 

communication, administration, high culture, literary knowledge, and religion.  While the 

new language was proficient in the Humanities and Social Sciences, it was deficient in 

both the concepts and the corpus of the Natural Sciences, prompting the government to 

invest in developing these. It took 10 years for Bahasa Malaysia to be implemented as the 

first language in teaching and learning alongside English as the second language, with the 

University of Malaysia championing the initiative. 

 

Notwithstanding these developments, problems remained. The first was that the flow of 

English-language publications outpaced the translation services in Malaysia.  The second 

was internationalisation (economic); first, international students were reluctant to study 

in Bahasa Malaysia. Second, locals believed that studying in Bahasa Malaysia constrained 

their chances of pursuing international study and employment, leading the population to 

vote with their feet. The population preferred international universities teaching in 

English over local institutions teaching in Bahasa Malaysia to the extent that the 

University of Malaysia had to proclaim that “English is the primary medium of instruction 

for all courses and study programs conducted at the private higher educational 

institutions.”  
 

The Philippines 

 

The Philippines faced a situation similar to that of India and Malaysia.  By the 1990s,  the 

Philippines had a dichotomous relationship with language, where English was perceived 

as the language of modern economic development and Filipino as the language of national 

independence.” Hence, in 1994, a new regime placed English at the centre of the country’s 

economic and political policies to achieve economic expansion and integration into the 

global economic system. Therefore, the language policy in higher education in the 

Philippines was “intimately intertwined with national concerns.”  

 

However, the intellectualisation of Filipino, as Professor Sibayan, a renowned Filipino 

linguist, argued, still had a long way to go before it was adopted as a sole medium of 

instruction. Hence, both English and Filipino remained necessary. According to Sibayan, 

an intellectualised language is a "language which can be used for educating a person in 

any field of knowledge from kindergarten to the university and beyond". While 

acknowledging the irreplaceability of English as a medium of instruction in the 

Philippines, Sibayan estimated that the intellectualisation of Filipino will take about 100 

years.  

 

In this regard, the Philippine Government issued an Executive Order (No. 210 series of 

2003) which compelled higher education institutions, including the Commission on 

Higher Education, Universities and Colleges, “to strengthen the use of the English 

language as a medium of instruction.” The purpose was “to ensure quality education and 

economic growth.” The reason was that English is highly valued in the Philippines 

because of its functionality, practicality, and affordability as “a skill that can be used to 
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increase one's position, respectability and marketability” … [with] the better chances of 

career advancement.  Hence, English remains the dominant language for teaching and 

learning in the Philippines as English-medium institutions have mushroomed.  

Kirkpatrick estimated that there were about 90 institutions listed on “the relevant web 

page of the Entrance University Website” in 2012. These include even the University of 

the Philippines. This most prestigious public university had championed and 

experimented with promoting and developing Filipino as the official language and 

medium of instruction. The university had even encouraged staff to use the indigenous 

language for publication. However, it gave up on this medium as it became unpopular 

among staff and students, and private universities became more attractive because of their 

English medium of instruction. 

  

b)     Review of Papers on the Language Question in Post-Colonial Societies  

On average, more attention is paid to language enfranchisement than to the development 

of Indigenous languages as intellectual languages. In a review of papers on 

“decolonisation”, globalisation, and language policy and practice, the book by Angel Lin 

and Peter Martin takes a post-colonial theory position on language development and 

practice, a position also taken by scholars writing on Africa. A plethora of papers 

purporting to be critical analytical approaches to language in education and language 

planning and policy in the post-colonial epoch, particularly in Africa and Asia, present 

two problems. The first is whether a grand theory can generalise for conditions as diverse 

as those in Africa and the rest of the post-colonial world. The second is that, 

notwithstanding the necessity and possibility of developing indigenous languages as 

intellectual languages of knowledge production, cross-national and cross-continental 

comparisons are not the ideal framework for working from a grand theory, as unique 

variables affect languages and cultures differently. While the marginalisation of 

Indigenous languages cuts across all colonial experiences, particularly post-Berlin 1884, 

material conditions in the colonies were too diverse, and Indigenous languages were not, 

and still are not, on par in terms of development across the former colonies.  The key 

question thus becomes: Can we generalise across educational systems, political 

economies, cultural discourses, and language systems?  

Commenting on papers purporting to be critical analytical approaches to language 

education as well as to language planning and policy in the post-colonial epoch, Alan 

Luke, Professor and Dean at the Centre for Research in Pedagogy and Planning at the 

National Institute of Education in Singapore, lists four observations on the possibilities of 

post-colonial language education:  

• enfranchising the disenfranchised;  

• efforts to find a theory;  

• the absence of historical, temporal and spatial synchronicity; and finally asks the 

question, 

• if postcolonialism is a sufficient theory upon which to build the future. 

Luke (2004) avers, “Much of the work of scholars from historically marginalised 

communities or writers from the political and cultural diaspora are tied to local and 

regional struggles to secure and elaborate speaking positions.” While empathising with 

the drive for enfranchisement, Luke maintains that the language issue is too complex to 

be solved by a single post-colonial theory of education, as unequal political and economic 

forces mediate the complexity of cultural-linguistic contact. Moreover, he continues 

asserting that “there is much in modern scepticism of grand narratives in a sanctification 

of the local by opponents of globalisation, and indeed in cultural essentialism of 'voice’ 

that would discourage us from undertaking such research.” 
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Appendix B 

Full Version of Case 2: Literature Review, Co-optation and Political 

Engineering under Apartheid 

This appendix contains the complete version of Case 2, which appears in condensed analytic 

form in Chapter 13 (The Literature Review). The case is reproduced in full to preserve the 

theoretical richness, historical depth, and argumentative nuance of the original literature 

review. 

The case demonstrates how a literature review may be used to: 

• compare competing theoretical positions, 

• expose contradictions within dominant explanations, and 

• establish an analytical foundation for examining complex political processes. 

While the condensed version highlights the core variables and theoretical positions relevant 

to the research problem, the full version allows readers to trace the dialectical development 

of the concept of co-optation across different authors and historical moments. 

This appendix is intended as a reference resource for readers who wish to: 

• study advanced examples of theory-driven literature reviews, or 

• explore the dynamics of elite incorporation and domination in greater detail. 

The Study on “Co-optation and Political Engineering under Apartheid” (Source P 

Zulu 2006)  

 

In general, there is a dearth of literature on co-optation in South Africa, partly because 

the dominant focus has been on the incompatibility of apartheid with any form of social 

change. The few authors who have paid substantial attention to the subject are Adam 

(1971), Adam and Moodley (1986), Nolutshungu (1983), Van Zyl Slabbert (1985, 1987) 

and, marginally, Erwin and Webster (1975). Apart from these authors who specifically 

focus on South Africa, Robinson (1972) advances a theory of elite collaboration through 

co-optation as an explanation of the successful penetration of Europe into Africa and Asia, 

whilst Therborn (1980) discusses co-optation in general as a dialectical process of 

bringing about an asymmetric unity between the rulers and the ruled. 

 

Adam (1971) and Adam and Moodley (1986) view co-optation as an inherently positive, 

accommodative process that relaxes elite boundaries to allow outsiders into the system. 

"Throughout history, dominant groups have accepted selected outsiders. This aids the 

perpetuation of their rule by increasing their numbers while simultaneously weakening 

their adversaries by skimming the best talent. Oligarchies collapsed when elite boundaries 



 

 

94 

became frozen and social mobility became barred by rigid membership definitions (such 

as race or ancestry)" (Adam & Moodley, 1986, p. 144). However, the positive and 

accommodating process seems to stop with the statement that the process begins at all, 

for Adam and Moodley devote the remainder of their rejoinder to co-optation's 

contradictions and, therefore, to the probability of its failure. 

 

The joint authors view co-optation as operating mainly in two areas, the political and the 

economic. Politically, through co-optation, the state gives symbolic trappings of power to 

the co-opted elites. At the same time, it plays for time to prepare the machinery of reforms, 

such as upgrading townships, creating career opportunities, and financing education. 

However, Adam and Moodley assert that co-optation as social engineering raises several 

contradictions. In the first place, among coloureds and Indians, it appeals to the less 

educated lower-income elites among the disadvantaged rather than to the 'middle class' 

elites that it is intended to attract. Thus, giving power to the collaborating elites 

undermines the professional and intellectual elite, who feel insulted by being made 

dependent on lower-educated, less-sophisticated functionaries who have become 

bureaucrats. What occurs among coloureds and Indians is equally applicable to Africans. 

It is often not the better-educated and more sophisticated Africans who serve in the 

cabinets of the homelands or as councillors in the townships. Adam and Moodley feel that 

the practice of recruiting collaborators from the non-professionals (who, because they 

have a lower market value, are vulnerable to co-optation) fragments the black challenge 

and directs "its anger inwards towards its own group members..." (Ibid: 150). The current 

violence in Natal may illustrate this point. Here, the battle is between Inkatha, a mass-

based organisation that operates within the state-created framework, and the extra-

parliamentary opposition represented by the COSATU-UDFANC alliance. Both Inkatha 

and the extra-parliamentary opposition purport to 'oppose' the state's programme of 

balkanising South Africa through separate development. However, the fact that Inkatha, 

through the KwaZulu Bantustan it controls, also controls basic resources such as housing, 

land, and access to commercial activities, however limited, makes it an extension of the 

central state. 

 

Secondly, according to Adam and Moodley, co-optation creates a system of patronage in 

which co-opted individuals have access to political and economic resources, such as 

business sites and financial undertakings. This patronage has had two negative 

developments. Firstly, it has isolated "moderates" from "radicals". Secondly, it has 

created a commercial class which, however, cannot properly flourish, given the scale and 

tempo of monopoly capital in South Africa. Hence, the frustrated commercial bourgeoisie 

will want to capture state power. In this, Adam cites Nolutshungu, who stresses that (1) 

in a colonial relationship, blacks will never be successfully co-opted and (2) that a racial 

state is in any case structurally incapable of deracialisation (Ibid:146). 

 

Finally, Adam and Moodley conclude that to succeed, co-optation has to go beyond 

political machinations through economic rewards and include full incorporation of elites 

into the political system. "Privatisation of public interests into a depoliticised 

consumerism - the Americanisation of South Africa - can only succeed when status 

denigration is abolished through genuine deracialisation (Ibid: 153). 

 

Van Zyl Slabbert conceptualises co-optation as co-optive domination (1985, 1987) and 

separates co-optive domination away from the centre (the case of homelands) from co-

optive domination into the centre (the case of the Tricameral Constitution). In both 

instances, Van Zyl Slabbert alleges that the intention of the co-optor is to dominate, and 

he perceives the rewards to the co-opted as lying like the political patronage at their 

disposal. However, while Adam and Moodley are not explicit in portraying the dialectic 
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of co-optation, Van Zyl Slabbert credits the co-opted with the potential to effect changes 

within the dynamics of co-optation, which lie "in the likelihood of interest groups using 

the same instrument to pursue alternative goals" (Van Zyl Slabbert, F. 1985: 110). 

Therefore, what becomes significant in Van Zyl Slabbert's treatment of co-optation is the 

dynamic relationship between the co-optor and the co-opted. He offers 'engagement' as a 

mechanism of coping with the system rather than 'abandonment' on the principle of non-

collaboration. 

 

According to Van Zyl Slabbert, 'engagement' is measured by the amount of pressure 

exerted (or that can be exerted) on the system to bring about rational (non-violent) change, 

rational for logic and non-violent for predictability, since it is difficult to predict the 

outcome of violence. A demonstration effect of 'engaging' the system is the case of trade 

unions, who have done this from a position of "using co-optive structures for pursuing 

consequences unintended by those who created them" (Ibid: 136). In 'Engagement', Van 

Zyl Slabbert distinguishes between being co-opted and operating within cooperative 

structures to utilise the space provided. The advantages of this strategy, according to Van 

Zyl Slabbert, are that it institutionalises leverage and indemnifies protest from counter-

repressive measures, thus forming the power base for both organisation and mobilisation. 

Hence, by exploring the contradictions in the system and by exploiting "the unintended 

consequences which flow from the actions of those who govern" (Ibid: 136), subordinate 

groups may advance their cause. However, separating seduction from stratagem is 

difficult. Van Zyl Slabbert himself offers a word of caution: "It is possible to be seduced 

by the perks of institutional participation. A 'stooge', 'collaborator' or 'Uncle Tom' is not 

determined by the fact of participation but by the manner" (Ibid: 137). 

 

Nolutshungu, like Adam and Moodley, posits that South Africa operates on a middle-

class model of co-optation. His conceptualisation is political, "the attempt by the ruling 

oligarchy and its supporters to engineer a 'neo-colonial solution' through elite 

accommodation..." (Nolutshungu, 1983, p. 6). He attributes this development to pressure 

from black communities for inclusion in the polity. His emphasis is on the political since 

"both the alignments for conservation and those that demand change are defined, in the 

first place, in terms of political rather than economic relations. Positions occupied by the 

various 'races' in the order of domination itself modify the general social effects of the 

positions they occupy in the relations of production" (Ibid: xii). 

 

Reform, according to Nolutshungu, facilitates the conditions for co-optation. The central 

issue, however, is that the process of reform inherently benefits blacks unequally, hence 

the belief among commentators of all persuasions that the regime is both committed to 

and engaged in the creation of a black middle class. The creation of political positions for 

well-disposed blacks in the homelands has been politically and economically beneficial 

to the incumbents. However, Nolutshungu makes a clear distinction between political 

encadrement and economic embourgeoisement, where the latter implies "the creation of 

the economic, social and political conditions for the emergence of a bourgeoisie" (Ibid., 

p. 82). Because co-optation creates political encadrement and not economic 

embourgeoisement, Nolutshungu does not predict much success for it. 

 

In co-optation, Nolutshungu maintains, the ruling elite has two specific objectives to 

achieve: "first, to gain popular acquiescence to rule and so to forestall the danger of 

revolution; and, secondly, to divide the black opposition in order to buy time to initiate 

the further reforms that might seal popular acceptance and create a stable order" (Ibid: 

120). However, if this has to be achieved by creating a collaborative black middle class, 

the success of the strategy would depend on the effectiveness of the ideological appeal by 

the contrived middle class as well as its political organisation and leadership. Like Adam 
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and Moodley, Nolutshungu feels this is not easy to attain, given the contradictions of 

apartheid. 

 

Firstly, co-optation creates status incongruity and rank disequilibrium, both of which 

militate against the development of a harmony of interests between white and black elites. 

In status incongruity, the acquired status does not carry power commensurate with it. In 

contrast, in rank disequilibrium, there is no equality among incumbents falling within the 

same rank, particularly between black and white. The consequent disharmony results in 

relative deprivation on the part of the black elites, thus fanning protest. Secondly, political 

repression has imposed severe economic disabilities on Africans as a race and deprived 

the middle classes of access to the state, access which is necessary for the protection and 

advancement of their economic interests. Thirdly and 'most importantly' (my emphasis). 

" Models of middle-class accommodation invariably presuppose a black middle class with 

considerable ideological and political influence over the rest of their kind, sufficient to 

deflect workers and others less privileged from the paths of revolution" (Ibid:122). The 

strategy, therefore, calls for a middle class with sufficient hegemonic control over the 

masses, who are unlikely to immediately enjoy the fruits of incorporation. Nolutshungu 

finds this position difficult to obtain, since the black middle class neither has the economic 

power nor the traditional appeals for hegemony; the former because race laws have stifled 

the growth of a true black bourgeoisie, and the latter because the central state tampered 

with tradition in its attempts to create a collaborating elite. The South African middle-

class model of elite accommodation is thus predicated on a middle-class culture that lacks 

the appropriate ideological basis for hegemony. 

 

Finally, based on the history of black, particularly African, resistance, in which the elite 

has led opposition rather than collaboration with the state's programmes, Nolutshungu 

maintains that the state has not been able to raise a collaborating elite with sufficient 

credibility to successfully facilitate the state's programme of political engineering. 

 

Erwin and Webster, on their part, dealt with co-optation in the pre-reform era and thus 

offer a limited and one-sided conceptualisation. They define co-optation as "a process 

whereby the leadership of a conflict group is absorbed into the dominant group's 

institutions in such a way that no shift in the balance of power takes place. The opposition 

conflict group is given a platform without an independent power base. Hence, opposition 

is stifled without having to alter the distribution of power" (Erwin, A. and Webster, E. in 

L. Schlemmer and E. Webster, 1975:100). The definition is the product of its historical 

epoch. Conceptualised within Verwoerdian apartheid, it overlooks the dynamic nature as 

well as the unintended consequences of co-optation. For instance, the leadership from the 

dominated group may accept incorporation and, in due course, create relatively 

autonomous power bases. Selznick (1949) stresses this dialectic nature of co-optation by 

affirming that while the co-opting group wants participation, but only for itself, and does 

not want to surrender or even weaken its hold on power, in the long run, it has been 

discovered that co-optation leads to the sharing of power (Bloom and Selznick op Cit: 

228). 

 

Therborn does not specifically address South Africa but rather focuses on how, in general, 

the ruling class manipulates the resources at its disposal to increase support for the state. 

Co-optation is thus one form of incorporating outsiders into a predetermined system such 

that their inclusion does not alter the structures of power. According to this version, 

bourgeois democracy is a form of co-opting the working classes into the bourgeois state 

apparatus through free elections, universal suffrage and governmental responsibility to 

the electorate. However, it is the bourgeoisie that successfully determines the timing and 

modality of incorporation (democratisation), thus leaving the bourgeois institutions intact 
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and, therefore, managing to integrate the working class into a democratised bourgeois 

polity (Therborn, 1980). 

 

Co-optation, in Therborn's conceptualisation, is more than incorporating a handful of 

political leaders into the traditional elite; it is a large-scale social process whose objective 

is to bring about unity between the ruler and the ruled. However, the resultant unity is not 

symmetrical and herein lies the dialectic of co-optation since the lack of symmetry creates 

contradictions between co-optors and the co-opted. "Entry of the ruled classes into unity 

with their rulers provides both means to secure their active and willing submission and a 

platform for their demands and opposition" (Ibid:234). 

 

Robinson draws on historical evidence of colonial powers co-opting indigenous elites 

during imperial penetration into Africa and Asia. He then argues that, to accomplish their 

programmes at minimal cost, dominant groups relied on mediation by local indigenous 

elites on their behalf. However, such mediation was not without what the indigenous elites 

considered meaningful advantages accruing to their positions vis-à-vis the imperialists 

and their own subjects. Robinson thus postulates a theory stating that collaborative 

mechanisms comprise two linkages: "one consisting of arrangements between the agents 

of industrial society and the indigenous elites drawn into co-operation with them, and the 

other connecting these elites to the rigidities of local interests and institutions" (Robinson, 

R. 1972:121). The more efficient the collaborating elites were in solving the indigenous 

"politico-economic equations", the more facilitative they were to European imperialism 

and vice versa (Ibid: 122). Robinson's stand reinforces the dialectical nature of co-

optation, where the strategy of elite collaboration explains two processes: the relationship 

between governors and the governed, or between ruler and ruled. In the context of 

imperialism and its subsequent demise, it explains why Europe was able to rule large 

areas of the world so cheaply and with so few troops. It also explains the decolonisation 

process in terms of the growing ability of the independent movements in the colonies to 

disrupt the arrangements for collaboration or to use them for their own ends" (Ibid: 177). 
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Appendix C 

Full Version of Case 3: Data Presentation  
 

This appendix presents the full, unabridged version of Case 3, introduced in Chapter 16: 

Data Presentation, Analysis, and Interpretation. The case is reproduced here in full to 

provide readers with access to the complete structure, sequencing, and evidentiary layout 

used in presenting empirical material in a doctoral study. The condensed version of Case 3: 

Data Presentation in the main text foregrounds the logic of data organisation without 

reproducing extensive empirical detail. The full version preserved here serves as a reference 

exemplar, demonstrating how doctoral-level data presentation maintains clarity, 

proportionality, and coherence without lapsing into premature analysis. 

Case 3 illustrates how data may be presented in a manner that is: 

• systematically organised, 

• clearly aligned to the variables articulated in the problem statement and conceptual 

framework, and 

• analytically readable prior to formal interpretation. 
 

The purpose of this appendix is not to demonstrate analytical or interpretive techniques but 

to show how data are arranged, ordered, and displayed so that subsequent analysis is both 

possible and defensible. The full version preserves the original tables, narrative descriptions, 

and organisational logic that were necessarily abbreviated in the main chapter. 

Readers are encouraged to consult this appendix when: 

• structuring the data presentation chapter of a thesis, 

• deciding how to sequence empirical material by variable or theme, and 

• ensuring that data presentation remains distinct from interpretation. 

 

The Study on "Excluded and Invisible Children in Africa” (Source P Zulu 2006)  

 

Table 1:  Life Chances Indicators 
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Life chances indicators determine if an individual has a chance to live, including how 

long he or she may expect to live.  They include antenatal care coverage for expectant 

mothers, infant mortality (live births per 1,000 births), under-five mortality, and life 

expectancy. 

 

 

a) Antenatal Care Average 

Except Rwanda, which had experienced armed conflict in the 1990s, all countries with a 

high index of antenatal care coverage have stable governments, irrespective of the levels 

of democratisation.  On the contrary, the four countries with the lowest percentage of 

ante-natal care coverage, i.e., the Democratic Republic of Congo, Ethiopia and the Central 

African Republic, have either internal conflict (Congo DRC and Ethiopia) or have 

experienced turbulence as a result of armed conflict in neighbouring states (the Central 

African Republic).  The exception in this case is Egypt, where the low level of antenatal 

care could be attributed to factors other than armed conflict or weak governance. 

 

b) Infant Mortality 

Data on infant mortality have two reference points, 1990 and 2004. There are two notable 

observations to make.  The first is the infant mortality rate per 1,000 live births, and the 

second is an examination of this rate at the two reference points mentioned. Nine of the 

twenty countries have infant mortality ratios of over 110 per 1,000.  All, except Malawi, 

have experienced armed conflict or its spillover in the past 10 years.  The lowest ratios 

are in the countries with advanced economies and stable governments (Seychelles, 

Mauritius, Egypt, Namibia and South Africa).   Also, despite under-development, 

countries with stable governments have performed relatively better on this indicator 

(Ghana, Tanzania, Zimbabwe, Uganda, Gambia and Benin). 

 

Armed conflict appears to constitute a constant variable where the rate of infant mortality 

has risen between 1990 and 2004.  For instance, this figure rose from 103 to 117 per 

thousand in Cote d'Ivoire, and in Rwanda, it rose from 103 to 118.  The same position 

prevailed in the Central African Republic, where the spillover from the conflict in the 

Great Lakes region was felt intensely, and in Equatorial Guinea, where spillover from the 

conflict in neighbouring Côte d’Ivoire could have had an effect.  Both South Africa and 

Zimbabwe recorded slight increases from 1990, most probably because of HIV and AIDS 

reaching maturity. 

 

c) Under-Five Mortality 

As is the case with infant mortality, data on under-five mortality refer to two time periods, 

1990 and 2004.  The lowest figures are recorded in countries with relatively advanced 

economies and stable governments (Seychelles, Mauritius, Egypt, Namibia, and South 

Africa).  However, South Africa shows a slight increase from 1990 (60 to 67), an 

observation which could be attributed to the prevalence and maturity of AIDS in the 

country.  Significantly, despite the high figures (160:138) in Uganda, there is a remarkable 

decline between 1990 and 2004.  Uganda is often cited as one African country that has 

been able to reverse both the incidence and prevalence of HIV and AIDS within its 

borders. 

 

Relatively poorer countries demonstrate high figures for both periods. Still, this indicator 

shows a relative decline in poor but stable countries such as Benin, The Gambia, Ghana, 

Malawi, and Tanzania.  On the contrary, countries that have experienced armed conflict 

also show an increase rather than a decline in under-five mortalities.  This is true of Côte 

d’Ivoire, Rwanda, the Central African Republic and Equatorial Guinea, the latter two 
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more from spillover from neighbouring war-torn countries than from internal 

developments.  The exception in this case is Ethiopia, where a decline from 204 to 166 

was recorded. 

 

d) Life Expectancy at Birth 

This is an indicator which has been distorted significantly by the prevalence and maturity 

of the HIV and AIDS epidemic.  Also, all the factors causing the exclusion of children 

converge on this indicator.  Only two countries (Egypt and Mauritius) have a respectable 

life expectancy of more than 70 years.  Both countries are relatively well-developed 

economically and fall under the rubric of medium-income countries, and have a low, if 

not very low, incidence and prevalence of HIV and AIDS.  On the contrary, while South 

Africa and Namibia have fared well in all the other indicators in this sub-cluster and have 

compared favourably with Egypt, both have been disadvantaged considerably by HIV and 

AIDS.  The high HIV adult prevalence ratio in both countries (at 21.5 and 21.3 per cent, 

respectively), resulting in a very high population living with HIV in the 15 – 49 age group 

in South Africa (4,500 m – 6,200m), has decreased life expectancy considerably.  The 

case of Gambia and Ghana raises a different issue.    While the two countries have a very 

low HIV adult prevalence (at 1.2 and 3.1 per cent, respectively), have stable governments 

and have experienced no armed conflict in the past ten years or more,  both are poor and 

have economic dependency ratios above 10 per cent of their gross national income.  

Hence, although they have better life expectancies (at 56 and 57 years, respectively) than 

the rest of the countries in the sample, they are still well below those of Egypt and 

Mauritius.   

 

 “Data on infant mortality has two reference points, 1990 and 2004. There are two 

notable observations to make.  The first is the infant mortality rate per 1,000 live births, 

and the second is an examination of this rate at the two reference points mentioned. Nine 

of the twenty countries have infant mortality ratios of over 110 per 1,000.  All, except 

Malawi, have experienced armed conflict or its spillover in the past 10 years.  The lowest 

ratios are in the countries with advanced economies and stable governments (Seychelles, 

Mauritius, Egypt, Namibia and South Africa).   Also, despite under-development, 

countries with stable governments have performed relatively better on this indicator 

(Ghana, Tanzania, Zimbabwe, Uganda, Gambia and Benin).” 

“Armed conflict appears to constitute a constant variable where the rate of infant 

mortality has risen between 1990 and 2004.  For instance, this figure rose from 103 to 

117 per thousand in Cote d'Ivoire, and in Rwanda, it rose from 103 to 118.  The same 

position prevailed in the Central African Republic, where the spillover from the conflict 

in the Great Lakes region was felt intensely, and in Equatorial Guinea, where the 

spillover from the conflict in neighbouring Côte d’Ivoire could have had an effect.  Both 

South Africa and Zimbabwe recorded slight increases from 1990, most probably because 

of HIV and AIDS reaching maturity.” 

The third step in strategic logic is the analytical interpretative, which falls into a separate 

section described in 3.5 below.  

  

Conclusions: The section on Conclusions refers to the entire paper and not only to the 

variables in Table 1 above. 

The Report by the United Nations Children's Fund posits four factors: poverty, weak 

governments, armed conflict and HIV and AIDS as the root causes of the exclusion of 

children.  Only generalised and broad conclusions can be drawn from the data presented 

in this paper. 

First, it must be admitted that the conclusions are drawn from data based on national 

aggregates rather than individual cases, where a rigorous correlation analysis could be 

conducted.  For instance, there is no demonstrable indication of the social origins of the 
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units that make up the aggregates in each country.  We cannot ascertain, for example, if 

children from rich families in Uganda or Ethiopia have better access to immunisation 

programmes than children from poorer families.  Notwithstanding this admission, 

indications are that there is merit in the four broad postulates for exclusion. 

 

 Armed Conflict 

The data treated in this paper demonstrates that performance across all indicators 

declines significantly whenever armed conflict is a factor.  Understandably, armed 

conflict disrupts government performance, independent of the government's strengths or 

weaknesses.  Resources that would otherwise be directed to delivering goods and services 

to the population are channelled into warfare, and, on average, warfare is an expensive 

undertaking.  In addition, armed conflict drains the most productive human resource 

cohort, constituting a form of brain drain for the country.  Post-conflict reconstruction is 

another exercise that drains state resources drastically.  Armed conflict thus impacts 

negatively on the other factors of child exclusion, including poverty, governance and HIV 

and AIDS. 

 

 Poverty 

The impact of poverty on the capacity to allocate and distribute resources is axiomatic.  

The second observation is that poverty has a spiralling effect on children's exclusion.  

Once excluded from primary resources such as basic nutrition and basic health services, 

children will be excluded from life-changing resources such as education and child 

protection.  There is evidence from the data in this paper that poorer countries perform 

poorly relative to their better counterparts, and when mediated by other factors such as 

weak government and HIV and AIDS, the negative impact of poverty is exacerbated.  

Relatively resourced countries perform much better on the other indicators than their 

poorer counterparts.  For instance, despite being the epicentre of HIV and AIDS, South 

Africa’s performance on all the other indicators is light years ahead of that of Uganda, 

which was once the epicentre of HIV and AIDS in Africa.  Moreover, because of the 

poverty index, HIV and AIDS had a devastating effect on Uganda, wiping out almost 

entire villages.  Despite its gravity and magnitude, this has not been the case in South 

Africa, mainly because of the sound economic base that has enabled a health 

infrastructure to cope with the epidemic.   

 

 Weak Government 

The data indicate that countries with stable governments performed relatively better on 

the selected indicators than countries with weak governments.  To aggravate the situation, 

countries with unstable governments also tended to have experienced protracted armed 

conflict.   

 

 HIV and AIDS 

HIV/AIDS has a double-edged sword in the exclusion of children.  First, it reduces 

children’s physical life chances, and second, the epidemic afflicts the productive 

generation.  As young parents, people living with AIDS die from opportunistic diseases, 

but also, as the economically active age cohort, they are lost to the economic productivity 

of the country.  

 

 Concluding observations 

In conclusion, while a more rigorous analysis, such as multiple regression analysis, 

would demonstrate the extent of correlation between the four factors posited by the United 

Nations Children’s Fund, there is ample evidence from the data on selected indicators 

presented in this paper that poor-weak governments, armed conflict and HIV/AIDS 

constitute serious factors that exclude children from mainstream society.   
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Appendix D 

Full Version of Case 4: Data Presentation - Child Labour and the 

Timing of Marriage  

This appendix presents the full, unabridged version of Case 4, introduced in Chapter 16: 

Data Presentation, Analysis, and Interpretation. The case is reproduced here in full to 

complement Case 3 (in the same chapter) and further illustrate how data may be presented 

systematically, clearly, and analytically.  

The Study on “Child Labour and the Timing of Marriage” (Source: Makanishe, 2024) 

 

Evidence from focus group discussions with former child miners demonstrates how 

factors such as culture, income, education, loneliness, peer pressure, agency, and legal 

norms mediate the relationship between child labour and early marriage.   

 

The Cultural Environment 

Participants in both focus group cohorts and geographical locations alluded to five critical 

values associated with the marriage of one’s “child.”1 Firstly, it is seen as an indication 

of maturity where age and status coincide. When children marry, it enhances the status of 

their parents in the community; hence, they generally long to have their children married 

as soon as possible. As participants narrated, “When your son or daughter is not yet 

married, here at home, they cannot say that you are now old” (Older Cohort, Birhala, 

Burhinyi).  

Similarly, for the “child”, maturity status is apportioned based on marriage status rather 

than age per se. Therefore, to be called a “mushamuka” (a mature/responsible person), 

one “brings a wife home” (Older Cohort, Ibuga, Burhinyi).  

 

Secondly, the marriage of one’s child is perceived as a lifetime achievement for the parent 

to the extent that if one dies before celebrating the marriage of their child, this is 

considered an unacceptable loss.  Participants used the phrase “eating my child” as a 

metaphor for a wedding feast. In this context, early marriage becomes necessary and 

urgent, particularly if the marriage candidate’s parent is facing health issues. Hence, 

efforts are made, including increasing the child’s age, to ensure the civil authority 

officiates the marriage. 

 

“As a parent, if you realise that your health condition is not good anymore, you then say, 

‘I can go [pass away] without eating this child of mine, but I do not want them to elope. 

Again, if you look at the state and you realise that they will not allow you, and you have 

told them that they are still underage, you can convince them to free them so that their 

marriage can be blessed for me to also eat on my child first before I die. In that case, they 

can register the child” (Older Cohort, Birhala, Burhinyi). 

 

As evidenced in the excerpt above, it is believed that parents' participation in their 

children’s marriage ceremony is a blessing for the children. Therefore, parents often 

convince their “children” to marry earlier than later. Children often feel compelled to 

comply for fear of being cursed if their parent died while rejecting their plea for them to 

 
1  The use of the term ‘child’ in this context is not limited to persons under the age of 18. 



 

 

103 

marry when the parent was still alive.  For example, a participant whose sickly father 

asked him to marry as a teenager shared a story:  

 

“He [my father] used to tell me: my dear, you should take a wife because I feel the weight 

of poor health will not allow me to live longer. At that time, I even tried to neglect him, 

and I could not consider his words. My old father continued to suffer from his sickness 

because he had been sick for three consecutive years. Finally, he asked me if I had never 

understood what he had told me. When I approached my friends, they said, “That means 

that your father wants you to take a wife, so do it.” He then told me that “if I die without 

eating of your marriage, you will remain unlucky.” Finally, when I was 21 by then, I 

decided to marry” (Older Cohort, Birhala, Burhinyi). 

 

In this context, early marriage can occur as a result of children’s concerns about the death 

of a parent before celebrating their marriage, as further evidenced by the case of a 

participant in the younger/unmarried cohort who started courting at the age 17 years but 

could not proceed with marriage for economic reasons, “I started realising that us who 

no longer have one parent, it is a must for a person to court and marry sooner because 

the other parent will go without blessing you. That is why [I started courting] 

(Younger/Unmarried Cohort, Ibuga, Burhinyi). 

 

Thirdly, early marriage is conceived as a strategy to prevent illegitimate marriages. For 

marriage to be considered socially and culturally legitimate, it must conform to 

established religious and legal customs. Eloping or marrying after impregnating a girl is 

not sanctioned by such customs; hence, parents prefer their “children” to marry earlier 

than later, as narrated in the following excerpts:  

 

“A father may allow his son to get married because he fears his son may impregnate or 

elope with someone’s girl, which can cause him imprisonment. When the father thinks 

deeply, he allows his son to marry to avoid subsequent problems” (Older Cohort, Ibuga, 

Burhinyi). 

In fear of imprisonment and payment of damages or charges, parents encourage their 

children to marry early.  In the following extract from the focus group discussion, paying 

damages or charges is unwelcome because it wastes scarce resources that a parent could 

have used to secure legitimate marriages for his sons.  

 

“Yes, if your son can impregnate someone’s daughter, you can be imprisoned […] If you 

have three children, you must give them wives. The state officer can jail you if your son 

has impregnated someone’s daughter, then the state officer decides you bring him the 

cow you could have paid as bride price” (Ibid). 

 

Because the law prohibits the registration of marriage when one or both spouses are under 

18, the marriage undergoes a process of civil and religious legitimisation. Efforts are made 

to convince the civil authority to permit the marriage by all means, including adjusting 

the age of the marriage candidate to at least 18 years, as permitted by law. This is possible 

because of the country's poor birth registration system, which renders population records 

vulnerable to manipulation.  

 

Fourthly, early marriage is an opportunity for early reproduction, as culturally, having 

children at a younger age is valued to ensure family succession in the event of a parent’s 

untimely death. For example, in the older focus group cohort, participants explained the 

cultural imperatives underpinning early marriages among boys within the Shi.  
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“Here, among the Shi people, they say that a Shi child reproduces when he is still young 

because he must marry early before having access to those prostitutes. It is also worth 

noting that the father may die when his child has already married. This means that the 

son gives grandchildren for that man to preserve his name. The name must not be lost 

because we have many; there is a young man that we had here; he was already an adult; 

he died in vain, and his name was lost. That is why people are marrying early. Now, for 

those who came before us, there was a problem: if a person died like that, his belongings 

ended up in a bad place because there was no one to inherit them. They become the King’s 

property. If he only left girl children, his belongings are confiscated and belong to the 

King” (Older Cohort, Chiburhi, Luhwinja). 

 

As they further explained below, the capacity to reproduce rather than chronological age 

determined marriage timing:  

 

“For us who were marrying at that age [under 18], it was not a problem. Even if you had 

not reached the age of maturity, people were still marrying. Even if you were 17 years 

old, you could marry without a problem. The condition of saying that a person cannot 

marry before they turn 18 was to say that they cannot have children” (Ibid).  

 

In this context, the need for many children also affected marriage timing, leading to early 

marriages. According to a participant, “You find that the benefit of taking a wife is to get 

those children. You find that you were alone, tomorrow you find that you are six or seven” 

(Older Cohort, Birhala, Burhinyi).  

 

Finally, marriage provides the opportunity to care for siblings when one or both parents 

are absent. This may be due to death or other circumstances resulting in hardship for the 

family. Hence, the elder “child” is expected to care for his siblings. As explained in a 

focus group with the younger cohort:  

 

“Here at home [among the Shi people], you can find a child who is an orphan; the father 

died, and the mother died. They left him with siblings who were still too young […] to 

help them. If he gets a small amount of money there at the gold mine, he can feel obliged 

to marry early to see if he can help that family [...] [Probe: Can an orphan marry earlier 

even if he does not dig gold?] Yes, he could still marry if they left him with those children, 

so they, with his wife, would help each other with ideas and those of his relatives. What 

matters is that they get a job, whether it's gold [digging] or not. They will get some money 

in the house when they have a job. It is a must for him to rush into marriage; that is our 

[indicator of] progress here” (Younger Cohort, Chiburhi, Luhwinja).  

 

However, participants also indicated that early marriage as a means of caring for siblings 

was sometimes necessary even when parents were still alive. As a participant put it, 

“There is a person who can work, as my brother [co-participant] has said, even if he is 

not an orphan, and marry early to care for his younger siblings while the parents are there” 

(Ibid). This was particularly the case if a parent was ill or unable to support their family 

for whatever reason.  

 

Therefore, although early marriage can be socially necessary and culturally preferred over 

late marriage, the availability of resources, i.e., the financial capacity to start a family, 

eventually determines the timing of marriage. For example, A participant who betrothed 

a girl at the age of 19 years explained why he waited for two years to get married:  

 

“It was because of my irresponsibility that I noticed I did not abide by what my father 

told me. However, as he abruptly told me to marry, I recently told him I had no means 
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and that I felt I was not able to hold a woman yet. He told me to marry her and that he 

could take care of her. He said feeding her would be his concern. He was even obliged to 

build me a house; he even bought household furniture and gave it to me. He even gave 

me the wife and put her on my bed, and then I entered my home” (Older Cohort, Birhala, 

Burhinyi).  

 

However, not all parents can care for their son and his wife. Hence, marriage may be 

delayed if there are no alternative resources. For example, portraying economic status as 

a sine qua non for marriage timing, a participant expressed his wish:  

 

“I, too, according to my opinion and the way I see things, pray to God to help me because 

if God helps me, I would be happy if He gives me the means to build my home very well 

and have the wealth to say, ‘Yes, I can afford a woman now’. [This] is because sometimes, 

I see those who are marrying and have no wealth. Today, a man has nothing to say to his 

wife; if he dares to say something, the wife tells him, ‘Go away, poor. ’ If you try to say 

something, she tells you, ‘Go away, dog, you have no home - many things, such as 

quarrels day in and day out. Based on my means, I want to marry when I am 32” (Group, 

Younger/Unmarried Cohort, Chiburhi, Luhwinja). 

 

However, while cultural norms prevailed, countervailing norms in the culture could be 

equally influential in decision-making.  For instance, participants cited the norm that 

discourages junior siblings from getting married before their seniors. This constraint 

meant that some people may be unable to marry early despite the peer pressure to do so, 

as exemplified in the following quote:  

 

“I travelled to the forest. I was 16, but they asked me to cook, and I accepted because, as 

a 16-year-old, I could not marry before my senior brother, who was 18 and had not yet 

married. I am 16 and single, and because they asked me to cook, I got married. Because 

I am in the forest, they ask me to cook and prevent me from drinking the soup; I must 

endure […]. I could not marry when my age was not yet complete; I was still a small 

child” (Younger Cohort, Bujiri, Luhwinja).   

 

Against this socio-cultural backdrop, the dominant view across all the focus groups was 

that child labour in informal mining affected marriage timing and promoted early 

marriage through multiple mediating variables, with income earning and school dropout 

being the most commonly cited amongst other factors.  

 

Income  

Since informal mining is generally a money-making opportunity, evidence from 

participants' lived experiences shows that income was the most important mediator 

between child labour and the timing of marriage.  Asked whether anyone among them 

had married before they or their spouses turned 18, participants in both focus group 

cohorts and locations responded affirmatively, as evidenced in the extracts below:  

 

“Yes, some people willingly get married before 18; it depends on how big their pocket is. 

Others get married before 18 because they have become uncontrollable children. A boy 

can be 15, and he takes a wife; another can be 17, and he gets married. One of the 18 has 

done it wisely by taking all his time and not being in a rush” (Older Cohort, Ibuga, 

Burhinyi). 

“There are those who married before they reached 18, but I had passed that age when I 

married. I married someone who had not turned 18; she was 15 years old” (Younger 

Cohort, Chiburhi, Luhwinja). 
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While those who admitted to having married before they or their spouses turned 18 were 

in the minority, further instances of early marriage, where child miners married in their 

late teens to early twenties, were associated with income earned from informal mining. 

This timing was explained by the fact that access to income underpinned the perception 

of informal mining as a sustainable source of income and a sense of economic 

independence among child miners.  

 

i) Sustainable Source of Income 

Informal mining was perceived as a sustainable source of income, offering a quick, easy, 

and guaranteed income-earning opportunity where “there is much wealth”. Further 

narratives, as shown below, suggest that this often encourages early marriages among 

informal miners.  “A gold digger [who] gets much gold” and consequently, “thinks he has 

money and does not lack anything”, particularly if “a certain girl has attracted him” (Older 

Cohort, Ibuga, Burhinyi). Such an informal miner would “do that [marry] although he is 

not yet 18 years old”,  a claim endorsed by other participants in the younger focus group 

cohort in Luhwinja. The latter indicated that income had an enticing effect, leading boys 

to flaunt money to attract young girls, resulting in early marriages for girls as well. As 

stated below: 

 

“There was a problem because those girls were marrying very young. You realise that as 

a man, I went to the mining quarry, earned $2000 or $1500, and saw a beautiful girl at 

her home, going to school. I decided to do what it took: ‘This is the beautiful girl I want 

to choose’. When I chose her, I befriended her and am now courting her. In that process, 

I used the opportunity to show her $1000. She says, ‘Let me take the money’; if she takes 

it, it can lead to pregnancy and marriage while she is still young because she was 

impressed by the money” (Younger Cohort, Chiburhi, Luhwinja). 

 

Informal mining as a sustainable source of income encouraged early marriage on the 

premise that those who married before 18 could live a better life than those who married 

after 18. For example, the ability to replace vegetables with meat, as narrated in the 

excerpt below, symbolises status because vegetable rations are locally seen as a sign of 

poverty (lower cost) compared to meat consumption by wealthy households that can 

afford it.  

 

“Gold mining causes people to marry when they are still young; there is much wealth in 

the gold quarry. I can leave here today […] and ask my wife to remove her ‘isombe’ 

[cassava leaf vegetables] from the cooking place because I am still going to bring the 

meat. Moreover, after a few hours, I bring the meat [from the mining quarry]. I would 

then tell her, ‘Remove your vegetable and put it over there’ (Younger Cohort, Chiburhi, 

Luhwinja).  

 

However, the assumption was short-sighted, according to some participants:  

“Gold mining work before turning 18, and one gets married. If you have a place (a mining 

shaft) where you are getting money, you can be better off than the person who married 

after they turned 18. You can realise that your life is better if you are earning money. 

However, the only failure is if you marry early and you do not have a job where you are 

getting money, in the end, you will regret it because it will be a great failure” 

(Younger/Unmarried Cohort, Ibuga, Burhinyi).  

ii) Economic Independence  

Access to income from informal mining generally resulted in the economic emancipation 

of child miners as they felt economically independent and developed a sense of self-

efficacy - the feeling that one could afford the necessities associated with marriage and 

starting a new family. Hence, “[a gold] digger thinks he has money and does not lack 
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anything” and therefore, “he can feel the need or desire of getting married when a certain 

girl has attracted him” (Older Cohort, Ibuga, Burhinyi).  

 

As other participants in both focus group cohorts narrated their perceptions, “This gold 

[digging] job contributes to early marriage […]. Let us say now we find ourselves we 

already have money, we think that there is nothing we can fail to do in life” (Younger 

Cohort, Chiburhi, Luhwinja).   

 

“When you are young, nothing else can push you to get married except cash. This is 

because when you get money, you feel pushed to marry. After all, you do not lack 

anything; you have almost everything you need to take a woman. However, school-goers 

cannot because they seek everything from their parents; they are more focused on 

education and cannot get married too soon” (Older Cohort, Bujiri, Luhwinja). 

 

Financial independence entailed being able to build a house and acquire a plot of land and 

household necessities, as articulated in the following focus group extracts:  

 

“What makes them marry here is that there is much money. Secondly, children build 

houses; no one can earn their money and not build a house. A young man here has the 

means to buy a plot of land, which he did not inherit from his father. This is why you find 

that they are marrying a lot here. It is because of money; they know how to fend for 

themselves indeed” (Younger Cohort, Chiburhi, Luhwinja). 

 

The individual experiences show that possessing a house and acquiring other household 

necessities sometimes prompted immediate marriage decisions. This, for example, was 

the case of participants in the older cohort: “I left where I was looking for cash [through 

gold mining] because we got it in a day, then I went to the market to buy all my stuff, and 

I brought her [a wife] in the house” (Older Cohort, Birhala, Burhinyi). 

 

iii) Discretionary Income 

Further evidence shows that in a rural setting, child miners had “nothing else to do” with 

their income apart from marriage-related expenses. As participants in the older cohort 

maintained, “A clever child who is earning $2, $10, or $50 ends up marrying earlier 

because you do not know what else to do with the money” (Older Cohort, Chiburhi, 

Luhwinja). Although children often shared their income with their parents, they exercised 

their own discretion in spending the rest. As a participant narrated: “When he starts 

digging gold, or even if he is not digging, if he secures 1000Fc, for example, he will not 

give me all of it, but can give me 500Fc or 400Fc, and he can use the rest as he wishes” 

(Older Cohort, Birhala, Burhinyi). 

Spending the income on other things was considered a waste of resources; hence, a clever 

child would think about marriage as soon as they earned an income: “What makes us 

marry young is because of wealth. If I got to the river2 and found about two or five kilos3 

[of gold], I then wonder what I can do with it since I have my money. Then I decide to 

take a wife who will be ‘eating’ (spending) the money” (Older Cohort, Chiburhi, 

Luhwinja). 

 

iv) Preparedness for Marriage: Payment of Bride Price 

The bride price featured prominently. There was consensus that bride price is one of the 

advantages of working in informal mining. For example, “The only advantage I can say 

 
2 The metaphor ‘Going to the river’ alludes to working in alluvial mining.  
3 Kilos here is not the same as a kilo on the conventional weigh scale. It is relatively a small measure of gold 
valued at up to $1500 US, according to participants.  
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was that it [digging gold] helped me get a woman and nothing else” (Older Cohort, Bujiri, 

Luhwinja).   

 

Further, income leverage from informal mining assured parents that their offspring were 

ready for marriage, as was the case in the following extract:  

“The cause [for early marriage] is only digging because you find a boy who is my age 

[18 years] telling his father ‘, I want to marry’ If the father refuses, the child will not 

accept; he tells his father if you do not agree because of the bride price, I have so much 

[money], just augment it for me. Then the father gets convinced, and it is done directly”  

(Younger Cohort, Chiburhi, Luhwinja).   

 

The lived experiences cited below exemplify the role of income as the source of the bride 

price and leverage to secure parental support toward the marriage. 

“I made my decision because I married my wife when my father died. It was my elder 

brother who was with me. I went to the oldest and told him, ‘Father, I am going to take a 

woman.’ Then he asked me: ‘Boy, what do you have now?’ I told him, ‘That is how I see 

it. He told me not to get married that soon. I repeated to him that I needed a woman. 

Finally, he asked me to show him what preparations I had made. He noticed that I had 

about $50 US. I told him, “Here you are’. Then he added something to the money, and he 

bought me a cow that I gave as the bride price. I took a wife, and up to now, we live 

together with our children. That is it” (Older Cohort, Birhala, Burhinyi). 

 

“When I saw I was going to work, to dig gold and get cash, my heart sent me to marry a 

woman. I took engagement on my own and brought her in myself. I worked for it [the 

bride price] with my strength by digging for gold. My father never gave me anything 

because of anger; he only gave me when I had already paid the bride price. He gave me 

another bull, but I had already bought another with my efforts. He said, ‘Here is the bull 

I wanted to give you” (Ibid). 

 

In general, participants described income from informal mining as the only means that 

enabled them to marry without other sources of income.  

“… since I started digging gold, although I had not reached the age of 18 years, I can 

say that it was good because at my age now, I started it younger, and it has helped me 

until today. I can say it is good. I got a wife because of this job. I had no other means I 

could resort to. [Probe: How old were you when you took a wife?] I married when I was 

22 years old”. [Probe: Did your father not help with the bride price?] He gave us a cow, 

but we also got it from gold mining. We both contributed because he had nothing, and we 

shared the cost because he had nothing” (Younger Cohort, Ibuga, Burhinyi). 

v) Behaviour Shift 

There was a general perception among participants that child labour encouraged early 

marriages because access to income resulted in behaviour changes, as child miners 

adopted a cleaner and more socially appealing physical appearance.   

 

“For an intelligent child, digging for gold can change him quickly. It can first make him 

look clean and hygienic in his dressing, he can eat healthily, and he cannot talk wishy-

washy because he is satisfied with what he earns” (Older Cohort, Ibuga, Burhinyi). 

 

A socially appealing appearance is necessary because, on the one hand, it shows that the 

child miner is responsible or “intelligent”, as evidenced in the extract above. On the other 

hand, it is an attraction to a potential marriage mate.  

 

However, child labour in informal mining still influenced early marriage even when the 

attendant behaviour shift was negative. This is particularly true when the sense of self-
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determination underpinned by access to income resulted in some child miners becoming 

“uncontrollable” to adults, including their parents. As some participants in the older focus 

group cohort reiterated, “Gold has instilled bad manners into them; many have become 

irresponsible and uncontrollable because they are touching on money” (Older Cohort, 

Bujiri, Luhwinja). 

 

“Others get married before 18 because they have become uncontrollable children. A boy 

can be 15, and he takes a wife; another can be 17, and he gets married. One of the 18 has 

done it wisely by taking all his time, not in a hurry” (Older Cohort, Ibuga, Burhinyi). 

 

In some cases, marriage occurred despite parental endorsement and adherence to socio-

cultural norms. This is demonstrated by the lived experience narrated below:  

 

“What causes us to marry? I have an elder brother and a third sibling, the last child at 

home, who married a woman. There is nothing we did not do, including an attempt to 

chase him because he was under 18, but he had decided to marry that young anyway” 

[Probe: How old was he?] He had not reached 17; he was still too young [...]. What 

pushed him was money, which caused those kinds of marriages. When a child gets the 

money, he says, ‘I have not reached the age for marriage, so I cannot go to government 

offices to say that I want to marry. They will not allow me to marry, but now that I have 

my money, I am going to carry her at night. My father will realise once she is already at 

home. There are times when I can bring her home without her parents being aware of it” 

(Younger Cohort, Chiburhi, Luhwinja) 

 

Education  

The evidence from the focus group discussions shows that school dropout was the second 

most prevalent factor affecting marriage timing, leading to early marriage. Two factors 

account for this: 

(1) The opportunity to earn an income, which is not possible when one is still in school, 

as evidenced below:  

“We are witnessing that gold [mining] makes young boys consider marrying early. As 

you know, people who attend school do not get married as early as we gold diggers do. 

Sometimes, you can have a chance and find enough gold; then you decide to get married 

even if you are below 18” (Older Cohort, Bujiri, Luhwinja).   

 

As indicated earlier and evidenced below, access to income triggered a sense of economic 

sufficiency and independence from parents.   

 

“When you are very young, nothing else can push you to get married, except cash, 

because when you get money, you start feeling pushed to get married, as you do not lack 

anything; you have almost everything you need to take a woman. However, school-goers 

cannot because they seek everything from parents; they are more focused on education 

and cannot get married untimely” (Older Cohort, Bujiri, Luhwinja).  

 

(2) Short-sightedness concerning life and the future, where the absence of or insufficient 

education “compromises the capacity to think”. 

This is generally the case among child miners.  As a younger focus group cohort 

participant explained, “They are getting married because the job of digging gold is 

misleading them. Many marry untimely because, in everything they do, they see that 

getting married is the only activity that remains in this world. However, that is wrong, 

and they are misguiding themselves” (Younger Cohort, Ibuga, Burhinyi).   
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An early school dropout, according to other participants, was expressed in child miners 

being unable to think logically about better investment options for a better future, as they 

are stuck in “gold-digging”; “forget about any other activity”; and “the only 

preoccupation you have is to marry” (Ibid). Some participants endorsed this view with 

their lived experiences. They posited that their decision to marry followed the realisation 

that they had dropped out of school early and were now working in informal mining. For 

example, one of them explained, “When we reached grade 4, we stopped going to school, 

we continued in those activities [gold mining], and when we realised that, we started 

taking wives” (Older Cohort, Birhala, Burhinyi).  

 

Although another participant (in this cohort but at a different location) indicated that he 

married at 23 years, he argued that he considered it too early, but had to marry because 

he was not studying. He is one of the participants who were pushed into informal mining 

by socio-economic challenges and limited access to education. In his view, the lack of 

access to education, rather than income from informal mining per se, underpinned his 

decision to marry. As he narrated: “You cannot say that soup [a metaphor for money] can 

make you marry if you were not prepared … that age of 23 at which I married was early 

marriage because I was not studying. However, if I were studying to say that I want to 

get an honours or a bachelor’s degree, I would not have been prepared [to marry] until 

now” (Older Cohort, Bujiri, Luhwinja).  

 

The view was further buttressed by the evidence from the focus group with the 

younger/unmarried cohort (aged 18-23 years), who mainly indicated that the main reason 

why they were still unmarried was education, as they were still studying. This would not 

enable them to meet the basic needs of a spouse. Some of them also invoked the law that 

prohibits persons under the age of 18 years from entering into marital relations, as 

evidenced by the  excerpts below: 

 

“The reason why I am not yet married is that I am still studying. If I marry at this age 

while I am still studying, I will dump studies as the wife will be claiming what to eat from 

me” (Group, Younger/Unmarried Cohort, Chiburhi, Luhwinja). 

 

“The reason why I am not yet married is to realise that I am still young and I am a learner. 

The law also says that a learner is not supposed to marry while they are still studying. 

[…] because I can marry her today at my age, then you realise that I married her today 

and left her tomorrow. You find that I do not listen to what she says. She can say, ‘My 

husband, let us do this. ’ But I am not there because I married too young” (Ibid).  

 

Loneliness  

Some participants in at least two focus groups cited loneliness as the main reason that 

pushed them to marriage. This was particularly experienced when family members were 

absent or distant. Hence, marriage was an alternative strategy to obtain socio-economic 

support. For example, a younger focus group cohort participant in Luhwinja likened 

loneliness to hardship, arguing that “There is hardship that can make one marry [Probe: 

what hardship, for example?] Let us say, for example, a person lives far away from their 

parents, lives alone, parents are not close relatives are not close to you, then you say, ‘I 

will do this; maybe a woman will help me with different ideas” (Younger Cohort, 

Chiburhi, Luhwinja). 

 

Similarly, the lived experiences of some participants in the older focus group cohort in 

Burhinyi provide a more substantiated narrative of how loneliness may affect the timing 

of marriage. Income earned from informal mining precipitated the decision, as shown 

below:  
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“[What] caused me to take a wife in the first place? I realised that I was now the last 

child in the house. My father had passed away, and my mother was alone, very old, and 

had lost strength. I said that I wanted to take a wife. I can no longer live like this without 

a wife; all my sisters are now married. Then I said that I would take a wife to help my 

mother with chores, and thereafter, if God allows us to bear children, we would also have 

our own family. When I got married, I realised the benefit of taking a wife; if I earn USD 

10, there is a time when I spend all of it in vain, but when I got married, I realised that if 

I bring my USD 20, my wife tells me that we should be a chicken or a pig for farming. I 

then began to see that benefit; after five years, I started to see a significant change. We 

got to the field with the wife, we came back, and we brought what we could eat. You find 

that the goat we bought will help us earn USD 50 tomorrow, so that I can buy a garment 

for my wife and shoes for myself. Tomorrow, you will find that life has become better than 

when I was single because money had no one to look after; it was being wasted (Older 

Cohort, Birhala, Burhinyi).  

 

Peer Pressure 

Participants in at least two focus groups with the younger cohort in both locations cited 

peer pressure as a factor in their decision to marry. Peer pressure affects marriage timing 

in two forms. The first is where child miners hanging around with their female spouses 

also encouraged others to find their spouses.  The case below describes how, under peer 

pressure, a participant began courting at age 17.  

 

“I was also 17 years old. What made me start courting is that there is a time when you 

find your peer marching with a girl, and then you see another girl, then you say, ‘Let me 

also date this one, let whatever that may happen if to die, let me die with her. That is why 

I started courting” (Younger/Unmarried Cohort, Ibuga, Burhinyi). 

 

The second form of peer pressure is that older, married informal miners often treated 

unmarried miners as inferior and undeserving of respect, as marriage is generally seen as 

a symbol of responsibility and maturity, as evidenced in the narrative below: 

 

“I agree, digging gold can cause a person to marry early because, for us who go to the 

forest [alluding to migrating to remote areas for mining], fellow men can cause one to 

marry. Sometimes, you find that they are discriminating against you, saying the 

unmarried man must go and cook for married men to eat. They even tell you that an 

unmarried man cannot drink soup. Then you also decide to go and marry” (Younger 

Cohort, Bujiri, Luhwinja).  

 

The decision to marry, in this instance, is driven by younger miners' need to gain social 

relevance, acceptance, and respect from older, married colleagues. However, other 

participants maintained that while peer pressure played a role in the timing of marriage, 

resource constraints were equally important. Early marriage will not occur if one does not 

have a house or if a child miner cannot manage his income appropriately, i.e., in a manner 

that enables him to build a house and acquire household necessities. 

 

Agency  

A few participants who challenged the view that child labour affected marriage timing 

argued that marriage timing depended on individual decisions and mental preparedness, 

and was not necessarily driven by income-earning or peer pressure. For example, a 

participant who married at the age of 24 years argued, “If a person says ‘I want to marry, 

it is a decision; I want to marry for this reason, I have to wait because of this [reason]. If 

I say I want to marry now, it means there is nothing else but a wife. However, if you base 
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your decision on the fact that they have intimidated you, that is not what you should focus 

on” (Younger Cohort, Bujiri, Luhwinja). 

 

Participants cited various factors that influence individuals' decisions to marry.  The first 

was time. For example, a participant in the younger cohort who married at the age of 23 

years narrated his personal experience: “Even if a person earns 40kg [of gold], if the 

person has not felt the need to marry, money cannot cause me to marry. It is a choice 

when I say that ‘I now want to marry a woman’. [What influences that choice?] It has to 

be time now. You find that your age, if you are 25 years old, they say, ‘That person is 

already gone [old]’. If I am 25 years old, depending on where I am, I can say that it is 

time for me to take a wife now. Moreover, there is a person who is already 40 years old 

but has not yet married. Is it because they cannot find a woman? It is a person’s will to 

say, ' I can also marry now' (Younger Cohort, Bujiri, Luhwinja).   

 

Personal needs were the second factor.  A participant who married at 25 years old 

typically narrated his experience, “… That is what motivated me to marry. I told the older 

man [my father] that there was nothing I was doing; I would be travelling [to mining 

quarries] while this woman was there [at home]. Then I start moving around because it 

is my time. I say that I will be going, and when I return from work, there is no one to serve 

me bathing water” (Ibid).    

 

Thirdly, discussants cited preparedness for marriage. They emphasised that the decision 

to get married is not simply due to pressure from married colleagues, but because one is 

mentally prepared to marry.  

 

 “I started digging at the age of 12 years, and now I am 20 years old. I have not taken a 

wife because I still do not have a house. [Probe: Why did you not build a house with the 

money from digging gold?] I did not have the intelligence to save money, I was misusing 

it” (Older Cohort, Bujiri, Luhwinja).  

 

Legal Constraints 

Some participants alluded to the legal prohibition of child marriages as a reason why child 

labour in informal mining may not lead to early marriage. Participants were asked about 

the situation before the legal ban on child labour in 1990, which indicated that marriage 

under the age of 18 was permitted for girls only.  

 

“It is for girls that the state was registering marriage for those who were under 18, but 

for boys, they were not registering. That is because girls were getting married at 16, 17, 

or 15 years old in the past. But now no man can say he married at the age of 15 or 16 

years, no one” (Older Cohort, Birhala, Burhinyi).  

 

The prohibition of child marriage for boys entailed that boys were expected to pursue 

their education; hence, taking a “wife at the age of 25, 22 or 20 years” would be 

considered as early marriage by some people (Older Cohort, Birhala, Burhinyi). This is 

not necessarily the case for girls whose education was perceived as a waste of time and 

resources, because once married, they would not make use of it.  

 

“Here, among the Bashi, parents do not often send girl children to school; they prefer to 

send boys in most cases. Out of three girls at home, one stops in third-year primary 

school, and the other in third-year secondary school, because you are sending only males, 

and then the females end up in marriage. [Probe: And what pushes parents to send boys 

only?] That is an old tradition. There is someone who says that ‘I will not send women 
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and girls who will be married, and when they marry, they forget about it’” (Group, Older 

Cohort, Chiburhi, Luhwinja). 

 

The current legal disposition prohibits child marriage for both boys and girls. This 

paradigm shift is underpinned by the recent political development as the government 

focuses on ending child marriages. 

Conclusion  

There is strong qualitative evidence in this chapter showing that there was a close link 

between child labour and early marriage. Operational factors in the political economy of 

informal mining play a pivotal influence on child labour and early marriage. Evidence 

from focus group discussions corroborated this, demonstrating the mediating factors 

through which child labour affected marriage timing. Such factors include the socio-

cultural context where early marriage was generally preferred over late marriage and the 

dominant role of economic factors, mainly income and education, the latter being an 

outcome of economic locus. Particularly, since the generally accepted marriage processes 

were premised on the availability of economic means, marriage would be delayed in the 

absence of finance. Informal mining, as the primary and only source of income, 

encouraged early marriage. Moreover, education was a factor as children who worked in 

informal mining were those who did not go to school or had dropped out of school because 

of the lack of household and public support for education. While agency and peer pressure 

were significant mentions, they operated within a playing field already determined by the 

political economy of child labour in informal mining.    
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Appendix E 

Full Version of Case 5: Data Presentation, Analysis, and Interpretation - 

Co-optation and Political Engineering under Apartheid 

This appendix contains the complete version of Case 4, which is referenced in the chapter on 

data presentation, analysis, and interpretation in a condensed analytic form. The case is 

reproduced in full to provide readers with access to the extended analytical reasoning, 

interpretive depth, and evidentiary detail that underpin the conclusions drawn in the main text. 

Case 9 illustrates how data are not merely presented but analytically interrogated and 

interpreted in relation to the problem statement, conceptual framework, and theoretical 

framework. The case demonstrates the movement from empirical material to interpretation and 

conclusion, highlighting the role of inference, logical consistency, and theoretical sensitivity. 

While the condensed version included in the chapter foregrounds the logic of analysis, the full 

version allows readers to examine: 

• how patterns are identified within data, 

• how interpretation is distinguished from description, and 

• how conclusions are warranted without overreach. 

This appendix is intended as a reference resource for readers who wish to: 

• study advanced examples of doctoral-level data analysis, 

• refine their interpretive reasoning, or 

• understand how empirical findings are translated into defensible scholarly claims. 

The study on “Co-optation and Political Engineering under Apartheid” (Source: 

Zulu, 1991). 

The empirical findings in this thesis have produced a number of themes, most of which 

bear relevance to the theoretical discourses on co-optation as a process of social 

engineering. The architects of co-optation hoped to create a terrain that, by capitalising 

on material and status rewards, would limit the range of political and ideological 

alignments for those who would be incorporated to the terms prescribed and dictated by 

the ruling group. The outcome would be subordinates' acceptance of political changes, 

leaving the ruling group virtually in control of both political and economic power for a 

considerable period. However, several pertinent observations have emerged from the 

empirical findings.     
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The Primacy of the Political 

In the first instance, respondents saw co-optation in political rather than economic terms. 

This was demonstrated in their strong identification with the extra-parliamentary mass 

mobilisation movements in terms of ideology and strategy. The extra-parliamentary 

organisations are distinctly political in their formation and articulation, although they also 

engage in economic formulations. This is understandable, given that, in the main, the 

disenfranchised are economic underdogs as well.  Secondly, respondents articulated their 

views more in political than in economic terms.  Their rejection of co-optation was based 

on their inability to meet fundamental human rights. This was the case specifically with 

regard to the national question, i.e., who does the state actually represent? Respondents 

first perceived the state as a white regime representing the political and economic interests 

of the white race. Secondly, they saw the struggle for political control as an assertion by 

the black people fighting for political and economic equality through inclusion in a single 

non-racial state.  

A number of analysts, notably Adam and Moodley, Nolutshungu and Roodie, maintain 

that the problem in South Africa is primarily political and that other forms of deprivation, 

such as economic and status deprivation, flow from this (Adam and Moodley 1986, 

Nolutshungu 1983 and Roodie 1987). Adam and Moodley argue that “A frustrated 

bourgeoisie wants to capture state power in order to alter the system that excludes it” 

Adam and Moodley, 1986: 147). Echoing the same theme, Nolutshungu states, “The basic 

reason is that both the alignments for conservation and those that demand change are 

defined, in the first place, in terms of political rather than economic relations. Positions 

occupied by the various ‘races’ in the order of domination itself modify the general social 

effects of the positions they occupy in the relations of production” (Nolutshungu : 1983: 

xii).  Finally, in an appraisal of black alienation from the existing socio-economic system, 

Roodie asserts that blacks, particularly the elite and opinion-makers, increasingly see 

political rights as the chief route to and direct access to equal socio-economic 

opportunities (Roodie: 1988).  

 The extra-parliamentary opposition provides a vehicle of expression for the 

disenfranchised masses. The strategic logic concurs well with the aspirations and 

expressions of the African elites, as demonstrated in this sample. Central to the strategic 

logic of the extra-parliamentary opposition is the demand for the creation of a “free, non-

racial and democratic South Africa’ through the realisation of a ‘one person, one vote 

system.’ That is purely a political demand based on the belief in the principles of liberty, 

equality and justice.  Roodie (1987) confirms this in his observation that the common 

denominator of the extra-parliamentary organisations is that they identify with the 

aspirations defined by blacks, to a greater or lesser extent, in terms of human rights and 

experience some or other form of deprivation. 

That respondents conceptualised co-optation negatively and in political terms has certain 

implications.  Firstly, architects of co-optation marketed it in ethical and moral terms, 

with financial and status rewards attached. Homeland parliamentarians, town councillors, 

members of the tricameral parliament, and bureaucratic functionaries in state institutions 

were portrayed as serving their own people and received mass coverage in the 

government-controlled media, such as radio and television, as well as in the liberal press.  

Secondly, through mediation on behalf of the collaborating elites, the state intended to 

promote the co-optation strategy to hegemonic status. The state not only endowed 

collaborating elites with power, but it also intervened decisively in their favour when their 

positions were challenged.  Collaborating elites were therefore not only granted status and 

power but also a hegemonic position in black politics. That this did not succeed as 

designed is a function of the strength of the rejection of the co-optation strategy.  Two 
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significant observations can be made from the findings in this thesis. 

Firstly, the respondents' strong identification with the extra-parliamentary mass 

movement indicates that, at an ideological level, co-optation has had very little impact. 

Secondly, respondents in this thesis rejected the gradualist accommodation politics, as 

envisaged in the reform packages of the early to mid-1980s.   It is not difficult to establish 

reasons for the above developments. Strong support for the anti-gradualist confrontational 

strategies for change suggests an impatience with the pace of change emanating from the 

co-optation strategy.  Support for the extra-parliamentary position implies acceptance of 

their ideological position.  This demonstrates a case of aspirational deprivation on the part 

of the dissenting elites, the majority of whom are economically well-off relative to their 

group and, in some instances,  in universal terms as well  However, the same elites resent 

the politico-legal obstacles that (a) stand on their way to full economic incorporation and 

(b) block and frustrate their political and status ambitions. Roodie (1987) maintains that 

there is an asymmetrical relationship between black socio-economic development and 

black political accommodation. He argues that this creates status incongruity, which 

infuriates and radicalises blacks. The strong anti-collaborationist line demonstrated by the 

respondents in this thesis calls into question the capacity of co-optation and reform as 

hegemonic processes.  A necessary condition for co-optation is that it at least creates a 

climate that facilitates the absence of strong opposition. Strong support for anti-gradualist 

and confrontationist strategies negates this very basic condition at the ideological level.  

The Dilemma of Collaboration as Strategic Brinkmanship 

While the above observations reflect the political and ideological inclinations of the 

majority of respondents in this thesis, the views were far from homogeneous, both within 

the respondents and across the indicators of co-optation. There were broadly two distinct 

cultures that emerged from the findings: a dominant anti-collaborationist culture to which 

a vast majority of respondents subscribed (and which has been described above) and a 

mild culture of tolerance and acquiescence, if not resignation, shared by a minority of the 

respondents, particularly within the group comprising the ‘constrained’ elites. What is of 

particular significance here is that co-optation is not a numbers game since the state can 

always prop up and bolster its sympathisers in times of crisis.  Respondents within the 

minority culture, though not approving of apartheid, perceived merit in reform and did 

not see co-optation as collaboration into subservience but rather as a gradual gaining of 

access to power and influence. At an ideological level, they tended to ignore questions of 

principle in favour of practical developments, masquerading as pragmatism. This blurs 

the boundaries between pragmatism and opportunism and raises the question of whether 

these individuals respond to co-optation in terms of immediate personal gain rather than 

long-term national benefits.   

Robinson’s exposition of collaborating elites eventually using the symbols of the colonial 

system to create opportunities for freedom, or Bloom and Selznick’s postulation that co-

optation can lead to the eventual sharing of power, can only be verified by the outcome 

(Robinson: 1972; Bloom and Selznick: 1977). Beyond the empirical demonstration of the 

collaborating elites' inability to perceive co-optation in terms of its long-term potential to 

undermine the dominant group, developments within the collaborative culture, in general, 

have failed to effectively demonstrate the dialectic nature of co-optation, as explained at 

the conceptual stage of this thesis.  Co-opted elites have, in national terms, shifted more 

towards absorption into the instruments of the dominant group than towards championing 

the case of subordinates. This has been the case in the homelands, where four have opted 

for ‘independence’, while developments in the non-independent ones do not show any 

significant difference. 

Adam and Moodley (1986) make a distinction between collaboration, as envisaged in the 
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case of homelands that have not opted for independence, and the tricameral parliament 

and pragmatic institutional opposition, as demonstrated by Inkatha on the one hand and 

the unions on the other. Grouping Inkatha, which is a strategic homeland-based institution 

created ‘from above’ together with the unions, which are ‘grassroots’ shop floor 

organisations, raises specific fundamental questions, particularly at the level of ideology 

and strategy. For instance, Inkatha’s track record is not different from that of other 

homelands.  Inkatha administers local-level functions just like any other homeland.  The 

difference between the Transkei and KwaZulu is only a matter of degree, or at best 

statutory.  Statements by the KwaZulu hierarchy that Inkatha has created a liberated zone 

beg the question: “whose liberation?”   

Although Adam and Moodley conducted their analysis four years ago, and this thesis 

benefits from hindsight, there was a clear ideological distinction between Inkatha and the 

unions at the time of Adam's analysis.  Events since then have demonstrated the 

limitations of the strategy of trying to change the ‘system ’ from within. The reality is that 

he who pays the piper calls the tune. Inkatha has not only been unable to change the 

system from within; it has eventually been absorbed into the state apparatus – a logical 

development given the vast power of the South African state, both as the dispenser of the 

rewards and an ideological force.  Evidence of Inkatha’s role in the violence against the 

extra-parliamentary opposition since 1985, and particularly its alliance with the state 

security apparatus in suppressing resistance, is clearly articulated in Aitcheson 1990, 

Gwala  Z 1985, Gwala N 1988, Kentridge 1990, Mare and Hamilton 1987,  Mare and 

Ncube 1990, Meer 198 and Zulu 1988. The ideological leanings of a majority of 

respondents within the ‘constrained’ group, as well as the politics of loyal resistance 

practised by Inkatha, clearly demonstrate the complexity of co-optation together with the 

power of the state to mould the ideological destiny of collaborating elites decisively, 

irrespective of how strategic the objectives of such collaboration were at the beginning.  

Co-optation and Racial Separation are Mutually Incompatible 

Evidence in this thesis suggests that the majority of the elites do not see the possibility of 

‘creating space’ within the system of white supremacy through collaboration. Perhaps this 

reflects the subjects' realisation of the state's determination to maintain white power.  In 

the South African political context, co-optation has taken the form of inclusion within 

separation, where incorporated blacks have not joined the mainstream of society but have 

rather been elevated within their ‘own group’ and, in general, are still subservient to 

whites. Not surprisingly, therefore, this evoked rejection among blacks who perceive the 

strategy as an extension of apartheid. Further, experience has demonstrated to blacks that 

the state does not envisage, in its intended programme, to create a single non-racial South 

Africa, which is the final goal of the disenfranchised. On this account, there is total 

rejection by the elites of any form of either gradualism or federalism on the grounds that 

both constitute devices to maintain the status quo of white power and black subordination.        
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