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In this theoretical paper, the authors provide an overview of mathematics education as a research domain, 
identifying and briefly discussing four transitions or historical moments in mathematics education 
research. Using the Instructional Triangle as a point of reference for the dynamics of mathematics 
instruction, they illustrate how mathematics education researchers working in different moments explore 
different questions and use different theoretical perspectives. The authors then provide brief summaries of 
critical theory and postmodern theory, and suggest critical postmodern theory (CPT) as a hybrid theory 
that offers new possibilities for conceptualizing and conducting mathematics education research. 

.eyZords� 5esearch Methods 

Introduction 

,n this theoretical paper, to critically e[amine and deconstrXct the persistent ineTXities of mathematics 
edXcation or, more specifically, to open Xp the ³fictions, fantasies and plays of poZer inherent in 
mathematics edXcation´ �WalNerdine, 2004, p. viii�, Ze maNe a case for considering critical postmodern 
theory �CP7� �.incheloe 	 Mc/aren, 1994� Stinson 	 %XllocN, 2012a� in mathematics edXcation 
research. We believe that CP7 provides a means to maNe visible the 7roMan +orse of the mathematics for 
all rhetoric �Martin, 2003�. We strXctXre the paper into tZo sections. ,n the first section, Ze provide an 
overvieZ of mathematics edXcation as a research domain, identifying and briefly discXssing foXr 
transitions or moments in mathematics edXcation research. We Xse the familiar Instructional Triangle �see 
1ational 5esearch CoXncil, 2001, p. 314� as a point of reference for the dynamics of mathematics teaching 
and learning to illXstrate hoZ mathematics edXcation researchers ZorNing in different moments e[plore 
different TXestions and Xse different theoretical perspectives. ,n the second section, Ze provide brief 
sXmmaries of critical theory and postmodern theory, and sXggest CP7 as a hybrid theory that offers neZ 
possibilities for conceptXali]ing and condXcting mathematics edXcation research. �For a significantly 
revised and e[panded version of this argXment see Stinson 	 %XllocN, 2012a, 2012b.� 

Theoretical Transitions in Mathematics Education Research 

2Xr intent here is not to offer a comprehensive history of mathematics edXcation as a research domain, 
that has been done elseZhere �.ilpatricN, 1992�. %Xt rather to briefly oXtline foXr transitions or historical 
moments of mathematics edXcation research� the process±prodXct moment �1970s±�, the interpretivist±
constrXctivist moment �1980s±�, the social�tXrn moment �mid 1980s±�, and the sociopolitical�tXrn moment 
�2000s±�. We do not see these moments as linear phases of progress bXt rather as distinct yet overlapping 
and simXltaneoXsly operating theoretical perspectives or paradigms. 7herefore, Ze do not identify end 
dates. FXrthermore, Ze Xnderstand that oXr attempt to marN the beginning of a moment Zithin a specific 
decade is someZhat misleading, given that there have been edXcation scholars and researchers �mavericNs� 
Zho began developing different possibilities for mathematics edXcation research long before the decades 
that Ze identify �e.g., Marilyn FranNenstein >1983�1987@ began e[ploring the sociopolitical implications of 
critical mathematics edXcation several years before the sociopolitical�tXrn moment of the 2000s�. 

%ecaXse mathematics edXcation draZs from a nXmber of disciplines, it is sXrprisingly difficXlt to 
characteri]e, and research in mathematics edXcation is perhaps even more difficXlt to define �Silver 	 
.ilpatricN, 1994�. 1onetheless, as Ze acNnoZledge the difficXlty in ³defining´ mathematics edXcation 
research, Ze start oXr discXssion Zith the 1970s and identify this decade as the beginning of the process±
prodXct moment. Most of the research in this moment attempts to TXantify effective mathematics teaching� 
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TXantitative statistical inference is the primary methodology. +ere, mathematics teachers¶ classroom 
practices are described �process� and linNed to stXdent oXtcomes �prodXct�� limited effort is made to 
describe the decision�maNing processes of teachers or stXdents �e.g., Good 	 GroXZs, 1979�. SecXrely 
embedded in the (nlightenment �i.e., the Age of 5eason�, this moment is theoretical groXnded in 
positivism. ,ts aim is to predict social phenomena by ³obMectively´ observing and measXring a 
³reasonable´ Xniverse. ,n the late 1970s and early 1980s, hoZever, mathematics edXcation researchers 
began transitioning aZay from a reliance on statistical inference. An analysis of manXscripts sXbmitted to 
and pXblished by the Journal for Research in Mathematics Education betZeen the early 1970s to the mid 
1990s shoZed that by the end of the 1990s ³mathematics edXcation had oXtgroZn its dependence on 
statistical techniTXes in favor of TXalitative methodologies adapted from sXch disparate research 
disciplines as anthropology, psychology, history, philosophy, and sociology´ �/ester 	 /ambdin, 2003, 
p. 1676�. 

And becaXse research methodologies are ine[tricably linNed to theoretical perspectives �/eCompte, 
Preissle, 	 7esch, 1993�, this favoring of TXalitative methodologies transitioned some mathematics 
edXcation researchers into neZ theoretical perspectives sXch as interpretivism and constrXctivism. 
AlthoXgh embedded in the (nlightenment, Zithin the interpretivist±constrXctivist moment �1980s±�, the 
aim of research is not to predict social phenomena, bXt rather to Xnderstand it �e.g., Steffe 	 7]Xr, 1994� 
7hompson, 1984�. +ere, mathematics teaching and learning is e[amined Zithin the dynamic interactions 
betZeen teachers�and�stXdents and stXdents�and�stXdents as they engage Zith mathematics in the 
classroom� often illXstrated in the familiar Instructional Triangle �see 1ational 5esearch CoXncil, 2001, p. 
314�. 

%Xt as mathematics edXcation researchers continXe to e[plore the comple[ities of mathematics 
teaching and learning, adapting theoretical perspectives and methodologies from other disciplines, some 
begin to Xnderstand the indispensable reTXirement of e[ploring not only the comple[ities of the 
,nstrXctional 7riangle bXt also the comple[ities of conte[tXali]ing stXdents, teachers, and mathematics 
�Stinson, 2006�. ,n so doing, they maNe the social turn in mathematics edXcation research �/erman, 2000�. 
7he social tXrn signals something different in mathematics edXcation research, namely, the emergence of 
theoretical perspectives that ³see meaning, thinNing, and reasoning as prodXcts of social activity´ �/erman, 
2000, p. 23� �e.g., %oaler, 1998� Carraher, Carraher, 	 Schliemann, 1987� Cobb, PerlZit], 	 UnderZood, 
1996�. /erman caXtioned, hoZever, that the greatest challenge for mathematics edXcation researchers Zho 
ZorN Zithin the social tXrn ³is to develop accoXnts that bring together agency, individXal traMectories«and 
the cXltXral, historical, and social origins of the Zays people thinN, behave, reason, and Xnderstand the 
Zorld´ �p. 36�. 5esearchers in this moment in general do not abandon psychology altogether²a discipline 
that has had a seminal inflXence �.ilpatricN, 1992�²bXt rather call for a sociocXltXral, discXrsive 
psychology in Zhich mathematics teaching and learning might be Xnderstood as a particXlar moment in the 
]oom of a lens �/erman, 2001�. 

%y ]ooming oXt, researchers e[plore not only the comple[ities of the concentric conte[ts in Zhich the 
,nstrXctional 7riangle is embedded �e.g., classroom, school, district, commXnity, society� bXt also the 
mXltiplicities of the sociocXltXral and sociohistorical discoXrses that constrXct and continXoXsly shape 
those conte[ts �Weissglass, 2002�. %y ]ooming in, researchers e[plore the dynamic comple[ities of hoZ 
sociocXltXral and sociohistorical discoXrses have constrXcted and continXoXsly shape stXdents, teachers, 
and mathematics²thXs, the possibility of the very e[istence of the triangle. 7his bacN�and�forth ]ooming 
of the lens motivates different TXestions to e[plore regarding the conte[tXali]ation of the triangle as Zell 
as stXdents, teachers, and mathematics. 7his bacN�and�forth ]ooming has also resXlted in a small �bXt 
groZing� nXmber of mathematics edXcation researchers abandoning theoretical perspectives that 
investigate Xnderstanding social phenomena sXch as interpretivism or constrXctivism to embracing 
theoretical perspectives that investigate emancipation from or deconstrXction of social phenomena sXch as 
critical theory, critical race theory, feminist theory, and postmodern theory. ,n so doing, these researchers 
have adopted ³a degree of social conscioXsness and responsibility in seeing the Zider social and political 
pictXre´ of mathematics edXcation research �Gates 	 9istro�<X, 2003, p. 63�. 
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Seeing the Zider social and political pictXre characteri]es the sociopolitical�tXrn moment �2000s±� in 
mathematics edXcation research. GXtiprre] �2010� marNed the sociopolitical turn as signaling ³the shift in 
theoretical perspectives that see NnoZledge, poZer, and identity as interZoven and arising from �and 
constitXted Zithin� social discoXrses´ �p. 4�. 5esearchers Zho position their ZorN Zithin the sociopolitical�
tXrn moment Xse familiar theoretical perspectives in novel and Xne[pected Zays and�or embrace 
contemporary theoretical perspectives to formXlate different TXestions and possibilities for mathematics 
edXcation �e.g., %erry, 2008� GXtstein, 2003� Martin, 2010� WalshaZ, 2001�. 7he sociopolitical�tXrn 
moment, as Ze envision it, permits mathematics edXcation researchers to problemati]e the ,nstrXctional 
7riangle²its e[istence, its assXmptions, and its implications²by maintaining the e[haXsting process of 
concXrrently ]ooming oXt and ]ooming in on the triangle only to ]oom oXt and in yet again. 7his 
simXltaneoXs ]ooming oXt�in steals the innocence of the ,nstrXctional 7riangle, deconstrXcting it, as the 
discXrsive binaries Xsed to name the vertices, and thXs the triangle, are pXt Xnder erasXre �cf. Derrida, 
1974�1997�. 

+ere, stXdents, teachers, and mathematics are Xnderstood as discXrsive formations �cf. FoXcaXlt, 
1969�1972�, named and re�named �bXt not determined� Zithin hegemonic sociocXltXral, sociohistorical, 
and sociopolitical assXmptions, conditions, and poZer relations. With this simXltaneoXsly ]ooming oXt�in, 
the vertices are no longer broXght into focXs, bXt become monsters, no longer intelligible, as they resist the 
sXrveilling and disciplining ga]es of normali]ation �cf. FoXcaXlt, 1977�1995�. As the vertices become 
Xnintelligible, it provides different possibilities for the vertices� thXs, different possibilities for the 
,nstrXctional 7riangle and mathematics teaching and learning in general. 7he sociopolitical�tXrn moment 
has the potential to move mathematics edXcation researchers aZay from the research agenda that e[plores 
³primarily TXestions of how to improve possibilities for teaching and learning of mathematics, toZard a 
research agenda strongly concerned Zith the TXestion of why mathematics edXcation´ �Pais, Stentoft, 	 
9alero, 2010, p. 369, emphasis in original�. ,n e[ploring this²in many Zays, forbidden²Zhy TXestion, 
mathematics edXcation as a research domain is cracNed Zide open, revealing its inclXsions and e[clXsions 
�SNovsmose, 2005�. Within the sociopolitical�tXrn moment, Ze believe that CP7 provides a means to not 
only asN this forbidden Zhy TXestion bXt also other Zhy and hoZ TXestions, opening Xp different 
possibilities for mathematics edXcation research. 

Working Against Theoretical Fundamentalism 

,n this section, Ze briefly sXmmari]e critical theory and postmodern theory from oXr cXrrent 
Xnderstandings of these comple[ and far�reaching theories, and sXggest that concepts from both theoretical 
perspectives might be Xsed side by side²liNe tools pXlled from a tool bo[²to short�circXit systems of 
poZer �FoXcaXlt, 1975�1996b�. AlthoXgh some researchers might vieZ conflicting theoretical perspectives 
as incompatible, they also can be vieZed as complementary �i.e., e[ploring different aspects of the same 
phenomena� or incommensurable �i.e., Xsing different langXages rather than really being incompatible� 
�Sfard, 2003�. We believe that to captXre the comple[ities and mXltiplicities of conte[ts Zhen maNing 
sense of social phenomena, it often reTXires sifting data throXgh one theoretical sieve, analy]ing Zhat is 
captXred, and then catching that Zhich remains Zith the ne[t sieve of theory. (ffective Xse of theory, 
therefore, reTXires that the researcher assXme the responsibility of scholarly ZorN� that is, the difficXlt 
intellectXal ZorN of stXdying the strengths and ZeaNnesses and the convergences and divergences of 
different theoretical concepts pXlled from �at times� conflicting theoretical perspectives �PaXl 	 Marfo, 
2001�.  

Critical Theory 

Critical theory emerges from a Mar[ist tradition Zithin the FranNfXrt School �circa 1920� of 
challenging asymmetrical poZer relationships �%ottomore, 1991�. As an activist and emancipatory proMect, 
critical theory calls its claimant to TXestion the strXctXres that are developed and maintained by 
³constrXctors´ �SNovsmose, 2005, p. 140� and manifested as false conscioXsness for those Zho are 
constrXcted Zithin hegemonic poZer. +egemony constrXcts people as objects²those Zho are acted Xpon, 
rather than Subjects, those Zho act²Zho become so entrenched in their oZn oppressive condition that 
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they do not reali]e their oZn sXbMXgation or their complicity in the perpetXation of XnMXst social and 
economic systems �Freire, 1970�2000�. (mploying critical theory, therefore, reTXires the researcher to Xse 
her or his scholarship to dismantle the constrXctors¶ hegemonic poZer and the reprodXction and e[ecXtion 
of that poZer throXgh institXtions sXch as media and schools �Slott, 2002�. She or he mXst consider hoZ 
her or his scholarship²and even her or his langXage²sXpports or sXbverts hegemonic assXmptions 
�Agger, 1991�. ,n so doing, the critical theorist TXestions the prodXction, validation, dissemination, and 
reprodXction of NnoZledge throXgh these institXtions. Critical theorists, therefore, call for all efforts to 
disseminate NnoZledge to be accompanied by an investigation of not only its relation to ideology and 
poZer bXt also the sXbMectivities of the researcher �/eistyna 	 WoodrXm, 1996�. 7hroXgh this 
investigation, critical theorists aim to transform e[isting poZer relations in a redemptive strXggle for the 
hXmani]ation of people �Freire, 1970�2000�. As a modernist proMect, embedded in the (nlightenment, 
critical theorists believe that as marginali]ed groXps become critically aZare of their ³trXe´ sitXation, 
intervene in its reality, and taNe charge of their destiny, they Zill e[ercise their right to engage in the 
sociohistorical transformation of their society �Crotty, 1998�. 

Postmodern Theory 

Postmodern theory is a critiTXe of the (nlightenment that reMects any static foXndational systems of 
logic, resXlting in trXth²and thXs, NnoZledge²becoming flXid and avoiding absolXtion �Seidman, 1994�. 
Postmodern thoXght, hoZever, is not a denial of the e[istence of trXth bXt rather an acceptance of mXltiple 
forms of trXth, made and remade Zithin sociocXltXral, sociohistorical, and sociopolitical discoXrses 
�FoXcaXlt, 1984�1996a�. %Xt here discoXrses are no longer the mere intersections of things and Zords that 
might be spoNen, heard, or read bXt rather ³practices that systematically form the obMects of Zhich they 
speaN´ �FoXcaXlt, 1969�1972, p. 49�. .noZledge then, for the postmodern theorist, is a discXrsive 
formation �cf. FoXcaXlt, 1969�1972�� it no longer maintains its privileged statXs as an obMective order of 
things bXt rather is sXbMected to and limited by the very sociocXltXral, sociohistorical, and sociopolitical 
assXmptions, conditions, and poZer relations against Zhich ³trXe´ NnoZledge Zithin the (nlightenment 
claimed immXnity �cf. FoXcaXlt, 1970�1994�. WorNing in postmodern theory, therefore, is ³a movement of 
µXnmaNing¶´ �5. Wolin, cited in Crotty, 1998, p. 192�. 7his XnmaNing pXlls apart or deconstrXcts �cf. 
Derrida, 1974�1997� redXctionist discXrsive binaries²trXth�XntrXth, rational�irrational, 
obMective�sXbMective, man�Zoman, Zhite�blacN, teacher�stXdent²as a means to Xnsettle and displace binary 
hierarchies, to Xncover their historically contingent origin and politically charged roles, there inclXsions 
and e[clXsions. 7he aim of deconstrXction, hoZever, is not to provide a ³better´ or ³trXer´ foXndation for 
NnoZledge and society bXt rather to dislodge the dominance �i.e., poZer� of discXrsive binary hierarchies, 
creating a social space that is tolerant of difference, ambigXity, and playfXl innovations Zhich sXpport 
aXtonomy and democracy �Seidman, 1994�. ,n embracing difference and ambigXity, the postmodern 
theorist reMects the single story or grand meta�narrative �/yotard, 1979�1984� that attempts to saniti]e 
NnoZledge of difference and ambigXity. +ere, the single story or grand meta�narrative of ³science´ is 
merely an illXsion becaXse it is not possible to control historical events that escape the clXtches of reason 
and rationality �Usher 	 (dZards, 1994�� obMectivity is a mere fiction. 

Critical Postmodern Theory 

(mploying concepts from critical theory and postmodern theory²or any other theoretical 
combination²side by side is messy ZorN that is ³necessary and frXitfXl in µthe search for meaning¶´ 
�CooN, as cited in /ather, 2010, p. 9�. WorNing against theoretical fXndamentalism �/ather, 2006�, CP7 
operates as a differential conscioXsness, Zhich Sandoval �2004� described as representative of the variance 
that emerges oXt of correlations, intensities, MXnctXres, and crises. As Ze consider critical theory and 
postmodern theory independently, Ze encoXnter sXch variance from Zhich CP7²the synergy of the tZo²
emerges �.incheloe 	 Mc/aren, 1994�. 7o illXstrate this synergy, Ze provide an e[ample of hoZ 
oppression �or marginali]ation� and resistance might be reconceptXali]ed Zhen considering the both�and 
theoretical perspective of critical postmodern theory rather than the either�or perspective. 



	��������������������������"������������������ **,-�

�

�

��������!��#��#!���!��#$�#!�'�������!��#��#�%���#&#�%+)*+&#�	��������������������
���
�������������������������
����
�������

��������
����
���������������	��������������
���
���������
������������ ��!���"������������������
���������#�

While both critical theorists and postmodern theorists are concerned Zith oppression and resistance, 
their approaches are indeed significantly different. Critical theory addresses oppression by focXsing, often 
to the point of tXnnel vision, on the oppressed. Critical theorists see liberation or emancipation for the 
oppressed as a Zorthy and attainable goal achieved throXgh pra[is²a recXrsive process of critical 
reflection folloZed by action²Zhat /ather �1991� defined as ³philosophy becoming practical´ �p. 11�. 
7hroXgh pra[is, the critical theorist ZorNs on behalf of the oppressed freTXently ZithoXt regard for ethical 
relations Zith the oppressor. 7he goal for the critical theorists becomes for the oppressed to reverse the 
oppressor�oppressed binary, for the oppressed to assXme the position of poZer held by the oppressor. 2nce 
this reversal or poZer shift occXrs, too often there is no fXrther action �World history repeatedly validates 
this claim�. 7his reversal leads Xs to see critical theory as a contradiction Xpon itself as an emancipatory 
proMect. %y restricting itself to the oppressor�oppressed binary, the oppressed can assXme no position 
beyond that of oppressor. 7his limiting of possibilities is still oppressive and yields no real sense of 
liberation. 7o speaN more broadly, in the sXrge for liberation, the critical theorist is often sedXced into 
overtXrning one rpgime of trXth Zith yet another rpgime �cf. FoXcaXlt, 1977�1980�.  

Postmodern theory, on the other hand, provides a Zay oXt of this contradiction� it advocates for the 
erasXre of all boXndaries throXgh decentrali]ation, thXs eliminating the need for emancipation, as it is not 
necessary to free one Zho is not boXnd. %y deconstrXcting the binary betZeen the oppressed and the 
oppressor and placing both binaries �i.e., oppressor�oppressed and oppressed�oppressor� Xnder erasXre, 
postmodern theory addresses the contradiction Zithin critical theory by leaving the sXbMect �i.e., the 
individXal� open to infinite possibilities. 7hroXgh deconstrXcting redXctionist binaries and troXbling 
emancipatory rpgimes of trXth, the sXbMect lives in a perpetXal state of becoming her or his best self, Zhile 
ZorNing Zithin�against sociocXltXral, sociohistorical, and sociopolitical discoXrses. 7he irrXption of the 
oppressed�oppressor binary eliminates the need for the Xs�them or self�other argXment, alloZing 
researchers to ZorN the hyphen that separates the tZo �Fine, 1994�. ,t is Zithin this hyphenated space that 
ethics gains prominence. 7o e[ist Zith others Zithin the hyphen, the sXbMect mXst constantly be aZare of 
the incompleteness of her or his ethical dealings Zith her or his self and Zith others. 7he emancipation of 
critical theory is too often not ZithoXt casXalties� postmodern theory reTXires a continXoXs ethical 
aZareness of and responsibility for these casXalties. 

Closing Thoughts 

Postmodern theorists in general advise caution with the emancipatory nature of critical theory 
because “any emancipatory perspective presupposes values which cannot be agreed upon universally or 
permanently” (Brown & Jones, 2001, p. 4). This cautious stance, however, causes critics of postmodern 
theory to claim that it “is an obstacle to the formation of open and radical perspectives that challenge 
inequalities and the deepening of the rule of capital in all areas of social life” (Rikowski & McLaren, 2002, 
p. 3). We believe, however, borrowing from Lather (2006), that both the seductions of and resistance to 
postmodern theory can assist us in getting smart about the limits of critical theory. Or, said in another way, 
the synergy between critical theory and postmodern theory is found in the “interplay between the praxis of 
the critical and the radical uncertainty of the postmodern” (Kincheloe & McLaren, 1994, p, 144). By 
integrating critical theory and postmodern theory, CPT cautiously uses the activist praxis of critical theory 
to restore hope—and therefore, action—to the (too often) inaction of postmodern theory. 
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