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ABSTRACT

This paper explores the post-positivist epistemologies’ attempt to correct the rigidity and impracticality of today’s positivist analysis of causation when viewing the following three themes: 1) International Relations; 2) Information and Communications Technology; and 3) Policy Analysis.  We seek to identify post-positivist’s move away from quantitative analysis and inflexible results of positivist theory on causality. It is not as clear-cut or systematic as positivist theorists would have us accept where scientific objectivity was the goal. This paper does acknowledge that post-positivism adds flexibility but with limitations (is it rigorous enough to explain what we are trying to define?).

INTRODUCTION

Epistemology or theory of knowledge addresses the questions of “What is Knowledge?” and “How is Knowledge acquired?” (Wikipedia) and how we apply it to our lives.  In the past, these questions have been answered using a positivist approach to learning.

Positivism vs. Post-Positivism 

Positivism as an epistemological approach explains causal relationships using scientific methods based on logic and mathematics.  Positivists are characterised as empirical, quantitative, rigid, measuring the universe around us as a comprising of immutable objects and structures (Hirschheim, 1985, p. 3).

Post-positivists took a more pragmatic approach where pluralistic, subjective, moral and political issues could be examined to gain knowledge versus the objective stance in the past. There is a need to move beyond positivist epistemologies to attain new knowledge that is not constrained by tradition.  

This paper describes in the Analysis and Discussion section the current challenges and issues facing: 1) international relations where world politics does not lend itself well to the positivist approach; 2) information technology which is more about how technology is used and; 3) policy analysis’ need for a more comprehensive approach than was previously offered, and finally draws some conclusions about the post-positivist approach on these themes.

ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION

International Relations (IR) Theory 

The philosophical transition from positivism to post-positivism has impacted the study of world politics.  Many scholars, such as Lapid (1989), identify that theoretical conversations about international relations have shifted from a positivist to a post-positivist era.   

Post positivism offers a complex philosophical platform for discussing International Relations (IR) theory.  The following interrelated sub-topics have emerged from the post-positivist IR debate: 1) meta-scientific units (paradigmatism); 2) premises and assumptions (perspectivism); 3) and the shift towards methodological pluralism (relativism) (Lapid, 1989). 

Paradigmatism 

Paradigmatism argues that scientific units of study should be discussed in the context of interrelated premises, assumptions, and theories. In the case of IR theory, the usage of paradigmatism asserts that IR theory has transitioned from individual viewpoints held by theorists, to overriding discussions about IR models and discourses (Lapid, 1989).  In doing so, IR theory moved beyond traditional causal analysis offered by positivism to meta-scientific constructs, providing for more fruitful conversations between IR theorists (Lapid). 

Perspectivism

In conjunction with the changes invoked on scientific units of study by paradigmatism, post-positivism also involves perspectivism: an epistemological shift that focuses on key underlying assumptions that may impact various IR theoretical camps with respect to the knowledge of world politics (Lapid, 1989).

Relativism
Relativism questions the judgmental assertions and superior status that is often associated with the standards, criteria, and norms that spawn from scientific objectivity and truth (Lapid, 1989).  Post-positivism supports the methodological diversity that coincides with relativism.  This position has impacted the study of international relations, marked by a transition towards pluralistic methods and techniques, as opposed to the classic positivist model involving scientific consensus (Lapid).

Limitations

Many academics have analyzed IR theory in terms of a ‘positivist’ versus ‘post-positivist’ discourse.  In an article on causal analysis in IR theory, Kurki (2006) contended that post-positivist scholars have historically disregarded the systematic, cause-and-effect explanation offered by positivist theorists.  Conversely, Kurki states that post-positivists theorists have subscribed to a ‘constitutive’ understanding of international theory that is not limited by the scientific parameters of causal analysis.  A post-positivist approach to IR theory would argue that world politics cannot be fully analyzed within the boundaries offered by the causal approach.  However, by focusing on the polarity between ‘positivist’ and ‘post-positivist’ views, Kurki argues that the epistemological framework for IR theory is oversimplified.  By limiting IR theory to a causal verses non-causal debate, Kurki contends that many theorists have not adequately considered a middle-ground, common-sensical view, which would in turn provide for a deeper understanding of international relations. 

The application of post-positivism to IR theory has also been criticized by Rytövuori-Apunen (2005).  The author writes that “‘post-positivist’ IR is a metaphor that models previous discourse and, because this modeling confuses the features of the historical body of knowledge, alienates us from disciplinary tradition” (Rytövuori-Apunen, 2005, p. 151).  By self-defining IR theory under a “post-positivist” lens, the field of study ignores its mainstream theoretical roots that are grounded in positivism (Rytövuori-Apunen).

Assessment

IR theory needed to move beyond a positivist approach to broaden the scope of theoretical discussions (Lapid, 1989).  Post-positivism provides for non-traditional methods of study to help shape our knowledge of world politics.  However, as illustrated by Kurki (2006) and Rytövuori-Apunen (2005), it is also limiting to view IR theory solely from a ‘post-positivist’ perspective, or from a polarizing ‘positivism versus post-positivism’ discourse.  As Kurki (2006) stated: 

It is suggested that in order to move IR theorising forward we need to deepen and broaden our understandings of the concept of cause.  Thereby, we can radically reinterpret the causal-constitutive theory divide in IR, as well as redirect the study of world politics towards more constructive multi-causal and complexity-sensitive analyses. (p. 189) 

By not restricting the study of world politics, IR theory takes on a more all-inclusive theoretical framework.  Post-positivism, in consideration with other theories of knowledge, plays an integral role.

Information and Communications Technology (ICT)

Information and Communications Technology (ICT) has inherent challenges to study and research.  One of these challenges is the lack of consistent research paradigm vocabulary that plagues ICT in general (DeLuca et al, 2008).  Secondly, ICTs themselves no longer play any explanatory role – they are so flexible, or they enable such flexibility, that it is not ICTs which have any ‘effects’ as such, but rather the particular ways in which they are deployed and used (Hull, 2001).  Finally, there are a number of distinct ‘frameworks of computing’, where each framework has distinctly different ways of understanding, developing and working with computational devices and their applications. 
ICT as Social Science

ICT epistemology draws heavily from the social sciences because information systems are, fundamentally, social rather than technical systems (Hirschheim, n.d.).  Thus, the scientific paradigm adopted by the natural sciences is appropriate to information systems only insofar as it is appropriate for the social sciences.

Positivism and the Emergence of Post-Positivism Approach in ICT Epistemology 

Positivist assumptions have dominated studies and experiments in ICT. They have produced large amounts of fragmented data of questionable relevance. The problem is not that studies are empirical or quantitative, but that they suffer from other shortcomings from the positivist inheritance (Hiorland and Nicolaison, n.d.).  Common identified shortcomings include: positivisms failure in its claim to provide observation reports which were theory-independent; logical positivism's attempt at grounding the scientific method on deductive reasoning to overcome the so-called 'problem of induction' has proved unsuccessful. One final common shortcoming is related to the basic issue of values. One of the fundamental pillars of positivist thought is that the process of scientific inquiry is (or should be) value-free.

Post-positivism is more a belief about knowledge; it is not a particular school of thought with any agreed set of propositions.  The post-positivist school of qualitative research generally rejects objectivity as a validity criterion and instead focuses on interpretative validity.  A growing number of researchers have begun to argue the need for a change in this direction. 

In ICT literature, numerous researchers have documented the slow and steady progression away from the pure dominance of positivist, quantitative research methods toward a broader array of epistemological and methodological approaches. Positivist approaches had been the mainstay of the ICT field early on, but that increasingly, alternative approaches – such as interpretive epistemologies and qualitative methods – have increasingly become accepted toolsets in the information systems (IS) researcher’s arsenal (Gallivan and Petter, 2004).

Criticism of Post-Positivist ICT Research

A common criticism of studies using qualitative methods is that they are not rigorous enough. But such qualitative methods have the "power to explain what goes on in organizations" (Avison et al, 1996b, as cited in DeLuca et al, 2008) and are ideal for ICT studies that may be less suited to quantification. Yet, as of 2007," research based on qualitative data is still under-represented in some mainstream journals (Avison et al. 1999a; Lee and Liebenau 1999; QualIT 2007, as cited in DeLuca, 2008) 
A Call for ICT Mixed-Method Epistemology

The field of IS has explored research questions in a near-unilateral focus in that most IS research, particularly research published in North American journals, uses a quantitative, positivist approach. To achieve a better understanding of the effect of ICTs in organizations, researchers may wish to utilize mixed methods in which both quantitative and qualitative methods are used.
Proceedings of the 37th Hawaii International Conference on System Sciences in 2004 acknowledged that positivist and interpretive researchers are not limited to quantitative and qualitative methods, respectively (Gallivan and Petter, 2004). Quantitative methods can be used under an interpretive paradigm, and qualitative methods can be effective tools under a positivist paradigm.  That being said, purists advocate that the methods and tenets from positivism and post-positivism can not and should not be mixed (Gallivan and Petter).  They believe that the axioms of post-positivism and positivism have mutually exclusive assumptions about society; therefore, the research methods derived under each are considered to be mutually exclusive as well.
Policy Analysis

Due in large part to the political realities of our time, policy analysis has traditionally been a symbolic process rather than the problem solving one, dominated by positivism (Kelly, 1993).  It is believed in some research circles that the scientific elements of the positivist approach not only eliminated political subjectivity, but established objectivity.    

In recent years however, the post-positive tendency has improved the process and content of policy analysis by incorporating a more comprehensive and inclusive approach (Dryzek, 2002).  Due to the incompatibility and rigidity of positivist methods (the actual work of planners) and the needs of policy analysts, a growing number of evaluation research analysts have begun to use a post-positivist approach (Kelly, 1993).  While the positivist approach uses an inductive scientific method to obtain objectivity, post-positivist methods rely on interpretive social science to gain a more comprehensive and authentic level of objectivity.   According to Kelly, “social analysis that survives an open and non-distorted process of collective deliberation can be said to be objective” (Kelly, 1993, p. 137).  

The Post-Positive Approach

“The post-positivist role for the policy analyst is to facilitate rational deliberation, to bring together multiple perspectives, to assist in the process of exploring alternative courses of action, and to aid policy makers, and perhaps, citizens in understanding the possible limitations of their current perspectives”  (Kelly, 1993, p. 139).  In order to accomplish this, post-positivist policy uses interpretive research that relies heavily on stakeholder engagement.  By involving citizens, analysts are able to consider local contexts and the needs of the disadvantaged. In addition to gaining democratic legitimacy, a participatory policy analysis exposes aspects of policy and society that are often missed by narrower models of policy analysis (Dryzek, 2002).  In doing so, there is a greater likelihood of successful policy implementation and better outcomes (Parry, 2001).  

On a cautionary note, “post-positivism is a young intellectual movement, whose assumptions pose many unanswered questions for the practice of policy analysis” (Kelly, 1993, p. 137).  Unlike its scientific and systematic minded sibling, positivism, post-positivism does not possess a prescribed, well defined format to conduct research; this may make it challenging to replicate sound practices in further studies.   

Also, and as with all participatory research, it is important to maintain a high level of participant participation in all facets of the research.  In a 2001 study of a community-based smoking intervention program, the researchers acknowledged that “a narrow conception of user involvement meant that many of the potential benefits (both to the research and the participants) associated with participatory approaches was forfeited” (Parry, 2001, p. 215).  

CONCLUSION
When reviewing the three themes, post-positivist researchers have the ability to move beyond the narrowness and inflexibility previously experienced under the positivist approach. It must be noted that there were limitations with the post-positivist approach (it is not the panacea to what ails positivism) and we can infer that a balanced approach between the two paradigms is recommended. 

In conclusion, post-positivist epistemologies incorporate an interpretive, flexible approach (such as stakeholder participation) that has research and political implications with the potential to extend beyond a study’s scope providing another option in our pursuit of knowledge.

Methodology 

We researched post-positivist epistemology by searching for academic articles via Google Scholar (http://scholar.google.ca/), the University of Victoria online library (http://library.uvic.ca/) and other online resources for definitions.
Our initial keyword searches consisted of “post-positivist epistemology”, “post-positivist”, and “post-positivism”.  After finding several articles that related to our topic, we read the material to identify common themes and subject areas.  Based on our readings, we identified three key themes: International Relations; information communications technology; and program evaluation.  We were then able to conduct further research by searching for more articles that specifically addressed our main topic in conjunction with the identified themes.

We divided our analysis by the three key themes.  Issues, sub-topics, controversies, limitations, and concluding assessments relating to post-positivism were identified for each theme.   
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