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spectives available, the more in depth the scrutiny of each individual perspective will be. The deeper or broader the scrutiny, the higher the possibilities are of recognizing the value, or not, of other perspectives.
Essentially, complexity-based analysis is a move from the contemporary
authoritarian or imperialist (Flood, 1989) style, in which a dominant perspective bounds the analysis, to a more democratic style that acknowledges the “rights” and value of a range of perspectives, whether they be
formal modeling methods or informal and (inter)subjective personal
viewpoints. The decision as to what perspective to use is also deferred
until after the exploration process. While skepticism plays a central role
in the exploration process, it plays a lesser role during implementation, at
least initially. In order to implement a decision confidently, we must learn
to fake positivism (something that comes quite naturally to most people),
but always be aware that conditions will change and might require substantial rethinking of the implementation design itself.
The basic concept of strong and weak exploration is all well and good,
but decision makers would be frozen by the plethora of possibilities that
such paradigmatic freedom offers—the familiar paralysis by analysis.
How would such an approach be operationalized? It is clear that the manager must, in addition to other activities, be concerned with the management of the variety of perspectives; an activity that falls under the
umbrella term of facilitation. What other frameworks, however limiting,
might support such a perspective-based dialog and negotiation?

OPERATIONALIZATIONS OF A COMPLEXITY-BASED EPISTEMOLOGY
Thus far, the article has discussed the epistemological implications of
assuming that the world is best described as a complex system.
Exploration both within and without different perspectives is encouraged, supporting the need for criticism, creativity, and pluralism. From a
skeptical point of view, any attempt to operationalize such a complexitybased epistemology, via a well-defined framework, would be in contradiction to the underlying tenets. From a pragmatic point of view,
however, we must accept that frameworks are essential in providing at
least a focus or starting point for analysis. What we must be strongly
aware of is that the theoretical insights offered by any framework should
not be used to determine our explorations, but considered as an offering
of direction, or simply as a source of creativity to fuel the exploration
process.
A number of well-thought-out attempts have been made in the development of “meta-frameworks” that recognize the problematic nature of
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sensemaking, offering guidelines as to how to manage the exploration
process. These meta-methodologies have not been developed within the
“official” complex systems research community, but within the management science community; more specifically, the operational research
community. Examples of these developments include: the system of systems methodologies (Jackson, 1987); total systems intervention (Flood,
1995; Flood & Jackson, 1991); creative design of methods (Midgley 1990);
and critical appreciation (Gregory, 1992). In order to legitimate the various methodologies a variety of philosophies are drawn on, such as
Habermas’s early work on knowledge-constitutive interests as well as his
later work on truth statements, rightness statements, and individuals’
subjectivity, Foucault’s theory of power, etc. For a good survey of the different methodologies and their associated philosophical underpinnings,
see Midgley (1997).
On examining these different approaches, the reader may notice that
generally each subsequent methodology attempts to make more explicit
the role of ongoing critical reflection and the categorization process—
partly driven by the ongoing critique of the different methodologies. In
an extended version of this article (Richardson et al., 2000), while
acknowledging the coercive institutional forces (from regulative, normative, and mimetic pressures) acting to shape the form of any intervention,
we discuss the culture in which any analysis is performed. We believe
that if managers and scientists alike were to acknowledge the central role
that critical thinking plays, there would be little need explicitly to design
in the activity. After all, hasn’t examination of the underlying assumptions
of any perspective always been associated with “good” analysis? If anything should be taken for granted it is the centrality of critical reflection,
or boundary exploration and critique, to all forms of analysis. It is perhaps
a poor reflection on the current analytical culture that critical thinking as
an activity has to be made explicit.

SUMMARY

AND CONCLUSIONS

A MODERNIST ARGUMENT FOR AFFIRMATIVE POSTMODERNISM?
By assuming the universe to be a complex system, complexity science
offers an alternative perspective that supports the need for criticism, creativity, and pluralism through the notion of strong and weak exploration.
It can be interpreted in such a way as to highlight the dangers of any categorization, via the concept of chaos, but also via incompressibility (by its
acceptance of the need for categorization to “see” in the absence of a
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complete representation of everything). By illustrating the inherently
problematic nature of boundary selection, complexity science warns of
the risks of employing off-the-shelf perspectives, and the need to partake
in an intra- and interparadigmatic negotiation to facilitate the development of shared (by those having a vested interest in the outcome), context-specific representations of perceived reality. In a way, dare we
suggest it, complexity science provides a modernist argument for affirmative postmodernism. Boundaries are constructed for convenience.
Quasi-paradigmless thinking should prevail until we are forced to take a
position, that is, fake positivism and temporarily invoke an imperialist
stance.
All contexts are unique. If they were not, then past experience would
always be sufficient when confronting any situation. This uniqueness
means that attempts to associate existing understanding with particular
contexts is problematic. However, we need also to acknowledge that the
recognition of contexts is not a black-and-white, that is, trivial, exercise.
Complexity science suggests that all our contexts should be considered
“gray.” As such, new perspectives must be tailored to “fit” the new context (definition of which is problematic in itself) through the synthesis of
a variety of formal and informal paradigms (used in the term’s broadest
sense) via strong and weak exploration. Furthermore, complexity science
(or “the science of partial complex systems”) warns us of attempts to systematize the exploration process, but, at the same, acknowledges such a
requirement. A healthy skepticism must prevail to prevent us from slipping into potentially “bad” habits.

TAKING

RESPONSIBILITY

One more point before we conclude. Complexity science raises some ethical concerns that refer to the inevitability of choices that cannot be
backed up scientifically or objectively (Cilliers, 2000). Why associate
these concerns with ethics? First, because the nature of the system or
organization in question is determined by the collection of choices made
in it. There are, of course, choices to be made on all scales, major ones as
well as all the seemingly insignificant small ones made all the time—and
remember that the scale of the effect is not necessarily related to the scale
of the cause. In a way, the history of the organization is nothing else but
the collection of all these decisions. Secondly, since there appears to be
no final objective or calculable ground for our decisions, we cannot shift
the responsibility for the decision on to something else: “Don’t blame me,
the genetic algorithm said we should sell!” We know that all our choices
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