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Abstract It is now largely accepted as uncontroversial amongst systemic action

researchers that there is practical value in theoretical pluralism: seeing through multiple

theoretical ‘lenses’ that bring different (sometimes contradictory) assumptions into play.

However, the practice of theoretical pluralism is paradoxically often justified with recourse

to a single foundational epistemological theory: i.e., a theory of the nature of knowledge,

accepted as universally true, which explains how it is that human beings can accept

multiple theoretical perspectives. Justifying theoretical pluralism through the use of a

foundational theory carries two risks. First, because the foundational theory is viewed as

such a basic truth, it can become hard to accept other theories that may contradict it.

Therefore, researchers may slip from an initial, strong commitment to theoretical pluralism

to a more limited version that eliminates the use of theories that contradict the foundational

one. The second risk is that the researcher’s understanding of his or her practice may come

to be both constructed and evaluated using a single theoretical lens, so disconfirming

evidence of the utility of that lens is never seen. Following an explanation of these risks, an

alternative systemic approach to the philosophical justification of theoretical pluralism is

advanced, and it is argued that this is less likely to introduce unwitting theoretical

restrictions into action research practice than establishing a foundational epistemology.
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Finally, five consequences of this systemic perspective on theoretical pluralism are pro-

posed: (i) knowledge cannot be regarded as universal and cumulative; (ii) theories are more

or less useful depending on the purposes of intervention that are being pursued; (iii) we can

think pluralistically about the agency and choices of the researcher; (iv) while it is

impossible to produce universal standards for choice between theories, it is nevertheless

still possible to generate standards of relevance to particular contexts; and (v) given that

different theories inform different methodologies and methods, methodological pluralism

(drawing upon methods from different paradigms) becomes a useful partner to theoretical

pluralism.

Keywords Boundary critique � Epistemology � Methodological pluralism �
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Introduction

The starting point of this paper is the idea that it is important for systemic action research

to embrace theoretical pluralism: drawing upon more than one theoretical ‘lens’ to inform

practice. This is because seeing through multiple theoretical lenses grants action research

greater flexibility than adherence to a single theoretical perspective. When multiple the-

ories are used as a resource for the comparison of different ways of seeing the phenomenon

of concern, critique is enhanced (Morgan 1986; Flood and Jackson 1991; Flood and Romm

1996). Implicit within different theories are contrasting themes, narratives and metaphors,

which (when made explicit) can cast new light on a problematic situation.

Nowadays, the idea that multiple frames of reference offer greater potential for insight

than single ones is hardly controversial to most systemic action researchers, especially

since the turn to participative practice when the value of exploring different stakeholder

perspectives came to be highly valued (e.g., Churchman 1970; Ackoff 1981; Checkland

1981; Argyris and Schön 1985; Reason 1988; Fals-Borda and Rahman 1991; Whyte 1991;

Rahman 1993). In some ways theoretical pluralism can be seen as an extension of this,

given that different stakeholders can use different theoretical framings. Nevertheless, I

venture to suggest that our break from the conventions of early 20th century philosophy of

science, when it was assumed that we should be progressively moving towards a unitary

theoretical perspective, is incomplete.

My primary reason for saying this is that many systemic action researchers still resort to

a single epistemological theory (about the nature and generation of knowledge) when

seeking to establish a philosophical grounding or justification for embracing theoretical

pluralism (or multiple perspectives more generally). They thereby embed a paradox at the

heart of their thinking: the theory that explains how it is that human beings can accept

multiple theoretical perspectives is not regarded as just one amongst many legitimate ways

of seeing the issue, but comes to be viewed as a necessary and universal truth. A theory of

the world or human knowledge that is given universal status is called a ‘foundational

theory’, because it becomes a foundation stone upon which to build a theoretical or

methodological edifice. Flood (1990) has written at length about the pros and cons of using

foundational theory in systemic practice and action research.

To an extent this kind of paradox is inevitable: any epistemological perspective that

explains how it is possible for human beings to embrace theoretical pluralism is unitary in

nature, simply because it is itself expressed as a single theory (Midgley 2004).
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Nevertheless, I argue that there are two different approaches to epistemology, and one

carries greater risks than the other of restricting the use of theory in the practice of systemic

action research.

In the first half of the paper, I will explain these risks and will identify a common

characteristic of all the epistemological theories that give rise to them. I will then move on

to propose an alternative systemic approach that I argue carries less risk of restricting the

use of theory in practice, and therefore offers a preferable justification for theoretical

pluralism. Finally, in the second half of the paper, I will discuss five major implications of

theoretical pluralism for systemic action research.

The Risks of Foundational Epistemology

Typically, to explain why it is legitimate to draw upon multiple theoretical lenses or

multiple stakeholder perspectives in systemic action research, writers draw upon episte-
mological theories: i.e., theories of human knowledge and learning. Quite often these

theories are drawn from the literature on cognitive science, but they may also come from

other sources, such as sociology or organizational studies. I will provide an illustrative

example.

Maturana and Varela’s (1992) theory of autopoiesis has been used by a number of

authors (e.g., Mingers 1992; Bilson 1997; Córdoba 2002) to ground their systemic action

research practice. The theory of autopoiesis offers a biological explanation of the self-

producing nature of human beings and their ability to co-ordinate their actions using

language (Maturana 1988; Maturana and Varela 1992; Mingers 1995). In seeking to co-

ordinate their actions, people collaboratively develop quite elaborate ‘rational domains’:

uses of language and connections between concepts that are particular to the local contexts

of those actions. Because an individual engages in multiple contexts of action, it follows

that s/he needs to move between rational domains, some of which may use language in

quite different ways. Indeed, two separate rational domains may involve quite different

explanations of what might appear (from the perspective of another person operating

within a third rational domain) to be the same phenomenon. Therefore, what is seen from

one perspective as a contradiction in values, beliefs or behaviors might not appear con-

tradictory at all to the person moving between contexts.

The theory of autopoiesis also explains how people actually shift between rational

domains: this requires an engagement of emotion, allowing a switch of attention to a new

context which invokes the relevant rational domain. Thus, the theory of autopoiesis

explains how emotional commitment to action and locally relevant rationality are closely

intertwined.

The relevance for theoretical pluralism in systemic action research is that commitments

to action may drive the choice of different theories, depending on how they fit with the

rational domains that are invoked in the local context. Thus, the theory of autopoiesis

provides a justification of theoretical pluralism in the face of questions that might be asked

about whether contradictions between different theories can legitimately be tolerated.

The main issue with this approach, as I see it, is the paradox that is generated when the

epistemological theory is granted a foundational status: seeming to have universal validity,

unlike the diversity of perspectives that the foundational theory legitimizes. This is

problematic because it carries two significant risks for systemic action research practice.

First, foundational epistemologies generally establish a set of ‘truths’ about the nature

of knowing, which are then used to determine the legitimacy of other theories and ideas
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(Flood 1990): to be acceptable, the latter must be compatible with the epistemological

assumptions already made. Thus, the risk for the practice of systemic action research is

slippage from an initial, strong commitment to theoretical pluralism to a more limited

version that eliminates the use of any theory that might contradict the ‘more basic’ epis-

temological foundations that have come to be taken for granted. An example is when a

theory of the linguistic construction of knowledge (which says that all knowledge reflects

the nature of the language used to frame it) is given foundational status, making it appear

contradictory to use any biophysical theories that claim insight into a world beyond lan-

guage (Hacking 1999).

The second risk comes when a foundational epistemology is used to inform a whole

methodology, including the approach to evaluating practice. The danger is that the

researcher’s understanding of his or her practice comes to be both constructed and eval-

uated using a single theoretical lens, so disconfirming evidence of the utility of that lens is

never seen (Romm 1996).

The Problem of Subject/Object Dualism in Foundational Theories of Epistemology

It is my contention that the risks described above are associated with a dualist approach to

foundational epistemological theorizing that separates the knower (subject) from the

known (object). I also contend that these risks are avoidable. This dualist approach is very

common indeed, and is implicit in most attempts to ground systemic action research in

foundational theories of human nature, whether from cognitive science or elsewhere. The

dualist approach characteristically starts by asking: ‘what is it that gives rise to knowledge

about the world?’ There are many possibilities that can be theorized in answer to this

question: an individual consciousness; an embodied mind; feedback loops linking the mind

and body to an external world; an individual linked into a linguistic community; an inter-

subjective construction of a social group, etc. Indeed, there are as many possibilities as

there are theories of epistemology. Each of these are versions of the ‘subject’ that can view

‘objects’, even if the more sophisticated perspectives (e.g., Bateson 1972, 1979)

acknowledge that what is observed participates in a relationship with the subject, helping

to constitute a ‘mind’ that stretches beyond the boundaries of a single human body. Even

theories of social construction using language can have a dualist character, as acknowl-

edged by Gergen (1994) who reflects that, in his earlier rush to move away from the

subject/object pairing (Gergen 1991), he simply replaced this with a subject/language

dualism.

Although there are many foundational epistemological theories, they all have one thing

in common: they seek to identify the general nature of knowledge generating systems. A

‘knowledge generating system’ is any entity, or collection of interacting entities, that

knowledge production can be attributed to (Midgley 2000). Therefore, an individual

consciousness, an embodied mind, an individual linked into a linguistic community, etc.,

can all be regarded as knowledge generating systems. If the task of epistemology is to

identify a theory that can specify the general nature of knowledge generating systems, then

it is very easy to slip into dualism: knowledge about knowledge generating systems comes

to be seen as fundamental, while other forms of knowledge are merely outcomes of the

activities of these knowledge generating systems. See Fig. 1 for an illustration of this. If

they were not regarded in this way (i.e., if the epistemological theory was not granted a

foundational status) then a problem of infinite regress would arise: regarding the episte-

mological theory as just a limited perspective would require one to ask what gives rise to
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this perspective, and the answer would again be a perspective needing explanation, ad

infinitum. Making the theory of knowledge generating systems distinct from all other types

of theory about the world (i.e., making it universal) solves this problem. But it has a cost,

and this comes in the form of the risks to pluralist practice mentioned earlier.

However, there is an alternative systemic approach to epistemology that I argue does

not carry the same risks, and this is briefly described below. Space restrictions prevent

me from covering most of the subtleties of the argument, so for more detail see

Midgley (2000).

A Systemic Approach

I will start by declaring two assumptions that are fundamental to most (if not all) systems

approaches:

1. That everything in the universe is directly or indirectly connected to everything else,

and

2. We cannot have a ‘God’s eye view’ of this interconnectedness: our understandings in

any situation are inevitably limited.

It is the limits to understanding, referred to in point two above, that many systems

theorists call boundaries (e.g., Churchman 1970; Ulrich 1983; Midgley 2000). The term

‘boundary’ was used by early systems theorists (e.g., Von Bertalanffy 1968; Miller 1965)

to refer to the ‘membrane’ (or its equivalent) that separates a physical system from its

environment. However, Churchman (1968, 1970) is widely credited with generating a

paradigm shift, involving a fundamental change in the use of systems terminology. Rather

than seeing systems as bounded physical entities, Churchman realized that a system is

bounded conceptually by the researcher as s/he chooses what to include and exclude in

observation and analysis. All knowledge is dependent on boundary judgments, whether

these are implicit or explicit (Churchman 1970; Ulrich 1983). If we recognize this, then

both knowledge generating systems and the world itself come to be defined in exactly the

same manner: through the process of making boundary judgments. This is illustrated in

Fig. 2.

If processes of making boundary judgments are involved in all inquiry, whether into

knowledge generating systems or other phenomena, then there is no need for a dualism to

be established between the subject (knowledge generating system) and object (world). This

is because theories about knowledge generating systems no longer have to be regarded as

more foundational than other theories. All boundary judgments are made in a local context,
so even epistemological theories can be viewed as contextually useful or not, just like other

kinds of theory.

Knowledge of 
Knowledge 

Generating Systems 
Knowledge of the 

World 

Fig. 1 Traditional approach to
epistemology
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Of course there is still a kind of dualism in here, but it’s not the problematic subject/

object dualism described earlier. Rather, it’s a dualism between the process of making

boundary judgments and the content of any analysis (see Fig. 2), whether it’s an analysis

concerning the world, or an analysis concerning knowledge generating systems that give

rise to understandings of the world. This actually means that it is possible to accept any

number of theories about either knowledge generating systems or the wider world. Each

theory will assume a different boundary judgment, and by exploring different possible

boundaries for analysis in systemic action research, we open the door to different theo-

retical understandings. Thus we have an alternative philosophical justification for theo-

retical pluralism with the following logical steps of argumentation:

1. All knowing is inevitably bounded;

2. We can generate greater insight by exploring the boundaries of knowledge than we can

by taking boundaries for granted;

3. Different theories assume different boundaries;

4. So exploring multiple boundaries can usefully involve drawing upon multiple theories.

I argue that this systems approach to justifying theoretical pluralism is preferable to the

usual foundational ones because it doesn’t carry the same risks. The only ‘foundation

stone’ left in the systems approach is the widely accepted proposition that all theories

assume implicit or explicit boundaries, and that a process of bounding (whether implicit or

explicit) is involved in knowledge production. Thus, the ‘foundation’ is merely a recog-

nition of the inevitability of limitations to knowledge, and all ‘content theories’ about what

gives rise to this process and how it unfolds (i.e., epistemological theories of knowledge

production) are made available to the researcher for use in local contexts. Because no

content theory is given a foundational status, we avoid the risk of starting to eliminate other

content theories from the practice of systemic action research because they don’t accord

with our foundations: when the only ‘foundation’ is a general, minimal statement about the

limitations inherent in the process of knowing, all content theories are potentially allow-

able and remain open for critique.

The other risk identified earlier, of constructing and evaluating a methodology using a

single theoretical lens (thereby missing evidence of problems with that lens), is also

minimized. If we recognize that all knowledge is bounded, then action researchers have a

methodological duty to explore multiple possible boundary judgments in their evaluations

of methodology, albeit within pragmatic limits that can be justified to others (Ulrich 1996).

Because different theories assume different boundary judgments, the exploration of more

than one boundary opens the door to use of the different theories that accord with these.

Knowledge of 
Knowledge 

Generating Systems 

Knowledge of the 
World 

Boundary Judgments 
are always involved in 

defining… 

Fig. 2 Systemic approach to
epistemology
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Thus, we are able to evaluate a methodology using multiple theoretical lenses rather than

just one. See Midgley et al. (2007a) for further thoughts on evaluating systems method-

ologies and methods from multiple perspectives.

Heading Off Some Potential Misunderstandings

Because of the brevity of this exposition, it is important for me to head off two potential

misunderstandings, the first of which has already surfaced in the literature. Georgiou

(2000) and Mingers (2006) both accuse me of claiming that knowledge magically comes

into being through a process of bounding without there being any agent involved in

generating that process. I do not argue this at all. Rather, I suggest that we should theorize

about the nature of the agent (and agency) in exactly the same way that we theorize about

the world, exploring different possible boundaries for understanding agency, and making a

contextually meaningful decision on what perspective(s) on agent(s) and agency are going

to be most useful (Midgley and Ochoa-Arias 2001). The alternative is to take one particular

view of agents and agency for granted, which I suggest imposes a significant limitation on

our understanding of the systemic action research process. For a practical example of

reflection on the agency and identity of the researcher, see Midgley et al. (2007b).

What I am doing here is granting analytical primacy to the boundary concept, and

viewing knowledge of agents and the world as secondary. This is not the same as giving

ontological primacy to boundary judgments (i.e., primacy that comes about due to the

nature of the world rather than the process of analysis that is used). If we were to give

ontological primacy to the process of making boundary judgments, we would indeed be

saying that they somehow magically come into being prior to the agents who generate

them. In contrast, granting analytical primacy simply means acknowledging that there are

always multiple possible ways of viewing both agents and the issues they deal with, so we

should engage in explorations of this multiplicity up-front rather than take one perspective

on agents as given.1

The second potential misunderstanding that needs to be headed off concerns the

meaning of the claim that all boundary judgments are made in local contexts. The term

‘local context’ does not mean that the boundary judgments are produced in a small geo-

graphical area (although this may be the case). Rather, the word ‘local’ is used in oppo-

sition to ‘universal’. This means, for example, that a declaration of human rights may have

a global remit, but it nevertheless emerges from a local context and is non-universal

(despite what its proponents might claim) because a limited number of actors and insti-

tutions have been involved in producing it, and there will almost certainly be others who

disagree with the boundary judgments that have been made. A declaration of human rights

may provide a foundation for international legal action, but acknowledging that it is

nevertheless produced in a local context (with limited institutional and stakeholder

engagement) keeps us sensitive to its potential limitations when it is deployed (Freeden

1991; Walker 2007).

1 Elsewhere, I have discussed in more detail how we can choose between multiple definitions of knowledge
generating systems (including agents and agency), and I have also acknowledged that all epistemological
theories have some minimal common ground concerning the necessary presence of one or more sentient
beings (Midgley 2000).
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Some Implications of Embracing Theoretical Pluralism

So far in the paper, I have argued for a systemic philosophical underpinning for theoretical

pluralism that does not carry the same risks of restricting practice as more traditional

epistemological underpinnings. Now it is time to move from discussing theoretical justi-

fication to look at the methodological implications of embracing theoretical pluralism. I

will focus on five main propositions:

(1) Knowledge cannot be regarded as universal and cumulative—when it appears to be

so, it is still within a particular context and relevant to a particular community.

(2) Theories are more or less useful depending on the purposes of intervention that are

being pursued.

(3) We can think pluralistically about the agency and choices of the researcher.

(4) While it is impossible to produce universal standards for choice between theories, this

does not mean that anything goes—standards of relevance to particular contexts can

still obtain.

(5) Given that different theories inform different methodologies and methods, method-
ological pluralism (drawing upon methods from different paradigms) becomes

philosophically justifiable alongside theoretical pluralism.

Beyond the Cumulative View of Knowledge

In order to accept theoretical pluralism, we must (like Kuhn 1962) give up the common

assumption made in some scientific circles (e.g., by Popper 1959) that knowledge is

cumulative: in other words, that scientists are developing a ‘body of knowledge’ that is

moving inexorably closer and closer to the ‘truth’ about reality. We must give up this

assumption for three reasons. First, if we accept the systems idea that everything is ulti-

mately interconnected, then no theoretical knowledge, however well elaborated, can

accurately reflect reality: at a very basic level, theories assume boundaries that cut inter-

connections. Second, as Fodor (1974) argues, if different forms of language are needed to

produce theories that have relevance at different ‘hierarchical’ levels (e.g., theories about

planets, ecosystems, organisms, organs, cells, etc.), then the idea of a single body of

knowledge will always be problematic. Third, as Popper (1972) came to realize in his later

work, it is not even possible to know whether the development and testing of a given

theory is taking us closer to, or further away from, reality. This does not mean giving up

talk of reality or a material world altogether,2 but it does mean accepting that talking in

terms of a material world assumes one particular kind of boundary judgment (just as talk of

consciousness, linguistic systems, etc., dealt with as phenomena without an explicit

material root, assumes different boundary judgments).

Having said this, it is actually possible to suggest that a body of knowledge is growing,

and to try to defend this knowledge as useful and/or true—but without assuming that it is

2 Here I part company from Von Glasersfeld (1985) and Gergen (1991) who say that any talk of ‘reality’ is
problematic. I believe that, if we acknowledge that our talk of reality involves a particular type of boundary
judgement, we can escape from the naı̈ve objectivism that these authors rightly criticize. Acknowledging
one particular type of boundary judgement raises the possibility that we might be mistaken in this judge-
ment, and that what we have taken to be objective is actually the product of social construction or subjective
positioning (both of which involve a different type of boundary judgement about what is generating
knowledge).
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useful or true in any absolute sense. What is true today may be myth or falsehood

tomorrow, and in another context on the very same day, that body of knowledge may

simply be irrelevant. For example, we may believe that modern physics is saying some-

thing meaningful about the origins of the universe, but this body of knowledge, even if

accepted as true, cannot help us plan the distribution of food and medical supplies to

injured people after an earthquake. In such a situation, a very different body of knowledge

is required. Therefore, knowledge is relative to the purposes of agents (especially indi-

viduals and communities of scientists and practitioners)—who are, of course, under the

influence of wider systems, which can be bounded in any number of ways.

Theory in Action

This last point, that knowledge is relative to the purposes of agents, indicates that theory

serves social roles. Theory can never be ‘pure’—nothing other than a reflection of reality,

as some scientists would claim—but is always meaningful in terms of the actions or

interventions pursued by agents. This explains why, from a pluralist perspective, it is

perfectly possible for people to work with a theory even though they know that it excludes

certain factors from analysis. A good example is Luhmann’s (1986) theory of ecological

communication, which talks about communication systems and consciously excludes from

analysis the human biological systems which give rise to them. Luhmann does not deny

that biological systems exist, but the analysis of them is not relevant to his purpose, which

is explaining the resistance of modern capitalist institutions to discourses of environmental

sustainability.

Another example can be found in the discipline of physics. Many physicists seem quite

happy to use both Newton’s theory of gravity and Einstein’s theory of relativity, even

though the latter is more comprehensive. The rationale for continuing to use both, rather

than wholly replacing Newton’s work with Einstein’s, is that Newtonian mechanics is still

satisfactory for a limited domain of application (Bohm 1980; Greene 2004). If Newton’s

theory is adequate for certain purposes, then it is perfectly legitimate to use it.

Even though this example comes from the heart of traditional science, some scientists

(e.g., those following in the footsteps of Popper 1972, and Bhaskar 1986) may nevertheless

protest that theories do reflect reality more or less imperfectly, even if we cannot know the

exact nature of their imperfections. This takes us back to the point made in the previous

section, that it is still possible to accept theoretical pluralism and talk about reality—but

with a recognition that talking about reality implies a particular kind of boundary judgment

defining the existence of a material world. Importantly, however, we should also

acknowledge that using this kind of boundary only has meaning in terms of the purposes of
scientists’ interventions: scientists who talk about theory as a reflection of reality are

intervening in scientific (and other) discourses about matters that they anticipate will be of

common interest to the participants in those discourses.

Despite this argument, a variant of which is also one of the most well known aspects of

pragmatist philosophy (e.g., James 1907), there is a tendency amongst some authors (e.g.,

Seidman 1988) to oppose the practice of intervention (which assumes that theories are

more or less useful) to that of observation (which assumes that theories reflect reality). In

contrast, I argue that using methods of observation, and developing theories which say

something about reality, is just as interventionary as engaging in those practices that we

more usually associate with the term ‘intervention’. It is just that the intervention is into

scientific discourse rather than a wider sphere of action, although the scientific discourse
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may connect with this wider sphere. See Midgley (2003, 2008) for a fuller discussion of

science as intervention.

Choice Between Theories

Another important implication of theoretical pluralism follows on from the above two

points: in the context of systemic action research, there is always an agent (either seen as a

lone decision-maker or as embedded within wider systems) making choices amongst a

plurality of options. Exactly what it means for an agent to exercise choice is an interesting

question: ‘choice’ looks very different depending which theoretical perspective and

associated boundary judgment is being used to understand it. In other words, it is possible

to accept theoretical pluralism with regard to the meaning of choice between theoretical

options!

Midgley (2000) compares a wide variety of theories of choice, each of which assumes a

different boundary judgment, to show the range of theoretical resources available to people

willing to think pluralistically about this. The theories include (but are not limited to) those

focused on:

• Individuals as autonomous (or quasi-autonomous) decision makers (e.g., Kelly 1955;

Merleau-Ponty 1962; Rawls 1971; Maturana and Varela 1992);

• Individuals acting in the context of social systems, such as families (e.g., Watzlawick

et al. 1968; Selvini-Palazzoli et al. 1978);

• Individuals participating in information loops that stretch beyond the body and social

systems to take in elements of wider ecological systems (e.g., Bateson 1972); and

• Individual or collective systems facing ‘bifurcation points’ in their evolution, where the

trajectory of these systems may depart in two or more different directions, and where

the smallest of actions may interact with a complex array of variables (beyond human

understanding) to flip the system onto one of these trajectories, thereby eliminating the

other possibilities (e.g., Prigogine and Stengers 1984; Prigogine 1987, 1989).

Just as theoretical pluralism can be welcomed in inquiries looking ‘outward’ at the

world, where consideration needs to be given to the usefulness of theories for specific

circumstances, it can also be employed in epistemological reflections on both the nature of

the agent engaging in pluralist practice and what it means for the agent to choose between

theories.

Standards and Principles for Choice

Following on from the observation that there is always an agent making choices when

theoretical pluralism is embraced (however ‘choice’ is defined in any particular circum-

stance), it remains for me to show that theoretical pluralism does not imply absolute

relativism: a complete lack of standards or principles to inform choice. If the latter were the

case then ‘choice’ under conditions of theoretical pluralism might amount to little more

than the whim of an agent, regardless of the effects on others.

Certainly it is the case that, from my point of view, there can be no universal standards

for choice between theories. Even frameworks that have been developed to highlight the

assumptions of various perspectives cannot make any satisfactory claim to objectivity and

therefore universality. To take Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) influential classification of
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sociological paradigms as an example, we find that it has been widely challenged: Willmott

(1993), for instance, has claimed that the sociological perspectives don’t all fit neatly

where Burrell and Morgan claim. Indeed, whenever anyone tries to step up a meta-level

and classify a plurality of theories, it transpires that their classification reflects just another

theoretical stance. Hence, Gregory’s (1992) strong claim that meta-theories pretend to rise

above all other theories, but are inevitably theoretical themselves. They therefore exist at

the same level as the theories they try to classify.

If there are no universal standards for choice, where does this leave us? In my view, it

does not leave us in a state of absolute relativism. Rather, it puts us in a position where we

not only have to acknowledge that agents choose theories according to their purposes, but

we also have to recognize that agents (individuals, teams, groups, organizations, etc.)

create standards of their own that develop and change over time—and how the origins of

these changes are seen will depend on how the agent is viewed (e.g., how the knowledge

generating system influencing the agent is bounded during inquiries). However, regardless

of the means of viewing the agent that is used, it is unlikely that the creation of standards

for choice will be seen as random: it will always have an identified origin in the knowledge

generating system of which the agent is a part (or be an emergent property of the rationality

of the agent him or herself if s/he is viewed as an autonomous individual).

So, the creation of standards does not lose meaning with the death of universalism.

Which theories will be seen as useful for what purposes will depend on the agent’s

relationships with the wider systems in which s/he is embedded. Therefore, locally relevant

standards for choice (as opposed to universal standards) can always be defined, and the

construction of these can be subject to critique through reflections on the nature of the

knowledge generating systems in which the relevant agents are embedded.

Methodological Pluralism

The final implication for systemic action research of embracing theoretical pluralism is that

the same rationale can also be used to justify methodological pluralism in the face of

philosophical arguments for the validity of a single methodological approach or a narrow

range of methods.

There is a difference between the reason for being pluralistic with regard to method-

ology and method, and a justification for this (although explaining the reason may con-

tribute to justification). The reason that methodological pluralism is so important is that no

existing methodology or set of methods can give us everything we might need to undertake

a range of systemic action research projects in a variety of different contexts, so it is

preferable to draw upon a multiplicity of traditions and methods than allow our practice to

be restricted by an uncritical adherence to a more limited methodological language and

associated tools (e.g., Jackson and Keys 1984; Oliga 1988; Jackson 1990, 1991, 2000;

Flood 1990; Flood and Jackson 1991; Gregory 1992; Midgley 1992, 2000; Flood and

Romm 1996; Mingers and Gill 1997; Taket and White 2000). However, this reason may be

insufficient as a means of justifying methodological pluralism if the person requiring the

justification is well versed in the philosophy of science (Midgley 2000). In the latter case,

reasoning related to practical benefits may need to be supplemented by the kind of

philosophical argument concerning boundary judgments presented earlier in this paper.

To understand why this justification of theoretical pluralism also supports methodo-

logical pluralism, we first need to clarify the difference between ‘method’ and ‘method-

ology’. I follow Checkland (1981) and Jackson (1991, 2000) in viewing a ‘method’ as a set
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of techniques operated in a sequence (or sometimes iteratively) to achieve a given purpose.

In contrast, a ‘methodology’ is the set of theoretical ideas that justifies the use of a

particular method or methods. Given that methodology is essentially theoretical in nature,

and a philosophical basis for theoretical pluralism has already been offered, then meth-
odological pluralism logically follows: we can accept a plurality of theories flowing into

methodology, and hence a wider variety of methods may be seen as legitimate than if we

were to accept a more limited theoretical/methodological foundation for systemic action

research practice.

Conclusion

In this paper I have argued that the acceptance by systemic action researchers of the value

of both multiple perspectives and theoretical pluralism represents a partial break from the

conventions of early 20th century philosophy of science. The latter assumed that the task of

science was to progressively move us towards a unitary theoretical perspective. However, I

have described the break from this assumption as ‘partial’ because there is still a temp-

tation for researchers to underpin their acceptance of theoretical pluralism with a single

‘foundational’ epistemological theory (e.g., drawn from the discipline of cognitive sci-

ence). This is somewhat paradoxical, and it carries two significant risks: first, that an initial

strong commitment to theoretical pluralism will be diluted by the desire to harmonize

theories used in systemic action research practice with ‘more basic’ epistemological

commitments; and second, that methodology will become blind to evidence of the limi-

tations of its foundational commitments.

A common property of most foundational epistemological theories is a dualism between

the subject and object, or knower and known: in seeking a general theory of knowledge

generating systems, systemic action researchers can easily slip into viewing knowledge of

the latter as somehow more fundamental than other types of knowledge. This is why it may

appear acceptable to explain the generation and use of multiple theories of the world in

terms of a single, foundational theory of the agent.

To side-step this paradox, and to address the risks mentioned earlier, I have proposed an

alternative, systemic approach that shifts from a dualism between subject and object (or

knower and known) to a dualism between process and content. This suggests that theo-

rizing in relation to both the world and knowledge generating systems is similar in char-

acter, and is established in local contexts through processes of making boundary

judgments. Thus, we can work with a plurality of epistemological insights about what may

be giving rise to knowledge in the local context, just as we can work with a plurality of

ideas about the issues we are seeking to address through our action research.

This systemic approach provides an alternative justification for theoretical pluralism

that does not rely on establishing a ‘foundational’ epistemological theory: the foundation

stones that remain are minimal, relating only to the existence of processes for making

boundary judgments in knowledge production. Thus, pluralism can be accepted in relation

to both what is known and what gives rise to this knowledge (knowledge generating

systems), thus minimizing the risks to theoretical pluralism associated with foundational

perspectives.

I have also argued that five consequences flow from accepting theoretical pluralism:

• Knowledge cannot be regarded as universal and cumulative. Knowledge is always

relative to particular contexts and communities. Theoretical pluralism even manifests
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in traditional scientific communities that do not embrace systemic action research:

language (and consequent theory) evolves differently in different disciplines, and it

impoverishes scientific explanation to try to reduce the language of one discipline to

that of another (Fodor 1974).

• The relevance of any particular theory depends on the purposes of participants involved

in a research project.

• In processes of critical self-reflection, we can think pluralistically about the agency and

choices of the researcher, exploring different meanings of these that flow from different

theories.

• While it is impossible to produce universal standards for choice between theories, this

does not mean that anything goes. It is still possible to generate standards of relevance

to particular contexts, and these contexts may be defined narrowly (relevant to a

particular, geographically local project) or more widely (such as when an international

accord on human rights is developed).

• Methodological pluralism (drawing upon methods from different paradigms) is a

partner to theoretical pluralism, given that methodology is itself theoretical in nature

and defines the legitimacy of particular methods. Not only can methodological

pluralism be justified with reference to the kind of systemic philosophy outlined in this

paper, but it can significantly enhance action research practice by encouraging both the

use of a wide range of methods and learning across methodological boundaries.
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opment. Syst Res Behav Sci 24:233–247

Miller JG (1965) Living systems: basic concepts. Behav Sci 10:193–237
Mingers JC (1992) Criticising the phenomenological critique: autopoiesis and critical realism. Syst Pract

5:173–180
Mingers JC (1995) Self-producing systems: implications and applications of autopoiesis. Plenum, New York
Mingers J (2006) Realising systems thinking: knowledge and action in management science. Springer,

New York
Mingers J, Gill A (eds) (1997) Multimethodology: the theory and practice of combining management

science methodologies. Wiley, Chichester
Morgan G (1986) Images of organization. Sage, London
Oliga JC (1988) Methodological foundations of systems methodologies. Syst Pract 1:87–112
Popper KR (1959) The logic of scientific discovery. Originally published as Logik de Forschung, 1935.

Harper, New York
Popper KR (1972) Objective knowledge. Oxford University Press, Oxford
Prigogine I (1987) Exploring complexity. Eur J Oper Res 30:97–103
Prigogine I (1989) The rediscovery of time: science in a world of limited predictability. Beshara 9:28–32
Prigogine I, Stengers I (1984) Order out of chaos: man’s new dialogue with nature. Fontana, London
Rahman MA (1993) People’s self-development: perspectives on participatory action research—a journey

through experience. Zed Books, London
Rawls J (1971) A theory of justice. Harvard University Press, Cambridge, MA
Reason P (ed) (1988) Human inquiry in action: developments in new paradigm research. Sage, London
Romm NRA (1996) Inquiry-and-intervention in systems planning: probing methodological rationalities.

World Futures 47:25–36
Seidman E (1988) Back to the future, community psychology: unfolding a theory of social intervention. Am

J Community Psychol 16:3–24

14 Syst Pract Action Res (2011) 24:1–15

123



Selvini-Palazzoli M, Cecchin G, Prata G, Boscolo L (1978) Paradox and counterparadox. Jason Aronson,
New York

Taket A, White L (2000) Partnership and participation: decision-making in the multiagency setting. Wiley,
Chichester

Ulrich W (1983) Critical heuristics of social planning: a new approach to practical philosophy. Haupt, Berne
Ulrich W (1996) A primer to critical systems heuristics for action researchers. Centre for Systems Studies,

Hull
Von Bertalanffy L (1968) General system theory. Penguin, London
Von Glasersfeld E (1985) Reconstructing the concept of knowledge. Arch Psychol 53:91–101
Walker RJ (2007) Social auditing as social learning: a theoretical reconstruction. PhD thesis, University of

Hull, Hull
Watzlawick P, Beavin J, Jackson DD (1968) Pragmatics of human communication: a study of interactional

patterns, pathologies and paradoxes. Faber and Faber, London
Whyte WF (ed) (1991) Participatory action research. Sage, London
Willmott H (1993) Breaking the paradigm mentality. Organ Stud 14:681–719

Syst Pract Action Res (2011) 24:1–15 15

123


	Theoretical Pluralism in Systemic Action Research
	Abstract
	Introduction
	The Risks of Foundational Epistemology
	The Problem of Subject/Object Dualism in Foundational Theories of Epistemology
	A Systemic Approach
	Heading Off Some Potential Misunderstandings
	Some Implications of Embracing Theoretical Pluralism
	Beyond the Cumulative View of Knowledge
	Theory in Action
	Choice Between Theories
	Standards and Principles for Choice
	Methodological Pluralism
	Conclusion
	References



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (ISO Coated v2 300% \050ECI\051)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Perceptual
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 149
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 149
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 599
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /DEU <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [595.276 841.890]
>> setpagedevice


