Choosing an Epistemic Stance
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Abstract: This paper discusses issues connected with methodological choices. There is a need to be clear about the
stance at which the knowledge is generated from. The existence of various domains for mapping knowledge and the
concept of "methodological sophistication” will also be addressed. The connection of what we claim to know

(ontology) and how do we claim to know (episteme

be used to make understanding more easy. It should be unders
ritical aspect is to justify why we make a particular choice and exclude

f belonging to more that one domain, neither should we fight once we
e title of a research project, which I am expecting to do, will be given

stance is not the end of the journey. The ¢
others. There is no practical justification 0
belong to different domains. At the end, th

logy) will be addressed in this paper. Some mapping tools will

tood that making a choice of a certain epistemic
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INTRODUCTION

In research work, it is becoming increasingly
'Mmportant for researchers to understand that there
EXist various options to locate their research
knowledge, More importantly, there is need to
know "what" is known and "how" is it known.
e researcher should be able to address these
two fundamental questions consistently. However,
efore even making the choice itis vital to
Tecognize that there are choices to be made. The
Worst choice is "to choose not to choose." This
May lead to a serious misunderstanding and
Confusion. The research work may then be like
Just a game of chance, without any consistence-
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In other words, this deals with justification about
the claimed knowledge.

In line with the above discussion, we can
therefore say, ontology answers "what" while
epistemology addresses "how." These two must
be married together to obtain an epistemic
domain. Johnson and Duberley (2000), Figure 8,
page 180, gavea good illustrative map about these
dimensions. They expressed each in two
perspectives; objective or subjective. Having two
dimensions in two perspectives, resulted into four
possible domains of knowledge mapping. The four
quadrants are named as:

South-East (Postmodernism)
North-East (Incoherent)

North-West (positivism)

South-West (Interpretive/hermeneutic)

Justification of Choice (This is based on Figure 8.1
in Johnson and Duberley (2000).

Noprth
*Positivism INCOHERENT
+Neopositivism EAST
+Critical Theory
+Conventjonalism
+Critical realism *Postmodernism
OBJECTIVE SUBJECTIVE



Possible characteristics of each quadrant:
SOUTH-EAST

o Subjectivist
epistemelogy;

¢ Locates postmodenists and more of convent-
ionalist;

* Based on the denial of theory-neutral
observational language;

¢ Notions of truth and objectivity are merely the
outcomes of prestigious discursive practice;

¢ Focuses on multiple reality;

¢ Ifthere is no external independent ontological
referent, epistemic reflexivity becomes an
autopoietic (i.e self-generating) process within
arecursively closed cognitive system.

ontology, subjectivist

NORTH-EAST

*Subjectivist ontology, objectivist epistemology
*Difficult to make sense out of it
¢Incoherent

NORTH-WEST

Objectivist ontology, objectivist epistemology;
Sensory experience of the objects of reality

provides the only secure foundation for social
scientific knowledge;

Observers can picture an a priori external
world objectively and thereby deductively test

or, inductively generate theory. Therefore,
theory-neutral language is the case;

The truth is to be found in the observer's

passive registration of the facts that constitute
reality;

Taken-for-granted' is acceptable;
Facts must be measurable, and anything out
of that is 'not a fact' but abstract.

SOUTH-WEST

* Objectivist ontology, subjectivist epistemology;
¢ Interaction is considered to be the best way

of making an understanding . Avoid'taken-for-
granted;
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o Theory-laden and not theory-neutral language
is the way forward; he
¢ Knowledge can not and should not be
outcome of the privileged access a}? ,
dissemination by the authoritative few.. rathe
legitimate knowledge must be the outconleg
unconstrained public debate and agreemen ’n
¢ Negotiable and democtratic co-constructio
of meaning; .
Avoid systematic distortion of communica iry
by careful management of power asymme
and domination; and —
® Identify and involve all potential communica
(strategic talk).

tion

The above four domains give an ability tO T\f
the location of the knowledge you claim 0 ke ins
Burrel and Morgan, 1989, referred these domao\
as paradigms. The names used are s0 M€ ses
different but with similar emphasis. In either 2
(domains or paradigms), there is no Chanc-(;‘le.
exist in more than one position at the sa'me tlouf
Your e xistence in one domain denies yme,
existence in others at that very particumr t; ese
with the same concept of knowledge. In fact: t']t is
domains are incommensurable. However: ! es
more important to know that, each domain Se’?l/ﬂs
its purpose when used correctly and timely u
being the case, there is no reason and there Sh(;c
be no one reason, for occupants of d]f..fe 0
domains to conflict since they are moving ist
different directions. Positivists and interpret"’
seemto have a cold war between them espec@v .
when arguing o f the e pistemic p ers.ped;o
However, this is a naive way of reaSOn.mg’

the knowledge management point of vieW:

ILLUSTRATION

_West

If we consider these two domains (North ¢ in

and South-West) like a lion and an elepha” es
the forest, they are all masters of ﬂ?e fo};)ne
depending on time and position. Interestmglyo

is a carnivore (Lion) while the other a
(Elephant) is a harbivoure. Though they 2r€
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alfy‘;":}'li]'s in the fo.rest, they have different
carcass oflewmg things. For an elephant, a
whereas foa Zt?bra for' instance, means nothing
time. r a lion that is the best during its lunch
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is Z chajlenge to indicate that, scientific knowledge

is ommator_y @d using force instead of the truth

So the question is not 'what' is true? ‘
' - . . .

but' how did this version of what is true come to

dominate in these social circumstances?

What is Realism?

This is an anti-positivistic philosophy which claim:

that, there is no form of science which reli X
exclusively on empirical evidence. It suggests t]lueS
there is always something beneath the surf: .
of what is capable of being experienced. F om
Gill and Johnsons (1996: 178), Research M.ethr ocrln
for Managers the following is noted abg i
realism: itis divided into two branches uf
ontological (metaphysical) realism in that real 0

exists independently of cognitive structures 113{"
observers and epistemological realism in tl(:

sene that reality is cognitively accessible te
observers. i

Much of realism entails both views hence i
called 'objectivism,' i.e there is a real 'social' anl;
matural’ world existing independently of ou
cognitions which we can neutrally apprehen(:
through observation.

However, other realists would claim that whil
reality does exist independently of our efforts ts
understand it, it is not cognitivel y accessible in a
neutral manner. In other words, they accept
metaphysical realism but insist that it should l?e
combined with epistemological realism which
denies the concept of 'theory-neutral’
observational language. It is therefore important
to understand the following terms:

a) Theory-neutral observation language is the
concept which claims that, it is possible to test
precisely 2 theory through observation o f
empirical reality which is readily open t
neutral inspection by the observer. °

b) Theory-laden is a concept which explains that
the prior values, knowledge and theories of
an observer influence what he or she sees

during observation.
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From: Karsler, D. (1988: 176-178) Max Weber:

An Introduction to His Life and Work, the
following is noted:

+ The interpretive understanding of 'social action'
being the object domain of Weber's sociology
leads to an investigation into the determining
effects of meaning (sin- Verstehen). Its
methodological procedure cannot be separated
from a causual analytical procedure.
Moreover Weber makes explicit an iternal
connection between the two heuristic
strategies.

The concept of socially constructed meaning
is one of Weber's basic conceptions.

Weber is always concerned to present meaning
as being communicable, However, commu-

nicability is always already social and

intersubjective and is expressed in changeable,
symbolic form,

In Webber's work, three variations of meaning
are distinguished as follows (pp. 178):

1) Meaning as c ultural significance, i.e. as

Objectified meaning in a ‘world of meanings'

Meaning as subjectively intended meaning,

which is intersubj ectively comprehensible and

communicable.

iif) Meaning as functional meaning which is
influenced by objective contexts, is
intersubjectively mediated and is of a functional
significance for social process of change.

ii)

Ten Key Questions for 'Methodological
Sophistication'

Before choosing a domain as well as a stance
there is a need to address clearly and carefully
the following ten questions. By answering these
ten questions precisely, you will end up with a
good position hence become 'metodologically
sophisticated.’

1. Which phenomenon are you going to study?
2. Where are you going to do your research?
3. Why are you doing it?

4. What is your schedule of doing it?

. 2
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5. Which resources are needed? o be
6. Who is to supervise and who is likely tO
your audience?
7. Which epistemic domain to belong? lied?
8. Which methods and techniques to be appi!
ize to write and how?
?(.).\\\’flh}?;:lfveill it contribute to the body Of.
knowledge?

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

How can a relational strategy contrlbuf‘ehg:'
service competition in two categories of h}‘IgIt s
learning institutions in a developing c.ountl‘)’;)c'
quite clear that this topic deals.W1th a sing 0
phenomenon within animates. It is not _gO i
deal with non-living things. Non-living things

be considered as facilities w hich ar€ toteS-
managed and controlled by the af'llm‘ﬁ's in
Therefore, the relationship in question !
connection to the human beings.

Choice

t,
Ihave decided to choose the South-west ql_’adl.'i?ty
which entails objectivity ontology and subj ectlsu g
epistemology. In this domain there are thre€ Jism
domains namely: critical theory; critical Tein,e
and pragmatism. I will put forward 2 it
discussion of each before making another ch tic
within these sub-domains of this hermene!
approach.

Critical Theory

This focuses upon the inherent cOnncctl:rt
between politics, values and knowledge fa the
thereby, provokes deeper consideration ° ise
politics and values which underpin and legltlman
authority of "scientific" knowledge (Alvesson 5]
Willmot, 1988, in Johnson and Duberley, 2000: !

Critical Realism

. e . octively
This is the belief in reality that exists obj ectl":;es.
and is revealed through representational deV!
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It 1S unlike many popular characterisations of
real‘lsm, since its adherents aim to be both anti-
posivist and anti-relativist at once. Critical realists
consider that the observable behaviour of people
and objects (‘appearances') is not applicable
unless located in the causal c ontext of non-
e'mPirical structures, or intrinsic natures
(‘essences') and their interactions.

Pragmatism:

It originates from the greek word pragma'which
means ‘action’. This is the philosophy of meaning
which holds that, the meaning of the theory I
contained in the practical effects of adopting it
So while the truth may well be 'out there’ we
may never know it in an absolute sense, because
We lack the necessary cognitive and linguistic
Means of apprehending it.
Although the nature of objects and processes
does not uniquely detennine the content of human
owledge, it does deternine their cognitive and
Practical possibilities for us (Sayer, 1992: 69-70)

Pragmatic-critical Realism

Having explained the meaning of ‘cri
and 'Pragmatism’, itis therefore
consider how they have been tacitly com
Provide a distinctive epistemological POt Thi
Position is called pragmatic-critical realism'" Thl;
'Sa synthesis w hich attempts tO transcen

Positivisim's thesis of foundational—absolute stance
and postmodemism' antitheSiS of Ché!(_)ﬁc relativism

(Harvey, 1989: 52).

tical realism’
possible to
mbined to
is

My Stance .
: ability of
After carefully considering the apphc?bllliga o
Zacl.] sub-domain of hermeneutic d({mal?’ Jlism
We.clded to choose the synthesis of criticalT®
relt}-1 Pragmatism, hence pragma
faallsm'- The main reason to OP! for
o Ctthat [ believe in the concel
Ught to be co-constructed in !

adopti“g the theory. The diagram ove
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the position of the choice made denying other
stances. I do not mean other positions are useless
only that there is no way you can drive on both’
sides of the road in the same car at the same

time.

CONCLUSION

In any research work, either a commissioned
project or an academic research project, there is
always a need to do the knowledge mapping from
the very beginning. It happens that most of the
researchers start in the ad hoc basis and look
for the place to squeeze their results at the end
of the research work. Interalia, this leads to
inconsistency of the warranted knowledge as well
as confusion to the researcher himself. Itis
therefore crucial to understand the existence of
various choices and stances and make a choice
within the choices and not outside the choices.
My research work focuses on social phenomena,
looking at the contribution of relationships to
service competition. It is hoped that at the end of
this research work, some recommendations will
be given about the attainment of competitive
advantage through communication as a social
process. This research work will be centred at
the higher learning institutions in a developing
country. ] have chosen the hermeneutic domain

with the stance of ‘pragmatic-critical realism'. This’
study is scheduled to last three years from October

2000.
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