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Invited Commentary

Ihaveoftennoticedtheuseofcategorisingasatechniquetodescribehowpeoplebehaveorthink
differently.Forexample,introvertversusextrovertorprogressiveversusreactionary.Categoriesare
constructsorstylesofdealingwiththeworldthathavearisenfromtextandnarrativesometimes
backedupbyanalysisorstatisticalsurvey.Theyarewaysofgeneratinglanguagetohelpexplain
thoughtsandaslongwebewareofthefallacyofmisplacedconcretenesstheyareexcellenttoolsfor
explanationandillustration.

Thesimplestschemeistohavejusttwocategoriesandtohavenodoubtaboutwhichcategory
your‘elements’fallinto,forexamplewithafewexceptionspeopleareeithermaleorfemale.This
polarisesthepopulation;itisbipolarinthiscase.Awell-definedexampleofamultipolardivisionis
puttingpeopleintoagebrackets.Itiswelldefined,astheboundariesareprecisetothedayoreven
hourandminute.Butwebegintogethintsofaproblem.Manypeopleliketoconsiderthemselves
inthesameagegroupastheonebeneaththeabsolutenumericalonetheyfallinto,atleastuntilthey
straincredibility.Itiswhenthingsarenotclear-cutthatpolarisationintocategoriesleadstotensions
andresistance.

Itisthenatureofthequalitiesthatwearedistinguishingthatcounts.Sooftenwearedealing
withslidingscalequalities,anelementisneitheratoneendortheother,butitissomewhereinthe
middleandsometimespasttheends.Considerfeminineandmasculinequalitiesinsteadoffemaleand
male.Notonlydowehaveaproblemofsituatingapersononascaleforwhichwehavenometric,
noabsolutepointsandnouniversalstandardbutalsoourelementmovesaboutastheyengagein
differentsocialcontexts.Toaddtoanymisconceptionthatwecaneasilycategorisewehavetheadded
problemofcompoundqualities.Feminineandmasculineareadjectivesthatcombineamultitudeof
otherdualadjectivessoft-hard,emotional-rational,connective-insularandsoon.Theseareall
qualitiesthatmakeupthisbiggerconceptexpressedthroughtwopowerfulpolariseddescriptions.

However,whathasthisgottodowithsystemsthinking?WellItookalistofadjectivesorqualities
ofsystemsthinkingthathavecollectedandItriedtodevelopsomepolarisations.

TomakeiteasyIhavekepttotwopolesthatIhavecalledlooseandtightforeachquality.Ihave
consideredsystemsthinkingas‘loose’anditsopposite,probablysomethinglikeempiricalphysics,
as‘tight’.

Table1showsthefirstattemptatatable,Idohopeyoudisagreewithsomeofthis.
ThesepolarisingqualitiesinTable1caneasilybedescribedasdualfuzzysets.Forexample,we

couldconsiderthesetofresearchprojectsthathavealoosedisciplinestyleandthesetofprojectsthat
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haveatightdisciplinestyle.Anyparticularprojectthatveeredtowardsloosenesscouldbedescribed
asbelonging80%totheloosesetand20%tothetight.

Fuzzy logic has seen success in engineering control system particularly for information
feedbackinnon-linearsystemsthatexhibitextremesensitivitytosmallchanges.Ifactionresearch
isaninquiryapproachwithagroundinginsystemthinkingwhichincludesanawarenessofsocial
feedbackmechanisms,thenthequalitieswemaywanttoconsiderthatmakeupthisfeedback,could
bedescribedusingdualfuzzysets.

Thisisnotanattempttoquantifyinanytraditionalscientificway,turnsystemsthinkingintohard
datatofeedacontrolcomputer.Thekeytousingfuzzylogicistheestimationofbelongingness(for
examplehowmuchisthissunsetamemberofthesetofgloriousredsunsets).Thisestimationisa

Table 1. List of polarising qualities

Quality / Adjectives Loose Tight

Structure Unplanned,unfocused,self-generatingrules,
serendipitous

Pre-planned,clearlydefined,wellfocused,
prescriptive,algorithmic

Scope-relevance Specifictoaplaceandtimeandonlyforthe
setofpeopleinvolved

General,applieseverywhere,foralwaysand
foreveryone

Entropy

Constructiveandcreative,integrative-only
breaksdowninordertoreconstructan
improvedversion.Theclockisnowworking
andtellingtimemoreaccurately

Destructive,reductionist.Theclockisinpieces
withallpartsclearlylabelledandtheirpurpose
explained

Activitychronology Cyclical,networking,parallelactivities,
Multiplefeedbackloops Linear,sequentialsteps.Singlefeedbackloop

Diversityand
richness Encourageswide-ranginginputs Triestominimiseinputsandtheirinfluence

Disciplinestyle Multiple,integrative,unifying Specialised,divisive,categorising

Judgement
(assessment)

Internallyassessedbyresultsforthe
participantsandbytheparticipants. Externallyassessedbypeergroup

Teleology Intentiontochange Intentiontounderstand

Timeendurance Forthemoment,anyconclusionoractionis
onlyvalidatthetimeitismade

Permanent-conclusionsandresultsstand
forever(untildisproved)

Probability Reliesandencourageschance,stochastic Seekstoeliminatechance,deterministic

Genderpolarity Feminine Masculine

Personality(or
nationality)

Experimental,individualistic,eccentric,
entrepreneuriale.g.Anglo-Saxon,Caribbean,
Indian

Conforming,obedient,conventionale.g.
German,Continental,Japanese

Cleanliness Dirtyandmessy Neatandtidy

Political Democratic-proceedsbyconsensus Autocratic-dictatedbytherulesofthegame
/nature

Language Adjectivesandadverbs.Emotionsand
feelings Nounsandverbs.Factsandfigures

Argument Analogy,illustration,metaphor,presentation,
advocacy,adduction Definitionsandlogic,deduction

Mathematics Topology,fuzzysets,patterns,statistics Numbers,graphs,algebra,calculus,and
trigonometry
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subjectivetask,withinaninquiryprocessitshouldbevalidtomaketheseestimationsinparticipation
andindeedtoexaminedifferencesinestimationisoftentheessenceofargumentanddebate-onthe
waytoconsensusorgreaterunderstandingwehope.

Asanexample,inahospitalwemaybeconcernedatthecleanlinessofwardsandwehavea
systemsinquirytoaddressthisproblem.Theparticipantsmayallexaminedifferentplacesandestimate
howmuchtheybelonginthesetofcleanplacesasdistinctfromdirtyplaces.Acomparisonofthese
estimatesmayrevealdistinctdifferencesandtheinquirycanexploretheseandfindthattheconcepts
ofcleanlinessareverydifferentbetweenthecleanerandthetheatrewardmanager.

Thepost-modernphilosophicworriesaboutpolarisationorcategorisationseemtocentreon
tryingtodiscoverwhatmeaningsexistinseparatingandclassifying.Dowemeantovalueoneset
overanother,dowemeantoinitiateconflict,dowemeantoconfuse,dowemeantoexcludesome
fromanycategory,dowemeantoboxthingsupneatlysothatwecanignorethem?Inaparagraph
aboveIhavesaid“…withveryfewexceptionspeopleareeithermaleorfemale,thispolarisesthe
population…,”amItryingtoexcludeagoodfriendofminebecauseofmyfear,thethreattomy
masculinity.Todeconstructwhywecategoriseorseparateintobinariesisanattempttorevealthese
underlyingsubtexts.

Theseworriesarevalidandapost-modernfeministviewofthepolarisingqualitiesinthetable
abovewouldclearly identify theassociationofa ‘tight’ researchmethodologywithamasculine
hegemony.

Perhaps,wheneverwearetemptedtodevisecategoriesweshouldpursuethisdeconstructionat
leastdownonelevel.Itshouldbepossibletoexaminecriticallythemeaningsbehindandwithinthe
categoriesandtheprocessofformingthembuthavingdonethatmoveontousethemwithabetter
understandingoftheirpotentialdangersandfailings.Thebestoftenfallbetweenthecracks.

Categoriesarewaystoconstructdifferenceanddifferencecreatesboundaries.Boundariesare
attheheartofsystemsthinking–itiswhereinterestingthingshappen.


