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Positivism Defined, Origin, and Basic Principles

The term positivism originated in the late eighteenth century and referred mainly to the natural sciences such as physics, chemistry and mathematics, although it became increasingly used in relation to the human sciences, such as geography and philosophy. Positivism implied a rejection of speculation in favor of facts and scientific knowledge (Ritzer, 2003). In its broadest sense, positivism is a rejection of metaphysics. It is a position that holds that the goal of knowledge is simply to describe the phenomena that we experience. The purpose of science is simply to stick to what we can observe and measure. Knowledge of anything beyond that, a positivist would hold, is impossible. In a positivist view of the world, science was seen as the way to get at truth, to understand the world well enough so that we might predict and control it. The world and the universe were deterministic -- they operated by laws of cause and effect that we could discern if we applied the unique approach of the scientific method. Science was largely a mechanistic or mechanical affair. We use deductive reasoning to postulate theories that we can test. Based on the results of our studies, we may learn that our theory doesn't fit the facts well and so we need to revise our theory to better predict reality. The positivist believed in empiricism - the idea that observation and measurement was the core of the scientific endeavor. The key approach of the scientific method is the experiment, the attempt to discern natural laws through direct manipulation and observation (Trochim, 2006).

The basic affirmations of positivism are: (1) that all knowledge regarding matters of fact is based on the “positive” data of experience, and (2) that beyond the realm of fact is that of pure logic and pure mathematics. The Positivists became noted for their repudiation of metaphysics; i.e., of speculation regarding the nature of reality that radically goes beyond any possible evidence that could either support or refute such knowledge claims. Positivism is thus, worldly, secular, anti-theological, and anti-metaphysical. Strict adherence to the testimony of observation 
and experience is the all-important imperative of the Positivists (Positivism, 2008). 

Auguste Comte (1798–1857) developed the first sociological version of positivism. Comte’s work can be seen to some extent as a reaction to the French Revolution and the philosophy of the Enlightenment (Ritzer, 2003). Comte lived in the wake of the French Revolution, which began in 1789. He grew up when there was political and social upheaval in the country. It was also a period of great tensions between France and its neighbors, Austria and Britain included (Tripathi, 2003). France had declared war on Britain and was supporting the American war of independence against British rule (Simon, 2002). On the other hand, Britain had been through the Industrial Revolution by the mid-nineteenth century. The bulk of the working population in the country had changed from agriculture to industry. Big advances in the farming methods were being introduced. Steam power had all but replaced the use of muscle, wind, and water. The textile industry was the prime example of industrialization. Roads, railways, and steamships were to radically change the face of society. All this brought profound changes in Britain, leaving France behind. The consequences of the internal chaos and wars with other European countries were corrosive for the French society (Tripathi, 2003). Emmett Kennedy discusses the impact of these events on the philosophy of Comte: “The absence of any integrated, organic culture after the disorder that followed the Enlightenment and the Revolution indicated to Auguste Comte the deep malaise that beset French society. The organic worldview of medieval Christianity had been disturbed. … He approached the problems of society with reason alone; in that he was a philosopher. But he wrote from … the side that had learned the cost of corrosive criticism (Kennedy, 1989).”
It is easier to understand the intervention of Comte in the above context. His philosophy of positivism was a product of widespread upheaval in his own country, conflict with its neighbors and profound social changes brought by the Industrial Revolution in Britain. The introduction of machinery in the day-to-day running of society in Britain had propelled the use of science and technology to the forefront of human thinking. Theology and metaphysics had been demoted (Tripathi, 2003).  Positivism formed an integral part of the Enlightenment tradition: science and facts opposed metaphysics and speculation; faith and revelation were no longer acceptable as sources of knowledge (Ritzer, 2003).

Evolution of Positivism
Positivist theory has evolved over time into three areas: (1) Social, (2) Critical, and (3) Logical.

Social Positivism

Comte’s Social Positivism was posited on the assertion of “The Law of Three Stages” of intellectual development. As Comte saw it, there is a parallel between the evolution of thought patterns in the entire history of man, on one hand, and in the history of an individual’s development from infancy to adulthood, on the other. Our knowledge passes successively through three different theoretical conditions: (1) the Theological, or fictitious; (2) the Metaphysical, or abstract; and (3) the Scientific, or positive (Comte, 1974). Comte did not deny the metaphysical, but considered it to be a lower level of conceptualization (Peca, 2000).

Comte’s “Law of the Three Stages” maintained that human intellectual development had moved historically from a theological stage, in which the world and human destiny within it were explained in terms of gods and spirits; through a transitional metaphysical stage, in which explanations were in terms of essences, final causes, and other abstractions; and finally to the modern positive stage. This last stage was distinguished by an awareness of the limitations of human knowledge. Knowledge could only be relative to man’s nature as a species and to his varying social and historical situations. Absolute explanations were therefore better abandoned for the more sensible discovery of laws based on the observable relations between phenomena (Auguste Comte, 2008).

Auguste Comte also believed that there is a hierarchy of the sciences based on the historical sequence of the sciences, with areas of knowledge passing through these stages in order of difficulty. The simplest and most remote become scientific first. These are followed by the more complex sciences, those considered closest to us. Hence, the sciences developed as follows: from mathematics, astronomy, physics, and chemistry to biology and finally to sociology. Each level of science involved a higher order of knowledge which included the levels below. Comte (1975) viewed the science of sociology as “more complicated than any other of which we are cognizant (p.368).” According to Comte, this last discipline not only concluded the series but would also reduce social facts to laws and synthesize the whole of human knowledge, thus rendering the discipline equipped to guide the reconstruction of society (Comte, 1974; Auguste Comte, 2008). For Comte, the study of people—or sociology—has as its purpose not only the discovery of the regularities of human life but also the utilization of these regularities to systematize the art of social life. Therefore, positivism was to improve the human race by the discovery of the natural laws under which people function. The means of discovering those laws was the scientific method (Peca, 2000).  

Critical Positivism

Comte’s influence was manifest in important developments in German Positivism just prior to World War I. The two most outstanding representatives of this critical positivism school of thought were Ernst Mach, a physicist, and Richard Avenarius, founder of a philosophy known as Empiriocriticism. Mach contended that all factual knowledge consists of a conceptual organization and elaboration of what is given in the elements; i.e., in the data of immediate experience. Avenarius’ positivism, like that of Mach, comprised a biologically oriented theory of knowledge. In Avenarius’ view, the raw material of the construction of the concepts of common sense and of the sciences was “the given”; i.e., the data of immediate sensory experience. Thus, they maintained that a stone, for example, is no more than a collection of such sensory qualities as hardness, color, and mass. If one were to ask the question, “What would be left over if all of the perceptible qualities were stripped (in thought” away from an observable object
?,” these critical positivists would answer, “Precisely nothing.” Thus, the concept of substance was declared meaningless (Positivism, 2008). 

Logical Positivism

The basic ideas of logical positivism were developed by the Vienna Circle, a discussion group of gifted scientists and philosophers that met regularly in Vienna. The Vienna Circle coined the term “logical positivism” to indicate their new scientific study of human behavior. They sought to negate Comte’s epigenetic view of science and truly incorporate science and sociology (Peca, 2000). According to Ayer (1959), the difference between Comte’s positivism and logical positivism is that “the Vienna Circle rejected the view that there is a radical distinction between the natural and the social sciences. The scale and diversity of the phenomena with which the social sciences dealt made them less successful in establishing scientific laws, but this was a difficulty pf practice, not of principle” (p. 21). In order for sociological inquiry to be more objective, and thus more meaningful, the logical positivists embraced empiricism (Peca, 2000). 

The originality of the logical positivists lay in their making the impossibility of metaphysics depend not on the nature of what could be known but on the nature of what could be said (Ayer, 1959). As opposed to Comte, who maintained that metaphysical reality existed but was of a lower order to positive reality, the logical positivists saw metaphysics as meaningless and posited that only observable objects were to be viewed as reality. This reality is expressed in a statement and this expression alone makes communication meaningful (Peca, 2000; Positivism, 2008). The statement which the logical positivists made primary was the hypothesis. The hypothesis must be descriptive of observable variables and the basis for empirical testing (Peca, 2000). 

Positivist-based Research
One issue with social research is that it is not easy to get solid and repeatable results, as humans are such a complex and variable species. Although some critics state that positivism may be inadequate to study the full range of human experience, positivism has been hugely influential and still affects the significant use of experiments and statistics in social research. Sociobehavioral and organizational theory apply positivism’s basic concepts to the study of society and organizations. 
According to Peca (2000), the following assumptions are the premises upon which positivistic sociobehavioral inquiry is based: (1) A collective consciousness exists which can be studied independently of individual consciousness; (2) Collective consciousness and individual consciousness interact; (3) Human behavior can be generalized and thus studied as natural types through the empirical method; (4) Society is inherently ordered; (5) Society imposes sanctions on individuals to maintain inherent order; (6) The basis for societal orderliness is the inherent rationality of human behavior; and (7) The goal of sociobehavioral inquiry is to predict and control human behavior. These assumptions were derived from the sociological work of Emile Durkheim, who believed that society could be seen as a whole, and society constrained the individual by imposing external cultural norms (Bendix, 1970). Durkheim’s method of study was empirical. Bendix (1970) clarified Durkheim’s basic assumption on the methodology of social inquiry: “All actions of the individual must be reduced to their elementary components” (p. 9). These elementary components of human behavior are then categorized into generalizations of action which Durkheim called natural types. To understand the individual, one must study the relation between that individual and the society in which the individual exists. The development of sociobehavioral research and theory was greatly influenced by Durkheim’s adaptation of Comte’s philosophical positivism, Durkheim’s concepts of society and human behavior, and logical positivism’s scientific study of objective reality (Peca, 2000). 
Positivistic organizational theory also makes use of the same assumptions as sociobehavioral inquiry. As society is viewed as an existing entity to be objectively studied, an organization is also viewed as an existing entity, a social sub-structure in society that can also be objectively studied (Peca, 2000). Parsons’ (1956) definition of this positivistic view of the relationship between an organization and a society is, “An organization is defined as a social system oriented to the attainment of a relatively specific type of goal which contributes to a major function of a more comprehensive system, usually the society” (p. 63).  Goals direct the organization and roles assumed by its members provide the means to attain the goals. Such an organization is ordered and this underlying order enables organizational researchers to utilize scientific means in studying organizations (Peca, 2000).
Positivism as a New Way of Knowing

Since my educational and professional background consists of training in mathematics and economics, I have always been influenced by quantitative research and empirical methods. As far back as I can remember, I knew about the scientific method, but little did I know that the origins of this method were so deep. While I had no idea that there was an actual term for this school of thought, I was familiar with the general concept of positivism. I had been taught that goal of knowledge is to describe the phenomena that we experience and that the purpose of science is simply to stick to what we can observe and measure. It is the very reason why the scientific method became the hard and fast rule for projects and experiments. I was literally beginning my career as an analyst when I was first introduced to qualitative research and the social sciences. It wasn’t until I worked on my first research assignment where we collected data using a questionnaire and had to content analyze the results, did I appreciate the methodological rigor of qualitative research. At that point, I also realized that there were some topics that may not fit so nicely into the scientific method that I was so familiar with. Yet, they were scientific in that they nonetheless met the definition of measurable and observable. This was positivism in the social sciences at its best.

I agree with Comte that the social sciences can be more difficult than any other science due to the complex nature of human beings. But I never thought that by only applying the methods of natural science would social science ever be able to match the achievements of natural science in explanation, prediction, and control. Also, I never thought that the social sciences had to try to match the achievements of natural science. Thus, what made this a new way of knowing for me was learning that researchers have used the principles of positivism to study human behavior in a way that I did not think existed. This type of research should not necessarily be derived from research that tries to find a correlation in existing societies or behaviors, like the positivist view would suggest. In my view, making the study of society or human beings an empirical exercise assumes that research should be practical and should be confined to measurement and observation. However, scholarly work need not be practical and it need not be confined to empirical experiments. I would argue that the most important need is for research whose goal is to yield ideas for innovative practices, designs, or policies. 
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