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SERIES EDITORS' 
INTRODUCTION 

Narrative, stories, and tales, it is said, connect the person and the personal 
to social events, processes, and organizations. Most work in narratives 
concerns "personal narratives" or stories, some of which bridge the person 
and the social, yet little work as been done that connects roles and organi- 
zations. Qualitative research using narrative methods enables researchers 
to place themselves at the interface between persons, stories, and organi- 
zations, and to place the person in emotional and organizational context. 

Barbara Czarniawska has long cultivated the narrative tradition and ar- 
gued for the links between roles and organization as a part of organiza- 
tional analysis. She sees organization, indeed like a story, as a social con- 
struction that is interactionally relevant and constraining. Her book is a 
clear guide to conceptualizing organization, connecting it to sentiments 
and action, and revealing it through stories. In this sense, she shares the 
concerns of Feldman (Volume 33), Schwartzman (Volume 27), and Reiss- 
man (Volume 30), in applying narrative methods to qualitative research. 

John Van Maanen 
Peter K. Manning 
Marc L. Miller 



Preface vii 

PREFACE 

his monograph presents a specific approach to organization studies in 
T t h e  field while simultaneously illustrating its use. The book is mainly 
directed toward graduate students in business and public administration, 
sociology, anthropology, and political sciences, that is, all social sciences 
that practice fieldwork in contemporary societies. It emerged as a result of 
teaching graduate courses in Scandinavia and throughout the world. This 
experience taught me that graduate students often have problems not in 
choosing a method but in describing it in an acceptable manner. One could 
argue that the problem is circular: Students cannot describe the method 
because they do not know why they chose it in the first place. They follow 
a logic of appropriateness, as March and Olsen (1989) call the reasoning 
that forms an action imperative based on the observation that "everyone is 
doing qualitative methods right now." Dissertations, however, call for a 
logic of justification and here, deprived of positivist props, students feel 
lost. They are unable to conduct a methodological reasoning of their own: 
What do I want to know? How am I going to learn that? What are the 
alternatives? They often borrow pieces of other people's reasoning (which 
is the only way to do it) but fail to patch them together into a convincing 
whole. This monograph is intended to help them do so, by way of reflec- 
tion and example. 

The book is based on the assumption that there is no method, strictly 
speaking, in social sciences. All there is are other works as sources of 
inspiration, an array of various techniques, and a systematic reflection on 
the work that is being done. The approach presented is inspired by the 
works of Mikhail Bakhtin, Jerome Bruner, Umberto Eco, Karin Knorr 
Cetina, Bruno Latour, Deirdre McCloskey, Richard Rorty, and David Sil- 
verman. Thus, it joins various disciplines (from literary theory through 

psychology, sociology of knowledge, and economics to philosophy) and 
various geographic areas of influence (with a "natural" European bias). 

This monograph assumes that research consists of collecting and pro- 
ducing texts as well as accounting for a certain social practice (in this case, 
organizing). Researchers collect and interpret texts produced in the field 
where the practice takes place, but in the process they create such texts 
themselves: interview records, field notes, observation records, diaries, 
and the report itself. Although a large part of research, like any other 
professional practice, consists of conversations-with other people and 
other texts-it is the inscription that finalizes research. 

The specificity of the approach presented here is that the nucleus is 
attributed to one type of the text-the narrative-although the importance 
of other types, such as lists, tables, taxonomies, and number sheets, is not 
denied. It is nevertheless narratives-that is, texts that present events de- 
veloping in time according to (impersonal) causes or (human) intentions- 
that are the main carriers of knowledge in modern societies toward the end 
of the 20th century. 

The examples are taken from ethnographically oriented organization 
studies from Melville Dalton through John Van Maanen to Gideon Kunda. 
As far as my own work is concerned, I draw on experience gathered during 
25 years of field organization studies in Poland, the United States, Italy, 
and Sweden, with special focus on methodological reflection as developed 
in Narrating the Organization (1997a). The present text benefited from 
incisive comments from Bernward Joerges, to whom I owe special thanks, 
and the editorial comments of John Van Maanen, to whom I owe continu- 
ous thanks. Joan Acker commented on Chapter 3, and Richard Rottenburg 
helped me locate certain esoteric references in anthropology, for which I 
am truly grateful. I thank Nancy Adler and Ann McKinnon for correcting 
my English. 



On Narrative v 
The central ingredient of my device is the notion of narrative, and this 

is where I begin: 

An engineer joined a foreign company seven years ago. During that time, she 
became a top figure in the R&D department at the company headquarters, 
having produced several innovations and published several articles in journals 
in her specialty. At the recent job appraisal session, however, the customary 
tenure and promotion that comes after seven years with the company was 
refused her. (Czamiawska & Calh, in press) 

A narrative, in its most basic form, requires at least three elements: ap 
original state of affairs, an action or an event, and the consequent state of 
affairs. I am using a narrow definit~on of narrative here (see Greimas & - 
Courtts, 1982, p. 203), unlike, for example, Barthes (1966/1977, p. 79), 
who includes any form of communication in his notion of narrative. These 
three elements could also be presented as a list: 

1. An engineer joins a foreign company. 
2. An engineer acquires an international reputation. 
3. An engineer is refused promotion. 

built around the passage from a nostalgic past to a modern future changed 
into a plot built around the passage from an imperialist exploitation to an 
reenactment of the past, and it keeps changing (see Sahlins, 1994). 

A story may contain an explicitly formulated point (all so-called educa- 
tional narratives do), or else readers are supposed to provide one: "She was 
discriminated against, like many women before her" or "The company 
demanded more of its employees." As can be seen in this simple example, 
basic narratives can carry a load of ambiguity and therefore leave openings 
for negotiation of meaning: "She was simply not good enough. She could 
not oossiblv have been discGminated against! At the turn of the 21st cen- - - - -  

t~ry?"~You must be joking. Just look at what her male colleagues did to 
deserve promotion." 

By the criteria of scientific (paradigmatic) knowledge, the knowledge 
carried by narratives is not very impressive. Formal logic rarely guides the 
reasoning, the level of abstraction is low, and the causal links may be 
established in a wholly arbitrary way. As French philosopher r-1 - - 

(197911986) points out, the legitimacy of scientific knowledge in its mod- 
em and western meaning depends on its sharp differentiation from the 
commonsense, everyday knowledge of ordinary people-the narrative 
knowledge that tells of human projects and their consequences as they ---- - - u 

unfold over time. Yet it has been claimed that the narrative is the main 
mode of human knowledge (J. Bruner, 1986, 1990) and the main mode of 
communication (Fisher, 1984, 1987). 

Listed in this way, the events do not make much sense. For them to Reconciliation between scientific and narrative knowledge has been at- 
become a narrative, they require a that is, some way to bring them tempted now and again. In modern times, the examples of such attempts 
into a meaningful-whole. The easiest way to do this is by introducing start with the work of Giambattista Vico (1744/1960) and continue with 
chronologJ' (and then . . .), which in the mind of the reader easily turns into the realist novel (see Lepenies, 1988; Czarniawska-Joerges & de 
e s a l i t y  (as a result of, in spite of). Observe that if the two last elements Monthoux, 1994) and the Chicago School of Sociolog~ (e-g-3 Cappetti, 
On the list are Put in a reverse chronological order (the engineer was re- 1995). How can these attempts be justified? 
fused promotion and then acquired a professional reputation), the story Alasdaire MacIntyre (1981/1990), a moral philoso~her7 claims that so- 
changes completely- Also observe that the plot must be put there which is cial life is best conceived of as an enacted narrative. This is a thought 
seen as a problem in scientific texts: "the plot of a historical n&ative is resonant with that of philosopher, poet, and literary theorist Kenneth Burke 

an embarrassment and has to be presented as 'foundy in the events (1945/1969), who suggests a dramatist analysis of h m a n  conduct, which 
rather than Put there by narrative techniques" (White, 1973, 20). In he bases on the assumption that the rules of the drama as much as 
a n t h r O ~ o l o g ~ ~  this became acutely obvious when the dominant plot of the v w ?  influence and shape social life. 

changed dramatically: from acculturation ("the present as disor: In principle, there are many possible Ways of conceiving Of human 
ganization, the Past as glorious, and the future as assimilationw) to libera- action. In many organization theory texts, the term action is replaced 
tion (-the present . . as a resistance movement, the past as exploitation, or used as, a synonym of behavior. Organizational behavior is a term that 
and the future as ethnic resurgence"; E. M. Bruner, 1986, p. 139). The plot is taken for granted, unproblematic even for otherwise critical authors and 



readers. But the difference between action and behavior i-s crucial for so- ! 
cia1 theory. The notion of "behavioral sciences" goes back to 18th-centurv 

- - - J  empiricism, in which the "sense datum" was proposed as the main unit of 
cognition and the main object of scientific study. If we were to describe 
our experience in terms of sensory descriptions, however, "we would be 
confronted not only with uninterpreted, but an uninterpretable world" 
(Maclntyre, 198111990, p. 79). Such a world would indeed be a world of 
behavior, both meaningless and mechanical, because if sense data were to 
become the basis for the formulation of laws, all reference to intentions, 
purposes, and reasons-all that changes human behavior into human ac- 
tion-would have to be removed. 

It is impossible to understand human conduct by ignoring its intentions, 
and it is impossible to understand human intentions by ignoring the set- 
tings in which they make sense (Schiitz, 1973b). Such settings may be 
hstitutions, sets of practices, or some other contexts created by humans 

and nonhumans-contexts that have a history, that have anized as 
n a r r a t l v e s n d i v i d u a l  
;tors have to be situated to be intelligible. "The engineer has been refused 

- - - 
promotion" is a meaningless sentence; if it is to acquire meaning, it must 
be situated in the life history of this engineer or in the history of the 
profession or the company. 

The advantages of building a connection between the theory of human 
action and the narrative has also been pointed out by Ricoeur (198 I), who 
suggests that meaningful action is to be considered as a text and text as an 
action. Meaningful action shares the constitutive features of the text: It 
becomes objectified by inscription, which frees it from its agents. It has 
relevance beyond its immediate context and it can be read like an "open 
text." The theory of interpretation can thus be extended to the field of 
social sciences. 

But will social science lose more than it will gain if such extension is to 
take place? Polkinghorne (1987), following Ricoeur's (1981) reasoning. 

C '  polnts out that a special type of explanation is possible only in a narrative. 
Only there can "understanding" be reconciled with "ex~lanation" in an  

- - -  --- --- 
interpretation of the text. Hermeneutics and semiotics, two sets of devices, 
can be combined in the same way that motives are reconciled ~itiith causes 
In an interpretation of human action gnd justification is interwoven wi@ 
causality in human beliefs (Rorty, 1991). This combination is looked down 
on w~thin science but is taken as obvious in the narrative: "Tough compe- 
tition made companies sharpen their personnel policy rules, which had 
often been used as a pretext to discriminate against female employees." 

Within "the logo-scientific mode of knowing," as Bruner (1990) calls it, 
an explanation is achieved by recognizing an event as an instant of general 
law or as belonging to a certain category: "Female engineers above 40 are 
promoted less often than their male peers." Within "the narrative mode of 
knowing," an explanation consists in relating an event to human projects: 
"Her talents and commitment were neglected by the chauvinist manage- 
ment." Sensemaking (see Weick, 1995) consists of attempts to integrate a 
new event into a plot, by which it becomes understandable in relation to 
the context of what has happened. "Thus, narratives exhibit an explanation 
instead of demonstrating it" (Polkinghorne, 1987, p. 21). 

Although it is clear that the narrative offers an alternative mode of 
knowing, the relative advantage of using this mode may remain uncertain. 
Bruner (1990) points out that the strength of the narrative lies in its indif- 
ference to extralinguistic reality (p. 44). In narrative, the perceived coher- 
ence of the sequence (temporal order) of events rather than the truth or 
falsity of story elements determines the plot and thus the power of the 
narrative as a story. A story that says "The engineer was refused promotion, 
and then she went skiing," that is, a story with an incomprehensible plot, 
will need some additional elements to make sense, even though the two 
events and their temporal connection may be true and correct in them- 
selves. In other words, there are no srructural differences between fictional 
and factual narratives, and their respective attraction is not determined by 
their claim to be fact or fiction. Paul Veyne (1988), a French historian, 
studied the notion of nuth in history and said that 

a world cannot be inherently fictional; it can be fictional only according to 
whether one believes in it or not. The difference between fiction and reality is 
not objective and does not pertain to the thing itself: it resides in us, according 
to whether or not we subjectively see in it a fiction. (p. 21) 

The interpretation of a narrative-both of its status (fact or fiction?) and 
of its point (discrimination or not?)-is situationally negotiated or, rather, 
arrived at, because contingency plays as much a part in the process as 
aesthetics or politics. Although the narrative may be indifferent to extra- 
linguistic reality, it compensates for it with an extreme sensibility to the 
linguistic reality. 

These characteristics of the narrative are noted by most of the analysts 
of the narrative but are then often put aside with some embarrassment, to 
be triumphantly dragged out again by the advocates of the logico-scientific 



mode of knowing. What kind of knowledge is it that does not allow for 
recognizing whether or not a story is true or invented? 

Bruner (1990) claims that this peculiarity of narrative accounts for most 
of its power. People's nonscientific explanations and interpretations of life 
events are grounded in attempts to establish a connection between the 
exceptional and the ordinary. The ordinary, that which is "normal." 
"usual," and expected, acquires legitimacy and authority. The narrative. 

I-' however, also has effective means at its disposal for render~ng the unex- 
Fected intelligible. "The function of the narrative is to find an intentional 
state that mitigates, or at least makes comprehensible, a deviation from a 
canonical cultural pattern" (Bruner, 1990, pp. 49-50). 

Because stories explaining deviations are socially sensitive, a story 
whose power does not reside in the difference between fact and fiction is 
convenient for such negotiations. Several of many alternative readings are 
always in the offing, as the examples quoted above show. The events 
acquire a meaning by the application of abduction, which introduces a 
hypothetical connection. Yet another reading ("The company changed its 
promotion rules, and as a result. . . ") might offer a better or more convinc- 
ing explanation without challenging the truth or falsity of the storv ele- 

I' - 
ments. We now have several readings of the story about the engineer and 
the lack of promotion bu~lt around the same event. There is no way of 
aeciding among them except by negotiation-between the author and the 
reader (by which the a 
t h e w o r d ) ,  or, as 

d 

- actors. Stories, Bruner (1990) notes, are especially viable instruments for 
!\ * I  social ne~ t i a t i on .  

This is all very well as long as it concerns everyday narratives. But can 
stories acquire a legitimate place in science? After some resistance, the 
insights on which scientific knowledge is grounded in metaphorical think- 
ing have been more or less commonly accepted (thanks to writers such as 
Kuhn, 1962; McCloskey, 1986; and Morgan, 1986). Stories have a harder 
time. Yet, economics, McCloskey (1990) says, is full of stories and meta- 
phors and this is how it should be: Metaphors condense stories and stories 
examine metaphors. Patriarchy is o a ~ u s t r a t e  by 

-above; but there are perhaps better stories for this metaphor and 
better metaphors for this story. "Stories criticize metaphors and metaphors 
criticize stories" (McCloskey, 1990, p. 96). 

Stories andFmetaphors cannot replace one another because they have 
different tasks to accomplish. A narrative is a mode of association, of 

putting different things together (and, and, and), whereas metaphor is a 
mode of substitution (or, or, or; Latour, 1988). Alternatives to a narrative 
are lists and formal logic. An alternative to a metaphoric mode of substi- 
tution is, for instance, labeling, that is, giving proper names to objects and 

C 

ohenomena. There is a convention, however, that apportions different 
1 

modes of association and substitution to different fields (science, litera- 
ture) and different times (premodern, modern). 

Narrative, Literature, and Science 

The traditional view is that science should keep to facts and logic, leav- 
ine metawhors and stories to literature, this being a sediment of premodern --- U 

times and oral societies. McCloskey (1990) points out that, contrary to this 
received wisdom, the sciences can be said to be using a tetrad of rhetorical . 
figures: stories, mktaphors, facts (which I call lists, to denote the enumera- 
tion of free-standing indexed statements such as names or dates, with no 
links between them), and formal logic. Belles lettres or folk theories 

I 

I 

mainlv use stories andmetaphors, although lists-of virtues, for example, 
I 
l 

or things required for a magical incantation-can also appear, although it 
is rare for them to use formal logic. 

Rare but not nonexistent. Experimental writers and artists, such as 
Borges, Cortazar, Escher, and others with an inclination for linguistic and 
visual paradoxes, play with formal logic. On the other hand, social scien- 
tists seldom use formal logic-in the sense of the particular mode of rea- 
soning, because all use logic in the sense of syntactic rules. What I want to 
emphasize is that science is not separated from literature by an abyss; over 
and above the publishers' classification, a work is attributed to a certain 
genre according to the frequency with which it uses certain rhetorical 
devices. Umberto Eco, who is a legitimate citizen in both worlds, put it as 
follows: 

I understand that, according to a current opinion. I have written some texts that 
can be labeled as scientific (or academic or theoretical), and some others 
which can be defined as creative. But I do not believe in such a straightforward 
distinction. I believe that Aristotle was as creative as Sophocles, and Kant as 
creative as Goethe. There is not some mysterious ontological difference be- 
tween these two ways of writing. . . . The differences stand, first of all, in the 
propositional attitude of the writer, even though their propositional [attitude] 
is usually made evident by textual devices . . . (1992, p. 140) 



We recognize a scientific text not because of its intrinsic scientific quali- 
ties but because the author claims it is scientific (and this claim can6e  

contested) and because he or she uses textual devices s that are convention- 
ally considered scientific (and this convention is contested all the time): 
1 he genres blur in space (Geertz, 1980); do they also blur in time? 

Comparative studies of literate and nonliterate societies (Goody, 1977, 
1986) show that although narratives exist in both oral and literate cultures, 
three forms of text became possible only due to the existence of script: 
tables, lists, and recipes. The first two differ from the narrative in that they 
present items of information in a disjointed, abstracted way. To memorize 
a list or a table, one needs a mnemonic device to make up for the lack of 
connections. The recipe assumes a chronological connection and thus 
seems to resemble a narrative, but it lacks the propelling force of a cause 
or an intention-the plot of the narrative. Clouds lead to rain and greed 
leads to crime; sifting the flour does not lead to breaking eggs. The recipe 
fulfills the learning function of the narrative in that it provides the learner 
with a vicarious experience-but in a way that is closer to that of tables or 

, lists. One could say that recipes are lists of actions, not objects. 
Tables, lists, and recipes are undoubtedly the modern props of organiza- 

tional knowledge. But if we agree with Latour (1993) that we have never 
become completely modern, then it can be interesting to take a look at non- 
modern modes of knowing still present in contemporary organizations. 

In their eager desire to be as modern (and scientific) as possible, con- 
temporary organizations tend to ignore the role of narrative in learning, at 

E a s t  in their programmatic attempts to influence organizational learning. 
Tables and lists (many models and taxonomies are complicated lists) are 
given priority as teaching aids. Although tables and lists can fulfill certain 
functions that narratives cannot, the reverse applies even more. Almost 
certainly, the greater part of organizational learning happens through the 
circulation of stories. Also, the extent to which the modern props of learn- 
ing-and the technologies of writing that support them-are used in orga- 
nizations varies. My own studies of city management reveal, for example, 
that in the Stockholm city office many important deals are made on the phone, 
whereas in Warsaw every agreement has to be confirmed in writing. Stock- 
holm, however, was flooded with leaflets, brochures, and memos, whereas 

I in Warsaw there were very few of these and important information was 
conveyed face-to-face only. Oral cultures are not necessarily ages away. 

Studying collective memory in nonliterate societies, Goody and Watt 
(1968) point out that 

T d l i  k p k u  ~ C C  a AQ~&&& 

the social function of memory-and forgetting-can thus be seen as the final 
stage of what may be called the homeostatic organization of the cultural tradi- 
tion in non-literate society. The language is developed in intimate association 
with the experience of the community, and it is learned by the individual in 
face-to-face contact with the other members. What continues to be of social rele- 
vance is stored in the memory while the rest is usually forgotten. (pp. 30-31) 

But is this something exotic, never to be met in literate societies? To begin 
with, as Goody and Watt (1968) note, nonliterate societies have various 
mnemonic techniques at their disposal. Second, the description of the non- 
literate community can be applied to a e e r u r e t i v e  community in which 2 
w w a r a  to that of oral or auasi-oral communi- 
cation, facilitated by the modern media-(telephone, the Internet). It could 
be said ot any contemporary company that what continues to be of social 
relevance is stored in the memory while the rest is usually torgotten. One 
would only need to specify that "forgetting" means filing away, storing in 
an archive. As Goody and Watt observe, the oral tradition remains the 
primary mode of cultural orientation even in a literate culture. And the oral 
tradition depends on the narrative. 

How does collective memory work? An answer to this question requires 
a return to that other operation conceived as modern and scientific but that 
anthropology of knowledge reveals as ancient: categorization and classi- 
fication (Durkheim & Mauss, 190311986). Mary Douglas (1986), reviving 
the Durkheimian tradition, criticizes two prominent notions of social the- 
ory so crucial to organization theory: the assumption of the steady evolu- 
tion of human consciousness and, consequently, of an irreparable breach 
between "primitive" and "modern" societies. Knowledge of the former, in 
face of this breach, would give no advantage for understanding the latter. 
Durkheim, Douglas points out, shares this assumption but luckily fails to 
pursue it consistently. He introduces the notion of two forms of solidarity 
or grounds for collective action: classification, that is, belongingness to the 
same group (primitive societies), and economy, that is, exchange (modern 
societies). Although Durkheim mourns the primitive solidarity as lost in 
modern societies, he nevertheless puts much effort into understanding the 
classificatory work performed by institutions. 

When the supposed breach between primitive and modern societies is 
called in question (Lyotard, 1979; Latour, 1993), the work of Durltheirn 
and Mauss (1903/1986) can be brought to bear on contemporary societies. 
Although the turn the collective action takes may be mainly due to economic 



rlilc kno~bledee bernf legitlmi7.sd b> ;I rnetailaii-ntii.e (ill pl-i,fle\,,, : i : \<i 
rhcn dlsavouinp thc narra t i~s  tnowiedge ot i t s  icgit~macy. 

This effilcemrnt car1 be undone i+.itli n o  ri\k of o bl:&!loie cii. i l 1 l ~ 1 \ l \ ~ ~ ;  

ail altlnp ii from heh~nd.  Thnl t;ict< are piijrlucrtj (3F1 :)i(:ntl k ; l p ~  1: i i .  

~ ~ n i ~ ~ ~ l ~ e  u ho bothered t o  cliecii the et\*ini~lor\~ i)f :he 11 [,rJ) 15 ;I[:  re;t,c,ii tit! 

7e\13a1r, >ay!; K a r ~ n  K n o ~ r  Cet111a 199-4. p ~ k l ~ ~ d e r l ~  ~ n s t ~ ? u t i o r ~ c , ,  ! ~ I L I L J ~ I  
ing ,clence. run on fictions. as all instirut~ons a l n a v \  h3:,e. il~i:I tile t . , ? h  I I I  
i l~r \cholnr 1. ro stud) hc)i+- ihcse hcrit,n\ arc cnnstructsJ a:ld susr:!~,~e~i. ,\ 
i~arl 'lti i r a p p ~ . c ~ , i ~ l ~  vv i l l  I eiceni i ~ o ! ~  i 1 ~ 5 t 1  tutional c l a ~ ~ j f i c a r r n r l ~  ;\re rn,~ti;  

![ cl~ssrficair!r:, schcnles PI-oxdr ;I hcicnie 131- thi cclncrete, ~ l a r r n i ~ i ~  nl,i\ 

p;ix ide d ssicocc nf the imag~notion. 41 the l e a ~ i .  3 r ~ ~ n l p i i i i ~ i  o n  iCr31- 
pc)r:~lii>. ma) enah!? uh io dea: more Jirec:ly as~tli clinnpc. and thereby io makc 
rtructurnl and y r n h a l i c  siudicr nlilir d!1n3mic. (.I, Hruner. 1986. p 141 ) 

This opinion is strongly supported in 3nthropology ( G e e r t ~ .  1973. I988 I ,  

but silnil;tr claims hn\re been made In sociology tBrov;n. 19'77. 1Q80). 
economics ~McClusks);. 1986. 19901. psjchology ((;ergen. I9Y ] .I994 J. 

a i d  history (White. 1073 1. But does n;ln-atire f i t  the senre t l t -  17rgan1i;ltlnn 
~uc i j e s?  Better still. does such a Ernre exi~.i'. '  

:A zcfiye , 
: . i s  ~ ! ~ i i i ~ ! ! y  : I .>I IC~. I~ .CC:!  ;is ;i s y q ; ~ ~ ~  i.if ~ c~ l , :F ;  rhLi i  jili.< [,c:c.,ti~.,~. 

ii ; !>~ifi : [ i ( l l i l l11~!?i j  :t!?d i.., i . ~ ~ . ~ ~ , g n ! ; l : ~ j , l ~  hi- ~ i = r . . ~ + ~  -, ~ t . ,  ,(]i??;. 
!?)e;.jiji;-l(-: , < ~ ~ ~ ? ; ~ ~  ;l'!'.i;; 

L.' . . .,I..;.. ..[LC ix. ithin cymhoi i i  !;\tci;,s ~r:.ifiln;. ut; ji;an:u;-e :Lfiii . ~gltu;-:, . lli.q,.:tr.. .-. . 
?p t?c i f~c~r j~  by difi-ie~.ice iri>i.il ;,the!- genres iBiuss. ] ~ ) 7 h ,  p, 5 ;  rJije2- 

organization theory ~lualifv'.~ 

f. ) ,gL,[ : , . / ; t [ , t  -,L \ s : \ , ~ ( l  ?lL*c,:rl ,:\ i.1 L!L.!l: , i t  ,L 1 ,  1 ; - L  '.:\ 

;,/r-, , , I  [ I iL  i < , i i i i i  ,, I [ \  t ~ ~ ! ~ t , ~ [ j ~ t ~ :  . !ILL: f I  t ! ~ ,  ! , I : I : ~ $  t-li - l r  

. u ~ l ~ ~ r . : ,  ; { ; ( I \  Jld i j c  . I .  . * \  I I ,  7 . : i 1 

Li{)~Li L i ~ ~ { \ \ ~ ~ \ ! \ ~ ; ; ) \ i l s <  , > ? ~ L l i l l t ' ~ i . [ i \ \ i l ~  i?.15]!1 ' t : f ' . ~  1 1 8 ~ '  *>,iT:.< 1 4  

l j i l . ,  b\;iiij 1.1 hr i l ) \ i  ]~ti!!i. i1, L:\ ~ < L ~ * I ~ I I I : ~  
i i i - I  - ii: . ~ L i i i ' i  i i11  

{'tl!?, L \ [ l L j  pi.(){ 'e\ \~~-\  ] : ~ t ] r i ~ ~ ~ ] h ,  , i ! i d  ! ? ? t C i  i-l,it![ l ; ' i c ~ l  ' i \ i l l C i  ;";> L a 

, , . , , I I t i  L 1 8 ! ; 1. ' 

.tr;h ,,it. J L L \ i ,  I I I C ~ ~ C I I I Y ~  , ~ n d  r:rlslni:cllr;g 
J ~ c ~ ! - t ~  ~ ~ ~ ~ r i ~ ] ! ,  I I L I V ~ ~ ~ ,  el-. O I ~ ; ~ I -  \ C \ ~ - ~ ~ C > . L I  l i l t l . ) r i \  / I L \ \  1 '  

, I ! I J < ,  tlc,iti\ c artick. Astle!, ~it12~ ZLLIIIIIILLI(I \ l(JQ2 1 i-11. 

!!ICOJ.> I S  I I ( > ~ / I I ~ I S  ~ L I L  a I L i ~ l g ~ ~ ~ e  ~ L I I I I C  IT] t ik .  \ lva5i> iMi;.lb 

!hi, ri:lten~rnt h~.l-~oJI!. u. 'i rzfuratfon : 1: ~ . t ) r !  tt'-]-tili: : 
.iJmi\,ion thai :ill use i\f l;ln:olige is :! 1'1nguagc ~ L I I ~ .  

~ i i , ~ ;  c<jIl\ i ~ l ~ l l l ;  dc1c< !IOI J ield I I ~ L I L ~ I  I I ~ U ~ I L L I L  * c b  

:,-I suggest. slio~iid ~ a l i  i r  rnori. 5 i r laJ> .I. .I !. 
i b! ~ \ - ~ i .  full i,f i t  alnotlf group "1 pr.op\z L!L'WLL.,! 

l i jc l - l?  nf i t \  iippeal and bccornos i-niher ;i ci;ku'it?opi: -: 
hlt~1.e appealing is a sugge:,tlon hy Sonitcl:ind\ ! * 

ti.ea; tlleory pr.oduction ah :i klnd ot pr~tctlc.: ' F i ~ c  ;- 
~ l i ~ n h u l g  IS a metaphor (see Mo~.gan. 1'1Xh). a'ii~cii.  - I ! ~  

Jirectly connected wi th  practice. cdrl g i ~ i .  ~ l ~ i  , 8  

c\ ;li,-e li~:ercsllng asaocla t~~~ns . jus t  i ~ k r  oi-t doe< C ! 

- . ~ c h  3; busrnes, administration and nlznagerlleni 
ili\i.lpl~nea eager to ielnaln in  clore contact \f IT!; ; 
I'urpole of dictating the iirder of things. hui of icfIe.* - k: - 

b‘~src research and theory. Tl?us. the art :11 wrltlrtg ! - -  

;>errunzive shills in genesall hecomes e ~ t i e m e i )  ' I -  I> 

..I\ Jsvriopmrnt becomes :i crucioi 1iisA in ;t - . I \ -  :- 
, 

I r  I S  t h ~ s  understanding of orpan~;iai~on $ i i i~ i i~ :  - 1 

&,!, \tern of ;letion that becdlne 1iiat1lut1i~l:a1:",: 
r l l a k e ~  the nc)tlon of orgatlizatlon theor) ~ l i ~ ; ~ r t l ;  

Lcnre. After sil. ;ill that orpnn~yat~un rc~e;:rc!lr7 : 

\ p :  11 I I S .  t I I 
' 

a-l:\i>T7 ;eq,c;~rchcy, : L I ~  ~ I I \ * U \ \ F C ~  131 J i ~ ~ ~ g ~ i h t i ~  :-I 1 , .  

!; :\!-ti: "- i \ l~ i  ;L:]k.][lg'': j5 ! t ~ \ ~ i l i - ~ ~ l j i ~  , ;3**Jl: 
I ,[: ,, ::. ~ p ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ; .  i ~ l , i ~ ~ r ~ ~ j  :r:\c~!, , ; I  ~,uz!!. I I L ' ~  . I ' ,  - 
# * - I \ , ' +  +'l;?-t\le~ ; ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ : ~ n \ .  ;lrid :I<~!I.)TI\ ;\jc it?\,\,- I : ;  i!,, . 
4 .  

' I  ] !  i f  1 I I 1 I ;! . 
...!;CI,;!'' is :tllpllc3red i n  1111; notion of nc:lon T'a, 



intentions have been ascribed. 'Xction" and "text" are good metaphors for 
each other, but they even are more than that (Ricoeur, 1981, pp. 197-221). 
Actions, especially institutionalized ones, produce texts; texts not only 
"fix" other actions-their production and interpretation assumes actions. 

Actions, to be legible, must relate to some context accessible to those 
who attempt to make sense of them; such a relation can be seen as a 
constraint. Just what such constraints and the ways of dealing with them 
are is well rendered in a description of a literary genre: 

All reading (or writing) involves us in choice: we choose to pursue a style or 
a subject matter, to struggle with or against a design. We also choose, as 
passive as it all may seem, to take part in an interaction, and it is here that 
generic labels have their use. The genre does not tell us the style or the con- 
struction of a text as much as how we should expect to "take" that style or 
mode of construction-what force it should have for us. And this force is 
derived from a kind of action that text is taken to be. (Bruss, 1976, p. 4). 

The term choice should not mislead the reader into assuming a rational 
choice: What Bruss calls "a passive choice" can be also understood as 
following the "logic of appropriateness," as March and Olsen (1989) call 
the usual logic of action that aims not at the choice of an optimal alterna- 
tive but at an action that will be recognized and accepted by an audience 
residing within the same institutional setup. 

In this sense-evoking expectations by using a label-organization the- 
ory is undo~lbtedly a genre; perhaps, in fact, more a genre than a discipline. 
A useful reflection could then focus on the constraints and possibilities of 
this genre, how it developed in time, and its actual and potential connec- 
tions to other genres. 

Genre analysis, however, is often used as a classificatory device (for the 
most famous example, see Frye, 195711990). Although such a system of 
categories is relatively easy to construct and has a strong heuristic power, 
its application to concrete works is more problematic. After all, a genre is 
but a space within which one can position various works, and it is their 
vicinity or distance to other works that establishes their genre. Genre 
analysis in literature places most works between genres: Disagreement 

tive of creating an interpretative space that is able to contain and relate to 
each of many other approaches without ascribing strict positions to them. 
McCloskey (1986) suggests, for instance, that literary criticism can offer 
economics a model for self-understanding: "Literary criticism does not 
merely pass judgments of good or bad; in its more recent forms the ques- 
tion seems hardly to arise. Chiefly it is concerned with making readers see 
how poets and novelists accomplislz their results" (p. xix, italics mine). 

Such reflection-or self-reflection-makes a genre more distinct and 
more elaborate. The analysis of a genre is one of its main constitutive 
forces. Social scientists busy themselves constructing the institutions they 
describe. Describing what they do, organization researchers can increase 
the legitimacy of their own genre. 

Not everybody is of that opinion. There are voices saying that problem- 
atizing what one does is not a good way to institutionalize it, that attracting 
attention to the process inevitably exposes its messiness and the lack of 
a priori criteria is the last thing a discipline needing legitimation wants 
(Pfeffer, 1993). This might be true in the case of disciplines just beginning, 
which are vulnerable to any doubt, but different cycles in life require 
different legitimation tactics. The most established disciplines such as phi- 
losophy, mathematics, or theoretical physics like nothing better than a 
public soul searching to renew and relegitimate themselves. This is helped 
by the fact that the very attempt to define a genre, as Lejeune (1989) points 
out, is paradoxical: It can be done only by exploring the gray zones and 
borderline cases. Genres blur as soon as you look at them at close range. 

Neither paradoxicality nor the presence of conflict needs to debilitate a 
field; on the contrary, they enhance its controlling power. Institutions 
emerge and renew themselves "by generating just the right kind of tension 
or even conflict, creative rather than destructive" (MacIntyre, 198111990, 
p. 171). Delineating borders facilitates transgressions, stabilizing them 
provides a basis for experimentation, routinizing them unleashes creativ- 
ity. As language renews itself via paradox (Lyotard, 197911986), so social 
practices renew themselves via tensions and contradictions. The narrative 
approach can thus also be seen as a loan from literary theory that will 
problematize organization theory, thus enabling it to reinvigorate itself. 

- 
thus remains as to where the genre borders should run and whether it 

n~akes sense to draw them at all (Lejeune, 1989). The best-known -t Narrative in and on Organizations 
genre analysis within organization theory, Burrell and MorganYs (1979) Narrative enters organization studies in at least four forms: organiza- 

classification of main paradigms, reveals its heuristic power in provoking tional research that is written in a storylike fashion ("tales from the field," 
ne can thus envisage an alterna- to paraphrase Van Maanen, 1988); organizational research that collects 



organizational stories (tales of the field); organizational research that con- 
ceptualizes organizational life as story making and organization theory as 
story reading (interpretative approaches); and a disciplinary reflection that 
takes the form of literary critique. 

Narrative forms of organization studies are easiest to find in case stud- 
ies: research cases, educational cases, and fictive cases that use chronology 
as the main organizing device. One interesting example is Robin Leidner's 
(1993) Fast Food, Fast Talk. Leidner studies the process of service work 
with the help of two cases, McDonald's and Combined Insurance, and 
offers the readers two narratives elucidating along theoretical, nonnorma- 
tive lines a viable way of combining narrative with the logico-scientific 
mode of reporting. 

Another interesting use of narrative can be found in the case teaching 
method that consciously exploits the structure of narrative. Students are 

- --- 
given the first element of a plot and the third element is implied as a 
reverse of the first. Their task is to fill in the second element. that is, the . -- action. l b e  case concentrates on a detailed description of the original state 
that must contain the cues for how to reverse it. The status of the case is . - -  - -  
halfway between fact and fiction: It is assumed that the case originated in 
actual research but it is also taken for granted that the description is heavily 
stylized to satisfy the demands of the classroom. 

Bearing this in mind, one finds it less surprising that novels are used as 
cases in teaching management. Literary texts appear on the reading lists of . 
management schools. Harvard Business Review encourages its readers to 
"read fiction to the bottom line" to find managerial wisdom (DeMott, 
1989, p. 128), a suggestion that was formulated long before by Dwight 
Waldo (1968). Yet another possibility is to provide readers with close 
readings of novels from the starting point of organizational analysis 

, (Czamiawska-Joerges & Guillet de Monthoux, 1994; Phillips, 1995). Al- 
, though students of organizations no doubt will profit enormously from 

reading novels themselves, there is an extension of the space of shared 
meanings that more focused readings can offer: the explicit connection 
between the narrative and the logico-scientific mode of knowing. 

As for the second way of introducing narrative into organization studies, 
that is, collecting stories from the organization floor, it started with the 
works of Clark (1972) and Mitroff and Kilmann (1975). Organizational 

- stories became a legitimate topic of organization studies only in the 1980s 
. and are exemplified in the works of Martin and her collaborators (e.g., 

Martin, 1982; Martin, Hatch, & Sitkin, 1983). 

Stories from the field were at first treated analytically by field re- 
searchers. Recently, however, they have been increasingly retold in a 
slightly stylized way in the belief that such stories can teach students the 
practices of the field much more successfully than texts written in a scien- 
tific mode. In this context, at least two examples, both focusing on Anglo 
Saxon organizations, are worth mentioning: Frost, Mitchell, and Nord 
(1978 and subsequent editions), and Sims, Gabriel, and Fineman (1993). 

Many well-known studies from the 1980s, as pointed out by Boland and 
Tankasi (1995), conceived of organizational narratives as artifacts forever 
petrified in organizational reality out there waiting to be collected, With 
time, however, the convention grew broader as it began to include other 
attempts such as Boje's (199 I), Boland's (1989, 1994), Forester's (1 992), 
and Gabriel's (1995)-a11 of which accentuated the process of story telling 
as the never-ending construction of meaning in organizations. Weick 
(1995) made this the focus of his most recent book. 

Although much of organizational life is spent reading stories already 
made and interpreting them within a set of already existing rules (rou- 
tines), sensemaking or the activity of attributing meaning to previously 
meaningless cues also occurs. Weick (1995) explores seven properties of 
organizational sensemaking: identity, retrospect, enactment, social con- 
tact, ongoing events, cues, and plausibility. After discussing plausibility 
(which in organizational practice is much more important than accuracy- 
the fetish of perception studies), Weick summarizes the most important 
aspects of sensemaking: 

If accuracy is nice but not necessary in sensemaking, than what is necessary? 
The answer is, something that preserves plausibility and coherence, something 
that is reasonable and memorable, something that embodies past experience 
and expectations, something which resonates with other people, something 
that can be constructed retrospectively but also can be used prospectively, 
something that captures both feeling and thought, something that allows for 
embellishment to fit current oddities, something that is fun to contrast. In 
short, what is necessary in sensemaking is a good story. (pp. 60-61) 

This, in Weick's opinion, is what is most needed "in an equivocal, post- 
modern world, infused with the politics of interpretation and conflicting 
interests" (p. 61). This is consistent with the postulate of requisite variety, 
known from his earlier work, suggesting that complex objects must be met 
by complex models (Weick, 1979). Although stories simplify the world 



and are therefore useful as guides for action, they simplify it less than the 
kind of formal models that used to be revered as genuine science. 

Weick's (1995) perspective can be counted among interpretive ap- 
proaches to organization studies. This tradition of organization studies- 
mentioned by Burrell and Morgan (1979) and made distinct by Putnam and 
Pacanowsky (1983), Lincoln (1985), and Jones, Moore, and Snyder 
(1988)-can be said to be truly established. Although the approach is 
somewhat differently cut, most of the contributions in books dedicated to 
organizational symbolism (Pondy, Frost, Morgan, & Dandridge, 1983; 
B. A. Turner, 1990) are of interpretive persuasion. Most works, although 
not all, in the organizational culture tradition lean toward the interpretive 
side (Frost et al., 1985; Frost, Moore, Louis, Lundberg, & Marten, 1991). 
An anthology dedicated to organizational artifacts (Gagliardi, 1990) pre- 
sents an array of interpretive approaches, although it also hosts noninter- 
pretive contributions. The point of all these efforts, however, is not to come 
up with an improved story from the field but with alternative or competi- 
tive stories to engage in a dialogue with the field. Weick's perspective can 
be applied on yet another level: research as sensemaking. 

The efforts of researchers as sensemakers must be interpreted again: 
Thus, we come to yet another fit between the narrative approach and texts 
of organization theory, a fit that expresses itself as a kind of literary crf- 
tique. This was attempted first by John Van Maanen (1988). Although his 
tales of the field are focused not on organization studies only but on eth- 
nographies in general, his work can be said to have legitimized the literary 
kind of reflection within the discipline. Sandelands and Drazin (1989), 
Sandelands (1990), Astley and Zammuto (1992), and Skoldberg (1992) 
began a debate on organization theory language, audience, and the crite- 
rion of "goodness" that still continues. I have attempted a genre analysis 
(1997b), which carries inspiration from Van Maanen (1988) and 
McCloskey (1990) into organization studies. Golden-Biddle and Locke 
(1993) analyze textual strategies employed in organizational ethnogra- 
phies. The hope is that thanks to those excursions into the narrative, orga- 
nization studies will be able to appreciate everyday organizational knowl- 
edge and to become more skillful in crafting their own narratives. 

Organizational narratives, as the main mode of knowing and communi- 
cating in organizations, are an important focus for organization researchers. 
Their construction and reproduction must be documented and their con- 
tents must be interpreted. Narrative forms of reporting will enrich organi- 
zation studies themselves, complementing, illustrating, and scrutinizing 

logico-scientific forms of reporting. By relinquishing some aspirations to 
power through the claim of factuality and one-to-one correspondence of 
theory and the world, organization studies can open their texts for negotia- 
tion and thus enter in a dialogical relationship with organizational practice. 

To do this, it is not enough just to tell stories. It is necessary to establish 
the provenience of the story: Is this a story told in the field? If so, in whose 
formulation is it quoted here? The rendition of the researcher-observer? 
The verbatim quote of an organizational actor? In which situations is the 
story told? Helmers and Buhr (1994) report the story of a "buxomly secre- 
tary" that was told to them as ethnographers by several interlocutors but 
was also, as it turned out, printed in the in-house publication of the com- 
pany they studied as early as 30 years before. The story is a tale of a clumsy 
female and a skillful mechanic, and was generally treated as an exemplifi- 
cation of a "historical" fact of women's incapacity of dealing with new 
technologies, which supposedly hampered the introduction of electric 
typewriter technology. 

In the case of the story of the engineer and the failed promotion, which 
was formulated on the basis of an observation from the field, the story was 
put into the form of the minimal narrative for the purpose of presenting it 
to a specific group of readers-students of business, management, and 
related disciplines. We used the narrative to enter into a dialogue with a 
specific field of practice-R&D company-that resides in between our 
own (university research and teaching) and the one the students learn about 
(business and administration organizations). The economy of the narrative 
was intentional; the minimal form was to ensure maximal ambiguity, and 
therefore interpretative flexibility. Readers' comments were in turn inter- 
preted according to a hermeneutic triad (see Chapter 5 ,  " Doing the Read- 
ing and Doing the Writing: From the Field to the Text"). 

A self-reflective reading can be attempted, but I feel that after Ashmore 
(1989), not much new can be achieved by following this direction. The 
critique is best done by others. The interpretation of various readings of 
the failed promotion narrative is reported in Czarniawska and CalPs (in 
press). It is important to stress, however, that my use of the narrative device 
is neither a model nor a blueprint but just an example. The device is 
everybody's to use, reconstruct, and deconstruct at will. 



2 IS THERE A METHOD 
IN THIS STUDY? 
Anthropology as a 
Frame of Mind 

T he narrative device does not predetermine in any sense how the mate- 
rial is to be constructed or collected. In more traditional parlance, there 

is no obvious connection between the narrative approach and any specific 

Theater der Exoten (Paul Klee, 1922) 

method of study. It is doubtful whether there is any method in social science 
studies, at least in the sense of a prescribed procedure, that brings about 
foreseeable results. There is a bunch of institutionalized practices on the 
one hand and individual experimentation accompanied by self-reilection 
5 n  the other. An adherent to any approach, including the narrative one, must 

- create a fit between her or his worldview and the accessible (or inevitable) 
practices. By definition, such fits are potentially many, although only some 
will become institutionalized and widely spread. Here I present one such 
fit-between the narrative approach and anthropology as a way of collect- 
ing and constructing narratives in fieldwork. In the context of organization 
research, such studies should be properly called anthropologically inspired 
in deference to rules and procedures of a discipline that I intend, in the 
words of Michel de Certau (1984), to poach rather than observe. 

Why Do Fieldwork? 

Organizational narratives abound. It is not even necessary to go to the 
library or buy a newspaper to collect them. I receive by mail annual reports 
of several companies to which I am but vaguely connected: Scandinavian 
Airlines, an insurance company, a housing cooperative. Global economies 



are at my fingertips on Netscape. What kind of misplaced romanticism 
attracts me to "the field"? 

First, it is in the field that one can study the actual production of narra- 
tives. Before a glossy brochure reaches my mailbox, there has been a long 
discussion about which accounting data to include, what tone the CEO's 
letter should strike. Like sociologists of science who go to laboratories to 
see how facts are manufactured (Latour & Woolgar, 1979/1986; Knorr 
Cetina, 1981), organization scholars go to the field to see how organiza- 
tions are produced. 

My remarks on narrative production might raise anxiety among those 
who suspect that all language-interested approaches are idealist. Surely 
organizations produce more than narratives? Surely annual reports are 
neither the only nor the most important products? 

Organizations reproduce themselves and produce things, services, so- 
cial relations, and organizational actors. They also produce economic facts 
(an observation that seems to escape many sociologists of science, who are 
bravely questioning natural science but are in awe of economics). Global 
economy is produced locally. But all these local products must be con- 
nected into a meaningful whole. Although statistics and lists of categories 
are some of the ways of such connection, the narrative is the dominant one. 
This is what I mean by production of narratives: the process of association, 
of building the "and, and, and" connections between actions and events 
and negotiating them with the readers. 

Moreover, collecting narratives from a safe place at a university erases 
that part of the insight offered by MacIntyre (1981/1990) that speaks of 
social life as an enacted narrative. In fact, there used to be a rift between 
scholars fond of narrative metaphors and those who prefer theater meta- 
phors. This rift probably goes back to the early uses of theater metaphors 
in the Goffmanian sense: the notions of backstage and front stage, the 
notions of make-believe as contrasted to reality. But even Goffman (1974) 
moved away from these dichotomies to an idea that the difference between 
make-believe and reality is a fluid one and so is the difference between 
theater and real life. It is therefore heartening to see the increasing number 
of works that emphatically join the two (e.g., Turner, W. W., & E. M. 
Bruner, 1986). Every novel contains a potential script; every narrative 
waits to be enacted. Organizational narratives are both inscriptions of past 
performances and scripts and staging instructions for future performances. 

Another reason for going to the field is because it is there that narratives 
abound. Of the many narratives produced in the field, its representatives 

send me one, having decided that this one is good for me as their client. As 
a student of their mores, I might want to use a different selection principle. 
1 might select, for instance, narratives that they wish to hide from me or 
that they themselves consider important for internal use. 

People in the field of practice produce narratives and consume a multi- 
tude of narratives produced elsewhere. Their selection procedures are of 
obvious interest to an organization student, and it is equally obvious that 
it is easier to figure these out by observation than by speculation. What do 
they read and why? 

I would like to emphasize, however, that my preference for fieldwork 
does not have much to do with empiricism. It can be seen as opposite of 
the traditional empiricism with its motto nullius in verba (on no man's 
word) because the words of men and women in the field are as valid as my 
own. If fieldwork must be seen as empirical, I would call this type of 
empiricism ethical. Richard Rorty (1982) puts it very well when he says, 

[it is] a mistake to think of somebody's own account of his behavior or culture 
as epistemically privileged. 2 He might have a good account of what he is do~ng ' 
or he might not, but it is not a mistake to think of it as morally privileged. We 
have a duty to l i s L h i s  
own motives but because he is a human being like ourselves. (p. 202) 

a 

The field is where "the Other" lives. Thus, to me, fieldwork is an expres- 
sion of curiosity of the Other, about people who construct their worlds 
differently from the way I construct mine. 

As is often the case, a metaphoric example can convey the message with 
much more strength than lengthy discussions can. I stress my point by 
using an illustration taken from a well-known novel by David Lodge 
(1988) called Nice Work. The story told in the novel catches the very 
essence of anthropological work-its promises and traps alike. At the same 
time, it describes a unique instance of a truly symmetric anthropology 
where the studied becomes the student. 

Robyn, a postfeminist and a poststructuralist academic, lives in a two- 
dimensional world: the world of symbols and politics (the latter in both the 
positive sense of the feminist movement and the negative sense of the politics 
of academia). Prompted by the politics of academia, she enters another 
world-that of industry. Her counterpart in that world-the managing 
director Vic-lives similarly in a two-dimensional world: the political and 



the practical one. Symbols do not exist for Vic; practical things do not exist 
for Robyn. 

Robyn is determined to make her visit a nonanthropoIogica1 one. She 
plans to colonize the other world, taking for granted that her world con- 
tains all the concepts and tools needed to dismantle the other. For Vic, 
Robyn's visit is an intrusion that has to be tolerated (for political reasons), 
but he has no fear of colonization. Vic takes his world to be the only correct 
one: He takes it for granted. Thus, Robyn's feelings of superiority: As a 
poststructuralist, she knows better than that. Or so she thinks-Lodge is 
showing us that, although Robyn relativizes Victor's world, she takes her 
own world for granted just like Victor does. 

Lodge opens his book with a quote from Disraeli (Sybil; ol; the Two 
Nations): 

Two nations; between whom there is no intercourse and no sympathy; who 
are as ignorant of each other's habits, faults and feelings, as if they were 
dwellers in different zones, or inhabitants of different planets; who are formed 
by a different breeding, and fed by different food, and ordered by different 
manners . . . (Lodge, 1988, p. 8) 

This quote summarizes the author's and possibly the reader's perspec- 
tive. The two characters do not see themselves as belonging to different 
worlds: They are inhabitants of the same country in the same time. Their 
professions differ, but surely people from different professions can live 
together in close symbiosis. The encounter proves to be a shock to both of 
them, the realization-at first accompanied by negative feelings-of the 
completeness and strangeness of the other world, then curiosity, and fi- 
nally mutual learning and respect. 

The result of their encounter is that each remains in his or her own 
appropriate world, but this world is enriched, with a new dimension added 
that, although it adapts uneasily, cannot be conveniently forgotten or re- 
moved. Victor enters the world of symbols and will never again see the ad 
for Silk Cut cigarettes with naive eyes. Robyn will live with a memory of 
hell-the foundry that she visited will replace her image of industries 
straight from the Victorian novels. 

There is also a political point to the story. Vic's insistence on exchanging 
roles-he becomes an anthropologist and visits the university-completes 
the experience by reinterpreting Robyn's world. This experience is not 
unknown but is rare in the annals of anthropology-that natives visit re- 

searchers at their home base. A fictionalized (or rather "scientifized") de- 
scription of complications it produces can be found in Tama Janowitz's 
(1987) A Cannibal in Manhattan. There are several-partly apocryphic- 
stories of this kind describing the beginnings of anthropology, but the topic 
cannot be safely historicized. An anthropological study of a Danish village 
was made by an Indian anthropologist (Prakash, 1991) and a TV documen- 
tary on "contemporary Germans" was done by Turkish anthropologists, 
which showed, among other things, that rich Germans hunt their meat, 
whereas the poor buy it at a supermarket. The "natives" were moderately 
amused that every world can be reinterpreted and pulled inside out. A truly 
symmetric anthropology consists not in "being nice to the natives" but in 
allowing the researchers to be anthropologized in turn. 

Lodge's (1988) characters are forced, by a turn of events, to become 
both anthropologists, and anthropologists' subjects, and what they learn 
from this somewhat unsettling experience is exactly that which, one hopes, 
will crown the efforts of anthropologists in general: 

An enlargement of the possibility of intelligible discourse between people 
quite different from one another in interest, outlook, wealth, and power and 
yet contained in a world in which, tumbled as they are into endless connection, 
it is increasingly difficult to get out of each other's way. (Geertz, 1988, p. 147) 

I need to point out that Lodge's (1988) characters sin against at least two 
golden rules of traditional anthropology: They do fieldwork within the 
same (national) culture and they do not make a prolonged study as partici- 
pant-observers. I suggest that their vices are to be made into virtues, even 
if this might mean that anthropology is being poached in the interest of 
organization studies. 

Anthropology and Complex Organizations 

One of the assumptions firmly held within anthropology is that field 
research within one's own society invariably sanctions an unquestioning 
attitude in which meanings and their modes of construction are taken for 
granted by the researchers. Leach (1985), for example, "at the cost of being 
accused of being old-fashioned," is against the idea of anthropology at 
home: 



Field work in a cultural context of which you already have intimate first-hand 
experience seems to be much more difficult than field work which is ap- 
proached from the naive viewpoint of a total stranger. When anthropologists 
study facets of their own society their vision seems to be distorted by preju- 
dices which derive from private rather than public experience. (Leach, 1982, 
p. 124) 

As the controversy over Margaret Mead's studies has shown, there is a 
good reason to suspect that these "prejudices" usually accompany the an- 
thropologist to exotic countries (Toulmin, 1984). On the other hand, many 
researchers find professional practices other than their own almost as ex- 
otic as the mores of the Trobrianders (Sanday, 1979). Desensitization or 
bias must be weighed against the clumsy ignorance of the outsider, which 
can be removed only by complete acculturation-if such is possible: 

Such nonsense has been written, by people who should know better, about the 
anthropologists "being accepted." It is sometimes suggested that an alien peo- 
ple will somehow come to view the visitor of distinct race and culture as in 
every way similar to the locals. This is, alas, unlikely. The best one could 
probably hope for is to be viewed as a harmless idiot who brings certain 
advantages to this village. (Barley, 1986, p. 56) 

Nigel Barley deserves to be a patron saint of anthropologically inspired 
organization studies. He helped demystify the anthropological procedure, 
showing anthropologists as pathetic figures, dupes in alien cultures, whose 
heroism came from overcoming the hardship and absurdity of their situ- 
ation, not from the superiority of their knowledge or their stance (Barley, 
1983, 1988). Against the judgment of his elders, Barley claims that it 
makes sense to study one's own culture; he received vindication in the 
form of a BBC series (Native Land, 1989). 

Many of Barley's observations apply not only to studies of villages but 
- 

also to studies of corporations. In these, the natives may sometimes briefly 
nurse the illusion of sharing a common culture with the visitin? re: 

- 
searchers ("You as an economist must surely see that . . ."), but these 
tender and ephemeral illusions do not eliminate the irreducible sense of 
strangeness. With luck, the visitor may be regarded as an uninformed but 
well-meaning researcher-a euphemism for a harmless idiot or a nuisance. 
Anthropological tales from the field sometimes frame the researcher as the 
fool, but it seems to me that the role of the fool, so close to the trickster 

and other seemingly harmless but actually powerful figures, is aspired to, 
and perhaps given to, men. A woman may choose between being just silly 
or simply being uninformed. 

I take up the problems connected with such positioning in the field and 
the threats it presents to researchers' identity in the next chapter. At pres- 
ent, I return to some other anthropological rules that become broken or 
bent in organization studies. One such rule concerns a necessity for a 
prolonged period of participant observation. This rule encounters four 
problems in research practice: participation, time, space, and invisibility. 

Severyn Bruyn once said that "the method of the social scientist . . . 
must take dramatic account of the social cultural world-the complex of 
actors and their plots as they live and dream on the stage of society" (1976, 
p. xiv). Research techniques that help grasp the social drama as it appears 
to the actors, their views of their roles, and their assumptions about the 
unfolding plot are needed. The most obvious way of doing this is, in 
Bruyn's opinion, participant observation. In the case of organization re- 
search, this means that the researcher assumes the role of an organizational 
member or the other way around-an employee becomes a researcher. This 
is the method adopted by ~ e l v i l l ~ D a l t o n  (1959, who worked as a man- 

> 

ager), Michael Burawoy (1979, machine-tool operator), John Van Maanen 
(1982, police trainee), and Robin Leidner (1993, McDonald's worker and 
Combined Insurance trainee). 

These examples indicate that such studies-no doubt superior to all 
other types-are possible to carry out either due to exceptional luck in 
obtaining access or because a given working place does not require spe- 
cific qualifications. But even the latter requires some luck or special dis- 
positions. I could not possibly work as a radium drill operator, and my only 
factory job--in a fruit preservative factory-was brought to an abrupt end 
by a dramatic stomach indisposition after having eaten too much fruit. 
Perhaps I could manage to act as a personnel manager, but with such an 
effort that it would effectively prevent me from observing. It would take 
me years to obtain the state of "detached involvement" that Bruyn (1966) 
declares to be the ideal state for a participant-observer when dropped in the 
midst of an alien culture. A participant observation of a dance differs from 
a participant observation in a top management emergency meeting. It is 
necessary to emphasize, however, that I use the term participant observa- 
tion literally, which does not include direct observation (Schwartzman, 
1993), that is, a situation in which the researcher is present but as an 
observer, not as a participant. Direct observation is an obvious possibility 



for organization students and it gains in potential if the time of observation 
is prolonged. This is not to say that longer is better. 

The issue of time is problematic in organization studies in more than one 
sense. Consider, for example, the advice that Sharon Traweek (1992) gives 
to her colleagues, science researchers, in her otherwise beautifully ironic 
and informative article on narrative strategies in science studies: 

Our first field work should last a minimum of one year, preferably two; sub- 
sequent field trips can last as little as three months and as long as they occur 
at least every three or four years. The questions and theories change, but we 
study the same people if they survive as a community, and maybe later on we 
also study some of their neighbors. (p. 438) 

My study of the management of the city of Warsaw (Czarniawska, in 
press) took me about 14 months, 4 of which were directly in the field. 
During that time, a new city council was elected, which meant that I lost 
half of my interlocutors. Moreover, the neighbors also changed as a result 
of an administrative reform. The point is that I was not studying a commu- 
nity of city managers but an action net of city management: interconnected 
acts of organizing. 

Another way of stating this contrast is to use an opposition introduced 
by, among others, Berger and Luckmann (1995)-a community of life 
versus a community of meaning. Whereas the first can be located in a 
concrete point in time and space and observed on the spot, the latter-like 
Mary Douglas's thought world-is more or less deduced by a researcher 
who traces connections and common action patterns. Communities of 
meaning can be, in organization theory terms, constructed as professions 
or organization fields. Such a move, however, requires and admits an 
active construction of such a field, whereas studying a community or an 
organization assumes its prior existence. Of course, there is no completely 
neutral starting point and every researcher takes something for granted (if 
only the existence of a language in which the report is to be written). It is 
the purpose of the study that makes the difference and sets the starting 
point. Following Latour's (1 994) appeal that we should explain such phe- 
nomena as power and structure rather than use them as explanations, I wish 
to catch structures and identities in forming. I start with a network of action 
because this starting point seems to be early enough to permit studying the 
process by which organizations, actors, and structures are constructed. 
This means that I take for granted that, in the world I know, production is 

connected to sales, which are connected to marketing (thus forming a net 
of action). Such an action net is an expression of an existing institutional 
order. Within that order, however, action nets take up different and similar 
patterns, new practices become institutionalized and old ones become sedi- 
mented, borders are delineated and fought about, identities are formulated 
and reformulated-and this is what I want to study. Going back to the 
origins of existing action nets would require a span of at least 200 years 
and a global presence-in other words, another type of study that does not - 

a direct fieldwork. 
Traweek (1992) has studied Japanese physicists for 20 years now and 

she feels that she is beginning to get the gist of their lives and activities. 
Suppose I study the Warsaw management for 20 more years. It would no 
doubt be a fascinating study, but I wonder whether there will be much in 
the management of Warsaw in 2015 that is of crucial importance for under- 
standing management of that city in 1995. Persons might retire or become 
exchanged as the result of the next political coup, but the actions that 
constitute management will remain; on the other hand, the actions' form 
and content might change drastically even if the same people remain as a 
result of new information technology or a new fashion in big-city manage- 
ment. There is no essence that I might reveal in time. I think that Traweek 
was misled by the fact that Japanese physicists seem to be a community of 
meaning that is very close to a community of life. 

In such a case, Traweek's would be an illusion of stability caused by a 
coincidence in space. Another possibility is that it has to do with that which 
Fabian (1983) sees as a habit in anthropology: counting the time of the 
Other in a different way than our time is counted. I will simplify Fabian's 
complex argument by mentioning two such differences: The Other's time 
goes slowly, and it is not coeval (the Other is perceived as living in another 
era). Time in contemporary complex organizations is condensed and it is 
counted at many places concurrently. It is not only coeval but multiple. 
Studying such organizations might thus help remove this time prejudice 
from anthropological studies, but this is Fabian's (and anthropologists') 
business. 

My research tasks will be met more effectively not by prolonging my 
fieldwork but by studying the management of other big cities at the same 
time (which I am attempting to do). Such a move, however, reveals another 
difficulty resulting from an attempt to follow the anthropological tradition: 
that of dealing with space. Traditional anthropology can be seen as a prod- 
uct of the 19th century, whose great obsession, Foucault (1980) says, was 



history, "with its themes of development and of suspension, of crisis and 
cycle, themes of the ever accumulating past. . . . Space was treated as the 
dead, the fixed, the undialectical, the immobile. Time, on the contrary, was 
richness, fecundity, life, dialectical" (p. 70). The present epoch, he adds, 
may turn into an epoch of space and simultaneous networks. .-- - unfortunately, an observer is usually situated-in one room, one corri- 
dor, one branch-although some "excursions" may happen, especially 
when a shadowing technique is used. Modern organizing, on the other 
hand, takes place in a net of fragmented, multiple contexts through multi- 
tudes of kaleidoscopic movements. Thus, the well-settled traditional ob- 
server might end up leading the life of the medieval peasant among modern 
city folks. 

Time, Space, (1n)Visibility 

These, then, are the challenges of time and space that the contemporary 
organization student has to tackle: Organizing happens in many places at 
once and organizers move around quickly and a lot. Moreover, many of 
their activities are intellectual and therefore unobservable, as everybody 
who ever tried to observe a person working a computer we 

One of the ways I try to tackle those difficulties is by 
technique compiled from such disparate sources as Truman 
use in the social sciences by Sclavi, 1989) and Henry Mintzberg (1979). 
Capote (1972) followed a black cleaning woman during one day of her 
duties. Sclavi followed Italian and U.S. high school students in their daily 
school activities. Mintzberg followed top managers. I follow selected in- 
terlocutors in their everyday work for a period of about 10 working days. 
C 

This allows me to move with them and to move from one point in an action 
net to another because I am after not individual experience but a collective 
construction. 

This technique, however, does not tackle the issues of simultaneity and 

must be considered. One of them 
I proposed and introduced 

in Poland (Czarniawska, 
1980). The study was carried out in several stages. In each stage, actors (10 
to 25 at a time) in chosen organizations and under our guidance collected 
systematic observations of events over a period of 18 months. It must be 
pointed out that it would have been impossible to insert up to 25 re- 
searchers as observers into organizations in the same branch. Were it pos- 

,ible, they would have had to wait some time to become acculturated 
1 

j 
enough to be able to start their observations. This would defy the aim of I - 
the research, which must be condensed. Nine years later, these organiza- - I --- - 

tions ceased to exist. Organizations are institutionalized action . - nets, - .  not 
groups of people and not communities, although they for periods ot time 
L i o h t  behave as such. 
L"'P--- - - - L 

I st111 use the observant participation approach whenever I can because 
it has proved fruitful (~zamiawska, 1997a). It is a variation of ethnographic 

I 

I 

interviews (Spradley, 1979), that is, repetitive, open, and extensive inter- 
views aimed at achieving an account of people's work and organizations. 

I 

Another variation is what 1 call narrative interviews: chronological rela- 
I 
i - -.- 

tions of events that occurred under a specified period of tirne.&lthough it I 
! 

is impossible to start a study with a narrative intervie ("Hello. Hease tell 
'me wnat happened at your unit the last 2 weeks"), narrative interviews --- L A 

become a natural development in serial interviewing, wh~ch usuaiiy starts 
-with a thematically focused interview. d What I find attractwe in narrat~ve 
interviews is that both the structure (the plot) and the main concepts (meta- 
~ho r s )  are chosen by the interlocutor rather than the researcher. Even more 
5 ,  

important, these interviews relate actual. not ~eneralized. events ("How do 
you make decisions?') r hypothetical event$ ("What would you do - -  - 
i f .  . .?'). In that, they come near to an everyday account and therefore to 
direct observation. 

After all, as John Law (1994) points out, nothing ever happens right 
where and when the researcher is observing. All important events happen 
at some other time, other place. Although in the beginning researchers tend 
to be taken by ~ a n i c  and try to chase "the action," in time they learn that - I 

important events are made into such in a c c n u N o b o d y  is aware that an 
i m m p l a c e ,  although some writers - - - 

exploit the reader's credulity by inserting sentences such as "I felt dis- 
tinctly that something crucial was about to take place." 

The mistrust of interviews as a field technique within the anthropologi- 
cal method is very serious. Interviews gained their bad reputation due to a 
misapprehension of the kind of material they produce (see also Silverman, 
1993). Typically, the interview material is seen as transparent, as a window 
to something else: "Now I know how they make strategic decisions!" This 
is deceptive: Now I know (only) how they account for their strategic deci- 
sion making. Although most talk is about something other than itself, it 
represents nothing but itself. But that is not a little. Although an interview 
provides what Van Maanen (1988) calls "representational data." "doing 



representations" is an important part of organizing and therefore plays an 
operational function. There is no reason to suspect that the researcher's - 
organizational interlocutors are staging a com~lletelv new. uniaue reme- - 7 - I L 

<entational mode just for the benefit of one researcher. If so, unlikely as it 
m~ght  be, lt would be easy to dlscover it in the next interview with another 
interlocutor. I am sure that a whole company staging a coherent perfor- 
mance just for one researcher extends anybody's will to suspend disbelief. 

But what if I want to know how managers make strategic decisions, not 
how they account for them? There are several hidden assumptions in this 

. question that I will try to uncloak one by one. First, let me try to answer 
this question semantically, that is, literally. I can interview several people 

views. that they complement one another and ought in turn to be comple- 
7 -- , 

rnented by many other techniques. 
The attractiveness of all such techniques needs to be measured against 

the degree to which they permit one to taclde the peculiarities of modern 
organizing: the condensed time, the simultaneity of events taking place in 
different settings, and the invisibility of a growing part of operations. 

The next step will no doubt lead us to a whole new set of problems-and 
solutions-of and in cyberspace. Traditional observation may become im- 
possible or, on the contrary, it will be possible to the extent that no inter- 
views will ever be needed. Before this happens, though, the actual (as 
contrasted with the virtual) presence in the field is in itself a source of - - 

who, to my knowledge, participate in strategic decision making. Isn't that problems. 
the way to learn about what is common in:their way of accounting? Cer- 
tainly, but this shared element in their accounts is important; it is an in- 
scription of the organizing that went into producing it. 

I can also observe meetings in which, managers claim, strategic deci- 
sions are made. Again, this will not tell me how decisions are really made. 
I will just be able to add one more account-mine. The main advantage of 
this approach is that it is what De Vault (1990) calls a novel reading-an 
account from a person that is not socialized into the same system of mean- 
ing, but is familiar enough with it to recognize it as such (deciding what is 
strategic decision making is not exactly telling gray round pebbles from 
white square ones). It may thus vary from a standard account of the same 
event and because of this bring in new insights-a "meaning added" and 
a second, semiotic reading of the innocent question posed at the outset. The 
question "But what do they actually do?' betrays a belief in the possibility 
of a direct access to reality, in a superior knowledge, probably coming via 
the senses (as sense data, the empiricist's equivalent of the alchemist's 
stone). Braved by a constructivist reflection, I know that no such thing is 
possible and it does not worry me much. I do interviews to elicit standard 
accounts of a practice of interest to me. I do observations to contrast these 
accounts with nonstandard ones (novel readings) and to use the gap be- 

m @ o  as a source of knowledge. Observation is always a kihd of 
as the activity of breaking the implicit rules of conduct is 
r of the ethnomethodologist Harold Garfinkel, and in this 

way cognitively milking the "taken for granted" of everyday life. A con- 
clusion must therefore be that there is no dramatic difference between the 
material collected via observations and the material collected via inter- 



Flucht vor sich (Paul Klee. 193 1 ) 

3 POSITIONING IN THE FIELD, 
OR THE OTHER AS MYSELF 

D oing fieldwork is in many ways like moving into an alien culture. 
Field-workers have to undergo enculturation, a process that is expe- 

rienced as painful because it is a question of acculturation: Researchers are 
not tabula rasa but members of another culture. During such a process, the 
identity of the researchers-that image of themselves that successfully 
functioning adults take for granted-is challenged. Also, although it is less 
acute in fieldwork, the sense of "being dumb," of continually running up 
against blank walls, implies something of a confrontation with an alien 
culture. 

Such aspects are rarely taken up in reflection on access problems. It is 
assumed that access is a process that ends when the collection of material 
in the field actually begins, a process of seeking access that precedes the 
moment of securing it. Difficulties in securing formal permission to do a 
study can be formidable and in some extreme cases can produce the only 
story there is (G. Bonazzi, personal communication, April 4, 1995; Rotten- 
burg, 1995). I argue, however, that seeking access continues throughout 
the whole study, that there is no such felicitous moment when the study can 
continue without hindrance. This trait might spring from specific charac- 
teristics of organization studies as compared with other kinds of fieldwork, 
for instance, the mobility of the study objects and thus the necessity of the 
mobility of the researcher and the existence of a symmetrical relationship 
between the researching and the researched subjects. 

These difficulties, mentioned in the previous chapter, intensify in the kind 
of approach I am advocating here. Studying action nets means that access 
secured in one organization does not suffice; several organizations are 
involved in an action net. Delivering water and disposing of sewage requires 
connections between construction, engineering, software production, 
laboratory work, and financial controls, to name but a few actions within 



the net. In a sense, classical organization studies such as those in the 
Tavistock tradition (e-g., Jaques, 195 1 ; Rice, 195811 987) are more similar 
to community studies of the kind discussed by Traweek (1992)-either 
because the organizing process is different (less fragmented, less dis- 
persed) or because the way to approach it is different. Studies of action nets 
create multiple access situations that require a multitude of cover stories; 
access is never secured once and for all but is always precarious, in need 
of constant maintenance; the multiple thresholds contribute to a feeling 
that there is no "inside" where researchers can safely reside but merely a 
series of antechambers, where being inside one is outside of another. 

This is not to say that problems of this kind are new and specific to contem- 
porary organizations and their researchers. A collection of access stories in 
organization studies by Brown, Guillet de Monthoux, and McCullough 
(1976), inspired by Kaplan (1964), seeks to reveal the tacit dimensions of 
research practices. Among the stories from the field, one is told by a U.K. 
scholar, Nigel Nicholson, about negotiating research in industrial rela- 
tions, where access had to be obtained simultaneously from management 
and from unions. Nicholson's conclusion is, 

I suppose I feel that in situations like these people are less interested in prp, 
cisely what you want to do than what sort of person you are: whether you will 
put people's backs up, that you are trustworthy, not a left-wing infiltrator. that 

- you are impartial, that you are not an idiot. The details of your programme tend 
only to be a major concern when you are on some specific problem solving 
exercise. (Brown et al., 1976, p. 93) 

The main gist of Nicholson's (Brown et al., 1976) account is that both 
parties-management and unions-follow their routine interaction pat- 
terns throughout, whereby the researcher's access becomes a bargaining 
issue. Nicholson almost left the field before learning not to take routine 
cues too literally and understanding that the content of his study was not 
an issue-his study was. 

I selected this quotation because it implicitly assumes what cannot be 
assumed in all cases, that is, that the researchers, the managers, and the 
stewards are all made of the same clay, that they are able to estimate each 
other's trustworthiness and political allegiances. In many cases, where the 
researcher is a woman or a foreigner and thus an alien, this would not 
work. Charles McMiIlan (in Brown et a]., 1976) found it easier doing 
research in Japan than in Britain, although on rather strange grounds: 

There was a certain fascination in having a Canadian coming from Britain and 
someone from an American university to studv their com~anies The Tnnanpcp 

were curious to know what we wanted to study and they had an appreciation 
of the distance we had come. They felt, too, that we were legitimizing a kind 
of research that other countries undertook and Japan did not do and, therefore, 
they not only wanted it done but have seen it to be done. In terms of managerial 
issues, I don't think they were all that optimistic that we were going to give 
them really practical suggestions about how to improve anything. (Brown 
et al,, 1976, pp. 137-138) 

All in all the accounts collected in Brown et al., (1976), interesting as 
they are, are somewhat defective on the narrative side because they lack 
detail and complexity. Part of the explanation is that the editors of the book 
ask a general question-How are access problems solved and perceived by 
practical investigators?-and usually receive a general answer, sometimes 
with concrete illustrations. Another part of the explanation is that when the 
book was written, self-reflection was not as a rule included in research 
reports and books. Once secured, access was not a point to dwell on when 
reporting study results. 

Other times and other places produce other mores. My impression is that 
access issues were more openly discussed in anthropology. Women were 
never properly enculturated into the male fields and were especially prone 
to talk about the never-ending process of renegotiating their presence in 
the field (Wax, 197 1; Golde, 1986). Similarly, young researchers experi- 
ence more difficulties, and are more transparent in their field stories than 
their more experienced colleagues, as can be seen from the following 
descriptions of "My worst day in the field," written by doctoral students 
on my request.' 

Dangers of the Field 

The first account concerns a visit to a m l y  exotic place. 

STRANGE STORIES OF MY ADVENTUROUS LIFE 

It was my first day in Budapest, in the city summer heat. I had an appointment 
scheduled with the director of Western Electronics in Hungary, an impressive 
and busy Herr Doktor who had nevertheless given me a slot for an interview 
in our brief telephone conversation. Now, half an hour before our meeting, I 
was standing in my suit and tie, in an East European streetcar, exchanging 
stares with my fellow travelers. As I carefully traced the advance of the street- 
car on my city map, I felt the tiredness of a sleepless night coming over me. A 
new city, a new apartment, a new interview. I had arrived the day before and 
a good friend had given me a guided tour of the city. Western Electronics was 
located on the outskirts, whereas I lived downtown. But the streetcars were a 



reliable means of transportation. My friend helped me to locate the yellow 
streetcar track on the map. It was supposed to pass right by the street I wanted. 

Now I was standing here, holding on to the handle as we slowly left down- 
town. Colorful sequences of images passed by, the brown Danube, roads 
swarming with small East European cars, beautifully decorated house fronts 
still bearing the marks of war damage, street signs with the names crossed 
over, plane trees along the street. It was like seeing scenes from a picturesque 
movie. But after a while. the road and sidewalks became filthy and rough. The 
streetcar passed by housing areas that looked like barracks, row after row of 
dilapidated yellow tenements. Children with grimy faces were running 
around, the women seemed to be on their way to some strenuous cleaning or 
industrial jobs. There were some men sitting around a table with wine bottles, 
playing cards. 

I looked at my watch. It was 20 to 9, and the streetcar had barely idled its way 
over two thirds of the distance. The car turned alongside a graveyard and came 
to a three-way crossroads. To my alarm, I noticed that the yellow track on the 
map split two ways, and I had missed it. I didn't know which way my streetcar 
was turning, I held my breath and heaved a sigh of relief as it turned "my way." 
The car inched its way past another row of barracks and a couple of broad 
streets with heavy traffic. I asked one of the passengers about my stop. There 
it was, a bit further down the street. It was a big junction for streetcars, buses, 
and the subway along the wide street "ut Kerepsi." 

I was standing with my map in the middle of the morning rush, with people 
swarming in all directions. Which way to go now? I asked a pleasant looking 
young woman (maybe a service-minded secretary with language-skills re- 
cently employed at one of the western companies?). She turned my map 
around a few times, pointed along the busy street, and disappeared into the 
crowd. It was almost 10 to 9.1 started to run. I crossed the street with a herd 
of other people and continued to jog down the road. There were four lanes on 
each side, no sidewalks, and the street was lined with ongoing roadwork, 
forcing me towards the onrushing traffic. Inhaling the exhaust fumes felt like 
smoking 10 Hungarian cigarettes at once. The next side street was in sight but 
the name wasn't right. I had been running in the wrong direction. 

I turned around, crossed the street again, and headed back to the junction. The 
camera dangled round my neck. I held my briefcase with my papers, passport, 
and tape recorder out in front of me. so I could run better. My tie whirled and 
my jacket fluttered about me. The waving and honking from some of the 
pedestrians and drivers signaled that I looked very funny, or possibly threat- 
ening. More roadwork and another crossroads with a policeman directing the 
traffic appeared before me. He pointed me in the direction of a side street. 

Here it was calm, not a car in sight. Shabby military barracks on both sides. A 
littered sidewalk where I was greeted by stray mangy dogs and groups of 
equally stray mangy Russian soldiers (at least that was what I assumed). 

Unshaven and wearing dirty wrinkled uniforms, they appeared to lack any 
mrale or belief in the future. They watched me, a foreigner with all the 

of prosperity, eyeing me from top to toe as if wondering whether 
they could sell my camera on the black market. I dared not meet the eyes of 
either dogs or soldiers. 

I progressed with hurried steps. Finally I spotted the right street. But what a 
street it was! Even shabbier than the one with the dogs and soldiers. It was 5 
to 9. 1 ran and saw a sign that said "Electra." It's got to be here! Western 
Electronics had probably taken over a Hungarian company by that name and 
moved into their premises. I rushed into the reception, where three Hungarians 
were standing engaged in conversation. I announced my meeting with Herr 
Doktor and Western Electronics. "Can you show me to his office, please?" 
Communication breakdown. I tried again, this time in German. The language 
confusion become even worse. French? No, mission impossible. Maybe if 1 
write it down? No response. Western Electronics was an unknown concept in 
this world. They had never heard of such a company here. 

Out on the street again. I considered giving up, turning around to hail a cab 
downtown. Then, suddenly, the street changed. The misery faded, the shabbi- 
ness disappeared and fairly normal buildings with normal people and normal 
cars came in sight. Now what? The street ended. An anonymous building 
complex, brown, functional style, no numbers, no signs. It can't possibly be 
here, can it? I ran through one of the gates. Oh yes, Western Electronics, third 
floor. I was 10 minutes late. I ran up the stairs and was met in the corridor by 
a secretary. Herr Doktor would receive me soon. I had time for a quick run to 
the bathroom to wash my hands and face. Herr Doktor came out, speaking 
German and sounding somewhat irritated. "Wasn't hard to find now, was it? 
The streetcar runs right by here." I nodded and accepted a cup of coffee. 

This story illustrates one of the simplest problems-that of physical 
access. This problem, trite as it may seem, is known to all organization 
researchers and does not abate with age or experience. After all, logistics 
lie at the heart of all organizing, which demands that the right things and 
the right people be at the right place at the right time. The story shows that 
getting to an unknown place o n  time is one of the recurring research 
nightmares because it symbolizes much more than an organizing failure: 
namely, the fear of entering an alien landscape. There is a palpable sense 
of danger, culminating in the story of the meeting with the dogs and Rus- 
sian soldiers who acquire a terrifying air, becoming monsters from a fairy 
tale. The author tried to save himself by evoking standard prejudices 
(women are secretaries and Russian soldiers are potential criminals). a 
typical reaction that, is confirmed in Malinowski's (1967) famous misde- 
meanors. These fears do not abate even in more familiar surroundings. 

. . _ _. . -."- - - 
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MY WORST DAY IN THE FIELD 

Here at last, I said to myself as the plane touched down after circling in the air 
for 20 minutes, due to air traffic congestion. I hurried to get a seat on the first 
transfer bus to Stockholm City. People muffled up to their noses were every- 
where, and everybody was half running. When I got on the bus I tried to think 
through my schedule for the day and realized that everything was a big ques- 
tion mark, anything could happen. 

I had received a phone call at 4 p.m. the day before from BAC Inc. They 
wondered if I could come up and do six interviews the following day. Since 
this was probably the best opportunity I would get for a long time, I accepted. 
I didn't have much background information concerning the company. Nor did 
I know who I was supposed to meet. I knew nothing about these people's 
experience or their positions in the company. In other words, I was very badly 
prepared for the day and it was making me very uneasy. 

I recalled the preliminary talks I had had with the company when we discussed 
the design of my study. I pondered over management's obvious doubts about 
having the study carried out at all. I remembered their allusions to the scandal 
caused by a researcher from the Stockholm School of Economics [The re- 
searcher wrote a popular book revealing skeletons in the Absolut company 
closets, while doing dissertation research in the company.] "Here is the agree- 
ment you have to sign regarding company secrets, and we want to see the 
dissertation before it is published." I got the feeling that I was at their mercy, 
surrounded by their suspicions. Can't they see I am an honest person? Darn, 
the traffic had come to a halt again. The southbound lanes from Arlanda airport 
were blocked and wound far down the road, thousands of cars inched their way 
along in the queues. The thick fumes rose in the chilly morning. The minutes 
passed quickly but the lane had frozen. Would I get there in time? When I 
finally arrived at Stockholm City after a bus ride lasting an hour and a half, I 
managed to hail a cab. The address was unfamiliar to the driver. He had 
recently moved in from Norrland and was not at all at home in the Stockholm 
area. I didn't know whether to laugh or cry. He talked and talked, consulted 
the map several times, but eventually, five minutes after my appointed time, I 
was in the BAC Inc. main building! 

I was introduced to my first interviewee-the production manager. He seemed 
slightly annoyed by my late arrival despite my excuses. My fingers didn't want 
to obey me, and the tape recorder resisted me when I took it out. "What do you 
need the tape recorder for?" "Only for the record, all you say will be kept 
confidential, no names will be mentioned and it will not be possible to identify 
anybody." The product manager just kept looking at me, his expression inscru- 
table. 

An uncomfortable sensation was taking hold of me. What was I doing there, 
why did I put myself in this humiliating situation? Apparently because the joys 

of discovery are so great and the knowledge area so fascinating that it makes 
you feel giddy just to think about it. 

Back to my "interview victim," as we students often call them. The room was 
brown and murky and smelled of ingrained tobacco. The product manager 
never let go of his glowing cigarette. My eyes were getting hazy and the smell 
was nauseating. His answers to my first questions were stiff and abrupt. I went 
on to questions that required answers of a descriptive and reflective nature, but 
he went on answering in the same way as before. I tried to insert questions that 
might entice him to open up, but he remained indifferent and distant. My 
questions led nowhere, he didn't understand them and I failed to understand 
his responses. He was telling me things that seemed devoid of meaning, and 
kept shuffling papers looking for something he never seemed to be able to 
find. "This is getting nowhere," I couldn't help thinking. "Isn't time up yet, so 
I can go on to the next and hopefully more interesting interviewee?" I tried to 
peek at my watch while forcing myself to be positive, self-assured, and inter- 
ested in Mr. X's answers. 

The next person was a sales manager. He asked about my background and my 
research and seemed to find the subject intriguing. He described his experi- 
ences willingly and happily and responded to all my questions. I got ideas for 
more questions. The sales manager gave me an exciting tour of the history of 
the development and the present state of the company, Great! As time flew by, 
my internal and external memory drives were booted to the brim with valuable 
information. 

We used an extra 5 minutes, as all my questions had not been answered. The 
sales manager said he could spare some more time but I had to decline since 
the next person was probably already waiting to see me, according to the 
schedule. I thanked him profusely and rushed on to the next person . . . who 
didn't show up. After 10 minutes I located a secretary and discovered that the 
missing person was on a business trip. I returned to the sales manager, but he 
had already gone. 

The engines of the aircraft started to rumble. On my way home at last! I 
removed my shoes, leaned my head back and tried to relax. My head was 
pounding. The day had been hectic, with lunch taken on the run and constant 
interviewing without a single break. I tried to think through the day, to get 
behind what had been said. And what hadn't. 

Like in the first story, here there was no problem of formal access: It was 
more than secured, it was forced on the woman researcher. Her difficulty 
concerned the interaction itself: What does it help that she is "inside" if she 
cannot reach her respondents? 

The next account describes an exploratory visit at Window Makers In- 
corporated that began at 9 a.m and ended at midnight, including two meals 
and deep conversations with the owners. 



ONE DAY IN THE FLELD: A TRUE STORY 
Whose Identity Is Under Scrutiny? t 

I 
Perhaps my worst day in the field was really my best. Looking back I have 
some trouble telling exactly what happened that day. Undoubtedly, I was 
received in a way that 1 had never experienced before-or since, for that 
matter. 1 had never before received such warm treatment from a company as 1 
did at Window Makers. Also, it is very seldom that one gets to experience so 
many sides of a company in one day. We moved from politeness to emotion- 
ality, from economic rationality to philosophy, from professional roles to pri- 
vate ones and from formal organizations to private lives, all within the span of 
15 hours. In fact, a single company visit seldom lasts that long or involves so 
many dimensions. I dare hardly imagine what a Window Makers' apprentice 
has to go through during the company's 7-week training. A tremendous 
amount of energy goes into socializing the apprentices into the right kind of 
thinking and acting. Window making is probably better described as a religion 
than a trade or a technology. Luckily I was never there long enough to be 
indoctrinated, although I was probably heading straight for it. 

Today I live happily at a distance from the company but I am fascinated each 
time I read about them and their methods of window restoration in the news- 
paper. I also reflect upon the fact that this time around I managed to escape 
from the field without being devoured by it. It could have become dangerous. 
Perhaps today I would have been one of those walking around in bib-and- 
brace overalls propagating for recycling and home-mixed paint-who could 
tell? Research life has its risks, as the field sometimes turns into a battlefield 
and we have to defend ourselves. But since the field is the best source of 
knowledge of the world, we'd better pluck up courage and keep going back. 
The methods are our weapons and with them we can not only defend ourselves 
but also win laurels. 

This story inverts the classic access theme: The difficulty lies not in 
getting in, but in getting out-physically and mentally. The accounts read 
like stories from expeditions against dragons hiding in the field waiting to 
devour the researchers, who come seeking armed with their battery of 
methods. In the Polish version of the story, the dragon is sent sheepskins 
stuffed with explosives-a less complimentary picture of the researchers? 
(On the role of dragons in organization research, read Sievers, 1990.) 

The students9 stories tell the story of fear: of being devoured, of being 
lost, of being late, of being annihilated. The disillusioned comment of the 
second writer ("Why did I put myself. . .") shows that, in the grip of panic, 
students evoke the holy mission they have been sent into the field to fulfill. 
But, as on all such missions. doubts creep in. Is it worth it? "It,'y apparently, 
is the threat to one's personal identity. 

The same theme can be found in many access reports. These are not 
I 

apprentice fears because they do not abate with experience. They are not 
Lgmrival problems" either: I suffer such problems every day in the field, i 

though their character changes daily. Perhaps when these feelings are no 
1 
I 

longer felt, it will be time to go home: The feeling of estrangement is gone, 
i : 

and with it the main source of insight. The interviewers are interview 
i 
E 

victims more often than the interviewees. This has certainly been my ex- i 
perience, and there is nothing surprising about it--except perhaps that the e 
theme of threatened identity does not figure more prominently i n  access 
stories. The explanation is, perhaps, that when it does, like in Malinowski's 
(1967) famous diary, it is answered with censoring attempts by the research 
community. The picture of a researcher's identity threatened by fieldwork - .  - 
violates the image of a mature adult and a competent professional. 

As fully socialized adults, or "competent members" as ethnometfiodolo- 
gists put it, we acquire a continuous personal identity. The emphasis put 
on its stability conceals the fact that such an identity is accompanied by 
"discontinuous personal diversity" (Davies & Harri, 1991, p. 46). The 
continuous personal identity is a result of the repetitiveness of the inter- 
actions into which people engage. The discontinuous personal identity is 
the result of the steady element of novelty in the various interactions. 
Davies and Harrt (1991) therefore suggest that instead of speaking of a 
"self" possessing an essence (or expressing an essence of a person), it is 
more useful to speak of "positioning," which they understand as "the 
discursive process whereby selves are located in conversations as observ- 
ably and subjectively coherent participants in jointly produced story lines" 
(p. 48). If writing a book can be seen as a conversation, then in writing 
these words I am engaged in an interactive positioning (trying to position 
other people as readers) and in a reflexive positioning (trying to position 
myself as an author). When this book is published and read, then my 
identity as a writer will be successfully but temporarily established (until 
the next book, until somebody else questions it, etc.). 

Positioning need not be intentional (every act can be interpreted as 
positioning), but it often is-in interactions with unknown people and in 
new contexts. Positioning need not lead to establishing a desired identity 
and it requires continuation-in fact, people continue to construct and 
reconstruct their identities all through their lives (Gergen, 1991). 

What kind of situation produces fieldwork in this respect? Briefly, field- 
work is a situation in which a person leaves his or her own field and more 
or less established identity to enter another field. Entrance into the new 



field begins with extensive positioning, especially on the part of the re- 
searcher, which is mentioned but not fully shown in the stories. The kev to 
the relative neglect of this theme in organization access reports might be 
that if identity is considered at all-and it is not a very common topic in 
discussing field methods-it is usually assumed that the identity of the 
people in the field is under scrutiny and may be threatened. This is perhaps a 

correct-accounts from t h e m ~ u t  there is no 
doubt that fieldwork is a major threat to the identity of the researcher. 

Let me  illustrate these threats and their pers~stent cnaracter witn notes 
. - --- 

from my own recent fieldwork. Part of the study consisted of shadowing 
top city officials in three different units: a finance department, the water- 
works, and a public transportation plant. In the course of this study, I met 
enough different people in different situations to recognize the futility of 
formulating any "dress for success" advice. Some people were friendly, 
some were hostile. Some people were attracted by my exoticism, some 
were repulsed by it. My identity broke into pieces and then mended again, 
and this was repeated many times. But I have not changed my opinion that 
the identity threat is the most painful aspect of field organization studies. 

FEBRUARY 17, ON TEE PLANE TO WARSAW 

My heart beats with apprehension, and not because of the flight. What the heck 
am I doing here? Where am I going? A person of my age should be learning 
about the world by watching television. But, after all, I am not going to any 
exotic land but to the country of my birth. What could possibly happen to me? 

FEBRUARY 27, ON THE PLANE FROM WARSAW 

One question keeps returning in my thoughts finding no answer. Why did they 
agree to talk to me? Because they couldn't refuse? Why did the people who I 
was to shadow agree to let me do it? Because they didn't know what they were 
in for? Take the Finance Director: she was clearly unable to place me, either 
geographically (where is Lund?) or professionally (university professors in 
Warsaw apparently don't run around with tape recorders), and yet she agreed 
without asking for any additional information. 

FD is a woman of my own age with a diploma in economics from the agricul- 
tural university, a fact which is sometimes taken up by her enemies. It would 
be interesting to know how she perceives me, a person with a similar diploma 
from a school across the street. [Warsaw School of Economics and Warsaw 
School of Agriculture are neighbors across Independence Avenue.] An exer- 
cise in symmetrical anthropology would be fascinating indeed. 

In her first sentence she told me she bras busy as the mayor was waiting for 
her, in her second she admitted to never having seen my introductory letter. 
yet in her third she agreed to be shadowed in March. The fourth sentenc.e 
spoken was mine: I promised to wait for her until she came back from the 
mayor's office and to interview her then. 

Will I ever understand her motives? Do i have to? The interview went very 
well, although it didn't have much to do with the question-answer scheme. She 
seemed to be throwing sample anecdotes at me. splash, splash, and after a 
while, like in an impressionist painting, a figure emerged-a picture of the city 
finances and of her role in them. The picture was clearer and less fragmented 
than the ones that emerge from well-structured, analytical answers. Was that 
due to some mystic communion between two female souls, or to the supe- 
riority of narrative knowledge? Funnily enough, my scientific training makes 
me uneasy when I listen to such image projections. Lists and analyses make 
me happy-but only until I read them again afterwards. 

WARSAW, MARCH 7 

9:35. I am truly dragging my feet on my way to the Finance Director's office. 
I am clearly afraid-but of what? I am fairly sure of FD's sincere intentions. 
There may perhaps be some minor troubles and difficulties along the way in 
our 10 days together, but there always are. Nobody wishes me ill. Why be 
afraid? Because of my total dependence and the necessary passivity, that's 
why. 1 am not used to other people controlling my life so literally. 

Despite my slow pace I arrive at the office too early. 1 go down a wrong 
corridor first, but then arrive at the right door. Will I recognize FD? A woman 
dressed to go out passes me in the door-God, is it her? No, but she comes 
next, carrying her fur coat on her arm, ready to meet the deputy mayor before 
the council session we are all to attend. FD directs me to her deputy, promises 
to send her car for us, and gives me a draft of the budget to study in the 
meantime. And a very good thing too, as otherwise I wouldn't have been able 
to understand much of the session. 

12:OO. End of the session. I am waiting for FD at the door. FD clearly expects 
me to go home, but I protest. We return to the office in her car. FD is planning 
to meet the deputy mayor. I summon up all my courage and ask, "May I go 
with you?" "No, these matters are not intended for the ears of strangers." 

I go into her office, where I claim a place at the conference table which is to 
be mine in the days to come. She comes in and goes out of the office without 
explanation. The secretary makes tea for her and she eats her lunch sandwich 
while looking at her papers. 

14:OO. FD calls her first deputy: "Take Madam to the cafeteria. I am leaving 
now.') 



15:30. 1 om back in the office when FD returns. "I'm still busy." she says 
before leaving the office again. She comes back after a while: 'Are you still 
waiting for me?' 1 smile bravely (or so I think) and promise to be there 
ton~orrow at 8.00. FD protests. This is not how she imagined it. She can't work 
this way. She thought that 1 would only be appearing now and then. I feel I am 
sinking but I try to stay up, an3 once again LO explain to her my way of 
working. The compromise reached is that I may come the next day at 11.00. 
after all her important meetings. 

WARSAW, MARCH 8 

1400. As I enter the secretary's office. she says: "Madam Finance Director is 
busy." "I will wait then." "But she has other meetings afterwards." I smile 
coolly [or so I think) and say, "She told me to come at 14.00." 1 take my coat 
off and hang it on a hanger. close to FD's. 'At least let her finish this telephone 
call," says the secretary. 

I sit down ar~d prepare to wait. Several people go into FD's office and come 
out again. I am beginning to feel serious apprehension. when FD finally ap- 
pears herself: 'Are you waiting for me already?" I go into her office and begin 
to flatter her. "Your budget was accepted in great style! No wonder the tele- 
phone never stops ringing. You're the name of the day!" FD smiles thinly but 
does not send me away. [This comment turns out to represent the peak of my 
shadowing success in the days to come.] "Perhaps you can tell me about your 
plans for the next few days so I can try not tire you too much?" The next day 
she is meeting the city mayor, after which they will both go to meet repre- 
sentatives of a Big Bank-my presence is out of the question. I can come to 
the office at 14:OO. The day after that she's going to Lodz to meet other city 
finance directors. Too far for me (in her opinion). And the following day again 
she's visiting one of the districts, but won't be staying long. After that I can 
hang around, if I insist. 

FD seems to be so reconciled to my presence that she promises to help me to 
arrange an interview with the deputy mayor (which I had failed to do on my 
own). She calls his secretary and presents my business in great (incorrect) 
detail, and sends me along there. It is next door. The secretary's officehaiting 
room is enormous. There are two people sitting there, the secretary and a man 
whom I assume to be a bodyguard. The secretary talks on the phone while the 
guard asks me to state my business. I do and he bids me to wait. The secretary 
stops talking, takes my business card and my introductory letter. and says that 
the deputy mayor is very busy. Right now he is talking to a journalist. I 
produce my best smile [I was told afterward by an honest respondent that I 
smiled far too much for the local custom], and explain that any time during 
my stay in Warsaw would do. 

The deputys door opens and the journalist comes out. The secretary goes into 
the office and comes out with the deputy. who shakes my hand without kissing 
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it (what a relief!) and says that he has heard of me but that he's awfully busy. 
1 reply that 1 haven't counted on meeting him today. but perhaps sometime 
during the week . . . He and his secretary lean over his completely blank diary 
and bombard me with his appointments: bus factory all day Wednesday. Lon- 
don on Thursday. . . . [I am not suggesting they were inventing all this. As far 
as I could establish, nobody used diaries for writing down their appointments. 
They looked at them to remember days and dates.] I say that I'll be back; he 
says that he might not be deputy mayor any longer; I say, even better, he would 
have more time for reflection: he says, not before retirement; 1 say that would 
be too long to wait; he says not at all; I say that. after all, we are the same 
age . . . "Put her in on Wednesday," he says to his secretary. "Which Wednes- 
day? Thereas a press conference this Wednesday." We decide the date, the day. 
the hour. [The secretary canceled the appointment later. ] . . . He leaves, the 
telephone rings. The secretary answers: "He just left." She turns to me. sigh- 
ing: "Poor man, everybody wants him . . . He should change his name to 
'Wanted."' "Jerk," would be my suggestion, but I take several deep brealhs 
and return to the FD's office. 

My coat is not on the hanger but lying on a chair. Had I forgotten to hang it up 
after all? Had somebody taken it down thinking FD's coat was too crowded? 
The etiquette of fieldwork seems to be beyond my capacity. 

FD talks to her deputy about tenders. I ask if they can explain some matters to 
me that I don't understand. FD agrees-either she is in a good mood or feeling 
guilty for systematically neglecting me. 

15:15. Both leave the office. FD to talk to the deputy mayor-about what? 1 
wish I knew. I'm trying to overhear various conversations in the secretary's 
office. 

15:40. FD comes back. "God! my correspondence is still unanswered. and 
you're still writing-what?" 'All sort of things." I watch her check her corrc- 
spondence and compare it to my way of dolng it. I have a similar letter file. 
but obviously I'm not using it right. 

We leave the office together. 1 take the opportun~ty to ask her about the proce- 
dure for accepting the budget: 

BC: With all due respect, such council sessions are mainly a matter of ritual. 
aren't they? But are you still apprehensive? 

FD: It gets better and better every year, at first 1 couldn't sleep the nigh1 
before. But the tension is always there-will they vote to accept it or 
not? 

BC: But can they not accept it? 

FD: Well. if they fail to accept i t  before a certain date. it  goes to the Regional 
Audit Chamber. 



BC: Which accepts what the city management-that is you, proposed, 
doesn't it? 

FD: In principle, yes, but how would you feel if somebody questioned your 
work for the past year? Awful, wouldn't you? 

I wish I could report that my relationship with FD improved, but it 
didn't. It didn't get worse either. She regularly left me for business gossip 
(of which there was a lot, considering that a major reform was in the 
offing) and for important business meetings. I spent hours in the secre- 
tary's office, overhearing conversations that were both entertaining and 
informative, talking to FD's deputies, and reading various documents. Be- 
cause I was not allowed to spend all the working day in the office, I had a 
lot of time to brood over my inadequacies-as I saw them-as a field 
researcher. It seemed to me that the main problem was that FD and I were 
too alike to achieve an easy distance and yet too alien to become close. 
There was no doubt, however, that we perceived each other as similar, that 
we were in a symmetrical position. She compared herself to me and I 
compared myself to her. Similarly, I achieved (temporarily) access to the 
deputy mayor by pointing out our age symmetry. The issue of similarity 
also came up in my relations to other people in the field, for example, those 
I shadowed later. But it was not easy: Similarity, it seems, might both 
hamper and facilitate access. Such difficulties connected to the doppel- 
ganger position have been discussed in detail by anthropologists. 

On the Doppelganger, or Halfie Research 

One of the perennial topics of debate in old anthropology was the eth- 
nological gap that separated the ethnographers from the people who fig- 
ured in their ethnographies (Lejeune, 1989). Although this gap appeared to 
be obvious in comparing oral and literate cultures, it seemed to vanish as 
literacy increased in previously oral societies. The new problem consisted 
of an ideological gap, that is, the differences between western and non- 
western vocabularies, between everyday vocabularies and that of intellec- 
tual elites, and so on. This gap was filled by writers who undertook to 
represent the Other-to speak in the Other's voice. Lejeune judges this as 
just another intellectual illusion and examines interesting examples of 
workers who have become writers. In doing so, according to Lejeune, 
tbese people joined the intellectual elite. If identity is what a person does, 
then one who writes for a living is an intellectual and not a worker and the 
question of representation (in its political rather than its s ta t i s t i r g l  c-nrmr 

l"pmq;np . . - - - I - - -  

The problem of representation is quite different in organization studies. 
~ o s t  such studies focus on the managerial group and-leaving aside the 
 complication^ of such focusing for the moment-this generates problems 
of its own. Here we have a case of truly symmetrical anthropology (al- 
though not in the sense that Latour, 1993, who launched the concept, 

have it, i.e., as symmetry between humans and nonhumans, west- 
erners and nonwesterners, society and nature). In principle, this is how it  
should be, which does not make it easier. The voices of the field reported 
in organization studies are as literate and eloquent as those of the reporters. 
They speak in the same (or very nearly the same) language and both have 
theoretical ambitions. The worry of the conscientious anthropolo,' o~sts- 
"Do we silence them by speaking for them?"-becomes "How can we be 
heard?' There are at least three groups in competition with one another: 
managers, researchers, and professional consultants. If researchers repre- 
sent managers, to whom do they represent them? If the researcher's role is 
to give the managers feedback, how can she or he convince managers that 
the picture presented will be of use to them? Can researchers say anything 
the managers do not already know? 

The accounts above do refer to such difficulties, but the clearest illustra- 
tion of the problem I have found comes from Gideon Kunda's (1992) 
corporate ethnography. - One of the main characters in Kunda's story is a 
'woman employed by the company who taught "organization culture" 
courses and who had just completed a PhD dissertation in anthropology on 
this very subject. Who was studying whom and for what purpose? If 
Kunda's dissertation work had been done earlier, she would have included 
him in her account from the field. Is so-called fieldwork then nothing but 
a narcissistic exercise? Could I write a diary instead of interrupting FD's 
working hours? 

I see this entanglement as an opportunity rather than a problem. To begin 
with, this problematic symmetry successfully prevents researchers from 
obiec6fvine the ueoule thev studv. A feminist sociolonist friend of mine, 

t' 4 "  1 I  
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who made several studies of unemployed women, was startled by her 
experiences in a new project involving top female politicians and manag- 
ers. "I always thought I had very good contact with the women in the 
field," she said to me. "I still think so, but after I'd been sent packing 
several times, I began to see how much of that contact depended on the 
implicit assumption that the unemployed women had to cooperate with me 
as it was all 'for their good.' " This change of perspective has been noticed 
by many anthropologists who have studied industrialized countries. 
Q,-.h...-A- I ,  h - - -  



(1991), alluding to Nader's notions, speaks of "studying sideways,.' claim- 
ing that it presents the best conditions for a dialogical relationship with the 
field. I agree: The unsentimental idea of a relationship to the study object 
that is a subject, that is, that speaks back, seems to have best premises in 
sideways studies, of which organization studies are perhaps the most clear 
example. 

Another advantage lies in the very uneasiness I reported above as a 
source of knowledge of one's own and of one's doppelganger role and 
position in the organizational world. The mutual proximity is such that 
there is no danger of fascination with the exotic; the distance persists and 
begs to be explored. 

A third advantage is that this kind of field research, which compels 
intensive positioning comparable to that required by a job change or some 
similar rupture in day-to-day life, makes the researchers aware of the po- 
s i t ional i~ of their own and other people's views and actions. This last 
concept I borrow from Lila Abu-Lughod's (1991) discussion of halfie 
research, that is, anthropological research done by "people whose national 
or cultural identity is mixed by virtue of migration, over-seas education or 
parentage" (p. 138). The analogy is quite obvious. There, as here, the 
anthropologist's assumption of a fundamental distinction between the self 
and the Other is called in question. This distinction in anthropology, Abu- 
Lughod claims, was always hierarchical, in the sense that the (western) self 
is superior to the (nonwestern) Other. What happens when, as in the cases 
discussed here, the Other is more powerful than the self? 

One effect, it seems to me, is a somewhat paradoxical emergence of 
more sensitive, richer (and humbler) studies. This might be seen as leading 
to further reduction of the reading audience, which was never too large. 
After all. stories written by the powerful have an attraction on their own, 
as Foucault has made us aware, and a usual strategy recommended by 
method books is to create an impression of a powerful author. A strategy 
that involves resigning power might thus seem puzzling in such terms, and 
choosing a narrative approach to organization studies implies such a strat- 
egy in contrast to the "we-know-better" paradigmatic approach. 

But power alone does not decide the size of the audience. There is 
always beauty and use (an ardent pragmatist may even count beauty as a 
kind of use). There is a hope that humble stories might conquer the audi- 
ence by their aesthetic value. Abu-Lughod (1991) ends on a similar note 
when she advocates writing "ethnographies of the particulary' (p. 149) as 
opposed to generalized accounts. She notes that although interpretative 
approaches began with criticizing positivist social science for its ignorance 

of tlie centrality of meaning to human experience, they ended up substitut- 
ing "generalizations about meanings for generalizations about behavior'" 
(p. 150). 

My vision of ergonographies, that is, ethnographies of work organiza- 
tions (see Chapter 5 ,  "Doing the Reading and Doing the Writing: From the 
Field to the Text"), is just an example of ethnographies of the particular. 
This does not mean losing the global perspective or anything similar. The 
@bal perspective can be reached only by studying how different locals 
are connected to one another. Or, to put it bluntly, there is no micro- and 
macroworld influencing one another. The results of this widespread mis- 
apprehension are sometimes tragic and sometimes comic. It appears that a 
coffee pause in Brussels happens on an international level, one in Stock- 
holm is national, and in Gothenburg it is local. An event that takes place in 
headquarters is global, of course, whereas the same event in a local plant 
is, by definition, local. 

An alternative outlook is that there are only different perspectives, and 
a macroperspective is a view that encompasses inany microevents at once. 
Not everybody is permitted to make use of the macroperspective, however, 
because it has obvious power implications. It is certainly not by accident 
that the rulers favor macroresearchers and that researchers taking a 
macroperspective think themselves indispensable to rulers. To be able to 
control at a distance, one must objectify people first (Latour, 1992). For 
this reason, microstudies are more often than not on the side of the under- 
dogs, be they managers or workers, and on the side of the rebellion. By 
showing how macropictures are drawn, microstudies problematize the 
taken for granted. 

Perhaps it is this meddling with the taken for granted that makes the 
threats toward personal and professional identity unavoidable. The psy- 
chological discomfort of estrangement seems to be a necessary price of 
learning. The bonus lies in extra knowledge that researchers may g a ~ n  
about themselves. The main compensation is a problematized picture of 
organizational reality. Such a picture carries a possibility of liberation for 
those who suffer from the reality they were led to construct and a promise 
of a nontrivial story for the researcher. 

N O T E  

I .  The stories are used here by the authors' permission. 



Familienspaziergang (Paul Klee, 1930.) 

SCIENCE AS 
CONVERSATION 
A Story of Referencing and 
Referencing as Story Telling 

T exts on method have traditionally focused on the process of conduct- 
ing the study, assuming that once discovered, truth will write itself. 

The emphasis has shifted to the processes of writing and reading research 
reports, as my own attempt illustrates. Not much attention has been paid 
to the practices of quoting and referencing in organization studies assumed 
to be technical details.' A reflection over our current referencing practices 
might prove interesting, not least from the narrative perspective. What do 
these practices say and what do they do? What kind of an image of science 
is behind these practices? 

Science is commonly but implicitly seen as an accumulating body of 
knowledge covered by the laws protecting private property. An author has 
the right to borrow any piece on the ccndition of paying royalties-liter- 
ally or symbolically: thus, the obligation of giving a source of ideas. 
thoughts, and sentences. A contrasting image of science is that civilization, 
science, and education constitute a conversation that goes on for five mil- 
lennia: 

As civilized human beings, we are the inheritors neither of an inquiry shout 
ourselves and the world, nor of an accumulating body of information. bur of 
a conversation begun in the primeval forest and extended and made more 
articula~e 1n the course 01 centuries. (Oakeshott. 1959J1991. p. 490) 



Oakeshott ( I  95911 99 1 ) concludes tllat c~n\~t ' r sa t~on 's  rule\ and milres 
change over the years. Referenc~ng can be seer1 as :I special mr-de of con- 
versation with 1-ules of its own. These, i n  turn. can be cier~i,ed from the 
modern instit~ltiun of copyrights. I 1viI1 therefore \'enture on a brief flistori- 
cal excursion into the field (sf cr~pyri_ghts. from which tlie practice5 of 
referencing have arisen. 

\ 
A Short History of Referencing 

# - 
A 

Tlirougliout this narrative, I will use the thesis formulated by Boyle 
( 1992) as a supporting thesis: that the copyright laws draw their legitimacy 
from 19th-century liberalism, within which two traditions are especially 
relevant. One is concerned with the image of property. society. and privacy 
i n  a liberal state. Another is the romantic image of an author who produces 
an original idea (out of nothing, as it were) that is clearly distinguishable 
from a mere "expression." Boyle argues, and I follow him in this argument, 
that these traditions are both amazingly well and alive and yet increasingly 
out of date in our "information society." 

THE DIFFUSED AUTHORSHIP IN PREMODERNITY AND ITS END 

Greek and Roman historians considered it their duty to report what 
people said, and it was not unusual that they mentioned, after say 600 
pages of stories, that they themselves did not believe a word. Jt was the 
reader's task to decide what to believe. Veyne (1988) claims that, for 
instance: Herodotus was highly skeptical toward the history presented by 
himself. But evaluation of the sources or indeed of the authenticity of the 
stories was beyond the polnt. Writers were collectors of oral stor-ies that 
constituted the main source of knowledge and the means of transmitting 
tradition. They were valued and admired, but their role was that of doing 
a service to the community: indeed, Veyne colnpares these writers to con- 
temporary journalists. If they did not collect contemporary stories, they 
were looking for ancient knowledge, like Greek philosopl-rers, who mostly 
looked toward the Orient for the font of knowledge but rare!) reached for 
texts written 111 llanguages other than Greek (Eco. 1990). In high antiquity, 
peopie wanted their books to be complete and thus made all the necessary 
changes and additions t o  keep them updated. This tradition sur\-~\:ed even 
III  h ~ g h  ~nodern~ty: Today one can find in India coIlrentporary versions of 
the Upanishad niention~ng tlie invention of electricity and other modern 

e v e ~ l t ~  t\;eyne. 1988'~. In those times. texts were not copled hut  m3Jc :~IIL.::  

by combining them with other texts. Originality was 01' no value. 
The Middle Ages brought in  tlie copyists but did not change the view i j i ,  

origi~l;llity. Mediev;il church writers tended to disapprove of originail:. 
and valued the scribe and the copyist above the author. Only God had ti , .  

on truth. and humans were stenographers for divinities. Churci! 
~ r i t e r s  perceived their own mission as one of finding \raluable old hook . 
that could then be copied for the use of future generations (Boyle, 1997 1 

This can be seen as a pragmatic solution in a situation where there \t*;tj ilL6 

way of establishing the exact provenrence of a given rnanuscrlpt. 
Veyne (1988) observes that, for example. Thornas Aquinas did nor 1.ctci- 

to Aristotle in  his re~nterpretations of the Greek's thoughts. Aqul~lai took, 
sole responsibility for his text, which he takes as a testimony tn  truth ;,nd 
which does not have an author. Authenticus, says Eco (1990). merr t ~ i  
Aquinas and his contemporaries not "original" but "tl-ue." This u\;lgc ;\,a, 
common for a long time. Veyne tells the story of a French historian, Eflsnne- 
Pasquier, who in 1560 sent the manuscript of his book to hi-; friends l;ji 

comments: 

Their most frequent reproach concerned Pasquier's habit of giving Lo(-) 17i;:r1\ 

references to lhn sources he cited. This procedure, they told him, casr :t -hcho- 
lastic pall" o n  thc book and was unbecoming in a work of history. Wl:,12 11  trul) 
necessary each time to confirm his "words by some ancient author"' I t '  ~t ~c;ls 

a matter of lending his account authority and credibility, time alone n i!l to 
that. (p .  6) 

Pasquier was ahead of his time: Very soon after. convention5 i?f ilnri tiiig 
science began to change. References started to appear in juridic.:i rest!: .I! 

the end of the 17th century in what Veyne (1988) calls "works of ci~nii-it. 
versy" (p. I I ). Veyne sees it as an indication that references ha\+e i~t~g~oo. .  
origin, where the authors write to their own colleagues, prone i o  doubi 
their statements. "Proofs were flaunted about before they were sil:ii-ed \I I t l i  

the other members of the 'scientific community' " ( p .  1 1  ). The snrcl.grilcc 
of such a community had in turn to do with the rise of utii\~s:\i!!, .ind 
academic profession. Montaigne and Montesquieu, for exnlnpls. ti ere ~ I - J { - * I ~  

of riches w h o  lived leisurely off their estates and wrote to \vh:,~~ie\*i: t  

wanted to read them. No academlc contestant could question thclr ~ t ~ ~ t h i l i  
ity because it did not come from academia (Grayson. 1995). 

Not without n~gnificance was the accornpanylng devr iop i~ i~ i i !  t r !  

proof procedures. \vhic!i in our times have became so soph1stii:iicri i: \:;I 



technologies of examinations and such other wonders that forgery and 
plagiarism have had to become highly technological to keep pace (Eco. 
1990). Although forgery and plagiarism thrive mainly in art, there are great 
many stories of forgeries, plagiarisms, and falsifications in academia. 

It has taken a myriad of litigation and the development of many support- 
ing institutions for copyright to develop (the central part of which was the 
invention of print and other mass replication techniques), but the issue of 
academic quarrels is always instructive. I will mention just two that, be- 
cause of their spectacular character, illustrate how the new ways of dealing 
with litigation toolc shape. 

One of them is the theme of Robert Merton's (1965f1985) book, On the 
Shoulders of Giants. In OTSOG, as he calls it lovingly and with some irony 
toward the U.S. way of abbreviating everything, Merton intends to show 
that so-called epochal discoveries (he picks Newton as the main example) 
were in fact either reformulations of already existing ideas and/or some- 
thing that was already in the social air, so to speak, and it is mostly by 
chance that one person is seen as the author and not another (Isaac New- 
ton's contestant was Robert Hooke). In fact, it is only centuries later that 
one name is ascribed to an idea: At the time of "discovery," the contenders 
fight bitterly for copyrights and, as in the case of Popov and Marconi, the 
fight may remain undecided. 

Western readers might not know that the Soviet Union had its own 
contender to the invention of the radio, Aleksandr Popov. He built his first 
primitive radio receiver, a lightning detector, in 1896 without the knowl- 
edge of the contemporary work of the Italian inventor Guglielmo Marconi, 
who patented his invention in England in June the same year. As the Bri- 
tannica from 1990 gently puts it, "The genuineness and the value of 
Popov's successful experiments are not seriously doubted, but Marconi's 
priority is usually conceded outside the Soviet Union" (p. 607). It was 
Marconi, not Popov, who received the Nobel Prize for Physics in 1909. 
What is rewarded then is priority, not the idea. Merton's thesis is that all 
ideas are around all the time and that the ascription of authorship is a result Ic 

of chance and clever politics. b 
b 

THE MODERN MSTITUTION OF COPYRIGHTS 

In modern times, academia has openly become an agonist if not straight- 
forward antagonist field. Parties fight: for prioriiy, for patents, for fame, 
and for positions. The means of adjudication are needed and developed. 
But it is impossible to patent an idea if it does not acquire a physical form, 

and this is usually in the form of a document. Copyright is the central 
institution in this respect. The Statute of Anne passed in England in 1710 
is considered a turning point in the history of copyright law in the sense 
that it took the rights from the local government and turned them toward 
authors and publishers, setting an example for other countries to follow. 
Before that, or at least before 1625, the term plagiarism did not exist in 
English (Boyle, 1992). 

In Germany, several factors were at work in the 17th century. On the one 
hand, the reading public grew enormously; on the other, there were tales 
spreading (true or not) about sad fates of popular authors dying of starva- 
tion and misery. Enhanced by the emergence of the romantic notion of the 
author, writers (poets, novelists, and philosophers) demanded money and 
the right to their products. 

Not everybody thought it was a good idea-then as now. Some authors 
pointed out that the notion of intellectual property is an oxymoron. You 
might have a monopoly on an idea if you keep it to yourself, but how can 
you maintain it after publication? Then it belongs to everybody! The main 
tenet of the romantic notion of authorship was that it was based on inspi- 
ration, not on craftsmanship. Eighteenth-century theorists, says Woodman- 
see (1 984), minimized the element of craftsmanship in favor of the element 
of inspiration, which came to be understood in terms of original genius. 
Consequently, inspired work was made the product and the property of the 
writer. Such understanding of written work rejects the idea of a "proper 
method" or a "workshop" in which one could be an apprentice, literally or 
metaphorically. The author was he (yes, yes) who changed the genre, who 
revolutionized the form. 

It was the German philosopher Fichte who, according to Boyle (1992). 
found a satisfactory answer to the question as to how an author can main- 
tain the right to an idea that has been published ("made public"): 

Fichte disaggregated the concept of property in books. The buyer gets the 
physical thing and the ideas contained in it. Precisely because tlze originalip 
of the spirit was converted into an originality of forin the author retains the 
right to the form in which those ideas were expressed. (p. 1466) 

The same idea is behind copyright in design and, says Boyle, it permeates 
U.S. law in its entirety. 

Market economy and mass production led to the cornmndification and 
commercialization of culture, including literature and science. So far almost 
everybody agrees: The point of contention is whether this development 



should be lamented or celebrated. Critical theorists, following the lead of 
the Frankfurt School, see in the copyright tradition not so much romanti- 
cization as commercialization of thought. In his gloomy but interesting 
book The Decline of Discourse, Agger (1990) compares academic writing 
to the real estate business: Both are a matter of clever acquisitions and 
swift speculations. I n  this business, citations have the main function of 
supporting the self-replication of the academic system, and copyrights 
concern not so much ideas as property rights to a given place, or rather 
space, in the system. 'After all, academics write for themselves, and for 
others like them. They write not to be read but to command space, the basis 
of value in the academic world" (p. 136). 

To be read, a writer must quote others; to be able to continue to write, a 
writer must be quoted by others-so turn the mills of normal science. The 
idea of references as property was hinted at by many other authors, for 
example, Kaplan (1965) and Ravetz (197 1). Kaplan observes that citation 
practices solve the dilemma of knowledge as common property and indi- 
vidual property based on priority. Scientists may not keep their products, 
but they are rewarded for production by points earned on early delivery. 

This recurring idea is refused by Gilbert (1977), who points out the 
shortcomings of the property rights metaphor. There are several things to 
be said in its defense, though. To begin with, to call references "property 
rights" is not really to speak metaphorically, as the previous discussion 
suggests: This is what they are, historically speaking. But even if we argue 
that historical origins are less important than contemporary usage and 
therefore it is but a metaphor, Gilbert attacks the representative aspect of 
the metaphor as weak, ignoring its expressive potential, that is, what truly 
makes a metaphor effective (Eco, 197911983). Gilbert attacks the property 
rights perspective on referencing to claim that references are really meant 
as a means of persuasion, not as prosperity indexes. There is no reason to 
disagree that references are used as a means of persuasion, but so are many 
other objects of property. 

Anyway, the modern institution of copyrights permits various uses of 
quotations and references-as indexes of prosperity, as means of persua- 
sion, as historical landmarks (which is a use I am propagating here). It has 
been said about Walter Benjamin, the patron of the postmodernists, that his 
use of quotes resembled a "surrealistic montage": 

Quotations are at the very center of every work of Benjamin's. This very fact 
distinguishes his writings from scholarly works of all kinds in which it is the 

function of quotations to verify and document opinions, wherefore they can 
safely be relegated to the Notes. . . .The main work [in his case] consisted in 
tearing fragments out of their context and arranging them afresh in such a way 
that they illustrated one another and were able to prove their raison d'ltre in 
a free-floating state . . . (Arendt, 1969, p.47) 

Observe that even such use of quotations requires and assumes individ- 
ual copyright-if the fragments could not be clearly ascribed, the effect 
would be lost-but they obviously go against the grain of the copyright 
idea as a means of patenting a thought. The same can be said about prac- 
tices described by Agger and Kaplan. Has the idea of copyright outlived 
itself? 

THE UNCERTAIN FATE OF COPYFUGHTS IN INFORMATION SOCIETY 

This short history of the institution of copyright shows how contempo- 
rary institutions are sedimented with practices, values, and beliefs that are 
long forgotten and yet somehow live under the surface of our conscious- 
ness. It is hard to imagine a more drastic contrast than that between the 
notion of the romantic authorship and writing as practiced in many orga- 
nization studies journals. There is no question that inspiration and origi- 
nality are all but forbidden, correct method is all that counts, and as to 
pecuniary rewards and the applause from the enchanted public, let us say 
that they are rather indirect. Yet we insist on the value of intellectual 
property perhaps more than ever. 

Not that this is a predicament limited to organization studies: On the 
contrary, these may suffer less from what is more acute in other fields, 
from the clear unfeasibility of copyrights in information society. Boy le 
(1992) lists the most obvious examples of questions raised by the circum- 
stances in which we live now: 

What is the distinction between an idea and an expression? Are the page 
numbers in the West Law Reports or the alphabetical compilations of names 
in a telephone directory actually copyrightable? What are the criteria for de- 
ciding such cases: The originality of the work? The amount of labor that 113s 
gone into it? The potential loss to the original compiler or potential profit to 
the copying party, or to the society? Can anyone own .'facts"? Does a com- 
puter program such as Windows infringe the copyright of the Apple operaling 
system if it has a similar "look" or "feel," regardless of whether look or feel 
is produced by lines of a computer code that in  no way resembles the original 
work? (p. 1427) 



These are only the most obvious examples of copyright problems that 
mount daily. When all organization studies journals are accessible on 
Netscape, the possibilities for plagiarism and for checks against it will 
multiply incredibly. What is going to happen next? 

Boyle (1992) spins three possible scenarios, two gloomy, one optimis- 
tic. In one version, copyrights will soon be the basis for the punishment of 
the authbrs, not for rewards. We may be heading toward an "information 
pol l~t ion '~ where not only will we be forced to abandon the Enlighten- 
ment's dream of the more information, the better, but we will punish peo- 
ple who produce it and pollute the environment. More conventional is the 
prediction of an emergence of an "information classw-people who benefit 
from the manipulation of information at the expense of the sources. We see 
the beginning of this problem in the postcolonial disputes, but also on a 
small scale in our own field, in which we present ourselves as the truth 
holders at the expense of organizational actors. So far they win, but who 
knows what the future holds. In a similar vein, one can point out well- 
known but never documented cases where "caf6 philosophers" part freely 
with their ideas, which then get copyrighted by people with the inclination 
to write rather than to talk. 

Against all these sad versions is one optimistic version. Information 
society will witness more democratic distribution of this good. What is 
needed is the debunking of romantic authorship (attempted by Barthes, 
1979, and Foucault, 1979, until now without much success) and its re- 
placement with a more pragmatic version of creation as bricolage, and of 
quote as a collage, as legitimate use of accessible cultural elements. 

Referencing as Ritual or as Story Telling? 

One must ask about the consequences of understanding science as con- 
versation and the knowledge of the history of referencing for the present 
practices of referencing. One consequence, which I endorse here, is that 
references can tell a story of their own. After all, the date of the original 
publication gdicates -tion first took place, although the 
date of publication quoted is a help and a courtesy to the contemporary 
reader. The time of the original conversation is important not because of 
some historical pedantry, but because it indicates its intended participants. 

An interesting example is Warren, Rose, and Bergunder's (1974) The 
Structure of Urban Reform, which epitomizes organization studies from an 
institutionalist perspective but was published when the old institutionalism 
seemed to be buried for good and the new institutionalism (usually dated 

since Meyer &Rowan, 1977) had not yet emerged. The most quoted author 
is Eric Trist ("sociotechnical systems"), on the surface the least likelv 

J conversation partner for institutionalists. But in those days, sociotechnical 
systems were a major topic of conversation and it would be impolite, not 
to say unpolitical, not to mention them. Such and other stories can be read 
(or speculated about) from references, although not all references are keen 
on telling stories. 

REFERENCING THAT KILLS THE STORY 

he sure wav nf 

-J iavonte example is "Weber, 1964," from which it is easy to deduce that all 
Weber knew about organizations he learned from March and Simon 
(1958). "Weber, 1964" carries, in fact, yet another story: Postwar German 
sociologists received Weber mostly in the guise of his retranslations from 
Parsons, Bendix, and other structural functionalists. Attempts are now be- 
ing made in Germany to recover Weber from the hands of structuralists 
(see Hennis, 1996). 

Of course, it is not as easy as it may sound. Decisions must be made. If 
we quote Weber as "1947," which is when Talcott Parsons translated his 
. - -  --- book into English, we are correct insofar that we have never seen the 
original, and for all we know, Parsons might have invented it. But Wirt- 
schafr und Gesellschafr was published in 1922. These are more technical 
decisions that can be made individually depending on the issue in question, 
however. I am speaking now about more basic issues. It n ay  seem but a 
common courtesy to remember who said what first, but one must not 
dismiss the possibility that March and Simon in 1958 were answering 
some question posed by Weber in English in 1947 and in German in 1922. 

. - 
Another common habit is to pack into one set of parentheses the names 

o f z o p l e  who, if alive, would not speak to each other and if dead would 
' avoid the same cemetery. "Marx and March" is an easy example because . .  - ~ 0 t h  authors have something to say about power, but they do not speak the 
same language and most likely are not even speaking about the same 
phenomenon. After all, words are but loosely coupled to their social refer- 
ents. Sometimes those authors invest their lives in opposing each other's 
views that they find unacceptable, and then they are put into one bracket 
with disregard for beliefs. standpoints, and ideologies. The idea of accu- 



mulating knowledge does not agree very well with the idea of persistence 
of opposing ideas. 

One oractice that threatens referencing as story telling is what could be 
called shoooing-list referencing (Brown, 1977; Carlsson, 1980; Czarniawska- 
Joernes, 1975,1976,1978,1984,1991 ; Debussy, 1950; Einstein, 1924; 
Forssell, 1992). Obviously, a list of names is not a text: It is by definition 

- 

a list, that is, a set of discrete elements in which connections between 
elements remain unexplored. The value of such lists is informative, not 
argumentative or narrative. But then why put such a list in the middle of " 
an argument or a narrative? If the items thus listed have any importance - 
for the argument, they will &ow up in the appropriate place. If they do not 
hTve any relevance for the argument. why are they there at all? 

Readers might suspect that referencing is meant to replace the argument: - 
"Highlighting contradictions (Brown & Smith, 1985) we arrive at a stock- 
of-knowledge (Schutz, 1973) in order to be able to explore la difkrance 
proper (Derrida, 196611978).'' Unfortunately, this quote is almost genuine 
(I stylized it somewhat to avoid recognition). The sentence sounds posi- 
tively Rosicrucian, but the problems involved are more than just laugh- 
able. What is funny is that the sentence does not say anything, it only does 
something (Silverman & Torode, 1980): it shows the author's familiarity 
with jargon. It also employs a style that to my aesthetic is clumsy but to 
the author's may not be: referencing the clauses, not full sentences. 

But "stock of knowledge" and "diffrance" are special problems. Cer- 
tain authors have copyrights on certain vocabularies: "stock of knowledge 
at hand" belongs to Alfred Schiitz (1953/1973), "standpoint" to Dorothy 
Smith (1989), "diflirance" to Jacques Derrida (196611978). Thus, it is 
perhaps unnecessary to write an exegesis of Schutz every time one says 
"purpose at hand" or "stock of knowledge," but a simple "Schutz, 
195311973'' might not suffice for areader who is not familiar with Schiitz's 
work. There are no ready solutions to this problem: As in the course of a 
field study, each step requires a decision and often hides an ethical problem. 
References, connections to other texts, often lead to other people as well. 

Another problem, felt acutely by some readers, is counterargument ref- - - 
erencing. In referencing a critical argument, it is often uncertain whether- 
' the  autnor quoted is gul~ty ot what is criticized or criticized it fi 
? 972). Sim~iariv. In the case of "stock of knowledge, Schutz 1973," we do - -  - . . 
not know (if we don't know the expression already) whether Schutz was a 
guy who had a stock of knowledge or the guy who invented the expression. 
Please also take note that thanks to the advancements in computer technol- 

ogy, Alfred Schutz can posthumously enjoy his name in its correct version, 
that is, "Schiitz," not "Schutz." 

Counterreferencing is actually only a variation on referencing in place 
of the argument. If an argument is fully developed, readers will know 
whether the sentence above means that, as Smith (1972) rightly pointed 
out, it is difficult to guess whether the authors quote an example or the 
source or that this tendency is best if unfortunately illustrated by writings 
of Smith (1972). Observe that it is difficult to put-sensibly-two differ- 
ent references into one sentence, not to mention five. 

REFERENCING THAT TELLS A STORY 

Referencing that aspires to 
ment. There are two main way 

-. 
else into one's own text. One is an 
the other author's text stands in 
or as material for a proper exegesis. The main thing then is to represent the 
author as faithfully as possible (if ~ a e c a l l  who said that in order to J 

crltlclze you must first understand, I would have referenced it), and then - take a stance: apologetic, critical, a step beyond. Unfortunately, the exegetic 
%adition is not very well developed in my discipline; Anthony Giddens is 
the closest example of an author frequently given to exegeses I can think of. 

Another, much more common, way of referencing isl-1 
which is close to Michel de Certeau's (1984) idea of reading as poaching. 
I like the concept of structuration and I give the copyrights their due 
(Giddens, 1981), but I use it for my purposes, in the way I see fit. 

Borrowing some terminology from Barthes (1979) and Foucault (1979), 
I could say that in the first case I am referencing the author and not the 
work; in the second I am making use of a text whose writer has copyrights 
to it and is important only in that sense. In the first case, I pay tribute to 
Giddens; in the second, I prevent him from suing me, thus protecting 
myself from the accusation of plagiarism. 

One interesting complication connected with referencing stems from the 
fact that it is conventionally assumed that the more references the better. 

I This leads to at least two curious practices. One is referencing clichds: Life 
I is a search for meaning, but this has been said many times before, for example, 

Victor Frank1 (1973), so-unless one wishes to present Frankl's fascinat- I ing philosophy-there should hardly be a point in referencing this state- 

/ ment. A similar matter arises in connection with notions and statements 



that become classic (after all, this is what cliches are). Snow's two cultures 
and Derrida's dtfirance can go unreferenced, sometimes even by a name. 
But a notion of a classic is relative: Ask your students who Gerard Phil- 
lippe was. You don't know yourself! Then you must be under 35. Look in 
reference books on French films. 

The other peculiar practice produced by considering referencing as a 
virtue per se is ~ u o t i n g  sources that the author considers bad on the as- 
sumption that all relevant literature must be referred to. Because there are 
roo many sources now to do any thorough critique of all of them, scientific 
writers save themselves by quoting the relevant authors in a long shopping 
list. The loser is the reader, who has to go through piles of scientific 
products only to discard some. 

If references tell a story of their own, it makes sense to turn to historians 
and literary critics for models. In these disciplines, texts are seen as events, 
not only as indexes of legal rights and records of priority. Citing Merton's 
OTSOG as "1965/1985" is not analogous with establishing when cold 
fusion was first achieved. It tells us an interesting fact that a book written 
in 1965 became relevant in 1985; from that we can speculate that the 1960s 

. and the 1980s had more in common than the 1970s. It may be an incorrect 
speculation, but it is worth investigating. And so it goes, especially for 
exegetic approaches. First names make authors human and give women 
authors their due. I am aware that some women authors are afraid that the 
revelation of their gender will lead to a discriminatory reading. Correct as 
this suspicion might be, the practice of hiding the gender only perpetuates 
the status quo. Many more women created organization studies as we 
know them than is commonly believed. Publishers sometimes prohibit the 
use of first names in the text, which dehumanizes the authors. True, they 
are but fictitious model authors created by readers, but even a model author 
has a right to a first name. 

Using last names only is dictated also by economy of space. I try to 
indicate in this way the difference between the exegetic and the inspira- 
tional mode. I take from Brown (1977) his symbolic realism for my private 
uses, a very different case from the one when I present R i c m  U R r o w  
(1977, 1980. 1987, 1989) as a precursor of narrative apGoaches to o e  * 
zation studies. 

Even bibliographies tell stories and thus require serious referencing: 
first name, initial, last name, date of first publication, date of the edition 

references confirm that the text belongs to a genre: Social science is wr~t- 
ten in a realist ccnvention. Although these are no experimentally stared 
facts, the references fulfill the same function: They promise that a text can 
be checked against reality. Referencing might be but a convention result- 
ing from the modern institution of copyrights, but discovering that the year 
of publication is wrong in some items can put at risk the credibility of the 
whole enterprise. When Jean d'Ormesson fakes all references in his 
pseudoscientific historical novel, I am delighted; when an author of a 
purportedly scientific article fakes the sources to pull my leg. I am still 
delighted; when somebody demanding serious attention does not get his 01. 
her references right, I am disenchanted. And right now, while the readers 
turn bloodthirstily toward my reference list, I feel apprehensive , . . 

As a writer of organization studies, I fight against memory lapses, van- 
ishing traces, and tricky computers to keep my references straight. As n 
reader of organization studies, I hope to find in references a meta-story of 
the topic, a trace of conversations between texts that occurred in a concrete 
time and place. Past conversations, like personal memories, can be 
reweaved into present conversations and thus acquire a meaning beyond 
the faithful remembrance of things past. 

N O T E S  

I .  An earlier and different version of this chapter was published in Swedish (Rombach, 
1994). 

2. Some references in this chapter are made up. I hope that the readers will be able to 
decide for themselves which are which. 

quoted, publisher, place, pages. There are many instrumental reasons for 
this, as any publisher will tell, but also at least one symbolic reason. Exact 
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DOING THE READING 
AND DOING THE WRITING 
From the Field to the Text 

T he two previous chapters were intended to be self-exemplifying. I used 
narrative devices-collecting and interpreting stories-on the mate- 

rial from the field of organizational research. This chapter is dedicated to 
a reflection on what a narrative approach consists of-in the light of those 
examples-and what its possible uses might consist of. 

Let me begin with a trite but important observation that when attempts 
to collect material from the field have been successful, the researcher is 
rewarded with a pile of texts. Some are written in numbers, some in words: 
sorne are written by the researcher (e.g., interview records and field notes) 
and some are written by other people (e.g., documents and press clip- 
pings). This does not matter all that much; the task is to interpret the 
information and come up with a new text that will bear this interpretation. 

Reading the Field 

There is a host of interesting options for those who need to read rexis 
from the field. There are excellent instructions on how to proceed (e.g. 
Feldrnan, 1995, on ethnomethodology, semiotic analysis. dramatulg~c:ll 
analysis, and deconstruction; Martin, 1990, on deconstruction: Riessman, 
1993, on narrative analysis; Silverman, 1993. on conversation nniiiysls: 
Silverman & Torode, 1980, on interruption). I would like to colnrncnt 
briefly only on the difference between conversation analysis and discourse 
analysis. which tends to baffle my students. The students are quite justified 
1" their puzzlement, however, because there is one established tr~tdiiion 
(Ricoeus. 198 I )  that treats these tenns as synonyms ant! another 13nr thni 



Cotzversution A~zulysis Discourse Analysis 

Conversation, from conversare (to live. Discourse, from discurrere (to run about): 

to keep company with; obsolete: conduct, formal and orderly, usi~ally extended 

behavior): oral exchange of sentiments, expression of thought on a subject. 

observations, opinions, or ideas. 

Ethnomethodology: Actors (talkers) are Discourse analysis: (Foucault, Barthes) 

visible and central. Discourse is impersonal; no actors (talkers) 
are visible or needed. 

includes conversations into discourse analysis (Potter & Wetherell, 1987). 
Keeping the difference might have its pragmatic uses, as I will try to show. 
Such differences can be justified by the etymology of the two words (Web- 
ster's New Collegiate Dictionary. 198 1) and the two traditions behind their 
l ine .  as shown above. 1 - - , -. - - 

Thus, lconversation analysis treats talk as actionJ whereas Idiscourse 
analysls Conversation analysis captures and analyzes a 
concrete s~eech  situation located in a point in time and space. Discourse A -  ! ;nilisis addresses many conversations that take place over time in difier- 
ent locations and yet that seem to be connected. Although conversation -. 

analysis uses transcripts or videotapes of a concrete interaction, discourse 
analysis collects various types of inscriptions of "conversations" that per- 
haps were never enacted in the ordinary meaning of the word. From the 
narrative perspective, the two analyses are complementary. The institu; 
tionalized discourse serves as a r e m i r e  for actual mnver-q: these 
in turn reproduce and change the discourse. A research report is a conver- 
sation within the social science discourse: written exchange of sentiments, 
observations, opinions, and ideas. The exchange is a forced one because it 
has been arranged by the writer of the report: Texts authored by people 
who never speak to one another are forced to converse in yet another text. 

Saying this, however, I am already moving from reading to writing; 
indeed, I do not think that these two can be separated for long. Private 
reading exists, but it never reaches a larger audience, which is only aware 
of a reading that has been made public-by inscription, by writing. 

A field research report is therefore a compilation of texts authored by 
practitioners, theoreticians, and the author herself or himself. The analogy 
that comes to mind is that of a literary collage (after all, the computer 

command "paste"), although, in deference to Walter Benjamin, it is often 
called a literary montage (e.g., Cappetti, 1 995; Pred, 1 995). A collage also 
makes visible this particular mixture of reproduction and production that 
every reading and writing necessarily entails. 

I'wo aspects need to be brought to the fore in relation to the collage 
analogy. Although field reports always were collages, work and skill were 
put into softening the edges, in erasing the different authorships, i n  achiev- 
ing the illusion of one voice telling one story. Calling the research report 
a collage is an encouragement to make it clearly polyphonic, where the 
authorship of different pieces is distinctly attributed. 

-. . - 
'lhls does not mean that the role of the readerlwriter should be effaced. 

Collage is the work of an author, and the pieces are used to acquire a new 
meaning by being recontextualized. Polyphony is actually nothing else 
than a variegated speech, as Bakhtin (1 928/1985) says, a writer's trick that 
enriches the text but also, more important, reminds readers that the world 
is full of different voices, differing vocabularies. and disparate dialects. 
that there cannot be one story of the world. 

Even gluing disparate pieces togeth 
therefore not out of place to recall th 
senting interpretive procedures of which many variations exist. I shall refer 
to Hernadi (19871, who classifies interpretation into three stages: explica- 
tion, explanation, and exploration. Explication is reproductive translation 
in which the interpreter chooses to stand &the text, in Frye's (1973) 
term, a-ding it. Explanation is  an employment of an 
inferential detection to analyze it, in which the reader stands w r  the text. 
This can be done in many ways, depending on the preference of the reader. 
The conventional scientific analysis sees this stage as an explanation of the 
seepage from reality into the text. 

Social scientists have a professional duty to proceed to the third stage, 
kploration,in which readers stand in for the author, thus constructing a 
new text, although with an original one as a starting point. This might mean 
constructing a text from scratch (in opposition to the one already existing), 
a reconstruction, or a deconstruction of the one that exists. 

Returning to the short narrative used in the beginning of this book, the 
interpretation might go through all three stages as follows: "This is a story 
of a woman who failed to receive a promotion due to her. The reason for i t  
is the persistent discrimination of women in workplaces. In her place, I 
would go to the court and make my case known to people i n  my profes- 
sional network." 



Such readings can be many and varied, but they can also happen at 
another level. Imagine a reader who goes through the three stages but in 
the following way: "The original text is very short on detail, thus cresting 
an ambiguity that permits many interpretations. This is typical for texts 
where the authors expect the readers to project their own experience into 
the text. Such a textual strategy might misfire, however, because the 
authors are known to be professional women and therefore can be identi- 
fied with the woman in the text." 

The first reading is close to the text and represents an attitude thatEco 
(1992) calls that of a naive (semantic) reader. Such readers assume that the 
t z c a r r i e s  a message and tries to render this message by direct quote, a 
repetition, or by retelling it; look at the seepage from reality (Is it true? 
How could it have happened?); and identify with the author or the charac- 
ter in the stage of exploration. A semiotic (critical) reader looks in the first 
place for a seepage from other texts: 

The former uses the work as semantic machinery and is the victim of the 
strategies of the author who would lead him a Little by little along the series of 
provisions of expectations.-~he latter evaluates the work as an aesthetic prod- 
uct and enjoys the strategies implemented in order to produce a Model Reader 
of the first level [i.e.. a semantic reader]. (Eco. 1990, p. 92) 

An aspiring semiotic reader often asks for help (semantic readers usu- 
ally have confidence in their "natural" attitude). What should one look for? 
What do the clues look like? How are connections established between one 
text and all the others? Such questions are frequent, and there are some 
attempts to answer them: That is the formalized analytical technique. But 
there are no interpretation rules. As Ricoeur (1981) says, "There are no 
rules for making good guesses. But there are methods for validating 
guesses" (p. 21 1). The operation of abduction as described by Peirce and 
practiced by Sherlock Holmes (Eco & Sebeok, 1983) is central in reading 
texts. Both semantic and semiotic readings of the story of a woman who 
missed a promotion entail hypotheses: "There are many such cases in 
organizations," and "The authors wanted to push the readers into a projec- 
tion mode." In the first case, the readers must check the statistics on gender 
discrimination; in the second, they must read the research paper from 
which the text was excerpted. As it is easy to see, both checks require 
contact with other texts, although the traditional methodology insists on 
calling the first check the "reality check." 

The scrutiny of the activity of reading as presented above makes it clear 
that reading and writing are inseparable. To read is always to write, even 
if sometimes without the material traces. To write is always to read, both 
i n  retrospection and in anticipation. It should thus come as no surprise that 
many comments concerning the reading of a text of the field equally con- 
cern writing a text from the field, and therefore most comments on writing 
concern an anticipated reading. 

Writing the Field 

An author tries to anticipate the reader's reaction in part by projecting 
the past criterion of the goodness of a scientific text onto the future. I say 
"in part" because all innovative writing hopes to establish new criteria by 
defying earlier ones. To be followed or to be broken, evaluation criteria 
seem to be helpful to a writer. A constructionist view, however, clearly 
reveals the impossibility of establishing such criteria a priori. As with 
method, there is a pattern of conventional readers' responses (known only 
retrospectively) and a bunch of institutionalized norms for writing that 
might be observed or broken in oractice. 

x - - -  
One traditional set of such norms refers to validity, the correspondence 

between the text and the world, and to reliability, the guarantee of repeated 
results with the use of the same method. These are supposedly osten- 
sive traits: They characterize (or not) a text as it is and therefore can be 
demonstrated. 

Validity as a correspondence criterion has attracted most criticism from 
recent theories of knowledge. Whether we claim to speak of a reality or a 
fantasy, the value of our utterances cannot be established by comparing 
them to their object but by comparing them to other utterances, as Goffman 
(1981) notes, systematically comparing various forms of talk. As the new 
pragmatists put it, the correspondence theory of truth is untenable because 
the only thing with which we can compare statements are other statements 
(Rorty, 1980). Words cannot be compared to worlds. A look into actual 
validation practices reveals that, in fact, these practices always consist of 
checking texts against other texts. Thus, when Ricoeur (1981) speaks of 
"validation of guesses," he hastens to add that by this he does not mean the 
application of the logic of empirical verification. "To show that an inter- 
pretation is more probable in the light of what is known is something other 
than showing that a conclusion is true. . . .Validation is an argumentative 
discipline comparable to the juridical procedures of legal interpretation" 
(P. 2 12). 



One could argue that, by the same token, an observation shows that 
reliability can be understood as replication. From the perspective held 
here, however, it could be claimed that "results" are repeated not because 
the correct method has repeatedly been applied to the same object of study, 
but because institutionalized research practices tend to produce similar 
results. One can go even further and claim that results are as much a part 
of practice as methods are. An excellent illustration of this phenomenon is 
the recent debate within AIDS research, which sl~ows that studies that do 
not arrive at what is seen as the legitimate conclusion are not funded 
(Horton, 1996). It is perhaps more accurate to speak of conformity rather 
than reliability; it is not the results that are reliable but the researchers who 
are conforming to dominant rules. 

Dissatisfaction with positivist criteria for "good scientific texts" and a 
wish for alternative guidelines for their writers led to a search for a new 
set of criteria-within the interpretive tradition. Thus, Guba (1981) speaks 
of the "trustworthiness" of naturalist studies (composed of truth value, 
applicability, consistency, and neutrality); Fisher (1987) speaks of "narra- 
tive probability" (coherence) and "narrative fidelity" (truth value), consti- 
tuting "narrative rationality"; whereas Golden-Biddle and Locke (1993) 
suggest authenticity, plausibility, and criticality as the ways in which eth- 
nographic texts convince their audiences. Unfortunately, like the positivist 
criteria they criticize, these are again ostensive criteria of a text's success, 
that is, the attributes of a text that can be demonstrated and therefore 
applied a priori to determine a text's success. 

Reader-response theory counteracts such objectivist reading theories 
(Iser, 1978), but in turn it tries to subjectivize the act of reading and 
therefore neglects the institutional effect. There is a limited repertoire of 
texts and responses at any given time and place, there are more legitimate 
and less legitimate responses, and there is fashion as a selection mecha- 
nism. The pragmatist theory of reading to which I adhere, here represented 
by Rorty (1992), gives preference to performative criteria. These are not 
rules that, when observed by a writer, will guarantee the positive reception 
of his or her work, but descriptions that summarize the typical justifica- 
tions given when a positive reception occurs. Such descriptions do not 
concern the text but the responses of the readers as reported in the legiti- 
inate vocabulary of the day. 

A contemporary organization theory writer who desires success might 
thus do well choosing postmodernism as his or her mantle, but texts writ- 
ten in the peak of fashion might become classical or obsolete and no 

properties of the text can determine which is going to be their fate. Giam- 
battista Vico was considered odd in his time, whereas Otto Weininger is 
now best remembered not for his thought but for having been a success in 
his time. 

The aspiring author cannot count on readers to know what they nre 
going to like next, but might try to evoke accounts justifying their past 
judgments and hope that they will hold for a while. Two types of justifica- 
tions are commonly given: the pragmatic and the aesthetic. It is even 
possible to claim that the latter is included in the former and vice versa, if 
treated broadly enough. Something "works" because it touches me, be- 
cause it is beautiful, because it is a powerful metaphor, but one can also 
hear engineers say of machines, "Look how beautifully it works!" Rorty 
(1992) says that although "usefulness" is decided according to a purpose 
at hand, the best readings are not those that serve such purpose but those 
that have changed it. This he calls an edi'ing discourse or a discourse that 
has the power "to take us out of our old selves by the power of strangeness, 
to aid us in becoming new beings" (1980, p. 360). Books like Silverman's 
(1971) The Theory of Organizations, Weick's (1979) The Social Pqchol- 
ogy of Organizing, or Morgan's (1 986) Images of Organizatiotz took us out 
of positivist methodology, opened systems perspective, and essentialist 
conceptualization. 

One could question the "we" of the last paragraph, claiming that this last 
kind of reaction is personal (many organization researchers are still using 
the open systems perspective) and therefore contingent on individual read- 
ers and their purpose at hand. This is a correct observation, but equally 
correct is to note that the purposes at hand and the ways of satisfying them 
tend to be limited in a given time and place. When addressed to scientific 
texts, objectivity-that high praise-can be seen as no more and no less 
than conformity to the norms of justification common in a relevant com- 
munity (Rorty, 1 980, p. 36)-a difficult achievement and therefore praise- 
worthy. 

Judgments on what is objective and what is edifying are rarely unani- 
mous (there is a variety of opinions in each community) and they change 
over time. Therefore, one can at best speak of a kind of writing, or rather 
kinds of writing, considered legitimate and read in a given time and place. 
The debate on what is good and bad writing can thus be usefully replaced 
or at least aided by a discussion of genres, that is, institutionalized forms 
of writing. Achieving an inventory and a description of genres not only 
"lows for probabilistic estimates of success but also permits the under- 



standing of deviations. Every avant-garde, vibrant fringe. every edifying 
discourse feeds on the mainstream, on normal science, on systematizing 
discourse. By the same token, the "canonical tradition" (MacIntyre. 1988) 
depends on deviations for its survival and owes those its eventual demise. 

As long as a tradition can incorporate innovations, it is vitalized by 
them: the moment it cannot, it dies. This paradoxical relationship between 
the mainstream and the margin is well known but rarely openly recognized 
because it threatens the grounds of legitimacy of both the mainstream and 
the margin. The legitimate vision of the relationships between the two is 
an agonistic relationship; as in a traditional science, the best man (yes) 
wins. 

This reasoning can be applied to itself: It is possible to imagine a 
nonagonistic science and an explicit awareness of the mutual dependence 
between the avant-garde and the retro-garde. Such views, although mar- 
ginal at present, might repay in reflection and sophistication what they cost 
i n  legitimacy. It is such a view that prompted me to sketch below one . - ---  U 

possible subgenre in organization studies, the one that combines insights 
coming from literary theory with an anthropological frame of mind. This 
is ergonogrphy, or a realist version of organizational ethnography (I has- 
ten to add that my definition of realism is wide enough to incorporate not ---. - 

only Van Maanen's, 1988, realist tales but the confessional and impres- 
sionist tales as well). 

Packaging the Field 

Conventional organization field reports are written in a realist genre, 
often called naive realism, in which creating the impression of "having 
been there" is the source of credibility and beauty alike. Isn't realism 
therefore old hat, too scrubby to be put on the narrative approach I am 
advocating here? 

The British writer and literary theorist Malcolm Bradbury, in a discus- 
sion with U.S. writer Tom Wolfe (1992), said that the reason for realism or 
a form of it had in his opinion never really gone away, and that "our 
modernist, post-modernist and therefore presumably anti-realist century" 
enjoys it perhaps more than ever. 

This claim can be extended beyond the novel and into the social sci- 
ences, ending with organization theory. One would think that with the 
arrival of constructivism, relativism, and postmodernism, realism is 
banned once and for all. Far from it-it proliferates as perhaps never 

before. Within philosophy, there is the scientific realism of Rom HarrC and 
the critical realism of Mary Hesse and Roy Bhaskar promising to reconcile 
constructivism and realism. Sociology is not left behind: There is the sym- 
bolic realism of Richard H. Brown, the conventional realism of Peter 
Manicas, the social science realism of Andrew Sayer, and the "real-ism" of 
David Silverman and Brian Torode. In anthropology, Bruno Latour and 
Clifford Geertz discuss how to achieve a realist effect without getting 
trapped in naive realism. 

There are many demands for realism in stories about organizations; they 
are serious but not very specific. Stern (1973) lists three ways of under- 
standing realism in literature and literary critique: '# way of depicting, 
describing the situation in a faithful, accurate, 'life-like' manner; or richly, 
abundantly, colorfully; or again mechanically, photographically, imita- 
tively" (p. 40). It is against the third and in favor of the second of these 
interpretations of realism that the present appeal is made. A realist study 
does not have to denote the naive simplicity of the "it-is-true-because-1- 
was-there" kind of realism. Let me give some examples of works that. i n  

, my opinion, avoid such traps of naive realism. 
The first type can be called ironic realism: Robin Leidner's (1993) study 

is one example, Gideon Kunda's (1992) another. Kunda's work contains a 
series of mininarratives illustrating life in Tech (the fictitious name of the 
corporation) that remain in ironic contradiction to one another. This irony 
is not of Kunda's making: It proves to be the way of life (and survival) at 
Tech. The truly skillful operators of Tech's predominant ideology shift 
effortlessly between the mode of total commitment and the mode of de- 
tached irony, including self-irony. Tech is a subtle culture trap, and its 
members live the truly postmodern life of spectators at an everlasting 
spectacle of which they want to be directors while performing as actors. 
Kunda's study reveals the paradoxical spiral of contribution and opposi- 
tion to control mechanisms in which the cleverest manipulators ultimately 
can be unmasked as dupes and victims show how dignity can be preserved 
in situations of threat and anxiety. In a similar vein, Leidner shows how 
McDonald's, programming the manual operations of its employees to the 
last detail, leaves employees free to think what they please. Combined 

- .  Insurance, unable to control the behavior of its agents selling insurance ~n 
the field. does not bother to prescribe operations but attempts to indoctri 
nate their employees' way of thinking. Instead of "solving" the paradox*; 
as a naive realist text would, these books preserve them, revealing para- 
doxicality and irony as the staple diet of organization members. 



Another interesting possibility is micmrealism, grounded in ethno- 
methodological approaches (an interesting sample can be found in Boden 
& Zimmerman, 1991). If the name were not claimed by another kind of 
studies. these would be called naturalist for their attempt to portray life in 
the field faithfully. My favorite work of this kind, and one that deserves to 
be better known, is David Silverman and Jill Jones's Organizational Work 
(1 976). which describes the minutiae of job recruitment and promotion ,-- - 1 ,  

mechanisms in what appears to be a public administration agency. As 
through a magnifying glass we can see in the records of job interviews and 
similar organizational events just how an organization reproduces itself by 
carefully selecting and "matching" candidates according to criteria that 
become clear only after a conversation has taken place. Each interview . . 
contributes to the organizational life not only by producing or rejecting a 
new job recruit but also, and perhaps more important, by restating the 
identity of the organization in question. If we were to follow Van Maanen's 
(1988) example and look for an analogy in painting, pointillism comes to 
mind, so detailed is the picture. 

A third possibility that comes to mind is a polyphonic realism: Latour's 
(1996) study of a project organization, Aramis or the Lovefor Technology. 
This is the story of a hybrid: a transportation technology project that 
started off by adopting the name of the handsomest of the musketeers and 
ended up as a piece of dead machinery in a technology museum. How did 
it hamen? Did the machines fail, did the engineers design them wrong, did 
- I L  

the politicians destroy the project, did competitors conspire to have it 
dumped? The reader gets three versions of the narrative, all realist, emitted 
bv the voices of the field, the new sociologist of technology, and Aramis . - - J 

himself-all activated in a dialogue with a pupil, an engineer who wishes 
to learn his technoscience. This work, rich in textual devices, is especially 
interesting because it finds an ingenious solution to the well-known prob- 
lem facing all field researchers: How to avoid smothering the variety of 
voices in one sleek version as well as the kind of fragmentation that occurs 
when all the voices are reported simultaneously. 

A more modest version of the same approach can be found in my attempt 
to portray collective action in whole constellations of organization within 
the Swedish public sector. The doings in and of such an action net can be 
rendered by an outside observer as a multiplicity of voices coming from 
different sites and therefore all with their own standpoints (Czarniawska, 
1997a). The simultaneous presence of contradictory narratives creates a 
permanent state of paradox. Resolving this paradox, the effort that Luhmann 

(1991) calls deparadoxifying, is the daily work of those Sisyphuses of 
modern organizations who end their day achieving order and rationality, 
only to find the paradox back at their door as they come in next morning. 
Quasi-literary forms help render the complexity of their experience. 

Such complex processes are explored in a similar vein by anthropolo- 
gists (for a review, see Marcus & Fischer, 1986), ethnomethodologists 
(e.g., Boden, 1994), and sociologists of science and technology (e-g., 
Ashmore, Mulkay, & Pinch, 1989), who are also experimenting with poly- 
phonic writings. Law (1994) and Watson (1994) employ ethnographic 
writing in search of illuminating not only the practices of the field but also 
the topic of their disciplines: social order in the case of Law and manage- 
ment in the case of Watson. 

Ergonography, as a subgenre of organization studies, will thus have 
narratives as an important (although not only) material and a crucial (al- 
though not sole) device; it will additionally use the insights of literary 
theory as help in self-reflection. It might help to escape from the inherited 
image of organization theory as a defective science, which aspires to 
heights represented by the natural sciences without ever quite reaching 
them. I do not suggest that it should become a defective fiction. I argue for 
a conscious and reflective creation of a specific genre that recognizes its 
tradition without being paralyzed by it, that seeks inspiration in other 
genres without imitating them, and that derives confidence from the im- 
portance of its topic and from its own growing skills. 

The Bright Future of the Narrative 

As I was revising this text, I received the first feedback on my previous 
attempts to launch a narrative approach. I threw myself greedily upon 
them: After all, what is more exciting that to learn about what I have been 
doing all along? As it seems, I have been propagating a method that, when 
followed correctly, will place organization studies either on the top or on 
the bottom of social sciences (depending on the persuasion of the critic). 
As to a method, I cannot but quote the great narratologist himself, Roland 
Barthes: 

Some speak greedily and urgently about method; method is all they wish to 
see in their work. It never seems rigorous or formal enough to them. Method 
becomes Law, but as this Law is deprived of any effect that would be different 
of the Law itself (nobody can claim to know what, in "human sciences," is a 



"result"). Method inevitably disappoints: posing as a pure metalanguage. i t  
partakes of the vanity of all metalanguages. Thus a work that unceasingly 
declares its will-to-methodology always becomes sterile in the end. Every- 
thing takes place inside the method, nothing is left to the writing. The re- 
searcher repeats that his text will be methodological, but this text never 
arrives. There is nothing more sure to kill research and sweep it off into the 
leftovers of abandoned works, nothing more sure, than method. (Barthes. 
1971, p. 9) 

This is perhaps not the most appropriate quote to end a book on meth- 
odology, but it expresses my deepest belief. A method is but a reflection 
and a convention (sometimes only the latter). Reading books on method- 
ology does not even remotely guarantee making-and writing-a good 
study. Doing studies without exchanging stories with other people who did 
similar study, however, looks like a lonely and inefficient enterprise to me. 

So, let me tell you another story. Among other things that I inflicted on 
my graduate students was watching a film essay by Peter Krieg (1988) 
called Machine Dreams, with the purpose of making a comparison be- 
tween that work and a doctoral dissertation. We all agreed that, apart from 
the obvious difference-that of using moving pictures, not only words- 
the differences were few. Unlike novels, which we had discussed a week 
before, the essay contained a thesis on the genesis and development of 
technology, a rich field material, and quotes from scientific literature (de- 
livered by the authors in person). It constructed a proper theory about 
machines-as dreams and nightmares of men. We were all fascinated by 
the richness and variety of material from various fields of practice: Centu- 
ries and countries whirled in front of our eyes. Who knows how much 
research it required. 

We all agreed that it would have taken us 10 years of fieldwork alone to 
amass so much material. Why, we puzzled, can Peter Krieg do it and we 
couldn't? Somebody came up with a brilliant guess: That what Krieg 
learned at his film school was not the history of technology, but the skill 
of filmmaking. Again, no amount of courses on movie making would make 
everybody a successful filmmaker, but a certain amount probably would 
not hurt. And then we realized the paradox of the fact that, in our profes- 
sion of academic teachers and researchers, we are mostly amateurs. We 
study the topic, not the craft. Now and then, we read books about teaching 
methods and research methods, books written by amateurs like ourselves. 

My suggestion of the narrative approach amounts to nothing more than 
n systematic reflection on a craft that we are practicing while doing re- 

search. And because the core of this craft seems to be reading and writing, 
it seems only sensible to me to borrow both the models and the vocabulary 
of reflection from literature and literarv theorv. 

d - - J -  

What hopes should one vest in such a loan? Or, to put it in market terms, 
will narrative approaches deliver? And, in that case, what? - In an ~nteresting essay titled "Narrative Dis-Curses," Betsy Cullum- 
Swan and Peter K. Manning (1996) take to task contemporary sociological 
texts that claim to be narratives-and find them wanting. 

Much as I agree with Cullum-Swan and Manning's (1996) evaluations 
of the texts they read, I sympathize with the authors of narratives in that I 
see their (our) fate as doomed. This has to do with a significant difference 
between the social science and literary genres, a difference that I kept hidden 
until the end. This difference is that a part of the genre of social sciences 
is making explicit promises as to what a given text should achieve. Whereas 
the writers of fiction might, in a foreword that nobody reads, express a 
hope that the readers will be shockedlamusedlentertained or something 
equally vague, the honor code of our amateurish profession requires that 
we ourselves forge the sword for the critics to cut our heads off. 

Luckily, the consolation is in yet another look at the field of fiction. 
After all, there, even more than here, deadly wounds abound, although 
inflicted with arms forged by the critics themselves. With what results? 
Perhaps some authors do abandon writing and start growing roses, but 
most of them, it seems to me, just continue writing. It is almost as if the 
main force behind that insistence is that they want to say something. 

Peter Krieg (1988) develops his theory of technology thus: Men con- 
structed machines to escape their biological nature (of which women are 
supposedly a large part). This technical second nature brought them more 
disappointment than relief (after all, says Krieg, projected dreams and 
nightmares are only apt to returnj. Not all is lost, though: The disappoint- 
ment with the second nature brought to the fore an unexpected gain: a better 
understanding of the human condition (including the role of women in the 
fate of humanity), something that could be called a third, or reflexive, nature. 

T 1 .  - -- . 
1 clalm that narrative approaches are especially appropriate for explor- 

ing and expressing this reflexive nature by the virtue of being created 
specifically for this purpose. Those who worry that too much reflection 
will paralyze action-a worry common to Nicholas Luhmann and to man- 
agers-should be comforted by the claim of Umberto Eco that a critical/ 

. . --- - 
semlotlc reader is as able as a naive reader to relate to the text directly, in 
addition to being able to appreciate how cleverly the text has been written. 
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