




 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Edited by 
Eduard Bonet, Bárbara Czarniawska, 
Deirdre McCloskey, and Hans Siggaard Jensen  
 
Copyrigh 
ESADE, in the behalf of the authors 
 
Chapters of the book can be reproduced 
for academic activities, but not for 
commercial purposes, with the permission of 
the authors, mentioning their names and the title of the book. 
 
ISBN: 978-84-88971-47-0 

Legal deposit:  B-12.700-2011  
Printed in Barcelona by  Estudi6 
Cover: the owl is a symbol of wisdom  
 







5

7
Eduard Bonet; Barbarc Czarniawska, Deirdre McCloskey, and Hans 

Siggaard Jensen

1  15

Eduard Bonet, Hans Siggaard Jensen, and Alfons Sauquet

2  31

Hervé Corvellec

3  49

Hans Siggaard Jensen

4  59

Barbara Czarniawska

5  

77

Marja Flory and Rita Durant

6  87

Olga Belova

7  103

Valérie Chanal and Frank Tannery

8  125

Dirk De Clercq and Maxim Voronov

9  147

Henrik Sjödin and Nicholas Ind

10 2008

167

Paris de l’Etraz

191





7

The need to persuade people through words is ubiquitous in all kinds of 
personal, professional and academic interactions, including, of course, those 
concerned with managing organizations and doing scientific research. Focusing 
on management, it is important to emphasize that managers are usually good 
persuaders, who exercise these skills when they present projects, discuss 
problems, negotiate agreements and make decisions. It is through a process of 
persuasion of their fellows - and of themselves - that they accept new ideas and 
evaluate the interest of their projects. They persuade the people they are 
involved with to engage in the kind of actions that are necessary to achieve their 
goals. Managers interpret situations and give meaning to them when seeking to 
create new opportunities, and give meaning to themselves and to their 
organizations in order to create personal and corporate identities. The process of 
interpreting situations, creating meanings and building identities requires 
negotiation and, ipso facto, involves persuasion. Persuasion contributes, 
sometimes in decisive ways, to the success or failure of management projects. 

Even though persuasion is a very common strategy in management it is 
frequently used as a spontaneous reaction to situations and as a means, not an 
aim, of management. As a result managers are not usually aware of the large 
number of persuasive functions they perform and are not particularly interested 
in them. For a long time, academics doing research in management, (besides 
experts on communication and marketing), were not interested in this subject 
either. In the last few decades, however, there has been increasing attention paid 
to persuasion, interpretations, meanings and identities in managerial reflections, 
theories and practices. This interest arises from many issues and problems in 
management. This Preface will only mention some of the most relevant findings 
in management research that have contributed indirectly to the current interest 
in persuasion and rhetoric, that is, the study of the means of persuasion through 
words.

Management and conversations.  Henry Mintzberg presented the following 
findings in the book The Nature of Managerial Work (1973): when he asked 
managers what they do, they answered that they plan, organize, coordinate and 
control; these answers were strongly influenced by current theories of 
management. But when he observed them over a lengthy period of time, he 
found that they were busy with other activities and spent a lot of time on 
conversations. Peter Senge in The Fifth Discipline (1990) introduced the 
concept of learning organizations, in which he emphasized the kinds of 
conversations that involve sharing knowledge. Even if these classic authors 
were not focusing on persuasion, they were paving the way for the introduction 
of this notion.
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The power of words in management. R. Eccles, N. Nokia and J.D. 
Berkeley published a book with the challenging title: Beyond the Hype: 
Rediscovering the Essence of Management (1992). The initial aim of their 
research was to find empirical evidence on how “the new organization” was 
emerging in line with the expectations generated by that concept, which was 
very influential in the eighties. Instead, they found that fashionable management 
concepts have an impressive power of persuasion. These findings led them to 
focus explicitly on the rhetorical aspects of management, and their book is one 
of the first texts on the subject.

From rational management to persuasion. James March, in A Primer on 
Decision Making: How Decisions Happen (1994), introduces new views about 
decision making. He goes beyond the narrow limits of rational decisions based 
on optimization methods, and opens the field of reasonable or persuasive 
arguments. His work is situated in the line of thought that runs from rational 
management to management and persuasion. Even though the book does not 
introduce rhetorical concepts, March demonstrates through his conversations 
the importance of rhetoric and narratives for management research.

Popularity of the notion of metaphor in management research. Though 
researchers, consultants and managers may not always be aware of it, they use 
basic rhetorical notions, and the concept of metaphor pervades a large number 
of publications. The interest in metaphors started in the 1970’s and Gareth 
Morgan’s book Images of organizations (1988), which is an major text on 
paradigms, has been very influential in this area. Nowadays, the application of 
rhetorical studies on metaphor by classical and contemporary authors can be 
very fruitful in management research.

Popularity of narratives in research. The increasing popularity of 
narratives and story-telling in social sciences and management has been clearly 
observable in the last two decades. It is a consequence of a large number of 
research findings in many disciplines including psychology, literary theory, 
sociology, anthropology, philosophy and historiography. These findings 
emphasize, among many other things, the following points: there are two kinds 
of knowledge, logical-scientific and narrative and neither of them can replace 
the other; fictional and real narratives have the same structure; the structure of a 
story with its plot and narrative ending organizes a sequence of events and gives 
meaning to them; human actions have a narrative character: they are thought of 
and explained in narrative terms. Barbara Charniawska’s book Narratives in 
Social Science Research (2004) offers a broad in-depth presentation of these 
topics. 

The interest in sense-making and meanings. Karl Weich’s book Sense 
Making in Organizations (1995) has popularized this concept in management 
research. Nowadays, studies on creating meanings and how managers do so 
constitute a very productive line of research; advanced views on corporate 
branding and communication are based on these ideas. Explicitly or implicitly, 
rhetoric is becoming a conceptual framework. For instance the title of the book 
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The Expressive Organization (2000) by Majken Schultz, Mary Jo Hatch and 
Mogens Holten Larsen is implicitly related to the notion of persuasive 
management.

The lines of thought already presented as relevant examples of the interest in 
management studies and practices of persuasion implicitly revolve around basic 
concepts of rhetoric. With the exception of the book Beyond the Hype, however, 
they do not try to offer a general approach to management from a rhetorical 
point of view. Against this background building a theory of management and 
persuasion is a promising challenge which can combine many already well 
established conceptual frameworks with new ideas. Classical rhetoric, since 
ancient Greek culture, has presented a conceptualization that integrates 
arguments, credibility, feelings, the organization of speeches, style and 
eloquence. It involves logic, ethics, psychology and poetry. Contemporary 
rhetoric enlarges this conceptual framework by introducing the study of 
interpretations and meanings.

In order to avoid misunderstandings at the boundaries of management and 
persuasion, it is important to emphasize that persuasion, even though it is a 
basic managerial activity, is not the only subject that matters in management. 
Managers will go on planning, organizing, coordinating and controlling, but 
these activities are not the only functions that they perform. Scientific 
management is necessary for organizing production lines and rational decision-
making using the function-optimizing method, and is basic in logistics and other 
areas. But, beyond these areas, there are a large number of situations that 
require the creation of meanings and the use of persuasion.

The aim of a theory of management and persuasion will be to integrate the 
following subjects into a conceptual framework: types of means of persuasion 
that managers use (arguments, credibility, feelings, interests, language); the way 
they organize their speeches; the styles appropriate to each situation and the 
meanings created by metaphors and narratives. A rhetorical approach to 
management constitutes a basic theory of communication and adopts a 
humanistic point of view. The training of managers, management students and 
researchers in management and persuasion involves a number of 
responsibilities: firstly the need to offer them the economic, social, scientific 
and organizational knowledge they will need to practise their profession; 
secondly, to educate them in the theory and practice of interpreting situations, 
creating meanings and persuading. Thirdly, to provide them with a solid 
understanding of the virtues that are necessary for their personal development, 
to encourage them to practise these virtues and make the sustainability of 
commercial societies possible. 

In order to situate emerging theories on management and persuasion in the 
context of other managerial disciplines, it is useful to point out that judgments, 
reflections, learning and knowledge creation all involve persuasion. Moreover, 
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there are similarities between the present developments in rhetorical approaches 
to management and previous developments in the theories of corporate learning 
and knowledge management: managers have always learnt through practical 
activity and managed knowledge without being aware of it. But as soon as 
theories of corporate learning and knowledge management were popularized 
they attracted the attention of researchers and practitioners, who introduced 
important theoretical and practical changes. In the same way our understanding 
of meanings and persuasion is changing managerial theories and practices.

The interest in persuasion, meanings, metaphors and narratives in managerial 
theories and practices is closely associated with the new views that constitute 
what is considered to be contemporary thought. These new ideas focus on the 
functions of language and their relationship with action. On these questions, the 
twentieth century saw a radical change of mentality, whose deepest movement 
was the linguistic turn in philosophy. 

The linguistic turn constitutes a historical landmark. Classical Greek 
philosophy considered that its basic subject matter was ontology, or the study of 
the nature of things and their forms of existence. This discipline preceded others 
and laid their foundations. The philosophy of Descartes converted 
epistemology, or the study of knowledge, into a basic discipline. The linguistic 
turn in the twentieth century meant that the primary subject of interest in 
philosophy was the study of language. In its early stages this movement was 
concerned with logical aspects and, in later stages, with the use of language. 
Philosophy developed the idea that we do things with words and that 
collaborative action is necessarily mediated by language.

The re-discovery of rhetoric was associated with the subject of moral 
judgment, the theory of argumentation and the creation of meaning. It goes 
beyond classical studies on public speaking and focuses on any kind of situation 
in which persuasion is present.  

The rhetoric of science. Under the influence of the linguistic turn this new 
discipline was created in the 1980’s with the aim of uncovering the functions of 
persuasion in science, scientific research and epistemology. Deirdre McCloskey 
was a forerunner in this line of thought with the books The Rhetoric of 
Economics (1985) and If you’re So Smart: the Narrative of Economic Expertise 
(1990).

The narrative turns in social sciences. The introduction and popularization 
of narratives in social sciences lends force to the methods of anthropology and 
ethnography while at the same time introducing forms of thinking that clash 
with the positivistic tradition. For this reason the use of narratives as a research 
method involves an important transformation which started in the 1990’s and is 
conceptualized as the “narrative turn”.
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The rhetorical and narrative turn in management. It seems right to 
conceptualize the present developments in management and persuasion as the 
rhetorical and narrative turn in management theories and practices.

The conferences on Rhetoric and Narratives in Management Research, 
which are held at ESADE (Barcelona) constitute a series of academic events 
with the aim of  improving the understanding of rhetoric and narratives in 
management and management research; promoting a humanistic education in 
management; promoting democratic and participative views in organizations; 
emphasizing the creative, poetic and ethical aspects of management; offering a 
forum for discussion and encounters; fostering the creation of academic 
networks and enjoy friendship in academic life.

The most important contributions presented at the Second Conference in 
2007, have been reworked in-depth by the authors and reframed as book 
chapters. For practical reasons the chapters were distributed into two similar and 
complementary books; one of them, with the title Proceedings of the 
Conference, published by ESADE (2010) and the other constitutes the present 
volume, Management and Persuasion. Both of them include theoretical and 
empirical studies and offer a wide range of views on developments in the area 
of meanings and persuasion in managerial theories and practices.

Chapter 1: “Re-discovering rhetoric and re-thinking management”, by 
Eduard Bonet, Hans Siggaard Jensen and Alfons Sauquet, offers a stimulating 
view on the notions, historical developments and cultural interpretations of 
rhetoric and its relationship with management. It constitutes a conceptual 
framework for situating other chapters of the book.

Chapter 2: “New rhetoric and organization studies”, by Hervé Corvellec, 
focuses on the New Rhetoric introduced by Chaïm Perelman in the 1950’s with 
the idea of up-dating Aristotelian rhetoric. After commenting on the basic 
concepts of this more modern approach, the text studies the arguments and other 
rhetorical techniques that are applied in management.   

Chapter 3; “The role of ambiguity in innovation”, by Hans Siggaard 
Jensen, studies the conditions in which technological and social innovations can 
occur. Conventional views on science, technology and management strive to 
avoid ambiguity, but in doing so they inhibit creativity. It is important to use 
metaphors which have ambiguous meanings and to sustain conflicting ideas 
during a period that will lead to rhetorical closure.

Chapter 4: “Metaphors and the cultural context of organizing”, by 
Barbara Czarniawska, describes some abuses of metaphors in everyday 
organizing activities, using as an example the introduction of a rapid tramline in 
the centre of Rome. Organizational actors and mass media dramatized the event 
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making the project unnecessarily problematic. A comparison with the way the 
Swedish media reported a similar situation in Stockholm shows that the use of 
metaphors depends on its cultural contexts.

Chapter 5: “Whose line is it anyway? Dialogized heteroglossia in 
organizational studies”, by Marja Flory and Rita Durant, introduces the basic 
ideas of M. Bakhtin (1895-1975) that are becoming popular in management 
studies. Bakhtin underlined the difference between language as an abstract 
system and the use of language as social interaction. Each word, sentence and 
utterance has different meanings for different people and in different contexts 
related to their previous linguistic experiences. Small differences of meanings 
foster creativity and continuous small innovations. From these ideas he 
introduced the concepts of multiple voices, polyphony, and heteroglossia. The 
chapter studies the implications of these ideas on management, story-telling and 
writing.

Chapter 6: “Construction of research relationships in management 
texts”, by Olga Belova, looks at the relationships between researcher and 
researched, which can be illustrated by the interactions created in interviews. 
The conventional “scientific” approach conceptualized them as “interrogating 
the other person” and later was improved by the interactionist approach of 
“conversations”. The text emphasizes the limitations of language in 
conversations that serve to share meanings, and follows the ideas of the French 
philosopher Maurice Blanchot, which are based on the concept of “self-other 
relationships” such as is those expressed in the term “entretien”. After 
presenting these notions and their role in management research, the chapter 
comments on two relevant examples, one a discussion on racism in an 
American university and the other the experience of an organizational merger. 
Finally, it considers writing as a model of inquiry.

Chapter 7: “The leader´s strategy communication: a rhetorical 
approach”, by Valérie Chanal and Frank Tannery, studies how CEOs use 
verbal communication when they present their strategies to the shareholders. It 
places the subject in the conceptual frame of strategizing, emphasizing the 
rhetorical processes involved in strategy communication, and grounds its 
notions in the New Rhetoric. The text presents a lengthy longitudinal case study 
on the Lafarge Group, which involves the triangulation of a large number of 
sources of information and methods, including in-depth interviews with the 
CEO. It presents a rhetorical analysis of speeches that are addressed to senior 
managers, administrators and investors, highlighting the means of persuasion, 
logos or arguments, ethos and pathos that are used on each occasion.

Chapter 8: “Entrepreneurial legitimacy as a set of discursive practices”, 
by Dirk DeClercq and Maxim Veronov, focuses on the ways in which small 
business gain and maintain legitimacy through their everyday practices. 
Legitimacy is created through rhetorical activities and can be studied as part of 
the field of discourse analysis. The text presents a conceptual framework that 
includes three main subjects: firstly, the practical perspective in social sciences; 
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secondly, the theory of practice developed by the French philosopher Pierre 
Bourdieu and thirdly a practical perspective on entrepreneurial legitimacy. The 
empirical method suitable for this approach includes observation of 
entrepreneurs in their day-to-day activities and is similar to the field work on 
strategizing.

Chapter 9: “Metaphor in brand extension”, by Henrik Sjödin and 
Nicholas Ind, deals with the subject of “brand authenticity” when it may be 
challenged by brand extension with the introduction of new products. It 
emphasizes that authenticity is not inherent in the properties of objects but is a 
social construction that needs to be affirmed by rhetorical and narrative 
techniques. The chapter focuses on the role of metaphor in the long-term 
preservation of brand authenticity and offers the following specific case study: 
Apple computers created the metaphor of “digital hub” for a “digital lifestyle”; 
the media reproduced it over a lengthy period and thus contributed to the 
perception of authenticity of the brand in numerous economic situations and the 
introduction of many new products.

Chapter 10: “Professional identity development and the 2008 economic 
crises”, by Paris de l’Etraz, is an ethnographic study of the mental workings of 
a “quant”, defined by Toulmin as a mathematically minded individual who 
exhibits a closed mentality and cannot deal with ambiguity at work. It is based 
on a series of interviews over eighteen months and in the middle of this period 
the economic crisis that affected the professional identity of this person. The 
story covers his educational background, his entrance into the world of finance, 
his experience of becoming “a master of the universe”, the beginning of the 
economic crisis and the “quant”’s professional identity crisis. 

The editors express their gratitude to ESADE and especially to the PhD. 
Programme on Management sciences, to the Research Office and the Research 
Group GRACO for their vital support. 

The editorial secretary is much obliged to Professor Roger Bell and research 
assistant Mohammad Rezazade for their academic support and to Ms Anna 
Bonet for her secretarial help.

Eduard Bonet, Barbara Czarniawska
Deirdre McCloskey, Hans Siggaard Jensen
Barcelona, Goteborg, Chicago and Copenhagen. January 2011
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Chapter 1

Eduard Bonet, Hans Siggaard Jensen, Alfons Sauquet

e er  rhet r
The process of re-discovering rhetoric has been going on in some academic 

fields and in some scientific communities since the middle of the 20th century 
and now constitutes an approach that is more and more widely recognized. It is 
associated with important changes in contemporary ways of thinking and has far 
reaching theoretical and practical consequences in many human activities, 
including management practices and research. In order to appreciate the extent 
and significance of this re-discovery, the present chapter will situate rhetoric in 
the conceptual and historical context described below.

Classical rhetoric. Every “normal person” is endowed with natural skills for 
speaking and persuading with words. To improve these abilities, in the 5th

century B.C., Greek culture created the art of rhetoric as a practical and 
educational discipline at the service of the speakers. The first rhetors, or 
teachers of rhetoric, trained people for public management and legal affairs. 
They conceptualized their expertise as the art of speaking well and, later on, 
Aristotle (384-322 B.C.) redefined rhetoric on a deeper level as the art of 
finding the appropriate means of persuasion by words in each specific case 
(Aristotle, On Rhetoric, translated by George Kennedy, 1991). Aristotle also 
introduced a theory of argumentation as a central subject in rhetoric, All over 
the far-flung empire of Alexander the Great (356,323 B.C.) rhetorical education 
was based on a common standard curriculum. In Roman culture Cicero (106-43
B.C.) introduced Greek rhetoric, adapting it to this new approach, and the 
rhetorical art became the conceptual background in training people for public 
life and for the administration of the Roman Empire.

Complexity of rhetoric. Because there are many means of persuasion that 
work together, rhetoric involves many disciplines, grouped around the 
following subjects: a theory of arguments (logos), which was parallel to logic; a 
study of the moral character of speakers, the expression of which makes them 
credible (ethos) and a psychology of feelings for influencing people (pathos). 
These basic subjects are complemented by studies of poetic resources of style 
and eloquence, techniques for memorizing texts, and dramatic skills for 
delivering public speeches. Rhetoric, along with logic and grammar, constituted 
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an educational unit called trivium and was applied to different fields of inquiry 
and action such as public management, legal processes, ethics, politics, poetry 
and the epistemological distinction between knowledge and reasonable beliefs. 
This variety of topics introduced internal and external tensions in the history of 
rhetoric, whose ups and downs, as Wayne Booth (2004) points out, are more 
marked than in other academic fields. For the study of the history of rhetoric, it 
is important to separate three concepts that are expressed by the same name: 
rhetoric as actual practices of persuasion, rhetoric as an art or discipline, which 
involves a conceptual system, and rhetoric as an educational program.

Rise and decline of rhetoric in the Modern Age. In the Middle Ages, 
rhetorical theory, practice and training were mainly associated with Christian 
sermons in cathedrals and churches. In the Renaissance, rhetoric emphasized the 
ideals of individual fulfilment, and was appreciated for its artistic value. In this 
context it was considered The Queen of Arts and Sciences. In the 17th century, 
with the creation of modern philosophy (Descartes) and modern science 
(Galileo, Newton), and in the 18th century with the Enlightenment rhetoric was 
deprived of the theory of arguments and reduced to an ancillary discipline at the 
service of literature and poetry. In the 19th century, romanticism introduced the 
vision of the poet as a genius, whose creativity is not based on rhetoric. This 
long decline reduced rhetorical reflections and teaching to a few university 
departments; at the same time in the modern world activities of persuasion are 
constantly increasing.

Contemporary rhetoric. Contemporary rhetoric presents two important 
lines of development. The first line is inspired by classical rhetoric and it 
recovers, updates and renews the basic concepts and theories of this discipline. 
One of its main contributions is the re-introduction, after a long banishment, of 
Aristotle’s theory of arguments, which is revitalized with new notions and tools. 
This change establishes new conceptual equilibria between the roles of 
arguments and feelings, and content and eloquence, in the theory of rhetoric. A 
second line develops new subjects regarding the notion of meanings and the 
interpretation of human action. For these reasons, rhetoric has become an 
important instrument for social and management research.

Both lines of thought explore new kinds of rhetorical situations. Even if the 
Aristotelian definition of rhetoric refers to each particular case, classical 
rhetoric was only interested in the formal contexts of public speeches and 
writings. In this way, contemporary rhetoric creates new academic specialities 
such as the rhetoric of science and makes the creation of the rhetoric of 
management possible. Contemporary rhetoric can be seen as a deep theory of 
communication that focuses on persuading people and creating meanings.

Theories of management from the ground-breaking approaches of Frederick 
Taylor to the present diversity of conceptual frameworks offer important 
developments. In the course of an impressive evolution, there are many factors 
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that contribute to the relevance of rhetorical approaches to management 
activities and research, some of which will be pointed out in the text: firstly, 
changes in the structure of corporations and how they are managed have 
introduced new ways of working based on persuasive collaboration. Secondly, 
empirical findings on the actual work of managers have uncovered the 
importance of conversations. Thirdly, new philosophical views on language 
have revealed the role of words in doing things. Fourthly, symbolic 
interactionism emphasizes the creation of meanings in social activities.

Rethinking management from the point of view of rhetoric goes beyond 
classical rationality and emphasizes the role of reasonable arguments in decision 
making. It also emphasizes the following activities of managers: interpreting 
situations, creating meanings, convincing people of the interest of their visions 
and projects, and persuading people to engage in certain kinds of actions. The 
rhetoric of management can be considered a new view or a new paradigm for 
the study of some basic managerial activities.

This chapter will introduce some basic notions of classical and contemporary 
rhetoric that are important for understanding the roles of persuasion and the 
creation of meanings in managerial activities and in management theories, and it 
will offer a very general conceptual framework for putting the others chapters of 
the present book into perspective. It will try to keep the interest both of readers 
who are not familiar with rhetorical topics and of readers who are experts on 
them. With these purposes in mind, the text will present concisely some central 
ideas of rhetoric and it will complement them with stories and examples. It will 
emphasize different disciplinary areas of rhetoric, such as logic and poetry 
which require different skills. It will highlight the tensions between these parts 
and it will situate the contemporary rediscovery and reconstruction of rhetoric 
in the main lines of the history of Western thought.

An Evolutionary view. People develop their natural skills of persuasion 
whenever they participate in any kind of collaborative social interactions, and 
this fact has important consequences for understanding rhetoric. On the one 
hand, individuals engage in persuasive activities very early in life, at least from 
childhood, some years before their schooling or formal education. On the other 
hand in ancient cultures, people had been active persuaders for many centuries 
before the creation of the art or theory of rhetoric, considered as a discipline that 
offers speakers conceptual frames, books and formal training. For situating 
these kinds of skills in an evolutionary perspective, it is interesting to comment 
on the following theory that George Kennedy has formulated in his little book. 
Comparative Rhetoric: A Historical and Cross-Cultural Introduction (1997)
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For Kennedy, rhetoric is not a mere matter of language, even if this aspect is 
essential to it, but comes from people’s instinct for survival, preservation and 
progress. In his view, rhetoric develops in the following way: faced with 
difficulties and challenges social actors generate intellectual and emotional 
energy. They manifest this internal pressure through verbal energy, which in 
turn produces intellectual and emotional energy in the hearers and induces them 
to undertake various kinds of actions. Kennedy illustrates his theory with the 
following example: an individual in danger cries “help!, Help!, HELP!”, raising 
his voice, putting all his energy into these words and desperately hoping to get 
some assistance. But, another example of the book is more problematic with 
respect to traditional rhetoric: two stags fighting for a female deer can kill one 
another but usually this does not happen because they have an instinct of 
preservation and their body language becomes a form of deterrence that 
diminishes physical harm.

There are two opposite criteria for evaluating Kennedy’s claims. The first 
criterion is that this theory uncovers the relationships between rhetoric and 
instincts, evolution and power, and considers the dual notion of intellectual and 
emotional energy. For these reasons, it is accepted as a valid contribution. The 
second criterion emphasizes that both classical and contemporary rhetoric 
define the discipline as the art of persuading by words, avoiding any kind of 
physical violence or psychological pressure and maintaining the noble ideal of 
pure verbal persuasion. On these grounds Kennedy’s theory is rejected. In these 
interpretations two problems are involved but can be separated: first the 
boundaries of the art of rhetoric in relation to power, which can be redefinedº, 
and second the aspects of power involved in all kinds of social interactions, 
which cannot be ignored.

Culture, styles and skills of persuasion. Styles of persuasion depend on 
people, professions, subjects, social contexts and other circumstances. 
Researchers may be interested in some instances of them, such as the rhetoric of 
Barack Obama, the rhetoric of management, academic rhetoric and common-
sense rhetoric. From a cultural point of view, rhetorical forms present different 
degrees of complexity in the following stages: first there are illiterate 
individuals who are very competent story tellers and persuaders. All cultures 
have transmitted their values and traditions from one generation to the next over 
many centuries before they introduced writing and formal education. Second, 
whatever may be the importance of natural skills, it has to be emphasized that 
formal training in reading, writing, grammar, logic, literature and poetry 
radically improves the styles and skills of persuasion. Third, education in the art 
of persuasion makes a decisive difference, both in persuasive activities and in 
the conceptual understanding of social interactions such as management. From a
political point of view, democracy fosters the theory and practice of rhetoric and 
dictatorships inhibit them. It is important, however, to point out that dictators -
and Hitler is the epitome of these - develop a powerful rhetoric and impose it by 
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deterrence and manipulation to justify their principles and crimes: different 
rhetorics compete. 

The creation of the art of rhetoric arose in classical Greek culture from the 
cross-fertilization of four elements: the poetic culture of the Homeric tradition; 
the interest of war heroes in persuasive arguments and the interest of 
philosophers in rationality, radical democracy in many city-states, and the 
economic development of the Golden Age of Athens. In order to cast light on 
the Greek rhetorical mindset before the creation of the art of rhetoric, the text 
will briefly introduce the example that follows.

The Iliad is a poem of war that describes with brutal realism multiple ways 
in which heroes kill one another using swords, spears, arrows and whatever they 
could lay their hands on. At the same time, the poem presents more than 200
rhetorical discussions, which are not limited to just a few lines. The Council of 
Kings is an instance of the meetings of war commanders which, ironically for a 
modern mind, were to have a strong influence on the development of 
democracy over coming centuries. One of the most outstanding rhetorical 
examples of The Iliad is introduced in Chapter Nine, the text of which is almost 
exclusively devoted to persuasive arguments relating to the following situation.

The position of the Greeks is extremely critical; Hector and the Trojans are 
pushing them back to their ships and at dawn they will destroy them. 
Agamemnon, the commander of the Greek coalition, calls a meeting of the 
Council of Kings and proposes going back home. But the wise old hero, Nestor, 
whose words are sweeter than honey, suggests sending a delegation to Achilles, 
the supreme hero, and asking him to join the Greek army again. Nestor cleverly 
chooses three friends of his for this purpose: Odysseus (Ulysses), “the 
resourceful man”, endowed with “nimble wits”; Ajax, the second bravest Greek 
fighter, and Phoenix, the old preceptor of Achilles. In their long subtle 
arguments they display their highly developed skills of persuasion. For a short 
introduction to the poem, its rhetorical arguments and its implications for 
management, the authors suggest the chapter “Learning from the Iliad: virtues 
and persuasion” by Eduard Bonet and Alfons Sauquet from the Second 
Conference on Rhetoric and Narratives in Management Research: Proceedings. 
2010- Barcelona: ESADE.

Historical Context. The 5th century B.C. is the apogee of classical Greek 
culture. It is called the Golden Age of Athens and, in honour of its main leader, 
the Century of Pericles (492-429 B.C.). It started with the Medical or Persian 
Wars, defending Greece from the Persian invasions of Dario (499) and Xerxes 
(489). These events took place 2500 years ago. The Greek victory led to 
economic prosperity and intense artistic creativity, with achievements such as 
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the restoration of the Parthenon, masterworks of sculpture and the performance 
of classical plays. It was a period of deep change, involving a major crisis in 
traditional values. In this setting the art of rhetoric was created in the areas of 
public management, legal affairs and civic commemorations.

Public management and legal affairs. The impressive public development 
of Athens was undertaken and managed in the following way: the city-state was 
a radical democracy in which each citizen could present himself as a ruler of the 
city or to propose and develop projects. The Assembly, consisting of a large 
number of members, listened to his arguments and accepted or rejected his 
proposals. There were no political parties in the modern sense of this concept, 
and the educational system did not deal with practical, administrative or 
political affairs. In this context, a new kind of teacher took up the challenge of 
offering a new form of education, which they conceptualized with the notion of 
speaking well. Their activities were very important because they dealt with 
organizational affairs. Protagoras (485-410 B.C.), for instance, was an advisor 
to Pericles, wrote a constitution for a new colony and trained many young 
people. In his method of teaching, each student had to defend a claim and 
afterwards defend the opposite view. Students had to read and comment on 
political texts by important authors, and prepare and rehearse public speeches. 
Nowadays we would consider the first rhetors as competent professors and 
consultants in political and managerial matters.

The origins of rhetoric in legal affairs followed a similar pattern: citizens had 
to present their claims and defend their interests in front of a kind of law court 
constituted by a large number of members. There were no professional lawyers, 
and rhetors performed the following activities: they gave advice to their clients, 
prepared legal arguments and trained people for presenting their public 
speeches. Many rhetors such as Gorgias, who worked on legal affairs, used 
feelings and poetic language as the main means of influencing the audience.

Commemorations and meanings. Greek culture loved witty debates, as 
modern society loves television contests, and people followed them as a form of 
entertainment. Rhetors, moving from one city to another as iterant teachers 
offered public speeches to show their abilities and attract students. Beyond these 
anecdotal events, the rhetoric of commemoration was very important, even if its 
main functions of creating meanings and integrating social groups were not 
conceptualized in the classical world. The following example indicates the 
relevance of this subject and its special interest in relation to modern 
conceptions of management and persuasion.

The great period of Athens was very short and ended with the Peloponnesian 
War (430-408 B.C.), in which the coalitions of Athens and Sparta confronted 
each other. In the first year of fighting, the Spartans besieged Athens and many 
Athenian soldiers were killed. The historian Thucydides in his outstanding work 
The Peloponnesian War reconstructed the public speech that Pericles delivered 
in commemoration of the heroes. It is a model of this kind of rhetorical 
speeches and develops a number of ideas: the basic values of Athens are 
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respect, freedom and democracy: we are fighting the present war to defend 
them. Sparta is constituted as a professional military society, but even so, we 
will win the war because we defend these values. The soldiers who died in the 
fight are heroes who gave their lives for our freedom and democracy”.

Of course, the speech by Pericles was very long and highly eloquent. But 
from the perspective of creating meanings, it can be analysed in the following 
way: the complex causes of the war were related to economic and political 
interests, but the speech transforms them into lofty values of democracy. These 
values lifted the dampened spirits of the Athenians and encouraged them to go 
on fighting. The words convert the dead soldiers, whatever their views of the 
war, into heroes, who gave their lives to preserve democracy. Their sacrifice 
cannot be forgotten. 

Pericles’s speech has been very influential in Western culture, and many
military and political leaders of different historical periods have repeated his 
ideas. For instance, President Lincoln in the funerary ceremony after the Battle 
of Gettysburg used this interpretative framework for creating and defining the 
meanings of the American Civil War: the causes of that war too were very 
complex, and Lincoln gave it the principal meanings of a fight against slavery, a 
fight for freedom and a fight for democracy. It is important to emphasize that 
speeches in family, in business and in social celebrations are excellent occasions 
for creating and sharing meanings.

Historical context: philosophers and sophists. The period in which the art 
of rhetoric was created was also a period of bitter ideological fights between 
philosophers and sophists in which rhetoric was a main point of debate. 
Philosophers defended an objective and disinterested view of truth and sophists 
a subjective and relativistic notion of it. Distinctions between these two groups 
were not always clear, to the point that Socrates was accused of being a sophist. 
Socrates and Plato were very critical of rhetoric and opposed to it on a number 
of grounds.

First, they claimed that long speeches, with their ambiguities and emotional 
appeals, confuse, manipulate and mislead people. As a reaction to this kind of 
practice they offered the art of dialectics, a model developed through the 
Socratic dialogues. Dialectics is a form of reasoning based on arguments not 
feelings, presented in a sequence of short precise questions and answers. This 
was introduced as a method for finding the truth, undertaking research inquiries 
and training students of philosophy.

Second, Socrates and Plato considered that rhetors were sophists because 
they could equally defend a claim or take the opposite point of view, depending 
on the interests of their clients. These philosophers considered that some rhetors 
clearly believed that truth is relative and varies with people’s views, and that 
rhetorical arguments and speeches could present any statement as true. For 
Socrates and Plato this arrogant view betrayed the sophistic mindset of rhetors.
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The Aristotelian approach. Aristotle understood that rhetorical arguments 
and speeches are necessary in political and social life for defending people’s 
rights and interests and that they are also necessary in philosophy and science 
for defending the truth. Following this line of thought, he engaged in in-depth 
analysis of concepts, aims, uses and misuses of rhetoric. He re-established this 
art, providing it with solid conceptual foundations. His three books on 
persuasion are now collected in the single work On Rhetoric. It criticizes the 
limitations and confusions of other texts which were popular in his time and 
studies the means of persuasion, organization of public speeches and style, 
going into them much more deeply than other contemporary handbooks. 
Aristotle wrote the first and second books for students of philosophy, who were 
also following courses on logic and dialectics, and the third book for a more 
general audience and his texts were thus very rigorous.

Species of rhetoric. Aristotle, influenced by the three kinds of occasions for 
public speeches which were current in the Greek culture, conceptualized three 
species of rhetoric. Political and administrative discussions in the city 
assemblies inspired the concept of deliberative rhetoric, in which the audience 
evaluates the possible consequences of a future action and decides on their 
merits. Legal processes in courts of law led to the appearance of the concept of 
judicial or forensic rhetoric, in which the audience judges the fairness or 
unfairness of a past action and pronounces a verdict on it. Celebrations, in 
which speakers exhibit their skills for the enjoyment of the audience, led to the 
notion of celebrative or epideictic rhetoric. Aristotle did not go further into the 
creation of meanings.

Logical proofs and rhetorical arguments. Aristotle emphasized that 
arguments are essential instruments for persuasion and that previous handbooks 
on rhetoric did not say anything about them. He created the discipline of logic 
and one of his most important contributions to rhetoric was his theory of 
rhetorical arguments, which is inspired by his studies of logical proofs and the 
conceptual distinction between deduction and induction.

Aristotle conceptualized the logical notion of deduction as a kind of 
inference that goes from the general to the less general or to the particular and 
he limited its study to the forms of the syllogism. The following example
exhibits the main characteristic of this concept: “all men are mortal; all 
Athenians are men; therefore all Athenians are mortal”. In it, the first and 
second propositions are the premises and the third is the conclusion. They are 
related in such a way that, whenever the premises are true, the conclusion is 
necessarily true. This property constitutes the definition of valid deduction, 
which is the central concept of logic. It transfers the truth of the premises to the 
conclusion, in other words, proves that when the premises are true the 
conclusion is true. Instances of valid deduction which are not syllogisms are 
offered by geometry: from some theorems, new theorems are proven. 
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Aristotle conceptualized rhetorical deductions as incomplete syllogisms, in 
which a premise or the conclusion is implicit, or the conclusion is stated before 
the premises. From a more general point of view, rhetorical or reasonable 
arguments are not valid deductions but they support the conclusion “beyond any 
reasonable doubt”, in the language of the British law court. The following 
example, inspired by the structure of many thrillers and T.V. series, illustrates 
this concept: Peter has been murdered in his house, stabbed with a dagger in the 
chest. John is accused of the murder and in a court of law the evidence against 
him is overwhelming: the dagger has his fingerprints; his jacket has Peter’s 
blood stains; he has been seen around Peter’s house at the time of the crime; he 
has no alibi and he hated Peter. For the juries, it would be reasonable to 
conclude that John is the murderer. But the evidence does not prove, in the 
sense of valid deductions, that this conclusion is true. Thrillers exploit this 
property and, at the end, they introduce new evidence that proves that John did 
not kill Peter and that the murderer is a third person. In valid logical deductions, 
adding new evidence to the premises cannot change the conclusion.

Cicero. In the Roman world there were professional lawyers and powerful 
political lobbies. To pursue a career in public affairs required a high level of 
skills of persuasion. Cicero (104-43 B.C.) was a very influential lawyer, 
politician and professor of rhetoric. As a young man he travelled to Greece to 
complete his rhetorical training, and wrote the book De Inventione, in which he 
translated the basic terms of rhetoric into Latin. This book follows the 
Aristotelian pattern and includes a theory of arguments. Cicero, however, 
emphasized eloquence as the main means of persuasion and indeed he has been 
considered the best orator of all times. His important book De Oratore is a 
reflection of his extraordinary experience and was the most influential reference 
in the history of rhetoric till the recent re-introduction of the argumentative 
subjects.

Quintilian. The administration of the Roman Empire and the City of Rome 
required highly qualified professionals. For this purpose, their education 
included a long programme of rhetoric and Quintilian (30-95 A.C.) had a 
permanent position as a professor of rhetoric paid by the Emperor. His work 
Institutione Oratoria (On the Education of the Orator), consisting of twelve 
books, is the most important classical work on rhetorical education.

Rhetorical training started with itinerant teachers who found students in 
different Greek cities, and culminated with a standard universal programme of 
long courses, including the following elements.

The invention helps the speaker to invent or create persuasive speeches. It 
includes a study of the three means of persuasion: logos or argument, which is 
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parallel to logic; ethos or the expressions that create the credibility of the 
speaker, and pathos or the expressions that induce feelings in the audience.

The arrangement focuses on the following parts of the speech: 
introduction, exposition of the thesis, arguments for it, refutation of possible 
counter-arguments and summary or conclusions.

The style introduces a large number of subjects related to language, such as 
the rhythm of the text, the rhyme of verses, the tropos (metaphors, metonymy, 
synecdoche and ironies) that change the meanings of words and sentences. In 
the Modern Ages, rhetoric has been reduced to a list, albeit impressive, of 
rhetorical figures.

The memory includes mnemotechnic rules for memorizing speeches.
The delivery of the speech includes exercises on rehearsing it, in order to 

improve verbal, corporeal and dramatic skills

The introduction to this chapter has summarized in a very brief text the basic 
lines of thought of the long history of rhetoric and related them to the 
development of Western culture. The aim of re-thinking management from a 
rhetorical point of view requires us, however, to consider the following issues 
and approaches to contemporary rhetoric with more attention: the theory of 
arguments, re-introduced by Chaïm Perelman and Stephen Toulmin; the 
interpretation of actions and the creation of meanings, underscored by Kenneth 
Burke; situated rhetoric, developed by Lloyd Bitzer; and verbal energy triggered 
by challenges, pointed up by George Kennedy.

Chaïm Perelman (1912-1985) was born in Warsaw and moved with his 
family to Belgium. At the Free University of Brussels, he got a PhD degree in 
law (1934) and another in philosophy (1936). Perelman was a professor of 
logic, ethics and law. His interest in the philosophy of law and, more 
specifically, in the rationality of moral judgments led him to the study of 
rhetoric. He is considered the founder of the New Rhetoric, which he presented 
with Lucie Olbreachts-Tyteca in the book Traité de l’Argumentation (1958), 
translated into English with the title The New Rhetoric: a Treatise on 
Argumentation (1969). He emphasized that his new rhetoric is an up-dated 
version of the Aristotelian approach.

Stephen Toulmin (1922 - 2009) was awarded a bachelor’s degree in natural 
sciences and mathematics in 1942 by the University of Cambridge, and in 
World War II served as a scientific officer. In 1948, he got a Ph.D. in 
philosophy at Cambridge, with a dissertation on the subject of ethics and reason, 
which led him to the topic of arguments. In 1958, Toulmin published the book 
Uses of Arguments, in which he emphasized that most of our arguments are not 
valid logical deductions, and focused on their structure and evaluation. 
Arguments are evaluated with different criteria, in different contexts even if 
some principles are applied to all of them. In the study of the structure of 
arguments, he pointed out that usually we do not go from the premises to the 
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conclusion, as we do in the case of formal logic, but make a claim and sustain it 
with data and with a warrant or general principle. For instance, the claim 
“Socrates is mortal” is supported by “Socrates is a man” (data) and, if it is 
necessary by “All men are mortal” (warrant).

Toulmin claimed that mathematics requires logical proofs, but in many other 
fields, arguments are mere justifications. His work was not well received in 
England, where philosophy was dominated by the logical problems of neo-
positivism. In America, however, it was appreciated by scholars working on 
rhetoric and communication. These scholars brought to his attention the fact that 
his theory was closely related to the Aristotelian approach to rhetorical 
deductions.

Kenneth Burke (1897-1993) had a very independent character. He spent a 
year at Ohio State University and another at Columbia University (New York) 
but never got a degree. He was interested in philosophy, science, political 
sciences, religion, drama, literature, rhetoric and others disciplines. He worked 
as a book reviewer, music critic, translator from German into English (he 
translated many novels by Thomas Mann), and co-editor of a progressive 
journal. He participated in important social and political debates. Among other 
books, he wrote A Grammar of Motives (1945) and A Rhetoric of Motives
(1950).

Kenneth Burke focused on the idea that the main problem for people is their 
isolation from others. In order to overcome this difficulty they engage in 
common interactions, look for common meanings, seek to unify their symbols, 
and promote cooperation. Cooperation, however, is never complete. When 
people create meanings, they make choices about them; meanings are not pre-
determined but arise from internal and social conversations, which have a 
rhetorical character. In A Grammar of Motives, he introduced the famous notion 
of the dramatistic rhetorical pentad for interpreting intentional human action. In 
this theory, an action has five aspects: the act, the scene (the context), the agent 
(or actor), the agency (or the means) and the purpose. Interpretations can play 
on the relationships (ratios) between scene and act (extreme weather conditions 
increase the number of suicides), between scene and agents (weather influences 
the feelings and behavior of people), and between any other pair of aspects. In 
this way, an action can be interpreted with different meanings.

Lloyd Bitzer was influenced by Kenneth Burke and published several 
studies on his works. He introduced the notion of situated rhetoric in the paper 
“The Rhetorical Situation” (1968), which has been very influential in the 
development of new rhetorical theories. He defines rhetoric as “a mode of 
altering reality, not by the direct application of energy to objects but by the 
creation of discourse, which changes reality through the mediation of thought 
and action”. For him, it is discourse that moves people to engage in various 
kinds of action.

Bitzer points out that the art of rhetoric has always been situated or 
contextualized, as the following classic statements indicate: rhetoric is the art of 
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finding the appropriate means of persuasion in any given situation; the species 
of deliberative, forensic and celebrative rhetoric are related to different contexts 
of public speeches. He also claims that current theories of rhetoric do not 
recognize the importance of situations, which are not thoroughly investigated. 
Bitzer defines the notion of rhetorical situation in a technical way based on the 
concepts of exigency, audience and constraints. An exigency “is a defect, an 
obstacle, something waiting to be done, a thing which is other than it should be; 
an exigency requires a verbal action addressed to an audience and submitted to 
a set of constraints. The speaker or writer has to identify the elements of the 
rhetorical situation.

George Kennedy (1928- ) has devoted his academic career to the study 
of classical rhetoric and its history. He has also introduced several modern 
views, which have many connections with the ideas of Bitzer; however, in his 
research, he was inspired by the eighteenth century notion of “vivacity”. In the 
book Comparative Rhetoric (1998), already mentioned in this chapter, he states 
that “the definition of rhetoric as the art of persuasion might easily be extended 
to the art of effective expressions”. Following this line of thought, George 
Kennedy sustains an evolutionary theory of rhetoric.

The contemporary re-discovery of rhetoric makes it possible to re-think 
management from a rhetorical point of view and to introduce a new conceptual 
framework which offers a deeper understanding of many managerial activities. 
The question of what the roles of managers are leads us into a complex field of 
study. Beyond pre-conceived ideas, theoretical opinions and accepted myths, 
Henry Mintzberg developed empirical research on this topic and published his 
findings in the well-known book “The Nature of Managerial Work” (1973) and 
in the paper “The manager’s job: folklore and facts” (1991). When Mintzberg 
asked managers what they do, they answered that they plan, organize, 
coordinate and control. When he shadowed them, following them in their 
professional activities over several days, he observed that they were absorbed 
by other activities: they spent from 66% to 87% of their time talking with their 
collaborators and stakeholders. Managers favour verbal media, such as 
telephone calls and meetings over written documents.

Talks and conversations are usually conceptualized as activities of 
communication, and communication is frequently considered as a narrow 
process of sending and receiving information. Rhetoric offers a deeper approach 
to talks and conversations and presents a conceptual frame for studying the 
following managerial roles: managers interpret situations and create meanings; 
from these interpretations and meanings, they create opportunities. 
Opportunities are not out there waiting to be discovered, but are constructed. 
Managers, when planning and making decisions, persuade themselves and their 
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collaborators of the interest of their ideas and projects. Persuasion has important 
cognitive functions in the mental processes of judgment. Managers persuade 
their collaborators to engage in certain kinds of action. Persuasion is an 
important aspect of modern theories of action. Managers develop their 
individual and corporate identities in rhetorical processes that involve 
interpretations, meanings and actions.

People live in a physical and social world, which they have to explore and 
interpret. They discover the properties of things and at the same time give 
meanings to objects, events and actions. The following examples may be useful 
for introducing the roles of managers in interpreting situations and creating 
meanings,

A lawsuit. In this story an important publishing company from New York 
sued a small business from the South (possibly Louisiana) for the rights to 
publish a book. The lawyer of the first firm was convinced the law was on his 
side and prepared the arguments very carefully. The trial took place in a court of 
law in that Southern state and the lawyer of the small business did not present 
any relevant evidence in his favour, but said, with a Southern accent and 
completely informally, something like “this is what always happens, the big fish 
eats the small fish”. He won the case.

This popular expression has become a proverb in many cultures and 
introduces a metaphor that compares real conflict with the struggle for life, in 
which the stronger destroys the weaker. In this case, it gives a new meaning to 
lawsuits, taking them out of the proper legal context and situating them in the 
realm of social speculation. This can be expressed in the following form: legal 
arguments do not matter as the real subject is the exploitation of poor people by 
rich companies. The jury formed by people from the South with a poor 
educational background identified themselves with these social claims.

From a rhetorical point of view, metaphors are important instruments for 
creating meanings and for this purpose are used in this way: people are 
interested in an initial object or situation (the lawsuit) and introduce another 
object or situation (a fish eating another fish), from the universe of evocation. 
This universe is related to the first by a real or imaginary similarity. With this 
structure, metaphors identify the first object with the second and when they talk 
about the universe of evocation, they are actually referring to the initial object. 
In this way, metaphors transfer meanings from the second to the first object.

Professional career and personal identity. The main character in this story 
had always given special importance to intellectual values and his life had been 
guided by them. He obtained bachelor degrees in history, humanities, and 
management and, after several years of professional activities, he got a Ph.D. in 
management sciences. He worked in a publishing house and this activity 
allowed him to come into contact with important poets, novelists, essayists and 
professors. At a certain point he decided to create a company to produce and 
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sell objects for the home and urban furniture. This choice can be seen as a 
radical change, but he gave it the following meaning: I used to edit and 
distribute books that have a literary value and now I am editing and distributing 
objects that have an aesthetic value.

It is interesting to comment on this construction of meanings from two 
points of view which are closely related: the personal identity of managers and 
the organizational implications. From the angle of identities, this kind of 
professional changes usually affect people’s personalities seriously and 
constitute a turning point that divides their life into two unconnected periods. 
But in the present story this is not so; the actor creates a sense of continuity with 
his interpretation that earlier he had edited books and now he edits objects. As 
to organizational implications, this interpretation allows him to transfer previous 
experience to the new situation; inspired by the way he worked in the 
publishing house he organizes very flexible teams that can deal with different 
projects and hold regular meetings, similar to the reading sessions the 
publishing house uses to examine reports on new books. In many respects, the 
company works like an intensive knowledge organization and has a corporate 
identity based on the idea that it edits objects.

A history of the bicycle. The development of the bicycle has been studied 
from two conflicting points of view: technological improvements and the 
meanings constructed by stakeholders. In the paper “The Social Construction of 
Facts and Artifacts”, Trevor Pinch and Wiebe Bijker focus on the meanings that 
influenced the evolution of this vehicle in the 19th century. The present chapter 
will emphasize some rhetorical points from their research, which ranges from 
moral to practical questions.

In the moral field, it offers the following example: an English priest 
published an article in a newspaper asking if it is a sin for women to ride bikes. 
His answer was that it is not necessarily so and women can ride bikes in rural 
areas if they have to arrive at Sunday mass on time. But this is an exceptional 
case and women riding bikes easily induce people to sin. These kinds of 
considerations urged the construction of bikes for women (or tricycles) with 
three wheels and a bench between the two rear wheels. Feminism broke down 
this technological line of development. 

An important group of stakeholders was formed by wealthy young sporting 
men who used bikes for sport. They were proud of showing their physical 
capacities and taking part in races; they did not worry about safety, comfort or 
vibrations. Another group of people rode bikes as a means of transport for 
getting to their work place. For them safety, comfort and reducing vibrations 
were very important. The meanings that these two groups gave to bikes 
emphasized different technological aspects of this artifact.

Tyres were introduced to reduce vibrations and the sporty young men 
mocked them with expressions such as “they put sausages in the wheels: keep 
dogs away or they will eat them!” When a bike with tyres participated in a race, 
the shouting and laughing was uproarious, but it travelled much faster than the 
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others and won the competition. After this event, the innovation satisfied the 
interests of both groups of stakeholders, and this rhetorical closure of meanings 
led to a single line of technological development and to a single basic model of 
bike.

Managers devote a significant part of their time to talking with their 
colleagues and stakeholders. Their conversations are not idle, but constitute 
essential aspects of their activities of negotiating, making agreements, getting 
ideas and information, reflecting on situations, judging possibilities, making 
decisions and inducing people to undertake various kinds of actions. After all, 
management is not a solitary activity but involves social interaction mediated by 
language. Usually, managers do not worry about the fact that they do things 
using words and indeed many of them are not even aware of it. They take 
language for granted and do not consider it important to reflect on their verbal 
activities.

Modern philosophy emphasizes the functions of language in the ways people 
think and act. Following this line of thought, the re-discovery of rhetoric rescues 
this classical discipline, which focuses on the study of the means of persuasion 
by words and offers a complex conceptual system. It also highlights 
contemporary contributions on the subject of interpretations and meanings. 
Persuasion pervades all kinds of personal, professional and academic situations, 
as well as any managerial activity. As people and, of course managers, have 
innate capacities of persuasion, which they develop in their interactions, and use 
in the normal course of events without any special training the question is why 
to bother explicitly about the study of rhetoric as a discipline. An answer is that 
the study of rhetoric can improve the performance of managers, and, what is 
more important, offer a new conceptual framework for understanding and 
improving management.

The rhetorical framework of management emphasizes the role of managers 
in interpreting situations and creating meanings. Objects, events and facts are 
important, but it is also necessary to know the meanings that people give to 
them. Metaphors and stories are basic instruments for creating meanings, which 
are always negotiated. Managers continuously persuade themselves and their 
colleagues about their interpretations of situations, their views and their 
projects. Managers persuade their collaborators to undertake actions; words do 
not exclude action: persuasion is an important aspect of the theory of action. 
Managers give meanings to themselves and to their activities; in this way they 
create their individual and corporate identities.

The role of rhetoric is immediately apparent in leadership, decision making, 
corporate branding and marketing, but it also intervenes in all managerial 
activities and at all organizational levels. The potential development of 
persuasive management can be similar to the recent development of theories 
and practices of corporate learning, knowledge creation and knowledge 
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management. These theories uncover basic activities of management of which 
researchers and practitioners were not aware, but when these concepts are made 
explicit, they transform ways of managing.
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Chapter 2

Hervé Corvellec

The purpose of this chapter is to introduce the New Rhetoric and show its 
relevance for organisation studies. The expression “New Rhetoric” refers here 
to the theory of argumentation that Chaïm Perelman and Lucie Olbrechts-
Tyteca have originally presented in The New Rhetoric—A Treatise on 
Argumentation (1969) [hereafter the Treatise], originally published in French as 
the Traité de l’argumentation – La nouvelle rhétorique (1958). There are many 
studies on the New Rhetoric. For a concise although nuanced introduction see 
Gross and Dearin (2003), which also contains a fairly detailed bibliography of 
works by and about Perelman, both in French and in English.

The chapter follows the presentation of the New Rhetoric in the Treatise, but 
with illustrations taken from managerial and organisational contexts. Despite 
the presence of the term rhetoric in its title, the chapter does not discuss the 
contribution to organization studies of those who have, in various ways, pointed 
to rhetoric describing organisations, to name but a few: Morgan (1986), 
Alvesson (1993), or Chanal and Tannery, and Sjödin and Ind in this volume. 
Neither does the chapter discuss the contribution of those who, under the 
influence of McCloskey (e.g., 1986), have approached organisation studies as 
rhetoric productions, for example Czarniawska (2003). The focus is strictly on 
Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca’s New Rhetoric.

Organising has been widely acknowledged as being a matter of sensemaking 
(Weick 1995), sensegiving (Gioia and Chittipeddi 1991), mise-en-sens (that is 
the agency of producing meaning out of agency and of giving direction to 
agency) (Corvellec and Risberg 2007) and, more generally, communication 
(Cooren 1999). Quite surprisingly, however, whereas how people persuade each 
other to do or not do things is a key aspect of organisational behaviour, the 
potential for organisation studies of argumentation theory (see, for example, 
Van Eemeren et al. (1996)) remains under-exploited. 
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Most organisation studies on argumentation simply refer to the same 
Toulmin’s (1958) model according to which an argument is a claim bound to 
some data by a warrant. This model has been used to analyse decision options 
(Mitroff et al. 1982; Locks 1985), decision support systems (Sillince 1996; 
Yearwood and Stranieri 2006), or decision-making in complex environments 
(Brønn 1998). It has also been brought into use to assess beliefs (Benson et al.
1995), formalise argumentation (Bui et al. 1997/1998), evaluate the level of 
argumentation rationality (Werder 1999) or criticise the Balanced Scorecard 
(Nøreklit 2003). At times, Toulmin’s model is used in combination with other 
theoretical approaches, such as pragma-dialectic and rhetoric in Sillince (2000) 
or story telling in Gold et al. (2002). 

Studies that rely on other theoretical approaches to argumentation are fewer. 
Symon (2008) uses rhetoric to unfold the political dimension of technological 
change, and Watson (1995) brings rhetoric together with discourse and speech 
analysis to describe how managers argue when they make sense of their day-to-
day activities and defend their interests. Shapiro (1998) synthesises the 
treatments of fallacies in van Eemeren and Grootendorst (1987) and Walton 
(1995) cleanses the accounting setting debate from spurious arguments (see 
even McKernan 2007). Adamides and Karacapilidis (2006) refer, for their part, 
to van Eemeren et al. (1996) to structure dialogue and formalise argumentation 
in innovation processes. Lischinksy (2008) underscores the key role of 
examples as arguments in popular management literature. Sillince (2002) 
combines the semantic (how discursive formations determine which meaning, 
among several, a word will be given) and the pragmatic (how the arguer’s 
personality or characteristics of the situation influence argumentation) to 
establish the importance of context for argumentative efficacy. Carter and 
Jackson (2004) use the New Rhetoric to advocate the need to adopt one’s 
arguments to the audience as in the case of management knowledge diffusion. 
And I use the New Rhetoric to study the development of infrastructure projects 
(Corvellec 2001), how organisations produce arguments (Corvellec 2006), 
argumentation in the wind-power sector (2007), or risk communication in 
environmental impact assessments (Corvellec and Boholm 2008).

Toulmin’s data-warrant-claim model has major advantages for analytical 
purposes. It is extremely efficient to clarify the structure of arguments. But 
because it assumes that the strength of an argument depends on how well the 
warrant connects the claim back to the data, it has the major weakness of 
equating persuasiveness with rationality. This is an unwarranted equivalence 
since all that is rational is not persuasive and all that is persuasive is not 
rational. Argumentative practice cannot be reduced to the practice of logic. To 
lay “the foundations of an organizational theory of argumentation,” as Sillince 
(1999, p.796) puts it, there is a need to go beyond the limitations that logic puts 
on our understanding of argumentation and to call upon all that enables a 
genuine understanding of the production and communication of meaning. The 
present introduction to the New Rhetoric is an effort to meet this need.
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The next section introduces the main notions of the New Rhetoric. It depicts 
the opposition that Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca make between 
demonstration and argumentation; it also features their notion of adherence—to 
be understood in the sense of considered approval and support, as in the French 
term adhésion. The section thereafter presents the analytical framework of the 
New Rhetoric, that is the argumentative techniques by association and those of 
dissociation

Chaïm Perelman and Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca’s New Rhetoric is neither a 
collection of new rhetorical devices nor a comparison of today’s rhetorical 
practices as opposed to yesterday’s. It is instead an attempt to re-conceptualise 
rhetoric as a practical theory of argumentation, alternatively to re-conceptualise 
argumentation as a rhetorical practice.

The New Rhetoric intends to break with two major intellectual traditions at 
the same time: one in the humanities and one in philosophy. In the humanities, 
the New Rhetoric breaks with the tradition that since the late Middle Ages, 
rhetoric had been conceived of as an ornamental art: the art of good speech (ars 
bene dicendi). This tradition has narrowed rhetoric to a study of the techniques 
of persuasion or, even more restrictively, to an intricate classification of figures 
of speech. Rhetoric is for the New Rhetoric radically different from a catalogue 
of ornamental techniques. It is a descriptive theory of truth in the sense that it 
tells why and how an audience adheres to some theses, opinions, or beliefs 
presented for its agreement, and thereby hold these theses, opinions or beliefs 
true, even if only in parts and only for a while (more about the key notion of 
adherence below). The claim that truth is a rhetorical product is radical and 
raises numerous questions: epistemic ones about the nature of knowledge; 
political ones about how to organise social life when there is no absolute truth to 
agree upon and hold to; philosophical ones about how to face the Other. This 
leads to the New Rhetoric’s break with philosophy. 

As for philosophy, the New Rhetoric breaks with the Cartesian concept of 
reason and reasoning according to which whenever two persons arrive at 
opposite decisions about the same matter, at least one of them must be in the 
wrong. As Descartes put it in Rules for the direction of the mind:

Whenever two men come to opposite decisions about the same matter, 
one of them at least must certainly be in the wrong, and apparently there 
is not even one of them who knows; for if the reasoning of the one was 
sound and clear, he would be able to lay it before the other and finally 
succeed in convincing his understanding also. (quoted in the Treatise, 
p.2) 
The New Rhetoric challenges the related claims that disagreement is a sign 

of error, that one should distrust what is merely reasonable or plausible (in the 
sense that there are good, although not compelling, reasons for accepting it as 
correct), or that one should limit rationality to logical demonstration. It 
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advocates the idea of a specific rhetorical mode of reasoning that extends the 
realm of rationality to the reasonable. It intends also to show that rhetoric can be 
a means to reason according to this extended rationality not only on what is 
exactly true or false, but even on beliefs, opinions, or values. This brings us 
back to the New Rhetoric as a political project and the issue of how to socially 
negotiate values. When offering to reason on questionable claims, it opens up 
the possibility of finding an alternative in cases of disagreements to the use of 
lies, manipulation, or simply brute force and violence. 

The New Rhetoric claims a sharp contrast between, on the one hand, formal 
logic or demonstration, and, on the other hand, everyday reasoning or 
argumentation. Demonstration corresponds to the Cartesian ideal of reasoning. 
A demonstration stems from clearly stated premises and moves with logical 
stringency from these premises to a conclusion that cannot be challenged, at 
least as long as one accepts the premises and the rules of the logic in use. 
Simply, as Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca observe, this way of reasoning 
imposes an unwarranted and unjustified limitation on our faculties of reasoning 
and proving.

Demonstration is a mode of reasoning that one-sidedly relies on the idea of 
self-evidence (French évidence) as a characteristic of reason. The various steps 
of a demonstration are organised in such a way that self-evidence makes it 
compulsory to move from one step to the other. Self-evidence is a force to 
which every normal mind must yield in a demonstration so that: “All proof 
would be reduction to the self-evident, and what is self-evident would have no 
need of proof” (Treatise, p.4). Mathematics is the implicit ideal, but, as the 
authors observe, mathematics, along with formal logic and the experimental 
sciences, are among the very few intellectual domains where such a mode of 
reasoning is fully possible. In the humanities or social sciences, where 
management belongs, another mode of reasoning prevails, that of 
argumentation.

The New Rhetoric defines argumentation in contradistinction to 
demonstration. Whereas demonstration goes irremediably from premises to 
conclusions, argumentation refers to a mix of opinions, justifications, and 
criticisms. Whereas demonstration reasons on truth, argumentation reasons on 
values. Whereas demonstration belongs to the domain of the rational, 
argumentation belongs to the domain of the reasonable. Whereas demonstration 
is eternally valid, argumentation never stands as definitive. More generally, the 
order of demonstrative steps is a matter of internal logic, answering to the 
requirements of rational consistency, that which makes a demonstration a-
contextual and irreversible. On the contrary, argumentation evolves over time 
and remains open-ended; it is embedded in the timely contingency of individual, 
social, and historical conditions. So that when demonstration proceeds through 
the constraint of self-evidence and imposes itself upon the audience, 
argumentation carves out the approval and support of the audience by 



35

progressive repetitions and modifications, staying as close as possible to the 
audience at each and every moment. The New Rhetoric is not only an assault on 
self-evidence and demonstration and the equivalence that it establishes between 
the psychological and the logical. It is also a petition to acknowledge the 
argumentative mode of reasoning as a way to practically guide our reason.

A study of the project to increase railroad capacity through central 
Stockholm illustrates the relevance for organisation studies of this contrast 
between demonstration and argumentation (Corvellec 2001). This project has 
produced one of the lengthiest public controversies in contemporary Sweden. 
The controversy deals with the question: should one add a so-called Third Track 
to two surface tracks that exist, or should one instead drill a tunnel for local 
trains? 

If one focuses on the period in the controversy where a surface solution is 
the main alternative, pro-Third Track partisans appear to approach the debate 
differently from anti-Third Track, tunnel partisans. Partisans of a surface 
solution are a cohesive coalition of organisations and institutions, such as the 
Chamber of Commerce or the Department of Trade and Industry. They advocate 
their views by bringing to the fore what can be schematised as: a) There is a 
need for increased track capacity; b) There are two possibilities, either a third 
surface track or a train tunnel; c) The first of these two solutions is cheaper, 
faster to implement, and fully satisfying from a traffic management point of 
view; d) It also respects all environmental rules; e) One should therefore build a 
third surface track. This is as close as one can come to a demonstration in plain 
language. 

Anti Third Track partisans are a loose network of anonymous or prominent 
individuals, organisations (for example, the Green Party) and institutions (for 
example, the Department of Culture or the Public Building Board). These 
approach the debate in a different way. For example, anti Third Track partisans 
question both whether one really needs a third track when an improvement of 
the signal system could suffice and whether three tracks can really be enough if 
train traffic is to answer to long-term future needs for urban mobility. They also 
keep producing alternative solutions, for example, alternative tunnel-solutions, 
but even defend the status-quo or suggest a redesign of the Swedish capital into 
a poly-nuclear city. (A trait of argumentation is to keep producing new 
alternatives, whereas demonstration is, by definition, bound to its original 
options). Anti-Third Track partisans also let their demands evolve over time. 
Originally opposed to the project on the basis that it encroaches on two historic 
buildings, they later demand a solution that preserves the beauty of Stockholm 
when the project is modified to no longer affect these two buildings. Or, 
somewhat schematically, when supporters of the Third Track anchor their claim 
in cost or traffic computations, critics refer to non-quantifiable values such as 
beauty or responsibility. They also stage happenings, events, concerts, and the 
like whereas the pro-side is active in formal settings. Anti-Third Track partisans 
approach the debate according to an argumentative logic.



36

What is remarkable in the Third Track controversy is that when the surface 
option is abandoned as the main proposal, and is to be replaced in this role by 
the tunnel option, not only do the roles of pro and anti get reversed; even the 
ways each side approaches the debate get reversed. Those who have been using 
an argumentative logic start adopting a demonstrative logic to promote their 
solution; inversely, former supporters of demonstration start adopting an 
argumentative approach to stop the project, and manage to do so for another ten 
years.

Formal logic does not explain the dynamics of the Third Track controversy, 
but the New Rhetoric does. The Third track project provides a strong indication 
that, in plain terms, a project’s pro-side tends to formulate its view as a 
demonstration whereas the anti-side tends to use all available ropes of 
argumentation to stop it, and that it can to succeed to do so for quite some time. 
Thanks to the New Rhetoric, we gain unique insights about a decisive phase in 
the life of projects, namely when alternative proposals are in competition 
without any having been preferred yet. 

To render the fact that contrary to demonstration, argumentation does not 
involve a binary “do not know” / “know for sure” state of knowledge in the 
audience, Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca introduce the notion of adhésion. The 
French term adhésion turns out to be difficult to translate into everyday English. 
It suggests both the idea of support (adhésion to a political party or to a cause) 
and that of sticking (as of glue and wood). I believe that the authors of the New 
Rhetoric appreciated the combination of these two meanings into a single term. 
Following the translators of the Treatise into English, I render adhésion with 
adherence. I would however like to underscore that the term should not only be 
understood in its physical sense of the property of sticking together, but even in 
the sense of giving a considered approval and support to something or someone.

Adherence is pivotal to the New Rhetoric. The New Rhetoric could indeed 
be considered as revolving around the single question of what determines an 
audience’s adherence to theses, opinions, or beliefs presented for its agreement. 
As the authors put it: 

The object of the theory of argumentation is the study of the discursive 
techniques allowing us to induce or to increase the mind’s adherence to 
the theses presented to its assent (Treatise, p.4, emphasis in original)
Although one could consider the New Rhetoric as a treatise on the rhetorical 

conditions of public adherence, adherence remains a highly problematic notion 
within it. Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca do not elaborate on its nature. For 
example, they do not delve into the psychological, anthropological, or 
sociological aspects of it. We are told that adherence is a matter of degree and 
that it can be strong or weak. We are also told that it can evolve over time and 
can be temporary. The only thing that is for certain is that it concerns something 
that the audience does.
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This last aspect of adherence is essential since it entails an approach to 
argumentation that expressly focuses on the audience. The contrast is clear with 
approaches to argumentation in terms of logic and/or argumentative structures 
(for example, Toulmin 1958). Such approaches focus on the argument per se. 
Correspondingly, they regard the audience as at best, implicit and at worst, 
absent. In contrast to this, the New Rhetoric restates for its own purpose the 
classic rhetorical claim that persuasion requires that the orator successfully 
manages to meet the audience: “it is in terms of an audience that an 
argumentation develops” (Treatise, p.5). Adherence is a distinctive trait of the 
New Rhetoric in that it connects argumentation theory and rhetoric in its classic 
vintage of the art of persuasion.

The New Rhetoric’s focus on adherence might be its strongest contribution 
to organisation studies. Replace the audience with the workforce, the customers, 
the investors, or the public at large and the relevance of the notion of adherence 
for management or organisation studies will blatantly surface. There are few 
managerial situations that do not involve gaining adherence, for example for a 
figure, a feature, or a future; if it is not someone else’s adherence, it is one’s 
own. Management is an argumentative practice. Spoken and written words, 
diagrams and pictures, designs and brands, or suits and buildings are all means 
of persuasion. From business schools to advertising agencies through financial 
road shows, sales meetings, or motivational speeches, the business of adherence 
is worth billions of Euros. When the New Rhetoric unfolds the schemes that 
orators—to be understood in a broad sense—use to gain adherence for their 
theses, it takes us to the heart of the art of management as a communicative 
practice. Let me now describe these schemes in more detail.

A major analytical contribution of the New Rhetoric is its classification of 
argumentative techniques into two main categories: schemes of association 
(French liaison) and schemes of dissociation (French dissociation). To put it 
briefly, schemes of association are argumentative techniques that bring together 
elements that are usually kept apart, whereas schemes of dissociation are 
argumentative techniques that separate elements that the common opinion 
considers as connected. For didactic purposes, I will present these two 
categories of schemes separately. However, I would like to point out that 
Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca insist that all argumentation occurs in situ and 
that argumentative techniques are, in practice, always composite (see Corvellec 
and Boholm (2008) for an illustration of this particular point in the specific case 
of risk communication).
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The first of the two main categories of argumentative techniques is that of 
schemes of association. Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca first give a broad 
definition of processes of association: 

By processes of association we understand schemes which bring separate 
elements together and allow us to establish a unity among them, which 
aims either at organizing them or at evaluating them, positively or 
negatively, by means of one another. (Treatise, p.190)
They refine this definition considerably, however, when they list many ways 

to create associations between two or more terms, and classify argumentative 
schemes by association into three types: quasi-logical arguments; arguments 
based on the structure of reality; and arguments establishing the structure of 
reality.

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca’s first type of argumentative technique by 
association refers to quasi-logical arguments. These try to draw an 
argumentative advantage from the ideological prestige of scientific reasoning in 
Modernity. Their characteristic is that they explicitly try to fit the data into 
schemes that borrow from formal logic, and lay claim to a certain power of 
conviction from their resemblance to formal reasoning in logic or mathematics. 
But this is only matter of resemblance. As the authors observe: 

Submitting these arguments to analysis, however, immediately reveals the 
difference between them and formal demonstration, for only an effort of 
reduction or specification of a nonformal character makes it possible for 
their argument to appear demonstrative. (Treatise, p.193)
This is why Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca call them quasi-logical. 
The penchant for business life’s putting things in rational ways makes 

management a breeding ground for quasi-logical arguments. For example, 
managers point to contradictions that cutting research expenses go against the 
company’s goal to improve its competitive edge. Unions invoke the compelling 
strength of symmetry and claim that if high bonuses are supposed to enhance 
motivation, small ones are likely to discourage the workforce. A variant in its 
own right of the argument of symmetry is the argument of justice, according to 
which all individuals who share a common trait should be treated in the same 
way. The best known use of the argument of justice is the legally supported 
equal work/equal pay argument. Or corporate communication invokes 
transitivity. When in 1985, the Swedish producer for Absolut vodka 
commissioned an ad from the world famous artist Andy Warhol, it was to 
suggest that since renowned artists stand for quality, and a renowned artist such 
as Andy Warhol paints for Absolut vodka, then Absolut vodka is a premium 
quality product (see Warhol’s painting at V & S Vin & Sprit 2004). Yet another 
way to argue in a quasi-logical manner is to reason on probabilities. By 
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definition, probabilities are silent on individual events, but they stand for 
controlled certitude about the category to which these events belong. Much risk 
management rests upon the quasi-logic of stochastic reasoning.

All that is given a logical shape is not logical, however. Logic in quasi-
logical arguments is most often a matter of appearance only. Consider the 
Swedish wind farm industry when it pleads for the development of wind farms 
in Sweden. Its line of reasoning unfolds as follows: a) It is urgently necessary to 
develop non-fossil forms of energy production (argument of necessity) ; b) The 
wind industry is now able to produce large production units that are both 
reliable and cost efficient (argument of ability); c) Wind farms are developed 
under strict conditions of governmental and public control, and only if they 
have been granted a building permit (argument of legality); d) Therefore wind 
farm developers should be allowed to develop the projects that comply with the 
existing legislation. The necessity/ability/legality line of argument resembles a 
logical reasoning, but strictly speaking, it is not logical. It is sufficient to 
observe that just because someone can do something that just this person should 
be in charge because, for example, others might do it cheaper or better. The 
argumentative line of the Swedish wind farm industry seems logical, but it is 
not logically compelling (Corvellec 2007). Likewise, one could show that none 
of the arguments above about the need to maintain research budgets, distribute 
high bonuses, or trust artistic endorsement is logically compelling.

The second type of argumentative techniques by association that Perelman 
and Olbrechts-Tyteca describe consists of arguments based on the structure of 
reality. Instead of referring to a resemblance with logic or mathematics, 
arguments based on the structure of reality intend “to establish a solidarity 
between accepted judgements and others which one wishes to promote” 
(Treatise, p.261). The rationale of arguments based on the structure of reality is 
to transfer some adherence from accepted premises about the world as it is (or is 
accepted to be) onto some claim by relating this claim to these premises. 
Arguments based on the structure of reality are not a matter of an objective 
description of reality. Rather they are a way of presenting reality so that the 
quality of the real is extended from what the audience accepts to what the orator 
aims to substantiate. Arguments based on the structure of reality are invitations 
made to the audience to accept stepwise extensions of what it is ready to adhere 
to. And there are various ways to bring about such extensions. 

Arguments based on the structure of reality can be built on sequential 
relations, for example relations of causality. Relations of causality are 
reminiscent of quasi-logical arguments in their vocabulary; but they refer to 
situations where something is featured as being the outcome of something else. 
They are explanatory schemes that describe the world in terms of causes and 
effects. A company’s good financial performance is, for example, said to be the 
result of the CEO’s competence, the corporation’s long-term strategy, the stock 
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market’s trend, fortuitous events or demographic changes. Every explanation 
singles out a specific ground that is presented as the origin to this success. 
Causal links let outcomes concur with something that precedes them, and 
distribute praise and reward (or blame and penalty) accordingly.

Another form of sequential relations is the so-called pragmatic argument. 
Instead of going from cause to effect as the causal argument does, the pragmatic 
argument goes from effect to cause. It values an act or an event in terms of its 
favourable or unfavourable consequences. A decision is praised or blamed on 
the basis of its outcomes, regardless of whether it made logical sense or was 
morally defensible at the moment the decision was made. Pragmatism in 
argumentation, like consequentialism in moral theory, operates by transferring 
value from the consequences of an act to this act itself. Most management 
literature sold at airport news-stands follows the same pragmatic argument: this 
management recipe is good because it has proven to be efficient.

When outcomes are not yet known, one can neither go from causes to effects 
nor from ends to means; but it may be possible to use the argument of waste. 
The rationale of this argument is to call for the continuation of something on the 
basis that sacrifices should not be made in vain. For example, one can call for 
the continuation of a project on the grounds that many resources have been 
ploughed into it that cannot be recovered, sunken costs, and that these resources 
would be wasted if the project is terminated. One can likewise argue for the 
continuation of a technological choice on the grounds that it is a well proven 
technology, which is not the same as a relevant one, and thereby deliberately 
create a technological path dependency. 

All arguments based on the structure of reality are not built on sequential 
relations, though. They can also be built on relations of coexistence such as 
when the value of an act is derived from traits associated with the person who 
has committed it, for example her professional competence or moral 
rightfulness. For example, a decision is deemed to be brilliant because it comes 
from the CEO, which eases its implementation and reinforces the image of the 
CEO as someone with a capacity to make things happen. According to the 
rationale of arguments of coexistence, the traits of the agent are considered as 
more explanatory than the characteristics of the act. The act is not regarded in 
and of itself but after the agent who has produced it. There is again a transfer of 
values, but not over time as in the cases of arguments based on sequential 
relations, such as the argument of causality, the pragmatic argument, or the 
argument of waste. The transfer goes from an essence, for example, the 
competence of the CEO, to its manifestation, for example, the decision that she 
has taken.

It is noteworthy that this essence can be attributed not only to individuals, as 
in virtue ethics, but even to groups that individuals are considered to belong. 
For example, an analysis is considered as flawed because it comes from a 
communist, a neo-conservative, or an agnostic; or a proposal is exoticised and 
marginalised because it is proposed by a temporary worker, a woman, or an 
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immigrant. The characteristics that an audience attributes to a group can 
determine the quality that this audience attributes to an act. Arguments of 
coexistence can therefore gain a dangerous strength from prejudices.

Generally, the capacity to generate adherence with arguments based on 
coexistence depends on the institutional context. Much risk communication 
rests, for example, on variants of the argument of authority, according to which 
experts do not over- or underestimate the issue at stake or simply cheat (even 
when they have a big stake in the issue). Not all the public submit to the 
argument of authority, though. People can challenge an institutional order in the 
name of another that they consider to be superior, the so-called argument of 
double hierarchy. Sophocles’s Antigone might provide the most beautiful use of 
this argument as she answers Creon, “I did not think your edicts strong enough 
to overrule the unwritten unalterable laws of God and Heaven, you being only a 
man” (quoted in Treatise, p.340). Antigone sets the standard for argued
disobedience and reminds us that managers always have the possibility to resist 
orders by invoking morality, the superior interest of the company, technological 
imperatives, or the demand of the market. What matters is to anchor one’s 
argument in a social order of superior dignity.

The third and last type of argumentative technique by association regroups 
arguments establishing the structure of reality. Arguments based on the 
structure of reality have their starting point in some accepted view of reality; 
arguments establishing the structure of reality have instead as a rationale to 
build a representation of the world.

One can try to establish reality by resorting to the particular case, such as an 
example. An example can support a move from the particular to the particular, 
as in historical studies. It can also be used as a precedent, like in law. Or it can 
be used to generalise from the particular to a theory. Anyone familiar with 
management literature should be able to come up with her own illustrations of 
theories that are built on well chosen examples, from textbooks to best sellers 
through monographs or research papers. This does not only concern qualitative 
studies, since even quantitative studies are example-based studies, simply based 
on a few more cases. It is not a matter here of the conditions of induction, as 
discussed in the theory of science. What matters in argumentation is to provide 
telling enough examples that the audience finds it legitimate to come to some 
kind of generalisation. “Telling” examples in management studies are, as a rule, 
examples of successes; in this regard, arguments by example are similar to the 
pragmatic argument (see above: “Arguments based on the structure of reality”).

Examples can also serve to invalidate a theory. Noticeably, this is not often 
done in management where counter examples are used to launch a new theory 
rather than to render an existing one illegetimate. Getting rid of theories is not 
the forte of organisation studies.
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Another way to establish reality is to produce a model of it. Models are not 
to be understood here as simplified representations of reality, like in 
computerised project planning models. They refer instead to ideal descriptions 
that are featured as indicative of a norm that one should follow, such as an ideal 
society or a perfect organisation. The field of economics is replete with 
explicitly normative models, free trade being currently one of the most 
influential ones. Models in management are in comparison more often 
occurrences of what Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca call the Perfect Being 
argument. The Perfect Being is someone who is elevated to the status of a myth 
or a legend to serve as a normative model for others. In corporate life, this could 
be John F. (Jack) Welch Jr, Warren Edward Buffet, or William (Bill) Gates III 
if we look for flesh and blood individuals; but it could just as well be 
organisations, such as Toyota for its industrial organisation, Novo Nordisk for 
its corporate social responsibility, or the Catholic Church for its longevity.
Organisation studies are keen on producing heroes to serve as models.

Instead of reasoning on particular cases, one can also reason by analogy. 
Analogy is a proven factor in creative thinking. It is an operation of transfer 
based on an alleged resemblance in structure, the most general formulation of 
which is: A is to B as C is to D. A and B together is the theme of the analogy, 
and C and D together is its phoros, the point of the analogy being that the theme 
and the phoros belong to different spheres. In the ordinary course, the phoros is 
better known than the theme. This is however not necessarily the case. When 
competition is described as being a war or when an organisation is said to be 
chaotic, the characteristics of wars or chaos are not necessarily better known 
than those of competition or an organisation. Analogies can even work 
illogically by moving from a lesser known phoros to a better known theme.

The best known type of analogy is the metaphor. There is no longer any need 
to argue for the pervasiveness of metaphors in organisation studies (e.g., 
Morgan 1986). Companies are metaphorically compared to a family (the 
employee is to the CEO as the daughter is to the father) or a network (with the 
Internet as mental representation). What the New Rhetoric draws our attention 
to is that the relationships between the phoros and the theme are particularly 
unstable, which makes analogy, and thus metaphors, particularly productive but 
changeable argumentative tools.

The classification of argumentative schemes by association above is an 
important contribution of the New Rhetoric to our understanding of the 
mechanisms of argumentation. An even more important contribution, though, is 
Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca’s explication that it is also possible to argue 
through dissociation of concepts. To the series of schemes of association just 
described, the authors oppose a series of schemes of dissociation. They define 
processes of dissociation in the following terms: 
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By processes of dissociation, we mean techniques of separation which 
have the purpose of dissociating, separating, disuniting elements which 
are regarded as forming a whole or at least a unified group within some 
system of thought: dissociation modifies such a system by modifying 
certain concepts which make up its central parts. (Treatise, p. 190, 
emphasis in original)
Techniques of dissociation unduly resort to pointing at links between 

elements that should remain separate and independent. 
Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca explain that the “appearance-reality” pair is 

the prototype of all conceptual dissociations. The rationale of this argumentative 
scheme is to make a distinction between reality as it is presented and reality as it 
is. On some occasions reality is invoked to support (or question) appearances; 
on other occasions appearance is invoked to support (or question) reality. A 
strategic choice of corporate diversification is, for example, criticised for being 
justified in appearance but not in reality; inversely, a good performance can be 
featured to advocate that a strategy that has had its realism questioned actually 
meets the market’s requirements.

More generally, the rationale of dissociative schemes is to introduce a 
hierarchy between two terms that values the one term and depreciates the other 
term and uses the valued term to “explain” the devaluated one. The logic of 
dissociation is to create hierarchised dichotomies where the higher term is used 
as means to question the lower, of course to the benefit of the former.

A few examples will illustrate this notion of hierarchy between terms (allow 
me to assume that the reader will be able to put a name of her own on every one 
of them).

Speed is featured as superior to slowness to launch a new technology 
or product, from cars to processors through pizza delivery or access to a 
dental appointment.

Global is presented as superior to local to justify the delocalisation 
of a head-office or defend a campaign that declines the same ads in several 
countries.

Machine-made is featured as superior to hand-made to promote 
modernisation or promise a better quality management.

European is described as superior to American to promote social 
dialogue in the workplace.

The rationale is to present the audience with a hierarchy between two terms 
to gain acceptance for the superiority of one of these terms, in the case at hand: 
speed, globalisation, machine-made, or European. 

Hierarchies in dichotomies are not fixed, however. They can be reversed and 
it just as possible to argue that:

Speed is inferior to slowness, which is the argumentative line of the 
slow food movement or the well-being industry

Global is inferior to local, which is a standard argument of economic 
nationalists, but even the argument of those who mean that a logic of 
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proximity is part of the solution to climate change-related problems, for 
example for food production.

Machine made is inferior to hand-made; Rolls-Royce declares: 
“Building a Rolls-Royce Phantom is a unique process, which combines 
pioneering technology with exceptional hand-built craftsmanship.” (Rolls-
Royce 2008). And most of us take pride in serving guests with a home-
made rather than ready-made dinner.

Made in the USA is to be preferred to Made in the EU according to 
most campaigning by the US presidential candidates.

Dissociative schemes simply create polarised value inequalities. 
Generally, dissociations in management tend to create new conceptual 

apparatuses that are featured as better to explicate and solve existing problems. 
This is how New Public Management has been launched in contradistinction to 
the traditional welfare state; female leadership in contradistinction to male 
leadership; or Eastern management in contradistinction to Western 
management. All are examples of managerial trends born out of a dissociation 
introduced where there was none before, and where the newly introduced term 
is elevated to a higher dignity. A more conservative discourse would do the 
opposite and elevate instead what is old to denigrate what is new.

Developing further the idea of hierarchised dichotomies, Perelman and 
Olbrechts-Tyteca claim that it is possible to characterise societies not by the 
particular values that they prize most, but by the intensity with which they 
adhere to one or the other of a pair of antithetical values. The authors illustrate 
their views by opposing Romanticism to Classicism: the former privileging 
quality, emotion, or uniqueness and the latter quantity, reason, and universality. 
The authors consider value hierarchies as ways of seeing specific to a socio-
cultural context. This is an interesting entry into the study of the dynamics of 
organisational culture, for example, in the context of the cultural dimension of 
mergers and acquisitions.

Indeed, people often prove to argue less about values than about value 
hierarchies. People who agree on the importance of values may disagree about 
how to rank (or implement) them. In the Third Track project described above, 
most participants share a concern for values such as accessibility, beauty, 
economy, or environmental friendliness; but they disagree how to rank these 
values. Roughly, partisans of the third track value economy before beauty or 
environmental friendliness whereas critics of the Third Track favour the reverse 
order. It is a major contribution of the New Rhetoric to show that controversies 
may be less about values than about values hierarchies and that these are crucial 
to how audiences manage their adherence. 

The New Rhetoric provides a systematic understanding of the mechanisms 
of association and dissociation that condition an audience’s adherence to some 
theses. As an analytical framework, it enables us to better understand the 
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pervasiveness and diversity of argumentation in managerial and organisational 
settings, taking our understanding far beyond the limitations of logic. More 
generally, the New Rhetoric enables us to better understand the communicative 
dimension of management, which is why the New Rhetoric should be of interest 
to all those who share the view that the production and diffusion of meaning is a 
pivotal aspect of management, from motivation or culture specialists to 
interpretivist researchers, corporate story-tellers, or economic journalists.

There is more to it. The New Rhetoric enables us to reason on values, in 
absolute (values per se) as well as relative terms (value hierarchies). This is of 
crucial importance since the ability to reason on values is an alternative to the 
use in social relationships of brute force and violence, or of lies and 
manipulation. Perelman (1912-1984) belongs to a generation that has had many 
occasions to witness barbarism, not the least during the Second World War. It is 
not senseless to see in his New Rhetoric a theoretical effort to build the practical 
premises for a social life shielded from the throes of absolutism. 

In my view, Perelman shares with his contemporary, Emmanuel Levinas, 
(1906-1995) the conviction that humanity is enacted in the relationships 
between human beings. In the wake of their respective breaks with 
Cartesianism, Levinas and Perelman share a similar obsession with ways of 
living with – not killing – the Other. Levinas ([1969] 2005, [1981] 2004) 
theorises the moral responsibility that facing the Other involves. Perelman 
develops ways to practically understand and manage the misunderstandings, 
disagreements, or differences in views that occur in encounters with the Other. 
Similar concerns for practical tolerance and understanding is to be found in both 
Levinasian moral philosophy and the New Rhetoric. Such concerns should have 
an endless bearing for organisational life.

I am particularly indebted to Mats Rosengren whose patient answers to my 
repetitive questions have enabled me to follow the philosophical implications of 
the New Rhetoric. I am also grateful to Tomas Nilsson and Filippa Säwe for 
their perceptive comments on a previous draft and to Pat Zukowski for her 
patient and supportive editing.
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Chapter 3

Hans Siggaard Jensen 

An important trend in the present knowledge system is the merging of the 
research and innovation systems. Knowledge is clearly no longer just a question 
of truth but also one of value. Thus the old idea of Schumpeter on innovation as 
exactly the creation of value in a market becomes very central (Schumpeter, 
1912). At the same time the complexity of the knowledge system is growing 
and thus the whole issue of management comes more to the fore. Knowledge 
creation has to be managed, and thus we need research-management and 
innovation-management. Things do not just happen – they need to be facilitated, 
helped, furthered, coached etc. etc. This raises the question of what sort of 
management we can use or develop and again this forces us to understand the 
relevant characteristics of the activities we denote by “research” and 
“innovation”. 

Three ideas have been important here. The first one is that innovation is 
based on research in the sense that innovation needs new or even radically new 
knowledge to take off. When such knowledge is present innovation can proceed 
and lead to new products or processes that can be introduced to a market and 
thus create value. 

Innovation has often been understood in relation to research. This is because 
so much innovation has sprung from new developments in research. Thus 
innovation has been closely connected to technology and the development of 
technology. With the increasing emphasis in business on innovation of social 
processes, new services and new business concepts a different perspective is 
needed. As we will see this perspective actually also could throw new light on 
technology-based innovation. 

The second idea is connected to the emergence of project management. After 
the Second World War many activities were conceived as projects. This was in 
part due to the experiments in organization that took place during the war in 
connection with such large projects and organizations as the Manhattan Project 
and the Radiation Lab – just to mention two. Systems thinking and project 
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organization went hand in hand. Research was seen mainly as doing projects, 
and other areas were also projectified. The whole field of research and 
development were seen as a field of projects.

The third idea is connected to the emergence of strategy as a major field of 
management – strategic management. The idea is that at the highest level of the 
organization there has to be a clear strategy for the organization. The concept 
itself is taken over from the military – where it has roots in the theoretical work 
of Carl von Clausewitz in the period after the Napoleonic Wars – and is also 
closely related to the form of thinking we find in project management, 
especially about clear goals and directions (Clausewitz,1984). When a company 
has a clear strategy it can go ahead trying to implement this and in this 
connection will need innovation. The strategy is to inform the direction of R&D 
and of innovation and creativity in the company. 

What we now actually often see is that innovation is setting the strategy 
rather than the opposite, because the innovative capability of the organization is 
actually the most important goal-setting activity of the organization. Thus 
concepts like strategic innovation and strategic design have emerged pointing to 
the fact that strategies are more and more dependent upon innovation and design 
and can not be solely based on for instance positional analyses of a business 
area or other forms of strategic analysis that do not take actual research, 
innovation or design capabilities into central consideration. 

The traditional understanding of the creation of new technologies has 
involved basing such creation in the application of new knowledge in new 
contexts. This application has been conceived as one of logical deduction –
problem solving – or in some cases as a form of abduction – reasoning to the 
best solution. But just as the understanding of the creation of new knowledge 
seems to involve the framing of a problem in new terms and with new concepts, 
then the creation of new technology can in a similar way be conceived as the 
application of new concepts or analogies to a given use situation. This is even 
more obvious when we look at innovations which are not research- or 
technology-driven, such as forms of social innovation. Even when we are in the 
central technology field it may not be new research or radically new technology 
that is at the core of an innovation, but rather exactly a new framework or 
conceptualization. An example could be the “desktop” idea which we find in 
connection with the user-interface of computers. 

An important phenomenon in the understanding of the history of technology 
and of innovation has been the phenomenon of path-dependency (David, 2000). 
A technology creates a path and thereby also a tendency to see a given use, 
situation or context in a certain way. We look at things through certain models, 
analogies and concepts at the exclusion of others. Thus when the interaction 
with computers where conceived in military terms, as was the case with the first 
computers, it was natural to take them under command, and thus the user sent 
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commands to the computer and got answers back. The graphical user interfaces 
that started to become current from the middle of the 1980s of course used a 
completely different set of concepts and models with a “pointer” that pointed at 
an “icon” and with a “click” or “double-click” would set certain processes in 
motion. A certain nexus of models, analogies and concepts in relation to a 
situation or use creates a path, a tendency to think in a certain way. Innovation 
can stay within the path and thus explore its potential – this is often the case 
with incremental innovation – or it can break the path and introduce something 
more radically new. A typical way of doing this is by introducing a new 
metaphor into a context. The creation of a new metaphor and the subsequent 
development of such a metaphor into a substantial new concept are extremely 
important, but also very difficult. So let us look at the phenomenon of 
metaphoricity. 

One of the main characteristics of a metaphor is that it is open for 
interpretation. It is open in such a way that it is impossible to say which 
interpretation is the right one. When Romeo says that “Juliet is the Sun” she 
might be luminous, at the center of his universe, a source of warmth – all 
playing on an analogy with the astronomical Sun – or she might something 
more, depending on the content of our concept of a Sun. Being a Sun is 
something unique which property only one object – The Sun – has, but in the 
context of a person being a Sun it opens up. It acquires a certain ambiguity. 
Ambiguity is one of the main characteristics of a metaphor. It is one of the
things that distinguish it from a “mere” analogy, which is seldom ambiguous. 
Analogies are dependent upon structural or model similarities, and of course it 
may be unclear what the similarities are and what model-domain is relevant for 
the similarity. All things are in some way or another similar. But when the 
analogy is seen it is also in a certain way fixed. “Achilles is a lion” is dependent 
on the quality of strength, so Achilles is strong and so is a lion, and thus they 
are sharing a property. So there is a certain form of similarity. 

But understood in this way “lion” is not a metaphor. It is too easy to translate 
the statement due to the similarity involved.  Ambiguity is different, it is in a 
certain sense rampant, that is one can continue giving new interpretations and 
create similarities. Every interpretation in a way turns the statement into an 
analogy – so understanding “Juliet is the Sun” as “Juliet is the center of my 
Universe” depends on a structural similarity, but it also introduces a new 
metaphor, that of a person having – in a certain sense – a Universe (alas a 
Universe where I can not be at the center – because that is where Juliet is) 
(Gibbs, 2008). 

It has been hotly debated whether the distinction between metaphorical and 
literal meaning makes sense at all. At least it is clear – if it makes sense – that it 
is context dependent. The utterance of the sentence “He was caught with his 
pants down” may in some situations be metaphorical and in others literal (as 
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when the nurse unexpectedly pops into the room where the patient is waiting 
with his pants down). In any case the interesting experience is that of trying to 
translate the utterances when they are clearly not to be understood literally. As 
when we say of somebody who is caught doing something extremely 
blameworthy that he was caught with his pants down. The interesting difference 
is the one between saying that and saying that he was caught in an embarrassing 
situation. 

The last description is descriptive in a different way from the first, and the 
first plays on a certain form of identification – I being able to identify myself 
with a person being caught in an embarrassing situation as if I was caught with 
my pants down (supposing that I would know what that would feel like). The 
relevant identification and the feeling involved is what makes the sentence 
uttered in the relevant situation a metaphor, and it is what makes it open for 
interpretation, and thus both very precise and very ambiguous. When we talk 
about innovation and ambiguity it is central to note that we are moving in a field 
of meaning where metaphor reins. Of course some language theorists argue that 
it is absolute in its rein. So let us look at ambiguity.

1

Ambiguous language of course has a very long tradition in poetry, myth and 
religious texts. Thus it has often been extremely important to save such 
language from being considered simply obscure. Much of what we find in texts 
that are either supposed to be the result of revelations or transmission of 
pronunciations of holy persons is ambiguous, but is by interpreters holding such 
texts as having such nature of course not obscure. This there has to be a 
distinction between the ambiguous and the obscure. St. Augustine formulated 
the distinction in the following way:

“Either obscurity or ambiguity hinders the hearer from discerning truth in 
words. The difference between what is ambiguous and what is obscure is this: in 
what is ambiguous more than one thing is presented, but one does not know 
which of them is to be understood; in what is obscure, on the other hand, 
nothing or very little appears to be considered”2

The avoidance of ambiguity has been a central aim of much thinking in 
science and technology. The tradition is clear in the thinking of Rene Descartes 
(Descartes, 1996). He wanted to base on knowledge on clear and distinct ideas. 
Thus he took mathematics as the model of knowledge. A domain for him could 

1 Other work on ambiguity, innovation and creativity are:
Wilkinson, D.J. (2006) The Ambiguity Advantage, New York: Palgrave Macmillan
Kirton, M.J. (2003) Adaption-Innovation in the Context of Diversity and Change, New 
York:Routledge
2 St. Augustine De dialectica, (ed. 1975), tr. Jackson, B.D. ed. Pinborg, J., Dordrect: 

Reidel Publ. Co. 
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only be or contain knowledge if it was expressible in a conceptual framework 
that made reasoning possible. And reasoning could only be possible if the 
conceptual framework consisted of clear and distinct concepts. This central 
assumption is common to most epistemologies, be they rationalist, empiricist or 
pragmatist. Alternative conceptions of knowledge were soon proposed. The 
most influential and in many ways radical was the ideas of the Italian 
philosopher Giambatista Vico (Vico, 2000). He wanted what he called a poetic 
form of knowledge and he found it in the traditions of knowledge carried 
forward by lawyers, historians and to a certain extent poets. The legal tradition 
and the historical tradition could be termed a tradition of rhetoric and narrative. 
Knowledge is not first and foremost to be found in an equation but rather in a 
story. The point of the story is the knowledge contained and transmitted. 

In general we have in the arts a different tradition of knowledge. We might 
say that we learn from novels and dramas, and we can try to tell what it is we 
learn. We thus give interpretations. We can discuss such interpretations and we 
can change and improve them. Thus there is an interesting domain where we of 
course in a certain sense can say that we pursue clearness and distinctness, but 
also that such clearness and distinctness is never final but open-ended. The
open-ended-ness is exactly the point. We do not find final interpretations, or if 
we do they point to a defect rather than an ideal. We learn by and through a 
continuous activity of interpretation and re-interpretation. Where the ideas of 
Descartes were given to the mind of the person, the ideas of interpretation are 
squarely a construction of the mind of the person. Thus interpretation is a 
continuous constructive activity done in interaction between persons. We might 
say that it is the continuous preservation and transformation of ambiguity. 

Right from the start of the field of management as a domain for thought, the 
tradition of clearness and distinctness was dominant. The most important figure 
is of course Frederick Taylor and his conception scientific management (Taylor, 
1911). His ideal of management was based on the breakdown of the complex to 
the simple – the task – and the handling of the task through optimization using 
measurement. Already Descartes thought of methods of solving complex tasks 
by breaking them down to simpler tasks – a form of recursive descent problem 
solving. Of course he did not think of management but of solutions to abstract 
problems (Descartes, 1966). The connection between abstract problem solving 
and management was made by Charles Babbage when he saw the similarity 
between abstract problem solving and the division of labour (Babbage, 1835). 
Thus work was organized in his scheme of things in levels and the division of 
labour consisted in breaking the complex down into the simple. On the basis of 
the analogy Babbage conceived the idea of the computer as a mechanization of 
the division of abstract labour. Taylor was the next step and in project 
management we find a further step. The basic form of project management is 
based on planning and re-planning. The goal of the project has to be clear and 
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the criterion of clearness is connected to the possibility of operationalization, 
that is the specification of operations that will be able to give answers to the 
question of whether a goal – or sub-goal – has been reached or not. If the 
starting point – the state at the beginning of the project – can be described and 
the goal can be, then the project can be seen as a trajectory of states from the 
present to the goal, and planning is seen as the backwards reasoning from the 
goal to the start situation, thus through these steps creating a path or trajectory 
of states. 

On the basis of this plan the project is started and a new point reached and 
with this a new plan can be made and so on. Planning and re-planning in a 
continuous cycle to get from a present state to some future goal.  In planning 
systems developed based on theories from artificial intelligence we find this 
model very clearly implemented. Empirical research on what goes on in projects 
often tells a different story. Much effort is spent finding a common 
understanding of what the goal of the project is and of the concepts and terms 
involved and often the team doing the project actually only understands the
project they have done when it is done. Thus work is under a constant form of 
ambiguity rather than clarity. And maybe more important, the doing of the 
project is a continuous interpretation and re-interpretation of what it – and its 
goal – is all about. 

In the world of art we – as stated above – find a natural place for ambiguity 
and interpretation. But we find the same in daily life and in the life of 
organizations. All action is only action if it has some meaning, and finding the 
meaning and acting upon it is what social life is about. Interaction is a constant 
activity of interpretation and re-interpretation with periods of acting on such 
interpretations. We therefore often talk about “reading” a situation, and thus 
attempting to understand it. In many areas of management the situations we find 
are ambiguous and much of the effort in acting in such situations depend on the 
ability to interpret and to act and persuade others of interpretations. 

Thus management is both interpretative and rhetorical. Even in areas such as 
operations management and project management where clearness and 
distinctness is thought to be most easily found we also find the need for 
interpretation. This is for example seen when new IT-systems have been 
developed and they do not work as desired due to a number of 
misinterpretations of what actually goes on in a production system or in 
projects. Much of systems development is about finding the right interpretation 
of the chunk of reality that has to be modeled in system – “right” in the sense 
that the final system will do what it was expected to do. 

Organizations tend to create common understandings to be able to exist. This 
is often done by sharing stories and narratives. Organizational identity is located 
in the common trajectory and identities change when there are disruptions in the 
trajectory. But organizations are also communities of interpretation and thus of 



55

ambiguity. Something might be seen as clear and precise, and everybody seems 
to be persuaded that this is so, but when action is required or decisions have to 
be made it is discovered that there is disagreement. A central function of 
management is to handle this situation and create forms and spaces for the 
processes of interpretation, negotiation and persuasion that have to unfold in the 
life of the organization. Thus we can say that there is a constant process of 
disambiguation in the life of organizations, but also a constant influx of 
ambiguity because new environments and situations are constantly encountered. 

If we look at the three central forms of management involved in innovation 
we find important differences. Let us start by looking more at project 
management. The point of clear goals that allow planning by back-tracking has 
already been made. This is one aspect of a project. But there are others. A 
project is a line of activity that is under specific constraints regarding both 
functionalities and resources. The goal has to be precise and it has to fulfill 
certain functionalities and requirements. These have to be specified at the 
beginning of the project and they are a constant set of constraints during the 
project. It is actually connected to the decision about whether the goal has been 
reached or not. Did the project result in what was planned or not. The other set 
of constraints concerns the resources available. The resources are first and 
foremost time and human resources, specified as the duration of the project –
that is when the goal has to be reached fulfilling the functional requirements –
and the amount of manpower allocated to the project in that duration. Other 
resources such as funds or equipment are also important. Thus we can define 
project management as an activity directed towards a goal constrained by 
certain functional requirements and limited resources. 

If we now compare to research management we can see that research can be 
conceived in the form of projects but with abstract goals that are often vague 
and unspecifiable. Research may have a specific goal that is clear, but it might 
also have an unspecific goal that is of the form “solving the problem of X” or 
“what is the cause of Y?” etc., where we know when we have the solution, but 
cannot beforehand specify the solution. If we could then there would be no need 
for research. This is an old point made by Karl Popper in his “The Poverty of 
Historicism” about the unpredictability of science (Popper, 1957). If one could 
predict that a theory such and such would be proposed in the year XX solving a 
problem P, then one already would have the theory, and the prediction would be 
falsified. 

A similar situation actually can be found in the areas of art and design. 
Suppose a customer hires and architect for the design of a house. Then the 
architect can get some general and abstract hints at what is wanted, but has to 
come up with the design of the house. If it was already clearly specified what 
the customer wanted, then the architect would be superfluous. When the 
architect has done his work, we have a specification and a building company 
can use it as a goal for doing a project – building the house. So research 
projects, design projects and projects in the arts are not projects in the sense of 
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classical project management, because they have unspecific, vague and abstract 
goals, and only when done do we see the result – without it actually having been 
the goal. We can then re-interpret the whole process as having aimed at that 
goal all the time – is if its was a process of development in the sense of 
developing a final result or organism out of seeds in which the result or 
organism is already potentially present – a common conception of development 
(but a fundamentally un-Darwinian one). 

In the case of research management we have another interesting difference in 
relation to classical project management. It concerns the functionalities. The 
classical functionalities are specified so that it is possible to test whether when 
at the goal they are fulfilled. Suppose we get a research result after a period of 
research. Then it is – so to say – only a result if it is accepted in the scientific 
community. The work – typically in the form of scientific papers – has to be 
published and thus pass a test of peer review. But the criteria for such a test 
cannot be specified at the beginning of the research project but will only be 
applied to the papers (the result of the project) at the end of the project and the 
criteria are outside the control of the research project participants. Recognition 
is an essential requirement, but not like a functional requirement that can be 
specified. It is again an abstract requirement that can be specified like “the 
research should result in several papers that will be published in recognized 
international journals with good standing in the field of X”. The researchers will 
have to interpret what they mean by “quality” in the work they are doing, and 
will only have their interpretation tested when they actually submit their papers. 
What is characteristic of research and research management is that there is a
community which is well-specified and well-specified procedures for getting 
recognition is that community. Conferences and journals are the typical venues. 

A third form of management is important in innovation. We have looked at 
project management and research management, but not at the type of processes 
that we call creative (Austin & Devin, 2003). They have to do with the creation 
of the new. Projects might concern fundamental ly new goals and research might 
not just be the application of a method to solve a given problem, but the 
formulation of a new – a fundamentally new – problem. So creativity can play a 
significant role in the two forms of management we have touched upon. But 
there are also processes that have as their goal the creation of the new, where we 
are in a sort of silent situation because we can not even talk about what it is we 
are trying to get at. We find such situations when new art-forms, radically new 
technologies and evolutionary scientific theories are created. In such cases we 
are maybe at a loss even describing abstract or vague goals, but can perhaps 
give some functional requirements, even though the specific audiences may be 
unclear. The difference in relation to research is that in research a problem is 
often part of a development of a research program, and problems are thus 
generated as consequences of earlier problems and the attempt at their solution. 
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In this sense there is continuity. In the area of creativity this is not the case. The 
whole idea is to create discontinuity – the radically new. 

Thus we see that ambiguity is essential in research and creativity. The 
disambiguation can only occur when a result is achieved, and even then there 
might be ambiguity around it, because it might be unclear what it “means”. But 
there is also a certain double-sided nature to innovation which has to do with 
classical project management. When designing or researching there is also a 
need for some processes to be effective. There is thus a double nature in which 
certain processes have to be open and to be kept open and others have to be 
closed, even at an early phase. Most organizations are seeking early closures 
and resist the insecurity resting in ambiguity. One important challenge of 
innovation is to be able to resist closings, and to keep situations open and 
ambiguous to make room for the new. In research we see this when basic 
concepts and understandings are continually contested, and in an area such as 
design when the space of possibilities is endlessly researched. Sometimes artists 
have made major changes even in nearly finished works. The need to finish and 
get the work done, get closure is of course an important aspect where innovation 
is like classical projects. There is a time-limit that has to be met. 

In the realm of interpretation and ambiguity we have many ways of handling 
these phenomena and thus living with them. We might even explore them for 
the further insights in our world this might give. Not only can we enjoy being in 
a situation with competing and different scientific theories we can also explore 
other “possible worlds” as we find them in fiction and virtual worlds. We are in 
realms of play, imagination and fantasy. We actually take pleasure and get 
insight from the creation of ambiguity. We are not seeking what is the case, but 
what could be the case. We are more in a world of ideas and the creation of 
concepts than in the world of knowledge. 

Innovation is thus a type of process that needs a culture of slow closings, 
even of keeping situations open and ambiguous. This is extremely difficult for 
most organizations, as they are steeped in the tradition of clearness and 
distinctness and of efficiency as closely connected to the attainment of closure. 
We can say that with this form of activity we are actually creating the best 
conditions for path-dependency and thus negating the conditions for the new. 
We see this also in the scientific community when it adheres to the norm of 
organized skepticism (which of course in many ways is a very reasonable norm 
– no one wants the field of science populated with theories or results that have 
only the merit of being new and/or original)3. 

3 Merton, R.K.(1942) “The Normative Structure of Science”  in Merton, R.K. (1949) 
Social Theory and Social Structure, 1.ed. New York: The Free Press
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The challenge of innovation management is the recognition of the 
differences of its component parts and the handling of these differences. But 
this again is exactly what makes it a form of management which is not only a 
mechanical activity but something that demands leadership, the ability to 
exercise judgment in situations where there are several different forms or 
demands that have to be balanced. 
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Chapter 4

Barbara Czarniawska 

When the linguistic turn reached organization studies, it manifested itself in 
the first place by the interest in metaphors. The crucial role of these tropes for 
theory building was emphasized, and their place in the very process of 
organizing was highlighted. In this chapter, I attempt to nuance these findings 
by showing more complex aspects of the use of metaphors in everyday 
organizing efforts. In the first place, metaphors do not only aid organizing, but 
also hamper it, as shown on the example of introduction of a rapid tram in the 
center of Rome. This mundane process of a traffic innovation has been flooded 
in metaphors by the mass media who, however, were all along helped by the 
organizational actors. The result was an undue dramatization of the event, 
which made the operation of the tram unnecessarily problematic. The second 
point is, that such tendency to "metaphor abuse" and dramatization is a part of 
the cultural context of organizing, as illustrated by contrasting the way in which 
the Swedish media portrayed a similar event in Stockholm. Italian rhetorical 
tradition contrasts visibly with the Scandinavian tendency to pragmatism and 
understatement. The case reported in the chapter and its readings are meant to 
explore ways of applying insights of language and literature theory to further 
understanding of the increasing complexity of organizing processes. 

Until the late 1970s, metaphors remained a subject matter of literary 
criticism, semiotics, and hermeneutics. The 1980s witnessed a dramatic 
"linguistic turn" in social sciences, which started to examine its rhetoric. Ricca 
Edmondson wrote the Rhetoric in Sociology in 1984, and Deirdre N. 
McCloskey published The Rhetoric of Economics in 1985. In 1987, The 
Rhetoric of the Human Sciences. Language and Argument in Scholarship and 
Public Affairs (edited by Nelson, Megill and McCloskey) was published, 
followed by Herbert Simons’ (ed.) Rhetorical Turn in 1988. By 1988, Robert 
Solow was pointing out that it was time to move beyond the “look, Ma, a 
metaphor” stage and speak about consequences of economic rhetoric (the book 
under this title has been edited by Klamer, McCloskey and Solow). One began 
to speak of “logic of inquiry", often in a daring plural, and the fact that scientists 
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use a rich repertoire of persuasive instruments was no longer a startling 
discovery.

In organization theory, it was Gareth Morgan who first suggested that 
research paradigms were situated in master-metaphors of organization (Morgan 
1980, 1983, and 1986). After that, the question of rhetoric was raised 
unsystematically in various works inspired by Kenneth Burke (of which the best 
known is perhaps Mangham and Overington's Organizations As Theatre, 1987) 
and more systematically in works originating in communication studies 
(especially in work by George Cheney, such as Rhetoric in an Organization 
Society, 1991). 

A differentiating trait of treatment of rhetoric in organization theory was that 
it did not limited itself to analyzing the rhetoric of the discipline, but also in the 
rhetoric of the field of practice it has been studying. Early on, it has been 
suggested that the "metaphors of the field" can become a tool for comparative 
analysis of different organizations (Manning, 1979; Ortony, 1979). It was 
postulated that metaphors were much more than symbols: if they served the 
function of symbolic expression, they were also instrumental, used for control 
purposes, and therefore bridged the expressive and the practical orders in 
organizations (Harré, 1981). Morgan summarized it most succinctly:

... the process of metaphorical conception is the basic mode of 
symbolism, central to the way in which humans forge their experience 
and knowledge of the world in which they live (1980: 610).
Thus from the very beginning metaphors were tropes treated mostly 

favorably in organization theory's rhetorical analyses4. It has been pointed out 
that they were an invaluable tool of organizing (Czarniawska-Joerges and 
Joerges, 1988). One reason mentioned was that they provided ambiguity, 
indispensable for people with many different interests to unite in a collective 
endeavor without necessarily uniting their points of view. Another, and opposite 
reason, was that, by familiarizing the unknown, they reduced the immobilizing 
uncertainty caused by new or surprising situations, abundant in organizing 
efforts. The third reason was that they provided color and entertainment to the 
sometimes-dreary everyday life in work organizations. Thus, if there were any 
warnings against the abuse of metaphors, they mostly concerned their use in 
organization theory, and the alleged threat to its "scientificity" (Pinder and 
Bourgeois, 1982). One exception was the work of Höpfl and Maddrell (1996)
who showed how "evangelical" metaphors were used in appropriation of 
emotions in organizational life.

This positive bias towards the use of metaphors (compared to the use of 
other rhetorical figures) may be read as a cultural trait. Most of the writing on
the use of metaphors in organizing originated in Anglo-Saxon, Scandinavian or 

4 See e.g. Morgan, 1986; the special issue of Studies in Cultures, Organizations and 
Societies dedicated to "Managerial and Organizational Rhetoric", 1995; Grant and 
Oswick, 1996, Lennie, 1999.
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Germanic cultures. These countries' languages have a preference for 
understatement and flat discourse; the metaphor appears to be an exotic flower 
in the midst of the evenly cut grass lawn – frightening, exciting, disgusting, 
appealing, but always provoking strong emotions. This "natural" attitude 
overlooks the possibility of another state of affairs, a lawn so filled with exotic 
flowers that the tired eye longs for the tranquilizing effect of evenly cut grass –
a platitude or two. 

Just how viciously the metaphors can be used in practice of organizing 
became clear to me in a study of an extremely ambitious case of organizing –
that of improving traffic in Rome. Rome is the only European capital that does 
not have a traffic system designed at one go and according to consistent 
principles5. At the time of the study (1998) the city authorities were involved in 
a heroic effort to improve the traffic conditions by, among other measures, 
introducing a rapid tram track leading to the historical center. It consisted of 
initiating and connecting to one another many mundane actions such as 
introduction of technologies, signing the streets, adapting the timetables etc. 
These organizing efforts were sometimes thwarted by more or less trivial 
accidents, mishaps and difficulties, as all organizing efforts are. 

I chose to follow the events through their press coverage, encouraged by the 
observation formulated by Putnam: "In the contemporary world, other mass 
media also serve the function of town crier, but particularly in today's Italy, 
newspapers remain the medium with the broadest coverage of community 
affairs" ( 1993, p. 92). Here, I will present in detail only a short excerpt relating 
to the new tram. As to the overall picture, suffices to say that, throughout the 
whole period of the study, there were very few utterances in the press that did 
not contain metaphors, metonymies, puns, hyperbolas, and other tropes. The 
Bible, Tennessee Williams, TV, war, and sports were all sources of inspiration. 

This, in fact, is but an example of what Murray Edelman (1988) perceived as 
the main occupation of the media: a creation of a spectacle. Concrete news and 
pieces of information find their place but do not incite much enthusiasm. The 
most attractive are accidents, followed at a distance by celebrations and other 
positive events. The news undergoes a dramatization through metaphorization. 
As Edelman observed, "Dramatization, simplification, and personification 
(including the personification of historical trends and social institutions into 
leaders and enemies) are common means, especially in lead sentences and 
headlines" (1988, p.80)

The journalists do not produce the facts alone: there is an intense co-
production of facts between the journalists and the other collective actors; a co-
production of strongly agonist character, as there is a continuous battle over 

5 This study formed a part of a research program Managing the big city: A 21st century 
challenge to technology and administration reported in full in Czarniawska (2002).
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words and images. An enormous number of fact-candidates are produced daily 
(compared to the numbers produced e.g. in any kind of science) but also a great 
many facts are refuted daily as not corresponding to the norms of veracity. This 
eventful production of facts constitutes an important part of the action net called 
big city traffic.

I was unable to study the production of the facts from the raw material, that 
is, from direct observation of the events, but I could document the process in its 
early stages, beginning with the material arriving at ANSA, the main Italian 
news agency. ANSA makes the first selection among the faxes (now e-mails), 
telephones and official documents that arrive there. It is there where the 
journalists collect their raw material, to be expanded by interviews and 
additional readings, and to be elaborated in the form that will be published. Like 
researchers, the journalists are rarely "on the spot" when something is 
happening. Usually, they learn from ANSA what has happened and where, and 
eventually go there. 

In next section I am going to follow the chain of translations beginning with 
faxes sent to ANSA by various collective actors, and ending with selected final 
media products.

On the 7th of April 1998 at 06.06 a Peugeot collided slightly with tram no. 8
in Rome. No serious damages, but neither of the drivers wished to leave the 
place before the traffic police establish the responsibility for the accident. 

From here the stories begin to differ. According to ATAC/COTRAL6, the 
tram was put back into service at 06.15 (two runs lost, said A/C to underline 
that the tram runs every 3 minutes). The traffic police arrived at 06.40. Too late, 
said the A/C accusingly. "We heard about the accident at 06.30", said the traffic 
police defensively.

The media reported that the tram was blocked for:
- 9 minutes, 
- half an hour, 
- 40 minutes, 
- almost an hour, 
- an hour,
- more than an hour. 

All media reported "only what has actually happened" and all media quoted 
the same source – ANSA. In the meantime, the A/C sent another fax to ANSA 
accusing the traffic police of not policing. The next day the press took up the 

6 ATAC was the municipal transport agency responsible for buses and the trams; 
COTRAL was the agency responsible for county transportation on the rail and the 
metro, but during 1998 the same management ran them. 
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accident and the debate, adding much stronger colors. The escalation proceeded 
(my italics, boldface in the original):

April 7
A/C Press Office to ANSA:
A small accident in the morning...
The traffic police have come to aid the situation only at 06.40, probably 
because they had to call ANSA first. After which they practically 
vanished from the line. 
ANSA 08.28:
The first street accident...
Changing the adjective "small" into "first" announces that others are to 

arrive. In the meantime, the accusation launched by A/C has not been left 
without a response:

The commandant of traffic police to ANSA, 14.00:
"Not wishing to engage myself in a debate, I would like to point out that 
it would be good if everybody took care of their proper business and, 
experiencing problems, did as we do: resolved them without blaming the 
others. I would also like to remind the leadership of ATAC that we are all
a part of the same institution, the Municipality of Rome."
A response perhaps meant to have a calming effect, but was made in public 

and therefore interpreted as a counterattack:
ANSA 16.42:
The traffic police not only refuse to accept the critique from ATAC... but 
also counterattack pointing out that the information reached them with 
delay...
A serious quarrel was on:
A/C to ANSA 16.45:
SOME CLARIFICATIONS:
1 – At the moment of the accident the traffic police were not to be found 
either along the route of tram No. 8 or at [the place they were supposed to 
be]
2 – The traffic police did not admit (dis)informing ANSA when talking 
about a traffic jam for "more than an hour" ...
3 – The traffic police did not confirm their readiness to monitor the 
crossings, special traffic lanes, and the stops of modes of public 
transportation.
In the meantime the journalists (including the journalists working at ANSA) 

started doing interviews:
ANSA, 19.46:
"No. 8 must be stopped. It is a calamity produced by various 
incompetents calling themselves 'professors' who pretend to be experts in 
traffic at the peril of the citizens." This according to the prefect of the 
Roman police, representing Ospol, one of the trade unions of the city 
police...
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''The umpteenth accident at the line Casaletto-Argentina ... cannot 
possibly be explained by the non-intervention of the traffic police who, as 
is well known, have many other duties. The accidents happen daily, and 
in front of the public, and as such represent the failure of the traffic 
policy, which, in the course of few days, provoked rebellion of the 
citizens against the inefficiency of the services rendered by COTRAL." 
One, the first, or the umpteenth accident? "Incident", the word used in 

Italian, means both "accident" and "incident", and was clearly used in two 
different ways by different actors. At any rate, if what was meant was an 
"accident", a street collision, it was “the first”. If the term also covers various 
dysfunctions and technical troubles, it was “the umpteenth". Counting is never a 
problem, but establishing what is being counted usually is. Observe how the 
prefect of police created an actor and the act: the citizens of Rome who were 
rebelling. 

ANSA, 20.39:
"The citizens of Rome are not interested in useless quarrels, but in a 
common spirit of sincere collaboration aimed at a joint improvement of 
the services "...says the City Manager of Rome... "ATAC and the traffic 
police, says the Manager, are members of the same municipal family. 
These are two organizations of much value, of much complexity, rich in 
competence and in problems. We have to work together to solve those 
problems."
Two combatants, two mediators. Other voices joined:
ANSA, 20.50:
"Number 8 works very well, in spite of the defeatists and the drivers who 
sabotage its course. The real problem is that the tram suffers now from its 
exaggerated success. " This in a note from the Consumer Association...
ANSA, 20.56:
"Rome's public transport – concluded a councilor from NA7 – cannot be, 
a short time before the Jubilee – left in the hands of incompetent people. 
If the CEO of ATAC had a minimum of objectivity he would have left 
his post to somebody more competent than himself long ago."
I hope that at this point it is clear that I do not intend to blame the journalists. 

The actors did not need journalists to pick a fight; they were more than ready to 
do it themselves.

At the end of the day the problems were two: one was a supposed 
dysfunction of the new line, another a conflict between two city services. As far 
as the first is concerned, inauguration of new lines or new technologies is 
usually connected to so-called "infancy problems ". One possibility would be to 
sooth the public by feeding it with technical data, statistics etc. The press of the 
next day took a different approach:

April 8

7 National Alliance: the rightist party, then in opposition.
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Il Giornale:
According to the traffic policemen represented by Ospol "the iron 
monster that runs between Casaletto and Largo Argentina puts at a hard 
trial every living being that attempts to cross its path... "The tramway, 
according to the police, "strongly affects the area and the Theater 
Argentina, that vibrates as though during an earthquake each time the 
'monster' arrives at the end of its line. The shocking way of planning –
they add –transformed the whole area of the terminal into a bedlam..."
What a pity. Instead of asking the citizens' pardon and reciting mea culpa
for all these numbers worthy a fun-fair of which tram No. 8 is only one 
example, Atac-Cotral lost yesterday another opportunity to present a 
decent front (...) with a couple of vitriolic faxes sent to the newspapers 
(...) 
Early on there was the usual daily accident of the infamous number 8... 
the cursed 8.
La Repubblica:
The soap opera of the Supertram. SuperEight criticized, accused, 
unfortunate. The latest accident...
Il Messaggero:
The poisonous Eight (...) has provoked a declaration of war between 
ATAC and the traffic police. (...) What does it mean? "Each time that an 
incident happens – explains ATAC – the first thought of the traffic police 
is how to spread the news, not how to intervene. (...) We have had 
enough, this pigeon shooting must come to an end."
Corriere della Sera:
Arsenic and the old laces. If the Romans did not have enough of the 
chaos produced by a revolution in public transportation that penalizes 
thousands of commuters, now they have a fulfillment:...the umpteenth
accident at the line Casaletto-Largo Argentina, the tram of misfortune 
(the less understanding tend to call it "incompetence")...
L'Unità:
It is a war between ATAC and the traffic police. Heavy engagement 
with the use of faxes. Prosecution against Di Carlo. It is truly a via 
crucis for tram no.8.... As the writer Carlo Lucarelli would put it, when 
plotting the intrigue of a complicated detective story, "there must be 
something behind it". This "something" is the growing tension in the 
relations between ATAC and the traffic police...
The detective story was another genre that competed with the Bible, war, 

and the thriller in the metaphors and the hyperbolas used by the press. 
Il Tempo:
Cars against tram. ATAC against the traffic police. It never rains but 
it pours on the rapid tram Casaletto-Largo Argentina. (...) Crowded like 
sardines in the tin, sweaty, stressed and angry. The users of the cursed 
Eight curse themselves but nobody pays attention anymore. (...) On the 8
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nobody talks about politics, about Lazio that fails to win the last 
championship, or about the coming Easter holidays. There is only one 
topic of discussion; the enormous discomfort in using this public means 
of transportation that has shown all its cracks even before it started.
And so on, and so forth: 28 articles, long and short, in all the dailies. 

L'Espresso, which being a weekly could not comment on the events of the 7th of 
April, published an obituary:

L'Espresso
The first hindrance came to light on Monday the 23rd of March, an hour 
after the start. In the square Ippolito Nievo, all came to a halt with doors 
closed. The toy was broken. (...) Second day, 7.55 am. Too many people 
pushing at the doors: the Flying Eight gets blocked. (...) Third day. The 
Flying Eight runs for one hour when, at the Station of Trastevere, it 
brakes violently and the supporting bus hits it from behind. Fourth day. 
Two breakdowns in five minutes. First the power line goes down, and 
after that the motor ceases to function and the stop is definite. Fifth day. 
One car remains standing in front of the ruins of square Argentina 
because the power network has been in a bad mood again. Sixth day. (...) 
the capricious motor forced the driver to abandon the tram... Sunday the 
29th of March. No traffic as there is a marathon. (...) "Bravo Mayor", 
says some Roman [to Rutelli who is running], "you have reached the end 
line. The Eight, alas...", The Eight day, immediately after the start, the 
Flying Eight derails. Amen.
In spite of this obituary, the Eight was not dead. Already during 1999 it has 

become the next most appreciated and reliable means of public transportation, 
after the subway. Why, then, this media thriller? And, if one has to succumb to 
the Latin spirit, cui bono?

As I have said before, there were at least two issues to be tackled: the 
adventures of the Flying Eight and the quarrel between ATAC and the traffic 
police. This is how my interlocutors in the City explain the former:

There are works much more drastic conducted in Rome right now but, as 
they take place in the suburbs, not in front of everybody's eyes, nobody 
pays attention … The mistake that has been made was to withdraw, too 
hastily, all the buses that partly paralleled the tram's course. In fact, they 
were put back one by one, because otherwise it couldn't function. If the 
tram had originally been used as a support for the buses, everything 
would have gone much smoother. This was a mistake, because the tram 
does have problems. First there were the problems with the power net, the 
switches that did not function. One could have waited just a little while... 
(34:3-4) 
There were always accidents in connection to trams. A tram that has to 
pass 10 crossings has one possibility in 100 to hit a car at one of those … 
and this is how it always was. But this line suffered from an exaggerated 
publicity. Whatever happened, even a person who put his or her foot 
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wrongly and twisted an ankle, was immediately reported. All the dailies, 
but especially those of the opposition, would dedicate a whole page to the 
supposed disaster. If you look at this line [he shows me a map of the 
traffic] you will see that there happen on average 4-5 accidents every 
month, often fatal accidents, but this is the characteristic of that line, apart 
from the spectacular lack of discipline of the Roman drivers who do not 
stop at lights, the pedestrians who cross the streets at any point, not 
paying any attention to the zebra crossings…
– Aren't they afraid?
– They are used to it. I have once seen a man jogging along the rails and 
asked him why did he have to jog precisely there. He told me that it was 
much safer than to run on the asphalt because he would be certainly hit 
by a car, whereas the tram passed only every quarter of an hour. (34:8-10)
Even the press admitted that there is something to this exaggerated publicity. 

As the daily Italia Oggi put it: "At the origins of all that was a silly little 
accident that happened at dawn yesterday, and which surely would have passed 
unobserved if it had not happened to the ill-famed Eight, which, by the way, it is 
now considered to be cursed ". The daily continued, quoting the Consumer 
Association: "many commuters who before used other means of transportation 
changed to line No. 8, overloading and overcrowding it." (April 8).

Thus the citizens of Rime obtained a new traffic line, open prematurely, 
overcrowded and exposed to the savage manners of drivers and pedestrians 
alike, and additionally launched in a dramatic atmosphere created by the media. 
L'Unità has interviewed the CEO of ATAC, Mario Di Carlo:

- I am pretty tired of all those threats thrown at the tram Casaletto-
Argentina. ATAC is an open company and informs in real time about the 
difficulties for which it is responsible. Thus I am not amused by this 
witch-hunt.
– You suggest that he who fights with the press from the press will 
perish...
– No, I am not saying even that. Our conduct does not originate from ill 
will, from the will to retaliate. We simply wish to safeguard ourselves. 
As for tram No.8, everybody now had the chance to express his or her 
opinion on the matter. And everybody took care to explain to us how to 
run the traffic and how to take care of the passengers. At this point even 
ATAC can lose its patience. (April 8) 
The daily Il Giornale interviewed the commandant of the traffic police 
instead:
–You are saying that one should wash dirty linen at home?
– More or less...
–Enough diplomacy, be frank.  Why has Atac-Cotral mounted such 
an attack?
– Good question. The motives could be varied...
– To turn the attention away from the storm of criticisms against the 
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tram that got started too early?
– Can we leave that alone?...
– Tell me then.
– It is only a hypothesis: they are probably reacting to the writings that 
came from our unions, especially Ospol that is very critical of ATAC. 
They took the critique badly, very badly. Responsible people do not react 
with releases of that kind. Some persons would do better with a more 
constructive attitude. If we responded to the criticisms from the citizens 
in kind, we would have a civil war in no time.
There exist two standard questions that are often asked but that obviously do 

not make much sense. One is "Who's to blame?", and the other is "Who started 
it?". The answer to the first is, obviously, everybody: the ruling majority 
because they did not listen to the technicians, the technicians because they did 
not do their jobs, the opposition because it antagonized the atmosphere, the 
ATAC because it provoked the traffic police, the traffic police because they 
used the street incident to fight their union issues, the drivers and the 
pedestrians because they are undisciplined, the press because it pours oil onto 
the flames and so on and so forth. As to who started it, it all depends on how far 
into the past one is prepared to go: that of the Roman emperors, perhaps? A 
more promising question is, could it be otherwise?

The Roman battle of metaphors can be contrasted with the opposite attitude 
of Stockholm media and city authorities, which present even truly dramatic 
events in pacifying, calm, understated tones, carefully avoiding extravagant 
tropes. Also in Stockholm a new line of a rapid tram was to be opened, and it 
had to be delayed because the traffic light system did not work properly. As a 
recompense, the citizens were offered a ride on the tram on the 17th of October 
1999. But on the same Sunday a fire erupted on the green line of the subway, 
the most popular commuter line in Stockholm. I have followed the coverage of 
the Stockholm edition of two main dailies between the 7th and the 27th of 
October 1999. This longish period (considering that one-day events were in 
actual focus) was necessary as very few articles on the matter appeared.

Svenska Dagbladet, October 7th

The rapid tram starts from Gullmar Square
The doors to the entrance to the rapid tram nearby the subway at Gullmar 
Square remain closed and the elevator is immobile. The passengers may 
not go in even if the new trams depart every 15 minutes from and to 
Liljeholm. The line should have been in traffic already a month ago, but 
the sophisticated light system does not work and we will have to wait 
until March-April for the suppliers to convince their computers to behave. 
– In the meantime we run the tram according to the actual timetable, 
explains the project manager at SL [the regional transport company], Kurt 
Seliberg.
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The inhabitants of the Arsta district can try out their tram already now. 
Sunday the 17th and the two Sundays after that SL invites everybody to a 
free ride, as a balm on the wounds caused by all the discomforts resulting 
both from the construction works and the lack of transportation means on the 
South Ring. 

One can always say, truthfully, that the Gullmar-Liljeholm line is peripheral 
for Stockholm and that even a month’s delay could hardly fire anybody's 
passions. The fire in the subway, though, should qualify as dramatic according 
to any kind of criteria.

Dagens Nyheter, October 18th

A stop at the green line is to be expected. The green line remained 
closed until Sunday evening as the result of the morning fire. (...) The 
burnt cables nearby Central Station produced a lot of smoke, and because 
of that the police and the fire brigade evacuated the station on Sunday 
morning. Two guards and an employee of SL were taken to the hospital 
due to superficial injuries caused by the fire. Four people needed oxygen. 
The fire brigade received the alarm at 09.42 and at 10.31 the fire was 
already extinguished. The fire started close to the edge of the platform of 
the green line going in the northern direction, but the smoke did not enter 
the tunnels. The "smoke divers" checked out the tunnels a hundred meters 
ahead. The fire was however so fierce that many cables were burnt. This 
has stopped all the metro trains. (...) Emergency buses had to be put into 
service. SL had a lots of problems finding enough buses and drivers. At 
11.15 the blue and red lines were back in service.
The fares will be raised. The regional traffic councilor, Elwe Nilsson
(Moderate) does not change his opinion because of the fire. – An accident 
like that is always inopportune. We do not know the reason yet. But we 
cannot permit an isolated incident to influence our decision.
No dramatization, no metaphors. "An accident is always inopportune" – talk 

about understatement.8 The report of the Svenska Dagbladet from the same day 
was almost identical, but it pointed out that the two guards drove to the hospital 
in their own car. Next day, the cause of the fire has been established.

Dagens Nyheter, October 19th

An umbrella caused the fire in the subway. An umbrella that fell on the 
rails most likely caused the fire that consumed the cables at Central 
Station and stopped traffic on the green line for 24 hours. The umbrella 
caused a short circuit that ignited a pile of garbage nearby the cable. (...) 
– We are checking the cleaning timetable used in the subway this year 
and we will intensify the cleaning wherever necessary, says the head of 

8 The Swedes are as fond of meiosis as the British are. The current slangish expression, 
equivalent to the US "I adore jazz" is "I am somewhat enchanted with jazz" (Jag är lite 
förtjust i jazz).
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security Johan Hedenfalk. In the fall and during the winter we will also 
have containers to collect used newspapers at the station. Already during 
the summer the work of exchanging the old cables will start in the 
subway.
Nothing more on this topic appeared until the 25th of October:
Dagens Nyheter, October 25th

Subway problems already in 1933. The fire at Central Station last 
Sunday caused a total chaos. But already in 1933 the metro could be 
dangerous [followed by a story told by a reader whose father worked on 
the tram in 1933].
One could perhaps ask what the trams have to do with the subway apart from 

running on rails, but this is not my point – which is that all that is published 
serves to dampen the tension, to avoid the escalation of negative events. 9

The Dagens Nyheter from the 26th of October contained a whole page 
advertisement from Connex, the company that makes part of the corporation 
Compagne Générale d'Enterprises Automobiles: The best subway in Europe 
in five years. The day after, the Svenska Dagbladet interviewed a professor:

Svenska Dagbladet, October 27th

Competition is the villain behind the errors of the signaling system
The ferocious competition between the producers is to be blamed for the 
problems with the signaling systems in the transport on rails, says Bo 
Peterson, a professor at Lund University. The green line, the rapid tram, 
the airport train. (...) Putting in new rails has become a nightmare for 
transportation companies. The technology becomes more and more 
complex and the trial periods longer and longer. The companies do not 
dare to put the cars into service before they are sure that everything works 
[the mistake at the green line taught everybody to be cautious]. Both the 
rapid tram and the airport train were delayed for just that reason. Time 
after time one discovers that the technology is much more complex than 
expected. (...) It does not help that the best companies in the world, such 
as Siemens, Ansaldo, or Adtranz produce it. Siemens has tried the same 
system that was to be used on the green line first in Germany, and it had 
worked there, but not here. (...) Why is this so? Is it not possible to avoid 
all this? Bo Peterson (...) believes that the competition between the 
system producers is the villain of the piece. Everybody promises very 
short delivery periods; otherwise they don't get the contract. The 
promises are untenable. The producers are willing to pay the fines in 
order not to lose the contract. – Stockholm is not alone in this. 
Copenhagen's subway has the same problems, and so have the rapid 

9 Not that the Swedish press does not dramatize, but it dramatizes different events. The 
story of Mona Sahlin, a Social Democrat candidate for the post of Prime Minister who 
used her business credit card to pay for chocolate and diapers for her child has become a 
tragedy of proportions unthinkable in Italy. At the time of the fire in the subway, the 
press dramatized the neonazism and the lack of racial integration in Sweden. 
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trams in Oslo and in Zurich. (...) I was on the automatic subway train in 
Docklands in London to celebrate their 10-year jubilee. The train stopped 
twice.
A scientist sounds more dramatic than the journalists, but at least it is clear 

that it is not the technical problems that differentiate Stockholm from Rome. 
The habits of the users are different, and so is the tone of the public debate, 
including the press. Some claim that European politics and public 
administration reveal the signs of convergence. For example, Putnam (1993) 
claimed that Italian politics approached closer and closer the European "norm", 
that is, became more consensual10, and the Stockholm councilors claimed that 
Swedish politics approached closer and closer the European "norm", that is, 
became more confrontational (Czarniawska, 2002). Still, I would claim that the 
differences remain.

What I wanted to emphasize is that the Roman traffic is not only a 
transportation system, but also a magnificent public drama, among other public 
dramas, just like those on the TV-screen. And just like on the TV-screen, the 
most popular dramas are series, which are long, survive its main actors and 
produce as many problems as they resolve. 

I have borrowed the metaphor of "soap opera" from the media, but I have 
used it before, pointing out the similarity between the TV-series and the 
developments in public administration (Czarniawska, 1997). One could say that 
art imitates life, but also that collective life imitates the forms learned via 
popular art (Czarniawska and Rhodes, 2006). While private companies model 
their conduct on action series, soap operas are the genre of the public sector. 
Each installment solves some problems and creates many other, and series 
survive their actors. But what impact does it have on organizing?

The purpose of my analysis was not to criticize the media, but revealing the 
role that the press actually performed in the organizing of the traffic in Rome. 
The researchers, like journalists, use tropes and simplify. But the ends are 
different, and therefore also the means. Research on organizing ought to 
concentrate not on actors but on collective actions (Czarniawska, 2008). It is not 
that people are not important, or that there are no heroes and villains in 
organizing; it is just that in order to understand organizing it is not enough to 
understand the actors. Neither Sir John Gielgud nor Sir Laurence Olivier hold 
the key to understanding Shakespeare; nor is this key to be found in 
Shakespeare's biography. The CEO of ATAC, for example, changed four times 
in recent years, but the traffic in Rome continued to (mal)function. The actions 
of the media make part of the complex action net that constitutes the traffic in 
Rome, and as such deserve our attention.

10 It needs to be added that Putnam wrote his text before Berlusconi and Bossi came to 
power.
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The story of tram No. 8 is but one example of a battle that takes place in all 
contemporary big cities, a battle not yet studied enough: the battle between 
various parties, including the city authorities and the media, for the right to 
represent the city11. Whose representation has the right of way in this traffic of 
images? Which is "true"? Which is legitimate? Which wins and for how long?

For any audience (...) an account is an interpretation of an interpretation. 
An adequate analysis would see it as a moment in a complex chain of 
interpretations, each phase of the process anticipating later interpretations 
and helping to shape them. Ambiguity and subjectivity are neither 
deviations nor pathologies in news dissemination; they constitute the 
political world. (Edelman, 1988, p.95)
A representation of the events taking place in a city may be expressed in 

many media: photographs, pictures, films, novels, but most obviously through 
official documents, scientific reports, and the mass media. While the first type 
of representations has the license to recur to imagination, the second should be 
based on facts. But what counts as facts? There are at least two answers to that 
question. One is based in the correspondence theory of truth, where facts are 
utterances that correspond (preferably in 1:1 relation) to the reality (knowable, 
presumably, beyond the utterances). The other is based in the pragmatist theory 
of truth, where facts are utterances expressing collective experience in a 
manner that does not produce too many protestations (Rorty, 1991). In any 
case, as the etymology of the word indicates, the facts must be produced (Knorr 
Cetina, 1994), and the mode of their production is the key to their credibility. 
The sociologists of science showed us in detail how scientific facts are produced 
(Knorr Cetina, 1981, Latour and Woolgar, 1986). The production of the facts, 
according to the forensic model of science (Douglas, 1986), depends on 
producing witnesses and proofs, checked by the procedures of validation, 
mostly that of repetition. The journalists produce facts through a procedure that 
is weak version of the one used in history: the sources are the witnesses and the 
documents, which are validated through confrontations with the opposing 
version of the events. The social sciences live in the world in between, mixing 
ad hoc the methods of validation from natural sciences and from history. 

City managers in all big cities I studied: Warsaw, Stockholm and Rome had 
the same wish: to be correctly represented in the media, with both successes and 
failures, and with a strong presence. But only the managers in Warsaw, wiser by 
their peculiar experience, knew under what circumstances such dream can come 
true. One of the top managers of the metro construction company in Warsaw 
told me, with a strong dose of irony (Czarniawska, 2002):

We used to have a press representative in old time when the contacts with 
the press were different, when the TV made everybody watch the 
beautiful crops collected in the camps golden with the sun that never set

11 I am using the term "representation" in its political sense, which to me is central (see 
Latour, 1999, on different way of understanding representation).
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down, the tons of concrete flowing from concrete plants and the rivers of 
steel from the steel plants. This was the propaganda of success: so many 
houses built, so many tons of concrete poured in. But now nobody is 
interested in this type of news. Just watch the US TV: the catastrophes, 
the floods, people saved from the fire, that's what you see everyday. The 
successes are discussed in another context, in educational or technical 
programs. 
The media in the democracies dramatize, metaphorize, exaggerate, and 

create a spectacle. It is in this context that the full meaning of the Aristotelian 
notion of "catastrophe" comes to light – not necessarily a disaster, but 
whichever resolution of the narrative tension, without which no story is 
interesting. Therefore the dream of "reforming" the media is not realistic, at 
least not when one is otherwise occupied, for example with a project of such 
imperial proportions like the restructuring of the traffic in Rome. The Roman 
city authorities could wish, and try for, a situation like the one in Stockholm 
instead – less presence in the media, at least until the most urgent difficulties are 
resolved. 

But the opposite tendency is very clear, the irresistible temptation to use the 
traffic as a stage for the grand dramas. Indeed, traffic is utilizable for this 
purpose better than any other area because of the attention paid to it by 
everybody in the city. The battles fought inside the walls of Campidoglio where 
the City Council of Rome resides are not equally attractive, but this attraction, 
profitable in political terms, is very costly when a technical innovation is to be 
introduced. To whoever falls the victory, it is the victory of Pyrrhus, but this 
time the Romans are in the place of Epirusians.
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Chapter 5

Marja Flory and Rita Durant 

Thank you. Thank you very much. Welcome. Welcome to Whose Line is it 
Anyway—the show where everything's made up and the points don't matter.
That's right, the points are like the word “rapid" in Rapid Transit. It's all a big 
lie. (http://www.whoseline.net/show/epguide/13intro.html, accessed 7/7/2008)

Rita’ story: My sister’s melanoma didn’t go into lymphoma. Hooray! My 17
year old son and I are going to visit her and her family at their summer cabin at 
a church camp on Lake Erie in Ohio, USA. We just made reservations this 
morning for the airline. I decided to go ahead and book the flight for us because 
the fare had gone up since I last looked and I wanted to lock in the price before 
it went up any more. I calculated that if we didn’t reserve seats (an extra 13$US 
per person per flight) we could save $52 and Will is old enough that I don’t 
need to sit with him. And if we only take carry on bags we’ll save another $30-
50. And I won’t bother with Trip Insure that for $15 prevents our possible $50
rebooking charge.

Anyway, I was going over all this with my sister, trying to figure out how to 
DESELECT the cost-adding options. She took a minute to look at what 
entertainment was playing at the camp when we were there. She told me that a 
show either with the characters of and based on the format of the 
improvisational comedy show, ‘Whose line is it anyway?’ would be on that 
Friday that we are there. Fast forward to a few minutes ago as I am reviewing 
the notes and quotes about Bakhtin and Heteroglossia and polyphony and 
research representation, and the title popped into my head. As Wikepedia 
explains, the show consists of a panel of four performers who create characters, 
scenes and songs on the spot, based on either audience suggestions or prompts 
from the host. Both the British and the American shows ostensibly take the form 
of a game show with the host arbitrarily assigning points and likewise choosing 
a winner at the end of each episode. I was particularly interested in the part 
about how the scoring amounts to arbitrary point values after the game because 
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it reminded me of what I imagine to be vigorous and sometimes heated debates 
about what is going to ‘count’ in tenure and promotion decisions.

With using the term “dialogized heteroglossia we wish to not only 
emphasize the unfinalizability, the relational and dialogical aspects of language, 
but also show the inner dialogue of the researchers and the dialogue between the 
researchers. We do this by using the theories of Bakhtin, Shotter, and others 
who wrote intensively about dialogism and heteroglossia. Therefore Rita’s story
is written in a dialogue format to give the reader a glimpse of the inner dialogue 
that has taken place. Writing is not a neutral search for meaning, but rather it 
constructs a new meaning through the interaction of the researcher, the 
researched, and the reader. We speak, listen, write, read, or think by using 
utterances to engage in dialogue. An utterance therefore always includes the 
speaker (voice) interacting with the audience (addressee). And so even though 
the voices are separate, they are not isolated, because they cannot be 
pronounced without each other. It is thus not about the voices, but about what 
happens between the voices. The inner dialogue and outer dialogue cannot be 
separated from each other. Given this way of thinking, it is not only about 
letting all voices be heard, but also about the understanding that voices cannot 
be heard without each other. So how can we let our voice be heard and at the 
same time hear the voice of the listener?

As Bakhtin (1981) put it, ‘All words have the “taste” of a profession, a 
genre, a tendency, a party, a particular work, a particular person, a generation, 
an age group, the day and hours. Each word tastes of the context and contexts in 
which it has lived its socially charged life; all words and forms are populated by 
intentions’ (293). Further, the intention of our words, or utterances, is to address 
a listener or reader (Shotter, 2008). In a sense, heteroglossia refers to the 
communal negotiation (Gergen and Thatchenkery, 2004) of shared contexts in 
which and by which utterances get their meanings. Therefore, the opening 
words are meant to invite (Foss and Griffin, 1995) shared contexts of cancer, 
melanoma, illness in a family member, parenting teenagers, waiting for 
pathology results, air travel, changing fare schedules, increasing fuel costs,
popular television culture, and more. They are meant to place this and these 
authors in time and space in order to critically refute the expectations of 
anonymity about who and where we are (Nespor, 2000).

Similarly, Rhodes and Brown (2005), reflecting on the uses of fiction, noted 
‘the arbitrary, artificial, and changeable rules that are used to define and 
evaluate methods for the production of “knowledge”’ (p. 474). The phrase 
‘Whose line is it anyway?’ reflects the dilemma of representation amidst 
polyphony and heteroglossia, where words are overpopulated with the
intentions and histories of one another. It also reflects the related challenge of 
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co-authoring scholarly work based on others’ publications and expecting mono-
logical contribution to our shared body of work in order to jointly produce a 
manuscript that depicts our challenge as contemporary researchers to honestly 
represent our findings.

So, even though Barthes (1977) said there is no way we can accurately cite 
original sources, because ‘the citations which go to make up a text are 
anonymous, untraceable, and yet already read; they are quotations without 
inverted commas’ (p. 160), we are constrained by the language(s) of our 
scholarly/literary community, arbitrary though it/they may be. ‘The unity of a
literary language is not a unity of a single, closed language system, but is rather 
a highly specific unity of several “languages” that have established contact and 
mutual recognition with each other’ (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 295). In our temporal 
geography of post-linguistic turn, we don’t have the comfort of imagining that 
we are using language to express our theory and our findings.

Instead, we both can only speak ‘as it were, through language’ (Bakhtin, p. 
299); that is, we have to choose ‘to actively orient oneself amidst heteroglossia’ 
(Bakhtin, p. 299). To put it in terms of the Principles of Management course 
that Rita is teaching online so she can balance her work-family tensions, we as 
post-structuralist authors lack authority as we are assigned full responsibility for 
our choices.

We are torn between our hope to progress in our careers as scholars and 
writers in the business field whose mainstream is still primarily monologic, and 
our own emotional and cognitive resonance with post-modern ideas. More to 
the point, we think that an ethical point of view respects the difference of others 
from our own perspectives, and we aren’t sure that positivist methodology 
assures us access to it, but we aren’t entirely certain that post-modernism offers
concrete ways to fairly represent others. We are not quite in a double bind, 
because we can express our doubts in some critical outlets, but we do seem to 
face a Scylla and Charybdis choice between blind trust in empirical 
methodologies and the object-ive facts it can produce, and the numerous object-
ions and doubts voiced by ‘hermeneuticians, critical theorists, poststructuralists, 
linguistics philosophers, discourse analysists, feminists, constructivists, 
relativists, and other trouble makers who make life difficult for the supporters of 
either quantitative or mainstream qualitative researchers’ (Alvesson and 
Skoldberg, 2000, p. 3).

As we write, we imagine you, a reader, and frame our utterances 
accordingly. In order to do that, we engage in communal negotiation in our own 
heads (Hermans, 1999): 

Without doubt, much of our thinking is dialogical. When someone is 
involved in a thought process, there is not only a passing thought but also a 
thinker who observes the thought, evaluates it, corrects it, and responds to 
it. Moreover, other people are involved. When thinking about an event in 
my past or anticipating a problem in my future, I have imaginal 
conversations with other people (p. 67)… As different voices, these 
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characters exchange information about their respective Me’s, resulting in a 
complex, narratively structured self. (p. 72)

Everything in a text, therefore, is intertextual, a heteroglossia of 
communities of discourse intersecting in the lived experience and communal 
negotiation of the researcher in inner and outer polyphonic dialogues. ‘The I 
which writes the text is never more than a paper-I’ (Barthes, 1977, p. 61).

Recent interest in the theories of Michael Bakhtin (Belova, King and Sliwa, 
2008) considers how his insights might apply to organizational research 
methodology (Shotter, 2008) in general and narrative (Boje, Gardner, Rosile 
and Tyler, 2008; Rhodes, 2001) in particular. However, there are some 
difficulties in using this theory. In this article we explore the paradoxes a 
researcher confronts when applying the concepts of Bakhtin.

According to Bakhtin (1984), each character in Dostoevsky's work 
represents a voice, an individual self, distinct from others. Polyphony 
differently sounds “through many and varied voices” (Bakhtin, 1984, p. 278), in 
whose interlocution ‘there is no ‘”right” answer… but only different and 
responsive points of view or personal “truths”’ (Sullivan and McCarthy, 2008, 
p. 529). Each of the independent voices is an equally valid constituent of a 
‘plurality of consciousness, with equal rights’ (Bakhtin, 1984, p. 7) among 
unique worlds. With the term heteroglossia, Bakhtin refers to the complex 
stratification of language, with its different dialects, sociolects, and registers 
that interact with each other.

According to Boje (2007), Bakhtin’s dialogism is different than dialogue in 
that dialogism is when words, styles, languages, genres become relativized in 
the heteroglossia. Instead of two or more opposed points of view (thesis and 
antithesis), in dialogism there is dialogue between various authors and
addressees, including the superaddressee (Bakhtin dictionary 2007 webpage 
David Boje.)

Characteristic of Bakhtin is his thinking that language should not be studied 
as a social activity rather than an abstract system. A world of heteroglossia 
presents a diversity of languages or discourses from which the speaking subject 
must choose. There is a constant interaction between definitions that influence 
each other; therefore, monologue is not possible. Because Bakhtin assumed that 
there is an irreducible view on the world behind each voice, this reasoning even 
applies in the case when different people have the same opinion. In short,
dialogue is for Bakhtin an interaction between voice-ideas, with which he 
indicates a unity of idea and personality. This voice-idea cannot be reduced to a 
monologue either, because it contains ‘the shadow of encounters past and the 
foreshadow of encounters yet to come… a mélange of different identity 
projects’ (Beech, 2008, p. 52). Shotter (2008) explains that the listener, or 
reader, interprets the utterance by considering the speaker and the context of 
action.
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All real and integral understanding is actively responsive. … [The 
speaker/author] does not expect passive understanding that, so to speak, only 
duplicates his [or her] own idea in someone else’s mind. Rather, [s]he 
expects response, agreement, sympathy, objection, execution, and so forth. 
Moreover, any speaker is himself a respondent to a greater or lesser degree… 
Any utterance is a link in a very complexly organized chain of other 
utterances (Bakhtin, 1986, 69).
And when we write, we make arbitrary choices about recording, notation and 

depiction, choices that cancel out our ability to claim representation. Instead, we 
enunciate performatives, those speech acts that bring something into being by 
simply declaring or pronouncing it (Barthes, 1977) and so bringing it from the 
past through the present and into the future (Keenoy and Oswick). What is it 
that we perform and bring into being? Maybe there is some undiscovered way 
to midwife objectivity; more likely what we bring in is relationship, relatedness 
and identity—inner and outer. As we get to know the Other in our research, we 
come into touch with the stranger who is us and we build higher order 
relationships out of the polyphony that is us, inner and outer (De Cock and 
Jeanes, 2006; Jeffcutt, 1994; Loyttniemi, 2005; Louis, 1991; Bradbury and 
Bergmann Lichtenstein, 2000). That is, it is the interaction itself that creates the
language system; language cannot exist apart from politics. Power and 
relationships are central to language.

Hazen (1993) and Boje, Oswick and Ford (2004) use the concepts of 
polyphony and heteroglossia to listen to the different voices in, rather than 
merely the grand narratives of, organizations. Organizational research into 
polyphony can potentially reveal different voices and perspectives, sites of 
resistance to bureaucracy (Humphreys and Brown, 2002), potential for
liberation (Durant and Cashman, 2003) and underlying order amidst chaos 
(Hazen, 1993). While every person has his or her own voice in organizations, 
cultural conventions of status result in some voices being louder and more 
powerful than others (Hazen, 1993). Similarly, Boje et al. ‘view discourse as the 
intermingled play of differences in meanings mediated through socially
constructed language practices—some of which are hegemonic’ (p. 572). Some 
narratives privilege some and exclude others (Cunliffe, Luhman and Boje, 
2004). Research narratives have traditionally privileged the views of the social 
scientific author over those he sought to represent (Humphreys and Brown, 
2002 Jeffcutt, 1994; Louis, 1991; Nespor, 2000). To understand an
organization, complete with its grand narratives and the resistances to those 
(Mumby, 2005), it is important to not only listen to the large story of an 
organization, but also to listen to the other stories (Boje et al., 2008).

For Bakhtin, the speaker orients himself towards the other when he speaks; 
the speaker and listener imagine what the other might mean and so adapt their 
utterances and interpretations throughout the dialogue. As Bakhtin (1986) said, 
it is important to realize we can not analyze isolated utterances as such; 
utterances are always influenced by other utterances and they will influence 
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utterances which will be made in the future. Utterances, and the organizations 
they perform, are a multiplicity of stories. Rhodes (2002) concludes that if we 
see organizations as multiplicity of stories then it is important to realize that 
there are also multiple ways of writing about these stories and multiple effects 
that these ways of writing can have. To show this heteroglossia, Rhodes (2002) 
put two completely different writings side by side on one paper: one an 
academic text and the other a reflexive text on his thinking and writing. What 
resulted seemed to portray  his inner dialogue.

Language reflects this as every communicative act responds to a multiplicity 
of other communicative acts and as a result all language is dialogic. This 
dialogized or dialogical language is not only a multiplicity and diversity of 
voices, a heteroglossia, but an act of (and an active) listening to each voice from 
the perspective of the others, a dialogized heteroglossia (Zappen, 2000). Its 
purpose is to test our own and others’ ideas and ourselves and thus to determine 
together what we should think and how we should live. 

This invokes questions about the nature of organizational science. Often the 
researcher is viewed as an objective outsider (Jeffcutt, 1994; Louis, 1991; 
Hoskins and Stoltz, 2005), or at least expected to write as if we are, though 
many of us find that what results from our investigations is an ‘interrelationship 
between the author’s and the other’s truth’ (Sullivan and McCarthy, 2008, p. 
539). Researchers who are interested in reconstructing the world of daily 
experiences of the employees in real life should listen to and share the plurality 
of stories. While this aim is noble, the problem is that the researcher can only 
then deliver an interpretation of any story. Attempting representation, the
researcher tells a new story, one’s own story.

The researcher’s story is no more than one of the stories next to the other 
stories. Could it be possible to make several voices visible—to show how the 
stories have evolved in the course of interactions with individuals and their 
micro stories? It may be that, as Yanow observes, our shift to looking at 
academic writing as texts allows us to acknowledge the impossibility of laying
claim to one “right” theory of organizations and culture; instead, Bakhtin’s 
insights make us responsible for our choices (Rhodes and Brown, 2008) as we 
balance the paradox pointed out by Czarniawska—‘To maintain plurivocality of 
the field and to develop a clear voice to speak for our theory’ (p. 16).

As we try to represent polyphony in our quest to ethically give voice to 
others’ stories, we have to take some things into consideration. Stories are not 
real life. They are reconstructed representations of experiences, and it is 
impossible to tell a story without putting our own interpretations into it. Stories 
are always subject to further interpretations either by the storyteller or the 
reader. Reporting our own stories of doubts and realizations as we conduct our 
work (Cunliffe, Luhman and Boje, 2004) is one way we can move toward our 
desire to be ethical.

Experimenting with alternative forms of aesthetic representation and 
metaphors thereof may be another. As we write about organizations, we can 
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realize that in a sense we are creating them (Rhodes and Brown, 2008) and take 
responsibility for our choices with that possible outcome in mind—‘an ethics of 
choice rather than an ethics of rules’ (p. 479). As we use narrative
methodologies to let the people of the organization speak, we must not forget 
we are the ones who are telling the stories, we are the ones who are choosing 
what to tell and what leave out. We not only represent meaning, but we also 
construct meaning according to our own and others’ intentions. And our 
intention for such writing includes career choices, in a career whose mainstream 
prefers the monological approach.

What we are arguing here is that research is like producing a text in which 
and different and polyphonic voices come into play, but which is often 
organized by and expressed by a single author in a monologic way. There are a 
number of authors who have provided polyphonic texts but always from one 
unifying perspective. We would like to emphasize the unfinalizability, the 
relational and dialogical aspects but also show how this becomes a paradox for 
researchers, because of the difficulties of representing this in academic texts 
(Flory, 2008). In order to hear multiple voices, we considered how stories are
reconstructed representations of experiences. It is impossible to tell a story 
without putting our own interpretations into it. As we have used the method of 
storytelling to let the people of the organization speak, we needed to remember 
that we were the ones telling the stories, choosing what to tell and what to 
exclude from the telling. When writing the stories down, we not only
represented but also selected, changed in other words constructed meaning.

This, therefore, is a paradox for researchers, the tension between the 
traditional academic structuralist privileging of a monologic ‘objective’ 
viewpoint in a text and the researcher’s own challenge to represent unfinalizable 
polyphony and dialogic aspects of lived experiences. We find ourselves in the 
midst of this paradox of how to represent multiplicity with our voice and in our 
constructed text(s). Is it enough just to write down that we are aware of the 
paradox, or is there another way to show it in the text more clearly?

Bakhtin argues that the listener is always assumed to be present and so in a 
sense co-constructs any utterance. The utterance for Bakhtin is lively, is active 
and, more than merely reflecting a situation, is a situation that influences other 
situations and other utterances. Therefore, claiming exclusive ownership over 
our text would be in a sense dishonest. The sentences we make in the text are 
interwoven with utterances by others. Our text is a quilt of quotes, references, 
citations, etc., to include others’ voices in the text (Salzer-Mörling, 1998), a 
product of “living stories” (Boje, 2005), which have to do with life in different 
way and at different levels. They are alive, in movement; they follow 
trajectories that are not linear. Living stories connect to life in the sense that 
they are living performances, not only when they are orally recounted but in all 
modes of expression, for instance when they are transformed in the course of 
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recording. One is almost tempted to exclaim: I acknowledge you, my ideal 
listener, and hope to share myself with you in the text you are reading at this 
moment. 

Our question of the form in which to write down the research is a choice of 
which system and tradition of signs to use to try to signify a particular meaning. 
And our challenge is compounded as we try to insert a new and polyphonic 
perspective. The search for a polyphonic text is the search for new forms of 
representation (Salzer-Mörling, 1998). To us, research requires finding and 
stitching together the pieces that in combination depict an interesting and 
aesthetically valuable pattern, as with a quilt.
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6

Olga Belova 

Putting pen to paper and ‘writing up’ research demands mastery of a craft, 
the skill of collating different arguments, voices and accounts that each follow 
their own course. What is created is the relation between the researcher and the 
researched, which raises a number questions that have long been discussed in 
the fields of ethnography, anthropology and cultural studies (Clifford and 
Marcus, 1986; Denzin and Lincoln, 1998; van Maanen, 1988) and have 
increasingly moved to the centre of organisational scholarship (Boje et al., 
1999; Golden-Biddle and Locke, 2007; Rhodes, 2001). Recent developments 
have seriously contested the traditional mode of engagement with the object of 
research as ‘interrogating the other’, spurring debates about reflexivity, power 
and representation in the making of the texts (Johnson and Duberley, 2003; 
Linstead, 2003). The researched could no longer be unproblematically 
represented by the author; in other words, the traditional relation between the 
researcher, the researched and the story, the story and its readers, the event and 
its accounts, was being subverted.

One way to address these ongoing concerns about the researcher-researched 
relation is to construe it as a self-other relation. This paper does so by using 
drawing on the philosophy of otherness derived from the writings of Maurice 
Blanchot (1993, 1997), a French philosopher and literary critic who was central 
to post-structuralist thought but remained largely unknown to the wider 
organization studies audience. His concept of entretien (French for 
conversation) suggests a promising view on the self-other relations that are at 
the heart of qualitative inquiry. It problematises writing, relation and production 
of knowledge through the breaks and interruptions in the space between the self 
and other. In this paper, I will draw out implications of this argument through a 
detailed discussion of two pieces of organizational research which can be 
regarded as exemplifying relations suggested by entretien.
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Management research has long been dominated by traditional approaches to 
the researcher-researched relation, which followed the natural science model of 
engaging with the object of study. The subject and object of research were seen 
as autonomous entities that did not ‘contaminate’ each other’s existence, and it 
was the role of the active inquisitive self (the researcher) to make sense of the 
passive other (the researched) (Easterby-Smith et al., 2002: 35-37; Glaser and 
Strauss, 1967). This approach can be described as ‘interrogation of the other’ in 
that it was scientists’ prerogative to reveal and explain the true essence of those 
they studied. This helped strengthen the claim that legitimate and true 
knowledge was being produced, while research accounts, as narratives, took on 
a ‘monological’ character (Bakhtin, 1984) in that their ‘plots’, ‘characters’, and 
realities of the researched phenomenon were presented from the author’s 
privileged point of view. 

This model of research relation was challenged by developments in social 
constructionist theory and associated ‘linguistic’ and ‘narrative’ turns in 
organization studies. Language was no longer seen as reflecting events but as 
shaping them (Feyerabend , 1993: 176) meaning that all social practice, 
including that of research, could be understood as a textual construction (Locke 
and Golden-Biddle, 1997). The ‘interrogating the other’ model became 
superseded by that of ‘conversation’, which recognised the importance of 
interaction between the subjects  and objects of research. Kvale (1996), for 
example, draws on postmodern, hermeneutic and phenomenological 
philosophies to argue that knowledge is constructed in conversation (understood 
as engagement in a broad sense of this word) with others where meanings 
become negotiated rather than simply reproduced.  In a similar vein, Shotter 
(1993) proposed that we live in ‘conversational realities’ whereby our acts and 
thoughts are brought about by responses to others as living beings and co-
producers of knowledge, who are not in front of us but with and among us. 
Immersed in an ongoing sense-making, we do not act as autonomous and self-
sufficient selves but are always ‘in conversation’. From this perspective, the 
process of research, as any other interactive process, is more than a sequence of 
sense-making acts, however orderly; it is “a ceaseless flow of relational 
background activity going on between ourselves and the realities of the others 
and Othernesses around us” (Shotter, 2005: 114). 

So what kind of subject-object relation does the conversational model of 
research imply? Some suggest it is similar to that of an ordinary conversation 
where the researcher establishes a human relationship with respondents, takes 
genuine interest in their opinions and draws upon their experiences in 
formulating the research question (Carson, 1986: 76). The point behind this 
analogy with conversation is to acknowledge that both the researcher and the 
researched contribute to the production of knowledge, which emerges during 
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their interaction, in-between them, in the so-called ‘third interactive space’ 
(Oliva, 2000). What seems problematic in this assertion, however, is that for 
some authors the conversational view implied the need to speak common 
language and to establish common ground as a pre-condition for a productive 
research relation. Thus, Carson (1986: 78) frames the research conversation as 
''revealing of something held in common" as opposed to simply gathering or 
eliciting information in the conventional interview, while Kvale (1996: 4) sees 
researchers and their subjects as ‘wandering together’ in the discovery and 
construction of new life-worlds. Similar language can be traced in Gadamer’s 
(1993: 379) understanding of conversation as a sharing of experience and 
meaning when he says: “To reach an understanding in a dialogue is not merely a 
matter of putting oneself forward and successfully asserting one’s point of view, 
but being transformed into a communion in which we do not remain what we 
were”. This suggests a view of conversation as bridging at best, compromising 
at worst, differences between speaking parties. However, while hope for 
agreement can be a viable purpose of an ordinary conversation, one has to be 
cautious in assuming coincidence between the acts of finding common language 
and understanding in the process of knowledge production (Gadamer, 1993: 
388). The risk is to overlook disagreements for the sake of coherence of the 
conversation or, if disagreements do persist, take a defensive stance towards 
them.

Thus, the analogy between conversational and research relation begs a 
number of questions. How do we account for failures and misunderstandings 
which are part of the research process? What about silence, moments when 
conversation stops, its ‘dark side’ – does it mean that research relation is no 
longer productive? How to relate to otherness without reducing it to identity or 
antagonism? While understanding research relation as conversation is helpful in 
pointing out its co-constructed nature, it still seems to be bound by the 
traditional instrumental ontology of self and other. Problems and gaps in their 
relation can be easily seen as failures that threaten the coherence of the research 
account, and risk privileging similarity between self and other over differences 
between them. I suggest that Blanchot’s work on conversation, and in particular 
his notion of entretien (French for conversation) can help us explore research 
relation as an ambiguous and fundamentally problematic process.

Blanchot’s notion of conversation is most fully elaborated in Awaiting 
Oblivion (L’Attente l’oubli, 1997) and Infinite Conversation (Entretien infini,
1993). Awaiting Oblivion is a fiction story about a man and a woman who 
engage in poignant conversations about who they are, how they relate to each 
other, and what ‘speaking’ and ‘listening’ mean for them. Infinite Conversation 
is a collection of essays which include personal and philosophical reflections, 
fiction, dialogues with a friend and an enigmatic other. Both works combine 
“two very different, contradictory and arguably incompatible modes of writing: 



90

narration and fragmentation” (translator’s note in Blanchot, 1997: vii) making 
these fragmented narratives, to which I will return, an integral part of 
Blanchot’s inquiry into otherness, strangeness and space in-between genres, 
speech and writing, self and other. But let us first consider his position on self-
other relation.

Blanchot was deeply dissatisfied with existing conceptions of subject-object 
relations which he saw as reducing the other to sameness rather than 
understanding its difference. One type of relation, for example, is where the ‘I’ 
understands the other by seeing it as another self that can be reduced to identity. 
This relation of objective identification, also known as the ‘law of the same’ 
(Blanchot, 1993: 66), has become the basis of the scientific mode of inquiry 
whereby the scientist understands the object of study by seeing it as a thing, a 
completed, separate entity whose inside should be ‘interrogated’, revealed and 
made one’s own, annexed to the I. In this ‘predatory’ relation, what opposes the 
‘self’ is reduced to uniformity with it. The second mode of self-other relation 
takes place when the two ‘dissolve’ in a kind of euphoric fusion, which often 
takes places in religious and political settings (e.g. fusion with God or a political 
cult figure, Hart and Hartman, 2004). This relation is equally depriving of 
differences but this time it is the other, not self, that prevails.  Thus, both modes 
of relation reduce self and other to identity at the expense of differences 
between them. 

Importantly, it was in speech, in the moment when I address the other and 
open myself to face its difference that it becomes manifest. The following 
dialogue from Awaiting Oblivion gives an example of such a conversation 
between a man and a woman who try to understand what it means to be spoken 
to and to be heard:

“Act in such a way that I can speak to you.” – “Yes, but do you have any 
idea of what I should do to accomplish that?” – “Persuade me that you hear 
me.” – “Well, then, begin; speak to me.” – “How could I begin to speak if you 
do not hear me?” – “I don't know. It seems to me that I hear you.” – “Why this 
familiar form of address? You never address anyone that way.” – “This is 
indeed proof that I am addressing you.” – “I am not asking you to speak: to 
hear, only to hear.” – “To hear you or to hear in general?” – “Not me, you have 
understood that well. To hear, only to hear.” – “In that case, may it not be you 
who are speaking, when you speak” (Blanchot, 1997: 5). 

For the man and woman in the story, conversation is more than simply 
addressing words to each other; rather it is about recognising the other’s 
presence which leads to a connection that does not have to be expressed by 
speaking: “Stop talking if you want me to hear you” (Blanchot, 1997: 4). Their 
conversation is present and absent at the same time, it is fragmented, broken up, 
interrupted, and may seem to make little sense but for the protagonists it 
represents an important quest for which they continue talking to each other. As 
long as they are in each other’s presence, they ‘relate’ or ‘converse’. For them 
understanding the other does not mean being attuned to it; in fact 
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incomprehension and distance are inalienable, rather than flawed, parts of their 
relation.

“Are we together? Not quite, are we? Only if we could be separated.” – “We 
are separated, I am afraid, by everything that you do not want to say about 
youself.” – “But also united because of that.” – “United: separated.” She lost 
herself in a kind of memory from which she emerged to affirm, smiling, “We 
cannot be separated, whether I speak or not” (Blanchot, 1997: 20). 

Being together almost prevents them from meeting and at the same time 
creates a connection which does not require speech to be sustained. Felt and 
embodied, their conversation goes beyond a meaningful exchange of phrases. 
Their dialogue is not what “he says or she says or that they say, and even its 
charateristic movement – its back-and-forth, to-and-fro – isn’t, perhaps, a 
function of their being two distinct persons taking turns talking” (Smock, 1996: 
126). It is, Smock suggests, rather like a pulse:

… together-apart; separate-joined; divided-united… the throb of that 
ambiguity (discontinuous-uninterrupted; without cease-without start; 
surging up-subsiding). At the interval where the two of them, the woman 
and the man are maintained far from themselves and, as it were, 
conversed (entretenus, entretenus) – perhaps this interval must be felt as 
a beat (Smock, 1996: 126). 
The man and the woman are held in a rhythmic in-between of the 

conversation, in the interval where categories of communicating and mis-
communicating, closeness and distance no longer hold. It is this undecidable 
space in-between (Derrida, 1976) that disrupts the binary oppositions between 
self and other, talk and silence, understanding and incomprehension, that are 
inherent to traditional understandings of conversation. Indeed for Derrida 
(1990), as for Blanchot, communication always harbours the possibility of 
miscommunication, of failure, which opens up a new ethics of discussion: “one 
would always acknowledge, even in the moments of high confidence, or 
optimism, the possibility of the ‘mis” (Deutscher, 2005: 55). For both, 
incomprehension is valuable in that it represents differences that need to be 
negotiated rather than overcome.

It is not by accident that I use Blanchot’s original term entretien throughout 
the rest of the paper although conversation also exists in French. Literally 
meaning between hold, entretien connotes a ‘holding’ of each other, “a 
supporting and maintaining, a between that is rigorously held to” (Hanson, 
1993: xxviii). It conveys an intense sense of being held because of and through 
conversing, where emptiness alternates with closeness in a reassuring beat, 
which maintains and feeds the connection. This space in-between needs to be 
‘nourished’ (entretenir also meaning ‘to nourish, to feed, to take care of’, as in 
expressions ‘to nourish/maintain the fire’) so that a non-privative and non-
coincidental conversation can continue.

Translated as conversation (understandably so in the absence of a closer 
term) entretien loses nuances that are important to this discussion. Conversation, 
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from Latin ‘conversari’, has connotations of turning toward and with, living 
with, which conveys a sense of togetherness and union. While in English 
conversation connotes co-operation, collaboration, a unifying and agreeing 
element, entretien implies tension, a reaching towards the other that is a 
demanding, strenuous, potentially leading to a breaking point but also sustaining 
and upholding. This holding is anything but static, indeed it is highly dynamic 
in terms of what is going on between bodies held by their conversation. 
Crucially, I argue, entre-tien (between-hold) expresses not only the interruption 
necessary for speakers to take turns, but also a deeper fissure between them that 
underlies Blanchot’s conception of speech. 

The experience of entretien, it can be argued, suggests a kind of relation in 
which distance and difference are fundamental for the self-other relation. 
Blanchot firmly recognises otherness of the Other rather than according it, as 
Western philosophy does, a more or less privileged position. For him, 
conversation between self and other is based on interruption and asymmetry 
rather than continuity and reciprocity. This, I argue, changes our understanding 
of conversation from that of a bridge which enables a smooth passage of 
meanings between speakers to that of rhythm, which is wrought with intervals 
and breakdowns but keeps resuming its pace, alternating moments of closeness 
with those of separation. Conversation as entretien becomes a compelling, 
embodied and temporal event, calling to be performed in writing, which is what 
Blanchot sought to convey in his work.

So what does the above analysis suggest for our understanding of the 
relation between researcher and researched? I propose that understanding it in 
terms of entretien can prevent one from falling into polarisations of seeing 
research as scrutiny and interrogation of the other on the one hand, and as a 
conversation which aims to establish common ground on the other. By 
presenting self-other relation as essentially non-symmetrical, non-unifying and 
non-polarising, it relieves the pressure to overcome difference between them. 
The paradox of attachment and rupture no longer needs to be obliterated or 
denied, instead it can be seen as a valuable resource in understanding the other. 
For this, betweenness in our connections with others should no longer be 
assumed but emerge as an issue, reminding us that research is not done on the 
unmediated world of the researched but on the world between the researcher and 
the object of study (England, 1994). The whole research process can be seen as 
an exploration of betweenness of my and your worlds, ways in which we 
experience and perceive that space, a sequence of alternations of distance and 
proximity, understanding and incomprehension. To paraphrase Smock (1996: 
129), the researcher’s task becomes “to mediate the middle: to between, as it 
were, the in-between”, to perpetually negotiate an unresolved relation between 
self and the other in the story. Instead of assuming or silencing it, the researcher 
needs to ask how this difference is constituted, and trace “its destabilising 
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emergence during the research process itself” (Rose, 1997: 313). 
What follows is an analysis of two pieces of organizational research through 

the lens of entretien. The first is a study by Porter and Catt (1993) that examines 
how equality and diversity policies, aimed to value difference, fail if they work 
on the assumption that difference between self and other should be resolved. 
The second study, by Ford and Harding (2003), demonstrates how difference of 
the researched subjects can be made an issue and explored through writing. 

In their study (1993) Porter and Catt take us through the equality policies 
that were developed in a North American University in response to a series of 
racially-motivated incidents on campus. Following the incidents a sub-
committee, of which the authors became part, was set up, tasked with 
identifying the source of racist attitudes and suggesting practical solutions. 
What Porter and Catt are interested in is how the equality talk, at different 
stages, either negated or assimilated the differences of ethnic others but never 
recognised them as valuable in themselves. Importantly, the authors reflect on 
how they themselves became locked in the narcissistic discourse they intended 
to challenge in the first place. This case, I argue, exemplifies how practices 
aimed at valuing difference fail, if underpinned by understandings of self-other 
relation that deny otherness.

Initially, Porter and Catt report, the University management’s reaction to the 
incidents and students’ complaints was that of negation. Its response was based 
on the following logic: “I am not a racist. I’ve seen an example of it, but it was 
only an isolated case. Therefore, racism is not a serious problem on my 
campus” (Porter and Catt 1993: 168). This, the authors argue, is a narcissistic 
logic in that it only considers self as a point of reference. The interpersonal 
other is there to confirm what self already believes (I am not a racist) so it 
becomes an extension of the self, its projection upon the world. The problem of 
such narcissistic discourse (earlier described as ‘interrogation of the other’) is “a 
misrecognition of the radical difference of the distinct other" (Porter and Catt 
1993: 167) and is exactly the type of relation that Blanchot sought to challenge.

Following accusations of denial of racism, the University community 
engaged in the rhetoric of equality. Interestingly, it followed the same 
narcissistic logic but this time it was the ethnically different others who claimed 
a privileged place. Afro-American, Hispanic and Asian American members of 
the University were assigned to conduct investigations of racist behaviours, to 
design courses on discrimination, and generally to become central figures and 
judges of the action taken as if their status as ‘victims’ gave them privileged 
access to knowledge about community’s problems. In a sudden reversal of 
roles, it was now the ethnically different others who denied the self’s ability to 
listen and understand.

Having realised this, the subcommittee attempted to change the equality 
rhetoric to that of ‘appreciating difference’. The narrative went as follows:
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I am not a racist because I am an educated, open-minded person. I am also 
an individual who has experienced discrimination or understands emphatically 
and intelligently the subtle forms of discrimination in my society. Therefore, I 
will encourage others who are not like me, to be educated in my ways in order 
for my communication to be improved (Porter and Catt 1993: 175).

The sub-committee initiated ‘appreciating diversity’ (AD) groups which 
involved spontaneous gatherings of workers who discussed their perceptions of 
racism and suggested solutions. The reasoning behind ADs was: “Because I am 
aware of who I am, I am more open to the differences in people unlike me; and 
it is important to value other people because they can teach me more about 
myself” (Porter and Catt 1993: 179). This, however, was yet another form of 
celebrating identity: otherness only had value as “a means for accomplishing the 
self” (Porter and Catt 1993: 180).

Thus, the designed equality policies failed to achieve the aim of creating an 
authentic dialogue between different groups of the ethnically diverse 
community, precisely because they assumed that difference should be ‘solved’, 
reduced to common denominator. In terms of entretien the impossibility of such 
a project becomes obvious. Instead of being valuable in its own right, the other 
became seen as a reflection of the self and its difference had to be explained in 
self’s own terms. The campus community was trying to translate all 
contributions to the equality policy into a common language which meant that 
whatever did not fit that set of terms became excluded from it. Understanding 
across difference, a non-privative and non-coincidental dialogue became 
impossible.

Importantly, Porter and Catt acknowledge their role in seeing the other as 
simply ‘another self’ whose differences are of a quantitative rather than 
qualitative kind. This raises questions not only for those who undertake 
organizational interventions but also for those who see an open and shared 
dialogue as an ultimate goal of research on others. As much as it can encourage 
openness, it can also conceal the terms on which a dialogue becomes possible. 
The question to keep in mind is whether a genuine consideration of the other’s 
interests is taking place, or whether it is “an attempt to claim the communicative 
ground as entirely belonging to one’s own worldview, and to none other” 
(Porter and Catt, 1993: 182). Such an approach, the authors conclude, “closes 
doors through which we might enter and come to know the uniqueness of 
interpersonal others” (1993: 182). Instead, seeing the researcher-researched 
relation as entretien helps problematise the search for common ground and 
focus on differences and breaks of identity, culture, rhetoric, and position. Let 
me consider more closely the role of difference in representations of the 
researched others by taking up the next example of organizational research.

In their paper Ford and Harding (2003) report managers’ experiences of an 
organizational merger. The authors choose an unconventional writing style: they 
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present their findings in a form of play based on Dr Faustus by Marlowe, as 
they felt that managers’ experiences of the merger were akin to the Faustian 
contract: “they had sold their souls to the organizational devil and were now 
reaping the costs” (2003: 1131). There are four characters in Ford and 
Harding’s version of Faustus: The Manager (a composite of managers that were 
interviewed), The Narrator (a composite of the two authors), and Dr Faustus and 
Mephistopheles borrowed (as well as their comments) from Marlowe’s play. By 
presenting their paper as a dramatisation, the authors create a rich palette of 
emotional connotations and poetic language that enables them to transmit the 
sheer emotionality of the organizational change which, they felt, could not be 
conveyed in the usual scientific language. But this writing style, in my view, 
fulfils another important role in that it alerts the reader to the constructed nature 
of a research narrative. As Clifford (1986: 2) reminds us, writing plays a crucial 
role in research: ethnography begins ''not with participant-observation or 
cultural texts (suitable for interpretation), but with writing, the making of texts". 
It is in the moment of writing that relations between subjects and objects of 
research become re-constructed anew, and it is at this point that radical 
difference between them, or interruption, inherent in their relation (Blanchot, 
1997) can be made explicit. Let us, for a moment, consider the notion of 
interruption in more detail.

Interruptions, arguably, are a fundamental part of the research process. 
Firstly, writing itself is an interruption between living and telling, turning an 
event into an account and back into experiencing it. It places the 
researcher/author in-between the researched other and the story, the story and its 
readers, and embodies the threshold of fragile and asymmetrical connections 
between them. Ford and Harding’s text makes this in-between position salient:
instead of blending different narratives into one, they use the structure of a play 
to mark off the boundaries of each. Their voice and position as authors becomes 
precarious: the constructed nature of their narrative looms into view, exposing 
mechanisms behind authorship and production of knowledge. The juxtaposition 
of fiction, ‘real’ experiences and authors’ interpretations means that their status 
as truth and tale becomes finely nuanced as they run side by side. The fact that 
the authors’ interpretations and managers’ responses have now become part of 
fictional writing, that is a play, de-naturalises the continuity of their narratives 
and the claim that reality and experiences of others can be truthfully 
represented. 

This leads me to arguing, along with Strathern (1991), that contrary to a 
common perception, interruption is implicit in the very construction of 
narratives. At first sight, interruption may seem an unwanted element of 
research accounts: these should reduce the multitude of voices and perspectives 
to manageable stories and provide readers with a sense of coherence and 
continuity. But as we look closer, this coherence becomes constitutive of gaps, 
break and junctions. As Strathern (1991: xxiii-xxiv) notes, 

<…> this unity or the sense of flow or movement is at the same time 
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made up of jumps over gaps, juxtapositions, leaps – unpredictable, 
irregular. So, continuous as the process of narration might seem, the 
closer we inspect monographs, paragraphs, sentences, the more aware we 
are of internal discontinuities… Certainty itself appears partial, 
information intermittent. An answer is another question, a connection a 
gap, a similarity a difference, and vice versa. Wherever we look we are 
left with the further knowledge that surface understanding conceals gaps 
and bumps.
Ford and Harding’s paper makes interruptions in their text apparent, open to 

view. The narrative, as it leaps from Faustus’ words to those of managers, 
authors and Mephistopheles, risks falling apart; yet it is through the breaks and 
connections between them that the text continues to unfold. It is through the 
collage of genres, voices, and poetic evocation that managers’ painful and hell-
like experiences become meaningful. Crucially, the interruption becomes 
inherent in the very structure of the text: we find it in the juxtaposition of voices 
of managers, authors and fictional characters, at the junctions of questions and 
answers (that at times belong to difference voices), in the breaking-down of text 
into sections, paragraphs and sentences where each word becomes a source of 
further disquiet. Yet we are hardly ever aware of the intermittent nature of 
continuity: interruption rarely appears to us as something imposed or carefully 
engineered; by enacting gaps that are already there it becomes ‘bumpiness’ that 
we no longer notice (Strathern, 1991). Only upon careful consideration does the 
solidity of Ford and Harding’s narrative start to dissolve into interstices between 
voices, plays of metaphors, strands of truth and fiction woven together; only 
then does it become a pattern of gaps in space and time laid out in front of us in 
a sequential form (Strathern, 1991: xxiii).

Thus, Ford and Harding’s text exposes the impossibility of unified meaning 
and is based on the interval itself: between event and account, account and 
interpretation, researcher, researched and readers. This narrative works through 
evocation and performance (Tyler, 1986): the psychological contract between 
the organisation and its employees evokes the ‘selling of the soul’ to Satan 
while performing their emotional experiences for the reader. Authenticity and 
legitimacy of a text no longer originates in the author’s claim of ‘having been 
there’ but in the performing of experience for readers who are made aware of 
their re-working of the textual artefact.

The analysis of the above two studies showed that the concept of entretien is 
valuable in foregrounding difference and interruption at the basis of researcher-
researched relation and narratives that concern themselves with issues of 
representation. The following aspects of research texts become important: their 
poetic, performative, polyphonic, political, and ethically precarious nature. Let 
me outline the implications of each.

The notion of entretien implies that radical difference that underlies 
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researchers’ engagements with those they study and their readers is crucial. In 
narratives, it becomes manifested through poetic language which allows 
experimenting with different modes of representation and styles, as we have 
seen in Ford and Harding’s piece.  Indeed, poetic forms work with the strongest 
and most interesting element of language – that of break, or interruption, as they 
demand imagery, metaphors, transgressions of genres, and thrive on evocation 
rather than representation (Tyler, 1986). Richardson (1998: 516) points out the 
evocative power of poetic forms, which by “settling words together in new 
configurations let us hear, see and feel the world in new dimensions”. Presented 
as a play, Ford and Harding’s narrative also constantly reminds us that their text 
(indeed, any text) is a construction and that there are a number of ways in which 
data can be transcribed, edited and presented. In this way, it “helps problematise 
reliability, validity, transparency, and ‘truth” (Richardson, 1998: 515) and 
destabilise the author’s discourse in representing the researched other. 

The polyphonic texture of texts (Bakhtin, 1984; Belova, 2006) helps to 
ensure that the difference of the researched other is not reduced to identity with 
the author’s voice. Porter and Catt’s reflexive piece demonstrates how easily 
this can be done even if the intention is the opposite. Polyphonic texts (Belova 
et al, 2008) stimulate a variety of possible readings, possibly those not intended 
by the authors, such as my interpretation of Porter and Catt’s and Ford and 
Harding’s pieces. They encourage a movement of meaning (entretenir – to keep 
going), an ongoing engagement between authors and their readers, which 
continues after one has put the full stop, sent the manuscript off, placed the 
book on a shelf. This movement lives on in audiences and research subjects who 
draw a variety of meanings from research texts or challenge them altogether 
(e.g. Lee and Ackerman, 1994). Texts remain incomplete, unfinished and 
infinite through their relatings with and partings from the readers, leaving the 
knowledge of their objects inexhaustible, stimulating new questions while 
providing new answers.

The poetic and polyphonic dimensions of research texts point to the 
performative nature of the practice of writing: we create the world by ‘writing it 
up’. As Deleuze and Guattari (2004: 5) point out, ''Writing has nothing to do 
with signifying. It has to do with surveying, mapping, even realms that are yet 
to come". It was this concern, shared by other poststructuralist authors, to 
question the representational function of language, to convey a non-unifying 
relation with the other in the text, and indeed to see writing as a method of 
inquiry in itself, that was behind Blanchot’s fascination with entretien. Seen in 
these terms, writing becomes a way to perform radical difference in the research 
relation, and enact plural rather than univocal speech.

To place difference at the centre of researcher-researched relation means to 
engage with ethical implications of this relation. The link between otherness 
and responsibility has been another main concern of social inquiry (Levinas, 
1969; Blanchot, 1993; Bakhtin, 1990; Bauman, 1995).  For these authors, the 
very fact of being in a relation implies responsibility to respond, to treat the 
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other as a concrete living being rather than to blindly follow a set of rules which 
make personal responsibility redundant (Belova, 2008). Both cases analysed 
above tell us not only of ethical responsibilities of an organisation to its 
employees but also of researchers’ responsibility to treat difference as a value in 
itself rather than an instrument for achieving one’s ends. While Porter and 
Catt’s concern is to create an equality discourse which does not dispense with 
difference, Ford and Harding seek not to dissolve the voices of their 
respondents in their own narrative.

The issue of difference alerts us to the political nature of entretien relation. 
Positions of the researcher and researched differ on the axes of power, culture, 
agency and condition, making equality of any kind a myth. By consenting to 
engage in a conversation, both the researcher and the researched recognise and 
potentially exploit power inequalities between them. There can be nothing 
“direct and ideally symmetrical” (Blanchot, 1993: 81) in a research dialogue: it 
is a political and ideological process where meanings emerge in clash between 
my voice/your voice, my sense/your sense (Bakhtin, 1984; Cunliffe, 2002: 130). 
This brings us to a complex and polyvalent nature of the research relation: it is 
an encounter with the other where stories may not be shared, metaphors not 
understood, and emotions ranging from puzzlement and apathy to loss of trust 
and fear. As well as inviting response it can become an order to be silent, 
exposing a contested ground wrought by power games. This however does not 
take away the principal responsibility that one assumes by engaging in 
entretien, that is the responsibility to speak and to hear.

This pape has argued that at the heart of the relation between researcher and 
researched there is a radical difference, which can be usefully explored through 
the notion of entretien. It brings out complex and contradictory processes that 
are at the basis of research: ambiguity, asymmetry and movement of meaning, 
as well as disruptions and non-responses that are often overlooked by more 
traditional ‘conversational’ models. Entretien opens up a host of possible 
relations other than those of opposition and agreement, and invites us to explore 
ways in which these can be understood and represented. As the analysis of the 
two pieces of research showed, it is important to be attentive to the poetic, 
performative, polyphonic, political and ethical dimensions of the research 
relation, as they sensitise authors to “the relationship between the observer and 
the observed, the issue of perspective or point of view, the place of the reader 
(audience) in the interpretation of texts, and the issue of rhetorical or authorial 
style used by writers in the production of the text” (Denzin, 1997: 20). 

So the notion of entretien has important implications for organizational 
theory and practice. A research methodology concerned with radical otherness 
of the researched object, the interplay of interruption and connection in 
narratives, performance and representation is now called for. More explorations 
are needed in this area and they are bound to cross boundaries of any narrowly 
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focused perspective. The hope is that rather than prescribing or proscribing 
certain ways of undertaking an organizational inquiry, we can continue to 
awaken our sensibilities to otherness in doing and writing research and invite 
responses, to keep the entretien going.
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Chapter 7 

Valérie Chanal and Frank Tannery 

CEOs of major firms spend a significant amount of their time 
communicating and presenting their strategy to stakeholders. This 
communication has several objectives: to inform on the goals and path of the 
firms’s development, to indicate the level of personal involvement of the leader 
whose charisma may serve to facilitate acceptance of the strategy (Emrich et al., 
2001), to obtain resources from the stakeholders (Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978; 
Dyer and Singh, 1998), or even to influence investors to invest money in a 
particular company (Flynn and Staw, 2004). The power of the leader may gain 
legitimacy from this communication but it may also be eroded as the 
multiplication of announcements may cause prejudice to the credibility of the 
speech. Strategy communication thus remains the main support to enact 
strategic decision- making which initiates and allows strategic actions (Hendry, 
2000). At the same time, the new corporate governance requirements, especially 
within the framework of the American Sarbanes Oxley law, the geographical 
extension of groups, the pressure of financial experts and of the media make 
regular strategy communication essential for strategy implementation but also 
particularly difficult. The ability to communicate is becoming a real specific 
skill upon which rests the legitimacy and credibility of the leader’s decisions. 
The main challenge lies with the implementation of a minimum agreement 
between strategic stakeholders concerning the group’s project. Since there no 
longer is a unique speech canal, it now means adapting to a variety of listeners 
(shareholders, investors, executive managers, leaders, staff, customers...) while 
ensuring over time the coherence of the strategic discourse. This is far from 
easy, as information circulates among listeners, brought to them by economic or 
general media. The announcement of a project to the executive managers may 
thus be put into question by another financial announcement to analysts, which 
will be relayed by the press.

The issue of strategy communication, although central, has received little 
coverage in strategy literature. It is generally included in the analysis of the role 
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of language to foster strategy implementation (Baron, 2004; Klein, 1996) or 
change management (Anderson, 2005; Fiol, 2002; Tsoukas, 2005). A relatively 
recent research approach has viewed the organizational discourse as 
contributing to organizational structure (Hardy, 2001; Grant et al., 2001; 
Czarniawska and Gagliardi, 2003; Boje et al., 2004). This type of work 
analyzes, for instance, the impact discourse has on the institutionalization of 
practices (Philipps et al., 2004), the spread of change (Green, 2004) or the 
emergence of a collective identity through conversations (Hardy et al., 2005; 
Robichaud et al. 2004). This stream of research, however, does not specifically 
analyze the communication of the leader’s strategy and its implications for the 
company’s stakeholders. A bibliographical search in the EBSCO base on 
themes of annual strategic conferences, presentations to financial investors 
(roadshows) or even leaders’ communication during shareholders AGM’s or 
board meetings was almost fruitless. Yet, it deals with current situations in the 
management of major quoted companies.

Although little management research has focused on leaders’ strategy 
communication, the contribution of discourse, however, to the process of what 
is now called “strategizing” has been widely dealt with (Hendry, 2000). The 
analysis concentrates on daily practices and focuses on the way in which they 
deal with strategic issues (Chia, 2004). Strategic discourse at the micro level 
enables the analysis of how interpretations and strategic actions develop during 
change, for example during a merger-acquisition (Vaara et al, 2004), or, 
inversely, may serve to explain certain failures in the development of strategic 
capacities (Maitlis and Lawrence, 2003).

This contribution of the strategic discourse to the process of “strategizing” 
has been studied in the last ten years from a narrative perspective (Barry and 
Elmes, 1997; Giroux and Marroquin, 2005). The general idea behind this 
research is that the traditional way of presenting strategy through plans, for 
example, does little to contribute to sensemaking (Shaw et al., 2002). Turning 
strategy into a narrative, by temporarily organising past or future events into a 
plot, would thus enable a collective project to be better accepted (Barry and 
Elmes, 1997). “Storytelling” is thus presented as a tool for managing strategic 
change in an increasingly abundant management literature (Denning, 2001; Mc 
Kee, 2003). 

However, we believe that the narrative trend presents two major limits. On 
one hand it is based on little empirical research and therefore it is difficult to 
monitor whether strategy narration does exist, what for and when. On the other 
hand, the narrative trend is greatly derived from a theoretical opposition 
inspired by Fisher (1984) and Bruner (1986) who oppose the paradigmatic (or 
argumentative) mode to the narrative mode. Argumentation relies on logical 
arguments and explicative models, whereas narration consists in building a 
narrative, which creates sense by integrating isolated elements into a coherent 
whole (Weick and Browning, 1986; Boudès and Browning, 2005). In fact, 
Fisher’s narrative paradigm was criticized by Rowland (1987) who prefers to 



105

limit its impact by assimilating narration to a simple form of discourse such as 
description, explanation, dialogue or argumentation (Giroux and Marroquin, 
2005). This questioning of the relevance of the opposition between 
argumentative and narrative modes resembles the theories of rhetoric and 
especially the recent approaches of the “New Rhetoric” (Perelman and 
Olbrechts, 1958; Meyer, 2004). This postulates that narration cannot be opposed 
to argumentation, but is one of its main elements. The issue is not the opposition 
between rationality and emotionality but achieving a judicious balance between 
the two (Sillince, 2002). 

Thus the stakes of strategy communication for the leaders of major groups 
and also the difficulty of apprehending this issue in management literature, led 
us to focus our research on strategy rhetoric. Our aim is thus to offer a renewed 
theoretical framework to study strategy communication, based on a case study 
in order to go beyond present oppositions (such as argumentation vs narration; 
practices vs discourse; microlevel vs macrolevel) which strike us as of little use 
to study this phenomenon empirically.

This study relies on the approach developed by Meyer (2004), who, 
following Perelman’s theory of rhetoric believes that rhetoric must allow equal 
space for its three main dimensions: the orator, the discourse and the audience. 
This approach enables a synthesis between the different rhetoric perspectives 
which have been in opposition since Aristotle: that which focuses on the 
argumentative strength of the discourse (or logos), that which appeals to the 
emotions of the listener (or pathos) and finally that which defends the eloquence 
of the orator based on his virtue (or ethos). For Meyer, ethos, pathos and logos 
are equally important constituents of rhetoric. The orator and his listeners enter 
into a debate, as there is a problem or an issue between them. Thus Meyer 
describes rhetoric as the negotiation of the distance between individuals on a 
given issue (Meyer, 2004, p. 10).

Hence, this chapter aims to study the major contributions of a rhetorical 
approach to strategy via a longitudinal case study. The research method, 
detailed below, consisted in analyzing over several years the strategy 
communication of the CEO of the Lafarge Group, recognized for the quality of
its strategy. We also had several work sessions with the Strategy Vice President 
and a meeting with the CEO to enable him to validate the analyses made on his 
use of strategy rhetoric. 

The analysis and the writing of the case were carried out using traditional 
concepts to define and study rhetoric and argumentation. If the orator remained 
the same during our study, the different audiences however varied. Three 
distinct audiences personally addressed by the CEO during annual 
communication events were selected: the senior managers, the Board and the 
financial investors. For each one of these audiences, we had to identify the main 
strategic issues addressed by means of the strategy rhetoric. Moreover, a further 
analysis was carried out using the three dimensions of rhetoric: logos, pathos 
and ethos. Indeed, rhetoric concerns not only the intrinsic force of the message, 
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and thus strategic thought (logos) but also the values and principles of action 
which the orator introduces in his argumentation (ethos) and finally the 
emotional dimension conveyed to the listeners appealing to their  desire, their 
worries or interrogations (pathos). In our case study, we also decided to 
emphasize the use of narratives by specifically identifying their presence and 
contribution for each audience. The case studied thus makes it possible to better 
identify the links and complementarity between a conventional type of strategic 
argumentation based on the ends and means and a narrative form of strategy 
communication.

Part 1 presents the case, the research method and the theoretical framework 
to analyse strategy rhetoric. Part 2 then puts forward the main observations of 
the leader’s rhetoric towards the three audiences under study. This leads us in 
the third part to examine the contributions of a rhetorical approach to strategy 
communication and to discuss the narrative view of strategy, in order to better 
meet the current challenges facing major groups in their strategy 
communication. 

Our study was carried out within the Lafarge Group, one of the world 
leaders in building materials. The Lafarge Group is typical of the constraints 
weighing on the strategy communication of leaders of major international firms: 
autonomous subsidiaries throughout the world in more than 75 countries, 2100
industrial sites, 80000 employees of many different nationalities, a group 
focusing on a strong core competence (building materials) via four business 
units (Cement, Aggregates and Concrete, Roofing, Gypsum) but with products 
belonging to local building habits. The Group, quoted on the Paris Stock 
Exchange, must also meet the requirements of modern corporate governance. 
Financing the Group’s growth and independence also means that the Group 
must maintain its rank in the Eurostoxx 50 and continue to be considered as a 
« blue chip » by its extremely diverse private shareholders.

The building materials sector is characterized by long cycle activities and 
slow changes in consumer behavior. The characteristics of this sector enable a 
long-term strategy communication little affected by market turbulence. 

Beyond these specificities, a characteristic of the Lafarge Group needs to be 
highlighted: the weak turnover of its CEOs. Indeed, Lafarge was founded 200
years ago and since 1950, there have only been four CEOs. This has at least two 
consequences. On the one hand, it impacts the management team since CEOs 
and general managers are from the Group itself. They therefore are well seeped 
in the corporate culture and knowledge of the competences and values of the 
Group. On the other hand, it facilitates in-depth analysis of strategic problems 
within the management team, who over time is able to distinguish between 
structural trends and conjectural events.
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As in all large firms, the management team must communicate on its 
strategy during institutional events, which generally occur once a year. We have 
chosen three: the strategy communication to the executive managers during 
annual strategic seminars, to the Board, and lastly to financial investors during 
formal presentations (roadshows). These three audiences were focused on for 
the following reasons:

• They are unavoidable institutional events, which really involve the leader 
through the presentation of his strategy and its argumentation. They 
represent ritual situations for the leader who must, through his speech, 
obtain the trust of all major stakeholders in his project and ensure a reliable 
relay for its implementation. 

• These events offer all the characteristics of the kind of rhetorical situation 
we wished to analyze: an orator (in this case the CEO, Bertrand Collomb), 
an audience whose expectations and rationality may be considered as being 
rather homogeneous and finally a message to deliver, focusing on a key 
issue which is the strategic development of the firm. 

•According to the CEO, these are three events in which he is personally 
involved, which is not the case for other communication instances such as 
the strategy presentation to the Group’s European Committee.

As is traditionally the case for research on organisational discourse (Hardy, 
2001), our study is qualitative, longitudinal and based on two kinds of data:

1/ Central data for the study of rhetoric includes the communication supports 
used by the leader for all three types of audience (powerpoint presentations and 
whenever available video cassettes): communication to executive managers, 
communication to the Board and communication to financial investors. 

2/ Context data necessary to understand the studied rhetorical situations:
• Strategy orientation notes from 1999 to 2003: these are notes written by the 

CEO at the end of a 3-day annual strategic seminar of the executive 
committee. These notes enabled us to identify the main strategic issues to 
be then presented to the different stakeholders;

• Interviews with several managers to understand the process of strategic 
implementation inside and out of the Group: the corporate communication 
director, the internal communication director, a manager of the 
implementation of the programme “Leader for Tomorrow”;

• Four interviews with the Group’s Strategy Vice President and an interview 
with the CEO Bertrand Collomb in order to validate our interpretations as 
the data analysis progressed.

This data was collected and analyzed between January and July 2005. The 
data analysis involved three main stages. First, we took a global look at all the 
strategy presentation supports in order to understand the group’s strategic 
trajectory and the organization of strategy communication. This first phase 
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enabled us to modelize the group’s strategic management cycle, as well as the 
strategy communication to the three audiences: the executive managers, the 
Board, the financial investors. This model was presented to several managers 
including the Director of Strategy and the Internal Communication Director 
who approved it.

During the second phase, we concentrated on the study of strategy rhetoric, 
targeting the three types of audience, by analyzing the leader’s communication 
documents and coding these according to the framework presented hereafter. 

It may seem limited to base the rhetorical analysis on powerpoint 
presentations with a simplified argumentation. However, according to the CEO 
interviewed, the slides convey the essential content of strategy communication 
in the strategy conferences. Furthermore, the videos of the Barcelona 
conference and the recent videos, available on the company’s web, presenting 
the Group’s strategy to the investors, provide a valuable insight into the leader’s 
rhetorical style and are coherent with the content of the slides.

We then presented our results and hypotheses to the Strategy VP and to the 
CEO, Bertrand Collomb. This enabled us to put forward a set of proposals 
concerning the rationality of the various listeners, the rhetorical forms and the 
use of narrative in strategy rhetoric.

Our analysis comes within The New Rhetoric based on the studies carried 
out by Perelman and Olbrechts (1958), who consider rhetoric as a process of 
argumentation and persuasion. This approach moves away from the overly 
dialectic notion of argumentation by introducing the audience as a key element 
in the rhetorical relation.

Perelman identifies a range of key characteristics of rhetoric, which can be 
seen as belonging to two types: firstly what might be called style, choices that 
the arguer makes in the way the argument is presented; secondly, context, 
considerations of the particular situation in which the argument is made (Carter 
and Jackson, 2004). E. Goffman provides an interesting insight into the 
rhetorical situations, which we have analyzed, namely, the conference 
(Goffman, 1987). Indeed, why does a leader make a speech and therefore 
engage in a rhetorical relationship rather than just providing a written trace of 
his reasoning to the strategic stakeholders? Goffman offers the following 
answer: “What the speaker provides to the listeners is greater access to his 
person and his own personal involvement in the current event.  He is exposed to 
the audience; he is personally implicated in the event; he gives himself over to 
the situation. This whole ritual work underlies the message transfer.” Or: 
“Through his obvious erudition and eloquence, the speaker/author reveals the 
legitimacy of the claim to authority implied by his position, his reputation and 
the current situation. Thus a link is created between the institutional status, the 
reputation and the specific occasion”.

Consequently, in our analysis, we have to characterize the context by means 
of the audience’s rationality such as it is perceived by the orator. In other words, 
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we try to identify the stakes of the rhetorical situation from the leader’s point of 
view. Up to a certain point, we adhere to Carter and Jackson’s (2004) argument 
according to which: “When rhetoric operates effectively, the speaker tells the 
audience what they want to hear, and the audience is there to hear it”. 
Nevertheless, as the rhetorical relation is organized around a problem common 
to both parties, the orator cannot merely say what he thinks the audience wants 
to hear since he has his own messages to get across, especially when the 
situation requires a change of strategy orientation. In addition, he must ensure 
the coherence of his message to the different audiences, which are inter-
connected. We will thus have to specify as elements of the context, the main 
strategic issues highlighted by the orator, those on which he choses to focus.

Several typologies have been suggested to characterize the rhetoric style, and 
many of these present detailed forms of argumentation and rhetorical figures. 
Insofar as we are interested in rhetoric as a relationship between an orator and 
his/her audiences, and not only as a form of argumentation, we suggest focusing 
on the rhetoric style through its three dimensions: ethos, pathos and logos 
(Meyer, 2004). A presentation of these main dimensions of rhetoric can be 
found in Herver Corvellec's chapter.

Lastly, in order to position our empirical observations in relation to the 
narrative view of strategy and because of the lack of theoretical framework 
concerning the place of narratives in rhetoric, we will specifically look for 
traces of narrative in the leader’s rhetoric, in order to better identify their forms 
and roles in the rhetoric process.

Thus, our observations will be organized around the following points, for 
each of the three types of audience (table 1). 

Rhetorical context
- Social setting
- Audience rationality (as perceived by the leader)
- Strategic issues on the agenda 

Rhetorical style
- Ethos (authority, principles, values…)
- Logos (argumentation styles)
- Pathos (emotions, opinions, responses to implicit 

questions)
- Place of narratives

Table 1: Framework of strategy rhetoric analysis

This part presents our main observations on the leader’s rhetoric to three 
types of audience: the senior managers, the Board and the financial investors. 
They are organized according to the categories presented above: rhetorical 
context, rhetorical style, use of narratives in rhetoric.
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The 150 higher executive managers are invited to the annual 2-day meeting 
in Evian, during which the CEO presents the diagnosis of the Group’s situation, 
the strategic orientations to come and the main projects underway. This meeting 
generally occurs in September, a few months after the executive committee 
strategic seminar held over 3 days to decide on the Group’s strategic 
orientations. In 2001, Lafarge launched a great strategic change programme 
called « Leader for Tomorrow ». It gave rise to a great meeting of 800 senior 
managers in Barcelona in April 2003. Eight years after a similar meeting in 
Montpellier, the Barcelona conference symbolically established the Group’s 
new dynamic trend (twofold increase in size following the purchase of BCI, 
presence in 75 countries instead of 30) and landmarks for the next ten years. 

Bertrand Collomb believes that managers essentially need clarity and 
milestones to implement strategy. “In fact, people are asking: tell us where we 
are going and how to get there” (extract of the interview of B. Collomb by the 
authors). The leader has to meet the expectations of these managers by creating 
a desire for commitment  in order to foster the Group’s dynamic and potential; 
he must lead the actors to be regularly involved in new actions or to strengthen 
their efforts of the last years. Bertrand Collomb confirmed this during our 
meeting.

During the 2002 Evian seminar, in the leader’s introductory speech, the 
strategic issues on the agenda were safety at work, followed by the 
implementation of strategy around the LFT programme. In 2003, in Barcelona, 
while addressing a greater audience, the two main questions dealt with by the 
leader were: how to improve performance and how to modernize management 
practices. Finally in Evian 2004, the leader re-introduced in his speech the 
problem of safety at work and then addressed the financial issues. Once again, 
the managers were asked to focus on the need to improve performance. It may 
be noted that strategy as such was not at the core of the discourse.

The Ethos of the leader is especially visible at the outset of each of the 
speeches. In both Evian conferences, which began with the worrying question 
of safety and fatal accidents at work, the leader did not appeal to pathos to 
highlight for example the human consequences of accidents, but simply 
reminded the audience of the rule with authority. The Barcelona conference 
video clearly shows that, in his introductory speech, the leader put into play his 
own self (using the pronoun I: “Before I tell you what I believe…” whereas 
“we” was more frequently used in the rest of his speech. He recalled the 
preceding seminar in Montpellier in 1995 and reminded the audience of his 
personal involvement at the time (internationalization of the Group, sustainable 
development, social responsibility, innovation, knowledge sharing). At this 
point, these are principles of action or values whose legitimacy is not backed up 
by any argumentation. The words of the charismatic leader are supposed to be 
sufficient to convince the audience. This effort to convince the audience is 
mainly supported by the use of a logical argumentation.
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The logos type argumentation constitutes the core of all the leader’s 
speeches in the three events studied. Four main argumentation modes have been 
identified in these conferences.

• Pragmatic arguments, which offer a diagnosis of the Group’s situation in 
its environment. Performance requirements are justified for instance, 
through a combination of increased requirements from the environment 
and the availability of resources.

•Arguments of unlimited development, which may be identified by logical 
operators “indeed …but …” (indeed often being implicit). The idea is to 
acknowledge the work done (indeed) whilst keeping the goal in mind (but). 
Here are two examples among others:

• “We have focused on our business lines where we have international 
leadership positions … but we still have to confirm permanent success in 
each of them.”

• “Blue Circle acquisition has raised our profits … but also our market 
expectations”. 

These arguments of unlimited development are present in all three 
conferences and especially in Barcelona where the audience was larger and the 
aim was to launch a strategic programme change.

Throughout the speeches, one may also note the occasional use of arguments 
from example. This especially concerns the presentation of management tools 
or indicators, which serve to illustrate how the new strategy may be 
implemented. This occurred in Barcelona with the presentation of concrete 
examples of Human Resources practices corresponding to targeted management 
principles. However, argumentation from example still remains little used.

The use of the argument from authority may also be noted, when the CEO 
presented in Evian 2002 the strategic programme change « Leader For 
Tomorrow ». He frequently referred to the sociologist who carried out the 
preliminary diagnosis and presented his scientific method in detail. This 
scientific approach legitimized the results obtained and thus the actions 
undertaken. 

In his speeches, the orator frequently appeals to his listeners’ emotions. For 
instance, the 2003 Barcelona conference opened with the events of September 
11th and the war in Irak. This enabled the leader to create a kind of community 
facing the world’s political and economic setting, which has repercussions on 
the Group. Thereafter, the most frequently used emotions were pride and 
ambition of the project and respect for the Group’s values. Key words such as 
“challenge” were to be found and human values such as: “courage”, 
“integrity”, “commitment”. The video of the Barcelona Conference clearly 
shows the pathos content at the end of the CEO’s opening speech: “Our future 
is promising, is exciting”. Finally, the leader concluded his speech by appealing 
to his audience’s pride in participating in an historical construction: “We are 
going to continue what we started, not 8 years ago, not 15 years ago, but 170
years ago”. This can be interpreted to a certain extent as a narrative mode. 



112

However, we observed that the use of narratives was extremely limited in the 
conferences studied. When the narrative was used, it was essentially to recount 
what had happened since the last conference in Montpellier, for example. Thus, 
there is no trace of the narrative being used to communicate on future strategy. 
This was confirmed by Bertrand Collomb, during our interview: “You are right 
to say that there are few narratives …in fact we discovered over the least few 
years that in the discussions between my generation and the following 
generation of the Executive Committee, although we believed we were on the 
same level, we weren’t at all. My generation had an entire story, more or less 
explicit, that the new generation didn’t have. So we seized the opportunity 
offered by Leader for Tomorrow to reflect upon why we believe it is crucial to 
be in concrete when one is in cement: because 20 years ago something 
happened in this very place which showed that … People are not interested in 
narratives being used to explain strategic orientations. They want to know 
where we are going and how. I’ve always tried to fight against that, claiming 
that strategy is a possible path of action; it is not a blueprint of the Group in 10
or 15 years. This extract shows that the leader uses narrative to reinforce a 
strategic argumentation whenever the common stock of shared knowledge 
becomes insufficient (why we should be on the concrete market when we are on 
the cement market) but not to say what the Group will be in the future.

The rhetoric used by the leader with the Board occurs in a context in which 
the expectations and requirements of the governance practices have 
considerably increased. More information with greater accuracy of the Group’s 
and the Branches’ strategy has to be provided to the Board. In the case of 
Lafarge, this analysis of strategic questions is carried out within a specific 
committee of the Board, the Strategy and Development Committee. This 
necessity to provide more detailed information to the Board is stressed by B. 
Collomb: “Before, much less was said to the Board, for example the budget was 
not revealed”. He describes the social context of strategy presentation to the 
Board that way: “When speaking to administrators, one addresses people who 
do not know the firm’s business, because even if they have been around for a 
long time, they are nevertheless outsiders. They are told that something is going 
to be done and in fact we need to show them what and make it credible. They do 
not need to be mobilized around the project, since unlike the managing 
directors they will not be involved in the project implementation. We need to 
show them that a thorough analysis has been carried out, that we do not commit 
to a project without monitoring the environment, the alternatives, the risks and 
the capacity to do it.”

In these conditions, the rhetoric used by the leader for the Board is aimed at 
obtaining a validation of past, present and future actions. The strategic issues 
concern the Group’s general development and growth problems: market 
dynamics, the Group’s competitiveness, the route taken on the basis of the 
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planned and forecasted development, the growth model as well as the study of 
contextual elements, such as the competitors’ performance.

The rhetoric on performance or growth model is directly linked to ethos. The 
orator clearly places his speech within a general and dominant norm of 
shareholder value creation. Such was the case, for example, during the analysis 
of “the three main levers of future value creation” for the presentation to the 
strategic and development committee of the Board of “The Cement strategy on 
developing markets”. This principle of value creation determines the analyses, 
especially that of investment or divestment. Finally this principle of action 
operates as an argument to convince of the relevance of the growth model 
adopted for the years 2004-2008 in order to reach “a two-figure growth of the 
result per share”. The principles and rules of action are revealed to obtain a 
validation of the strategic plan designed for the Group. These principles concern 
corporate debt (“ranking”, “financial security”), acquisitions (“do not overpay”) 
or value creation objectives.

But it is the logos modality, which greatly dominates the strategy rhetoric 
used by the Lafarge CEO with the administrators. Four types of argument come 
into use: comparison, pragmatism, waste and examples. Of the quasi-logical 
arguments, the most frequently used are the comparison arguments. They are 
essentially aimed at comparing Lafarge’s performance to the Group’s 
competitors (“our competitors: emergence of 4 world leaders … and a second 
division which is characterized by the arrival of great actors either national or 
present in few countries”).

The arguments based on the structure of reality first reveal the different 
causal links at play in corporate strategic actions. We find here an articulation 
between pragmatic argumentation and argumentation based on ends and means, 
especially through logic of involvement.

Pragmatic argumentation aims at helping the audience appreciate actions 
through their favorable or unfavorable consequences. This was the case for an 
analysis of the outcome of the Blue Circle integration at the end of 2004. : Such 
an analysis implied a diagnosis of the situation through the identification of
“negative factors” and “positive factors”.

Ends and means should be often presented through arguments of waste.
They intend to show that passed sacrifices are destined to produce expected 
results. The use of the future emphasizes the significance of this past 
involvement for the future (“production capacities which will generate profit at 
a marginal cost during the growth of markets”). The use of action verbs in the 
infinitive also indicates a continued effort to avoid wasting previous 
investments (“to continue our strategy step by step”). It is to show that the route 
taken is the right one and also that it will ensure a continued growth of value.

Finally, we have observed recurrent use of arguments to establish the 
structure of reality by means of examples or illustrations. The examples act as 
proof to convince the audience of administrators to draw conclusions on the 
relevance of the general rule of action adopted by the management. This is the 
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case of the “example of India” which corroborates “our strategy of entry and 
development in a developing country”. Furthermore, arguments based on 
illustrations are frequently used by reference to the case of countries (Brazil, 
China, Germany, etc…) or to more specific analyses of certain markets 
(“analysis of main countries”). These illustrations stand as the basis of 
reasoning by enabling reference to concrete facts rather than to an abstract 
strategic logic. 

On the whole, however, the logos modality does not allow the sharing of
uncertainties, doubts, or significant ruptures. For instance, little was said to the 
Board of the strong and rapid growth of a competitor such as Cemex. The 
predominance of this positive rhetoric is partly due to the favourable period 
under study (2002 – 2004), but not only since at the end of this period, investors 
were voicing reservations about the strategy adopted.

Of the three modes of rhetoric, pathos remains the most implicit in the 
speeches made to the Board. It appears when orientation, general ambition or 
the vision of future developments is mentioned. When dealing with these issues, 
the emotion called upon is that of energy, through the expression of a strong 
desire to change. Verbs in the infinitive indicating movement will be used: “to 
pursue”,”to reach”, “to maintain”, “to create”, “to consolidate”, “to 
improve”, and “to reinforce”. This feeling of energy also stems from the 
description of negative environmental factors to be resisted: “sudden fall”, 
“price war”, “great expectations of the financial markets”. Through this pathos 
modality, the implicit and taken for granted strategic issue relies on the desire 
and energy of the leader to do everything to carry out, in a difficult context, the 
strategy put forward.

If pathos is implicit, narratives are used several times to present to 
administrators the ways in which the Group will engage in growth and 
development operations. In this case, they clearly support an argumentation 
from example. These narratives may, for instance, provide a precise account of 
events during disinvestment operations, or describe entry strategy into 
developing markets. The narrative can illustrate successful practices, « success 
stories » enabling the audience to grasp the Group’s best practices, to make sure 
that the actions are correctly undertaken and that the projects are satisfyingly 
carried out. Rather than questioning the whole dynamic of the Group’s growth, 
these narratives aim at stressing the quality of the strategic management and the 
capacity to undertake appropriate strategic actions. The external position of the 
administrators makes it difficult for them to challenge the whole strategic 
orientation of the Group; thus they have to be provided with accounts of 
concrete realizations.

There are numerous opportunities to present the strategy to financial 
investors, common to all groups quoted on the Stock Exchange: presentation of 
results during meetings with financial analysts, “road shows”, press 
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conferences, Annual General Meetings. Over the last years, these presentations 
have evolved, especially following the introduction on the New York Stock 
Exchange, with a generalized usage of English and a great personal investment 
by the leader whose legitimacy is partly at stake. A real communication strategy 
is implemented allowing the leader to stand out from the practices of his 
competitors in order to grasp the attention of his audience. The stakes at play 
here are underlined in the interview of the General Manager, B. Kasriel, in the 
2004 annual report: “Our numerous meetings with investors indicate that our 
strategy is understood, but we still have to persuade them of our ability to 
ensure a yearly growth of profit per share”. The challenge is quite simple: to 
convince financial investors that they can and must sustain the Group’s 
development. Otherwise, the implementation of the strategy is at risk: a fall in 
ratings which would put up acquisition costs, reduction of share value leading to 
the threat of a takeover and loss of shareholder backing. Therefore, as 
highlighted by B. Collomb, communication to the investors essentially means 
“showing that what we’d said we would do has been done” in order to have 
greater credibility than that of the competitors. This quest for credibility is 
obvious in the case of Lafarge which found it difficult to uphold its 
commitments following the acquisition of Blue Circle. This can explain the 
following statement made in a presentation: “In a difficult environment, we 
reached our 2003 objectives”. The issues put to the investors must help them to 
understand, follow and evaluate the Group’s trajectory and persuade them that 
their expectations will be met. The strategic issues dealt with do not concern 
major modifications or strategic projects. The objective is, as far as possible, to 
avoid presenting changes in the trajectory that could worry the audience. This 
explains why certain significant operations undertaken during the period studied 
(ie: divestment of the Specialty Products Branch) were not announced 
beforehand. The questions to be addressed are extremely simple: reaching 
financial objectives, creating shareholders value, demonstrating a solid financial 
structure. A single objective is set: to improve the stock value in the short term. 
In view of the relative simplicity of the issues to be addressed, the rhetorical 
effort will be crucial to stand out from competitors.

In the case of investors, ethos expresses the principle used by the orator for 
his speech and establishes a common world with his audience. This principle 
appears at the beginning of the speech, as shown by the evolution in the 
documents studied. In the opening years of the millennium, the focus was on 
emphasizing the principle whereby Lafarge was the leader in the field of 
building materials. This principle was both acquired and acknowledged; 
therefore as of 2003, the approach changed to focus on growth and value 
creation. It is henceforth the subject of the speech exordium, which appears as 
the common norm and the source of legitimacy of actions. This common 
knowledge justifies the use of logical arguments.

Logos also dominates the rhetoric used with investors whilst differing 
slightly from that used with the Board. Three main arguments emerge:
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In the quasi-logical arguments, there is a significant use of transitivity 
arguments (A B, B C, thus A C) which is even graphically identified by 
the use of arrows. This transitivity logic, especially present for the “major 
events and prospects” (2003 results and events 2004 expected results 
average term results), aims to demonstrate the likelihood of reaching the targets 
forecasted.

For arguments based on the structure of reality, pragmatic argumentation 
dominates. It aims to show the favorable consequences of the actions 
undertaken which thus enabled value creation objectives to be reached. This 
entails a thorough presentation of the economic and financial processes which 
guarantee the construction of the result. For instance, such is the sequence 
which analyzes the path “from net operating profit  to net income” by a 
comment on “the significant improvement of available cash-flow”, “active debt 
management”, “investments and dis-investments”, “The considerable 
improvement of the financial structure”.

This approach is strengthened by a frequent use of arguments from example. 
These arguments act as concrete proof for the announcements made. Each year, 
the examples strongly refer to a specific theme. In 2002, for the analysts of the 
Deutsche Bank, the examples were used to show the synergies with the Blue 
Circle activities through the presentation of the case of the Philippines : “A 
strong competitive industrial network”, “Synergies as planned”, “A substantial 
decrease of overheads”, “A 7% production cost improvement in one year”. 
Other examples concerned “Strong positions in the growing Asia markets”. 

On the whole, logos give an impression of great conformity. It provides 
investors with an opportunity to evaluate the Group’s situation through a 
presentation of results (per branch, per country) and to be convinced that the 
directions chosen are the right ones and under control whatever the context (“…
in spite of...”). 

The strategy rhetoric towards investors is mainly based on the logos 
modality and leaves little room for pathos. It appears occasionally during 
exceptional events. This happened in early 2005 in the wake of the Tsunami 
disaster when the first five images of the presentation were of the devastation 
wrought on the Group and its collaborators. Following the projection of these 
photographs, logos once again permeated the speech. The pathos effect could 
also be noted at the end of 2000 when it was necessary to convince investors of 
the value of the Lafarge share by the rhetorical treatment of the question: 
“Lafarge, a good investment ?” to then state that : “Lafarge, is a good 
investment” before concluding : “Lafarge, a very good investment”. 
Consequently, this pathos and the implicit questioning of the value of the 
Lafarge Group as an investment, of its relative strength compared to its main 
competitors is dealt with through general statements which conclude the 
presentations. These statements concern the Group’s value creation and growth 
model as if it were necessary to leave the audience with a last overall 
impression of performance. This absence of the pathos mode in the 
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communication is in line with the weak use of narratives: the strategic discourse 
is again dominated by logos. 

If compared to the traditional narrative form where temporally organized 
events make up a story, there is little narrative within the presentations made to 
the investors. However a different approach will enable us to see them as 
narratives if considered as a whole. The underlying frame is always to refer to 
the year’s outstanding events, then to analyze the results, before defining 
expectations for the forthcoming period and to conclude with average term 
prospects. The leader is thus telling a story to the investors: the story he is 
writing for his Group through the actions undertaken. These successive 
presentations, semester after semester, year after year, do generate a feeling of 
continuity in the management of the Group’s growth, focusing on performance 
and value creation.

Table 2 below, offers a synthesis of the strategy rhetoric used with the three 
types of audience studied.

Audience
Dimensions 
of the 
rhetorical 
relationship

Senior management The Board Financial 
investors

Rhetorical 
context
Social 
situation

Perceived 
rationality 
of audience

Strategic 
Issue on the 
agenda

Annual conference

Expect clarity and 
an 
instrumentalization 
of strategy 

How to implement 
strategy?

The Board’s strategy 
and development 
committee 

Want to understand and 
assess the overall 
validity of strategy 

What are the problems 
of development and 
competitive positioning

Roadshows, 
press 
conference

Want to be 
convinced 
and reassured 
on 
forthcoming 
performance 

Is the Group 
able to reach 
the 
objectives?

Rhetorical 
style

Ethos
Management 
principles, long-
term management 
involvement in the 

Value creation 
principles

Value 
creation 
principles



118

Logos

Pathos

corporate business 

- Pragmatic 
arguments: 
diagnosis
- Arguments of 
unlimited 
development: do 
even more
- Arguments from 
example: 
management tools
- Arguments from 
authority : scientific 
management 
method  

Community feeling, 
belonging to a 
group
Pride, human values

- Comparison 
arguments:competitors
- Pragmatic arguments: 
balance sheet
- Waste arguments : 
pursue existing efforts
- Arguments from 
example : success in 
countries 

Leader’s energy
Common attitude 
towards a difficult 
environment 

- Transitivity 
arguments : 
events thus 
results thus 
prospects
- Pragmatic 
arguments: 
concrete  
results 
obtained 
- Arguments 
from example 
: acquisition 
synergies 

Confidence in 
strategic 
trajectory

Use of 
narratives

Direction of the 
group, coherence 
over time

Success stories Continuity of 
actions and 
results over 
time 

Table 2: Specific rhetorical modes according to audiences

In view of the growing importance of strategy communication by the CEOs 
of major groups, we have developed in this chapter a rhetorical perspective of 
strategy communication. This approach enabled us to study the rhetoric of the 
Lafarge Group’s CEO with three strategic audiences and to appreciate its 
validity. Indeed, this framework enables the identification of a rhetoric mode 
specific to each audience and highlights the link between rhetorical context and 
rhetorical style. In this part, we wish to put forward the main theoretical 
contribution of a rhetorical perspective of strategy communication. We will then 
suggest new areas of research on strategic discourse and strategy 
communication to be undertaken further to this exploratory work.

Adopting a rhetorical perspective to strategy communication can lead to 
highlighting three theoretical issues:  it means re-considering the traditional 
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theoretical views of strategy communication by explicitly introducing the 
rationality of the audience, it provides understanding of how practices 
contribute to the institutionalization process via strategic speeches, and finally it 
motivates a revision of the dichotomy between narratives and strategy 
argumentation.

First, a rhetorical approach goes beyond the theoretical cleavages of research 
dealing with organizational communication in general and of strategy in 
particular. Each school of thought, whether instrumental, critical or 
constructionist (Giroux and Marroquin, 2005) focuses on a certain 
representation of communication strategy but ignores the rhetorical mechanisms 
of speech (Carter and Jackson, 2004). These approaches do not address the 
construction by the speaker of coherence between the rhetorical context and the 
rhetorical style (ethos, logos, pathos). On the contrary, the rhetorical approach 
emphasizes how much strategy communication is inherent to the leader’s 
strategic practice and his personal competences. Indeed, by making his 
speeches, the leader is accountable, year after year, for the statements made 
during previous strategy communication events. It would therefore be very 
reductive to consider strategy only as an emerging phenomenon when rhetoric 
allows the leader to build over time a relationship with certain audiences whose 
resources are crucial to the firm’s strategy. This “form of talk” (Goffman, 1987) 
supposes the leader will design a theory of his audience (Perelman and 
Olbrechts, 1958) with whom he will consider strategic issues. This rhetorical 
process will allow a shared interpretation framework of key issues for the future 
of the organization to be enacted. This shared framework enables integration 
and congruence (Sillince, 2005) but also serves as a basis for discussion taking 
into account the distance between the leader and his audience on these issues. 
For example, should the leader refer to an external growth strategy, it will 
enable the various stakeholders to share the course of action but also to question 
it in terms of their own point of view. Rhetoric thus becomes one of the main 
levers to obtain the involvement in strategy of the stakeholders and to develop 
strategy capacity on the micro level. By appealing to the audience’s judgment, 
rhetoric appears as much as the leader’s “art of persuasion” (Piattelli-Palmerini, 
1999) as it is the art of interpretation for the audience. According to its own 
logic, its own rationality and projects, the audience questions the premise and 
reasoning put forward by the leader’s strategy rhetoric. On the basis of this 
interpretation, sensemaking and sensegiving ensure over time the creation of 
strategy (Gioa and Chittipedi, 1991).

Second, the strategy rhetoric approach highlights the issue of practice 
institutionalization. It adds a real political dimension to the leaders’ speeches. 
The art of the leader resides in his ability to create the legitimacy for his 
projects, legitimacy achieved through the regular use of rhetoric. This political 
dimension is also in line with the will to institutionalize principles of action, 
leading to a specific strategic trajectory (Bettis and Prahalad, 1986). The
rhetorical view of strategy also underlines that the primary role of strategy is to 
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design the conditions of a shared life, of organized collective action. It means 
generating the commitment or even the passion of stakeholders so that a story 
may be written and projects set up.

Thus, a rhetorical approach to strategy communication complements and 
furthers the theoretical approaches which stress the significance of speeches in 
the institutionalization process (Philipps et al., 2004; Green, 2004). The CEO’s 
presentation of strategy and the ensuing discussions lead to a reciprocal 
development of judgment criteria of strategy. As they gradually become taken 
for granted, these criteria contribute to the fact that rhetoric conveys the 
principles governing the institutions (Green, 2004). 

Finally, a third theoretical issue raised by a rhetorical approach to strategy 
communication concerns the opposition occasionally put forward between 
narration and argumentation (Barry and Elmes, 1997; Weick and Browning, 
1986; Boudès and Browning, 2005). This opposition is not founded on theories 
of rhetoric and argumentation, but stems from an a priori concerning the 
rationality of actors. Our study, however offers a different approach. Indeed, the 
rhetorical approach and the three dimensions characteristic of any rhetorical 
style (ethos/logos/pathos) enable further questioning of the role of narratives in 
strategy communication. A diversity of possible narratives must be considered: 
our study revealed three types of narratives: the ethos narrative (the group’s 
main direction, principles and values) the logos narrative (example based 
argumentation, best practices) and the pathos narrative (construction of an 
interest based community to withstand adversity). Consequently no claim can 
be made to the greater importance of narrative over argumentation to reach a 
sensemaking construction of the action for the players. On the contrary, our 
analysis suggests that sensemaking comes from the combined use of different 
rhetorical registers. Hence, the main theoretical and empirical problem 
addresses the study of the impact of the dominant style of the narrative 
(ethos/logos/pathos) in strategy communication in relation with the rhetorical 
situation and the audience’s rationality.

The limits of our research and the theoretical implications of a rhetorical 
approach to strategy communication mentioned above lead to three research 
perspectives.

First, useful additions could be provided by a more longitudinal approach in 
order to appreciate the evolution of the argumentation in time and not just per 
audience. Such an approach would complement Green’s proposition on the 
impact of rhetorical style (ethos, logos, pathos) on the diffusion and 
institutionalization of practices (Green, 2004). The study would specifically 
focus on how principles of action are implemented and how strategic issues are 
dealt with by different audiences. It would also need to study the 
implementation link between audiences over time. Such a longitudinal approach 
would enable to better understand the influence of the specificities of the social 
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setting on the rhetorical mode (for example competing presentations, in a 
limited time, during roadshows or a financially difficult situation to present to 
the Board).  Added to which, it would be useful to focus on the rhetoric with 
investors, real key players but whose expectations are sometimes over 
simplified. How should we explain, for instance, the little use made of pathos in 
the case of investors? Should we consider these individuals as being motivated 
only by financial interests, with whom any emotional input would be wasted? 
The new perspective of behavioral finance leads us to doubt this statement and 
hence consider a rhetoric based on emotion and intuition for financial investors 
(Albouy, 2005). Further research by means of longitudinal case studies, could 
refine the suggested framework to see how it may be used as a reflection tool by 
a leader elaborating a strategy communication. As it is, it seems that the 
rhetorical exercise requires that the leader explicitly ask himself the following 
questions: what is the audience’s rationality? What do they expect from the 
communication event? What is the central strategic issue? What are the 
principles and values underlying the legitimacy and commitment to this specific 
audience? How can the different types of arguments be linked? Which of the 
audience’s feelings, emotions and opinions may be relied upon?

In addition, further research could offer significant insights into the issue of 
change. We know how much change has to do with time scales and the link 
between macro and micro levels (Pettigrew et al., 2001). The rhetorical 
approach could offer a fruitful framework to study the convergence and 
divergence of rythms in the management of change between players according 
to the style favored by the leader. Change management competence would thus 
be considered as being linked to the leader’s rhetorical competence. This would 
involve a more in-depth study of an orator’s rhetoric competence by taking into 
account potential differences between the projective register (emanating from 
the audience) and that of the effective (the effective speaker) as far as pathos 
and ethos are concerned (Meyer, 2004). In fact, the gap between the effective 
pathos offered by the leader and the projective pathos emanating from the 
audience is probably at the root of a creative tension, favorable for change 
management. This issue of the contribution of rhetoric to the dynamics of 
change also requires the study of the perception of the leader’s rhetoric by the 
audience which has not been done in our research. It is, today, a crucial issue, at 
a time when the impact of repeated announcements of change or restructuration 
can lessen the motivation of the stakeholders to participate in projects, 
regardless of the strategy rhetoric.

Lastly, the rhetorical approach to strategy opens a new avenue of research: to 
question how the self description of the company (Von Grogh et al. 1994) 
brought about by the rhetoric could explain strategy failures. This was partly the 
case for Enron (Chaterjee, 2003) or Polaroid (Tripsas and Gavetti, 2000). 
Indeed, convinced that by presenting strategy it will take shape and have the 
desired impact, the leader may fail to focus on the relevance of his discourse. 
According to Sperber’s theory of relevance (Sperber, 1989), persuasion requires 
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creating new relevance relationships whilst referring to former thought 
frameworks and values. At any group level, and more specifically within the 
management committees, the challenge consists in sufficiently renewing the 
strategic questioning process whilst acknowledging that novelty in itself is not 
enough. Furthermore, by repeatedly communicating on his strategy to convince 
the stakeholders, the leader may reinforce his own conviction of the need for the 
strategy he is presenting. A de facto risk emerges: that of self-persuasion which 
develops alongside the communication process. The communication ritual could 
then become an end in itself without sufficiently generating interrogation on the 
content of the discourse and the meaning of the action. The systematic practice 
of this dialectical inquiry is rendered difficult by the fact that the leader, as he 
gradually intervenes in various situations, may have to simplify his speech to 
limit the alternatives. To avoid doing so, the leader’s competence in his 
interventions must be accompanied by a permanent effort to question and 
broaden thought processes and to systematically give the audience the 
opportunity to explore with him new strategic issues.
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Chapter 8

Dirk De Clercq and Maxim Voronov 12

We seek to outline a practice perspective of a specific action, namely, 
gaining and maintaining legitimacy in the context of entrepreneurship and small 
businesses. Our approach is based on the assumption that entrepreneurial 
practices inevitably are socially embedded (Lounsbury, 1998; Lounsbury and 
Glynn, 2001) and that the pursuit of legitimacy requires artful navigation of 
rules, norms, and objective conditions that facilitate some actions while 
inhibiting others. To this end, we apply the ‘theory of practice,’ advanced by the 
sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1977, 1986, 1990, 1998), to the study of 
entrepreneurship and small business and examine entrepreneurs’ ability to gain 
and maintain legitimacy through their everyday practices. 

For the purpose of this research, we consider entrepreneurs those persons 
who either have recently launched a new venture (Hung, 2006) or run their own 
established small business (Walker and Brown, 2004) and thus confront 
important legitimacy challenges associated with their limited size or age (Brush 
and Chaganti, 1998; Morris and Zahra, 2000). Our specific definition of 
entrepreneurship therefore reflects a setting in which persons potentially lack 
legitimacy, as perceived by external constituents such as government entities, 
investors, and other business partners (Aldrich and Fiol, 1994; Brush and 
Chaganti, 1998; Stinchombe, 1965). For the sake of parsimony, we use the term 
‘entrepreneur’ in the remainder of this chapter to refer to any person who 
recently started his or her own business or is a small business owner.

Prior entrepreneurial research recognizes the importance of gaining 
legitimacy (Aldrich and Fiol, 1994). For example, if the scope of entrepreneurs’ 
activities is novel to external parties, they may lack common market knowledge 
about those activities. To solve this challenge, entrepreneurs might 
communicate information about their activities, operations, and performance to 
the outside world (Fombrun and Shanley, 1990) or work to gain the 
endorsement of reputable partner firms (Larson, 1992; Stuart et al., 1999). 
Despite acknowledgments of the importance of legitimacy, limited attention 

12 The authors have equally contributed to the chapter and are listed in alphabetical
order.
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addresses the extent to which entrepreneurs’ day-to-day practices may be 
deemed legitimate by others and therefore lead to legitimacy of their venture. 
Therefore, this research examines what entrepreneurs should do to become and 
remain legitimate in the eyes of important external entities. The practice 
perspective in social science (e.g., Whittington, 1996, 2003) and Bourdieu’s 
theory of practice in particular (Bourdieu, 1977, 1986, 1990, 1998) is useful for 
addressing this issue. 

Specifically, we propose that Bourdieu’s work is appropriate in examining 
how entrepreneurial discourse associates with entrepreneurs’ ability, or 
inability, to gain legitimacy. In general terms, discourse analysis is concerned 
with exploring the relationship between everyday practice and the maintenance 
of and resistance to existing systems of power and inequality (Mumby and 
Clair, 1997). Discourses produce identities for individuals that enable as well as 
constrain their actions and abilities to produce alternative discourses (Hardy et 
al., 2000; Oswick, Keenoy, and Grant, 1997; Wetherell and Potter, 1992). We 
examine the factors that lock in entrepreneurs into particular patterns of activity 
as well as how such path dependencies might be unlocked both intentionally 
and unintentionally.

We re-conceptualize entrepreneurial discourse as manifest in a combination 
of purposeful and non-purposeful socially embedded practices through which 
new businesses are created and developed. Specifically, drawing on the theory 
of practice, we suggest that entrepreneurs’ legitimacy in a market does not 
necessarily result from deliberate planning or intentions but rather from the 
interplay between their discursive practices – hereafter labeled as ‘practices’ –
and their social context. To develop and maintain legitimacy, entrepreneurs 
must, in Bourdieu’s terms, adopt particular, field-specific habitus (or normative 
embodiment, as explained subsequently).

The rest of this chapter is structured as follows: First, we review existing 
literature on the practice perspective and demonstrate how this perspective 
might be useful for the study of entrepreneurship in general and the pursuit of 
legitimacy in particular. Second, we introduce the work of the French 
sociologist Pierre Bourdieu as a specific practice-focused theory and explain the 
key terms pertinent to this research. Third, we apply Bourdieu’s theory to the 
study of entrepreneurship and discuss the process by and effectiveness with 
which entrepreneurs gain legitimacy. Finally, we provide some concluding 
remarks regarding the application of Bourdieu’s work to the context of 
entrepreneurship and small business.

During the past two decades, social science increasingly has taken a 
‘practice turn’ to explain social phenomena, as exemplified by the increased 
prominence of the work of Bourdieu, de Certeau, Foucault, and Giddens, among 
others (Reckwitz, 2002; Schatzki et al., 2001). The practice perspective has 
infiltrated a variety of sub-disciplines of management and organization studies, 
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including strategic management (e.g., Hendry, 2000; Jarzabkowski, 2003; 
Whittington, 2003), technology management (e.g., Orlikowski, 2000), new 
product development (e.g., Dougherty, 2001; 2004), organizational learning 
(e.g., Contu and Willmott, 2003; Gherardi, 2006; Yanow, 2000), and 
institutional change (e.g., Seo and Creed, 2002; McGuire et al., 2004). We 
propose that the practice perspective also provides a useful conceptual lens for 
studying entrepreneurship.

The practice perspective consists of three main themes. First, it attempts to 
grasp the link between broader societal structures and the ‘shared 
understandings, cultural rules, language and procedures’ (Whittington, 2006: 
614) that guide and shape human behavior. Second, this perspective attends to 
not only what activities people accomplish but also how they accomplish them. 
It thus focuses on the minutia of the everyday life of people and groups, through 
which phenomena such as new product development or strategy get 
accomplished. Third, the practice perspective construes persons as neither 
deterministically manipulated by their institutional and societal context nor as 
free and autonomous agents but rather as actors who artfully interpret and seek 
to navigate that context actively. Practice theorists tend to argue that actors 
‘engage in iterative “wayfinding” by creating pathways that radiate outwards 
from their concrete existential situations’ (Chia, 2004: 31). In other words, 
actors improvise their way through a world that remains in a constant state of 
flux, and their identities and external environment get jointly and 
simultaneously co-created (see also Tsoukas and Chia, 2002). 

Entrepreneurship literature has much to gain from the practice perspective, 
in that it questions the widely held assumption that entrepreneurs’ behavior is 
primarily purposeful and intentional (Douglas and Shepherd, 2002; Krueger et 
al., 2000) or that individual entrepreneurs are the key unit of analysis for 
understanding entrepreneurial action (Lounsbury and Glynn, 2001; Low and 
Abrahamson, 1997). Accordingly, our objective is to examine a specific facet of 
entrepreneurship—gaining and maintaining legitimacy—through a practice lens 
that applies Bourdieu’s theory, in which context we envision entrepreneurship 
as an ongoing process through which new or small business owners’ everyday 
practices evolve. We make two important claims with regard to the 
entrepreneurial process. First, entrepreneurs’ day-to-day activities do not 
inevitably result from deliberate planning or intention—which does not exclude 
the possibility that entrepreneurship can be deliberate. Rather, we acknowledge 
that many activities in which entrepreneurs engage result from a dialectical 
relationship between their prior and ongoing experiences and their anticipation 
of the future consequences of their actions (Bourdieu, 1973). Second, 
entrepreneurship is not an a priori property that remains static within an 
individual entrepreneur (Chell, 2007; Lounsbury, 1998); rather, it is immanent 
and reveals itself as a process of everyday practical coping with the broader 
context in which the entrepreneur is embedded (Chia and Holt, 2006). 
Therefore, when examining the process by which entrepreneurs’ day-to-day 



128

practices acquire (or fail to acquire) legitimacy, it is crucial to acknowledge the 
existential position of individual entrepreneurs in the social structure within 
which they operate. We now turn to Bourdieu’s work to provide the 
groundwork for our practice-based account of entrepreneurship.

Despite his position as one of the most influential 20th century sociologists 
(e.g., Calhoun, 2003), Pierre Bourdieu’s work has, somewhat surprisingly, been 
underutilized in management and organizational research (Everett, 2002; 
Ozbigilin and Tatli, 2005). Bourdieu’s theory of practice (1977, 1986, 1990, 
1998) provides a middle ground between the polarities of determinism and 
individualism (Nash, 2003: 49) on which he attempts to transcend the classical 
debate between structure and agency. That is, Bourdieu’s introduction of the 
concept of habitus, as outlined subsequently, as an internalized mediating 
mechanism that more or less automatically produces practices, offers a unique 
integration of the structuralist and intentionalist accounts. Therefore, Bourdieu’s 
theory of practice aligns with Giddens’s (1987) structuration theory, which 
acknowledges the close relationship between individual action and the social 
structure in which those individuals are embedded. For instance, in the specific 
context of opportunity recognition, Giddens’s structuration theory suggests the 
entrepreneurial process represents a dynamic interaction between the individual 
entrepreneur and the opportunities on which that entrepreneur acts (Sarason et 
al., 2006). More generally, the structurational framework describes how action 
constitutes and reconstitutes social structures, as well as how these structures 
enable and inhibit social action (Orlikowski and Robey, 1991). Despite the 
similarities between Bourdieu’s theory of practice and Giddens’s structuration 
theory, we suggest that the former more adequately conceptualizes the subtlety 
of social practices because it does not abstract structure from the practices of 
individual agents (Allan, 2006). That is, Bourdieu's view of social structure 
envisions agents constructing their own social worlds and struggling to maintain 
and enhance their positions within them. His view of social structure thus builds 
from the bottom up, whereas Giddens's focus on institutions, rules, and 
resources remains more theoretical and top down–oriented (Harker et al., 1990). 

Bourdieu’s theory of practice is appropriate for providing a practice 
perspective of entrepreneurship, because it notes the importance of power in 
shaping people’s positions in society, as well as their ability to attain their life 
and business objectives (Calhoun, 2003; Mahar et al., 1990). Thus, it can 
provide an account of entrepreneurship as not merely a technical process in 
which entrepreneurs are fixed and reified entities (Chell, 2007) but rather an 
activity located at the intersection of their life trajectories and experiences 
within the broader social context (see also Watson, 2003). Furthermore, 
Bourdieu’s emphasis on social actors who seek to amass and convert capital, as 
outlined subsequently, is compatible with a focus on the roles of various forms 
of capital (i.e., financial, human, and social) in entrepreneurship research (e.g., 
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Gimeno et al., 1997; Marshall and Oliver, 2005). Yet Bourdieu’s work also 
extends current understanding of the role of capital by highlighting the 
inextricably social and political nature of the process of capital acquisition and 
conversion (Everett, 2002), as well as the key role of symbolic mediation in this 
process (Allan, 2006). 

We now turn to some of the key concepts of Bourdieu’s theory of practice. 
Although Bourdieu’s theory is vast and offers a multitude of concepts resulting 
from his study of fields such as education, art and literature, and sports (Harker 
et al., 1990), we present four concepts—field, capital, habitus, and practice—
that we believe apply most usefully to the development of a practice perspective 
of entrepreneurship.

In Bourdieu's theory, and for purposes of this paper, the definition of ‘field’ 
goes beyond the more common usage, which refers to a particular profession, 
occupational arena, or industry. Instead, field in this sense represents the 
abstract space in which networks of relations are structured and operate and 
sources of power are accumulated, accessed, and mobilized during the course of 
practice (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). The field thus is a ‘partially 
autonomous field of forces, but also a struggle for positions within it’ (Mahar et 
al., 1990: 8). In turn, it can be defined as a network of social relations, within 
which actors struggle for access to various types of capital (Figure X.1). The 
ability to command and use resources in the course of the power struggles that 
occur within a field provides the central dynamic for how fields operate 
(Wallace and Wolf, 1999). Both ‘dominant’ and ‘dominated’ actors occupy 
fields and therefore attempt to usurp, exclude, and establish a monopoly over 
the mechanisms of the field’s reproduction and the type of power most effective 
in it (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992: 106). In short, fields are relational, 
dynamic social microcosms, contingent and ever changing, which implies that a 
field must be described in relational or dialectical terms (Bourdieu and 
Wacquant, 1992: 96).

According to Bourdieu, the concept of capital refers to ‘all the goods, 
material and symbolic, without distinction, that present themselves as rare and 
worthy of being sought after in a particular social formation’ (Bourdieu, 1977: 
178). Capital in essence provides a field-specific source of power (Entwistle and 
Rockamora, 2006; Everett, 2002; Wacquant, 1993). We focus on the four types 
of capital that have been identified as being key to Bourdieu’s work (e.g., 
Everett, 2002; Oakes et al, 1998): economic, social, cultural, and symbolic. 
Economic capital refers to actors’ ability to access and mobilize material
resources, such as money, land, and productive property; social capital is a 
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Figure 1: Conceptual framework, based on Bourdieu

resource whose value derives from the ability to access and mobilize 
interpersonal relationships; cultural capital garners value from an ability to 
access and mobilize the institutions (e.g., family, schools, religious 
organizations), knowledge, skills, and cultural products of a society; and 
symbolic capital, the form that preoccupied Bourdieu most (Everett, 2002), is 
‘the capacity that systems of meaning and signification have of shielding, and 
thereby strengthening, relations of oppression and exploitation by hiding them 
under the cloak of nature, benevolence and meritocracy’ (Wacquant, 1993: 1-2). 
Thus, symbolic capital might best be understood as a meta-version of the other 
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forms, in that it represents the skill to use and manipulate symbolic resources 
such as language, writing, and myth to legitimize other forms of capital. An 
important aspect of capital is its dual convertability. First, each actor possesses 
particular amount of capital, distributed among the various forms, and the 
capital types can convert (Calhoun, 2003). For example, cultural capital (an 
MBA degree) can be converted into symbolic capital (prestige). Second, capital 
must be passed on to the next generation; otherwise, it is lost (Calhoun, 2003). 
As we noted, economic actors’ positions in the field depend on their access to 
capital, so as people struggle to acquire and convert capital, their positions in 
the field change. At the same time, the field has no existence separate from the 
dynamic relationship of the positions that those actors occupy by virtue of their 
access to field-specific capital (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992).

Habitus provides persons with the cognitive and behavioral structures they 
need to make sense of their positions in the field. According to Entwistle and 
Rocamora (2006: 747), ‘fields are reproduced precisely through the specific 
forms of embodiment demanded by them.’ Similar to capital, habitus is field 
specific, and no field exists without the actors who embody them by adopting 
field-specific habitus. Habitus thus is the ‘durably inculcated system of 
structured, structuring dispositions’ within a field (Bourdieu, 1990: 52), or the 
embodied, practical sense of the game, which gets historically constructed 
through a variety of experiences that each actor has as a member of a culture 
(Calhoun, 2003) and the ‘holistic structuration of one’s circumstances and 
surroundings’ (Chell, 2007: 17). In this sense, habitus is akin to the more widely 
used notion of organizational knowing (e.g., Blackler, 1995; Cook and Yanow, 
1993; Orlikowski, 2002; Spender, 1996), which refers to a ‘rich, socially 
embedded clinical know-how that encompasses perceptual skills, transitional 
understandings across time, and understanding of the particular in relation to 
general’ (Benner, qtd. in Dougherty, 2004: 5). Furthermore, individual actors 
typically are not aware of habitus, because it reflects the taken-for-granted mode 
of self-conduct that provides a degree of consistency to a person’s actions 
(Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992; Calhoun, 2003). However, habitus does not 
preclude actors from acting artfully and improvising (Calhoun, 2003). Thus, 
though habitus reflects the embodiment of a field’s structure and norms by 
actors, it is not overly deterministic because it allows for actors to make 
cognitive adjustments to how they perceive the field (Ozbilgin and Tatli, 2005)
(Figure X.1).

Finally, Bourdieu envisioned practice as a process through which individual 
actors exchange capital within a field; therefore, ‘Practices occur when habitus 
encounters those competitive arenas called fields, and action reflects the 
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structure of that encounter’ (Swartz, 1997: 141). In turn, practice can be 
described as the myriad of social activities and rituals (i.e., routines) in which 
individual actors systematically engage during the process of everyday life, 
guided by a kind of commonsense logic (Bourdieu, 1998; Bourdieu and 
Wacquant, 1992). Examples of practices include rituals, matrimonial choices, 
and mundane economic conduct (Bourdieu, 1998). However, practices are not 
mechanical reactions to existing rules and norms but rather ‘regulated 
improvisations’ that result from a dialectical relationship between a specific 
situation and habitus (Bourdieu, 1973: 67). These improvisational actions occur 
through a dynamic combination of past experiences, the present situation, and 
expectations about the future implications of current actions. Determined as 
they are by past conditions (i.e., habitus), practices reproduce the regularities 
and objective structures of which they are products (Bourdieu, 1973: 64); 
through these practices, the field's objective relations are produced and 
reproduced in ways that both reinforce and change the field's objective 
structure, as well as its divisions and classification schemes. Therefore, 
practices reflect a dialectical relationship between automatic and purposeful 
action (Figure X.1).

In summary, Bourdieu's theory of practice pertains to how objective 
structures may be produced and reproduced through the uncoordinated and 
voluntary actions of individual actors who constitute society. The theory 
proposes that the logic underlying everyday activities is a product of a ‘practical 
sense’ of how to cope with the broader context, not of some predetermined logic 
(Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992: 120). Therefore, though economic agents do 
not act rationally, they nevertheless act reasonably. Furthermore, though 
people’s structural positions reflect a frozen, objectified past, their 
dispositions—which reflect their own history—pattern their individual actions 
into certain practices that recreate or adjust the divisions that constitute social 
structures and positions in the field (Bourdieu, 1990; Ozbilgin and Tatli, 2005).

The application of Bourdieu’s theory of practice to the study of 
entrepreneurial legitimacy and of entrepreneurship in general can paint a picture 
of the entrepreneurship process that differs from conventional understanding. 
Specifically, we reconceptualize entrepreneurship as a combination of 
purposeful and non-purposeful, socially embedded practices. Following 
Bourdieu’s theory, we envision the entrepreneurship process as a combination 
of the following important features. First, it is profoundly political, in that 
entrepreneurial activity (like any other activity) connects to entrepreneurs’ 
social positions in the field, which are determined by their access to capital. 
Second, entrepreneurial practices are socially constructed and historically 
embedded; in other words, what entrepreneurs are expected, allowed, and 
forbidden to do is influenced by commonsensical understandings born from 
their own and others’ prior and ongoing collective actions. In all, the 
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entrepreneurial process, according to this perspective, entails the artful 
navigation of objective and phenomenological conditions. An entrepreneur 
cannot be extracted or abstracted from his or her sociopolitical milieu. 

In the following sections, we tackle a specific domain of entrepreneurial 
action and focus on entrepreneurs’ pursuit of legitimacy (Aldrich and Fiol, 
1994). More specifically, we comment on the contribution of entrepreneurs’ 
capital and habitus to the degree to which their practices may be deemed 
legitimate (or illegitimate) by other field participants (Figure X.1). First, we
discuss the role of the entrepreneur’s access to field-specific capital to 
determine whether his or her practices will be deemed legitimate by other field 
participants. Second, we consider the role of habitus to examine whether the 
entrepreneur engages in practices deemed legitimate by those other field 
participants. We note that Bourdieu’s holistic theory indicates it is not possible 
to imagine that capital or habitus make separate contributions to shaping 
practice. That is, we cannot ‘control’ for one of the two concepts or hold it 
constant. Instead, we foreground one while realizing that the other also plays a 
role, even though it may not be the focus of attention. For example, when 
focusing on habitus, we must recall that no habitus is possible in abstraction 
from capital. Similarly, when attending to capital, we must recognize that 
without the role of habitus, capital is not meaningful; that is, without habitus, 
field participants lack the capacity to evaluate and assess capital (Maher et al., 
1990).

As previously noted, an actor’s (or in our study context, entrepreneur’s) 
position in the field is determined by his or her access to capital in various 
forms. The more capital the entrepreneur possesses, the more dominant he or 
she is in that field (Bourdieu, 1986; Ozbilgin and Tatli, 2005). Small business 
and entrepreneurship literature notes several capital types critical for the success 
of entrepreneurial endeavors, including financial capital, such as personal 
income and external funding (Caputo and Dolinsky, 1998); human capital, 
including education and experience (Pennings et al., 1998; Robinson and 
Sexton, 1994); and social capital, such as network contacts (Cooke and Wills, 
1999; De Clercq and Arenius, 2006). However, whereas extant literature 
acknowledges the importance of capital for entrepreneurs’ success, it devotes 
limited attention to how different capital types influence the legitimacy of 
entrepreneurs’ practices. We argue that Bourdieu’s acknowledgement of the 
political and socially embedded nature of the process of acquisition and 
conversion of capital addresses this gap (Everett, 2002). Specifically, drawing 
on one of the key premises of Bourdieu’s theory of practice, namely, that actors 
find themselves thrown into a game characterized by differential access to 
capital (see also Clegg, 1989), entrepreneurs’ accumulation of capital, 
irrespective of the type, should contribute positively to the legitimacy of their 
day-to-day practices. Because access to capital puts entrepreneurs in a more 
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dominant position in the field (Bourdieu, 1986) and thus makes them more 
powerful in imposing their preferences on others, the activities and 
accomplishments of entrepreneurs with access to high levels of capital should 
evoke legitimacy.

Furthermore, Bourdieu’s distinction between different types of capital, and 
especially his emphasis on the role of symbolic capital as a source of power for 
actors in the field (Bourdieu, 1986, 1990; Wacquant, 1993), helps clarify how 
entrepreneurs gain and maintain legitimacy. Bourdieu distinguishes symbolic 
capital from other types (i.e., economic, social, and cultural), in that symbolic 
capital represents a source of power that is not captured by the other capital 
types and that can mobilize intangible resources such as language, myths, and 
symbolic meaning. Furthermore, symbolic capital represents a ‘higher-order’ 
type of capital, because the other forms transfer to symbolic capital as soon as 
they become legitimate (Bourdieu, 1986; Ozbilgin and Tatli, 2005). For 
entrepreneurs, symbolic capital might involve prestige, reputation, or personal 
authority, as well as their ability to impose their legitimate ‘vision’ of how 
business in the field should be conducted (Bourdieu, 1990; Cronin, 1996; 
Meisenhelder, 1997: 169). 

The development of symbolic capital is particularly important for the study 
of entrepreneurship because entrepreneurs represent social actors who provide 
‘new combinations’ to a particular domain (Schumpeter, 1934) and thus seek to 
establish new definitions of acceptable behavior in a field (Bourdieu, 1990, 
1998; Maguire et al., 2004). In other words, entrepreneurs’ ability to gain 
legitimacy and then enjoy durable success intertwines closely with their ability 
to impose their ideas on other field participants through a qualification process 
perceived as acceptable. Therefore, building on Bourdieu’s work, we expect 
that entrepreneurs’ day-to-day practices are most likely to be deemed as 
legitimate when they can convert their economic, social, and cultural capital 
into symbolic capital. Furthermore, the relationship between symbolic capital 
and the development of legitimacy is self-reinforcing, because legitimacy helps 
entrepreneurs further advance their business and thus gain even more symbolic 
capital. Ultimately, entrepreneurs who accumulate more symbolic capital should 
be less dependent on others’ notions of legitimacy and obtain a position to 
define legitimacy for themselves and others.

Bourdieu also argues that symbolic power (i.e., symbolic capital) enables an 
actor to control others’ behaviors, thoughts, and beliefs in such a way that those 
others do not perceive the control (Bourdieu. 1990: 69; Bourdieu, 1992: 167-
168). That is, symbolic capital forces others to accept the legitimacy of a field’s 
practices, to the extent that this type of capital becomes an unspoken, automatic 
practical reason they use to make sense of the structure and operation of their 
field. In this sense, symbolic capital renders the field’s hierarchy and functions 
beneficial to the dominant faction but keeps that rendition invisible to the 
‘dominated’ factions (Bourdieu, 1991). Consequently, entrepreneurs’ 
possession of symbolic capital, by virtue of their resultant ability to define 
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appropriate behavior, should increase the legitimacy of their everyday practices 
and make their reliance on other forms of capital less significant. 

Bourdieu’s work suggests that habitus guides business practice in important 
ways, specifically, through the system of durably acquired understandings that 
guide, govern, and coordinate practices over time and across space (Bourdieu 
and Wacquant, 1992). Furthermore, the theory of practice stipulates that each 
field contains its own logic for generating, exchanging, and valuing different 
types of capital (Oakes et al, 1998). Habitus thus can be conceived of as actors’ 
capacity to internalize the rules of a particular field and respond appropriately. 
Also, actors’ habitus is both shaped by and shapes their actions in the context of 
the field or social space in which those actors are embedded (De Clercq and 
Voronov, in press b).

The concept of habitus further implies that actors’ behavior often occurs 
automatically, such that habitus implies a degree of social determinism 
(Ozbilgin and Tatlim 2005). Bourdieu (1977: 72-87) contends that ‘meanings 
and consequences of action are not transparent to the actors themselves […], 
and that habitus is that part of practices which remain obscure in the eyes of 
their own producers.’ Thus, the social positions held by actors in the field create 
socialized dispositions, which refer to a wide range of acquired beliefs 
conceived of as habits embodied in a more or less durable manner. Furthermore, 
Bourdieu observes that actors tend to engage automatically in practices that 
reinforce their current positions in the field; thus, whereas dominant actors’ day-
to-day practices confirm their powerful positions in the field, dominated actors 
are subject to ‘symbolic violence,’ or symbolic domination by the dominant 
actors, a form of domination that implies the complicity of the ‘dominated’ 
actors (Bourdieu, 1990). As an example, Bourdieu (2004) cites the acceptance 
of patriarchy by women. In the context of entrepreneurship, symbolic violence 
might include the notion that entrepreneurs must undertake an initial public 
offering (IPO) on the stock market (Megginson and Weiss, 1991). Although 
going public may contribute to an entrepreneur’s ability to gain legitimacy, an 
IPO may be premature and not in the best interest of an uninformed, dominated 
entrepreneur who is unprepared to carry out the requirements associated within 
being a public company (Gompers, 1996). In short, symbolic violence functions 
through the current order of things (i.e., the logic of ongoing practices) and thus 
leads dominated actors in the field to ‘conspire and commit isolated treasons 
against themselves’ (Bourdieu, 1990: 166-167).

On the basis of these theorizations, we posit that entrepreneurs who hold 
dominant positions in the field (i.e., have access to a broad set of capital) tend to 
automatically universalize their habitus as the field’s habitus, and therefore, 
their practices automatically confirm and legitimize their current positions 
(Maher et al., 1990). Alternatively, entrepreneurs dominated by the symbolic 
power of the dominant faction may develop dispositions that preclude them 
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from effectively increasing their legitimacy, which reinforces their subordinate 
positions (Bourdieu, 1991). Ultimately, entrepreneurs who hold dominant 
positions in the field are more likely to increase their legitimacy through their 
day-to-day activities, whereas their less-dominant counterparts are less effective 
in gaining legitimacy and thus improving their position in the field through their 
day-to-day practices.

Despite the presence of an important automatic aspect of legitimacy 
building, we also acknowledge that entrepreneurs may purposefully seek to 
uphold and support practices that provide legitimacy to the current order. Thus, 
the current elites use their symbolic power to ensure the status quo of the field, 
maintain existing power relationships, and contribute to the ‘domestication of 
the dominated’ (Bourdieu, 1991: 167). In contrast, entrepreneurs in less 
powerful positions seek to alter existing practices and introduce new ones so 
they may move up the field’s hierarchy (see also Battilana, 2006). In this regard, 
Bourdieu notes that individuals can allocate and distribute their total volume of 
capital among different capital types to influence the scope of their agency and, 
by extension, possibly change the established order in the field (Ozbigilin and 
Tatli, 2005). Furthermore, literature on institutional entrepreneurship provides 
some insight into how new practices might be introduced to a given business 
field. More specifically, entrepreneurs are highly motivated to establish new 
legitimizing practices when those practices will provide them with the 
opportunity to realize personal, valuable interests (DiMaggio, 1988; Greenwood 
and Hinings, 1996; Seo and Creed, 2002). For instance, in his study of the 
American music industry, Hensmans (2003) describes the disruptive behavior of 
the less powerful actor Napster, which undermined the existing practices of 
powerful incumbents and thus opened up space for new practices, despite the 
incumbents’ fierce defense of traditional distribution networks.

Finally, a business field as a whole remains in a constant state of flux, 
resulting from entrepreneurs’ efforts to ‘individually or collectively safeguard 
or improve their position and impose the principle of hierarchization most 
favorable to their own products’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992: 101). As 
indicated previously, despite the deterministic role that habitus may play in 
maintaining current power relationships in the field, it does not preclude 
entrepreneurs from attempting to change current assumptions and positions in 
the field (Ozbilgin and Tatli, 2005). Because a field’s structure can be 
reproduced only as long as its participants engage in field-appropriate behavior 
(Entwistle and Rockamora, 2006), if sufficient entrepreneurs disengage from 
playing by the field’s rules, the field’s power structure likely transforms. 
Whether purposeful or accidental, this disengagement from existing rules 
transforms the field by changing the structure of the power relations embedded 
in it. This transformation may allow some previously dominated entrepreneurs 
to ascend to more dominant positions or cause previously dominant actors to 
lose some of their power (Battilana, 2006). The extent to which the 
transformation is incremental or radical depends on the number of legitimizing 
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practices that get replaced. This process is ongoing and results in continuous 
fluctuation in the field; a field will appear stable for any length of time largely 
because of the ability of dominant entrepreneurs to fight off the attempts by 
others to institutionalize new practices.

This chapter attempts to take a first step toward a practice perspective of 
entrepreneurship by focusing on a single important aspect of entrepreneurial 
action: the pursuit and maintenance of legitimacy. We believe that this account 
acknowledges the phenomenological and sociopolitical position of individual 
entrepreneurs and simultaneously depicts the entrepreneurship process as less 
rational and purposeful and more improvisational and socially complex. No 
entrepreneur exists outside his or her sociopolitical milieu, but no sociopolitical 
milieu can last separate from the individual members that bring it to life. Our 
argument is consistent with recent calls to acknowledge the socially embedded 
nature of entrepreneurship (e.g., Lounsbury, 1998; Lounsbury and Glynn, 2001) 
and move beyond the functionalist paradigm of entrepreneurship research 
(Chell, 2007; Grant and Perren, 2002).

We acknowledge that the present paper is an initial attempt to outline a 
practice perspective of entrepreneurship. We focused on but one aspect of the 
entrepreneurship process – the gaining and maintaining of legitimacy. 
Therefore, a great deal more practice-focused research is needed to theorize 
about and empirically investigate other important aspects of the 
entrepreneurship process. Despite these qualifications, we summarize below, 
and to some extent reiterate, what we believe represents the primary value of a 
practice perspective of entrepreneurship as presented in this paper. First, the 
focus on practices directs attention to the actual day-to-day activities of 
entrepreneurs rather than exclusively the ‘whys’ or outcomes of their activities. 
The practice perspective clarifies that entrepreneurial action does not result only 
from predetermined intentions but also from entrepreneurs’ practical means of 
coping with their own and others’ previous and ongoing actions. Thus, our 
study departs from the traditional model of rational choice and is instead 
consistent with a conceptualization of human agency as a ‘temporally embedded 
process of social engagement, informed by the past (in its habitual aspect), but 
also oriented towards the future (as a capacity to imagine alternative 
possibilities) and towards the present (as a capacity to contextualize past habits 
and future projects within the contingencies of the moment’ (Emirbayer and 
Mische, 1998: 963). Furthermore, our conceptualization of entrepreneurial 
action as a process of artful navigation of an objective and cognitive context 
mirrors the logic of ‘effectuation’ proposed by Sarasvathy (2001), which 
emphasizes the primacy of means over ends, identity over goals, and control 
over the reduction of uncertainty.

Second, introducing Bourdieu’s notion of field into entrepreneurship 
literature suggests a need to be more mindful about the potential complexity of 
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the ‘business domain’ in which entrepreneurs operate. Typically, 
entrepreneurship research focuses on the role of either industry-level (e.g., 
Robinson, 1999) or country-level (e.g., Noorderhaven et al., 2004) factors to 
account for the role of context in explaining entrepreneurship, which may be 
appropriate for situations in which industry-related or broader cultural norms 
are most potent in shaping entrepreneurial behavior and performance. However, 
the theory of practice suggests the possibility that in many cases, the relevant 
domain may be more complex and encompass an intermediate level that spans 
several industries related to one another through their joint struggle for power 
and capital (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). Therefore, the notion of field is 
useful for capturing the complexity and dynamism of what constitutes the 
‘relevant’ business domain for entrepreneurs. 

Third, the application of Bourdieu’s theory of practice requires us to bridge 
multiple levels of analysis. In fact, Bourdieu resisted treating different levels of 
analysis as separate from one another (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992) and 
found such separation artificial and problematic. Therefore, the theory of 
practice perhaps may best be classified as a meso-level theory (Cooke et al., 
2005), in that it operates at the interface of the macro level (i.e., the field) and 
micro level (i.e., individual practice) and uses the concepts of habitus and 
capital to connect them. Consequently, the theory of practice suggests that 
studying how entrepreneurs gain and maintain legitimacy through their day-to-
day practices requires researchers to devote attention to aspects related to both 
the individual entrepreneur and the macro context, whatever its level of 
aggregation, in which the entrepreneur is embedded (see also De Clercq and 
Voronov, in press a, b). 

Fourth, we note a possible methodological implication of our paper. In 
contrast to most extant entrepreneurship research, which tends to measure 
entrepreneurial behavior indirectly through questionnaires and interviews 
(Chandler and Lyon, 2001), our proposed practice perspective takes an 
empirical approach that includes the observation of entrepreneurs in their day-
to-day activities. This method parallels the practice perspective in strategy 
research, in which researchers increasingly turn their attention to the day-to-day 
practices that accomplish strategic efforts (e.g., Johnson et al., 2003; 
Whittington, 2006); furthermore, it is consistent with the previously mentioned 
drive to reinvigorate entrepreneurship research by moving beyond a 
functionalist research paradigm (e.g., Chell, 2007; Downing, 2005; Grant and 
Perren, 2002). Yet Bourdieu’s theory is compatible with both qualitative and 
quantitative research methods, as illustrated, for example, by his extensive 
quantitative and ethnographic research to explain how people’s personal tastes 
relate to their position in society (Bourdieu, 1984). The theory of practice even 
appears appropriate for resolving the dichotomy between quantitative versus 
qualitative research (Everett, 2002) and thus may provide a useful platform for 
future empirical research endeavors in the field of entrepreneurship.
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Fifth and finally, in terms of practical implications, our study contradicts 
conventional wisdom, which assumes entrepreneurs have a great deal of 
freedom in terms of their ability to gain legitimacy. Instead, we recommend that 
entrepreneurs must pay attention to their position within the broader power 
dynamics that characterize their environment and observe how contextual 
factors might influence their ability to gain legitimacy. Furthermore, we provide 
a broader understanding of the importance of different types of capital. In 
particular, we highlight the importance of symbolic capital for entrepreneurs, 
which refers to their ability to define social reality and create the ‘rules of the 
game’ and which thereby makes it easier for them but more difficult for others 
to gain and maintain legitimacy (De Clercq and Voronov, in press a). Finally, 
we highlight that the rules that govern entrepreneurial practices in a particular 
business field are not set in stone. That is, the principal reason a particular 
business field operates the way it does relates to participants’ compliance with 
existing rules, and to the extent that a sufficient number of actors (including 
entrepreneurs) disengage from these rules, whether intentionally or 
unintentionally, the very structure of the field can be transformed.
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Chapter 9

Henrik Sjödin and Nicholas Ind 

Within the subject of branding an area that is increasingly of interest is 
“brand authenticity” (e.g., Beverland 2005, 2006; Brown, Kozinets, and Sherry 
Jr. 2003; Grayson and Martinec 2004; Holt 2002). In this line of research, 
researchers essentially seek answers to questions about what makes a brand 
appear authentic to customers and other stakeholders. A fundamental finding is 
that actions and offerings associated with a brand should make sense relative to 
some “core values” or key brand meanings (cf. Beverland 2005; Grayson and 
Martinec 2004). The complication is that authenticity is not granted to a brand 
once and for all. Instead, “authenticity is a moving target, and the content of the 
authentic, (Simmel 1997), is continually evolving” (Peterson 2005, 1094). Over 
time brands become subject to changes that potentially pose a challenge to 
perceptions of authenticity. For instance, brand meanings may be challenged by 
brand extension, that is, the introduction of new products with the help of an 
established brand name (e.g., Aaker and Keller 1990; Sjödin 2006). Even if it is 
necessary to remain relevant to demanding customers, this activity might 
damage links with the past that are seen as essential to the authenticity of the 
brand. Consequently, an important task for managers is to balance the 
requirements towards authenticity while maintaining relevance in a dynamic 
environment. The difficulties and efforts to negotiate trade-offs in this area 
represent important research priorities (cf. Beverland 2006; Brown et al. 2003; 
Jones, Anand, and Alvarez 2005). The study which we present specifically 
offers insights in response to calls for research on how brand authenticity can be 
projected over time (Beverland 2006; Yakimova and Beverland 2005). 

Rhetoric and narrative are essential to the effectiveness of authentication 
efforts. Authenticity is not inherent in objects but needs to be claimed and 
asserted (Grayson and Martinec 2004; Peterson 2005). Rhetorical approaches 
help establish favorable brand meanings and assist consumers in understanding 
how new initiatives fit with history (cf. Beverland 2005; Bridges, Keller, and 
Sood 2000). However, managerial efforts to control meaning are not the sole 
influences on authenticity assessments. Rather, authenticity is a social 
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construction. Perceptions of authenticity stem from the combined efforts of 
many different stakeholders (Holt 2002; Jones, Anand, and Alvarez 2005; 
Peterson 2005). Managerial attempts to shape brand meaning meld with input 
from critics, consumers, competitors, and others in processes of authentication 
(cf. Arnould and Thompson 2005; Beverland 2006; Brown et al. 2003; Muñiz 
and O’Guinn 2005; Peterson 2005). 

We adopt this view of mediated meaning, as opposed to a “uni-directional 
top down view of creating brand image, whereby brand managers, through a 
planned process of marketing communications, position their products around 
desired attributes” (Beverland 2005, 1005). Here we investigate how a piece of 
managerial rhetoric is reproduced in media accounts throughout a process of 
gradual brand extension. This approach is a direct acknowledgment of the 
important role that media plays in opinion formation and the shaping of brand 
meaning. Coincidentally, our focus on press coverage also aligns with 
increasing attention afforded to public relations by managers and scholars 
interested in integrated marketing communications (e.g., Duncan 2005; Schultz 
2005; Stammerjohan et al. 2005). 

In our investigation, we focus on a simple component of the rich rhetorical 
output associated with long-term brand management efforts: the device of 
metaphor. Researchers have argued that metaphor is helpful in understanding 
and facilitating organizational change (Morgan 1986; Sackmann 1989). By 
analogy, we believe metaphor can play a role also in the long-term projection of 
authenticity that is so crucial to brand extension. In coming sections, we identify 
properties of metaphor that should make it appealing for managers looking to 
maintain perceptions of brand authenticity over time. We then look at a specific 
case: the media accounts associating Apple computers with a “digital hub” for a 
“digital lifestyle”. We examine how the metaphor has been reproduced in media 
over the subsequent five years. The findings detail how reporters, analysts, and 
others pick up the metaphor to describe and contextualize new company 
activities and offerings. 

The purpose of our study is to derive new insights on the use of metaphor in 
a brand extension process. We aim to achieve this through (1) examining how a 
metaphor is reproduced through media reports, and (2) discussing its 
significance for brand authenticity.  

If brand authentication is one priority for contemporary management, 
business development is another. Markets and customer preferences are 
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constantly changing. In response, managers constantly advance new offerings to 
maintain customer appeal. However, these new offerings must appear 
appropriate for the brand: there is a substantial literature on brand extension that 
identifies the “fit” between existing brand meanings and new products and 
services as a chief determinant of success because they are evaluated more 
favorably by customers (see Czellar 2003; Grime, Diamantopoulos, and Smith 
2002 for reviews). Perceptions of fit can be enhanced by establishing 
“explanatory links” that help an audience understand how brand meanings are 
relevant in a new context (Bridges, Keller, and Sood 2000). Experimental 
research also shows that marketing communication, such as advertising or 
slogans, can influence perceptions of fit (Boush 1993; Bridges et al. 2000). As a 
rhetorical device, metaphor has a number of properties that make it interesting 
in this context. Through metaphors, knowledge from one context (the source) is 
mapped or transferred to another context (the target). Providing a sort of mental 
picture, the metaphor shapes our understanding of the target. The relevance of 
metaphor in understanding and facilitating organizational change is well-known 
(Morgan 1986; Sackmann 1989). Here we argue it has a relevance to brand 
extension where there are similar rhetorical challenges as managers seek to 
assert the legitimacy of new initiatives.

Metaphors are all around us. However, it can be reasonably argued that 
language can be more or less metaphorical. Very “active” metaphors are highly 
unconventional and typically rely on distant similarity between the source and 
target, whereas “inactive” metaphors appear more conventional and “dead” 
metaphors even lack more literal terms (Goatly 1997). Here, we are concerned 
with active metaphors. These can perform several functions that make them 
useful in rhetorical efforts towards change (Goatly 1997; Kövecses 2002; 
Sackmann 1989). First, they can help explain the unfamiliar by invoking 
familiar concepts. Abstract ideas can also be made more concrete and vivid, 
thereby becoming easier to grasp. Another function is generative: inviting new 
perspectives on established beliefs. By reconceptualizing or encouraging 
redefinition of a concept, metaphors can give way to a more or less “permanent 
revolution in thinking” (Goatly 1997, 152). 

The distinction between knowledge construction and persuasion in metaphor 
usage is not entirely clear. What is clear however is that many metaphors are
persuasive and perform an argument-by-analogy function (Goatly 1997). They 
allow claims to be conveyed indirectly, without necessarily stating them 
outright. The comparison invited by a metaphor tends to highlight certain 
features, while others are obscured. Indeed it contains a certain uncanniness in 
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that it is both familiar and unsettling: “what should have remained concealed 
and what has nonetheless, in a certain manner, emerged, engenders the uncanny 
because its very appearance eludes perception” (Weber 2000). The metaphor is 
signifying on the one hand and simultaneously concealing. Its significance is 
not immediately obvious. This is typical of the role of metaphor (Ricoeur, 1991) 
in that we are not intuitively aware of hidden resemblances, but through 
exploration and discussion the meaning develops.

To sum up, metaphors can explain, familiarize, encourage new perspectives, 
and persuade. What is more, these effects can be achieved very efficiently when 
the right images are evoked. Metaphors can compress persuasive messages and 
convey rich meaning in a very compact format. In addition, the vividness of a 
metaphor makes the content stick better in memory (Goatly 1997). It would 
therefore seem that metaphors could be very effective elements in rhetorical 
efforts to shape meanings in brand extension processes. Accordingly, one 
contribution of our study is simply to draw attention to the potential role of 
metaphor in establishing explanatory links required to uphold perceptions of 
brand authenticity. However, we believe our study can address additional gaps 
in the understanding of long-term brand management. One limitation of the 
existing literature is that attempts to explore how brand extension processes can 
unfold over time are absent. Previous work has typically been based on isolated 
observations in experimental settings (Czellar 2003; Grime et al. 2002). 
Moreover, there have been no empirical studies that investigate how brand 
extension rhetoric is conveyed by mass media. The present study differs from 
past work by recognizing authentication as a process, in which media are 
important participants.

Through an ongoing research project on brand extensions our attraction was 
drawn to the gradual extension of the Apple brand. Between 2001 and 2006 the 
company launched a chain of retail stores and introduced a multitude of 
software and hardware products in support of digital music, photography, video 
and other popular consumer interests. This development had a great impact on 
the reputation, operations, and financial performance of the company. The 
Apple brand of today, being associated with new generations of mobile devices, 
is quite different from what it was at the beginning of the decade. When 
studying press accounts of events between 2001 and 2006, we noticed how a 
particular metaphor was often mentioned. The metaphor was one of an Apple 
computer as a “digital hub” for a “digital lifestyle”. We were intrigued by its 
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frequency of use and decided to survey its usage in detail. Consequently, we 
initiated the systematic study presented here, explicating the role of the 
metaphor in authentication efforts. 

Our interpretive case study approach allowed us to obtain longitudinal data 
on the metaphor usage throughout a brand extension process. News archives 
provided unobtrusive access to rich data. By tracing instances of the metaphor 
itself, we were able to investigate how media reproduced it across reports of 
many different kinds. Data was retrieved from the Factiva database, covering 
hundreds of newswires (including Dow Jones, Reuters, and The Associated 
Press) and publications within business and consumer services, computers and 
electronics and other relevant sectors. We searched this database for the 
concurrent occurrence of “Apple”, “digital hub”, and “digital lifestyle”, to allow 
for phrasal and spelling variation. Arguably, there are other search terms that 
could generate additional data, but we believe these were adequate to generate a 
comprehensive enough data set. The search yielded 148 accounts. After 
screening for duplicates, updates, and press releases distributed from companies 
themselves, our final data set consisted of 113 news accounts.

In our data analysis we made use of standard qualitative procedures with 
iterative readings and part-to-whole comparisons (cf. Phillips and McQuarrie 
2002; Spiggle 1994). We began by examining individual accounts, coding for 
themes of metaphor usage. Particular attention was paid to identify who 
conveyed the metaphor in the account and how it was expressed. We also 
studied both the immediate context in which the metaphor appeared and its 
relation to the overall content of the particular account. This intratext 
interpretation was complemented with intertextual analysis, where we 
considered similarities and differences in metaphor usage across accounts. 
Emerging themes were refined through a process, going back and forth between 
data and interpretations. The authors discussed and compared their 
interpretations, pursuing and resolving contradictions towards the final 
representation.

In January 2001, at the annual Macworld event in San Francisco, Steve Jobs, 
founder and revivalist of Apple Computer pronounced on the future of the 
personal computer and its potential role as the digital hub for a digital lifestyle. 
This metaphor is taken up by media commentators and used extensively in 
reporting, as demonstrated by the graphs below, for more than four years. The 
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rate of mention declines over time, with spikes generally coinciding with 
product introductions. Both the frequency of mention and the longevity of use, 
suggest that this metaphor can be seen as successful in conveying the concept 
implied by the term. Although the language of “digital hub/digital lifestyle” was 
previously used by other organizations, it is Apple that crystallizes the idea and 
substantiates it through a stream of brand extensions. In this sense the metaphor 
can be categorized as novel (Ricoeur 1991) in that it is a semantic innovation 
that calls attention to connections not previously noticed. 

Figure 1. Metaphor mentions per month
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Figure 2. Accumulated metaphor mentions

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

1 4 7 10 13 16 19 22 25 28 31 34 37 40 43 46 49 52 55

Months

M
en

tio
ns



153

In this section we offer an account of how the metaphor is used in press 
reports. We present our findings chronologically, with empirical illustrations. 
We have not tried to reproduce all the press commentary here as it too 
voluminous and much of it is repetitive – rather we have focused on excerpts 
that acquaint readers with the stepwise brand extension of Apple. 

Our record of the digital hub/digital lifestyle metaphor begins with the 
coverage of the keynote address by Steve Jobs in January 2001. Without 
entering into a narrative on the history of Apple Computer a few salient notes 
here are relevant. Apple Computer, of which Steve Jobs was a co-founder, was 
one of the pioneers of the personal computer industry. The company has had a 
long-term reputation as an innovator both in terms of structural design and 
software usability. However, Apple’s innovative positioning has not always 
translated into commercial success. In the early 1990s, Apple’s poor financial 
performance led to the ousting of Jobs. During his absence, Apple’s 
performance didn’t improve and he was eventually brought back. His re-
emergence coincided with a renewed commitment to innovative products and a 
resurgence in the company’s profitability. Yet at the time of the keynote address 
in 2001, profitability was faltering again and doubts were emerging both about 
the computer industry (in the aftermath of the dotcom era) and about Apple 
itself. The question that was being posed was whether this was a temporary 
problem or something more structural and longer term. As the New York Times 
noted just after Macworld 2001, “Apple just suffered its worst financial 
performance since Mr. Jobs resumed control three years ago -- a $195 million 
quarterly net loss on a 57 percent plunge in sales. Apple has lost its edge in the 
education market, stock analysts are increasingly negative about the company, 
and its shares have fallen 74 percent from a 52-week high of $75.19 reached last 
March 23.”  

Against this background of uncertainty about Apple’s future, Jobs introduces 
the metaphorical expression of a new vision and strategy for the brand and 
announces several new Apple products. These include new computers and 
integrated hardware for recording CDs and DVDs. However, most closely 
associated with the new vision and strategy are the new iTunes and iDVD 
products, as well as the already existing iMovie: 

In his presentation, which often serves as the state-of-the-industry speech 
for Macintosh fans, Jobs also dismissed the notions that the personal 
computer is past its prime or that Apple is waning. "We don't think the 
PC is dying at all or that it is moving away from the center (of 
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technology) at all," he said. "We think it's evolving such as it has since it 
was invented in 1975-76." 
Jobs said the PC, after being first a productivity tool and then an Internet 
device, is now poised to become "the digital hub of the digital lifestyle." 
He envisions Apple machines connecting a myriad of digital consumer 
devices, such as MP3 music players and digital cameras, and running 
complex applications that these devices cannot handle. 
And the glue that will hold this network together and help Apple reassert 
itself are a host of new applications that Apple has developed or is 
working on. The Cupertino, Calif., company, which last year introduced 
its iMovie software to create and edit home movies on a computer, is 
looking for a wildly popular application that will help it expand beyond 
its traditional Macintosh user base. 
(Dow Jones Newswires, January 9 2001)
One of the elements reported in the Dow Jones newswire is the linking of the 

past to the future. Jobs talks about the past and the invention of the PC and then 
suggests a sense of a new threshold and he projects into the future (‘envisions’ 
in this report and ’foresees’ in the one below). His credibility in this respect is 
important which is derived from his status as one of the founders of the PC 
industry and a leader in many subsequent innovations. In the next two reports, 
the writers pick up on the theme and also Jobs’ talk of a golden era/age and that 
the PC is on the threshold of entering its third great age. The use of “golden 
era/age” is also an interesting metaphor as it reminds of the excitement of the 
early days of computing. Under the headline “PC heads for third age”, Jobs’ 
view is outlined:

He said the PC had seen two "golden ages": from 1980 to 1995, which 
was the "productivity" age when software applications drove the industry, 
and 1995 to 2000, the age of the internet. "Now we're on the threshold of 
the third golden age - the age of digital lifestyle," he said. Jobs foresees 
an explosion in sales of items such as mobile phones, digital camcorders, 
MP3 music players and DVD players. The PC would become the "digital 
hub" of the new lifestyle, interconnecting all these devices and adding 
value to them, he said.
(Australian, January 16 2001)
Media accounts comment on the product introductions as well as on the new 

vision and strategy in their own right. Some writers compare the ideas to the 
visions of competing companies: 
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At the Consumer Electronics Show (CES) in Las Vegas last weekend, 
Intel chief Craig Barrett called Intel's new strategy the "Extended PC 
Era", and painted a picture of a typical household in which the PC was at 
the centre of a universe of Intel-branded products, controlling them all 
and giving them access to the internet. Just days before the vision was 
announced, the company released an Intel-branded portable music player. 
It's already got a camera on the market. 
At the same show, Microsoft chairman and chief software architect Bill 
Gates demonstrated an upcoming version of Microsoft's operating
system, codenamed Whistler, designed to control hi-fis, radios, television 
sets and even digital photo frames around the house, and the consumer 
appliances it was controlling in the demo featured the Microsoft brand. 
A few days later, at the MacWorld show in San Francisco, Apple chief 
Steve Jobs described a new "golden era" for the PC, an era in which the 
computer moves from the desktop to become the heart of the whole 
consumer lifestyle, controlling consumer devices specifically designed to 
interact with PCs. 
"We think the PC is on the threshold of entering its third great age, the 
age of digital lifestyle," he said. "We believe the PC, or more importantly 
the Mac, will become the digital hub of our new emerging digital lifestyle 
with the ability to add tremendous value to the other digital devices." 
(Australian Financial Review, January 13 2001)
The next report makes the comparisons with others, but also positions the 

ability to implement the strategic metaphor as crucial to survival – saving 
Apple. This report also expresses some cynicism, which is rare in other 
comments:

Later in his performance, when he unveiled his strategy for saving Apple, 
it had a familiar ring. In fact, rivals like Intel and Microsoft have 
proposed similar strategies for making the PC a command center for the 
new digital-appliance universe. At a time when the idea of a post-PC era 
has become common wisdom, and companies like Palm receive more 
attention than PC makers, the idea that the PC will thrive as a digital hub 
is a controversial -- and already widely touted -- proposition.
But Mr. Jobs is undoubtedly a superlative salesman, and he argues that 
the PC is entering its third great age. ''We believe the PC or Mac can 
become the digital hub of our new digital lifestyle,'' he said in an 
interview at Apple's headquarters in Cupertino, Calif., a day after his 
Macworld presentation. 
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His idea is that the Macintosh will serve as a scaled-down mainframe for 
controlling and editing digital media produced by still and video cameras, 
DVD players, cell phones, personal digital assistants, MP3 players and 
the like. 
Sure, Apple did not think of this idea first, he acknowledged. But he said 
Apple's system would be far simpler and more integrated than rivals in 
the chaotic world of the Windows-Intel PC market. The reason, he said, is 
that ''Apple controls the entire hardware and software world of the 
Macintosh.'' 
Industry analysts gave mixed reviews to Mr. Jobs's Macworld 
performance. Few believe he has shown enough startling innovations to 
turn around the company immediately. 
(New York Times, January 21 2001)
Mostly reservations are few and lightweight. Endorsements are more 

common. In this report there is an interesting line which almost sounds like 
advertising copy: “and, of course, like all things Macintosh you won’t have to 
be a rocket scientist to enjoy the benefits.” 

LAST WEEK I told you about Macworld Expo and Steve Jobs' keynote 
speech, but I zeroed in on the new- product announcements: Mac OS X 
(coming March 24), new Power Mac G4 "Power to Burn" models with 
CD- RW and SuperDrive, iDVD and the PowerBook Titanium. 
This week, I'd like to talk about what Jobs describes as "the era of the 
digital lifestyle," the new era of personal computing. He talked about the 
digital content readily available to us - on the Internet, on CDs, DVDs 
and on our hard disks. And of the growing number of devices that can 
capture digital content - scanners, MIDI instruments, digital still cameras, 
digital video cameras and so on. 
In the digital-lifestyle era, Jobs professes, your Mac will be the "digital 
hub," the unifying appliance that lets you enjoy, modify and manage your 
digital media. And, of course, like all things Macintosh, you won't have 
to be a rocket scientist to enjoy the benefits. 
I don't usually fall for Jobs' reality-distortion field, but this time I think 
he's on to something. I think more and more people are going to get hip to 
digital media - MP3 music, DVD video, QuickTime and so on. More and 
more people are going to seek solutions for managing and rearranging 
their digital "stuff" and sharing it with others. 
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Finally, I think Apple is in a unique position to put it all together in a way 
consumers will love. After looking closely at iMovie, iTunes and iDVD, I 
believe that Apple is on the cutting edge of something huge. 
(Houston Chronicle, February 2 2001)
After a few months Apple takes a new initiative that re-ignites the metaphor. 

In May 2001, Apple begins to open retail stores and the metaphor appears, 
while later in the year the introduction of the iPod also leads to the use of the 
metaphor:

Why in the world would Apple want to jump from the frying pan of the 
virtually profitless PC industry into the roaring fire of the 
hypercompetitive consumer electronics business? After all, just a few 
days before Apple's splashy introduction of the iPod, Intel announced that 
it would close down its own disappointing consumer electronics division, 
which made, among other things, portable MP3 players, digital still 
cameras, kiddie videocameras, and a much ballyhooed digital 
microscope. 
For starters, the iPod fits right into Jobs' so-called Digital Hub strategy 
for the Macintosh. 
(Fortune Magazine, November 12 2001)
The next spike in press mentions coincides with Macworld in January 2002. 

This time, Apple announces the new iMac computer and software for digital 
photography, iPhoto:

In the past year, Jobs has said Apple's strategy was to release the 
computer-linked products and software that it sees as central to a new 
"digital lifestyle." The latest announcements complete that process, Jobs 
said. 
"We've now got the complete digital hub for the digital lifestyle," Jobs 
said. 
In addition to the new iMac, Apple said on Monday that it would make its 
OS X operating system standard on all new Macs and unveiled iPhoto, 
which lets users create slide shows of digital photographs and order prints 
and custom-bound photo albums online. 
(Reuters News, January 7 2002)
Two years after the keynote address that originally associated iMovie, 

iTunes, and iDVD with the digital hub/digital lifestyle metaphor, these products 
come together in a software suite. The iLife suite is introduced at Macworld in 
January 2003. Here Jobs makes an analogy with a competitor: “iLife does for 
our digital lifestyle what Microsoft Office did for office productivity.” While it 
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might look like he is congratulating Microsoft, he is consigning them to the 
past, as a non-competitor in the digital lifestyle. Also digital lifestyle is an 
emotive metaphor which he juxtaposes with the rational descriptor, office 
productivity.

The last software announcement concerns something old, iTunes, iMovie, 
iPhoto and iDVD, and something new, the name you call them. Forget 
about iApps or the Digital Hub. From here on out they're to be addressed 
as iLife. 
Steve Jobs says that "iLife does for our digital lifestyle what Microsoft 
Office did for office productivity. Apple is far ahead of its PC 
competitors in offering the best-in-class applications for digital music, 
photography, moviemaking and DVD creation; and now they all work 
together seamlessly." 
(Houston Chronicle, January 24 2003)
After January 2004, the metaphor begins to fade away from the media 

attention. Notably, this is two full years after Steve Jobs himself was quoted as 
saying that the iMac completed a process, and one year after the iLife suite took 
in software that had been closely tied to the metaphor. However, the metaphor 
is still put to use in reminiscing reviews of the developments of past years.

The preceding section put forward an account of how press reports, 
containing the digital hub/digital lifestyle metaphor, describe a gradual brand 
extension process. In the coming sections, we crystallize three elements of 
metaphor reproduction: announcement, application, and affirmation. We 
examine how the metaphor is communicated and claimed as an expression of a 
vision and strategy under the heading of announcement. We then examine how 
the metaphor is used to contextualize and construe brand extensions to make 
sense, under the heading of application. Finally, we examine how multiple 
actors and perspectives act to confirm and convey the relevance of the 
metaphor, under the heading of affirmation. We argue that a consideration of 
these elements is helpful in appreciating the potential role of metaphor in brand 
extension.

The data is silent on Jobs’ motivations for introducing the digital hub/digital 
lifestyle but we should remind the reader that the initial announcement 
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coincides with emerging doubts about changes in the personal computer 
industry generally and Apple’s position within it, specifically. There is a need 
for Apple to remind commentators about past successes and outline a seemingly 
viable and inspirational future strategy that reassures about Apple’s survival. 
Consequently the very “quotable” representation of the future that Jobs’ 
foresees does not dwell on industry difficulties, but rather creates a positive 
picture of the continuing centrality of the personal computer. This is the 
background to the claims of a third age of the personal computer and a new 
golden era based around the digital hub concept. Further because of Apple’s 
control of both hardware and software elements, the digital hub concept plays to 
the company’s competitive positioning. The use of metaphor is central to this 
because as Ricoeur (1991) argues, by rearranging language, successful 
metaphors rearrange our concepts and change our way of seeing things. 

Numerous accounts note how Jobs uses his keynote address to promote a 
specific interpretation of industry developments that refutes the death notices of 
the personal computer and indicate the emergence of a new era. Many of the 
reports contextualize the metaphor against this backdrop. Indeed we might 
speculate that without the context, there is less of a story. For example the Wall 
Street Journal (10 January 2001) leads with the statement: “Mr. Jobs, at the 
opening of the MacWorld trade fair, rejected the notion that personal computers 
were being replaced by other devices”, while the New York Times (21 January 
2001) says that “he (Jobs) came with a single message: The personal computer 
era is not over. Not for the first time, Mr. Jobs has embraced a contrarian stance 
at the moment that the world seems to be moving away from the personal 
computer in general and Apple in particular.”

When it comes to the metaphor itself, there are minor variations in its 
wording, but the press reports typically reproduce it in the form of a direct or 
indirect quotation from the keynote address by Jobs. It creates the opportunity 
for journalists to capture the vision and intended strategy in a compact yet 
expressive format. The exact wording may differ but the message remains 
intact.

Notably, the communication efforts by Apple extend way beyond the 
keynote address. The metaphor becomes somewhat of a sticky label that 
accompanies statements by various Apple spokespeople throughout 2001 and 
2002. This reinforcement of the company vision and strategy with the help of 
the same metaphor enables readers to become familiar with the message. 
Recurrent referral to the metaphor should also work to reinforce the link 
between this vision and Apple specifically, helping to create a specific linkage 
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to the metaphor and to generate favorable associations. Accordingly, the Apple 
brand gets positioned to be particularly well suited for responding to this 
“emerging digital lifestyle”.

Although Jobs may have set the stage through the use of the metaphor and 
his vision of the future, reporters themselves do a great deal of the work to 
justify the metaphor by linking it in their reports, both in terms of body copy 
and headlines, to new product introductions. The appeal of the metaphor seems 
to override most uncertainty. It is ‘live’ in the sense it creates new possibilities. 
The idea of a digital hub suggests a linkage between the computer and other 
digital devices (both existing and potential), while the digital lifestyle is 
predicated on the use of the devices in somehow determining a way of living. 
Here the journalists (perhaps intrigued by the uncanniness of the metaphor and 
desirous of giving it meaning) link it to specific products, that give it 
justification. This creates a virtuous circle in that the metaphor explains and 
justifies the products introduced as brand extensions and the products sustain 
and give credibility to the metaphor. In other words the metaphor gives the 
products a story and a context that elevates their status. iTunes is no longer seen 
as just a digital music store, but also a core element in the delivery of the 
metaphor. With the launch of the iPod at the end of 2001, we again have more 
than just another product. Fortune magazine states, “For starters, the iPod fits 
right into Jobs' so-called Digital Hub strategy for the Macintosh.” In 2002, the 
new iMac is introduced squarely within the context of the metaphor: “The iMac 
is the centerpiece of Apple's ‘digital hub’ concept, a fancy name for an 
attractively simple idea. By teaming up peripherals such as a digital video 
camera, a digital still camera and the wonderful iPod portable MP3 player with 
the new iMac, Apple contends you have the ‘perfect foundation for the perfect 
digital lifestyle’” (Sydney Morning Herald, February 23 2002).

In the media accounts examined, Steve Jobs and other Apple spokespersons 
are far from alone in using the digital hub/digital lifestyle metaphor. Even when 
Jobs uses it in his 2001 keynote address, many independent actors contribute to 
its reproduction. In this, the two most prominent categories are journalists and 
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analysts. They validate the significance of the metaphor. Validations range from 
explicit to implicit, but in the end they all reproduce the metaphor by 
acknowledging and accepting its aptness. Some efforts represent strong 
endorsements of the metaphor and the thinking it represents. However, even 
when the metaphor is invoked only to compare visions or even to express 
reservations, it has the effect of affirming the fundamental relevance of the 
metaphor. As a consequence, a whole array of voices and perspectives help 
consumers understand the vision and strategy of Apple. They clarify the brand 
extension process and the new product it involves. The metaphor is energized 
not only by Apple, but through multiple, independent, sources. As a matter of 
fact, after 2002 media reports typically attribute the metaphor to Apple 
indirectly, not through clearly fresh statements by Apple spokespersons.

What emerges through the credibility of Apple as a predictor of future 
trends, its systems of message dissemination and the appeal of the metaphor 
itself is a concept that is self-developing. This may in part be due to a tendency 
of commentators to refer back to previous reports when writing, but the success 
of the “transmission” of the metaphor suggests an emergent unity which leads to 
its stabilization “via multiple, two-way journeys.” (Debray, 2000)  The negative 
of this stabilization is that it potentially deadens the metaphor, so that without 
fresh justification or renewal, it loses its novelty. 

The “digital hub” metaphor provides a shorthand expression for a vision and 
strategy. When it is applied to unfolding events in the gradual brand extension, 
it helps contextualize these to make sense in relation to a greater, emerging, 
scheme. These functions are ultimately made possible through collaborative 
efforts by Apple representatives, analysts, and journalists who continually 
affirm the relevance of the metaphor. The findings suggest a powerful role for 
metaphor in rhetorical efforts to create explanatory links that make new 
initiatives legitimate in the light of key brand meanings. Our longitudinal data 
provides an interesting perspective on brand authentication taking place over 
several years. In our case, shifting and emerging brand meanings are supported 
by a metaphor that helps provide a sense of continuity: The metaphor is first 
publicized against a backdrop of uncertainty. When it all but disappears from 
media reports, brand meanings have changed substantially following a series of 
successful product introductions that have taken the company into new 
domains. In-between, it has become a familiar reference corroborating and 
facilitating the transformation. Paradoxically, this sense of continuity is 
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probably achieved through a certain indeterminacy of the metaphor itself. 
Judging by our data, the metaphorical image of a digital hub for a digital 
lifestyle is clear enough to avoid confusion, but open to enough interpretation so 
that future events can be accommodated. 

Our study also highlights the importance of considering metaphor 
reproduction. The effects of the metaphor get determined in interplay between 
deliberate communication efforts by Apple managers and various 
commentators. Although these commentators are generally supportive, our 
findings demonstrate their influence in shaping, refining, and potentially 
altering the meanings intended by Apple spokespersons. By being open to 
interpretation, metaphors might arouse interest and inspire dissemination, but 
could also stimulate managerially undesirable commentary. For instance, a 
clever metaphor might be co-opted and effectively employed by critics in 
parody or incrimination. Similarly, the generative capacity of metaphors might 
bring about creative ideas for product development, but could also set up 
expectations that managers are unable or unwilling to meet. Based on the 
present study, we suggest that it is critical how metaphors are substantiated 
through products and business performance. In the Apple case, favorable 
product reviews and consumer response seem to discourage close scrutiny of 
the corporate rhetoric. 

Apple has a long history of generating fascinating narratives, which can be 
attributed in part to a charismatic leader and a market position as underdog vis-
à-vis strong competitors. Its industry is often considered exciting, with short 
product lifecycles and intense competition. All this translates into opportunities 
for media attention. Admittedly, many brand extension processes take place in 
quite different environments. However, we believe that our study provides 
relevant insights even when mass media is less active in the authentication 
process. Most brand extensions require rhetorical efforts to negotiate tensions 
between change and perceived authenticity. These rhetorical efforts are almost 
always subject to significant social processes, involving stakeholders outside 
direct managerial control. For instance, previous research show how marketing 
communications relating to brand extensions are popular topics in consumer-to-
consumer conversations on the internet (e.g., Brown et al. 2003; Muñiz and 
O’Guinn 2005; Sjödin 2006). Seen from this perspective, our data affords a 
visible record of a process that would be hidden from view in many cases, but 
that would impact authenticity assessments nonetheless.
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Chapter 10

h 2008

Paris de l’Etraz

  th  t
This chapter is an exploratory study of managerial identity work, based on 

an in-depth case study of a mathematically minded professional (Toulmin 2001) 
and the organizational contexts in which he has worked since University, from 
an Engineering degree to a career in banking. The professional, who will named 
Timothy to protect his identity, is used to seeing the world through the lens of 
mathematical models and has always had a keen obsession with objectivity, 
now begins to experience the other side of economics and financial 
organizations, one which is much more subjective (McCloskey 1998) and 
socially constructed (Czarniawska 1997). His professional journey is nothing 
like what he had originally imagined it to be as his identity development goes 
through various stages that eventually culminate in a crisis of confidence in his 
work as well as in his professional identity. His journey is one example of how 
a professional becomes immersed into today’s “culture of greed” within the 
world of financial markets, and the identity struggles this creates for him as he 
is forced to continuously negotiate meaning and direction in his professional 
life. 

he ept a  C t  r the ter e
The empirical work for the study is developed in several interviews along an 

18-month period. Initial interviews focus on his academic and early years as the 
mechanical engineer embarks on a career in Investment banking. It is through a 
series of further interviews, as well as ethnographic observation during this 18-
month period that the focus becomes his professional identity development.  
The objective is to seek meaning beyond what the individual says and does. 

These interviews were made possible because the researcher is an outside 
consultant to a London based software company, which shares offices with a 
Fund Management firm (which will be named, Sullivan & Sullivan), and is able 
to have the opportunity to study closely this professional that shares an office 
with him. The professional, Timothy, knows that the researcher is doing his 
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academic research on “productivity issues in knowledge intensive firms” and 
that he will be taking notes and doing an ethnography while researching his type 
of work. Initially he doesn’t quite see the fit between his professional trajectory, 
as well as his present situation, with the Researcher’s interest in “productivity 
issues”. This makes the Researcher’s work all the more easier as Timothy seems 
very open to explore his experiences with the Researcher without the possible 
bias of a predetermined agenda on his part. Some of the the names of the 
characters and the institutions that have been described are fictitious while other 
names of institutions have been kept intact.

It was in January of 2008 that the Researcher started the open interviews 
with Timothy initially focusing on his academic education and his introduction 
into the professional world. This period covers the 2008 financial crisis, starting 
with the sub-prime problem in the United States in mid 2007, the Lehman 
bankruptcy and culminating with the Madoff scandal of December 2008. When 
these interviews started the 2008 Crisis had not begun and was not part of the 
investigation process. Once the Crisis started and its impact on the financial 
markets became clear, it became a central aspect for the study because of its 
effect on Timothy’s professional identity. The study provides insights into 
professional identity development processes and the role of narratives in these, 
as the professional begins to question everything from his know-how in this 
field to the ethics of his work. 

While this study is of an exploratory, empirical nature, it’s theoretical 
framework is based on the following notions. First: The work of Toulmin 
(2001) in his description of mathematically minded individuals, which may 
exhibit a very closed mentality that lacks flexibility and struggles with 
ambiguity and uncertainty at work. In this respect the concept of Quants is used 
with three different meanings: a) mathematically minded individuals as defined 
by Toulmin (2001) who exhibit a closed mentality; b) professionals in financial 
markets that use mathematical models and econometrics to predict markets; c) 
people who love mathematics. Second: The work of Kunda (2002) in his 
analysis and definition of an engineering culture where one sees a resemblance 
in these individuals as to how they relate with each other, sharing common 
beliefs and defining themselves, almost more by what they are not, than by what 
they are. Third: While most identity development studies (Ibarra 2000) identify 
work transitions and job change with identity work (Pratt 2002) and identity 
gaps (Ibarra 2000), this study identifies more external elements that reveal 
identity tensions leading to a re-evaluation of both work and identity. The 2008
Crisis covers several events, which create a crisis of identity for Timothy, which 
we are able to follow as it occurs. Fourth: The research approach focuses on 
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using a narrative lens, predominantly of Czarniawska (1997), with a particular 
emphasis on the role of rhetoric (McCloskey 1998, Bonet 2001), to identify 
meanings that people give to their activities, actions and events. Through 
narrative analysis we are able to interpret these events and the resulting identity 
crisis. 

Timothy seemed to enjoy talking about his diverse career path. He was 
particularly proud of the struggle he had embarked upon since University, 
which after several job positions, had resulted in him being where he was today. 
As a child, Timothy always enjoyed mathematics and physics. After high school 
he decided on mechanical engineering. 

“I decided on engineering because I felt it reflected the kind of mindset 
which I could not find initially in other disciplines. It was during my last 
years of high school that I realized that I felt the most comfortable with 
work that was based on a mental process that allowed you to reach 
certain conclusions… based on having established a set of assumptions 
from the outset. I considered this to be a very rational process and one 
that was well reflected in the engineering disciplines. Engineering was 
also less competitive at the time, with only a special type of person 
wanting to study it. It was usually people with an interest in math with an 
obsession with objectivity and a rigorous attention to detail. It wasn’t for 
the lazy types…”
On entering his Engineering studies, Timothy was already feeling that the 

“types” of people that studied Engineering were different. After getting his 
Bachelors in mechanical engineering, Timothy decided to stay in University and 
embarked on a Masters in Mathematics. While he had enjoyed engineering, he 
was starting to realize that engineers did not make very much money, so he 
decided to continue to focus on what he liked, while he decided on how he was 
going to make money after graduation.

“I always got a kick from solving problems. Math was great for 
this…problem solving was a challenge that I always looked forward to… 
I felt I was very much in control of what I was doing, there was a high 
level of certainty, of reaching the required outcome…well, I really felt it 
was a more than just a high level of certainty…I was always pretty 
certain about being able to reach the required outcome. I felt more at 
home with those disciplines that believed that much of human experience 
could be measured and managed. I had little time for those other 
disciplines that felt that most things were ambiguous with respect to 
human behavior and emphasized its ambiguous nature. I felt that was just 
an excuse for studying less demanding careers, like the Humanities.”
After receiving his Masters, Timothy got his first job at the Boston 
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Consulting Group (“BCG”). It was during this time that Timothy realized that 
he was not only interested in pursuing predominantly quantitative disciplines 
like engineering, mathematics and strategic consulting but he was by now 
increasingly starting to focus on how he was going to make money, big money. 
These were the 80’s and Timothy was exposed to a lot of media hype regarding 
the boom in investment banking and the money that could be made.

“After a careful analysis of the different disciplines which best suited my
way of thinking, I realized that investment banking would provide me 
with both, work that was compatible to my mindset, and also with the 
ability to make money in the 1980’s, well and beyond what was available 
in other quantitative disciplines. It was at this time that I decided to go 
and do an MBA in the United States as I felt that, when coupled with my 
degrees and two years at BCG, this would position me well to seek 
employment at a blue chip international investment bank.”
To an outsider, Timothy seemed to have carefully planned each step of his 

career, looking always to align his mindset with his potential for economic gain. 
After two years at BCG, Timothy decided to get his MBA at New York 
University. This was not an inexpensive decision but with the hope of capturing 
an Investment Banking job paying between $300,000 - $400,000 a year, 
Timothy felt that it was definitely worth the risk. Timothy’s two years in New 
York studying were really an eye opener. New York was the Mecca of 
investment banking and it was here that he was able to savor what he hoped he 
would soon feel “first hand”. The mid 80’s were big years for investment 
banking in New York as reflected in the book “Liar’s Poker” (Lewis 1989) 
which personalized well the excitement and power associated with this field 
which not only defined their work, but the personalities and culture (de l’Etraz 
2002) of investment bankers. Upon receiving his MBA, Timothy accepted a 
position at the investment bank, “Bankers Trust” (BT), in London as a 
commodities trader. 

“I had finally achieved a goal that I had set out for myself well into my 
mechanical engineering degree, to achieve a job within a discipline that 
not only I felt comfortable in but also made a lot of money. While I felt 
very lucky and satisfied, I also realized that this had been more than luck, 
it was a well thought out plan whose pieces were now starting to fall into 
place…”
While Timothy wanted to stay in New York City, he realized that London 

was the biggest financial center in Europe and he was very excited about the 
opportunity. 

“There is one anecdote that I will never forget when I joined BT. I had 
arrived in London but there were problems with my work permit and it 
would take several weeks. I was worried that this might delay too much 
my starting but my new boss, who was a top trader, told me not to worry 
and literally told to me to spend the next four weeks in Italy ‘getting laid’, 
all expenses paid by the bank! What a life I thought, this was going to be 
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fun. It was just like I had imagined it…Later that year, my boss was to 
shock several of us by ordering pizzas one day, to be delivered by plane 
from Chicago…yes, he ordered them in the morning and we ate them in 
the office that night! There were parties…there was cocaine…it was all 
there. He made us feel like we were at the top of the world. He would 
always say that if we followed him he would always take care of us.” 
Timothy explained to me that with Iraq having just recently invaded Kuwait, 

these were very interesting times for commodities trading. The invasion was 
creating a lot of volatility in the markets. It was this volatility that challenged 
many of the models that traders frequently used for the pricing of many of the 
products they traded. Timothy loved working at the commodity trading options 
desk because it was here that he could apply his mathematical expertise to the 
trading of a product which could greatly influence the profitability of the desk 
and ultimately his own, that year, through bonuses. For investment bankers and 
in particular traders, most of their pay is usually variable and depends on the 
returns they make for the bank. It can usually be several times their base pay, so 
a trader like him, making $100,000 base could easily make $400,000 or 
$500,000 by the end of the year.

It was during this time that an event occurred that was to make Timothy 
realize for the first time that not only could mathematical models and market 
intelligence be used for making profits for the bank but also to manipulate entire 
markets. There was a famous investment manager by the name of George Soros 
at the time that had started “shorting” (betting that it would go down) the Pound 
Sterling. This man controlled so much of the currency market that he literally 
forced the Pound down so that it was devalued versus other currencies. It was 
an event that stunned the world. One man had forced the British pound down.

“As I sat there that day and saw the currency markets on my screen with 
the Pound going down…and down…and down, I was amazed at how one 
man, one investor...could exercise so much power so as to force, what I 
had always understood as a self regulating marketplace, based on the 
tension between natural market forces, to act this way. There was no 
reason for the Pound to drop like this. It was pure speculation! Pure 
manipulation…but where were the market forces that should put the 
Pound where it should be? ”
Later that month, Timothy had another real eye opener occur right in front of 

him…it seemed that someone in his bank was “shorting” the New Zealand 
dollar and that the trades represented 80% of the reserves of New Zealand! 
Because of the size of this trading, it became public and the Prime Minister of 
New Zealand called the bank in order to stop the bank from continuing to 
“short” the NZ dollar! The chairman of the bank responded that this was not a 
very big position for the bank in the context of its currency trading business, so 
he acquieced for the time being and agreed to stop shorting the NZ dollar!
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It was during his first year at Bankers Trust (BT) that Timothy came to 
realize that he was very much in a truly special place. As time passed and he 
met other investment bankers in the City of London, Timothy became 
increasingly convinced that his Bank was the “Silicon Valley” of banking. It 
had the smartest people, the best political relationships and the best business 
contacts that he was starting to realize were all key to succeeding in this 
business. BT had put together a unique group of individuals with a unique 
culture, at an exciting time in the history of investment banking.

“I realized for the first time, that my quantitative background was not my 
most important asset in order to succeed in an investment bank. I had 
managed to get in as a “Quant” but my ability to succeed would require 
me to go beyond this purely “rational” way of thinking…I would need to 
master this ‘vision’ thing or whatever it was that did not come with the 
“Quant” package that I got in school. I reached a point of inflexion 
which was that it didn’t matter how good technically you were to 
succeed… but that it was all about making money…which is very 
different! A lot of deals were executed knowing that, based on risk or 
regulatory parameters they did not make sense, or even jeopardized the 
bank itself but were paradoxically rewarded by management! This was a 
bank that prided itself on risk management that ironically was later to 
become its downfall. In the end, it’s the compensation model that banks 
adopt that rewards this behavior…the higher the risk the higher the 
reward. You either played the game or you didn’t make money and would 
be eventually let go. But to win at this game you needed the right 
information that others didn’t have. The vision thing was about being 
able to get this information that would differentiate you from the rest. In 
addition, you were expected to play this game this way and not to 
question what was going on. There was no room for questioning. You 
were sucked into a way of seeing your work, like your peers and how to 
go about it. There were expected norms of behavior that reflected your 
acceptance of this way of thinking…like rituals that reflected your tacit 
approval of what was being done.”
“I now realized that I had to get out of trading and into a sales role so I 
could be more client facing and learn more about this vision thing…it 
was there that you could make even more money because you had more 
access to information or how to make better use of your existing 
information at the expense of someone else.” 
Timothy started looking around now for either a position in sales at BT or 

somewhere else. He did realize that it was “crowded” at BT and that it would be 
easier for him to make his future somewhere else where he could add more 
value at the outset. Investment Banks were the kind of place where “perception” 
was everything and where you came from made all the difference (de l’Etraz 
2004).  He now had the right credentials so it was important to take advantage 
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of this while BT was among the “best” in the business. 
“People were willing to pay big money for professionals that could bring 
over this culture of success and winning to their firms. It was important 
to do this while BT was at the top. It was like coming from a top Business 
School. My boss use to say we were, Masters of the Universe.”
The first offer he received was from Barings in London. Barings was a 

traditional conservative British investment bank.  He decided against it because 
he was not very convinced about the seriousness of the people in the team he 
was being asked to join. To Timothy, they seemed to him like “cowboys”, guys 
who would be willing to take on a lot of risk…while he was used to seeing a lot 
of this at his Bank, it was different, they were very smart risk takers…there was 
something special about them…they took things to the limit but always won. 

“Barings was now run by the guy who brought me to BT. The same guy 
that had ordered the Chicago pizza and had told me to go to Italy to get 
laid for two weeks while I was waiting for a work permit! I remember, 
when I first arrived in London his secretary made a mistake with the 
booking of my hotel so my boss told me to stay at his house as they were 
in Paris that weekend. It was great! I spent the whole weekend at his 
house watching TV and drinking his wine! On Sunday I remember that I 
was so exhausted that I took a bath in his jacuzzi. Whilst I was indulging 
myself listening to music, his wife walked in wearing only her knickers! 
Obviously, she was unaware that I was at her house! Could you imagine 
my ex boss running a top investment bank that until recently had been 
founded and run by a British Lord?”
It was soon after this that Timothy received an offer to join Lehman 

Brothers, heading sales for Southern Europe out of London. Lehman Brothers 
was a top investment bank in the City of London. It was aggressively hiring 
people from BT and others. Timothy took the offer immediately.

“I was so excited with this offer…Head of Sales at Lehman Brothers! 
This was it…I would have an opportunity to use what I had learned at BT 
and become one of these guys that was able to complement the math part 
with the “vision” thing and at a premier Investment Bank!”
While at Lehman, in 1995, Timothy began to see that Bankers Trust was 

starting to lose its standing in the markets, maybe it was also because many of 
the people that had made it big there were now being hired away by other 
Investment Banks at even higher salaries and bonuses. There was also a story in 
the press about a trader that who was internally nicknamed ‘Animalone’ who 
would literally talk about how he was fucking his clients…and since all trader 
calls were recorded, some of these made their way to the press and the exposure 
was not good for BT.

Another important event that occurred while Timothy was at Lehman was 
the demise of Barings. Sure enough, the guys that had tried to hire him turned 
out to be real “cowboys” with one of them working closely with Nick Leeson 
who would be responsible for the biggest trading fraud in history up until then. 
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Leeson was generating fictitious trades from Singapore where he was based. He 
was making so much money that no one really cared to check up on him. If he 
made money, everyone else around him made money. Leeson was responsible 
for the back office operations in trading at the Singapore office. Leeson’s $ 1.5
Billion dollar fraud caused the collapse of the UK’s oldest investment bank. All 
this while Timothy’s old boss was in charge.

“Nick was making such a shit load of money for Barings that no one in 
London really cared. No one asked any questions, especially not my ex-
boss…hahahah”.
It was at this time that Timothy started to look at his industry in a different 

light.
“While at Bankers Trust….I came to realize that being a Quant was not 
enough…you needed the contacts, relationships and the vision thing…As 
I settled down at Lehman and saw Banker Trust starting to come apart 
with people leaving…I realized that money attracted brains but not a 
‘value’ system. Basically I am in a line of work that for the most part is 
driven by greed and operating within a legal framework. The risk 
controls are there to know how to quantify your risk so you can still make 
money. One is always operating within a fine line of what is legal and 
illegal, low risk and high risk. Driven by greed is not necessarily the 
same thing as corrupt. Let’s remember that a value system is something 
very personal…sometimes it is congruent with the people you work with 
and sometimes it is not. These people usually did nothing illegal but it 
was the lack of “moral due diligence” which made them push the 
boundaries into making deals which did not make any sense but were 
very profitable. Before now, I never imagined that this discipline would 
be so exposed to so many qualitative issues, like greed. Greed, was not 
just a personal thing here, it was institutionalized into the discipline. For 
the first time I was starting to question the meaning of my know-how, 
now. How was a quant so wrapped up in issues that seemed to do more 
with sociology or psychology? I realized I was also different as a 
person…I was not only accepting all these stories around me, I was part 
of them…this was not the mechanical engineer anymore.”
So I asked Timothy why he had continued to work in this business after 

having realized that it was driven by greed.
“What options did I have as a quant-type person if I wanted to keep up 
my standard of living? I didn’t see any at the time...in any case, if you 
were paid to take risks, then it made sense to do it, right? It seemed like 
the rational thing to do.”

At this point Timothy and a team of Lehman bankers got hired away by the 
bank, Credit Lyonnais.  Again, he is hired as head of his area and feels good 
about what he is doing. Credit Lyonnais was becoming very aggressive trying to 
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become a leading investment bank. Unbelievably, within one year of Timothy 
joining, most of the senior management of Credit Lyonnais was fired on 
corruption charges.

“It is at this time that I started to feel that I needed to find a way to stay 
in investment banking but go to a quieter environment. I felt I had been 
very lucky as so many people around me were taking their greed to the 
limits and sometimes getting into trouble. It’s all driven by greed, greed 
for money, social status, a better house, a better trophy wife… Few 
people did anything illegal, it was the imbalance of “knowledge” 
between bankers and clients, with the latter knowing the risk or reward 
payoff of their actions against their own conscious… that they were 
screwing their clients! In the end, it’s all about the compensation models 
that banks have… that encourage this type of behavior. I needed to find a 
less ‘important’ investment bank, one that was less in the limelight. One 
where I could be seen as coming from a blue chip investment bank and 
adding value at the Bank but where the risk taking and the culture of 
greed was less prevalent”. 
Soon after the corruption charges at Credit Lyonnais, Timothy and several 

other bankers from Bankers Trust were hired into Banco Santander in Spain. 
Already quite a few bankers had gone there. His time at Santander was really a 
welcomed break from the fast pace at the other banks. This was banking as he 
had imagined it at University, very comfortable. He spent four years in the 
commodities area and then transferred to Mergers & Acquisitions (M&A). 
While he was now more obsessed with living than with money, it was clear to 
him was that you needed money to live. The trouble was that most people with 
money did not know how to live or enjoy it. He was learning to do that now.

By this point Timothy starts to believe that he has acquired the “vision 
thing” and decides that he is ready to go off on his own. He had the expertise, 
the know-how, and he now had the contacts, so by staying in the bank he felt 
increasingly that he was “leaving money on the table”. Why should he only get 
a piece of the fees and give so much to Santander when he could do this on his 
own? He wanted more money now and felt he could get it.

“I decided finally to start something on my own. I started an M&A 
boutique and hired a 9-person team. This was not an experiment. I was 
going all out. I invested over 1.5 million dollars of my own money that I 
had saved working in investment banking during the last few years. I felt 
this was my chance to make millions, as Santander was making with me. I 
didn’t need them anymore.”
The next four years were very difficult for Timothy. He had invested all of 

the money he had. This was hard earned money from many years working 
amongst what he now considered to be among the biggest “cowboys” in the 
business. Looking back it had been tough and it would have been great, to have 
avoided, some of those places like Lehman and Credit Lyonnais but he had, had 
few options at the time. By moving around a lot you made more money. Every 
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time you joined a new bank you had a sign-on bonus and a salary increase. 
In those days, doing M&A as a boutique or small firm was not easy. The big 

banks had the ability to lend buyers in many cases all the money they needed to 
acquire the company that they were showed. In many cases, they wouldn’t lend 
you the money unless you used them as advisors so small boutiques had a 
difficult time to compete.

“Essentially many of these executives didn’t bother doing too much due 
diligence on the deals that were brought to them. It usually wasn’t their 
money as these were usually quoted companies. The better the name of 
the bank, the better you were able to cover your ass as a CEO. The banks 
also had equity research analysts that covered your company’s stock in 
the markets so they would write good recommendations about your 
acquisition so that your stock went up and then you, as a CEO, made 
more money… What a racket that was. How was I to compete with this?”
Timothy’s timing had not been the greatest…between the cheap money and 

the crisis of 2000 just around the corner…his company had trouble making 
money and holding on to good employees…after four years and almost going 
personally bankrupt, having lost over $ 2 million, Timothy closed down the 
company. 

“I was fed up with the volatility…I now realized that I did not want to 
work with people that put themselves always in front, instead of for the 
good of the company. Greed was prevalent everywhere and this coupled 
with volatile markets was a recipe for failure. I needed to find a part of 
investment banking that was more stable, more trust-worthy, less 
speculative. Trading was great for the ego while you did well…it was 
however an addiction…you had to win…no matter what it took…in or out 
of the boundaries of legality…M&A was also a rough business where 
your employees always felt like ‘prima donnas’, always looking after only 
themselves, but to survive as a business you needed to invest a lot in 
people in order to compete…I wanted something where you could feel 
respectable…where there was a track record of doing good and you 
could share that good with good clients over more than the short term. I 
wanted to make money from clients because I was doing good for them.”
It did not take long for Timothy to realize that of most of the areas of 

investment banking, it was the Fund business that was the most stable. Through 
several contacts he had made in the past, Timothy joined a new start-up asset 
management company in London that would be focused on exactly this kind of 
business. It would identify “solid” and reputable equity and hedge funds with 
consistent returns that it could then offer to high net worth individuals 
internationally. If the funds did well, say generate a 12% return a year, then the 
fixed commission of about 1-2% was not a problem, as the client still made 
10%. The feeder fund made money in any case. The feeder fund had a fiduciary 
responsibility to the client to make sure that the funds it invested in, were of the 
highest standing and did not expose the client to unreasonable risk.
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What was different for Timothy this time was that the people running this 
asset management company were people he could trust. He had experience with 
them in the past, at one of his jobs, and had put his trust in them and they had 
not let him down. Some of them were very, very wealthy and they had no 
reason to act as “cowboys” or be excessively greedy, he thought. They belonged 
to blue chip English families with a history of reputable business dealings. 
Timothy felt lucky to be working amongst them. Few people had this 
opportunity. The name on the door of the company was the name of the Family. 
It was a trusted name and one that most potential investors would feel good to 
be investing alongside with. For Timothy, this was like a marriage made in 
heaven. After many struggles in the past, he felt that this could finally be his 
lucky break.

Timothy joined the firm in 2005. It was at this point that I began to get to 
know Timothy but it was not until late 2007 that I decided to begin to start my 
ethnographic study of him. It was through many open interviews that I had 
developed the historical background that I have presented until now. It was now 
however, at the fund company, that I would also begin to observe him directly 
as well as interview him from time to time.

“Twenty years ago I came into this business as a Quant. My know-how 
was based on my ability to work with mathematics in financial markets. 
This emotional roller coaster has not only made me lose all my money 
because I got so immersed in this ‘culture of greed’, even putting my own 
family at risk, but it has also changed along the way what I consider my 
know-how to be now, and what it means. I am glad to have left that 
culture behind.”

Timothy was very disciplined at work, always coming in by 8:30 am and 
leaving late. The first thing he would do is read the morning papers and go 
through the market news on his two screens where he had live feeds from the 
major markets. My desk was just a few feet from Timothy so I could hear most 
of his telephone conversations as well as get a feel for what he was working on. 
Just behind the screens I could see if he was either reading, analyzing papers or 
studying the screens. 

Early 2007, was the beginning of a diffi cult time in the financial markets. By 
now there were many rumors in the market that real estate prices in the US were 
starting to drop dramatically while at the same time many people were starting 
to default on their mortgages. Timothy explained to me that this was natural 
because many people had received loans for almost 100% of the value of the 
house, so if the price of the house started to drop then their mortgage (or what 
they owed) was more than the house was worth in the market.  He referred to 
this as, for the most part, a US problem as European banks did not lend so much 
to home buyers.

“This is natural. The market will resolve these problems itself. It will 
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reach a new equilibrium. Markets rationally go up and down but 
eventually, where supply meets demand, they reach equilibrium again. 
Home prices will just have to come down a bit in the US. A few people 
may lose their homes but that happens all the time…”
What seemed to be different this time was that the media was picking up on 

this very extensively. They began to describe this as the beginnings of a crisis. 
For Timothy, this was something new. The media had not made such a big deal 
of a crisis like this, in the past. Over the next few months, as things got worse in 
the US real estate market, one was being bombarded every day with bad news 
coming from the US. This time the media blitz was affecting very negatively the 
confidence of the people and the markets. As the months went by, I could see 
Timothy getting increasing nervous about his work. 

“I am surprised at the hysteria being created by the media…I mean after 
all, there are brilliant minds that have created financial models to deal 
with this sort of volatility…the markets will calm down… once the bad 
stuff gets flushed out of the system.”
A few months later in June of 2007, alarm bells went off on Wall Street as 

two hedge funds of the New York investment bank, Bear Stearns lurch to the 
brink of collapse because of their extensive investments in mortgage-backed 
securities. I could see that Timothy was starting to be affected now by this 
whole situation in the markets. This last episode regarding the two Bear Stearns 
funds almost collapsing got him very confused.

“Bear Stearns is one of the smartest houses on the street…this sort of 
thing doesn’t happen to guys like this. They have some of the best quant 
models there are in this space. It is hard to imagine that this would 
happen to them and it is not good for the market.” 
Luckily, for Timothy, their asset management company, Sullivan & 

Sullivan, didn’t have any investments in these funds. Timothy did show me the 
results of the Sigma Fund that they distributed to some of their best clients.  For 
the last 15 years, they were amazingly consistent, returns of over 12% a year. 
Timothy was very proud of the fact that their firm was one of the few in London 
offering investors the possibility to invest into this fund. Sullivan & Sullivan 
had a strategic relationship with the owners of Sigma. It was a closed fund but 
Sullivan & Sullivan had an allocation of over 1 billion Pounds that they could 
bring friends and family into. Timothy ran the risk management on this fund 
and also managed the communication and reporting to the Sigma clients. As the 
economic crisis loomed in the US, Timothy felt this fund provided investors 
with “peace of mind” in turbulent times. Timothy showed me the prospectus on 
the fund with its historical returns. Since 1992, the lowest annual return was 
8.26% in any year and the highest 17.39% with total annualized returns since 
1992 of 552%. Timothy explained to me that their investment strategy was very 
conservative. Their approach was quite simple. It involved going in and out of 
the market relatively often so they could avoid unnecessary exposure to 
volatility in these uncertain markets. 
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“This was so beautiful…it is such a simple strategy…it avoids so much of 
the speculation and greed that one sees going on today.”
“But can’t other people copy this approach?”, I enquired. 
“Yes. They try but this firm trades so much that they have proprietary 

information that allows them to make good margins…”
“You mean insider information? I asked…
“Well yes…probably…but it is legal…I mean he has this information 
because he is in the markets in a very big way…”
Wow, I thought to myself, to think that I have been keeping my money in the 

bank making less than 4% for the last 10 years! The more I thought about it 
though, I kept thinking that there was something a little immoral about a fund, 
that is one of the best performing in the world, and is only available to the 
already super rich. By March, on the verge of collapse and under pressure by 
the Fed, Bear Stearns was forced to accept a buyout by US investment bank JP 
Morgan Chase. The deal was backed by the US Fed loans of 30 billion dollars.

“Fed Loans to an investment bank to bail out an investment bank that is 
going under…this is amazing…I never imagined I would ever see 
anything like this…taxpayer money to bailout an investment bank where 
people have been receiving million dollar bonuses for years, for what? 
For creating a problem that we would then have to bail out? Are they 
returning those bonuses? What happened to the Quants controlling the 
risk? I mean this is one of the most aggressive investment banks in the 
business, built by tough guys like Ace Greenberg and then James Cayne 
who have made hundreds of millions with this bank…and we were bailing 
out the greedy bastards!”
By now, Timothy was starting to begin to question what was going on. 

Things didn’t make sense to him anymore. He was visibly distressed and spent 
greater part of the day doing the same risk analysis on the Sigma Fund. The 
people who ran Sigma would send him their trades on a weekly basis and he 
would run them through models that would assess the risk. It was beautiful to 
him. Somehow the simplicity avoided the risks and volatility. The fund 
managers just “sat it out”, when there were very volatile markets. 

The month of September 2008 was probably the worst month for 
government bailouts in the history of the United States. It started with the US 
government seizing control of Fannie, Freddie in 200-billion-dollar bail-out. 
Later in the month, Lehman Brothers, the investment bank, declared it’s 600
billion-dollar bankruptcy and Merrill Lynch was then quickly acquired by Bank 
of America. Later in the month the US bailed out AIG insurance giant for 85
billion dollars.

“Can you believe this? Hank Greenberg, that ran AIG until recently, 
created this department that dealt with credit default swaps and which 
leveraged the group using fancy mathematical models…and now the US 
Treasury is bailing them out…Hank Paulson, the Treasury 
Secretary…who used to be CEO of Goldman Sachs…which now owns 20
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Billion worth of AIG, bails out this financial casino which has grown 
internationally like crazy off the back of these profits from risky betting? I 
hate this shit….”. 
Timothy was now not only shaken by the crisis but began for the first time to 

question even the people in charge in the industry and in government.
“I am having trouble sleeping lately. What is going on with the world? 
Has greed destroyed our financial markets or is there something wrong 
with our basic premise and assumptions about economics or both? I 
mean, if the governments are bailing everyone out like this then it must 
mean something is terribly wrong and we cannot wait for the markets to 
reach their natural equilibrium anytime soon. The problem is much 
bigger than we think and cannot be left to solve itself. I would have 
usually thought that we have probably forgotten to model something, but 
I have my doubts now.”

On December 12th, 2008, Timothy came into his office and saw the 
following story on his Reuters screen.

NEW YORK (Reuters) - Bernard Madoff, a Wall Street trader who founded 
Bernard L. Madoff Investment Securities LLC, was arrested and charged on 
Thursday with allegedly running a multi-billion dollar Ponzi scheme, U.S. 
authorities said.

Madoff, who estimated investors' losses at about $50 billion, informed senior 
employees of his advisory firm on Wednesday that "it's all just one big lie" and 
that it was "basically, a giant Ponzi scheme," according to a criminal complaint 
against him.

Timothy looked stunned….his face was the closest thing to the expression of 
a grown man crying without the tears…He called me over to look at the story. 

“I could see the sweat building up on his forehead as he searched 
through stories on his screen….I looked over his shoulder and could see 
that they all said the same thing…”MADOFF Biggest Fraud in Recent 
History…PONZI Scheme…50 Billion Lost…”
“So who is Madoff?”, I asked. 
Timothy looked at me, in pain and said, “Madoff is SIGMA. SIGMA is 100%

invested in MADOFF. Understand? SIGMA is all gone….”
Timothy looked at me and said, “I’m sorry but I cannot stay here…I cannot 

take this any longer…the only thing that gave me strength during this fucking 
crisis at work is now gone…and dozens of these clients will think I am an 
idiot… no a crook!…I have to get out of here….”

That morning the phone rang all morning for 
Timothy…clients…clients…and more clients hearing the news and wanting to 
speak to someone…the secretary came into my office several times almost 
having a nervous breakdown…
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At one point, she yelled at me…“Where the fuck is this asshole? He can’t 
just leave me here with these mad people calling…”

I took a walk around the office and could see that there were, few people left 
in the Asset Management Company, only secretaries and mainly talking around 
the coffee machines…downstairs on the ground floor there were a few people 
waiting around that looked like investors that were asking to see someone at 
Sullivan & Sullivan…

Soon thereafter, a French aristocrat in New York, committed suicide because 
all of his clients had lost over 1.4 billion with Madoff. Thousands of people had 
lost billions with Madoff. To his best clients, he was known as the “Jewish 
Bond”, because he was like a bond, always consistent in his returns. Many 
Jewish charities had invested all of their money with him. Even Stephen 
Spielberg had lost millions. He had now decided to do a movie on Madoff.

On my return, after Christmas break, in mid January, I saw Timothy at his 
desk again. This time he wasn’t working on the Sigma risk analysis.  “So how 
could all these companies have borrowed so much and gotten into this mess?”, I 
asked.

“Well, essentially when Hank Paulson was CEO of Goldman Sachs and 
speaking on behalf of the largest of large investment firms, he requested 
that the SEC release them from the so-called "net capital rule", or the 
responsibility to hold high capital reserves in their brokerage units. 
Under pressure from the industry, the SEC, voted unanimously to 
overturn the regulation. This way giant investment banks, worth at least 
$5 Billion, were now free from reserves oversight and able to invest 
massive amounts of capital that had been BORROWED, without needing 
to hold any assets to back them up. Paulson, amid wild praise from the 
financial elite that had been given ‘a license to steal’, was then handed 
the position of Treasury Secretary by President Bush.” 
“This same Hank Paulson is now executing a 'rescue plan' to bail out all 
the companies who have just finished a ‘several year spending spree’, 
investing all the money they could borrow on short term risky 
investments. A few months later the American tax-payers have been
robbed of a few trillion dollars, the rules on where it should go, have 
been rewritten, the economy is still going down, and the Treasury or 
Paulson, has denied requests to show documentation of who is getting 
checks from the government.”
“This is organized greed and cronyism at its best….I can’t believe I am 
in this business…these are my colleagues…Fuck!”
Sullivan & Sullivan would soon be closing down so Timothy was now 

looking for work again. While he toyed with the idea of going into a different 
sector he always managed to come back to the idea of getting back into 
investment banking. The salaries everywhere else were just not enough for the 
standard of living he was used to. Sullivan & Sullivan had told everyone in the 
company that they could stay until June when they were closing down.
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Since the news of the Madoff scandal, I had been trying to interview John 
Sullivan, the head of Sullivan & Sullivan. I felt that as part of my work on 
Timothy it would be important to get his views on the whole situation and in 
particular, Madoff. I imagined that since having announced that the firm was 
closing down, he would have a definite position on the whole mess.  The firm 
was now the target of many lawsuits from unhappy clients and it, as well, was 
suing Madoff, Fairfield and anyone else involved along the way. Everyone was 
suing everyone. Several old friends and loyal clients of the Sullivan’s, publicly 
also made comments to the UK press, alluding to the fact that they no longer 
dealt with the Sullivan family, even socially. 

Unfortunately, John Sullivan never returned any of my emails or attempts to 
get in touch with him. He was now rarely seen around the firm. One day I got a 
lucky break and ran into him at the Starbucks coffee shop down the street from 
the office. He was sitting by himself at a large table so I sat down at the table 
with him.

“Mr. Sullivan, mind if I join you?”, I asked
“No feel free…”, he replied
“I have been trying to reach you as part of my study to ask you just a few 

questions…”, I said.
“Ok”, he replied.
“You realize that this has all been very difficult for Timothy…he hadn’t had 

it easy before joining Sullivan & Sullivan, then this Crisis and then Madoff….”
“Yes indeed….”, he replied.
“ So, Mr. Sullivan, how would you describe what has happened here with 

this crisis of confidence in the markets and the bailouts? Unbelievable right?”
“Yes…”, he murmured.
“Why do you think there was such a colossal lack of due diligence by so 

many people on this Madoff affair, in particular…and…”
“It was the Fees.”, with that, he looked at me straight in the eyes, smiled, 
got up and left.

Timothy was very confused these days after my return. During all those 
months in 2007 and 2008 he had struggled with what was happening in the 
markets. The bailouts had really done a lot of damage to his free-market 
thinking that was somehow, very tied to his quant mentality. These things like 
bailouts of investment banks just weren’t supposed to happen and especially not 
by a Republican government in the US, he thought. Somehow though he pulled 
through, by settling down at his desk every day and keeping track of the Sigma 
Fund. It was going to be ok, he thought. Sigma had been the proof for him that 
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if you did things right you could make consistent returns. You just needed to not 
speculate and stick to the formulas. These people in the markets were just 
cowboys. They took too many risks and took legality to the limit or even 
beyond it. There was no way one could work effectively as a Quant if you 
didn’t follow the rules. Too many people were hiding behind this quant 
justification but had embraced a “culture of greed” of don’t ask, don’t tell and 
many, were now simply crooks in his eyes. But the Madoff scandal had now 
brought down whatever was left of Timothy as a “Quant Crusader”. 

“Before, because of my mentality, my quant mentality, there were some 
things that I just did not question. There wasn’t a list of these. They were 
just there. You knew when something wasn’t to be questioned. You looked 
down on people that questioned everything, people that were always 
emphasizing the idea that nothing was predictable in business. Business 
and Economics were a science, math is a big part of this science…there 
were rules and you knew that with realistic assumptions you had 
predictable outcomes.”
“I am not the same professional I was when I left my Engineering degree. 
That was also not the same person that joined Santander or the same 
person that got up off his feet after losing all his money in a failed 
venture because I got overly greedy. My professional life has been both 
emotionally and psychologically draining. Today I stand here, after 
Madoff, once again a changed person professionally. I feel closer today, 
in my mentality to a historian, then to an investment banker. Today my 
professional identity is in crisis…again I know more, about what I am 
not, than what I am…my obsession with objectivity is over…”
“As I started in investment banking I increasingly got sucked into this 
culture of greed. I got lucky that I happened not to be among the people 
that took it beyond the limit…I did however blow all the money I had 
because I thought, I too, could be a master of the universe, on my own. 
Somehow, the quant strayed away from the discipline he had entered over 
a decade earlier, his quantitative mindset became influenced and driven 
by qualitative factors…unfortunately after much experience and just 
when I thought I had figured out why I had failed so often, I tried to come 
back to my roots but realized that my discipline was not really a 
science…it, also like me, depended on the people in it. It was a product of 
the people in it. If they were driven by greed, it too, would eventually 
break and it did. I realize now that those market forces that I had always 
thought should come into play to put the British Pound back where it 
belonged…were a function of the people in the markets not something 
sacred called ‘the markets’, the equilibrium thing was 
bullshit…economics is not a science but a function of the players in it…it 
is a game. People and business need to maintain a minimum level of 
morality in order for this capitalist system, or game we have, that has 
contributed so much good to our world, to not get off track…I feel that 
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my mindset has made a 180 degree turn. I am a different person today, 
more prepared to interpret my surroundings differently, less caged into 
this rational box, obsessed with the so called objectivity…I do still need 
the money though…and unfortunately if the system continues to 
compensate people this way, it will be only a matter of time before it all 
happens again.”
By mid April of 2009, Timothy was still desperately looking for work 

wherever he could. The Sullivan & Sullivan offices would close by June so he 
used this opportunity to work the phones from our office making calls to all the 
people he knew that might provide him with an employment lead. There were 
few options for Timothy, now 45 years old with no savings, in Fund 
Management. He was still however searching in investment banking…it was all 
he knew…everyday he regretted having left Banco Santander…had he stayed 
there, he thought, he would now be comfortably sitting this recession out, no 
matter how long it took. It was one of the few banks still standing strong. It took 
Timothy until July, 2010, to find work in investment banking again. For twelve 
months he struggled not only with living off his savings but more importantly, 
about who he was as a professional.

The interpretation of the study will emphasize on the following aspects. 
First: Timothy’s mindset reflects so well the prototype that Toulmin (2001) 
describes as a mathematically minded professional, which it can be presented as 
a paradigmatic example of this conception. Second: Beyond what is described 
by Toumin (2001), the study shows how the professional identity development 
of Timothy played a significant role in this example of creating a “culture of 
greed” in the financial markets, leading to the Crisis of 2008. Third: While 
most identity gaps and crisis have been associated in identity studies with work 
transitions (Ibarra 2000), this study for the first time, introduces how external 
elements like the Crisis of 2008, lead to changes in expectations and mental 
models of Timothy’s causing his identity tensions.

Timothy, who resembles, what Toulmin (2001) describes as a 
mathematically minded professional, enters the academic world conditioned by 
an obsession for objectivity and a keen interest in problem solving. In particular, 
Timothy is interested in problems for which, when certain assumptions are 
applied, there is a high level of certainty in reaching a solution for them. He 
begins his academic training not having much respect for what he considered to 
be less rigorous careers like those in the Humanities. He sees these types of 
people as different. From the every beginning of his academic career, he has in 
mind two different cultures, one where human experience can be reduced to the 
quantifiable, the measurable and the manageable (Snow 1959) and the other that 
espouses more ambiguous and unpredictable human behavioral patterns. 
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Much of this rationality is based on Timothy exhibiting what Toulmin 
(2001) refers to as intellectual blinders that focus attention away from wasting 
time and energy on things that are considered as irrelevant activities to him. He 
sees these activities as less rigorous and he favors focusing on disciplines that 
make better use of his mathematical know-how. Much of Timothy’s identity 
awareness is based as much on “what he is” as well as “what he is not”, 
(Giddens,1991; Karrenman & Alvesson 2001). He exhibits a sense of himself 
many times defined by what he opposes. He sees himself as being closer to 
people that he resembles in both occupation and education, people who may 
seem to imitate each other in traits, behaviors and thinking (Tarde 1962). 
Timothy resembles what McCloskey (2009) so well describes as Mr. MaxU 
(maximizing you) who is an individual that pays no attention to persuasion, 
being only interested in information so that he can solve problems, an individual 
who relates more knowledge with more information (Blyth 2010, Taleb 2007).

In the analysis of Timothy’s academic and in particular professional career, 
narratives form a critical element of the practice. In the narratives he describes 
in detail, his evolution from being a quantitatively minded professional (Quant) 
who enjoyed problem solving where one had a high degree of certainty about 
work and its outcomes, to a more socially constructed (Czarniawska 1997) 
definition of a Quant’s work and its outcomes.  It is in investment banking that 
Timothy begins to discover the other side of financial markets, one which is 
much more subjective (McCloskey 1998) and where one’s other type of 
expertise, which has little to do with mathematical know-how, begins to be the 
key differentiator between failure and success.

As Timothy enters the investment banking “Community of Practice (COP)” 
(Lave & Wenger 1991) he realizes that there is a definite culture that this 
environment promotes. In the process of self-definition, Timothy utilizes the 
repertoire of the COP manifest in the Quant culture as a resource with which to 
construct new meanings. This group shares meanings (Spender 2009) as part of 
their culture. Timothy provides several anecdotes (Czarniawska & Wolff 1998) 
that provide transitions to his narrative within the COP.

He describes rituals within investment banking which are used as vehicles 
for the exertion of what Bourdieu (1977) refers to as symbolic power, the power 
to define reality (Kunda 2006), how things work. These rituals are mechanisms 
through which organizational members influence how other members are to 
think and feel about money, what they want, what they fear and what they 
should regard as proper and possible, and ultimately, perhaps who they are 
(Kunda 2006, Van Maanen and Kunda, 1989). His boss refers to themselves as 
“Masters of the Universe”, where almost anything is possible in terms of 
influencing the markets in pursuit of personal gain. 

Timothy tries continuously to keep his Quant narrative going but finally 
realizes that the basic assumptions it is based on have been slowly eroded and 
no longer stand. Timothy’s narratives become no longer consistent, as their 
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“evaluative framework”, that are shaped by a “set of fundamental principles and 
values” slowly wear down resulting in an identity crisis for Timothy. 

Timothy describes the investment banking culture as one of greed, one 
which itself is a culture and a mechanism of control (Kunda 2006) to induce 
others to accept and become what the investment bank would like them to be. 
He describes individuals walking a fine line between what is legal and not legal, 
where the bank itself has modeled everyone’s compensation in order to promote 
this type of behavior. The organization or Investment Bank is very much the 
result of this institutionalization of greed or “organized greed”. The 
organization has institutionalized this culture to the point of turning greed into a 
virtue, within the organization. Individuals are compensated on the basis of 
exerting a high level of greed in their work where even when they are clearly 
“screwing” their clients, this is perceived as a positive organizational trait. It is 
good if you can get away with it while making money for yourself and the firm.

While the study focuses on one particular type of self-narrative, that of a 
quantitatively trained individual, and how it’s dynamics evolve, the resulting 
identity crisis of the individual results in increasingly more qualitative 
narratives. Timothy begins to not only question his professional identity but the 
also his basic reasoning (Bonet et al 2001), his “quantitative reasoning”. This 
affects the meaning of his work, ultimately questioning who he is as a 
professional. Ibarra (2000) describes similar situations in which employees 
change job positions and it is these work transition which create tensions in 
their self-narrative, ultimately creating identity gaps and requiring identity work 
(Pratt 2000, 2006). In the case of Timothy these tensions result from external 
forces, which put into question his existing self-narrative.

At the end of the study, Timothy starts to bring morality into his narrative, 
feeling that without some basic values the system will not work. McCloskey 
(2006) argues intensely that markets require an “ethical soil” in order to grow. 
She defends the notion of greed or prudence as a being a necessary virtue of our 
system which must however be counter-balanced by other virtues, stating that, 
“you need a balanced set of virtues”. 

Coincidently, and to the pleasure of the researcher, Timothy’s professional 
journey coincides with many contemporary events and issues that are at the 
forefront of the economic turbulence which most of the world is facing today 
and since the second half of 2007. It has been during this time that many of the 
assumptions and predictions that financial experts had made about the financial 
markets have come tumbling down, resulting initially in market turbulence that 
has put into question many underlying market assumptions as well as a way of 
thinking. 

Michael Lewis (1989, 2008), who in the 80’s shocked the world with his 
“culture of greed” analysis of Wall Street, decided in December of 2008 to 
interview during a lunch, his ex-boss at Solomon Brothers, John Gutfreund. 
Lewis was claimed to have had destroyed Gutfreund’s career with the 
publication of his book exhibiting the slack behavior he had described as being 
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prominent at Solomon. He describes now how for almost twenty years he had 
been waiting for this crash of Wall Street. At the lunch, Lewis asked Gutfreund 
what he felt had caused this crash. He responded, “Its simple. It was greed on 
both sides, greed of investors and greed of the bankers.” Lewis argued back that 
greed on Wall Street was a given, it was almost an obligation but the problem 
was the system of incentives that channeled the greed. 

Gutfreund was being blamed now for creating the mechanism that allowed 
all this to happen. He had turned Solomon back then into Wall Street’s first 
publicly quoted company from a private partnership. They had transferred their 
financial risk to the shareholders. The shareholders who were now financing the 
risk had no real understanding of what the risk takers were doing and as the risk 
taking became much more complex, this understanding diminished even more. 
No investment bank owned by its employees would leverage itself thirty-five to 
one. The moment Solomon Brothers demonstrated the potential gains to be had 
by an investment bank as a public corporation, the psychological foundations of 
Wall Street (Lewis 2008) and the Quants shifted from trust to blind faith. 

The history of science shows the immense reluctance to admit that existing 
paradigms have been falsified. This problem is particularly acute for neo-
classical finance and economics scholars because the theories that have been 
falsified by this crisis are the foundations of modern finance (Black, 2009). 
While this study has focused on the effects of this crisis on the identity 
development of one particular individual throughout an 18- month period, one 
can imagine that many quantitatively minded professionals are today struggling 
with economic “meaning” in these turbulent times. In “The Making of an 
Economist”, Klamer and Colander (1990) conclude from their study that over 
half of economics students felt mathematics was critical to understanding the 
economy while only 3% considered a thorough knowledge of the economy 
important. For many years now economics has drifted too far from empirical 
research on real-world problems (McCloskey 1990). It is not surprising when 
one sees the role of mathematics in the identity development and mindset of the 
individuals making up this discipline.

While it is not argued, that a level of greed is not a necessary part of finance 
work (McCloskey 2006), this study emphasizes what has become the 
“institutionalization” of greed across the financial market firms. The problem is 
not with greed itself as it is usually compensated by other virtues. It is argued, 
however that leading to this Crisis, its spread was not only more prevalent than 
in the past, but was encouraged and promoted through compensations 
structures, to the point of turning it into a necessary “virtue”. 

Quite coincidently this study, which began in 2007, coincided with one of 
the world’s worst financial crisis since the great depression of 1929. It was 
during this time that much of this empirical analysis was able to shed light on, 
not only adaption challenges of a certain individual with this narrowly defined 
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quantitative mentality and professional identity development within his 
organizations, but also on how this mentality within the world’s financial 
markets, ultimately played an important role in the creation of this crisis itself 
(Urstadt 2007, Soros 2009).  Blyth (2010) describes well this type of mentality 
where agents assume they can see the generator of outcomes in the social world 
(Taleb 2007), failing to see the causal mechanisms at play since they cannot 
stand outside of them. They only see the outcomes associated with them and 
hence assume that sampling past outcomes is a good guide to the future (Blyth 
2010).

The credo of the quantitative mindset is that people and investors behave in a 
rational manner (Patterson, 2010). The 2008 Crisis proved this to not be the 
case. For many, including George Soros (2009), this crisis has made it clear that 
many in the social sciences, including Economics, needed to use somewhat 
different methods and standards from the natural sciences, “the way many of us 
in the financial markets have interpreted reality has to change, we cannot 
continue to make excessive claims about our ability to predict and explain social 
phenomena” (Soros 2009).  Much more research is necessary into professional 
identity development (Ibarra 2000) and in particular of many of these 
mathematically minded individuals, who like Timothy, struggle in today’s 
organizations.
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