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Preface	

 

The beginning of a thesis writing process started as a thesis partnership with Lisa Astrid Karlberg, 

under investigation of post-truth and the public sphere in the digital era. However, with termination 

of the partnership this thesis shifted focus unto the current theme at hand. Nevertheless, it has to be 

mentioned that text on section 3.4, was produced singlehandedly by this thesis’ author while still in 

the period of partnership. Otherwise, no text appearing in the thesis was produced jointly with Lisa 

Astrid Karlberg. 
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Abstract 

 

In the presence of information economics that changes modern organizational culture, this thesis 

examines the topic and discourse of knowledge management. The thesis investigates the relationship 

between philosophy of epistemology and knowledge management. In an attempt to deliver 

interdisciplinary research, this work provides a rather lengthy and immersive account into philosophy 

of epistemology, with the main focus on critical theory, it’s history, epistemology, and 

methodological potential. Critical theory, and more precisely the texts and philosophy of Michel 

Serres’ as both philosopher and critical theorist, are used as methodology to investigate epistemic 

assumptions present in knowledge management’s discourse. This work finds epistemic crisis within 

knowledge management discourse, namely the fragmented status of knowledge within the discourse. 

The field of knowledge management, as a whole, does not seem to operate under coherent 

conceptualization of knowledge, but rather under varying conceptualizations of knowledge. Further, 

this thesis proposes Michel Serres’ philosophy on unitary body of knowing as a possible method of 

solution to problematic or fragmented view of knowledge, by a way of implying that Serres proposes 

a valid and consolidated view on coherent knowledge creation ecosystem. Finally, this work in it’s 

experimental method draws new perspectives on knowledge management under values of liberation, 

democratization, and self-reflectivity, in the epistemic crisis setting. In the end this master thesis 

yields interesting, yet not affirmative insights into knowledge management discourse.  
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1	Introduction	

This master thesis investigates status and conceptualization of knowledge in knowledge management 

discourse. In the contemporary context of information economics that changes modern organizational 

culture, this thesis aims to examine the topic and discourse of knowledge management with the focus 

on epistemic assumptions made by the discourse. By using critical theory as methodology I argue 

that there is epistemic crisis within knowledge management discourse, namely the fragmented status 

of knowledge. Additionally, I use some aspects of Michel Serres’ philosophy to provide possible 

‘solutions’ or new vantage points to the epistemic crisis. 

1.1	Background	

The following section briefly overviews necessary background information about knowledge 

management, epistemology in knowledge management, and essential aspects of Michel Serres 

philosophy in relation to the master thesis.  

 

1.1.1	Knowledge	management		

 

Knowledge management has become a heavily articulated and researched field in organizational 

studies and business practice all together (Davenport and Guest, 2001). Seemingly influenced by the 

belief of dawn of the industrialization (in the developed world), economies and organizations are 

moving forth to assert that information and knowledge management is becoming central to business 

activities (Bergeron, 2003; Drucker, 1999; Naisbitt, 1984). For one, information can be considered 

as ‘a new product’, because shrinking marginal returns from production, manufacturing and similar 

activities cast a shadow over future returns on revenues and profits. Davenport and Guest (2001), 
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argue that the first appearance of knowledge management was in industries which were directly 

involved in selling knowledge in the form of research and professional services. To this date, 

knowledge management discourse draws on information management as systems management in 

forms of information acquisition, storage, and sharing platforms (Alavi & Leidner, 2001; Garcia-

Marco, 1994; Jalkanen & Juntunen, 1994). Such conception of knowledge management finds 

knowledge objectified in strategies, data, archives and it generally means that knowledge is the 

information and data body of an organization (Alavi & Leidner, 2001) 

 

Yet at the same time, knowledge management has come to denote more, since moving “into other 

industries, including manufacturing, financial services, even government and military organizations” 

(Davenport and Guest, 2001, pg.1). At the forefront of this notion of knowledge management is the 

work by Nonaka & Takeuchi The Knowledge Creating Company (1995) with proposed understanding 

that organizations must look to enhance creation of knowledge as business activity. Nonaka & 

Takeuchi argue that knowledge management must be viewed as a strategic and systematic activity of 

organizations (1995). In the book (1995) authors argue for knowledge management in the form of 

knowledge creation as innovative, sustainable and profitable activity. Since then, research emerged 

supporting knowledge management as yielding competitive advantage (Cepeda-Carrion, 2006). 

Additionally, knowledge management discourse understood as creation of knowledge, as suggested 

by Nonaka & Takeuchi, draws more emphasis on knowledge as a social activity (Alavi & Leidner, 

2001), whilst all knowledge of and about organization is not objectivized in data metrics but is held 

by individuals and the social body associated with the organization (Butler & Murphy, 2006). Thus, 

knowledge management deals heavily in understanding and exploiting social reality as knowledge 

management (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; Butler & Murphy, 2006; Drucker, 1999; Benjamins, Fensel, 

& Gomez Perez, 1998; Alavi & Leidner, 2001). Social reality being included in knowledge 
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management discourse is one of the problematic causes in defining status of knowledge, since 

conceptualization of knowledge becomes dependable on cultural understanding of knowledge. 

 

1.1.2	Epistemology	in	knowledge	management  

 

With the deviation from ‘traditional’ assertion of knowledge as pure data and information knowledge 

management has embarked on a trip to discover knowledge manifested within the social reality of 

organization. As articulated by Benjamins et al.: “Knowledge management is a process implemented 

over a period of time, which has as much to do with human relationships as it does with business 

practice and information technology (IT).” (1998, pg.1). Furthermore, in his work Aarons (2006) 

discusses relevance of epistemology to knowledge management studies. In Aarons view, 

epistemology is a philosophical discussion, for the most part traditionally associated with the 

discourse on “what1 knowledge is and how it can be identified” (2006, pg. 166) and at the same time 

looking for answers and specifications to what legitimates knowledge. Additionally, Aarons (2006) 

argues that epistemology traditionally, starting from Descartes line of thought, mainly focuses on the 

production of personal and individual knowledge. Parallel to that, Grant (1996)	[as found in Butler 

& Murphy (2006)] offers an opinion that the creation of knowledge is an individual activity and 

(Glisby & Holden, 2003) argues that this assumption is also found in the work of Nonaka & Takeuchi 

work (1995). Whereas, Aarons (2006) main argument, ‘traditional’ epistemology by default, is rather 

limited in application to knowledge management, as the latter is a field that is more inclined towards 

more pragmatic creation, facilitation and use of knowledge. Thus, given the fact that knowledge is 

very much anchored to an individual (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; Aarons, 2006), knowledge 

                                                   
1 Emphasis in original 
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management pragmatically is interested in how an individual exists in an organizational setting and 

how an individual comes about to use and share her knowledge.  

 

As stated by Aarons, epistemology becomes relevant to knowledge management only in ways that it 

can supply knowledge management with pragmatic tools to manipulate and control the world 

(2006).  As an exemplary work, Schwartz’s (2006) study stands out, as a merger of Aristotelian 

epistemology and knowledge management process, where Aristotle's five ‘ways’ of knowing 

(Episteme, Techne, Phronesis, Nous, and Sophia) are juxtaposed against processes of knowledge 

acquisition, organization, and distribution in an organization. Most notably, the study leaves aside 

what could be labelled as ‘traditionally’ philosophical discourse - legitimacy and ‘accuracy’ of reality 

of Aristotelian virtues - and moves directly to applying them unto knowledge management’s process. 

 

1.1.3	Michel	Serres	in	epistemology	of	knowledge	management 

 

A French philosopher and the professor of science history at Stanford University, Michel Serres, has 

taken up discourse on Cartesian dualism and the normativity of science in many of his works (1995; 

2008; 2011; 2015). The French philosopher’s works (2008; 2011; 2015) critique ‘traditional’ 

philosophical epistemology, pertaining to answer a question of what is knowledge by applying natural 

science methodology, a line of thought most advocated in The Enlightenment Period (Adorno, 

Horkheimer, & Cumming, 1979). Michel Serres, in his philosophy, does not embark to find or unveil 

rationale that legitimizes reason. In contrast, his works (2008; 2011; 2015) provide an alternative 

view on philosophical epistemology from the ‘traditional’ approach. Most notably, he attempts to 

reinstitute trust and legitimacy of sensation and feelings (2008; 2011) as knowledge worthy. Overall, 

his emphasis is on unity of sensory body, mind, and surrounding environment forming a knowing 
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subject (2008; 2011; 2015). An argument which stands in sharp contrast to Cartesian dualism as a 

way of thought, where knowledge is objectivized in mind and reason (Descartes, 2015/1637; Adorno, 

Horkheimer, & Cumming, 1979; Cassirer, 1932; Popkin, 1979). 

 

In connection to epistemic interests of knowledge management to this thesis, Michel Serres attempts 

to find knowledge in every-day workers routine jobs (2011), investigates social relationships (1982), 

covers information, and thus knowledge, sharing through language (2008), and thinks on the subject 

of changing landscape of information availability in the era of technological advancement and the 

changing role of individual, as knowledge possessing and anchoring agent, in that environment 

(2015). Based on these notions, I will argue that Serres’ philosophy can offer a strong and interesting 

discourse and thoughts on subject of knowledge conceptualization, and fragmented perceptions of 

the status of knowledge.  

 

1.2	Aim	and	focus	

 

First, inspired by Michel Serres philosophy, I will investigate two epistemology schools: ‘traditional’, 

often associated to natural science, and critical theory, holding a balancing position between 

‘positivist’ and relativist scientific paradigms. The contrast of the two schools brings forth some key 

problematics of philosophical epistemology, while also allowing to understand each school through 

knowing ‘what it is not’. I will insist that following critical theory knowledge gains a different 

conception and goal than conventional and traditional wisdom has dictated. Most importantly, 

philosophy of epistemology of critical theory, at least at face value of it seems to offer a different 

approach to epistemology than the ‘traditional’ approach. Allowing to investigate a ‘broader’ 
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relationship between epistemology and knowledge management, especially because the literature 

seems to suggest that knowledge management discourse is rather detached from ‘traditional’ 

philosophy of epistemology.  

 

The thesis investigates phenomena of knowledge organization and creation in an organization on the 

background of examining multiplicity of concepts and statuses of knowledge in the literature of 

knowledge management. The focus on conceptualizations of knowledge within the discourse allows 

to unfold precise relationship, or lack of it, between the epistemic assumptions and notions of 

knowledge in the literature. 

 

Finally, and most importantly, the thesis attempts to demonstrate relevance of interdisciplinary 

academic research in organizational studies. First by arguing that merging French philosophy and 

social science’s philosophy of science provides a fresh set and new type of methodology to investigate 

knowledge management discourse. Second, by offering the new methodology, it also unfolds the 

problematic in focus for this thesis, namely epistemic crisis in the form of a fragmented view of 

knowledge. Third, the new methodology also supplies new framework for possible perspectives on 

knowledge management in the context of the epistemic crisis. 

 

The research questions that I aim to answer in this thesis are: What are some types of relationships 

between study of epistemology and knowledge management field? More precisely, what can we say 

about the status and conceptualization of knowledge, and the epistemic crisis in knowledge 

management field, looking at it from critical theory’s prism, and what can philosopher and critical 

theorist Michel Serres offer, in terms of his philosophy on conceptualization of knowledge, to 

knowledge management field? 
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1.3	Outline	of	the	master	thesis	

 

Thesis proceeds as follows: 

 

The next section 1 Methodology discusses relevance of philosophy for the current study; introduces 

philosopher Michel Serres as justified representative of critical theory, and his central concepts for 

this study. Furthermore, this section will present methodological approach of the thesis and will 

describes the nature of empirical data. 

 

Section 2 Literature review aims to outline and present key texts in terms of (a) significant and 

curriculum defining texts of this thesis and (b) literature that has a direct importance to this work, 

namely literature summarising and presenting notions of changing modern organizational culture and 

critical theory’s framework. Critical theory being central concept and methodological framework of 

this thesis, is introduced with more scrutiny and defined in six parts: ontology, epistemology, 

intentionality, methods, criteria of knowledge, and researcher’s position. While also the section 

accounts for other academic and practitioner work that have been written on the subject of knowledge 

management’s epistemology.  

 

Based on the extended literature review, the 3 Analysis section of the thesis investigates the notion 

and status of knowledge in knowledge management discourse. Analysis attempts to outlines aspects 

of epistemic problematics that the discourse faces, namely fragmented conceptualization of status of 

knowledge. I argue that the fragmented conceptualization of status of knowledge can be observed by 
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researching literature from the discourse, while Michel Serres’ philosophy can be perceived as valid 

and possible rhetoric in an attempt to mend the fragmented conceptualization of knowledge. 

 

The following section, 4 New perspectives, while adhering to critical theory’s intentionality values, 

attempts to frame new perspectives on knowledge management in three themes: liberation, 

democratization, and self-reflectivity. The reason for it, is to broaden interdisciplinary research 

through mixed methods and experimental approaches. Looking at knowledge management discourse 

via this new method, I attempt to provide a different and new set of perspectives and value systems 

to estimate and think of knowledge management, and knowledge conceptualization. 

 

The 5 Discussion section offers the author’s thoughts on the subject of the nature of relationship 

between knowledge management and critical theory, and how this nature of relationship changes in 

academic research depending on chosen methodology. 

 

The Conclusion section provides concluding thoughts on the master thesis and articulates the fact of 

existence of epistemic crisis, embodied by the fragmented status of knowledge, within knowledge 

management discourse. Arguing that the field, as a whole, does not seem to operate under coherent 

conceptualization of knowledge. Additionally, the conclusion draws remarks on experimental method 

(section 4) that provides new perspectives investigating knowledge management under values of 

liberation, democratization, and self-reflectivity. 
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1.4	Delimitation	

 

It is important to clarify, that this thesis does not aim to be a study or research with the goal to develop 

policies and advices for practitioners. The research is not performed with the mind-set of direct 

application or a strategic plan to solve particular real-life organization problems. The author does not 

believe and does not aim for the thesis to be a guide book of policies or a plan of action of any sort. 

 

Additionally, as the thesis is more of a theoretical work, it has to be noted that it is not a history of 

philosophy paper. Aspects of historical and contextual details are not central to the paper at hand, 

thus they are not featured in the paper. Despite the fact that the history of epistemology is discussed 

in this thesis, the discourse of how and why the exact history came about is not at all the business of 

this thesis. Finally, the study does not offer any quantitative arguments or results. All conclusions, 

and arguments are qualitative, theoretical, and one could even say moral-arguments. 
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2	Methodology	

 

This section attempts to outline the methodological approach of this master thesis. It should to be 

noted, that this section is in no way an exhaustive study of the philosophy of epistemology or Michel 

Serres. Only necessary, and key aspects for this master thesis is outlined in this section. 

 

2.1	Relevance	of	philosophy	

 

Critical theory, establishment and development of post-Marxist philosophy on critique of capitalism 

that started with The Frankfurt School, does not aim to debunk or criticise the institution of truth, as 

non-existence of given or non-existence of the world outside the human realm, but to draw importance 

to the possibility of contextualisation of philosophical truth claims.  

 

Philosophy, as an art, has immense importance in discourse on knowledge at all levels. Traditional 

thought on philosophy, starting from Plato (ancient Greeks) and transforming into natural science in 

the European Enlightenment period in the 18th century (Adorno, Horkheimer, & Cumming, 1979), 

at its core has the understanding of philosophy as that of pertaining power, constituted in (Universal) 

Reason, to ‘uncover’ or ‘find’ the truth (Adorno, Horkheimer, & Cumming, 1979; Cassirer, 1932). 

At the same time assuming universal, attainable, unchanging, hidden yet existing ‘absolute’ truth.  

 

To the traditional understanding of philosophy, critical theory attempts to re-conceptualise 

philosophy as more contextual dependant than Universal Reason had made us believe. The move of 

re-conceptualising philosophical truths as more contextual is performed by making philosophy more 
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‘practical’, rather than ‘theoretical’, by changing societal norms, and making Reason more social and 

influenced by historical context (Bohman, 2016). 

 

As Bohman (2016) further notes, at the point of contextual dependency the critique of relativism 

emerges. However, critical theory comes nowhere close to agreeing to be relativist. On the opposite, 

critical theory argues that there are ‘levels’ of constructivism, mainly pointing to fallibilism: 

“fallibilism is different from relativism, suggesting that it is possible to distinguish between truth and 

the context of justification of claims to truth” (Bohman, 2016). The meaning being, that existence or 

non-existence of truth is not the primary question for critical theory, but rather investigative work of 

how and what conditions produce truths, and what sort (qualitatively) of truths are those. 

 

2.2	Relevance	of	philosophy	in	business	administration	studies	

 

This master thesis has a clear philosophical outlook, which is present throughout the paper. First and 

foremost, the thesis provides, discusses, and proposes interpretations to readings and thoughts of the 

French philosopher Michel Serres, while also, investigating epistemology, which is conventionally 

asserted to be a philosophical subject that is deeply invested in metaphysics. However, I would argue 

that this thesis has also relevance to business administration, where business administration studies 

is an ‘umbrella’ subject for organizational studies and the knowledge management field.  Finally, this 

work adds to the existing body of literature on knowledge management by supplying Michel Serres’ 

philosophical thoughts on ways to conceptualize unity of knowing systems, namely private (tacit) and 

social (explicit) knowledge and notions of ways to perceive influence of ‘computerization’ and 

technological advancement in organizational knowledge creation discourse. 
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2.3	Michel	Serres	on	fragmented	concept	of	knowledge	

 

Michel Serres in his works has tackled the issue of consolidating varying and differing systems of 

knowing and knowledge (i.e. natural science and social science; intuitive knowledge and scientific 

knowledge). Thus, the philosophy and thoughts of Michel Serres is taken as a methodology 

approaching the subject of status of knowledge and epistemic assumptions in knowledge management 

in order to gain valuable insights for and about the discourse. 

 

First of all, his book Thumbelina (2008) articulates how technological advancement influences 

conceptualization of knowledge for individuals deeply affected and intertwined in technology. Given 

the fact that part of discourse on knowledge management deals in systems and IT managements, 

therein also lies problematic of how we talk about knowledge in age of rapid technological 

advancement. Serres (2008) says that technology has played a big part in developing new Cognitos, 

thinking subjects, but the evolution did not come about by the fact of more efficient information 

sharing, or a bigger and more available body of information. The change was brought about by how 

individuals reacted, and adapted to the technological development.  

 

Second, his overarching project of unitary system of knowledge and knowing (body, mind, and 

environment). Serre’s philosophy provide useful and ‘new’ insights into conceptualization of an 

ecosystem in which different types of knowing - personal and social - can be imagined to be merged. 

Representative of this philosophy is taken to be his book The Five Senses (2008). Even though the 

author is aware of other works on this theme, i.e. The Natural Contract (1995), and Variations of the 
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body (2011), the focus remains on The Five Senses since it provides the most updated thoughts on 

‘unitary’ knowing and the most philosophical rhetoric on the subject.  

 

2.4	Methodological	approach	

 

Most notably, this thesis as methodological approach attempts to bridge philosophy, social studies, 

and aspects of organization to further develop discourse on conceptualization of knowledge, with 

particular focus on knowledge management discourse in organizational studies. The 

interdisciplinary approach embodied in critical theory allows this thesis to unfold problematics of 

epistemic nature re-phrasing the problematics in a different light and contextual settings. 

 

The primary goal of the thesis is not by any means to prove or argue for the epistemology or 

knowledge as socially constructed reality which has persisted over modern schools of thought, but 

rather to investigate the conceptualization of knowing within the discourse of organizational 

knowledge creation and to unfold possible new perspectives of relationships between epistemology 

and knowledge management. 

 

2.5	Introduction	to	empirical	data	

 

In examination of knowledge management discourse and epistemological problematic within it this 

work treats texts and academic literature to be the primary empirical data. The relevant literature 

includes texts concerning knowledge organization, IT and systems management dealing with 

information creation and sharing, modern changing environment of organizations, and organizational 
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studies. The thesis considers both ‘how-to’ managerial and business administration books, and 

academic journal articles for the purpose of examining both theoreticians’ and practitioners’ 

perspectives. Of secondary nature is empirical data that is my readings and interpretations of these 

texts.  

 

It must be said that texts on knowledge management were chosen and prioritized by their 

methodology and inclusion, or exlusion, of social science perspective; their well recognized profile 

among practitioners or academics; their similarity and adherence to this master degree’s curriculum; 

and their potential cohesion to subject of philosophy of epistemology. 

 

Moreover, one set of literature defines this works conceptual framework and methodological 

approach, this being literature on history and particularities of critical theory in terms of philosophy 

of science. Second, the work takes texts of Pinch and Bijker (1987), Latour (2004), and Frohmann 

(1944) as exemplary and guide setting literature in performing social science research with deep focus 

in social philosophy. Third, Schwartz’s (2006) research is of similar nature to this work, yet with a 

different approach. Nevertheless, it emphasises the importance of epistemology of philosophy, it does 

so in a framework offering epistemic concepts of knowledge to fit and benefit organizations strategic 

plan to conceptualize ‘know-how’ and facilitate knowledge creation in those terms. Finally, in terms 

of philosophy, and specifically Michel Serres, only a few texts of his are considered in this thesis. 

Namely, his two books Thumbelina (2015) and The Five Senses (2008) and chapter on Quasi-object 

in The Parasite (1982). The first book directly addresses issue of technology and its impact in our 

life, additionally this work bridges Serres’ two themes (a) unitary body of knowing (merging intuitive 

knowledge, mind, and sensory knowledge of physical environment) and (b) pedagogical struggles 

and issues we face in the light and development of this new unitary body of knowing. The latter book 
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gives his most updated thoughts on unitary knowing. Whilst the last text on quasi-object follows in 

the proceeding section and introduces notion of the social as relating. 
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3	Literature	review		

 

The literature review serves a two-folded purpose, where some literature has a direct relationship to 

this work, namely literature summarising and presenting notions of changing modern organizational 

culture and critical theory framework, while the remaining literature will be perceived as a significant 

and curriculum defining of this thesis. The relevant literature will be grouped in five general sections: 

3.1 brief review of Michel Serres’ view on ‘how and what is society?’; 3.2 sociality of knowledge; 

3.3 knowledge management; 3.4 epistemological background; and 3.5 Michel Serres as critical 

theorist. 

 

Additionally, because of the epistemological aspect of the whole thesis, it is important to introduce 

key aspects of critical theory. Latter being the central concept and methodological framework of this 

thesis, is introduced with more scrutiny and defined in six parts: ontology, epistemology, 

intentionality, methods, criteria of knowledge, and researcher’s position. 

 

3.1	Michel	Serres’	The	Social	

 

Michel Serres’ (1982) theory of quasi-object is a discourse on individuals, relations, and the nature 

of the social. The author builds an argument that relations are built via an object or an artifact, which 

is the quasi-object. Furthermore, the main argument is that the social is the relations and not the sum 

of individuals. 
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Generally, Serres, (1982) attempts to answer the question ‘What is social?’, which is a discourse on 

the collective, and more precisely on individuals as actors or associations: “Being or relating, that is 

the whole question” (Serres 1982, pg. 224). Central to the answer of this question is the concept of 

quasi-object. Michel Serres argument, that relations build and brings the social into existence, is 

based on the fact that relations are created via quasi-object.  

 

Quasi-object is defined as an object and a non-object, while Serres defines quasi-object as rather a 

marker, designating a subject. In the instance when subject (or a person in this case) is marked by 

quasi-object, the person becomes ‘it’, a-stand-alone-object marked out by quasi-object and thus 

singular, the “I”, the individual. The remaining masses are rendered by Serres to be the unitary 

“other”, the “We”, the society (1982). Additionally, quasi-object, using Serre’s metaphor, moves like 

a ball in a game - quickly and constantly - designating individuals rapidly thus forming an always 

dynamic collective. Society, and the collective body, is a construct of relations and the repetitive 

actions of release of individuality (Serres, 1982). The subject of relating leads us to the topic of social, 

which is the subject of the following section, and more particularly to subject of knowledge being 

social. 

 

3.2	Sociality	of	knowledge	

 

Scientific knowledge is social, per Pinch and Bijker (1987), because development of technological 

artifacts and acceptance of scientific facts as true are both dependant on social aspects of the 

phenomena. This means, that nature by definition does not determine what is a scientific fact. Rather 

researchers and other related social groups are determinant parts of scientific facts. Thus, Pinch and 
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Bijker (1987) argue that there is a possibility of multiple readings of scientific facts and varying 

interpretations of technological artifacts’ values. 

 

Social construction of knowledge is the framework for the authors to develop their own theory, social 

construction of technology (SCOT), and propose a methodology for such a theory (Pinch and Bijker, 

1987). The theory draws strongly on the notion that innovation and development of technology are 

not linear but ‘multi-directional’ models (Pinch & Bijker, 1987). Denoting, that there are multiple 

interpretations surrounding the meaning, and success factors of a technological artifact. Therefore, 

this is defined as interpretive flexibility by the authors (Pinch & Bijker, 1987). The argument 

presented by Pinch and Bijker (1987) is that any technological artifact is surrounded by multiple and 

varying relevant social groups, which in turn assign meanings to the artifact, define problematics 

associated with it, and form consensus on when those problematics should be considered solved 

(Pinch & Bijker, 1987). Researching these relevant social groups and bringing them forward as 

deciding factors of technological development in social science studies allows researchers to argue 

for interpretive flexibility of technology. In return, technology is considered more dynamic, since the 

value, successes or failures of an artifact are not defined by technology itself, but by views and beliefs 

of social ensembles (Pinch & Bijker, 1987). Technological artifacts are constructs of a specific social 

groups’ views and readings of the technology. 

 

Since its establishment by Pinch & Bijker (1987), SCOT has grounded itself as a methodology used 

to analyse technological innovation. Given knowledge management’s inclinations towards systems 

management as one way to organize knowledge, the study of Frohmann (1944) comes in handy as an 

example of an interdisciplinary approach to argue for sociality of some technologies in the field of 

knowledge organisation. Frohmann (1994) applies a social constructivist view of science and 
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technology to systems of knowledge organization (SKO). The author offers social constructivist 

reading of systems of knowledge organization by providing analysis of success factors of Dewey 

Decimal Classification (DDC). 

 

Dewey Decimal Classification is the library classification system introduced by Melvil Dewey in 

1876. DDC classifies and organizes library ‘subjects’ by topic or field of study while also assigns 

numerical value to a book or library entry. The system implemented and created by Dewey has been 

widely accepted and used by libraries worldwide to organize and manage their stock of knowledge 

body (Frohmann, 1994). Frohmann examines factors of success for DDC by arguing that success of 

the technological artifact, according to social construction of science and technology, 

is not due to its solution of the problems of specific epistemological field knowledge organization nor of 
representational adequacy of its conceptual organization, but is due instead to the successful 
implementation of strategies of negotiation involving the construction of a social network consisting of 
many heterogeneous elements. (Frohmann, 1994, pg. 110) 

 

To develop his argument Frohmann uses the methodology of Pinch and Bijker (1990) and examines 

DDC’s success in terms of interpretative flexibility of library “subjects”, and closure of the artifact, 

that is DDC, in term of it being accepted as a solution by librarians nationally and worldwide 

(Frohmann, 1994). Overall, Frohmann (1994) attempts to establish an argument that DDC, and SKOs, 

in general as technology, offer solutions not to epistemological problems, but social ones. Thus, 

rendering that character of any SKO to be social. Briefly stating the argument, any technology that 

manages and organizes knowledge attempts to solve not epistemic problematics, issues about 

objective world, but social problematics, providing solutions to individuals and groups associated 

and affected by the problematics, which in this case were librarians. 

 

Moreover, there is a significant body of literature arguing for sociality of knowledge, yet not to such 

pragmatic level as discussed above. Bruno Latour could be considered an advocate for social 
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construction of knowledge, and scientific facts. In his rather recent (2004) work the author attempts 

to offer alternated view of how one should approach the problematic of sociality in knowledge. His 

argument is developed in examination of critique culture. 

 

Latour (2004) attempts to redefine critique, from critique that attacks and debunks to critique that 

cares and protects. In the author's view, critique as an attack, stemming from the Enlightenment 

period, was a useful tool in debunking powers, and beliefs at the time. However, with time (and 

especially in contemporary society) critique has become such a ‘vicious attacking beast’ that it turned 

on itself (Latour, 2004). Examples of which, according to Latour, are conspiracy theories or 

politicians denying global warming, where critique serves a role of debunking facts and instituting 

alternative beliefs to them. All this is done in the spirit of being critical to scientific facts, which are 

always dynamic and in contention, and has become the critique (Latour, 2004). 

 

In efforts “to devise some new critical tools” (2004, pg. 243) Latour uses Heideggerian notions of 

object and a thing parallel to his own concepts of matter of facts and matters of concern. Where 

scientific facts of today are treated as objects and matters of facts, that are distant, singular, and 

objective, while Latour makes effort to institute treatment of scientific facts as things and matters of 

concerns (2004). The author’s argument is, that the latter perspective would give rise to critique which 

would be evaluated and valued for its ability to affirmatively explain reality, meaning not taking away 

realism from facts but assembling and expanding the gathering of things that constitute the facts 

(Latour, 2004). Additionally, a critic would be a different moral persona, not predatory but caring.  

 



 25 

The latter two sections (2.1 & 2.2) of this literature review introduced key thesis’ curriculum texts on 

the topics of social and sociality of knowledge, which concludes the theme of ‘sociality’ and allows 

us to move further into the review of this thesis research subject – knowledge management. 

 

3.3	Knowledge	management	

	

The current section of the literature review introduces key texts and notions about knowledge 

management necessary for this research.   

 

One of the ‘manuscripts’ of contemporary knowledge management discourse is the book The 

knowledge-creating company by Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995).  In the book, the authors offer a theory 

to define knowledge creation in an organization. Starting with epistemological argument of 

knowledge as “justified true belief” (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995, pg. 21), the authors further build an 

argument that philosophical conceptions of knowledge between East (primarily Japan) and West, are 

different, which in turn influences business practices of knowledge creation (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 

1995). 

 

At the centre of this epistemological juxtaposition are concepts of tacit and explicit knowledge 

(Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). What the authors refer to as tacit knowledge is categorized as more 

private beliefs, arising from direct experience of phenomena or skill. It is knowledge that is gained 

through repeated practices, apprenticeship, passed down from a craftsman to his pupil, which 

indicates ‘complicated and hard’ transmission and sharing of knowledge. Tacit knowledge is also, 

what one could call, ‘common-sense’ information and beliefs that are widely known and agreed upon 

in a (organizational) culture (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). Explicit knowledge, on the other hand, is 
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knowledge articulated in language, written word, manuals, and books. In a sense, explicit knowledge 

is objectivized in a data body, that varies from verbal to written (coded) (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). 

Additionally, explicit knowledge is easier to share. 

 

Given the two archetypes of knowledge present in an organization, the process of knowledge creation 

in an organization is the continuous transformation between tacit and explicit knowledge (Nonaka & 

Takeuchi, 1995).  Methodology of this transformation is elaborated into a four-step circular method: 

(1) tacit to tacit; (2) tacit to explicit; (3) explicit to explicit; and (4) explicit to tacit (Nonaka & 

Takeuchi, 1995). 

 

Nonaka and Takeuchi, with their work (1995), provided not only a definition of a knowledge creating 

company, but they also set out a framework and methodology of organizational knowledge creation 

as such. It is important to remember that the book legitimized organizational epistemology to be 

treated two-fold: tacit and explicit knowledge.  

 

3.3.1	Literature	on	changing	modern	organizational	culture	

	

Of what has become probably a cult classic in the field of information and knowledge economics, 

Drucker’s work (1999) stands tall as one of the references when it comes to knowledge management 

and modern organizational culture in academic and practitioner's literature. 

 

Drucker (1999) in Knowledge-Worker Productivity: The Biggest Challenge turns to the problematics 

of worker productivity in a modern organizational environment. Drucker’s work (1999) is a discourse 

on how worker productivity has been conceived so far, and how this conception changes in modern 
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organizational environment, that is a post-industrial and information-driven economy. The author 

designates two frameworks of a worker: manual worker and knowledge worker (Drucker, 1999). The 

first archetype of a worker operates in a static, and comprehensive environment and completes clearly 

defined tasks with the help of tools and technique in using those tools. Drucker (1999) calls manual 

workers ‘compliant’, designating that success of their work, and thus, productivity of their actions 

mostly depend on following through instructions. Whereas, the latter archetype of a worker -

knowledge worker - must operate in an environment where tasks are not objectively 

defined.  Furthermore, knowledge worker is often required to define the objective of a task in 

accordance to shareholders’ (i.e. customers) perspective (Drucker, 1999). Knowledge workers are 

also called ‘committed’ workers, since their commitment to a company, organizational mission, 

personal and/or career growth ensures ‘a job well done’, thus, placing an emphasis on productivity 

(Drucker, 1999). 

 

Economic development of organizations is driven by worker productivity (Drucker, 1999). Yet the 

author also acknowledges the fact that worker productivity, as a concept, was coined and is mostly 

relevant to industrial and manual workers. This is also a part of problematic in defining productivity 

of knowledge workers. In order to answer the problematics related to knowledge worker productivity 

Drucker (1999) in his work offers six guidelines defining knowledge worker productivity challenge: 

1) “[...] demands that we ask the question: ‘what is the task?” ; 2) “that we impose the responsibility 

for their productivity on the individual knowledge workers themselves” ; 3) “Continuing innovation 

has to be part of the work” ; 4) “knowledge work requires continuous learning [...] and equally 

continuous teaching on the part of knowledge worker” ; 5) “Productivity [...] is not a matter of the 

quantity of output. Quality is at least as important” ; 6) knowledge worker must be thought of as an 

asset not as a cost (Drucker, 1999, pg. 83-84). Additionally, these six points can be used as an 
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instrumental tool in separating the two worker archetypes, manual and knowledge worker (Drucker, 

1999). 

 

In a very similar method, Kunda and Maanen (1999) continue the examination of worker roles in the 

new organizational setting. Kunda and Maanen (1999) examine modern organizational culture in 

terms of changing expectations on behalf of employees and managerial roles and identities in 

neoliberal, market driven organizational setting. The authors make a historical argument that subjects 

of corporate culture of 1980’s US and those of 1990’s entrepreneurial culture, are two different 

characters of employees and managers. Kunda and Maanen (1999) call the first category of 

employees and managers, ’loyal’ subjects, since their identity to organization, and corporation was 

defined by commitment, and loyalty to the company of employment, identity with it, and dedicated 

performance to the work one does. In return, the subject was promised long-term job security (Kunda 

& Maanen, 1999). The latter, is referred to as ‘entrepreneurial’ subject, to denote the shifting 

responsibility and loyalty aspects. Organizational rhetoric’s no longer articulate language of long-

term employment and loyalty benefits (Kunda & Maanen, 1999). Rather companies promise 

‘employability’, giving necessary and advantageous skillset relevant in an external job market (Kunda 

& Maanen, 1999). In return, employees are expected to be more entrepreneurial when it comes to 

defining work tasks, and ensuring that their work and effort holds value to internal or external 

company’s ‘customers’. 

 

To sum up Kunda and Maanen’s work, expectations of ‘completing you work’ or ‘doing your job’ 

are still at play when talking about employees and managers, however, notions of public effects 

towards the job, investment in the employment company, and the nature of work relationships are 

changing (Kunda & Maanen, 1999). 
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Maravelias (2007) is another author who further develops the discussion of individual subject in post-

bureaucratic organization, in terms of examining freedom of a subject. The author states that the 

majority of the literature in critical organizational studies holds that post-bureaucracy, appearances 

aside, implies more limitations than extensions to individual’s freedoms (2007). However, such a 

conception is misplaced, since, according to Maravelias, freedom as autonomy, coming from 

bureaucratic organization, is directly applied to post-democratic organization (2007). Thus, the author 

proposes to move away from freedom conceptualisation as autonomy, since the debate always 

concludes in increase or decrease of the individual’s freedoms. 

	

Maravelias argues to reconceptualise nature of post-bureaucratic subject’s freedom, stating that the 

new subject realizes its freedom not in achieving autonomy (distance) between work life and private 

life, but by submerging into work environment to seize and exploit opportunities (2007). This is called 

freedom as potential, where a person is understood to be free when he/she is able to exploit as many 

arising opportunities as possible (Maravelias, 2007). The new subject is not interested in liberation 

per se, but seeks freedom in entrepreneurial fashion, the notion already articulated by Kunda & 

Maanen (1999) in terms of workplace identity. Thus, bureaucratic and post-bureaucratic 

organizational culture have two different notions of freedom implying “different forms and 

idealizations of individual subjectivity” (Maravelias, 2007, pg. 556). 

 

The body of literature presented above suggests that knowledge management can be perceived as a 

product of contention with the notion of changing modern organizational culture. Whereby, such 

notions as working with information and lucid objectives, absence of physical work in most yielding 

economic activities (Drucker, 1999), market driven ‘employability’ (Kunda & Maanen, 1999), and 
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individual freedom re-imagined as entrepreneurial spirit (Maravelias, 2007) take over as prevailing 

definitions of desired organizational subject. Additionally, the ‘new’ working subject is very fitting 

for organizations attempting to implement strategic knowledge creation as revenue generating 

activity, since ‘labourer’ archetype is replaced by ‘information anchoring’ subject. 

 

3.3.2	Literature	on	‘unexamined’	knowledge	management	

	

There is an emerging part of literature on knowledge management which is more and more critical of 

the theory. This does not mean that the theory is faulty, pseudo or non-theory, but more in terms of 

debating the notions of knowledge, such as extent of instrumentality in knowledge, that had been 

absent since the beginning of the discourse (Land et al, 2006).  

	

One such study is the work by Land et al. (2006), who attempt to broaden the discourse of knowledge 

management, namely by examining two notions ‘blindly’ assumed by the knowledge management 

literature so far. The first notion states that the purpose of managing knowledge is not exclusively 

benign. The second notion presents that, the assumption that knowledge is an instrument to reach an 

objective has to also consider information and knowledge manipulation (Land et al., 2006). 

 

The authors advocate for caution approaching and researching knowledge management. In most part, 

because rhetoric emerging from knowledge management leaves aside, what authors call “the darker 

side of knowledge management” (2006, pg. 855), which namely is manipulation of information, and 

the latter is a corner-stone of knowledge. According to Land et al. instrumentality of information 

management is not discussed in ‘negative’ terms enough in knowledge management literature (2006). 

Case in point presented in the article is software, which can be used to enhance knowledge sharing 
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thereby improving productivity. Yet, it might also serve a purpose as a control tool in allowing or 

denying access to information or knowledge sharing whereby signifying clear power and politics 

structures within organization. 

 

Finally, the authors build an argument that knowledge management discourse “involves power 

dynamics, as well as ethical issues” (Land et al., 2006, pg. 859). For knowledge management to have 

a future, the authors argue, the discourse must move away from one-dimensional assumptions about 

information and knowledge. 

 

The latter section (3.3.2) introduces the notion of emergence of ‘new’, and ‘critical’ literature body 

within knowledge management and organizational studies discourse. This notion is heavily 

referenced and used in the analysis part of this theses, particularly in Section 4 on New Perspectives 

about knowledge management. 

 

3.4	Epistemological	background:	critical	theory	

	

Finally, review of the literature introduces this thesis conceptual framework of epistemology, namely 

background on critical theory. Additionally, because of epistemological aspect of the whole thesis, it 

is important to introduce key aspects of critical theory. 

 

Critical theory has its beginning dated to 1923, when Institute for Social Research in Frankfurt, 

Germany was established (Budd, 2012; Schwandt, 2011), also known as the Frankfurt School. 
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Critical theory has its roots in what Frankfurt School theorists chose as their method, “to revisit Karl 

Marx's critique of capitalism and apply it to contemporary society” (Budd, 2012)2. 

 

According to Schwandt (2011), there are three key characteristics of critical theory. First, more than 

critique of capitalism, critical theory is credited with offering a critique to ‘traditional’ theory, 

meaning natural science, mathematics, etc., which only aims to understand or explain society 

(Crossman, 2016; Bohman, 2016). Schwandt also draws strongly unto the weakness of ‘traditional’ 

theory, such as its inability to self-reflectively assert that theory is not merely the means to understand 

the world, but that those means form categories “through which we think about and experience the 

world.” (2011, pg.1). 

 

The second characteristic of critical theory is that the theory has strong inclinations against and 

counter-arguments for researchers as objective agents. More importantly, critical theory aims at 

establishing an argument that researchers, as is the case with the theory itself, are active and 

constituting parts of knowledge and facts. Again, the issue of lack of self-reflectivity stem up, but in 

this case in the researcher's position, as an agent unaffected or outside social practices that constitutes 

the theory (Schwandt, 2011) 

 

The final characteristic of the theory is that critical theory attempts to be self-reflective and self-

critical (Carspecken, 2012), since it views all theories as constructs. Whilst, always-persisting critical 

evaluation is supposed to push the theory to its ‘best’ (Schwandt, 2011). 

 

                                                   
2 See pg. 175-159, chapter “Critical Theory”, under subtitle “Background” 
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It must be noted, that the use of expression of ‘Critical Theory’ can be varying, since the expression 

can be referential, most common, in two ways. First, to the Frankfurt School, which “designates 

several generations of German philosophers and social theorists in the Western European Marxist 

tradition” (Bohman, 2016). However, this is not the case for this master thesis, as it does not inquire 

or function as a study of history or historical period. The second way to understand critical theory is 

in a more ‘broad sense’, referring to the way of inquiry, doing research, and a general ‘outlook into 

the world’. The latter is the sense which is used and presented in this master thesis.  

 

3.4.1	Ontology	

	

It is important to denote important points on critical research as scientific methodology. First of all, 

the question of meta-theory, or ontology, of critical theory is discussed. In their work Morrow & 

Brown (1994) argue that critical theory is located outside traditional juxtaposition of positivism and 

relativism, therefore critical theory attempts to merge and balance between the two philosophies of 

science. According to Morrow & Brown (1994) critical theory rejects conventional polarization of 

the two as the only option, and in doing so does not find its identity as a ‘different’ or ‘third’ polar, 

but mediate between social and natural sciences. 

 

Further, Morrow & Brown (1994) establish central methodological principles of critical theory.  

• “that meaning and language (hence discourses) are the basis of forms of reality construction that both 
reveal and conceal the experiences of subjects;  

• that structures may be species-specific or historically constituted and sometimes consciously transformed 
even if they have a kind of objective facticity that appears independent of immediate actors;  

• that social and cultural structures constrain human action as does a grammar language, hence not in the 
way implied by variables as probalistic determinants;  

• and that meaning and structures constantly are reproduced (statically) and produced (dynamically) across 
space and time”3 (pg. 13). 

                                                   
3 Formatting added by the author. 



 34 

 

Moreover, central to the ontology of critical theory is the discussion of ‘reality of things’. Where, 

broadly speaking, two main assertions have been established. That of knowledge and scientific facts 

capturing and representing objective reality (objectivism/empiricism) and that arguing for there being 

a difference between concepts and facts and empirical reality (Morrow & Brown, 1994). Whilst, 

critical theory, again, subscribing not to participate in this division.  

 

However, most notably, critical theory in general agrees to the notion of existence of empirical reality 

(the world out there), however it holds the position that objective reality is somehow concealed 

(which calls for revelation and liberation, notions that will be addressed in 3.4.3 Intentionality 

chapter) by the nature of things i.e. language. This is best presented by Morrow & Brown (1994) on 

the subject of critical realism and its symmetry to critical theory. 

A critical realism is not based on a correspondence theory of truth as in traditional realism. [...] But 
critical realists hold that the identification of deeper causal mechanisms does presuppose a view of reality 
outside discourse even if it can only be known fallibly through it. [...]From this perspective we cannot 
know being in-itself, of course, because our knowledge is always mediated by interpretations. [...] Despite 
a kind of realist ontology, the interpretive structuralism of critical theories is necessarily pragmatist and 
constructivist with respect to epistemology and methodology. In other words, nominalist and subjectivist 
epistemologies are granted partial validity in recognizing that science ultimately is based on a social 
consensus mediated through language (Morrow & Brown 1994, pg. 141-168). 

 

3.4.2	Epistemology	

	

In tackling an issue of epistemology, which basically is answering a question “How is knowledge?”4. 

Critical theory asserts that knowledge is subjective and is guided by history (among other things) 

                                                   
 
 
4 Since the question “What is knowledge?” is a question ‘traditional’ theorists ask. 
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(Bohman, 2016). Budd (2012) summarized that every critical theorist starts from the belief that 

knowledge is a construct, which develops further into a claim that knowledge is not merely a 

representation of ‘the world out there’. Adding to that, Carspecken (2012), while writing about critical 

research, denotes the key insight of critical theory’s epistemology, that knowledge is not simply 

capturing and transmitting objective reality, but it has constructive tendencies towards the social. 

Whereas it can be asserted to be influenced by power institutions, social norms, personalities 

(Carspecken, 2012, pg. 171-174). 

 

Bohman (2016) in his work claims the same as Budd (2012) and Carspecken (2012), that knowledge 

is constructed by history and people themselves. In his historical study of Critical Theory Bohman 

(2016) turns back to Horkheimer, one of the founders of Frankfurt School, to argue that “humans 

produce their own history, and social order” (Horkheimer 1993, 21) [as found in (Bohman, 2016)]. 

 

However, Bohman is quick to note, that knowledge, for critical theory, is not relative or merely 

constructive, rather that it is more contextual than ‘traditional’ theory allows it to be. Therefore, this 

means that, ‘not everything goes’ to qualify as knowledge but that knowledge is not exclusively ‘given’ 

or ‘found’ as in ‘traditional’ theory, but is a mixture of ‘given’ and ‘moulded’. Provided with critical 

theory’s aim to ‘liberate’ people, it is essential to the critical theorist to assert contextual dependency 

of truth claims, yet, as Bohman notes, stay clear of the path of complete relativism (2016). 
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3.4.3	Intentionality	

 

Is critical theory a valid and yielding tool to discuss in the knowledge management discourse? 

Bohman notes in his historical study of critical theory, that what critical theory can function as is that 

it “provides the descriptive and normative bases for social inquiry aimed at decreasing domination 

and increasing freedom in all their forms” (2016, pg.1). At it’s aim, critical theory attempts to 

investigate the world as social reality and to ‘liberate’ individuals through presenting reality as 

construct of (social) ties and networks. In explaining critical theory, it is usually contrasted against 

‘tradition theory’, meaning natural science, mathematics, etc., which only aims to represent or explain 

society (Crossman, 2016; Bohman, 2016). While critical theory deals in critiquing society and 

changing it as a whole (Crossman, 2016; Bohman, 2016). For social theory, including critical theory, 

explaining or understanding social realities is very much a reactive process. 

 

Necessity to act upon explanative power of critical theory is strongly imbedded in the notion of people 

creating their own history and social order (Bohman, 2016). Bohman argues for quite a unique critical 

theorists goal “to transform contemporary capitalism into a consensual form of social life” (2016, 

pg.1). Notably, this is where the uniting argument among critical theorists of ‘liberating’ or 

transforming society ‘for the better’ stems from. Adding to that, for many critical theorists, Bohman 

claims, transformation of society is only possible via democracy, whilst democracy implies social life 

being under control of ‘gatherings’ and forming consensus (2016). The appeal to democracy is often 

one of normative goals of critical theory.  

 

It should be said that overall, critical theory as such is rather normative. According to Bohman, who 

again heavily refers to Horkheimer's work on this matter, critical theory must be “explanatory, 
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practical, and normative, all at the same time.” (2016, pg.1). It must seek for explanations of 

problematics of social order at the time, find and denote agents that can change it, and supply critical 

evaluation of and practical ‘action-of-plan’ for the required change of social order (Bohman, 2016). 

 

Normativity is present both (a) as one of criteria and goals to qualify investigative work as critical 

theory, but also (b) as overarching theme of criteria setting. One could argue that it becomes rather 

‘easy’ and ‘bureaucratic’ to qualify research as a critical theory or not. Since all one needs to do is to 

tick the boxes under the criteria ‘Does it uncover problematics within current society? Does it specify 

actors of change?’. Of course, it is an oversimplified example, but it nevertheless presents the 

overarching mood and goal of normativity in criteria setting for critical theory. 

 

The call for normativity in critical theory is met with the notion of necessity of interdisciplinary 

approach, which is the core aspect for this thesis as methodological approach. As presented by 

Bohmann (2016), it is believed that only through interdisciplinary research, which would include and 

combine various studies, can researchers truly stand a chance at delivering on the promise of 

‘liberation’. 

 

Moreover, returning to more Marxists notions of critical theory, one of the philosophical intentions 

of critical theory is the attack on ideology (Bohman, 2016; Kelemen & Rumens, 2011). Both, Bohman 

(2016) and Kelemen & Rumens (2011) draws unto the notion of ideology as boundary setting, 

limiting democracy in ways of restricting information and communication as such, which clashes 

with critical theory’s goal of ‘human emancipation’. 
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However, it has to be said, that discourse of ideology will not figure much further in the thesis. The 

author felt that brief account of attack on ideology, as critical theory’s intention, is appropriate. 

Despite that, the reader should not anticipate to tackle this question after reading the next section in 

the thesis. 

 

3.4.4	Methods/Technique		

	

The realm of any social theory, critical theory being one, is rather broad, thus many elements and 

phenomena can be studied in depth (Budd, 2012). For one, “conceptions of ideology can be applied 

to analysis in numerous ways” (Budd, 2012)5. 

	

Further, in his work Budd (2012) offers five main categories in which critical theory’s 

questions/research focus: historical analysis, observation, interviewing, public participation, reason, 

and ideology. Of which  

• historical analysis finds evidence in documentation;  
• observation “consists of the living conditions of individuals, the kinds of work being done and the places 

where the work is done, and spatial limitations that effectively limit movement, living space, and other 
kinds of existence” (Budd, 2012);    

• interviewing: “The meaning of perceptions can be comprehended by researchers only by inquiring of the 
individuals” (Budd, 2012);  

• public participation: “Examination of what people say and how they say it (especially in public) is 
frequently foremost. In terms of theory, the pragmatism of communication and discourse constitute 
norms” (Budd, 2012);  

• reason “is applied in defining not just the material differences but also the qualitative and other 
differences. What people do is important to critical theory, but why people do what they do—and also 
what they cannot do—is also important”;  

• ideology: “Analysis grounded in critical theory includes examination of ideological forces and statements 
that influence human action6 (Budd, 2012). 

	

                                                   
5 See pg. 175-159, chapter “Critical Theory”, under subtitle “Background” 
6 Formatting added by the author. 
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Carspecken (2012) is not as systematic in his account of methods in critical theory, but again adheres 

and supports the notion of ‘wide’ and ‘broad’ possibilities of social research ranging from empiricist 

methods to qualitative research as hermeneutics.  

 

3.4.5	Criteria	of	Knowledge/Quality7 

	

Since methods and techniques heavily point to interdisciplinary approach and qualitative studies, 

evaluation and quality criteria are of utmost importance to not to move astray. Remembering the aims 

of normativity, and ‘liberation’ it becomes evident that quality of critical studies rests in such notion 

as relevance, intervention, and ‘making a difference’. As Bohman (2016) notes theories are evaluated 

upon what possibilities of change the interpretative power of theory allows for. That is, it must be 

relevant in a sense that it should be a ‘close’ or ‘cared for’8 issue, and at the same time holding power 

to inflict change.  

 

3.4.6	Researcher	Position	

	

As is characteristic of critical theory, it always finds its identity in juxtaposition with ‘traditional’ 

theory. The case is also with researcher’s position. Kelemen & Rumens (2011) return to Horkheimer, 

forefather of Frankfurt School, to claim that it is troublesome to assert researcher as an all-perceiving 

                                                   
7 In addition to this section, the reader is encouraged to turn to Bruno Latour's discussion of true/false knowledge being 
contested by well/badly composed knowledge or articulate/inarticulate knowledge. These can be found respectively in 
An Attempt at a “Compositionist Manifesto” and How to Talk About the Body? The Normative Dimension of Science 
Studies 
8See i.e. Bruno Latour’s “Matters of Fact vs. Matters of Concern”, In REASSEMBLING THE SOCIAL 
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and understanding (pg. 7), which is both, critique to researcher as objective agent, and establishment 

of researcher’s position which does not seek to alienate itself from the phenomena. Furthermore, 

researchers are expected to deliver critical self-reflectivity and account for their position in 

knowledge creation process. According to Bohman (2016) it helps establish self-reflectivity at a 

community level, while Budd (2012) stresses the need of self-reflectivity in the light of ideological 

threat. The fact persists that the researcher has to accept her normative/fixed perspective, thus the 

responsibility of accounting for it involves demanding efforts of self-reflectivity.  

	

3.5	Michel	Serres	as	critical	theorist	

 

In addition to using critical theory as a whole, this thesis also narrows critical theory to an author 

representative of the views, namely Michel Serres. This is done in the spirit and belief that a narrow 

focus offers a better and more practical analysis process and conclusions. It is also believed, that 

Serres’ work has enough philosophical depth and focus to qualify as a truly interdisciplinary 

approach. What follows further in this subsection is arguments on how Serres can be understood to 

be in critical theory school. 

 

3.5.1	Interdisciplinary	focus 

 

Interdisciplinary approach in critical theory is central in establishing ‘practicality’ of the method. 

Interdisciplinarity asserts merging two or more ‘subjects’ to obtain meaningful, new, and useful 

results and goals. Bohman also notes that “social inquiry ought to combine rather than separate the 

poles of philosophy and the social sciences” (2016). Agreeing to this notion is Serres’s overall 
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philosophy and notably, among others, his work The Five Senses: The Philosophy of Mingled Bodies 

(2008). Sankey and Cowley, translators of the book, state that Serres’s “analysis moves from the 

physical sciences to fables, or from philosophy to myths, stems from his belief that to operate within 

one field of knowledge alone is to remain landlocked” (2008, p. vii). In his work (2008) Serres 

explicitly attempts to write counter to traditional thought of Cartesian dualism, where body and mind 

are separated as two different ‘materials’, by merging mind, sensory experience, and environment 

into a unitary ‘biosphere’ or ecosystem. What has been thought and treated as two different, yet 

connected ‘worlds’: rationality and sensations, in Serres’s work becomes one world via the 

mergerging of mind, body, and surrounding environment. He uses the concept of mingled bodies, to 

describe this unity, where body ‘mingles’: it (a) combines soft (sensory, intuitive) and hard 

(objectivized, science) knowledge, and it (b) also is both hard (physical object in touch with other 

physical object in the world) and soft (processes information, language, and meaning) (Serres, 2008, 

p. 115). So, mingling is two-fold, intrinsic and outward, which is the only way, according to Serres, 

to achieve potential unitary knowing and understanding.  

 

In doing so, Serres is subscribing to one of the major thesis of critical theory, that of importance of 

interdisciplinarity and the focus on the ability of subject mergers rather than establishing empiricism 

hierarchies and a priori claims of agency.  

 

3.5.2	Dynamic	Knowledge	

 

Second to that, is critical theory’s approach towards a priori knowledge system supplied by 

‘traditional’ theory. Critical theory attacks the power of ‘traditional’ theory to decide normativity of 

sciences and knowledge overall, in order to establish its own normativity claims on knowledge, which 
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in juxtaposition, is “not a priori but empirical, not certain but fallible” (Bohman, 2016). Serres is to 

be found liked minded on this matter with critical theory thought. 

 

In Serres’s unitary world of merged agencies and subjects, knowledge becomes dynamic as opposed 

to static. With it ‘traditional’ theory, or what Serres refers to as exact sciences (Serres, 2008), are 

stripped away of the crown and power to decide and appoint phenomena as knowledge or non-

knowledge. Additionally, critical theory and Serres in the case of this thesis, also tackle the claim of 

non-knowledge as being a false construct of ‘traditional’ theory, for which knowledge claims are 

tightly connected to being universal (widely accepted, observed and agreed upon). Since in the world 

of (social) ties, networks, and mingled bodies knowledge is contextual, and thus can be said ‘local’, 

non-knowledge is impossible, since many contesting, yet local, knowledge claims can co-exist. 

The exact sciences construct subtle theories that are at once honest, elegant and stable. In them, a cat 
remains a cat: the identity principle. The human and social sciences describe theories even more 
underhanded than fraud, more duplicitous than cheating; a cow is a woman or a god a bull, even the identity 
principle is unstable. Reason watches while reason sleeps, reason sleeps while it watches, a hellish world 
of relationships in which stability itself fluctuates (Serres, 2008, p. 43) 

 

3.5.3	Plurality	of	truth	claims	

 

The idea of contesting truth claims is conventionally and, thus, intuitively treated as illogical, since 

knowledge claims are believed to be exclusively false or true. Appeals otherwise, as is the case with 

critical theory, are treated as claims for relativism. However, as noted above, critical theory does have 

a different end goal than to prove overarching relativism and constructivism of reality. 

 

Thus, quite contrary to ‘traditional’ theory, critical theorists subscribe to the idea that “differentiation 

and pluralization are not pathological but positive features of modern societies” (Bohman, 2016). 

Whereas, the main understanding is that if the world is treated as a flux of things rather than static 
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‘nature’ that needs to be ‘observed’ or ‘captured’, it is still possible to assert meaningful, and most 

importantly, true phenomena about the reality of things. Additionally, for critical theorists, such a 

reality of things is not only possible to ‘live in’, but also provides a better understanding of reality. 

Better, in a sense, since critical theorist can construct meaningful, re-active actions in the light of new 

knowledge. 

 

Again, one can find Serres fully complacent to the notion of pluralization, and co-existence of many, 

and sometimes contesting, truth claims as a better explanation of reality and the (social) world. For 

Serres, the world itself is not static, thus knowledge of it cannot be said to be ‘unchanging’ for all 

time to come and be ‘precise’ for all people equally. Since the world is in flux, so it follows that 

theories of and about the world must be subject to changes and thus, contest each other, outdate and 

update each other, and also be conscious and adapted to the world-of-flux. 

A glass slipper, constant and rigid, calls for a fixed and rigorous concept, valid for a stable world: an 
accurate measure for a foot that does not grow, walk, run or waltz. A flexible slipper is better in a world, 
in a variable environment, where rats change into footmen, where things whirl around under a fairy 
godmothers magic wand, where unrecognizable horses are unsubstantiated into lizards. (Serres, 2008, 
p. 65) 

 

Nevertheless, one inquiry remains unanswered, the precise relationship between pluralization of 

things and belief in the world to be fluctuating than static material. However, this thesis leaves this 

philosophical inquiry of cause and effect relationship aside, simply because it is not of primary 

importance to this assignment and secondly, because of time and space restrictions. 

 

3.5.4	Historical	and	contextual	importance	

 

Lastly, let us circle back to the notion of social construction of the reality of things to allow me to 

make a final argument for Serres fitting as critical theorists among others things. Parallel to the claim 
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of fallible reality, social theory, nevertheless, is heavily invested in the idea of history, and context 

constructing our perception of reality. That is, reality does not ‘reveal’ itself to us, rather it is a 

construct of our history, environment, and contextual whereabouts. More precisely, as Bohman cites 

Horkheimer, that any critical theory “has as its object human beings as producers of their own 

historical form of life” (as found in Bohman, 2016, [Horkheimer 1993, 21]).  

 

First, one does not need to make great leaps to assert that Serres assumes some level of social 

constructivism taking part in conceptualising and building our reality. This theme stands out as one 

of the major theses of Serres work9. 

 

Second, Serres is also in favour of existence of ‘the world out there’. Characteristic to ontology of 

critical theory, where empirical reality is existing yet concealed, Serres argues that it is both true that 

world exists outside human realm and that the world is also in flux, when it is attempted to 

conceptualise in universal terms. “[…] this layer of music, universal before the advent of meaning, 

carries all meaning within it; distilled, differentiated language selects the meaning or meanings it will 

isolate from this complex, and then braodcast.” (Serres, 2008, p. 120).  

 

Thus, in the light of the above presented arguments of: (3.5.1) importance of interdisciplinarity and 

focus on ability of subject mergers, (3.5.2) knowledge being dynamic as opposed to static, (3.5.3) 

pluralization, and co-existence of many, and sometimes contesting, truth claims as a better 

explanation of reality, and (3.5.4) history, and context constructing our perception of reality; this 

                                                   
9 e.g. Serres, 2008, discourse on language in section Boxes pg. 85-152) 
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author feels confident qualifying Serres as critical theorist and using his views as generally 

representative of critical theory core values. 

 
Summarizing this section (3.4 & 3.5), it is useful to note that the literature on critical theory ties to 

thesis statement by providing clear notions about critical theory and its intentionality and 

characteristics. In turn, the literature review on critical theory aid heavily in Section 4, which 

evaluates knowledge management’s theory at its initial state and also in relation to critical theory. All 

in all, signifying truly interdisciplinary and critical thesis research. The topic of evaluation and 

analysis of knowledge theory continues to proceed directly into the next section of this thesis - 

analysis. 
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4	Analysis	

 

With knowledge management becoming more articulated and developed discourse, organizational 

community and practice shifted focus on knowledge production and knowledge organization as 

strategic and revenue generating activities. However, this shift happened without any consolidated 

view what qualifies as knowledge in organizational practice and literature. For one, as presented in 

Section 2, literature on knowledge management is varying and does tackle a wide set of issues, 

ranging from systems development (IT) (Frohmann, 1994) to human capital management (Drucker, 

1999; Kunda & Maanen, 1999; Maravelias, 2007), and process developments (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 

1995), which even though serves a purpose of developing the discourse also creates the problematic 

of fragmented status of knowledge within it. I argue that such questions as ‘When do we have 

knowledge?’, and ‘What is status of knowledge’ is problematic and becoming more and more 

apparent (Land et al., 2006). 

 

Michel Serres in his works has tackled the issue of consolidating varying and differing systems of 

knowing and knowledge (i.e. natural science and social science; intuitive knowledge and scientific 

knowledge). Thus, the philosophy and thoughts of Michel Serres are taken as methodology 

approaching the problematic of fragmented status of knowledge in knowledge management discourse 

in order to gain valuable insights about and for this specific discourse. 

 

The following section will proceed in developing further, what I call, epistemology crisis in 

knowledge management discourse, which is embodied by problematic of fragmented view and status 

of knowledge. 
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It is important to pay attention to the fact that the texts and literature that this thesis focuses on, in 

terms of knowledge management discourse, can be differentiated according to their material and 

epistemological status. One set of literature focuses on importance of information, statistics and 

‘mathematical’ knowledge. This mostly pertains to systems management topic in knowledge 

management. Another set of literature focuses more on hermeneutical knowledge, and hermeneutical 

texts that have a different status of knowledge than the previously mentioned body of literature. Thus, 

I must note that there are differing statuses of knowledge internally among the used literature, simply 

because of the fact that ‘information’ and hermeneutical knowledge are interpreted as differentiating 

knowledge types. Whilst, it is also not the part of argument of fragmented view of knowledge, since 

the argument of this thesis focuses more on cohesion or non-cohesion of these difference, and not 

merely on the fact of there being an epistemic difference. 

 

4.1	Information	technology,	technological	advancement	and	knowledge	

 

In a very direct and blunt way, knowledge management refers to the management of information or 

data body. Companies that generate a significant and critical amount of revenue from selling 

information, research and service are knowledge management organizations. Most often, discourse 

on knowledge management on these terms articulate importance of information sharing platforms, as 

management. It might be a rough understatement, but the underlying argument is that the more 

efficient the information technologies and information sharing platforms are, the more yielding, in 

turn, the marginal return on revenues become. It illustrates very well the one dimensional 

conceptualization of knowledge, as knowledge in this matter is explicit (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995), 

objectivized in language, unanimously accepted and uncontested. Even more important, the eco-

system surrounding the phenomena of knowledge creating and sharing is perceived in a constrained 
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way. Individuals and technology are treated as agents with no ‘real’ influence over knowledge sharing 

and creation. 

 

However, my argument is that, this view is short sighted since the eco-system around knowledge 

creation is more complex. For one, Michel Serres in his book Thumbelina (2015) offers 

argumentation that technological development has had influence in forming new Cognito, knowing 

subject, and that in turn also affects how these new Cognito individuals conceptualize knowledge. 

Serres develops his argument stating that written press has monopolised knowledge since its very 

emergence. 

 

The concept of knowledge used to require complete ‘obedience’ of its subject (Serres, 2008). Serres 

uses the example of a prominent system of schooling and education where students have to remain 

silent and ‘obedient’ to the lecturer or their professor (a knowledge-holder) (2015). Furthermore, 

Serres argues, that it is not only students at the university that should be complicit, but it is rather a 

wide spread and over-arching phenomena that people must submit to the institution of knowledge, in 

order to attain it and benefit from it. However, the technological advancement that is present in our 

society offers strong counter-position to the established perception of knowledge as hard work 

(2015). By hard work, it is implied both one’s submission to the institution of knowledge and 

generally referred to actions of a human being. These actions include hard work in attentively reading 

a book or studying and finishing a higher academic institution such as university or college. 

According to Serres, it is not only the Internet itself, that disrupts ‘traditional’ learning (only school 

and similar institutions have the power to teach and share knowledge), but also the sort of information 

is available and how fast the user can attain it: “[...] it is already in front of her, objective, collected, 

collective, connected, accessible at her leisure, already reviewed and edited [...]” (Serres, 2015, p. 
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20). Furthermore, it results in ridiculing such action as “remembering the location of a volume on the 

shelf of the library” (Serres, 2015, p. 21) as knowledge, since search engines and the Web can do it 

much faster and more efficiently. The conceptualisation of knowledge as well as the recognition of 

what is intellectual in a human being is dynamic. Since what has been considered as knowledge is 

already collected, reviewed, and made available through technology then the ‘real’ intellect must 

reside and evolve into something other than what technology can do much better than humans (Serres, 

2015). 

 

The overarching argument is that, the new generation of young people whose lives are deeply 

intertwined with technology live in quantitatively and qualitatively different world than their 

predecessors (Serres, 2015). Even though, technology has played a big part in developing these new 

Cognitos, but the evolution did not come about by the fact of more efficient information sharing, or 

bigger and more available body of information. The change was brought by how individuals reacted, 

and adapted to the technological development. 

 

In here lies the essential thought of inter-connected and inter-receptive ecosystem, where individuals 

are not simply knowledge-anchoring agents, who change only through power of content of the 

message. Rather, the change in Cognito is as much brought about via means of the message. Receptive 

channels are dynamic and plural, thus individuals, technology, and knowledge are, in their very 

fundamental state of existence, active parts of a dynamic ecosystem (multiplicity of environments). 
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4.1.1	Connection	to	knowledge	management 

 

As mentioned previously, knowledge management discourse in terms of information sharing systems 

and IT, has a one-dimensional view on the status of knowledge. It is generally treated as a body of 

information that has no ‘qualitative’ relationship to agents (IT systems, and individuals) that are in 

direct connection with it. ‘Qualitative’ relationship here means that all agents of the ecosystem have 

receptive abilities to each other by a way of affecting each others constituting and essential properties.  

 

Yet, internally in the ‘subsection’ of knowledge management discourse that treats knowledge as a 

body of information, there is a twofold conception of created knowledge. First, knowledge can be 

created and sold by employing IT as a tool, i.e. writing manuals or instructions of value and sharing 

them via the Internet. Example of this is ‘suggestion’ applications or websites, where individuals or 

firms are information holders (i.e. ‘Bike rental places in Amsterdam’), and use technology to transmit 

that information. Second, knowledge created directly by computers, employing new technologies to 

accumulate, and consolidate body of data into meaningful facts that can later be used for commercial 

purpose. In the latter case, individuals come to know facts only after data has been accumulated and 

consolidated.  

 

In the situation where status of knowledge is not completely consolidated, knowledge management 

faces epistemic crisis, since in reality there are multiplicity of relationships between agents and 

information body in the process of knowledge creation. However, this part of the discourse (systems 

management) offers a simplified version by conceptualizing knowledge as the body of information, 

that either already resides within organization or is produced in organization within 

corporate/organizational framework. Such strong understatement of knowledge cuts deep in creating 
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a fragmented view of knowledge within the discourse. Especially considering that other ‘subsections’ 

of knowledge management discourse allow and acknowledge more complex ecosystem of 

relationships in knowledge creation. 

 

This leads us into the next section of knowledge creation as pseudo-complex ecosystem, where 

analysis follows in examining knowledge creation as circular and continuous process of mediating 

complexities of private experiences and collective knowledge based on Nonaka and Takeuchi work 

(1995). 

 

4.2	Knowledge	creation	as	pseudo-complex	ecosystem	

 

Nonaka & Takeuchi in their work (1995) developed an ecosystem of relationships concerning 

knowledge creation, in the sense that their perspective on knowledge creation provided a more 

complex and wider regard on knowledge creation network. For one, complexity is created in an 

attempt to merge and mediate two different knowing states - tacit and explicit. What seems, from a 

philosophical point of view, as conceptually sophisticated merger of two different matters10. Yet, the 

attempt of the book (1995) to serve a practical goal has forced the authors to undercut the discussion 

of philosophical complexity concerning the merger. Even though, the text (1995) is incontestably one 

of the flagship works in offering perspective of knowledge creation ecosystem, yet it does not escape 

the problematic of epistemic crises and fragmented view of knowledge. Additionally, I would argue, 

that at times it even intensifies the fragmented view of knowledge by arguing for the possibility of 

completely mended relationship between tacit and explicit knowledge. Completely mended here 

                                                   
10 Very crudely, referring to Descartes Cartesian dualist notion, where mind and body are two different substances. 
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refers to the notion Nonaka & Takeuchi (1995) assert, that matter of closure of debate between 

synchronizing tacit and explicit knowledge rests in it’s ability, as a merger, to yield a satisfying goal 

to corporations and firms. This is the epistemic problematic of merger of two different states of 

knowing and knowledge that Nonaka & Takeuchi (1995) left aside, namely ‘what are some points of 

contact between the two types of knowing that allow to assert their compatibility?’.  

 

Once again, Michel Serres can provide possible answers based on his project to mend intuitive, 

sensory knowledge and scientific, language-based knowledge. As is the case in contemporary society, 

natural science and sensory knowledge are both regarded as knowing, yet hierarchically different. 

The same is true for Nonaka & Takeuchi (1995) who prioritize explicit knowledge over tacit, since 

the knowledge creation mostly happens in the step of converting tacit knowledge to explicit 

knowledge. Thus, knowledge and knowing exist in two different states, while Serres argues that 

instead of focusing on discourse of knowledge as differing states it is possible to think of knowledge 

as a unitary body. Not only states of knowing should compliment each other to form a union, it is the 

opposite, we must assert unity from the beginning. Discourse on knowledge should start with 

assertion of human body as a complete unity of knowings without hierarchical statuses (Serres, 2008), 

since only then the discussion of compatibility is at all possible. 

 

The concept of mingled bodies in Serres’ book The Five Sense (2008) is essential to develop the 

argument. Mingling signifies constant movement and mixing, where what is constantly on the move 

is the “I”. Now, the “I” moves between sensory channels (sight, smell, touch, taste, and hearing), 

mind, and physical environment (Serres, 2008) in this way forming unitary knowing. Since the “I” is 

not a constant it follows, for Serres, that it must be dynamic sum of all parts, and very important point 

here is that the sum cannot be divided into parts. It might be more fitting to say that it is rather a 
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network of relationships than sum of parts11. Thus, we have it that knowing or the “I” is constituent 

of indivisible chemistry of senses, reason, and the physical world. “Body mingles with the world and 

with itself” (Serres, 2008, pg. 3). 

 

In Serres’ work (2008) one can find ways and thoughts on how very personal, tacit knowledge 

meaningfully coexist with explicit, language-knowledge, and more importantly conceptualization of 

an ecosystem where and how it is possible, is provided. Even though in an unorthodox view, the 

status of knowledge is coherent within Serres’ philosophy. A move so much necessary in knowledge 

management discourse, which has accepted Nonaka & Takeuchi (1995) as methodological and 

conceptual framework yet face practical and theoretical problematics (Glisby & Holden, 2003) in 

further legitimizing fragmentation of knowledge on such simplified terms. Yet, the work (Serres, 

2008) is written in such a way that it lacks clear strategic solution or easily applicable advice, which 

can be a strong influence for practitioners of knowledge management to bypass the text. On the 

subject of practicality, the further section on practicality of knowledge discusses implications of 

instrumentality and normativity of knowledge in the context of the epistemic crisis. 

 

4.3	Practicality	of	knowledge	

 

Knowledge management is generally only interested in epistemology discourse, when the latter 

supplies normative conceptualization of knowledge, and practical advice for applications of 

knowledge in organizational setting. Thus, the importance of explicit knowledge and reluctance to 

consider epistemology in more philosophical depths. Yet, this creates a sharp barrier between 

                                                   
11 Bear the resemblance to Serre’s quasi-object (1982) concept and argumentation 
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academic schools (i.e. organizational studies and philosophy) in their approach and formulation of 

epistemology overall, which in turn brings us to the thesis topic - fragmentation of knowledge and 

epistemological crises. In this case, fragmentation occurring not within the knowledge management 

discourse per se, but that takes place in the wider social setting and public. 

 

One could also argue that normativity and practicality are debatable descriptions of epistemology.  

Even philosophy as science treats epistemology normatively, in an attempt to supply comprehensive 

and descriptive answer to ‘what is knowledge?’. Yet I would argue that what is normativity of 

knowledge for philosophy and organization studies, and knowledge management in particular, are 

undoubtedly two different notions. Leading to an assertion that knowledge and practicality of 

epistemology carries different meanings for these two sciences, constraining social groups of each 

science to their own perspective and resulting in incomprehensive collaboration because of such 

factors as ‘talking passed each other’ and ‘favouring your own perspective’.  

 

Knowledge management’s disinterest in ‘impracticalities’ of epistemology has strong implications 

for the field to always appear superficial, and appearance’s orientated. In the chapter called Boxes of 

his book The Five Senses (2008) Michel Serres offers thought on importance of language in discourse 

on knowledge. Where language has become the median to convey information, Serres even says that 

language is knowledge (2008). Implying that the only important and ‘true’ information about reality 

of things is now coded and captured by language. Not only that, but information outside language, 

what he refers to as hard knowledge12, loses value since it cannot be socially shared knowledge. To 

use Serres words, we have anesthetized senses and intuition by submerging into language as 

                                                   
12 See section 2.3.1 for hard knowledge 
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knowledge (2008). In return, there still being reality and ‘given’ outside language, anesthetization of 

senses has resulted in rendering knowing as social and ‘given’ only as ‘sayable’ (Serres, 2008).  

Being enclosed in a group condemns us to language and language alone, since even social silence produces 
it. Being enclosed in language stops us from seeing that the noise that it makes veils and overwhelms the 
things which compose our world, and causes them to vanish (Serres, 2008, pg. 88)  

 

Instead of allowing spectrum and multiplicity of meanings, knowledge management confines itself 

to its own social group by approaching ‘others’ in demanding and limited manner. Particularly in 

epistemological discourse it appears prioritizing conceptualizations of social knowledge. Not truly 

and respectfully adhering to either a possibility of knowledge essentially being very private in nature 

or limitations of explicit (social) knowledge in accurately or fully re-transmitting tacit (private) 

knowledge. Signifying my argumentation, that epistemological crises in knowledge managements in 

form of fragmentation of knowledge is present not only within its own discourse (Sections 4.1 & 4.2) 

but also in the wider academic context as seen in this section. As knowledge management discourse 

willingly pertains to very limited and selective notion of epistemology and knowledge. 

 

4.4	Summary	of	epistemic	crisis	

 

The epistemic crisis in knowledge management is referred to as a fragmented view on status of 

knowledge. In this section (4) I outlined three aspects of the fragmented view of status of knowledge: 

• Fragmented view of knowledge within the discourse of systems management. 

Knowledge is simply conceptualized as a body of information. Yet, in reality there are 

multiplicity of relationships between agents and information body in the process of 

knowledge creation.  
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• Fragmented view of knowledge within discourse in terms of ‘pseudo-ecosystems’. 

Works, Nonaka & Takeuchi in particular (1995), have been emerging that deal and 

explain more complex ecosystem of relationships in knowledge creation (as opposed 

to systems management view). Nevertheless, the fact that framework of tacit and 

explicit knowledge might be more complex, it still does not escape the fragmentation 

of knowledge since it also perceives hierarchy of knowings. Hierarchy implies 

division, and thus, fragmentation. 

• Fragmentation of knowledge conceptualization occurs not only within the knowledge 

management discourse per se, but takes place in the wider social setting and public. 

Between academic schools, particularly knowledge management and philosophy of 

epistemology. Namely, due to the notion of practicality of knowledge. In the case of 

pursuit of instrumental knowledge, the discourse willingly pertains to very limited and 

selective notion of epistemology and knowledge, thus distancing itself from 

philosophy of epistemology. 

 

Summarizing, this section (4) juxtaposed literature on knowledge management and some 

philosophical thoughts of Michel Serres. In a relevant way, the section provides insight into how 

epistemic crisis in knowledge managements can be asserted to exist. In particularly pointing to 

fragmented view of knowledge in the cases of information technology and systems management, 

‘pseudo-complex’ eco-system in knowledge creation, and practicality of knowledge. Most 

importantly, this section (4) embodies the thesis aim to discuss status and conceptualization of 

knowledge in knowledge management discourse, by providing findings that in fact the view and 

conceptualization of knowledge is fragmented within the field. Additionally, to that, the analysis 

section (4) extensively uses philosophical thoughts of Michel Serres to supply possible ways of 
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thought in relation to ‘solving’ or making sense of the epistemic crisis. Specifically, making use of 

his philosophy of unity of knowing in the case of pseudo-complex eco-system in knowledge creation, 

and thoughts on pedagogical struggles and issues we face in the light and development of this new 

unitary body of knowing in the context of systems and information management. 
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5	New	perspectives	

 

This section will introduce a new method in relation to further expanding the analysis of this thesis. 

Notwithstanding that, the analysis moves away from further (strictly speaking) finding ‘proof’ of the 

epistemic crisis and fragmentation of status of knowledge in the knowledge management discourse. 

This section serves a purpose of developing analysis by providing new perspectives of how the 

analysis of the epistemic crisis could be diversely approached and investigated. 

 

New perspectives on knowledge management in the context of epistemic crisis will be framed in three 

topics. Adhering to critical theory’s influence to this work, and the theory’s focus on its normativity 

goals the following section attempts to frame insights about consequences of the crisis in three 

themes: liberation, democratization, and self-reflectivity. The reason for it, is to broaden 

interdisciplinary research through mixed methods and experimental approaches. Which in this case, 

is using critical theory's intentionality and normativity values and merging them with SCOT (Pinch 

and Bijker, 1987) method. As in my understanding of SCOT, the method is designed to re-shape the 

question and factors of ‘success’ in innovation process. Thus, this new method attempts to re-think 

the epistemic crisis, and more importantly the overall discourse of knowledge management, on values 

of liberation, democracy, and self-reflectivity. 

 

The three particular values – liberation, democratization, and self-reflectivity – were chosen because 

they are, in my reading , key values of critical theory, constituting essential properties of the theory. 

Additionally, these particular values are naturally close to the subject of epistemology, which makes 

them valid and interesting vantage point to carry research from. Looking at consequences of the 

epistemic problematic for knowledge management discourse via this new method, I attempt to 
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provide a different and new perspective and value system to estimate and think about knowledge 

management, and knowledge conceptualization. 

 

5.1	Liberation	

 

Liberty and liberation undoubtedly carries many meanings and assertions. To avoid confusion, and 

for the sake of simplicity in this work I constrain myself in this section for liberation to mean ‘to 

liberate from an authority’, which also strongly implies the notion of critiquing an authority figure 

and status quo for the sake of uncovering the ‘truth’. It is, very generally speaking, the meaning 

stemming from critical theory’s framework, to which I pertain. 

 

For one, we can understand knowledge management’s detachment from the philosophy of 

epistemology science as moving away from an authoritative figure. In this ‘enlightenment spirit’ of 

perception, knowledge management field could be understood as developing its own ‘reason’ and 

agency outside ‘traditional’ epistemology. However, this must be evaluated against the fact that the 

detachment from ‘traditional’ epistemology science is one of the reasons for having fragmented 

concept of knowledge, which in turn yields epistemic crisis for the discourse. In this sense, I find it 

superficial to truly assert knowledge management being a liberating theory. 

 

On the other hand, critical theory dictates that liberation also implies critique and contesting of status 

quo. Here, I perceive, the case of knowledge management’s assertion of practicality of knowledge 

over everything else is a good example. It posses strong critique to ‘traditional’ epistemology by 

providing growing body of practitioners and academics who have valid and sound grounds to be less 

and less interested in meta-knowledge and perceive nature of knowledge as not essential for 
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knowledge conceptualization. For the fact, that conceptualization of knowledge mostly stems from 

shared cultural (corporate) understanding of what is knowledge within an organization. In that sense, 

and from individual subject’s perspective knowledge management can be perceived as liberating 

theory, since it provides legitimacy and reason to undercut authority of academia in conceptualizing 

knowledge. 

 

Finally, the ‘liberating’ critique and theory behind it should be able to provide meaningful 

information about the reality of social setting and result in helping to ‘construct’ a better or 

‘improved’ social setting. Does knowledge management as theory offer anything alike? It does serve 

a purpose as a mirror-like tool that depicts and encompasses our overall contemporary crisis with 

fragmented and in-cohesive perception of knowledge throughout totality of subjects and within them. 

However, I must note, that knowledge management achieves that not by its own doing or intention 

as a field, but rather as an analysed example. This points to the fact, that without intention there cannot 

be and aren’t any conscious actions for ‘improvement’ of social reality. The case in point is the 

pseudo-complex ecosystem around knowledge creation (section 3.2), where social reality is confined 

only to organizational setting, culture refers to very wide understanding of corporate culture and 

narrow understanding of national culture. Meaning, that corporations on global scale are treated as 

subjects that are more alike than different. Simply by the fact that after reading Nonaka’s & 

Takeuchi’s book (1995) top level corporate management will be able relatively easily accept or shift 

to Japanese managerial style, as if asserting a difference in bureaucratic model rather than cultural 

differences. National cultures are, in the same manner, treated as values that do not factor too much 

as possible ‘negative’ forces into corporate culture (Glisby & Holden, 2003). Notions such as these 

illustrate knowledge management’s disinterest in examining social reality as a broader phenomenon, 

while rather scaling its organizational framework to fit to mean the social setting.  



 61 

 

In turn, once social reality is understood via or as organizational setting, undoubtedly knowledge 

management can offer ‘improvements’ for that social reality. Yet outside such a frame, and especially 

for individual subjects that do not prescribe to neoliberal or post-bureaucratic way of thought, 

knowledge managements come up short. One could even argue, that the latter individual subjects 

seek liberation from that same theory that frames social reality in organizational and corporate 

perspective. Thus, it is contestable if knowledge management as a theory really provides 

‘improvements’ for social reality, and the answer depends upon the subject’s perspective of what and 

how is social reality defined. Following the topic of liberation and its aims, at least in critical theory’s 

view, liberation must have direct influence on increasing democracy, which progresses into the 

further topic and section on democratization. 

 

5.2	Democratization	

 

Continuing to avoid confusion in this new method, and for the sake of simplicity in this work, I once 

again subscribe to simplified notion of democracy. Mostly referring to democracy as social life being 

under control of ‘gatherings’ and forming consensus (Bohman, 2016). Additionally, democracy 

denotes the fact that transformation of a society heavily and solely depends upon presence of 

democratic institutions. 

 

I outlined in section 3 & 4 that the discourse tackles wide set of issues, ranging from systems 

development (IT) (Frohmann, 1994) to human capital management (Drucker, 1999; Kunda & 

Maanen, 1999; Maravelias, 2007), and process developments (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). This can 

point to the fact of presence of democratic setting, simply because of a wide set of issues and multiple 
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actors allowed to partake in the discourse. Yet, the key issue here is focusing strictly on the volume 

and quantity of allowed and accepted actors or ‘subsections’ of the discourse. As shown in section 

4.3 inclusion of multiplicity of views and subjects in a meaningful and truly impactful way is 

problematic for the discourse. This, once again, pinpoints the lack of coherence between active agents 

within the discourse. The democratization issue at hand, is that democratic governance, if you will, 

of the discourse only appears democratic instead of being one. 

 

On the subject of appearances, it is fitting to examine the nature of ‘gatherings’ and forming 

consensus within the field. Using the fact of fragmented conceptualization of knowledge, I would 

argue, that the field lacks meaningful consensus and interdisciplinary approach in research. Literature 

on systems management rarely finds its way to its second-cousin social science. My impression is 

such, that clusters and ‘gatherings’ only happen around ‘main texts’ and ‘topics’, such as knowledge 

creation and sharing platforms. While other topics as power and wealth structures, instrumentality of 

information, or sociality of knowledge, even though being present in the background, form and 

constitute outlier-type of body in the literature.  

 

In turn, since the marginalised set of issues and topics do not accumulate enough traction, knowledge 

management is trapped in its own pseudo-democracy. Without realizing that, the discourse looks and 

provides answers on creation and sharing of knowledge only for the same relevant social group 

(themselves). That is, essentially supplying singular demand. This has strong implications for notions 

and findings on knowledge creation and organization coming from the field of research, to not only 

appear superficial but even conservative or ‘inbred’. Whilst, on very general terms, any theory of that 

nature poses more as a threat to democratization process rather than an opportunity.  
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On the other hand, the knowledge management discourse is not so strongly one sided and ‘limited’ 

in its essence. There is growing body of literature tackling issues and assumptions previously left 

aside by the discourse (Glisby & Holden, 2003). Researchers are also looking for bright and quality 

future for knowledge management, which includes accepting and accounting for skeletons in the 

closet (Land et al., 2006). Works of both Glisby & Holden (2003) and Land et al. (2006) tackle 

problematic of conceptualization of knowledge and knowledge creation within organizational 

framework. Willing inclusion of such and similar research projects could result in the future in more 

democratic and consensus forming knowledge management field within and outside itself. Yet, there 

are no assurances or accurate predictions of it happening, which casts doubt on resilience and 

persistence of democratic values as transformative mechanism. Since democracy is not a power that 

forces transformation, but an opt in platform that facilitates it. In turn, the project of mending 

fragmented conceptualization of knowledge becomes an opt in project for the field of study of 

knowledge management. Developing further the topic of will-power and persistence the next matter 

at hand is the section on self-reflectivity.  

5.3	Self-reflectivity	

 

I attempt to formulate new perspectives about knowledge management discourse, in the context of 

the epistemic crisis, by evaluating self-reflectivity characteristics of the discourse. In terms of what 

qualifies as self-reflectivity, I here pertain to notions such as accounting for our own perspective, 

treating our own research and work as active and constituting parts of knowledge and facts, and 

persisting critical evaluation of our own findings and knowledge. 

 

Let us start with the question of ‘how critical is knowledge management to its own claims and findings 

on what is knowledge when it comes to organizational knowledge creation and facilitation?’. Coming 
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back to the fact of fragmented perception and status of knowledge within the field, one is to ask what 

exactly the fragmentation signifies in terms of critical character. Does fragmentation mean contesting 

views of status of knowledge, which would signify critical character of the field? Not quite, since, as 

I argued, fragmented notion of status of knowledge mostly arises from in-coherent and not 

consolidated perspectives among ‘subsections’ of the discourse. However, it does not automatically 

follow that there is no self-critical character of the discourse. The matter of self-criticism is more 

complex then yes or no answer. I will proceed to unfold it through examination of ‘universality’ 

claims about knowledge made or found by knowledge management.  

 

There is a two-fold relationship concerning ‘universality’ claims about knowledge made by the field. 

On a more positive and affirmative side, knowledge management does not attempt any universal 

claims concerning conceptualization of knowledge. It remains detached from epistemology, and 

holds its pace as a science not to contest or challenge knowledge claims on ‘global’, philosophical 

scale. It remains locked and firm on it’s local and contextual setting. This very much adheres to 

critical theory’s expectations and evaluations of self-reflective scientific theory. 

 

Yet simplicity and affirmation aside, knowledge management does not entirely live up to self-

reflectivity standards within its local setting. I argue, that there are tendencies to treat particular 

concepts and facts about knowledge as universal, a priori truth claims. Example of which, once again 

is the incontestable methodology of tacit and explicit knowledge. In a sense, knowledge management 

is critical towards its own research on concepts of knowledge in wider social setting and especially 

academia setting, but inside the discourse only the new body of literature13 represents something of 

critical character.  

                                                   
13 see previous section 5.2 on Glisby & Holden (2003) and Land et al. (2006)  
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5.4	Summary	of	new	perspectives	

 

This section discussed knowledge management as theory in the context of epistemic crisis, under 

values of liberation, democratization, and self-reflectivity. Three specifically chosen values adhere to 

the methodology of critical theory, as they are constituting and essential properties of critical theory. 

On the one hand, the new method suggests to perceive knowledge managements as theory that offers 

only the appearance of liberating, democratic, and self-reflective theory. As it undercuts such notions 

as (a) meaningfully critiquing an authoritative figure, in the context of liberty; (b) opting into forming 

a consensus between multiple actors in the discourse and coherence between the subject at hand – 

conceptualization of knowledge - in the context of democratization; and (c) truly remaining critical 

to its own established concepts, i.e. incontestable methodology of tacit and explicit knowledge, in the 

context of self-reflectivity. On the other hand, the new method also allows to perceive, appearance 

aside, some characteristics of liberation and democratization in knowledge management theory. 

Namely, possible wiling inclusion of growing body of literature, thus consensus and coherence 

forming, which deals with topics such as power and wealth structures, instrumentality of information, 

or sociality of knowledge. Moreover, one aspect of knowledge management could be perceived as 

liberating theory as it, arguably, provides some legitimacy and reason to undercut authority of 

academia in conceptualizing knowledge, notably because of it’s strong support for practicality of 

knowledge. 

 

What is more, this section directly influences this thesis statement and attempt to provide 

interdisciplinary research. Section 4 is an embodiment of interdisciplinary method or methodology 

more so than a ‘direct’ answer to the epistemic crisis of knowledge management. This thesis is both 
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interested in the topic of epistemic crisis, but also in interdisciplinary, social science methodology. 

Thus, this section is demonstration and testament that the thesis’s interest is not only to unlock or 

solve problematic of the epistemic crisis in knowledge management, but provide wider context of 

values when doing academic research. 
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6	Discussion	

	

At face value, one could be encouraged to perceive natural cohesion between knowledge management 

and critical theory. Both have a very similar ‘feel’, as ‘alternatives’ to ‘traditional’ theory. Be that 

‘traditional’ theory, philosophy of epistemology or positivist paradigm of science.  

 

If this work had been conducted with different methodological focus i.e. Schwartz’s (2006), where 

epistemic concepts of knowledge are argued to fit and benefit organizations strategic knowledge 

creation, then, of course the study would focus stronger and more affirmative on possible and 

realizable points of contact between epistemology of critical theory and knowledge management’s 

inclinations for instrumental and normative knowledge.  

 

Especially because, first impression similarities between the two are multiple, without knowing better 

and judging hastily one can perceive that both are focusing on knowledge as not only individual 

activity, but social and instrumental. The two share the understanding that knowledge creation is a 

dynamic process, constituted by network of subjects or an ecosystem of perceptive and related agents. 

Allowing knowledge to be a construct of social reality and ties. Knowledge is a re-active force, to 

liberate society or to generate revenue. Finally, both strongly favour and articulate the notion that 

knowledge construction and creation is in the hands of people. Organizational knowledge is more 

and more asserted to be not the body of information (i.e. patents, and manuals) but the network of 

individual relations and personal cohesion of employees. 

 

However, after conducting my research I argue that appearances aside, there remains critical issues 

of symmetry between the two. Even more, using critical theory as methodological approach sheds 
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new sort of critique, rather than affirmation of knowledge management’s discourse on creation and 

conceptualization of knowledge. Critical theory, and Michel Serres in particular, allows for the 

development of a new perspective that unfolds the deep problematic of not consolidated views on 

status of knowledge. 

 

For one, troublesome is the notion that philosophical issues of mending two different knowing matters 

and types can be perceived as a closed debate, established by its wide acceptance as yielding practical 

results; the debate on the issue has been closed by agreement and satisfaction of previously closely 

related social group. Yet now, the discourse is lagging and unyielding to the possibility of re-opening 

the debate.  

 

It is also clear, that as an alternative to ‘traditional’ perception of hierarchical knowing states (reason 

and senses), knowledge management does not offer anything truly new. Outside the fact, of bringing 

tacit knowledge into a bigger picture, the conceptualization of knowledge still follows the trend of 

differentiation and separation of knowings. Where critical theory, and especially Michel Serres has 

so much to offer, in providing consolidated philosophy about unitary knowing subject. 

 

Critical theory, upon better evaluation, strives for and encourages dynamic body of science. Always 

self-critical, local and contextual, mediating between absolute and relative truths, liberating, and truly 

alternative (qualitatively and quantitatively). While critical theory and knowledge management are 

seemingly alike in appearance, they are rather different in their initial and core states. The dynamic 

and ‘alternative’ offered by knowledge management is quite limited, in providing satisfactory notions 

of knowledge mostly to practitioners and the ones favouring ‘homogeneous economics’ outlook. 
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While coming up short to offer truly interdisciplinary, coherent, and equally meaningful outlook to 

knowledge and its management and organization to a variety of social groups. 
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7	Conclusion	

 

In the presence of information economics that changes modern organizational culture, this thesis 

examines the topic and discourse of knowledge management. The thesis investigates the relationship 

between the philosophy of epistemology and knowledge management. First, this thesis outlines the 

background of information economics and focus on production of knowledge as one of core revenue 

generating activities in an organization. Second, this work provides a rather lengthy and immersive 

account into the philosophy of epistemology, with the focus on critical theory, it’s history, 

epistemology, and methodological potential. Third, investigation focuses on analysing epistemic 

assumptions made in knowledge management discourse with the primary focus on examining such 

questions as ‘what is knowledge’ and ‘what is status of knowledge’ when talking about knowledge 

creation as organizational activity. The methodological approached is further discussed in presenting 

texts of Michel Serres’ both as a philosopher and a critical theorist.  

 

This work observes and finds epistemic crisis within knowledge management discourse, namely the 

fragmented status of knowledge. The field, as a whole, does not seem to operate under coherent 

conceptualization of knowledge, rather under varying conceptualizations of knowledge (from body 

of data to network of relationships). Further, this thesis proposes Michel Serres’ philosophy on 

unitary body of knowing as a possible method solution to problematic of fragmented view of 

knowledge, by a way of implying that Serres proposes valid and consolidated view on coherent 

knowledge creation ecosystem. Additionally, this work in experimental method draws concluding 

remarks on consequences of epistemic crisis, by investigating knowledge management under values 

of liberation, democratization, and self-reflectivity. Finally, the author attempts to account for his 

own researcher’s position by offering his own thoughts on thef nature of relationship between 
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knowledge management and critical theory, and how this perceived nature of relationship might 

change depending on chosen methodology when doing academic research.  
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